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      As dusk fell, the gathered darkness drooped down upon the silent streets of Lusteer; they weren’t silent because it was peaceful. Rather, they were silent because of the lack of peace. War had ravaged Lusteer these past months, and all knew to stay off the streets when night fell. Most stayed off the streets during the day too, if they had any sense.

      Around me, Beacon Sulle and several of his shades were squabbling over little details of the plan of attack, though I had long stopped listening. Each of them had an opinion, and too many ideas ruined a plan far quicker than too few. Simple plans were best, I had learned.

      “It’s time,” I said, interrupting them.

      “We haven’t decided—” Beacon Sulle began.

      “When you see the fire from my attack, go in through the front. I’ll protect the lab until you get there.” With that, I left them.

      “Wait!” Beacon Sulle called after me.

      I ignored him and kept going until running footsteps caused me to turn around. A dark-clad soldier was chasing after me.

      “Don’t run,” I ordered, turning. The streets were empty enough that simply being outside drew attention. Our enemies knew we were out here, but no point putting a target on our backs or giving them at idea of when the attack was coming.

      The soldier slowed and came to a stop in front of me. It was Konstance, who had been Beacon Sulle’s bodyguard back when he’d been known as Richard Sulle.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      Konstance’s right hand was holding something, and when he raised it, I tensed, retreating a step. Before I had time to summon my firesword, though, I realized it was a video camera, not a gun, that he held.

      “Richard wants me to film you in action,” Konstance said, putting an eye to his viewfinder. The camera was sleek and black, and obviously expensive, possibly one of the top of range camera that networks used.

      “Beacon, not Richard,” I said. “He wants to be called Beacon now.”

      “Old friends can still call him Richard.” Konstance lowered the camera.

      “Is that what you are?” I asked. “A friend? Not just a paid bodyguard? I haven’t seen you around lately.” Beacon Sulle had used shade bodyguards ever since he became Beacon.

      Konstance shrugged. “I’m here now.”

      “I work best alone.”

      “I don’t intend to interfere.” He gestured with the camera. “Just observe.”

      I looked up at the ever darkening sky; I didn’t want to waste time arguing. “If you die, it’s not on me.”

      “My ghost will be the judge of that.” Konstance chuckled to himself.

      I released a low sigh, feeling that, whether he survived the battle or not, I was going to regret letting him come along. Konstance fell in behind me. At the other end of the square was our target, a blocky gray building, rectangular and forbidding. Technically, it was still the police station, though no one in Lusteer did policing anymore. The cops had either left the force or joined Holliday and his shadiers in their war against us.

      The building’s windows were all shuttered closed, and despite the stillness, I knew that inside was crammed with shadiers. Our enemies, wary of us, only occasionally left their defensive positions to raid Beacon-controlled areas.

      I cut through an alleyway so I could keep my distance from the station until I reached one of the back entrances. The city had suffered strangely sporadic effects, with some sections looking unaffected, and others barely standing. In this particular alleyway, a building had fallen outward leaving chunks of rubble blocking half the street, and several burnt-out cars clogged up the other half.

      “War is ugly,” Konstance said from behind me.

      “At least we are winning,” I replied.

      “Are we?”

      “Of course we are.” In the four months since Duffy had been defeated, running battles had raged through the streets of Lusteer. Once Duffy died, the shades who had been coerced to his side swiftly switched their allegiance to Beacon Sulle. That same night, the Sentinel Order and their shadiers led by Holliday had seized the City Hall, the police station, the military barracks, and several other key locations throughout Lusteer.

      Thus, the war had begun. On my side stood Beacon Sulle along with the fire shades and all others who had chosen to follow Uro. On the other side was Walker and the Sentinel Order, led by Holliday and mainly consisting of smoke sentinels and shadiers. What had once seemed an impossible stalemate was turning in our favor. Building by building, we were driving Holliday and his shadiers back. Other than the City Hall, only the police station remained in the hands of the Sentinel Order, and we intended to take the police station that very night.

      The back entrance of the police station was a heavy wooden door crisscrossed with reinforcing black metal. It was locked, but that would barely slow me. “Can you film at night?” I asked Konstance.

      “We’ll be indoors soon,” he said. “Plus, when fire magic is in the air, it doesn’t stay dark for long.”

      “True.” I summoned my fire swords, and red light blazed. Though I held the swords close to my body, I felt no heat from them.

      Konstance scrambled away from me, then he put the camera on his shoulder and placed his eye against the viewfinder. “Do you have something to say?” he asked. “Before you begin the assault.”

      “Stay out of my way.” I lowered the tip of my left firesword and pointed it at the door. Heat swelled within me, and a wide beam of fire burst forth from my fireblade. Hot air exploded outward in a whooshing roar, washing over us. Konstance staggered backward a few steps but he didn’t stop recording. Stepping around burning debris, I walked through the jagged hole where the door had been and into the corridor beyond.

      The smoke was thick, and I let one firesword disappear and coughed into my left hand as I walked until I passed through to fresher air. Behind me, Konstance’s voice rang out. “While the forces of darkness have clawed at the heart of Lusteer, one hero has stood at the forefront of the forces of light; a beacon of hope, if you will.”

      I turned back to him. “Seriously.”

      Konstance shifted the viewfinder of the video camera aside so I could see his face. “If you aren’t going to say something heroic, then at least stay in character. I don’t want to be up all night editing this.”

      “I’m not a character, and this isn’t a movie.”

      “I’ve got the camera. I’m the one who decides whether this is a movie or not. Watch out!”

      That last was a shouted warning, and I turned to find two crossbow-wielding men sprinting my way. I shot a beam of fire, and they dived against walls to either side. One landed on the ground, rolled onto his stomach, then fired his crossbow.

      I threw myself sideways, finding cover in a doorway. The titanium bolt went wide. I felt a breath on my neck and turned around to see Konstance crouched down behind me, his camera still on his shoulder. “This is great framing,” he said. “Light smoke drifting to the ceiling, reflections of the fire caught in the panes of glass. You should charge them and take both of them out.

      “I’m not here to perform in front of the camera.” My job was to get to the basement that the Sentinel Order was using as a lab and to prevent anything from being destroyed. Beacon Sulle suspected that the Order was building something that could change the tide of the war, and the basement lab would be the place to find evidence.

      I had studied a map of the layout of the police station enough that I knew it by heart. I mentally took stock of where I was and realized that I had to take a door midway between where I and my attackers were positioned.

      With the sound like the crack of a whip, a crossbow bolt hit the wall in front of me. I started at the sight of the arrowhead, and two inches of titanium stuck out of the plasterboard just in front of my forehead. My position wasn’t as secure as it looked. Best to rely on my magic rather than walls.

      I formed a shield of protection and stepped into the center of the corridor. Immediately, one crossbow bolt flew toward me. It smashed against the shield, then dropped to the floor. Just because titanium was capable of injuring sentinels or shades didn’t mean that it could penetrate Brimstone magic.

      I sensed Konstance staying close behind me, taking advantage of my shield. When I reached the doorway on the lefthand side of the corridor, I grabbed the handle of the metal door and twisted. It was unlocked. As soon as I pulled the door open, Konstance stepped into the corridor beyond. I hurried after him, letting the shield dissipate.

      “A note from your director. Less running away, more raining down hellfire on enemies,” Konstance said.

      I shut the door, then I pushed my palm against it. After a few moments, the metal glowed yellow. Then, with a crack, the door buckled. I pulled on the handle and found the door well and truly stuck. Satisfied, I continued onward.

      “Undeterred by enemy forces all around him, the fire sentinel strides onward. As Beacon’s forces attack one of last remaining bastions of the Sentinel Order’s power in Lusteer—the police station—Rune Russell has been entrusted with the important mission. The Order are developing a secret weapon, and Rune must prevent vital evidence about the nature of this weapon from being destroyed.”

      I half turned back toward Konstance. “What kind of secret weapon?” Apparently, he knew more than me.

      “Cut!” He lowered his camera. “What did I tell you about staying in character?”

      “I’m not playing anyone; I’m being myself.” I frowned. “How is that not being in character.”

      “No one’s interested in the real you,” Konstance said. “I’m not seeking truth. I’m filming a hero.”

      Just ahead, the corridor turned to the left. I picked up my pace, springing forward. As I’d expected from my memory of the floor plan, the door to the basement was five paces in front of me.

      It was guarded by four men in police uniforms. All four were pointing crossbows at me, and all four became aware of me at once. I leaped just as they fired, somersaulting over the crossbow bolts and landing in the middle of them. I spun, lashing out with both fists, and within moments three men were on the floor.

      It should have been four; one though had just staggered back rather than fallen. He wasn’t just an ordinary human, then, but something more, likely a shadier. As I had that realization, it seemed he, too, remembered his power. His hands came together, preparing a fireball. I swung an elbow, hitting him in the face, using all my strength this time.

      He crashed against a wall, almost going though the wall. Plaster crumbled down upon him. I stood over him, watching, ready to summon my fireswords and finish it. But he didn’t get up; he had been knocked unconscious.

      Konstance came up behind me. “Not bad. But we have poor lighting. And you know what looks better than punching in bad lighting? Fire and explosions.”

      The door was locked, but a quick search of the shadier’s pockets turned up a keyring, and, after a few tries, I managed to click open the lock.

      As I stepped through the doorway and into the stairwell beyond, I thought about locking Konstance outside, but that would be leaving him unprotected. He was just doing the job Beacon Sulle had given him. I had to let him stay with me, no matter how annoying he was becoming.

      Before I had a chance to second guess that decision, Konstance pushed past me. I shut the door behind us, inserted the key and locked it. I snapped the top of the key, leaving the base of it in the lock. According to the floorplans, that door was the only entrance to the basement.

      Konstance shook his head, watching me. “Did anyone ever tell you that you are good at avoiding confrontation?”

      “No.” Ever since I was seventeen and discovered my powers, confrontation had always found me. “And you should be glad I’m not jumping into dangerous situations. You are the one who’d be most at risk.”

      “I’m not afraid.”

      “It’s not about being afraid. It’s about not having a death wish.” Early in the war, I had gone through a phase of throwing myself into wherever the fighting was heaviest. It had resulted in plenty of death, just not mine.

      “Following one’s mission in life is what’s important,” Konstance said. “Choosing the path of lengthiest mortality rate is what’s not.”

      Goddamn loon, I thought.

      With the door shut, the stairwell was dark, so I summoned a firesword to light the way as I descended. Red light flickered against the walls.

      I hoped to find the basement lab empty, in which case, I could just wait out the battle down here. We had the shadiers outmatched, so I had no doubt we’d win. Konstance’s unhappiness about not having any more action to film would be a happy bonus.

      Even before I reached the bottom of the stairs, loud crashes warned that wasn’t the case. I hurried down the last few steps and rushed into the basement.

      The place looked like something from a weird science-fiction movie. Strange-looking equipment of various shapes and sizes filled the room. Beakers dripped green liquid into pots, narrow beams of colored light bounced off prisms, and metal tubes, vibrating noisily, were twisted into giant concentric circles. Computers were plugged into monitoring devices, and two printers spooled out paper at high speed. I could see little logic to the types of experiments—it was as if a child’s science set had learned how to replicate and grow.

      However, if the lab held any secrets, it wouldn’t for much longer because Holliday was standing on a desk smashing through everything within range of his warhammer—one section of the room had already been turned into a scrap heap.
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      “Stop!” I shouted.

      Holliday stilled, his warhammer held high over his head. “Join in,” he said. “You wouldn’t believe how much fun this is.” Then he brought the hammer down in a long arc, smashing a computers and several beakers, sending electronics, broken glass, and a viscous green liquid spraying across the room. I leaped onto a desk opposite him, and when he brought his hammer down again, aiming at more equipment, I blocked with two crossed firesword.

      “And now, Rune finally faces off against Holliday,” Konstance said. “The Sentinel Order, once a force of harmony, was corrupted by their leaders, Holliday and Walker. But evil is never allowed to stand unopposed for long.”

      Even as Holliday and I strained against each other, fireswords against warhammer, we both half-turned to look at Konstance.

      “Brimstone—that unknowable place—provided sentinels with both the powers of smoke and fire,” Konstance continued. “When the smoke sentinels betrayed their brothers, all fire sentinels were killed except for one. Rune Russell, the last fire sentinel, and a force of retribution and justice that wreaks havoc on—”

      “Can you shut him up?” Holliday asked me.

      “Believe me, I’ve been trying.”

      “Just speak as if I’m not here,” Konstance said. “Just a fly on the wall.”

      “Flies are for swatting, not ignoring,” Holliday said. “Particularly noisy ones.” Holliday jumped backward, breaking the impasse between us, and he sprinted Konstance’s way.

      Konstance took several rapid steps backward, but Holliday wasn’t interested in him. Instead, Holliday smashed the closest computer with his warhammer, then raised his hammer for another strike. I jumped across at him, my left firesword blocked the warhammer from descending just as a flying kick caught him in the chest and sent him crashing against the wall. Holliday’s warhammer disappeared in a swirl of smoke.

      “Don’t get up,” I told him, moving across to stand in front of him. Holliday was clearly determined to destroy as much as was possible, but I was just as determined to stop him. If the Sentinel Order was designing a dangerous weapon, we had to discover more about it.

      Holliday slowly climbed to his feet. “Do you really think filming this attack on the police station is going to help your cause? Attempting blatant propaganda is going to backfire. The people hate your side.”

      Konstance backed up to the far wall. He didn’t stop filming, but he was staying silent, abandoning the running commentary.

      “Filming this certainly wasn’t my idea,” I said. “I’m just here to put a stop to your secret weapon.”

      “Your side understands that you might be winning the battles, but you are losing the war, or you wouldn’t have a cameraman with you. The hearts and minds of the people are being lost. People the length and breath of the city are preparing to rise up against Beacon Sulle and the fire elemental that pulls his strings.”

      “That’s not true. The war is nearly over.”

      “How does the phrase go?” Holliday spread his arms wide and took a step forward. “Strike me down and a hundred more will rise up in my place.”

      He hadn’t summoned his warhammer, and his step put him in range of my fireswords. I didn’t swing at him, though, taking a step back instead. “There aren’t a hundred more sentinels to take your place.”

      “The era of the sentinels is over,” Holliday said.

      “Who’s fault is that?” I asked. The Sentinel Order had banished all fire sentinels from their ranks, then later used a fire summoning crystal to bring about the Searing, which had killed all fire sentinels except me.

      “It’s perverse,” Holliday said. “A sentinel leading the shades in a war that will enslave humankind. I’d laugh if it wasn’t so damn tragic! Sentinels were supposed to be the world’s salvation.”

      “I’m not any kind of leader,” Rune said. “And we aren’t enslaving anyone. We are protecting people from you and your shadiers.”

      “That fire elemental truly is boss. Has you all thinking it’s your idea. Hard to combat that.”

      “I make my own decisions.”

      Holliday gave a twisted smile. “Amazing the way people can contort their mind to reject any facts it doesn’t like. You were in the forefront of the fight against the fire elemental not long ago, but we knew not to trust you. At least your adoptive sister is helping us. She’s useful too, from what I’ve heard. Might balance out some of the damage you’ve caused.”

      “I don’t believe Jo is helping you.”

      “As I said, human minds are great at rejecting evidence they don’t like,” Holliday said. “I’ve got to hand it to the blasted fire elemental though. Been one step ahead of us before we even knew he existed, striking at our weaknesses with pinpoint precision. It’s obvious now that, once sentinel turned on sentinel, the Order would have to fall.”

      “The extremism of Walker did more to destroy the Order than Uro ever did. Remember Robert Bobbit?”

      “I knew him as Dashel,” Holliday said. “He was a good man, and I was sad to see him go.”

      “I was there when Walker killed your fellow sentinel and friend. You stood quietly and said nothing. And now you rail against the fall from grace of the Sentinel Order as if you weren’t at the heart of that fall.”

      The warhammer formed in Holliday’s hands, and he thrust the point of the handle forward. I jumped backward. Instead of continuing his attack, Holliday stepped to the side and smashed the head of his warhammer into a dense mass of electronics.

      “Stop doing that!” I threw my hand forward, flinging out streams of fire which formed rings that surrounded the smoke sentinel.

      Holliday was about to swing with his warhammer, but the flames forced him to pull his arms close to his body. “That’s some nifty magic,” Holliday said. “It wasn’t long ago that fire sentinels couldn’t use magic. It was too dangerous.”

      “It’s different now,” I told him. “I can safely draw power from Uro’s Oasis.”

      “So that’s the cost of a soul these days? A little power.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “I guess a little power has been the price of a soul since time immemorial,” Holliday said. “Whatever this fire elemental did, in enhancing your ability to wield fire magic, it also restricted our smoke magic.” He scowled. “A double-whammy in your favor. Still, you’ve come a long way since we last fought,” Holliday said. “Remember that cabin by the lake? Then you fled as fast as your little chicken legs could carry you.”

      “I was caught unprepared,” I said. “But, yes, I’ve come a long way since then.” After several months of war, I undeniably excelled at fighting.

      “Is that a glint of pride I see?” Holliday asked. “Funny. Never think of evil dudes being proud of their ability to do evil, but I guess everyone needs a narrative to get them up in the morning.” He glanced across to where Konstance continued to film events. “Everyone’s the hero of their own story.”

      “You’re the one destroying everything, desperately trying to hide evidence of some terrible secret.” Thin trails of smoke were emerging from piles of debris. Given all the weird chemicals I’d seen, much of this lab was at least flammable; more likely explosive. I couldn’t let the sentinel continue to trash the place.

      Holliday jumped up and back, escaping the rings of fire that had imprisoned him. I darted forward, dissipating the rings and bringing my hands together for a fireball, which arrived just as he landed. Holliday couldn’t raise his hammer fast enough to block, and he was struck directly in the midsection. Instead of knocking him back as I’d expected, the fireball went straight through Holliday, leaving his body untouched. Or at least it seemed so—his clothes were undamaged.

      He fell to his knees, then he keeled over to the side, a look of shock on his face.

      I raced over to where he lay and knelt over him.

      “What in hell’s name did you shoot through me?” His face was white.

      “I’m not sure.” I used magic by instinct, always had.

      “Well, you’ve done for me.” Holliday coughed. “Or perhaps more accurately, the fire elemental has done for me, since you don’t know what you’re doing.”

      “You’ll heal.”

      “I’ve been injured too many times to count, and I know what healing feels like. This isn’t that. This feels like my insides have liquified.”

      Konstance had emerged from his corner and now stood over us, his camera obnoxiously close.

      “Stop filming,” I ordered. “The movie part of this is over. At least the part with heroic action. Find an extinguisher and put out the fires before any weird substances decide to explode.”

      “I don’t think anything is on fire.”

      “Well, put out the smoke. By the time fire emerges, it may be too late to prevent an explosion.”

      Konstance reluctantly nodded. He put his camera on the floor and went off in search of an extinguisher.

      “Dashel’s death wasn’t my fault,” Holliday said. His voice was low and weak. “We faced what no other Order did. Walker had to make tough decisions; we all did. Fire sentinels were turning on us, one by one. Friends, allies. And then Sash also turned. No one could be trusted. You are proof we made the right decisions.”

      “Me?” I leaned closer. Holliday’s voice was barely a whisper.

      “Only one fire sentinel remained. Not a friend of ours but an opponent to the fire elemental in words and action. And yet, he turned you, too. None of you could be trusted.”

      “I didn’t mean to kill you.” It was a stupid thing to say. I fought and other people died—that was how it was.

      “Don’t worry about it, kid. My end was coming. I accepted that.” He gave me a bloody smile. “Have you?”

      “Me?”

      “It won’t be much longer. The Dawnsday Device.”

      Had I heard that right? “A doomsday device?”

      He choked on a laugh. “It’s that for us.” He coughed out blood. “The sentinel’s doom. But it’s the best way. No, not the best way—it’s terrible—but it’s the only way. The sentinels have failed, and the fire elemental must be stopped. At any cost!”

      I jerked upward at the sound of a crash. A door bounced its way down the stairs. I stood, summoning my fireswords as a troop of men marched down the steps. I recognized one, a lion shifter, who had a thick mane of golden hair even in human form, and I dismissed my fireswords. “How goes the battle upstairs?” I asked him.

      “It’s almost over.” The lion shifter looked around. “You killed the leader.”

      I glanced down and saw it was true. Holliday was dead. “That’s less important than what we can discover here,” I said. “Holliday was determined to destroy everything, which means there’s something to be found.”

      The lion shifter nodded. “Understood.”

      “He mentioned a weapon they are working on, something called the Dawnsday Device. Tell Beacon Sulle that he can find me at the usual place.” The usual was a late-night diner that stayed open until midnight. I’d grab a shower at my hotel, then I’d go there for food. By then, they might have sifted through the lab and found something useful.

      Konstance, noticing that I was about to leave, ran back across to retrieve his camera. “Wait. Before you go, do you have a final statement for the camera?”

      I turned away from him. “No.”

      “Go on,” he insisted.

      “War is ugly,” I said as I left.
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      I kept the hood of my jacket low over my face, my shoulders hunched forward, my face close to the food as I shoveled it in. Wearing a hood while eating made me look suspicious, of course, but, in these dangerous times, no one would challenge me. Sausages, two fried eggs, and beans had been my order, more of a breakfast than a late dinner, but I wasn’t exactly getting regular meals.

      After I had devoured the food, I still felt starved. I had chosen a booth at the back, near the window. Outside, the midnight sky was tinged red from the fires of war that burned. With fire sorcerers and shadiers both able to fling fireballs at each other, Brimstone—the world of smoke and fire—was coming closer to Earth in more ways than one.

      Grayson’s was a rough and tumble diner, with a thin veneer of grease coating everything from the battered jukebox in the corner to the fluorescent lights in the ceiling. While many of the fancier places had closed up shop due to the fighting, this place kept chugging along as if little had changed. Even this late, Grayson’s was busy. The TV in the corner was on, the volume set to maximum, and most in the bar were watching as Fred Hanson reported the raid on the police station. When Duffy had run the city, Hanson had reported whatever news the dragon wanted. Once Beacon Sulle took over, Hanson had quickly switched to reporting to Beacon Sulle’s taste.

      “This victory for Beacon Sulle’s forces was as absolute as is possible to be,” Hanson was saying. “One of the last bastions of the Sentinel Order’s power was captured, plus Beacon’s champion, Rune Russell, killed the leader of the sentinels in the city, Gary Holliday. I’m also given to understand that valuable intelligence was discovered inside the police station before it was destroyed. And”—his voice took on an excited tone—“Liberty News Network has exclusive video from inside the police station during the final assault.”

      The image of Fred Hanson disappeared, replaced by dark swirling smoke. As the smoke thinned, two slashes of red light appeared, which resolved into showing the back of a shadowed figure holding two fireswords. Then Konstance’s voice was played. “While the forces of darkness have clawed at the heart of Lusteer, one hero has stood at the forefront of the forces of light, a beacon of hope, if you will.”

      “Switch it over!” someone called out. “This is clearly staged.”

      “They can pretend their pet sentinel is some kind of hero if they want, but we don’t have to watch.”

      “Yes, change it now!” a tall slender man yelled out, standing up.

      “Okay, okay.” The crusted old graybeard behind the counter picked up the remote and muted the sound. “Don’t jump down my throat. The local news is still better for the latest happenings, even if their reporting is biased.”

      “Biased. It’s downright lies most of the time,” the tall man said. “And it’s not even local anymore; they changed their name from Lusteer News to Liberty News, remember. And whatever it’s called, I’m not cheering to have those alien-powered creatures take over our city, our home.”

      A murmur of agreement sounded throughout the diner.

      “Not so loud,” the graybeard man said. “You don’t know who’s listening.”

      “I don’t care who’s listening!” the tall man shouted out. “We’ve been afraid for too long. It’s time for the people of Lusteer to stand up and start getting loud. It’s not like things can get worse. Look outside. Lusteer’s burning.”

      “Things can always get worse,” the graybeard said quietly.

      Another person spoke up; this time it was a pimply-faced young man by the front door. “I wish it wasn’t so complicated. I’m not afraid, it’s just—”

      At the moment he said he wasn’t afraid, his voice broke, becoming a squeak, prompting laughter and howls of derision.

      The young man strode forward to be closer to those crowded around the counter. “Okay, so I am afraid. So what? Magic, fireballs, dragons. This isn’t the world we grew up in. Everyone here is afraid, and anyone who won’t admit it is a liar.” He stuck out his chin. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not willing to fight. It’s just I don’t understand who we are meant to be fighting.”

      The tall man nodded up at the TV, which showed Rune Russell silently beating up the men guarding the door down to the basement. “It’s because they are lying to you.”

      “And what’s the truth?” the young man asked. “The sentinels are the good guys, some say, but that guy up there is a sentinel beating up on the Sentinel Order. Then there are shades, shadiers, shifters, some place in a different dimension called Brimstone.” He threw his hands in the air. “What are we supposed to make of it all?”

      “It’s not as complicated as all that,” the tall man said. “Brimstone is where the invasion is coming from. Doesn’t matter where it is; just know that our enemy comes from there. Shades is what the alien creatures from Brimstone are called. Some change into animals, called shifters, some wield magical fire, called sorcerers, and they all wear human faces. But don’t fall for the disguise. That Beacon Sulle fellow and his pet newsman try to tell us that they are save us, but it’s the opposite. They aim to take our world for themselves.”

      “And sentinels? Shadiers?” the young man asked.

      Not even the sound of chewing or cutlery scraping against plates broke the silence, as the tall man paused before continuing. “Sentinels are humans born with powers, and the Sentinel Order was set up to organize the defense against these shades. Unfortunately, sentinels began to switch sides, to join with the shades. To combat that, the Sentinel Order figured out a way to bestow fire magic upon a select number of humans. These are the shadiers.”

      “And you say it’s not complicated.” The young man was frowning.

      “Put your trust in the Sentinel Order and their shadiers,” the tall man said. “Don’t listen to any of the lies that Beacon Sulle and his shades are telling you.”

      I could tell you lot a thing or two about the Sentinel Order, I thought. I was beginning to understand why Konstance hadn’t believed me when I’d declared that we were winning. Militarily, maybe. And via LNN, Beacon Sulle was trying to highlight the humanity of shades, but it seemed that few of the citizens of Lusteer would accept.

      On screen, I was facing off against Holliday. I watched us fight, dreading seeing the moment of shock when Holliday fell. At the same time, I was unable to look away.

      “You’ve muted, but you still haven’t changed channel,” the tall man said, and I was glad when the graybeard switched over to one of the national news channels.

      The change of channel didn’t get away from the war, because this network showed Walker standing on a podium bristling with microphones. “Turn that up,” the young man said. He wasn’t the only one who wanted to hear what Walker was going to say. They graybeard pressed the unmute button on the remote, then raised the volume, and Walker’s commanding voice rang out inside the diner.

      “By now, you’ve all heard of the latest tragic events in Lusteer,” Walker said. “Gary Holliday was my friend, and his sacrifice will not be forgotten. I’m not going to deny that we suffered a grave defeat, that before this is over, more blood will be shed and more brave men will lose their lives. We are facing some dark times. Lusteer is the epicenter of this war right now, but it may not end there. If Beacon takes Lusteer, then the rest of the country, the rest of the world, is next. We don’t fight because we want to, we fight because we have to. If we wait and allow our enemies to grow to power, a time will come when the threat will be too great.

      “For that reason, I can no longer remain in Washington. While Gary Holliday was fighting on the ground in Lusteer, I’ve fought my own battles here in the capital, striving to gain the support we need. I have been seeking a unified government response to this threat, and I still hold out hope that that will happen, but I’ve had enough of the hearings and lobbying and politicking. I simply can’t wait around anymore because I don’t have the time to just wait around and hope that the elected leaders will see sense. Humanity doesn’t have the time. Fortunately, there’s another way. The government is not the people. While it has procrastinated, paralyzed by indecision, people from all over the country have contacted me. Ordinary, everyday people, but brave, and willing to stand proud for their country and freedom.

      “I’m going to Lusteer, and I won’t be going alone. Lusteer will become flooded by the righteous, and we won’t leave until we have driven these alien creatures out of the country and off Earth.”

      Inside the diner, cheers rang out, cheers that drowned out the subsequent commentary from a news anchor. When an ad break came on, the graybeard muted the TV once more. “Enough with the cheering. If you want to start a revolution, do it outside.”

      As the diner gradually quieted down, someone slid into the booth opposite me. It was Konstance. “You should be paying better attention if you don’t want to be surprised,” he told me.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked

      “Did you see my work on TV?” Konstance asked.

      “Your work?” I raised my eyebrows. “I saw myself on TV. I didn’t see you doing anything.”

      “Thanks. A good director fades into the background,” Konstance said. “You didn’t make it easy on me, I can tell you. Needed a hell of a lot of editing in post. You clearly don’t know the first thing about TV fighting. No inspirational monologues. Little in the way of flashy explosions and graceful choreography.”

      “It wasn’t a TV fight.”

      “You didn’t get hit on the head and get a concussion, did you? Remember the video camera.”

      “My mission wasn’t some propaganda stunt. What are you doing here? Where’s Beacon Sulle?”

      “He sent me.”

      I grimaced. “I was afraid of that.” Getting rid of Konstance with his pretensions of artistic propaganda might be more difficult than I had hoped.

      Konstance winked. “Don’t worry, I grow on people.”

      “What was learned?” Please make it useful, I thought.

      “Unfortunately, they are building it at the lab in City Hall,” Konstance said.

      “Building what?”

      “Holliday told you, remember? The Dawnsday Device.”

      “Which is?”

      “That isn’t a hundred percent clear, but I doubt it’s good,” Konstance said.

      The sentinel’s doom, Holliday had called it. “Don’t tell me you didn’t learn anything more.” There had to be something else. “I killed Holliday to prevent him from destroying everything. I don’t want that to be in vain.”

      “Killing a key enemy leader is a victory in itself surely,” Konstance said.

      I shrugged. “What else did you learn?”

      “They haven’t got this Dawnsday Device, whatever it does, working yet. They apparently need a power source of some kind for it. From what we discovered, it seems this power source is in Lusteer, but the Order haven’t managed to find it.” Konstance placed a black oblong object on the table. It was no bigger than the palm of my hand with a crude switch on the back and a red LED light sticking out the front.

      “That’s?”

      “It’s a tracker—a prototype, recently perfected. It’s designed to detect the location of the power source.”

      “So this is the only one?”

      Konstance shrugged. “That’s unclear. The lab in the police station was working closely with the lab in City Hall. The Order could have something similar to this, or if not, they likely have the plans to create one.”

      “So I need to move fast.” I picked up the tracker. “Show me how it works, and I’ll begin the search.”

      “You don’t need time to sleep?” Konstance said.

      “I grabbed a few hours at the hotel before coming here.”

      Konstance glanced out the window and into the darkness beyond. “No harm in waiting until morning.”

      My eyes narrowed. “You intend to come with me, don’t you? And you want to wait until daytime so you don’t have to film during the night.”

      “Richard considered what I did tonight to be a success, and he suggested I continue, yes.”

      “No way.”

      “I have a vehicle outside,” Konstance said. “Do you intend to cross the city on foot searching for the source?”

      “I can figure out transport.”

      “And a second pair of hands to operate the device while driving?”

      I stood. “Let’s go, then.”

      “Right now? It’s past midnight, and while you were grabbing forty winks, I was frantically editing my footage to show you in your best light.”

      “I don’t care.” I quickly exited the diner.

      To my disappointment, Konstance followed me out and directed me to his car.
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      It had been a frustrating night. “Are you sure the bloody thing is working?” I demanded.

      I drove while Konstance monitored the tracker. The red LED on the tracker flickered on, then after several long seconds of being off, on again. “It seems to be,” Konstance said.

      “Then why are we driving in circles?”

      The red LED was supposed to flicker on with increasing frequency the closer we were to the power source. However, at two different districts of the city, we’d found spots where the device had been beating on and off rapidly, only for the frequency to later stretch out again. “We should have at least narrowed the location down to a district by now.”

      Konstance shrugged.

      “Who else knows that we found this tracker?” If it was working, then someone was doing something to make things difficult for us.

      “The success assault on the police station was well publicized. Anyone who was aware of the possibility of a prototype tracker would suspect that we had obtained it.”

      “It sure was well publicized,” I said. “Good job on that.”

      “Thanks.”

      I glanced at the back seat where Konstance’s video camera lay. “So maybe you should rethink the strategy of filming everything and putting it on TV. There are drawbacks.”

      “You have to move with the times,” Konstance said. “Used to be asked that if a tree falls in a wood and no one hears it, did it actually fall.”

      “Used to be asked by idiots,” I said.

      “These days if something isn’t posted on social media of some kind, did it actually happen?”

      “Only shallow people are defined by how many people like them.”

      “And yet, more and more, it’s the most important marker of success,” Konstance said. “Snobs can laugh at the new generation of celebrities, be they reality TV stars or YouTube sensations or boyband; these people will define new generations as role models and influencers; and in some cases, future leaders and future oligarchs.”

      I glanced back at the video camera once more. “If you think you are going to turn me into a reality star, you’ve another thing coming.”

      “We need to at least break even in the public opinion war or nothing else will matter. You heard Walker’s speech.”

      “Holliday said that if he falls, a thousand will rise in his place.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And why are you doing this all of a sudden?” I asked. “You’re a bodyguard, not Rupert Murdock.”

      “I had to adapt,” Konstance said. “My skills became obsolete.”

      “Looking intimidating while flanking your boss is a skill now.”

      “You know my skills first hand.” Konstance grinned. “I doubt even those with magical healing forget your first stabbing.”

      “I was just a kid back then.” When I hadn’t yet discovered my abilities, Konstance had run me through with a sword. I smiled, remembering. Back then, death was a scary prospect. “I was just a kid.”

      I stopped the car at a traffic light, and Konstance glanced across at me. “It’s true you are barely recognizable from then. What happened to that kid?”

      “He grew up the hard way.” With no cars approaching the intersection, I didn’t wait for the light to turn green. “Anything from that infernal machine?” I asked, accelerating.

      “Power source is still a distance away.”

      “How come you had a sword in the first place? What use are sword skills to the modern bodyguard?” I asked. “Aren’t you all about moving with the times?”

      “I’m accomplished with guns too, of course, but, as you will have noticed, Richard has a fetish for medieval weapons. In high school, I did both fencing and martial arts—I think that’s why Richard hired me. He liked me learning how to use the various weapons in my downtime.”

      “Did you practice with crossbows?” Some medieval weaponry was coming back into fashion.

      “Just hand to hand stuff. A lot of good any of that is now that super-powered people are running around the place.”

      “So that’s why you now wield a video camera?”

      “Seeking a role for myself.”

      “Aren’t we all? Though, are you sure your role isn’t….” I shook my head. “Never mind.”

      “Go on.”

      I hesitated before deciding to speak my mind. “I was thinking that the video camera is just an excuse—that you were sent to watch me.”

      Konstance scoffed. “You think I’m a spy?”

      “It had crossed my mind.”

      “Maybe you are less important than you think.”

      “It was just a thought.” I spotted an all-night gas station and pulled in. “I’ll pump, you pay.” I climbed out the driver’s seat, stretched, then unhooked a gas hose. Konstance headed for the shop. “Get me a coffee. And pick up a city map.”

      After the tank was filled, Konstance returned with a bag full of sweets and soft drinks as well as the coffee.

      “That’s hardly good nutrition for a medieval weapons expert,” I said.

      “Because discipline and hard work matters when all the training you ever did becomes undermined by magic.” He opened a can of Coke and took a long swig. “Plus, this is standard fair for nighttime missions.”

      “Did you bring the map?”

      He pulled a map from the bottom of the bag and handed it over. Then he ripped the wrapper off a Hershey’s chocolate bar and offered me a bite.

      I shook my head and opened up the map. “We’ve had hits with that tracker in two different districts, right? Assuming that the thing is working and that there’s only one in the city, that means that the power source is mobile and that it’s been moved, likely to avoid detection from us.” On the maps, I pointed out the places where we’d had hits on the tracker. “Both these districts are on the outer sections of the map close to the ring road. What if the power source is being driven around in a vehicle to escape detection?”

      Konstance, whose mouth was full of chocolate, gave a shrug.

      I pointed out to a point on the map close to where we were located. “Let’s drive to Ring Road and wait on an overpass. If we can’t get to the power source, perhaps it’ll come to us.” I turned on the engine without waiting for a reply and pulled out of the parking lot.

      By the time we reached the overpass, Konstance had eaten a large chunk of the food he’d bought, and he looked well satisfied with himself. Merely watching him eat all that junk had sickened me, so I wasn’t sure how he was keeping it all down.

      I slowed as I drove up the overpass. With no lay-by or shoulder on the overpass, I drove two wheels onto the sidewalk,

      “No one much cares about traffic violations anymore,” Konstance said. “An advantage of living in a city at war.”

      “I wouldn’t call it an advantage.” I nodded toward the tracker on Konstance’s lap. “Anything?”

      Konstance shook his head.

      “Then we wait.” I took a sip of coffee and leaned back against the headrest.

      I jolted forward to find Konstance’s hand on my shoulder. “My time to sleep,” he said.

      It took me a moment to register where I was and what I was doing. My coffee cup was in the holder. I picked it up and took a sip. It was cold. “We aren’t taking turns sleeping.”

      “You’re all take and no give. Did anyone ever tell you that? And before you ask, the tracker’s barely blinked. I’ve been sitting here looking at nothing and listening to you snore.”

      The night was brightening into day. We were still parked on the overpass, and the frequency of traffic was beginning to pick up. “Let’s wait here another hour, then we’ll take a break and consider other options.”

      Konstance nodded, and I took another sip of cold coffee.

      “Dawn encourages reflection, I find,” Konstance said after a moment’s silence.

      “I don’t.”

      “Ever question the side you are on?” Konstance asked.

      “Nope.” I was hoping the monosyllabic answers would discourage Konstance’s reflections, but they did the opposite.

      “I’ve been Richard’s bodyguard for over ten years now,” he said. “Asking questions isn’t exactly in a bodyguard’s job description, is it? Quite the opposite, actually. In movies, bodyguards are just suits to get beaten up by the heroes; no one asks if they knew that their employer was a villain before the hero kills them.”

      “So you consider Beacon Sulle a villain?”

      “No. Of course not. I consider Richard a friend. I’m talking in general. I remember seeing a comedy sketch once with two goons with black skull insignias who ask: ‘What if we’re the bad guys?’ Funny, huh?”

      I shook my head. “Not particularly.”

      “You probably need it see it. What if we are the bad guys?” Konstance smiled. “So you don’t question if you’re on the right side.”

      “Used to,” I said.

      “Why did you stop?”

      “Trusting myself never worked out. I always made the wrong decisions, always made things worse. When I needed help against the dragon, Uro supplied it. Now I let Beacon Sulle make the decisions, and I just do the fighting.”

      “You’d prefer to trust in someone else rather than yourself.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But you don’t, do you? Not completely.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You didn’t do much killing back there in the police station.”

      “I completed my mission.”

      “Without killing anyone except Holliday. And from the look on your face when he fell, that was more accident than intention.”

      “I did what I had to,” I said, a growl in my voice. “And how come your questioning is happening now? Beacon Sulle has always been a fire sorcerer, always been scaling the ranks of rich businessmen. I’ve no doubt he’s always been an immoral bastard. And you worked with him for ten years.”

      “Things are—”

      “I’ll tell you. It’s because you feel abandoned by him. You thought you were his friend when the truth was that he just needed a skilled bodyguard. And with the influx of super-powered people, your abilities have lost their usefulness.”

      “Heh.”

      “You thought you could use your amateur film skills to keep yourself relevant. But the truth is that Beacon doesn’t care—”

      “Hey!” Konstance held up the tracker. “I can’t say for sure, but from the way the frequency of the flashing is increasing, I’d have say that the power source is barreling toward us.”

      I opened the car door and stepped out into the cold morning air, then rushed to the barrier and stared down at the fast-moving traffic. Konstance appeared beside me, the tracker in one hand, his video camera in the other.

      “What size is this power source?” Rune asked.

      “No idea.”

      “Let’s assume it’s not in a car and that something bigger is needed to transport it. How quickly—”

      I glanced at the tracker where the red LED blinked furiously. “It must be close.” A van and a small truck stood out amongst smaller vehicles. It could be either of those two.

      “Shouldn’t we get back in the car so we don’t lose them,” Konstance said.

      “No need.” I chose the van and quickly moved along the overpass until I was directly opposite it. I then leaped onto the barrier, waited until the right moment, and jumped.

      As my feet touched down, I allowed my knees to buckle to take the impact, then I threw myself forward so that I was lying flat on the surface. I pushed my palms against the metal to keep myself stable. The wind tore at my clothes and my hair, and sucked away my body heat, freezing me to the bone. I glanced across at the truck, which was two lanes over. If the van proved to be the wrong option, I’d possibly be able to jump from car to car and reach the truck.

      I took a moment to get used to the strength of the wind, then I scrambled forward to the front of the van and reached down for the passenger side doorhandle. It was unlocked. In one swift motion, I jerked the door open and swung myself down and into the passenger seat. The door slammed shut behind me.

      I immediately knew I was in the right vehicle when I recognized the driver of the van, even though it was the last person I expected.

      It was Danny the truck driver.
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      “Hi, Rune,” Danny said cheerfully. “Good to see you.”

      “You’re glad to see me? Really?”

      “Of course. It’s been while. How are you keeping?”

      “I just open the passenger door and enter while you are driving at sixty on the freeway, and you ask me how I’m keeping. Like it’s the most normal thing in the world.”

      “Last few years, I’ve seen a lot of strange things,” Danny said. “You get used to rolling with it, you know?”

      A small divider panel to the back of the van was snapped open, though a metal gauze still obscured seeing anything except shapes and shadows. “We heard something,” a woman’s voice said.

      “Hi, Persia,” I said.

      “You? I might have known.” She slid the panel closed.

      “Don’t worry, she’s happy to see you.” Danny gave me a smile.

      “You’re in a different movie than the rest of us, Danny,” I told him.

      He nodded. “Good, good. I never liked to move with the herd.” He chuckled. “My wife said I might be slower than most in getting where I was going, but I got there more often than anyone else.”

      “Your wife sounds like a wise woman.”

      “She was. She also said that when the world shifted beneath your feet, knowing where to stand was more important than getting anywhere fast.” Danny clapped me on the shoulder. “You’ll find your way. How did the pickup treat you?”

      “Very well,” I told him, trying to remember where I’d left it. I had driven it to Lusteer, parked it, then just basically forgotten about it. “About that cabin by the lake. I’m afraid that—”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Danny said. “When this is over, we’ll figure out what’s standing and what’s not. Then we’ll get to the rebuilding.”

      “How did you end up in the middle of this?”

      “Called down to your house on Fenster Street a few times, seeing if you’d returned. Met Persia there and got to know her. Started helping out a bit.”

      “With what exactly? Are you transporting some kind of a power source?”

      Danny glanced across at me, a quizzical look on his face. “I don’t think so. You sure you jumped on the right van?”

      “I am. I better check the back. Is it just Persia? Never mind, I’ll let it be a surprise.” I didn’t want to put Danny in a position where he felt he had to betray someone.

      “Should I pull in then?” Danny asked.

      “No need.” I put my hand on the door handle. “I’ll just climb onto the roof and scramble to the back door.”

      “Okay.” Danny said it in a matter-of-fact tone as if that was the most sensible way to enter the back of a van.

      “Keep her steady then.”

      As I pulled on the handle, Danny grabbed hold of my sleeve. “They say you’ve gone bad,” he said. “Don’t worry. I believe in you.”

      I didn’t know how to reply to that, so I just pushed open the door and stepped outside, using a little step to support myself as the door slammed shut. I climbed up to the roof, then carefully crawled toward the back, the wind thundering in my ears. Once I reached the back door, I began to have doubts. What was I going to do if it was locked? I didn’t want to use my magic to blast through in case I injured Persia inside. Perhaps I should have asked Danny to pull over. Just because I could navigate the outside of a van at sixty miles an hour didn’t mean I should.

      Luckily, the van door was unlocked, and I was able to get it open and swing myself inside. The door crashed shut behind me. To my surprise—I had expected something similar to the lab in the police station basement—most of the space in the back of the van was taken up by a bed with an old man resting in it.

      A flash of recognition hit me. But it couldn’t be; he was still young.

      I reacted to movement from my left, but before I could fully turn, something solid smacked against the back of my head. I fell, my vision shattering as everything went black.
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      My eyes blinked open to a blurry world of shadow and stars with my head feeling like it was about to cleave in two.

      “I’m happy to see you again.” It was Alex’s voice.

      “Have I been out long?” I asked.

      “A few minutes only. That healing ability of yours is mighty handy.”

      Shapes came into focus, and Alex reappeared before me. A hospital trolley had been strapped in place so it couldn’t move, and he lay on it, two pillows propping up his head, a thin blanket covering his body. Alex had always been thin, but now he looked skeletal. “When did you turn into an old man?”

      Alex chuckled. “I’ve aged at the normal rate. Physically, at least.”

      “What sickness do you have?” His hair was buzzed short; he had the look of a cancer patient.

      Alex shook his head. “Not a sickness.”

      “Magic then?”

      Alex nodded. “The fire summoning crystal is still inside me.”

      As I leaned forward, I realized my wrists were caught over my head. I looked upward. Manacles around my wrist had been chained to a ring. I gave a strong tug, but there was little give.

      I tried and failed to summon my fireswords.

      I looked around. Panels of slick silvery metal were bolted to the walls, ceiling and floor. Clearly the inside of the van was titanium shielding, robbing me of my power. “Was this van designed to be a prison for me?”

      Alex shook his head. “No, it’s designed to protect me from you.”

      “From me?”

      “From you or whoever would come to take me.”

      “I wasn’t seeking you,” I said.

      “You found me using the tracker, didn’t you?”

      “You? You’re what can power the Dawnsday Device?”

      Alex nodded. “More accurately, the summoning crystal. But the summoning crystal and I have been inseparable for a long while now.”

      I thought back to that day at the prison, the last time I’d seen Alex. The Sentinel Order had been using the fire summoning crystal along with some recently designed technology to connect with Brimstone. They had been turning soldiers into shadiers by giving them power of fire magic. Alex, desiring that power, had led Persia and her husband, Noah, and me into a trap in return for a promise that he’d become a shadier. One betrayal led to another, and Alex had been refused his prize. In the ensuing fight, Noah had so badly injured that he fell into a coma from which he never recovered, and the fire summoning crystal had penetrated Alex’s torso. Earlier, before the betrayal had become evident, my good friend Pete, an innocent, had been killed.

      “I can’t forgive you for what you did,” I told Alex.

      “Who asked you to forgive me?” Alex said.

      “Well, no one, but—”

      “But what? I’m sick and you feel sorry for me, and you think that I’m in need of redemption?”

      “You…” I stopped an angry retort, calming myself before responding. I wasn’t going to be put on the defensive. I wasn’t the one in the wrong. “No. You don’t get to turn this around and attack me. Pete died because of what you did.”

      “I knew Pete too,” Alex said. “I liked him and considered him a friend. Pete’s death isn’t your personal betrayal.”

      “Pete’s death was the worst of the consequences, but you betrayed all of us who fought on your side.”

      Alex adjusted his pillow so he could sit up straighter. “And are your decisions something to be proud of? When you saved Jo from that fire sorcerer, you unleashed Duffy the dragon. You helped bring about the Searing, which stripped fire sentinels of their power, leading to the death of many of them. You killed the dragon but now support Beacon, who will probably end up being worse.”

      “I always did what I thought best. I never craved power.”

      “Not to mention killing my parents.”

      “That was an accident,” I said.

      “Do you ever feel regret for any of your actions?”

      “Every day,” I said. So much for not going on the defensive.

      “Our paths couldn’t have been less similar, but perhaps we’re now more of a pair than when we lived together in Fenster Street.”

      “No!” The denial came out as a shout, but I wasn’t going to let him draw parallels between his cold-blooded betrayal and the harsh consequences of the tough decisions that had been forced upon me. “Our journeys have not been remotely alike. For one thing, yours is currently being made on a hospital trolley.”

      “Not everyone can be a warrior,” Alex said. “Most would prefer your journey, given the chance.”

      I shook my head. “Not if they knew what it involved.”

      Alex pushed himself forward into a sitting position. “Does it involve being able to walk more than a few steps without puking? Does it involve getting to sleep all night without a catheter to stop you from pissing yourself? Does it involve…” He trailed off. A sheen of sweat coated his face, and the taut whiteness of the lines of where his skin met bone gave him a skeletal look. “I was jealous of your powers. I wanted them to fight. I wanted to become a hero. It was stupid.” Alex allowed his head to fall back on the pillow. His voice became calmer. “I was stupid. At the time, though, my desire to have power like yours burned inside me so fiercely I was unable to see straight. I made a terrible mistake for which I deserve punishment, maybe death,”—he raised one hand to indicate his trolley and his prone body—“but I’m not sure I deserved this.”

      I took a breath. “The van’s not moving, is it?” I said, wanting to change the subject. “What do you plan to do with me?”

      “We stopped to fill up and to come up with a new plan.” Alex leaned his head back into his pillow, and the tendons on his arms relaxed. “Your arrival complicates things for us. At a minimum, it tells us that the titanium doesn’t shield against detection as much as we had hoped.”

      The door opened, and a girl dressed in black stepped into the back of the van. “Jo…” I began, then I realized who it is. “Oh, it’s you.” I said. It was Persia.

      “That’s a nice greeting,” Persia said. “Is that how you greet all your friends? Oh, it’s you.”

      Jo and Alex where entwined in my mind, and having just found Alex, I had expected to see Jo. “Are we friends?” I asked.

      “We did scale a tower together with a plan to defeat a dragon,” Persia said. “And we even succeeded. Kind of.

      “Friends, then,” I said. “It’s good to see you. You look…” She looked pretty, beautiful even. “Black suits you,” I said.

      “Combat gear is what suits me,” Persia said. “Not black.”

      “I dunno.” She was a short slim woman, and she moved with the effortless grace of a warrior. Or a dancer. “Put you in a black cocktail dress, and…” I trailed off. Was I trying to flirt? While chained up in the back of a van?

      Persia raised her eyebrows, a bemused expression on her face, then she moved past me to stand by Alex.

      “How are you feeling?” Persia put a hand on his forehead. “You don’t look so good.”

      Alex smiled weakly. “I’m just tired.”

      Watching Persia, the wind was sucked out of me, as if I’d received a mule-kick in the stomach. Strangely, I immediately knew that could only mean one thing: I had fallen in love with her.
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      Goddamn, I thought.

      Surely, no poet had never compared love to a mule-kick in the stomach—that wasn’t how it worked. And who understood love if not moonstruck poets? I couldn’t be in love with her. We had barely spent any time together, and what little we had all involved fighting of some sort—when we weren’t fighting others, we were bickering with each other.

      Persia removed Alex’s second pillow, helping him to lie flat.

      “I can’t allow myself to get angry anymore, Rune,” Alex said. “Can you imagine that? I used to feed on anger, and now I have to repress any strong emotions simply because my body is too weak to express them.”

      “You’re still pretty angry,” I said.

      “You bring it out in me,” Alex said. “These days I’m usually the epitome of zen.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t just use the phrase ‘epitome of zen’ unironically.”

      Alex chuckled.

      “Rest,” Persia said, touching her fingers to Alex’s face and gently lowering his eyelids. “You will need your energy later.” Once Alex had stilled, she turned toward me and gave a sigh. “What are we to do with you?”

      “Are we enemies?” I rattled the chains above my head. Already, my arms felt heavy and tired.

      “I’ve no intention of releasing you, if that’s what you are asking.”

      “It’s just that you described us as friends earlier. Yet you knocked me over the head and chained me up.”

      “You are under a spell of a sort,” Persia said.

      “A spell?” I raised my eyebrows.

      Persia nodded. “You aren’t the first to fall under Uro’s influence, and you won’t be the last.”

      I smiled. “It’s not like that.”

      “What’s it like? You work for Beacon Sulle, who openly acts as Uro’s representative on Earth, right?”

      “And we work against Walker and the Sentinel Order, who are openly acting like the evil bastards they are. Have you heard of the Dawnsday Device?”

      Persia nodded.

      “You have?”

      Persia nodded again. “A device to break the link between Earth and Brimstone.”

      “That’s possible?”

      “Apparently. Though it’ll likely lead to the death of all of those with a connection with Brimstone.”

      “That’s thousands, no tens of thousands of people who’ll die,” I said. “That’s genocide”

      “It so.” Persia glanced across to where Alex lay. “They need the fire summoning crystal to make it work. So we have to keep Alex out of Walker’s hands.”

      “We’re on the same side then,” I said. “I sought out the power source with the aim of keeping it from the Order. That was before I even knew what the Dawnsday Device did. How come you know all about it already?”

      “The important thing is what to do now,” Persia said.

      “We’re clearly on the same side,” I said. “Release me, and we can figure it out together. I won’t even include Beacon Sulle in our plans.”

      “You won’t even— That you would even suggest such a thing means we can’t work together.” Persia moved to the other side of me and sat down on the bench. We weren’t touching, but her close presence made my skin feel hot. Goddamn it! I thought. There couldn’t be a worse time to fall in love. Not to mention that Persia was married, and her husband was in a permanent coma.

      “You no longer blame me for what happened to Noah?” I asked.

      “I decided to move forward.”

      “Can you just decide something like that?”

      Persia looked up and held my gaze. “You can try. And if, every day, you try hard, eventually, it gets easier.”

      “And Noah, he’s—”

      The back of the van opened. “Noah is doing surprisingly well. His body is, at least.”

      I jerked back, and the chains bit into my wrists as Noah stepped into the van and closed the door behind him. I threw a questioning look at Persia. “Why didn’t you tell me he recovered?”

      She shook her head. “Noah is no more.”

      “Then?”

      “I’ll give you a clue,” the man wearing Noahs’s body said. “You treated me like an accessory for all the time we knew each other.”

      “What are you talking ab—” An accessory—like a necklace? My eyes widened. “Jerome.”

      “I go by Jeroah now,” he said. “Jerome plus Noah equals Jeroah.”

      “How?”

      “Is your head sore? I tried to soften the bl—” Jeroah grinned. “Hey! Who am I kidding? I hit as hard as I could. Making up for those times you deserved a good whack, and me stuck with no body.” He stepped forward and pulled back his arm, readying it for a strike.”

      I jerked to the side to avoid his blow. Jeroah brought his hand forward, but, instead of striking, he ran his fingers through his hair. “Made you move.”

      “Stop messing, Jeroah,” Persia said.

      “Hey! It wasn’t you who got discarded like so much rubbish,” Jeroah said.

      “I had to cut you off,” I said. “Uro gave me no choice.”

      Jeroah put his thumb in his mouth and sucked on it. “The bad man made me do it,” he said, putting on a baby voice.

      “I had no choice.”

      “For years I was trapped on that strip of barbed wire wrapped around your neck. Many times I helped you, and in return, you promised me you’d free me. Instead, you threw me away, and I had to rely on the kindness of strangers.”

      I looked at Persia. “I wouldn’t have thought you wanted this.”

      “Noah wouldn’t have wanted his body to gradually rot away. He would have wanted to continue to be a part of the fight any way he could.”

      “Persia brought me to Flavini, who helped transfer my consciousness from the necklace into Noah,” Jeroah said. “Did you go back and look for me after the battle?”

      “I—” In truth, I hadn’t thought much of Jerome’s fate once I’d cut off the necklace.

      “Nice.” Jeroah moved past me and opened the small slot that looked into the cabin of the van. “Danny?”

      “I’m here,” Danny said.

      “Drive on.”

      “You know it’s not Rune’s fault,” Persia said as Jeroah turned back toward us. “He’s under Uro’s spell.”

      “He’s not fighting it too hard,” Jeroah said as the van jerked into motion. “Have you decided what to do with him? Could we kick him out into fast moving traffic?”

      “We’re not doing that,” Persia said.

      “You’re right.” Jeroah slapped a metal panel attached to the side of the van. “Once outside the shielding, he’ll regain his powers and return and kill us all.”

      “I’m not a killer.”

      “No? Weren’t you on the news last night single-handedly destroying a police station like a bad-ass terminator.”

      “That was just for TV. Everything was exaggerated.”

      “What’s the world coming to? We can’t believe what we see with our own eyes. On the news of all places.” Jeroah looked at Persia. “We haven’t heard from… you know.”

      Persia shook her head.

      “Well, then.” Jeroah sat down on the small bench on the opposite side of Persia and me. “The petrol tanks are full, and we have to keep moving in case there are more trackers about. I told Danny to avoid larger roads in case our enemies match Rune’s strategy of waiting on overpasses. I guess we wait.” He looked from Persia to me. “Who brought the board games?”
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      “You’re going to have to free me eventually, you know,” I said.

      “You want to talk about freeing someone? Sure, let’s talk about that.” Jeroah grinned. “How about I promise I free you? I string you along for several years, then, instead of freeing you, I just dump your body in a garbage heap? How’s that work for you?”

      I turned toward Persia. “We mightn’t be perfect allies, but we have to work together. If you prioritize the threats—keeping Alex safe and stopping the Dawnsday Device from being activated is what needs to be focused on. What’s the plan? Just drive around until you get caught?”

      “No,” Jeroah said. “That’s not the plan.”

      “Oh.” Jeroah had mentioned that they hadn’t head from someone. “Who’s helping you? Who’s in charge? Flavini? Harriet Ashley? Let me talk to them.”

      “How’s Alex doing?” Jeroah asked Persia, glancing across at the hospital trolley in the corner.

      “He’s good; he’s just resting. He doesn’t have much energy, and talking to Rune got him riled up.”

      “Of course it did,” Jeroah said. “Rune’s good at that. It’s good to be able to tune him out. Unfortunately, I didn’t have that luxury for too many years.”

      “Focus on stopping the Dawnsday Device, Jeroah. Persia said it’ll kill all those with a connection to Brimstone. You’re a shade, I’m a sentinel, Persia…” Persia used to be a sentinel; I didn’t know whether it would affect her. “It’ll kill two of us for sure. And Alex will be inside the machine, so who knows what’ll happen to him? We have to figure out a plan. Driving around and hoping not to be caught is not a plan.”

      “It’s a plan,” Jeroah said. “Mightn’t be a good plan.” He shrugged. “You’re hardly a master tactician, though, are you? Do you know who is? Uro, the master manipulator himself. And I know he’s talking inside your head. Why don’t you ask him?”

      “He’s not.”

      Jeroah raised his eyebrows.

      “He hasn’t in a while.” Not in the past several weeks at least.

      “And your dreams?”

      I shook my head.

      “Cute. You’re so much his lapdog, he doesn’t have to keep you on a lead anymore.” Jeroah looked at Persia. “Did you try to explain the obvious truth that he’s joined the evil empire?”

      “Not yet.”

      “There’s no point just explaining the facts,” Jeroah said. “Human beings are wired in such a way that logic can’t beat belief and emotion.”

      “It’s a fact that Walker senselessly killed the sentinel who first showed me how to use my magic,” I said. “It’s a fact that Walker was willing to kill every fire sentinel based on suspicion they would turn against him. It’s a fact that Walker is presently trying to kill tens of thousands of people with his Dawnsday Device. How’s that for logic?”

      “No one is saying there’s only one villain,” Jeroah said. “You haven’t tried to defend Uro yet.”

      “Defend him from what? There haven’t been any accusations.”

      “No?” Jeroah said. “Why tell you things you already know? Seek your feelings, young Padawan.”

      “He’s told me he wants the best for humankind, and I believe him.”

      “Nearly all tyrants believe they are doing what’s best for their people. How does some fire elemental know what’s best for humankind?”

      “He knows us. He’s studied us for decades.”

      “And that’s a good thing?” Persia stood abruptly and turned to face me. “It’s good that he’s been spying on us.”

      “Not spying; observing. Uro tried to bring about change in his own world, but the elementals in Brimstone remain wedded to perpetual conflict. Through the connection between Earth and Brimstone, he came to know our world and its people, and he shifted attention to helping Earth.”

      Jeroah snorted. “Some help he’s given.”

      “He’s made mistakes, but he’s the only one who can ultimately stop Walker.” I strained my hands toward Persia; my fingers touched her wrists just as the chains went taut.

      “Persia, I implore you. Please believe that I mean well.”

      “Hey!” Jeroah glared across at me. “Are you hitting on my wife?”

      “No.” I flushed. “Of course not.”

      “Ha!” Jeroah grinned. “Look at him squirm. It’s true.”

      I snatched my hands back so my fingers no longer touched Persia. “I’m not… I never… I’m just looking for an ally.” I clinked my chains. “Someone to get me out of these.”

      Jeroah moved to stand beside Persia and put his hand on her shoulder. “You better not have designs on wifey.”

      Persia shrugged off Jeroah’s hand. “Don’t call me that.”

      “Wifey and I have redefined the ‘it’s complicated’ relationship status.”

      “It’s not complicated. We have no relationship.”

      “I dunno about that. Legally, wifey and I are husband and wifey.”

      I couldn’t help chuckling at that until Persia shot me a dagger look. “Don’t look at me; I didn’t say anything,” I protested. “Though you’re getting an idea of what I had to put up with for the years that he was in my head.”

      “You probably shouldn’t consider this fellow’s advances to be a compliment,” Jeroah said to Persia. “Whenever he sees anyone with a nicely shaped ass and a well curved bosom, his mind wanders, and you don’t want to know where it ends up.”

      “No, I don’t,” Persia said. “So shut up about it.”

      “You wouldn’t believe all the disgusting thoughts in his head,” Jeroah continued. “I could tell you a story or twenty.”

      My face heated. Thankfully, before I had a chance to defend myself—and likely make things worse—Jeroah’s cellphone rang.

      He answered. “Good news, I hope.”

      From the way his mouth twisted as he listened to the reply, it clearly wasn’t.

      I looked to Persia. “I wasn’t… I didn’t…”

      She waved her hand. “Forget it.”

      Jeroah lowered the phone. “Well, Rune’s on TV again. And so is the van.”

      “The van?” I asked, confused.

      Jeroah stomped his foot on the floor. “The vehicle we are traveling in. One of the news station showed a clip of you jumping from the overpass onto this van and climbing into the passenger seat. They were able to zoom onto the number plate.” He shook his head. “So much for staying hidden. The entire bloody city will be on the lookout for us now.”
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      “Konstance and his bloody video camera,” I said. “I tried to persuade him to stop filming.”

      “How come all your attempts to do practically anything end up going arseways?” Jeroah asked.

      Persia slid open the panel to the front of the van. “Danny. Any sign of pursuit?”

      “All is clear so far,” Danny said.

      “Good.” Persia turned back toward us. “We don’t have much time, but we have some.”

      “Wait!” Danny called out. “There’s a police car behind me. No sirens though.”

      “It has to be the Sentinel Order; most of the police work for them.” I shook my arms so the chains rattled. “You need to release me right now.”

      Persia gave a reluctant nod. “He’s right.”

      Jeroah lifted his cellphone to his ear. “We have to release Rune.” After listening a moment, he nodded. “Okay, let’s do it.”

      Persia slipped a key into the locks on the manacle, and she freed me. My shoulders screamed out in pain as I lowered them. I rolled them until the pain died down, then briefly massaged my bruised wrists. “Give me that phone. I want to talk to whoever is in charge.”

      “She’s not in charge, just helping.”

      “She? So it is Harriet Ashley. Give me the phone.”

      Jeroah gave a shrug, then handed over his cell.

      “Harriet—” I began.

      “Rune, you have to protect Alex,” a voice said, interrupting me. It wasn’t Harriet.

      “Jo?”

      “Get Alex into another vehicle quickly,” Jo said.

      “Good to hear your voice again, Jo.” I hesitated before continuing. “Holliday told me you were working with the Order on the Dawnsday Device.”

      “I…” It was Jo’s turn to hesitate. “I kind of am.”

      “What do you mean ‘kind of’.”

      “Just keep Alex out of Walker’s hands. I’ll do my best on this end. Someone’s coming; I have to go.” The line went dead, and I handed the cellphone back to Jeroah. I felt numb. Jo was working with Walker; she was helping to build the Dawnsday Device. How could she do such a thing?

      “Guys!” Danny shouted out. “I can see two police cars now. They’re accelerating to catch up.”

      “Danny, just slow down; don’t try to escape!” I shouted.

      “Don’t listen to him!” Jeroah yelled. “Get us away from them.” He looked at me. “We never should have released you.”

      “I’m not trying to get us caught,” I said. “A high speed chase is hardly the way to escape. We’re in a van which is probably as maneuverable as an oil tanker compared to those police cars behind us.”

      “You have a better plan?” Jeroah asked.

      “If there aren’t too many of them, I’ll be able to fight them off,” I said. “Then, we’ll find a new vehicle. One that hasn’t been on the news.”

      “Assuming you can resist filming us this time,” Jeroah said.

      I ignored him and addressed Alex instead. “Will you be able to travel without the hospital trolley?”

      Persia answered for him. “No, he can’t.”

      I nodded, even as I was thinking that he might have to. If I needed to carry him, I’d just have to hope that the jolting didn’t take too much out of him.

      “Danny, have you been hearing this?” I shouted out.

      “I have,” Danny said. “And I’ll have you know that this van corners beautifully. Nothing like an oil tanker.”

      “Do you see anywhere good to stop? Somewhere we’ll have some cover and a chance to escape.”

      “There’s a multi-level parking garage just ahead!” Danny called out.

      “Perfect! If possible, park the van so it blocks the entrance,” I said. “Ideally, with the back facing into the parking garage.”

      “Aren’t we trapping ourselves?” Persia asked.

      “It’ll give us time which we need most right now,” I said. “A bit of breathing room. Inside the parking garage, we’ll have a choice of vehicles to steal, and we’ll be able to firm up our escape plan.”

      “Firm up?” Jeroah said. “We don’t have an escape plan. How come you get to take charge?” Jeroah asked.

      “Because I’ve been fighting the Order and their shadiers for months now,” I said. “Fighting and winning.”

      “So we fight,” Persia said, reaching under the bench and pulled out a backpack.

      “Crossbows?” I asked her.

      She nodded. “A pair of them.” She began to strap on a belt with holsters.

      I faced Jeroah. “Can I hope that you’ll turn into a great big wolf or lion? All fighting, all destroying?”

      “You can take your hope and stuff it,” Jeroah said.

      “I’ll take that as a no. If you aren’t a shifter, then you must be a sorcerer.”

      “In theory. Smoke magic from Brimstone has been constricted to practically nothing. It sucks.”

      “Things could be worse,” Alex said from his bed.

      Jeroah tapped Alex’s bed. “You’re right of course. Not long ago, I was jewelry. Just be handy to have a superpower right about now.”

      “Ever since I learned superpowers existed, I craved them,” Alex said. “Now I have the power to kill thousands inside me in the shape of the fire summoning crystal. The kicker is that not only do I not have the ability to wield it, the power is slowly killing me.”

      “Guys. Now’s not the time for—”

      “Brace yourselves!” came a shout.

      I pushed my palm against the ceiling just as the van braked suddenly. I was swung around but managed to hold my position as the rapidly slowing van lurched to the side. Jeroah stumbled past me, and I grabbed him before he had a chance to careen into Alex.

      We came to a shuddering halt, but only for a brief moment of stillness, then the van began to tilt sideways. I released Jeroah and threw myself on Alex before he had a chance to slide off. The van slammed onto its side. I landed on my back with the trolley on top of me, but I managed to hold Alex in place. His pale face stared down at me.

      Persia and Jeroah had been thrown together in one corner of the van, Jeroah lying on top of Persia. Persia gave him a shove. “Get off me!”

      I managed to turn the trolley so it was upright, then I moved to the back of the van. I pulled on the handle and pushed on the doors. They refused to open. With the van on its side, I was faced with upper and lower doors rather than and left and right ones. I shoved on first one, then the other—the lower door wouldn’t budge at all, and the upper only opened a crack. The titanium was still restricting my strength to normal human levels. Despite all the times I’d wished I’d never been a fire sentinel, whenever my powers were restricted I became desperately in need of them.

      “Give me a hand here!” I shouted out to Persia and Jeroah, who were standing after having disentangled themselves from each other. They came and stood on either side of me, and all three of us pushed on the upper door.

      With a creaking sound, it swung upward a foot or so, then caught. We all shoved again to no effect. “That’s open enough, I think. Give me a leg up.” I looked to Jeroah, but Persia was first to cup her hands. She lowered her back and held them out. I put my foot in her hands, grabbed hold of the edge of the lower door, and swung myself at the gap between the doors. A strong push from Persia helped. Metal caught on my clothes and scratched my skin, but I managed to slither though. I landed on the tarmac on the other side heavily. Getting to my feet, I savored a long breath of fresh air.

      On the street, two police cars had come to a stop, one on either side, both angling away from the crash. The police officers had taken cover behind their cars, crossbows drawn.

      “Freeze!” one of them shouted.

      I ignored them—with no fireballs yet spinning through the air, it seemed none of those yet present were shadiers.

      I grabbed hold of the lower door and wrenched it downward. With my strength returned, it opened relatively easily, and the upper door—though it screeched in protest—also swung open. It didn’t fall back closed once I released it.

      “Get Alex out and into the parking garage,” I told Persia and Jeroah. “I’ll catch up with you.” With that, I jumped on top of the side of the overturned van and ran across to the driver seat door which now faced upward. “Danny, are you okay?” I asked, peering down at where Danny still gripped the steering wheel

      “The door won’t open,” he said.

      Danny’s seatbelt was still slung around him, holding his body dangling between the driver and passenger seat.

      “How did the crash happen?”

      Danny patted the dash. “Sorry, I let you down, girl.” He looked to me. “You may have been correct about her cornering ability. Also, I’ve never been chased by police before. I got flustered.”

      I tried the door but couldn’t get it to budge in the slightest. It was buckled much worse than the doors at the back, and I wasn’t sure that even my strength would be enough to open it.

      “I won’t fit through the window,” Danny said, looking down to his midriff and back to me. “My wife always said my eating would get me in trouble one day.”

      “Not today.” I slid down the bonnet of the van. “Shield your eyes.”

      Danny raised an arm in front of his face as I struck the windshield with my forearm. It didn’t shatter; instead thousands of mini-cracks appeared turning the glass opaque and white. I struck several more times until the windshield twisted enough that I was able to grab hold of it and tear it free, still in one piece.

      Danny released his seatbelt and tumbled against the passenger side door. I helped him out through the empty space where the windshield had been, and seeing an empty office just inside the parking garage, I directed Danny into that. “Hide in that office, and keep your head down. If anyone asks, tell them you work here.”

      He nodded. “Is Alex okay? I’m sorry I let you guys down.”

      I slapped him on the shoulder. “You didn’t let anyone down. The truth is that you shouldn’t even have been involved in the first place. Go hide.”

      Persia and Jeroah were racing deeper into the parking garage, pushing Alex’s trolley ahead of them, and I returned for one last look at the police officers outside. A third car, a dark sedan, was parked between the two police cars. The back door opened, and I waited to see who would emerge.

      It was Walker.

      I fled.
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      Walker in the flesh was here! If I hadn’t just seen him, I wouldn’t have believed it. He should still have been in Washington. He’d announced he was coming to Lusteer, of course, in the news conference I had watched in Grayson’s Diner, but that should have happened over a period of days or weeks rather than hours, and after arriving, he’d need to locate himself in the upper floor of a high office building so he could stroke his chin and spend some quality time scheming.

      But no! It turned out that chasing me was such an irresistible prospect that Walker was at it already. I sped up, overtaking Persia and Jeroah. “Go up the ramp!” I shouted.

      Reaching the top of the ramp, I summoned my fireswords and raised them above my head, using them to provide additional light. I jumped on top of one of the cars to allow the light to spread still further. The fiery red light gave the car park an unearthly look. In one of the furthest corners, I spotted a large SUV, and I quickly dashed to that, letting my fireswords dissipate. I grabbed at the handle of the sliding door at the back and pulled. The door didn’t open; instead, the plastic handle popped off. I stuck my hand into the gap left by the removed plastic and fumbled with the mechanism until I heard a click. The door slid open.

      “This way!” I shouted out to Jeroah and Persia, who had just crested the top of the ramp. “Either of you two able to hot-wire this?” I asked once they reached me.

      Jeroah and Persia shook their heads.

      “I think I can,” Alex said from the trolley.

      His voice sounded so weak I was loathe to give him anything to do, but we didn’t have much choice. “Good.” I lifted Alex, and placed him lying down inside the back of the SUV. “Persia, you and Jeroah help Alex get this started. I’ll draw Walker and the others higher.”

      “Walker?” Persia asked.

      I nodded. “Just saw him.” I bundled up the blankets on the trolley so it looked at a glance like someone was still there. “You three hide until Walker and the others have gone past then start the SUV and drive out. Crash into the van at the entrance to force your way onto the street. Switch to another vehicle the first chance you get. If I don’t get a chance to join you on the way out, I’ll catch up with you later.” I had no idea how I’d manage that, but time was running short. Walker could be upon us at any moment. I grabbed hold of the back of the trolley and raced toward the next upward ramp.

      I didn’t have long to wait. I had just set a foot on the ramp when a look backward showed Walker sprinting my way. “Go back!” I shouted. “You can’t have him. Alex is a person, not a mystical power source.”

      Walker didn’t reply; he merely sped up. I longed to look toward the others to see how well hidden they were, but I didn’t dare in case a glance gave them away. I turned and raced upward.

      After ascending several levels, I arrived at the rooftop. From the sound of his pounding footsteps, I knew Walker wasn’t far behind. I pushed the trolley against one of the outer walls where it was partly hidden by two parked cars, then I summoned both fireswords.

      Walker slowed to a walking pace when he saw me waiting. “I’ve been looking forward to this moment for a long time now.” His smile was a terrifying thing. “I should have killed you when I had the chance.”

      “No,” I said. “Your flaw has always been in not showing enough mercy, not in showing too little.”

      A shield appeared in Walker’s hands. Formed of dark grey smoke, it was over five foot long. The top section was curved and two foot wide; the bottom section tapered to a shape point. I had seen Walker wield the weapon and knew he used it more as an attacking bludgeon than as a defensive shield.

      “You dare lecture me on flaws?” Walker leaped forward and slashed downward with his shield, spike first.

      My fireswords blocked his strike, but the force of impact sent me skidding backward. I maintained my balance and sidestepped another attack.

      “You?” Walker continued, his voice filled with righteous fury. “You who killed Gary Holliday and murdered Colonel Lowdnes?” He bashed his shield against my right firesword, knocking it aside, then trust once more with the spike at the base of the shield. “Those two soldiers will be badly missed as we fight for our very existence.”

      I twisted around so the spike missed me, then stepped back quickly. “I know about the Dawnsday Device,” I said. “I can’t let you activate it.”

      “Afraid, are you?” Walker asked. “Too craven to give up your life for the greater cause?”

      “Not at all.” As we circled each other, I kept an eye on Alex’s trolley, ready to block Walker if he made a dash toward it.

      “I do not chose this course lightly,” Walker said. “Being a sentinel is a sacred duty, being the leader of the Sentinel Order even more so. An action that would end all sentinels is a desperate last resort. But here we are. That I will lose my own life is of little consequence concerned with the rest.”

      “You don’t get to just make that decision for everyone else. You don’t have the right to just pull a lever and kill every shade and sentinel throughout the entire world.” I stepped forward and attacked, striking out with first my left firesword at his midriff, then swinging with my right toward his ankles, following up with an overhead with the left again. All three strikes happened in less than the blink of an eye, and yet Walker’s shield, wielded with an effortless grace, blocked each one without him having taken even a half-step backward. Sparks momentarily hung in the air, showing the trajectory of each strike.

      “That’s exactly why I’m the leader of the Sentinel Order,” Walker said. “Because I’m capable to making that decision. Because I’m willing to kill thousands to save millions. Those with great power must be able to make great decisions, perhaps even great and terrible decisions, without being influenced by coarse personal emotion.”

      Use your magic, a voice inside me said. It’s the only way. He has more strength than you.

      I shook my head, remembering the last time I’d used magic. I hadn’t meant to kill Holliday, but he died at my hands all the same. I’d kill Walker if need be, but right now I just had to make sure that Alex didn’t fall into his hands.

      “He is talking to you right now, isn’t he?” Walker’s face twisted into a scowl. “You don’t even know how you are being manipulated, do you?”

      “I make my own choices.”

      “No, you don’t,” Walker said. “The Order has studied how it works. The fire elemental works in a different way than Duffy, who exercised almost complete control on those he targeted. The fire elemental works on the deep subconscious of your brain, your lizard brain, which, driven by instinct and primal desires, is the part which truly drives people.”

      “That’s not happening with me,” I said. Walker prowled back and forth in front of me. I hung back out of range of his shield, darting at him with sword strikes every now and again to keep him from pushing me back. I needed to divert Walker long enough for the others to escape with Alex.

      “Of course you don’t realize; that’s the brilliance of it,” Walker said. “Most people are unaware that a deeper, more primal part of their brain drives their day to day decisions. They believe they are acting rationally when the truth is that the thinking part of the brain just invents justifications for decisions that the lizard brain makes. For the less evolved—spoiler: practically everyone—their actions are ultimately driven by basic animal drives. Sexual urges and the like. Well, sex for men, and for women—”

      “Chocolate,” I suggested.

      Walker’s eyes narrowed, then his gaze flickered toward Alex’s trolley for the first time.

      He is making you doubt yourself to weaken you, Uro voice, inside me, said. He knows that you will defeat him if he can’t diminish your determination. But you know Walker to be evil; you know you cannot trust his lies.

      I knew Walker to be evil, but could I trust Uro’s truth?

      “He talks to you, doesn’t he, in your mind? Affects your dreams. Right?” Walker didn’t wait for a reply. “You think a fire monster from another world is an attractive leader to anyone in their right mind?” He spat on the ground. “Better the dragon. You think you are so different from others who have fallen under its spell? It turned many to his side before you even gained your powers. Many great warriors, many good friends. The Sentinel Order has been forced into ever more drastic actions. What emotions made you vulnerable to his manipulations? Hatred, grief? Maybe guilt? Do you really believe all your choices are fully of your own volition?”

      I remembered my dreams of Sash, and my grief at her loss and the guilt I felt for killing her.

      Walker is a politician—he lies for a living, Uro said, an eagerness in his voice. Remember the Dawnsday Device. Remember Alex. You can destroy him. The power is within your grasp. You just have to reach for it.

      “No!” I shouted.

      “Still in denial, I see.” Walker’s mouth curved into a smile. “Not to worry. Others, I regretted killing. You will be a pleasure.” He charged.

      As I ducked under a high slashing shield, a kick caught me in the face, sending me sprawling backward. Before I had a chance to get back to my feet, Walker trust downward with the point of his shield, aiming to take off my feet at the ankles. I snatched my legs back, and Walker aimed a blow at my chest. I spun to the side, then looked up to see the shield coming straight for my face. I spun back the other way, though not quick enough to avoid a slash through my check.

      Walker put a foot on my chest, and, with the point of the shield embedded in the tarmac by my neck, he rotated the edge of it toward my neck. I used first one firesword, then the second to block the shield, managing to slow, then stop its progress. Above me, Walker shifted his weight to increase the downward force, and his shield resumed its descent.

      Your magic, Uro insisted.

      The heat of the magic flared up inside me as if the magic had a mind of its own and wanted to be channeled through me. I gritted my teeth and redoubled my efforts to hold Walker’s shield at bay with my fireswords. But Walker was both stronger than me and he had the advantage of gravity in his favor, and, with Walker’s foot pinning my chest down, I couldn’t dodge out of the way. My hands trembled with effort as the sharp edge of the shield, inch by gradual inch, descended toward my exposed neck. Still, I wasn’t going to be forced into anything. I glared up into Walker’s glittering eyes. “I… make… my… own… choices.”

      I swiftly angled my fireswords so they deflected the path of the shield leftward and at the same time rolled my neck to the right. The shield, no longer being resisted, plummeted downward, striking hard into the tarmac while giving the left side of my head a buzz cut. Due to the sudden motion, Walker’s balance shifted forward, and I thrust my chest upward to free myself from his foot. That gave me enough wiggle room to slither out from under him and scramble back upright.

      Walker was breathing heavily, his face red. But he didn’t seem any slower as he launched more attacks against me. From street level, I heard the sound of metal grinding against metal, and the next time I blocked a powerful blow, I allowed myself to be thrown back, and I stumbled against the outer edge of the parking garage. The wall was only four foot high, allowing me to look over it and down toward the street below. Danny’s van was being pushed aside as a dark SUV forced itself out of the parking garage entrance.

      A thrill ran through me: the others were making their escape—the plan was working. I quickly returned my attention to Walker, who, to my surprise, had allowed his shield to disappear. He touched his hand to his ear. “What’s that, you have him?”

      “Have who?” I moved across to stand by the trolley. “You aren’t getting Alex.”

      “You really think your bundled-up blankets fooled me?” Walker asked, shaking his head. “You think I’m that dumb.” Walker leaped up onto the outer wall. “I’m disappointed to have to leave you while you are still alive, but I have more important things to do.” He jumped.

      I ran after him, reaching the wall just in time to see Walker hit the tarmac five stories below. He collapsed into a sideways roll, then he rose gracefully back to his feet. The dark SUV was parked beside him, the passenger door open. Walker stepped into the vehicle and shut the door behind him. The SUV accelerated forward.

      What did that mean? Was Alex inside there? Where were Jeroah and Persia?

      After climbing up onto the wall, I hesitated. The tarmac below looked none too soft. Still, I had just seen Walker do it so I swallowed down my fears and made the leap. My coat ballooned around me as the wind caught it, and cold air bit at my skin. The short seconds of falling gave me little time to regret the decision to jump. At the moment of impact, I allowed my knees to buckle, but my right foot caught the tarmac more heavily than the left, and I slammed down on my right side. Pain exploded in my right hip.

      I struggled to my feet and ran after the SUV, or tried to, at least. My right leg dragged behind me, making my chase more of a hobble more than a run. When the SUV turned the corner and disappeared from view, I slowed, then stopped.
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      Hearing running footsteps, I turned around to find Jeroah and Persia approaching. “Alex?” I asked.

      “They got him,” Jeroah said.

      “You’re useless,” I hissed. “How did you let that happen?”

      “It was a stupid plan,” Jeroah said. “Once they found us, we didn’t have any chance against shadiers. They would have killed us if we had tried to fight them off. You are the one with powers, and you were probably showing off on the rooftop.”

      “I was fighting Walker.”

      Jeroah nodded. “As I said, showing off rather than doing anything useful. Were there cameras present by any chance?”

      “He nearly killed me.”

      “Pity it was only nearly.”

      “Maybe if you hadn’t trapped me in your stupid titanium van, we’d have had time—”

      “If you hadn’t fallen under the thrall of the Big Bad, we—”

      “I’m not under anyone’s thrall. I make my own decisions.”

      “You can’t lie to me. I was inside your head when you allowed yourself to be seduced by the dark side. I begged you not to listen to him.”

      “Walker and his Dawnsday Device is the dark side. We need to stop him, and fast.”

      “Should we call Jo?” a voice from behind me said, and I turned to see that Danny had joined us.

      “What are you still doing here?” I asked. “I told you to flee the first chance you got.”

      “My fleeing speed isn’t what it used to be.” Danny gave his big belly a shake and smiled. “Jo?” he prompted.

      “She’s working with Walker.”

      “She’s also working with us,” Persia said. “She was helping to keep Alex away from the Order.”

      “How much can she be trusted?” It hurt me to say that. I loved her to bits, but she had told me herself that she was helping Walker with the Dawnsday Device. She wouldn’t be the first loved one to betray me.

      “Trust in good people,” Danny said. “You might get burnt now and again, but the alternative is worse. Much worse. Leaps of faith sometimes lead to falls, but better that than getting bogged to a standstill.”

      “Mix metaphors much, Danny?” Jeroah asked. “Jo isn’t our problem, Rune, it’s you. You’re the one we can’t trust. You can’t deny that Uro was in your dreams and in your thoughts, can you? That Uro began to do you favors, giving you advantages when you had a dragon problem. Little favors with no strings attached, or so you thought. But little favors lead to big ones, and the next thing you know, a few strings have become a sticky web. When’s the last time you were listening to Uro?”

      “Anything is more welcome than listening to the whining of an asshole in a necklace. Back then you whined about not having a body. Now you have one, and guess what, still whining. I guess you can take the asshole out of the necklace, but you can’t take the asshole out of you.”

      Jeroah’s hand whipped forward, and before I realized what has happening, I had received a punch in the face.

      “What the—” I punched back, sending Jeroah flying backward. He crashed into a parked car behind him.

      “Hey!” Persia stepped in front of me, raising her palms. “This isn’t helping.”

      Jeroah’s lip was cracked; he ran the back of his hand across his mouth. “You don’t know how many times over the years I wanted to punch that smug face.”

      “Feel free to hit me as often as you want,” I said. “As long as you don’t forget I hit harder.”

      “I might just do that.” He smiled a bloody smile. “Totally worth it.”

      “Enough!” Persia roared. “You can work out your repressed shit at a later time. We have to act immediately. Once Walker gets Alex back to City Hall, he’ll be able to activate the device. We can’t ring Jo. She keeps the cell she uses to contact us turned off and hides it, only retrieving it to ring us when it’s safe.”

      “Hostile work environment,” Jeroah suggested.

      “So, we need to get into City Hall,” I said. “Any ideas?”

      “I have a plan,” Danny said.

      “You do?” Jeroah raised his eyebrows.

      “It’s probably stupid,” Danny said.

      “They say there are no bad ideas,” Jeroah said. “On the other hand, trapping ourselves inside a parking garage instead of trying to escape sure tests that theory.”

      “Enough, Jeroah,” Persia said. “What’s your plan, Danny?”

      “It’s a bit embarrassing. You know how they say that if all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail. Well, I’m a truck driver. Been driving trucks for over thirty years. You don’t want to know how often my dreams involve truck driving.”

      “And?” I prompted. I had no idea how truck driving was going to help infiltrate City Hall.

      “Just listen,” Persia said. “Danny, what did you have in mind?”

      “My plan is to steal a tractor unit for a big rig and drive it through the gates and front wall of City Hall.”

      “And that would break through the walls.”

      “I reckon. Can’t guarantee the rest of the walls will stay upright. Nor the roof.”

      “We can’t just knock the building,” I said. “Jo and Alex are inside, after all.”

      Danny shrugged. “I doubt a big rig tractor unit would do more than leave a hole in the wall. But crashing trucks into buildings isn’t exactly established science. The more I think about it, the more it seems a bad idea.”

      “We haven’t any good choices,” Jeroah said. “And no time to plan. It might be time to just act.”

      Persia scowled. “Blindly.”

      “What about if I go on ahead and see if I can sneak into City Hall,” Jeroah said. “You three steal the truck, and I’ll let you know whether to attack and where.”

      “Sneak in,” I scoffed. “Just like that. You realize the Order is on a war footing and that City Hall is their last remaining fortress.”

      Jeroah shrugged. “When the alternative is being stuck in the cab of a truck with you and trying to keep my cool, anything else seems easy. Your phone working, Persia?”

      Persia took her cell from her pocket, glanced at it, and gave a nod. She turned to me. “Rune, what do you think?”

      “I’d call it the worse plan I ever heard, but it’s barely even a plan,” I said. “But I don’t have a better idea, and we have no time to come up with one.”

      “Then, let’s roll,” Persia said.
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      Driving the tractor unit of a big rig wasn’t as straightforward as I expected. As I downshifted, the gears produced a horrible grinding sound that made both Persia and myself wince.

      “Maybe we should have brought Danny,” Persia said.

      With Danny’s help, stealing the tractor unit had gone smoothly. Danny had led us to a run-down depot, and his assurances that no one would be around and the burglar alarms not working turned out to be true. My fireswords had made short work of the locked doors and gates. The unit he’d directed to us had been covered in dust, but the engine had roared into life at the first attempt.

      “He didn’t object to being left behind,” I said.

      “He may not have objected to coming either,” Persia said.

      “He’s not a fighter. I’ll manage the driving,” I said.

      And I did. The gearbox vigorously complained of mistreatment a few times, and the truck stalled more than once, but I managed to get us to our destination. I parked underneath a broken streetlight just out of sight of the gates of City Hall, then I turned off the engine.

      “What if Jeroah doesn’t call?” I asked after a moment of silence. “Walker could be about to activate the Dawnsday Device while we just sit here.”

      “Give him a chance,” Persia said, sitting in the passenger seat beside me. “

      I glanced across at Persia. “So we just wait.”

      She nodded. “We wait.”

      As the evening crept onward, the light inside the cab lessened, which meant I could see Persia less and less clearly. Paradoxically, my awareness of her heightened. A cold sweat beaded at my forehead, and my earlier thoughts returned full force. I couldn’t be in love with her, could I? I barely knew her.

      I should have been worrying about the Dawnsday Device, about Alex, about how crazy the idea to crash into City Hall in a truck was. Instead, all I could think about was how, in the dim light, Persia’s cheekbones had taken on a ghostly quality, making her appear ethereally beautiful. I squirmed in the seat. Persia seemed content to sit opposite me in silence, but, for me, the tension between us grew until it felt unbearable, and I was compelled to say something. Anything. “Together at last.”

      “What does that mean?” Persia frowned. “We’ve been together since you attempted to hijack our van.”

      “Alone, I meant.”

      She squinted across at me, and my insides churned. “Why does being alone together matter?”

      “I guess it doesn’t.” I gave a nervous chuckle. “Just felt the need to say something.” When it seemed that Persia was ready to let the silence return, I spoke again. “When I imagined us meeting again, I expected more rage. We fought side by side against Duffy, and although we won, I doubt you approve of how the battle ended.”

      “A deal with the devil,” she said.

      “It’s not like—” I didn’t want to defend Uro. Not now. “I’ve heard it described as such.”

      “As for rage,” Persia said, “I used to feed on it. These days, despite the world going to pieces, I…” She trailed off, then she gave a shrug. “It’s different.”

      “Because of Jeroah?”

      Persia shifted in her seat, turning to look across at me. “I guess I’m going through some of those stages of grief that people talk about. Only, most people don’t have their beloved dead husband hanging around, walking and talking, for all the world exactly like him. Except Jeroah is not Noah at all and can never be him.”

      “It sounds difficult.”

      “You have no idea. In a multitude of ways, he’s still the husband I loved with all my heart—his strong earthy scent; the distinctive sharp tone of voice when he’s angry but trying to keep it under control; the way he taps his toes under the table when he’s nervous, the way his face crinkles into a private smile after a happy thought. Subconsciously, I fall into the trap of thinking I have my Noah back, that he’s sitting beside me once more.” She gave a little head-shake. “And then Jeroah will say or do something that breaks the spell, bringing the cold reality of the situation crashing back down on me.”

      “Making you realize that Jeroah doesn’t love you?” I asked.

      “Doesn’t matter whether he loves me or not. The reality is that he’s not Noah and never will be.”

      “And is Noah the only one you’ll ever love?” Then, before she had a chance to answer, and before I had a chance to think, I said, “Because I love you.”

      Persia started. “Sorry?”

      My face heated up. “I shouldn’t have said that. It just popped out.”

      “But it’s what you feel?”

      “Maybe.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Yes. I think so. When I saw you, it felt like the wind was knocked out of me. I know that sounds stupid.”

      “Love works in strange ways.” Persia smiled. “It doesn’t sound stupid. You have to know that I don’t love you, though.”

      The rejection didn’t hurt; rather the opposite. The previous tension fell away from me. “I just wanted to say it, you know.”

      She nodded. “With the way things are, no point in keeping anything for a later time.” She reached out and covered my hand with hers. “When love is pure, it is something given without expecting anything in return. And the more of it there is in the world, the better we’ll all be.”

      “Sorry for talking about this stupid crap. I know we should be focusing on our mission.”

      “This isn’t stupid crap. Maybe this conversation will help you resist Uro when he makes his demands.”

      “Ultimately, the war will be fought in the hearts and minds of the people.” I couldn’t remember who told me that. Holliday?

      “Exactly. Now tell me,” she said. “About following Uro. How does that work?”

      “I got sick of making decisions. Choosing what to do and always choosing wrong. I liked accepting orders, not having to question everything.”

      “You don’t get to stop choosing,” Persia said. “You learn from each mistake until you get to make better decisions.”

      “Because I’m a fire sorcerer?”

      “No, because you’re an adult.”

      “I didn’t use my magic,” I said. “Back in the car park when I was fighting Walker. I should have. I might have been able to save Alex if I did.”

      “By not using magic, you rejected Uro.” Persia suddenly reached across and hugged me. “That’s fantastic.”

      “No, it wasn’t. I let Alex be captured. And as a result, the Dawnsday Device might be activated.”

      “You made the right decision. Choosing evil never brings about anything good.”

      Persia’s cell rang. She took it out and held it in her hand for a moment, staring at it. Even before she answered it, I reached for the key, preparing to restart the engine. The time for talking had ended.
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      Jo Collier was a person of science in a world of magic.

      She’d been sitting at her desk for the last several hours, her notebook in front of her, jotting down various facts and data. However, when her latest line of thought led to another dead end, she slammed her pen down. She was fast running out of time.

      The room the Sentinel Order had given her in City Hall was a small one, most of the space taken up by an unmade bed on one side and the desk on the other. She used a half-open suitcase as her wardrobe, and most of the clothes it in needed a visit to the laundry. Under the desk sat a stack of used notebooks, and on the desk was her laptop, several printed documents, and even some textbooks, though few textbooks held much of use. Everything she—and the other scientists at City Hall—did was in uncharted territory.

      She lifted her notebook and flicked back through it. She’d only started using that particular notebook a few days earlier, and already half the pages were used up, filled with diagrams and equations, graphs and bits of data, scribbled theories and ideas. She reached the front of the notebook without a new idea sparking to life, so she shut it and stared at the wall.

      Following Doctor Kressan’s groundbreaking work on Brimstone, scientists like her had come far in understanding some aspects of magic yet still remained woefully lacking in others. The Sentinel Order had brought in physicists, chemists, mathematicians, geologists, even biologists, each using their own field to try to bring new insight. Most experiments had been abject failures. Doctor Kressan had been lucky enough to have access to the fire summoning crystal—without that to study, progress had come much harder.

      The fire summoning crystal was the key to everything, and Jo still had no idea why it existed, how it worked, and most importantly, how to safely remove it from her brother. Scans had shown that the crystal was lodged in the underside of Alex’s heart. Heart surgery might be able to get it out, but that was dangerous, and who knew if it would even work? Jo had no doubt that the placement of the crystal, so close to Alex’s heart, was due to magic, so magic was what would be needed to extract it.

      Magic. She scowled at the word. In the distant past, before scientific enlightenment, everything had been ascribed to magical means. The world had only just gotten used to a scientific understanding of reality when magic had rebounded in the form of shifters and fireswords, sorcerers, and dragons. Still, Jo was convinced that with time, the workings of Brimstone and its mystical connection with Earth could be brought back into the light of scientific understanding.

      With time.

      Except time was one thing Jo didn’t have. The Order had hired her due to her understanding of Kressan’s work, and she had spent most of her time working on the Dawnsday Device. All the scientists working on the device had been assured that it was a last resort, but Walker had arrived in Lusteer and was determined to activate it as soon as he could.

      The Dawnsday Device was similar to the mechanism that Doctor Kressan had designed to bring about the Searing, except it was more potent. When powered by the fire summoning crystal, it would break the link between the Earth and Brimstone, and in the process, kill every person with a magical link to Brimstone.

      There had to be a better way.

      She thumped her fist on the desk. No—there was a better way. She just needed the time to find it. Until then, she needed to keep Alex and the fire summing crystal away from the device. For that she had to rely on Persia and Jeroah.

      And Rune too. She looked down at the loose floorboard in the far corner of the room where the mobile she used to communicate with Persia and Jeroah was hidden. She’d seen Rune on television many times over the last few months, but it had been an unpleasant surprise to see a clip of him jumping into the van where she knew Alex to be hidden. If Rune helped, perhaps they had a chance to escape. Though from everything she knew, Rune was fully under Uro’s control, it made her heart glad to think that he might be on her side again. It had been a long while, years, since all three of them—Jo, Alex, and Rune—had been together and happy. Much too long.

      She desperately wanted to turn on the mobile to ring and find out what was going on, but she resisted the urge. She couldn’t help them with their task; she’d only be a distraction. She had to trust the others to keep Alex safe. Her job was to understand magic better so a solution to the problems that Uro had caused could be devised. She cracked open her notebook and picked up her pen. Before she had a chance to write anything, though, the door opened and Sergeant Taylor walked in. “You’re wanted,” he said without preamble.

      She blinked. “By whom.”

      “Just come with me.”

      She considered for a moment, then shook her head. “Not until you tell me where.”

      “I could drag you out.”

      Jo nodded. “And I would struggle, but I ultimately wouldn’t be able to prevent you. But is that easier than just telling me what is going on?”

      Sergeant Taylor was the leader of the shadiers, but he also had a supervisory role over the Dawnsday project. He had never warmed to Jo.

      “I’m taking you to the atrium.”

      Jo nodded. “And?”

      Sergeant Taylor’s eyes narrowed, and for one moment, Jo suspected that he was actually going to physically force her to go with him. Then he sighed. “Your brother has been captured, and Walker has ordered the Dawnsday Device moved to the atrium. Everyone else is already waiting there.”

      A chill ran through Jo’s body. Alex captured, and the device about to be activated. Jo had a few more cards to play, but with Alex captured, she wouldn’t be able to delay things for long. She stood and moved past the sergeant and into the corridor. Sergeant Taylor stepped out of the room and the door began to swing closed, but before it did, Jo quickly reversed course and stepped back inside. She returned to her desk, picked up her notepad and pen and slipped them into the outside pocket of her white lab coat. Sergeant Taylor scowled at her.

      “Never know when a notebook of scientific equations will come in useful.”

      “The time for science is over,” Sergeant Taylor said. “It’s time for action.”

      Jo shook her head. “The time for science will never end.”

      Sergeant Taylor snorted. “If you say so.”

      Jo left her room for a second time, and Sergeant Taylor led her down an empty corridor. From the lack of noise and activity, Jo realized that the rest of City Hall must already have gone on ahead of her. The Order had clearly let everyone else know before sending for her. “You’ve never trusted me, have you?” Jo asked.

      “Should I have?”

      He had a point there. “So you are going to allow Walker to go ahead with this?” Jo asked. “Do you care so little for your own life? And the lives of those under your command?”

      “My men and I are soldiers,” Sergeant Taylor.

      “Not all orders should be followed, even by the best of soldiers; no—especially by the best of soldiers.”

      “We charge into battle as ordered even if it means almost certain death.”

      “That assumes your leaders know what they are doing,” Jo said. “Ever heard of the Charge of the Light Brigade? Almost certain? Have you been told that you and your men might survive?” Jo glanced across at him and saw that it registered with him. “I understand this device as much as anyone. More probably. Everyone with a link to Brimstone will die. That certainly includes shadiers. Are you that much of a believer to accept certain death? Do you trust Walker’s leadership that much?”

      Sergeant Taylor’s steps faltered ever so slightly. “Those who don’t have anything to believe in can’t understand those who do.”

      “Oh, I’m a believer,” Jo said. “I believe in science, and I believe in relying on good people to do the right thing. I also believe that Walker has a heart made of stone and is the last person who should be making decisions for all of humanity.”

      Sergeant Taylor didn’t respond, but she could tell from the way his face firmed into grim lines that he wasn’t for turning. They emerged into the buzz of noise and anticipation of the packed atrium. A fair number of the crowd wore white coats like Jo, the uniform of laboratory scientists everywhere. The atrium was a giant circular entrance hall, with a high domed ceiling. The first floor corridor with ornate balconies surrounding the hall was crowded with onlookers. Jo, scanning the faces, thought she saw Beacon Sulle himself, but when she looked again, she couldn’t see him. She had to have imagined it; it didn’t make any sense for the enemy leader to be hanging out in the crowd at the Sentinel Order’s last remaining defensive stronghold. Sergeant Taylor led Jo down the wide sweeping staircase. On the ground floor, he put his arm on Jo’s shoulder to guided her through the crowds until they came upon the Dawnsday Device which, as Sergeant Taylor had told her, had been moved into the center of the atrium.

      The Dawnsday Device consisted of two large metal hemispheres connected by a web of wires and metal with space between them for a black office chair. Initially, it had been envisaged that the two hemispheres would be pushed together in the final design, but when it was discovered that the key element to get the device working was a person, the distance between the hemispheres had been widened to make room for the chair. As Jo came around to the front of the device, she saw Alex sitting in that chair. She shook herself free of Sergeant Taylor’s grasp. Pushing herself against the metal bars that spanned the two hemispheres, she reached out a hand that couldn’t quite reach Alex.

      “Are you okay?”

      He gave a nod, but he was paler than Jo could ever remember seeing him. “At least I’m sitting down,” he said. He glanced upward at the hemispheres of twisted metal on either side of him. “I feel like I’m in a science fiction movie, and I’m hoping it’s a time travel one. I always wanted to see the future.”

      “The future is looking bright for the first time in a long time!” a booming voice said.

      Distinctive footsteps clicked on the tiles, and Jo looked across to see the crowd parting and a large pair of black cowboy boots walking her way. She came away from the Dawnsday Device to face the approaching Walker. She’d seen him on television many times, but the pictures hadn’t gotten across how large of a man he was nor how imposing his presence was.

      Walker addressed Sergeant Taylor. “Are we ready?” When he received a nod, Walker grabbed hold of the lever on the side of the Device. “It’s past time for this.” He pulled. Nothing happened. Instead of being angry, though, Walker merely smiled. “That’s a surprise,” he said.

      Sergeant Taylor looked toward a cluster of scientists, and one of the younger ones, a lady by the name of Corrine, stepped forward. “Jo Collier removed a part of the device and replaced it with a dud,” she said.

      “Corinne? You were spying on me?” Jo asked. Corinne had always been friendly, talkative, and seemingly dumb—not someone Jo suspected to be spying on her. Perhaps that was the reason she was entrusted with being a spy.

      Corrine didn’t meet Jo’s gaze.

      “You have the repair ready?” Walker asked. Corinne nodded. She detached one of the metal bars along the front of the Device and stepped between the two hemispheres. She crouched down by the chair, taking a screwdriver from her lab coat.

      “Your expertise was valuable, but we never forgot that your priorities were different than ours,” Walker told Jo. He then raised his hands high and waited for the crowd to quieten. Once they did, he addressed them in a booming voice. “Be glad!” He paused until he was sure he had everyone in the room’s attention. “Be glad,” he repeated, “to be here and a part of this. For the first time, victory against the alien interlopers is within our grasp.”

      Walker briefly paused as a few cheers rang out before continuing. “Be glad that you stood strong, and be glad that the fellow warriors all around you stood strong. Victory was never certain, rarely even likely, for this was the greatest threat to its existence that the human race has ever faced. If you are here, you are part of this. But notably, I’d like to thank the soldiers who fought again and again against overwhelming odds to give us the time we needed, and the scientists for their ingenuity and determination to discover a path to victory. But there will be a cost.” He paused for a breath. “We are all soldiers, and a soldier doesn’t fear death; he fears dying in vain. When we activate this Device, the link to Brimstone will be forever severed, and those of us whose lives are severed must know that we are making a bright glorious sacrifice. Thousands make the sacrifice so that millions, billions get to live on. That’s why we called it the Dawnsday Device. It will bring about a bright new dawn for humankind!”

      Corinne reattached the metal bar as she stepped out of the Device, giving Walker a nod. Alex, clutching the armrests of his chair, was trying hard to look brave, but Jo could see how fearful he was, and Alex wasn’t someone who got scared often. Jo gave him a comforting look.

      Walker grasped hold of the lever for a second time. “We don’t get to write history, but we will be remembered and celebrated so long as humankind continues to prosper.” He pulled downward. “Be glad!” he shouted out.

      A humming noise rose up, and both hemispheres glowed with a white light. The hum turned into a crackle, and sparks danced along wires that connected the two hemispheres. Tendrils of smoke rose from behind Alex’s chair, and Alex’s mouth opened wide. The lights in the chamber dimmed briefly, and the device went silent. The expression on Walker’s face changed from expectant ecstasy to murderous rage.

      Jo smiled sweetly up at him. “That’s a surprise,” she said.

      For once, Walker was lost for words, and it was Corinne who spoke. “She must have sabotaged another part of the device.” Her voice squeaked.

      “There’s no cause for alarm,” Sergeant Taylor said. “We’ll get it fixed in no time at all.”

      Half a dozen scientists in white lab coats, including Corinne, quickly descended on the device, beginning their examinations.

      Jo frowned, watching them. She hadn’t been given full access to the Device, so she had only been able to exact minor alterations. One, she had made relatively obvious. She hadn’t expected Corinne to step forward with the solution to it, but she wasn’t surprised someone had. The other alteration she had been careful to keep secret, but it wouldn’t delay them for long.

      “I’m glad you thought to appreciate scientists in your lovely speech,” Jo told Walker. “It warmed my heart, I can tell you.”

      Before Walker had a chance to reply, the whole room’s attention was diverted by a man running down the far stairs, shouting. His words were lost in the crowd noise. Only when he reached the ground floor was Jo able to recognize him as Jeroah and hear him properly.

      “Get back. Get back from this wall. Now!”

      He was running along a wall near the entrance. Some of the crowd began to move away from the wall, but the majority of those close to him merely stared in stunned silence. It was only when he shoved a few people that he managed to get some movement. Then the roar of a deep-throated engine rushed upon them, and screams rang out. Those who Jeroah had been shouting at in vain broke out into a panicked run just as the wall exploded with chunks of masonry toppling inward.

      The lights went out.

      The wall was far enough away from Jo that she wasn’t in direct danger, but a surge of movement from the crowd around her, threw her to the ground. She coughed, and struggled to rise.

      “Jo, come to me.” For some strange reason, the voice, though not loud, sounded crystal clear in her ears despite all the mindless panicked shouting all about her. It was Alex. She focused her vision in his direction until she could make him out in the darkness and smoke. “Hold on; I’ll free you.”

      “No, don’t,” Alex said. “Listen to me, Jo. I understand how this device works.”

      “You understand it?” Jo climbed over the railing and into the Dawnsday Device to stand beside him. “How? You don’t know the science behind it.”

      “When Walker pulled the lever, I felt the magic flow through me. I sensed what the machine was trying to do. Jo, it’s terrible. It’ll kill so many.”

      “That’s why I have to get you away before it can be fixed and used.”

      “What about doing it cleanly instead?” What about breaking the connection to Brimstone without killing all those people on Earth?”

      “Is that possible?”

      Alex nodded. “I believe so.”

      Jo grabbed Alex’s arm. “Tell me exactly what you know.”

      “Jo,” Alex said urgently, and Jo realized she was squeezing his arm too tightly, and she immediately released it.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “A bit light-headed.”

      “Stay with me.” Jo pulled her notebook from her pocket and angled it toward the bit of light getting through, preparing to take notes. “Alex, help me figure out how to fix this.” She disliked that, after all her study, the knowledge she needed was coming to her magically rather than scientifically, but she’d take what she could get. Tuning out the chaotic shouting all around her, she focused on what Alex had to tell her.
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      The world was swaying around me, and a horn blasted my ears. In the far distance, people screamed. I touched my hand to my temple, and it came away bloody. Persia was on the seat opposite me, limbs twisted, unmoving.

      “No,” I said. “Not you too.” I stretched out for her but couldn’t reach. As I came away from the steering wheel, though, the horn’s screech ended. I still hadn’t figured out where I was and what was happening, but shards of memory had begun to flash through my mind: guards sprinting out of the way; gates tearing open in front of me; yellow sparks flying in the night air; the windshield splintering; a dark imposing wall coming up fast upon me; closing my eyes, clenching the steering wheel, and pressing on the accelerator.

      “Persia!” I cried, returning to the present. She still hadn’t moved. When I reached for her again, I realized that my seatbelt was holding me in place. As I fumbled with the clasp, the final pieces of my memory clicked into place. Persia and I had deliberately crashed into City Hall, aiming to stop Walker from activating the Dawnsday Device. Even wearing seatbelts, we had both been injured, though I was healing fast.

      The passenger door opened, and Beacon Sulle climbed in. “She’s okay,” he told me.

      He arched his leg over Persia’s body and slid himself into the seat between the two of us.

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “I can see she’s breathing,” Beacon Sulle said. “She’s just knocked out. She’ll wake.”

      I finally managed to unclasp my seatbelt. I leaned past Sulle to touch Persia’s shoulder. She stirred and gave a moan.

      “See, I told you she’s okay,” Sulle said.

      “What are you doing here?” Dust shimmered in front of me, obscuring my vision of what was happening inside. My ears were still ringing. Large blocks of masonry had fallen across the hood of the truck.

      “Where else would I be?” Sulle asked. “All my life has been leading up to this moment.”

      “All your life? We only just decided to crash the truck into City Hall several hours ago.”

      “All my life,” Sulle repeated. “As a boy growing up, I prayed for deliverance. And to my surprise, someone answered. But there’s always a cost, you know.” His voice took on a wistful tone. “The piper always has to be paid at the end.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, though I could guess at part of it. The one who answered had to have been Uro, and Sulle had made a Faustian deal with the devil. “Are you sure Persia is okay?” I reached past him to grab hold of Persia’s arm. I gave it a little shake. She stirred slightly, responding to my touch.

      “See, she’s okay,” Sulle said, though he didn’t look at her. “She’ll survive if you are willing to do what it takes to save her.”

      “What it takes?”

      “This stunt with the truck will buy you some time. But what happens when Walker and his shadiers regroup? Can you defeat them all with a pair of fireswords?”

      “I’ll do my best.” The nose of the truck had broken through the wall. I could see a part of the entrance hall beyond.

      “What if that isn’t enough? What if your best isn’t enough to win? Are you prepared to die? Are you prepared to let her die?”

      Persia gave another moan. Hot fear lanced my guts. “I’m willing to die protecting her. I will save her if it means cutting through a thousand Walkers.”

      “Those are empty words.” Sulle scoffed. “You don’t have any kind of plan to defeat one Walker, never mind a thousand. You shouldn’t have rejected Uro’s help.”

      “I didn’t reject him,” I said. Not explicitly, at least. Just as I hadn’t explicitly accepted him as my master.

      “You need him now,” Sulle said. “You have to know this. Only Uro has the power that will allow him to defeat Walker and stop the Dawnsday Device from being activated. Just as my life has been leading up to this moment, so has yours. You were chosen for this. You have to summon your magic.”

      “It’s not really my magic anymore. It’s his magic.” Each time I’d used it, the magic had grown in power and in wildness. I hadn’t meant to kill Holliday.

      “True, it’s his magic. Sulle climbed back over Persia, moving for the door. “But it’s your choice whether to summon it or not.” Just as he reached the other side of Persia, his arm pistoned violently.

      Persia’s back arched, her body coming to life with a massive spasm. She screamed.

      My mind, numbed with shock, took a moment to process what had happened. The flash of silver metal. Sulle’s hand striking Persia. He’d stabbed her. I threw myself at Sulle, hitting him hard in the face. He dropped bonelessly, disappearing into the darkness outside the cab of the truck.

      “Persia, are you okay?” Persia’s body was shaking violently, and I wrapped my arms around her. Her body felt cold, and I willed my heat into her.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      I released her. “Richard Sulle stabbed you.”

      “Why?”

      “To force me to use magic.”

      “Don’t do it,” Persia said. “Don’t give in.”

      “It doesn’t have to mean anything,” I said.

      “I wasn’t stabbed for no reason.” Persia’s face was pale but bright, somehow lit up while all around us was dark.

      She was right, of course. When I accepted Uro’s help in defeating the dragon, Duffy, I had been able to convince myself that it was a once off. It didn’t work like that. There was always a cost. Sulle himself had told me that moments ago, just before he stabbed Persia. Always a cost.

      I lifted the bottom of her shirt. Blood—black in the dim light—stained her stomach. “I can’t just let you die.” A hospital wouldn’t save her, even if I could magically transport her to one in the middle of a battle.

      “It’s okay,” Persia said. “Taking up the fight means being prepared to die for it. Prepared for death or worse.” By worse, I knew she meant watching her husband killed. Killed, then having someone else walk around in his body.

      My cheeks were wet with tears. Persia had expressed the hope that love could make it easier for me to reject Uro. Instead, Uro was using love to manipulate me. I had never healed anyone before, but I had experienced superhuman healing, so I was confident. I placed my palm on her midriff. “Healing you is in my power. I must do it.” I wasn’t strong enough not to.

      “I am just one person,” Persia said. “The world is at stake. You broke free of his spell once. Will you get a second chance?”

      I had no idea what the consequences of using magic right now would be, but Uro desperately wanted to use magic, and I feared what that meant.

      Another voice broke through my thoughts. A memory. “Those with great power must be able to make great decisions, perhaps even great and terrible decisions without being influenced by coarse personal emotion.” Walker’s voice. Walker’s sentiments.

      “No,” I said. Love was not a coarse emotion. Soldiers followed orders, but they also prided themselves in leaving no man behind. I made my decision and summoned magic.
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      My head flew backward, hitting the headrest, and a blood-curling scream was wrenched from my throat. A torrent of fire tore through me. My body became a writhing volcano of pain.

      I barely had any control of my body, but I managed to move one trembling hand toward Persia and touch her arm. I sensed the life pulsing through her: the heart pumping, blood circulating, lungs expanding and contracting, nerve ends sparking. A human body: so complicated and intricate and wonderful and perfect.

      Except, it wasn’t perfect. Far from it. The left lung was filling with blood, one section of the small intestine was severed, several other vital parts were lacerated.

      No, I didn’t want it like that.

      And it all changed. Blood stopped seeping into her lungs, and it began draining out instead. The walls of her intestines knitted together, becoming whole again. The two edges of the wound sought each other, her skin joining back together without even a scar. All it took was the merest exertion of will—a twitch of my little finger—and all the wrongness was reversed. For the briefest moment, I felt like a god.

      Then my body spasmed and, once more, I was nothing, less than nothing; I was a tiny leaf floating on a raging river of heat and light. I had to desperately hold onto the impression of myself just to stop my essence from being washed away.

      The power flowed out of me like a giant waterfall, plummeting down into the darkness below. I had no idea where the magic was going until Sulle rose up before me, his body limp, his limbs jerking like a marionette on strings. His eyes opened, white, unseeing, as the power seared into him.

      “Sulle?” I said.

      “No longer,” His voice was different, deeper. “I am Beacon.” He collapsed back into the darkness, though I didn’t hear a landing thud. The torrent of magic ended, and I lay back, spent.

      I felt a shake on my shoulder and turned to see Persia looking down at me with wide eyes. “What just happened?”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Pretty good.” Her hand touched her shirt, and her fingers came away bloody. “Surprisingly good.” She looked up at me. “How? You?”

      I nodded. “I know you didn’t want me to. But I couldn’t not help you.”

      “And the consequences?”

      “I’m not certain.” I looked to the open passenger door and into the night beyond. I saw no sign of Sulle—or Uro or Beacon or whatever he was. “But it won’t be good. We should get out of here.” I opened the driver-side door and lowered myself out onto the step, and from there to the ground. I turned and raised my hand to help Persia. She ignored it, putting both hands on the seat and lowering herself onto the step. When she tried another step downward, though, her standing leg buckled, and she fell backward.

      I caught her. “You’re still w—”

      “Watch out!” Persia called out.

      I half-turned, and upon seeing a flash of red light, I shoved Persia behind me and raised my left hand, summoning a firesword. A fireball crashed against the sword, flames exploding backward and away from me. In the red light, I saw the shadier who was attacking—it appeared to be only one. At the same time, Jeroah was approaching us from a different direction. Shielding Persia away from the attacking shadier, I raced toward Jeroah. Another fireball sped my way, but I managed to outpace it, and it crashed against the engine of the truck. The truck began to burn. I climbed over several blocks of fallen masonry until I found a sheltered nook. Gently placing Persia on the ground, I summoned both fireswords, preparing to block any further attacks.

      Jeroah joined us a moment later. “What happened to you? Why didn’t you enter immediately after the truck broke the wall?”

      “Unavoidably delayed.”

      “City Hall was briefly in chaos,” Jeroah said. “But Walker has now rallied the shadiers, and our opportunity has passed.”

      “What about Jo and Alex?” I asked.

      “The Dawnsday Device is in the center of the atrium in City Hall. Alex is inside the Device, and Jo is close.

      “Then I have to go back. I can’t leave them behind.”

      “I’ll help.” Persia attempted to rise.

      I put my hand on her shoulder. “No.”

      Jeroah touched her torso and raised bloody fingers. “What happened?”

      “She’s still weak, but she’ll be fine,” I looked at Jeroah. “Can you get her to safety?”

      Jeroah nodded.

      “I want to help,” Persia said.

      “Right now, the only way to help me is by keeping yourself safe,” I told her.
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      The truck was blazing—long flames reached high into the sky sending sparks shooting across the night sky. I approached, ignoring the heat beating at me. Beyond the truck, through the gap in the wall, the lights of the City Hall atrium were shadowed by thick drafts of smoke. In the gaps between the smoke-clouds, I glimpsed a line of shadiers waiting. I didn’t hesitate. Stepping through the gap in the wall, I summoned both fireswords and raised them before me. I envisioned a firestorm of magic greeting me, and when that didn’t happen, I felt almost disappointed

      The shadiers were lined up, their hands in front of them, ready to use their powers, and I let one firesword fall to the side, watching them. Sergeant Taylor stood in the center of the line. Fear hung heavy in the air. It took me a moment to realize that they weren’t facing me; it was Sulle, standing ten paces to my left, who had their full attention. It was Sulle who terrified them. Except it wasn’t Sulle who stood there, not truly. His body was still present, just surrounded by a swirl of flame. The features of his face hadn’t changed, but his skin glowed orange and red. He had once been Richard Sulle before adopting a new name; now even Beacon Sulle was no more, for this monster which called itself Beacon had taken his place.

      The line of shadiers shifted backward as Beacon approached. “What in the holy hell are we facing?” one of the shadiers exclaimed.

      “Hold steady,” Sergeant Taylor ordered.

      One shadier, unable to contain himself, released a fireball. It struck Beacon, but the only effect was that the swirling flame around him temporarily brightened.

      “I said hold!” Sergeant Taylor shouted.

      Beacon continued forward as if the line of attackers opposite him didn’t exist or were of absolutely zero concern.

      “Everyone together now,” Sergeant Taylor said. “Three. Two. One. FIRE.” He clasped his hands together and thrust them forward, creating fire and propelling it forward, and to either side of him the other shadiers matched his actions. Dozens of fireballs flew through the air. Beacon opened his arms wide, welcoming the incoming firestorm. The fireballs crashed into him, exploding upwards and outwards, creating a localized inferno that burned hot and fast. I staggered backward, the massive wave of heat forcing me away.

      Once the smoke and flame had cleared, Beacon was still standing, untouched. His lips curved upward in a smile of disdain. He lazily raised an arm, and a thick beam of flame launched from his fist. A shadier summoned a fireshield, but Beacon’s beam tore through the shield as if it wasn’t there, incinerating the shadier behind it.

      “Attack at will!” Sergeant Taylor shouted. “And don’t just stand in line. Scatter.” Putting his words into action, Sergeant Taylor sprinted for cover, sending a fireball Beacon’s way as he ran.

      Fireballs fizzed through the air once more. By then, though, I was racing away to my right, getting away from the battle. I had allowed myself to be distracted for too long; I hadn’t come back to fight anyone. I was here to get Alex and Jo out.

      The Dawnsday Device wasn’t as strange as some of the contraptions in the basement of the police station, but it wasn’t far off. I couldn’t see Jo, but Alex was strapped to a chair in the center of the machine, his eyes wide as he watched Beacon battle the shadiers.

      “Come with me, quickly. We have to get out of here.” I jumped over the metal bars that connected the two hemispheres of the device. I grabbed at the straps that held him in place.

      Alex gripped my hand. “No, Rune, I have to stay here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Jo is fixing it.” Alex had a feverish energy to him.

      “Fixing? What are you talking about? We came to stop it from being activated.”

      “Can Walker stop the creature, do you think?” Alex asked, looking over my shoulder.

      “I doubt it.” I turned to see Walker striding across the floor to confront Beacon.

      “I tried to prevent your arrival,” Walker said. “But something inside me knew it would come to this. I knew I’d have to face you.” Walker’s shield of smoke appeared in his hands.

      The sheen of fire that surrounded Beacon glowed brighter.

      “If fire cannot stop you, then perhaps smoke can.” Walker charged forward, then jumped at Beacon, slashing at him with his shield. The shield came to a sudden halt well short of actually striking Beacon, and an invisible force sent Walker flying backward. He crashed against the floor.

      Beacon stood watching, unmoved.

      Walker struggled back to his feet, and his shield reformed in his hands. “Don’t think to defeat your nemesis that easily. I will never give up.”

      A thick beam of red fire exploded from Beacon and crashed into Walker’s shield. The shield shattered. “You were never my nemesis,” the deep voice of Beacon said. “You were merely a patsy.” Another beam of fire struck Walker, incinerating him instantly.

      My mouth was dry. Walker, strong enough to defeat me with ease, had been snapped like twig.

      “Rune. I need more time.” I turned around to find Jo in front of me.

      “More time for what?”

      “We must rid the world of Brimstone power.”

      “You sound like Walker.”

      “Look at it,” Jo said, gesturing toward where Beacon was sending fire chasing after fleeing shadiers. “That thing is only going to grow in strength.”

      “But to stop him by activating the Device? By killing all those with a connection to Brimstone?” Though, having seen what Beacon had become, the option no longer seemed as extreme as it once had.

      “I’m modifying the Device. If I do this right, no one will die,” Jo said. “Trust me.”

      I’d always considered Jo the best and smartest person I knew; if I couldn’t trust Jo, who could I trust? “What do you need from me?”

      “More time.” Jo squeezed my forearm. “Thank you.” She disappeared inside the machinery of the left hemisphere of the Device.

      “She’s asking a lot,” Alex said. Around us, flames licked at the walls and ceiling. Beacon stood alone in the center of the atrium with all the shadiers still alive having fled.

      “She’s asking more of you than me,” I said, stepping toward Beacon. “I get to fight. I don’t think I could just sit there and wait.”

      “Ah, but I’ve had more practice of doing nothing,” Alex said. We shared the briefest of smiles, then I left him to face Beacon. At the same time, he turned his attention on what Jo, Alex, and I were doing at the Dawnsday Device. He headed our way.

      “What about me?” I summoned my fireswords. “Was I just a patsy too?”

      Beacon’s only response was a firebeam blasted my way. I managed to dodge it and also avoid the second one he sent my way, but my frantic defensive maneuvers took me away from Jo, Alex, and the Device.

      “Done!” Jo announced triumphantly, coming out from under a hemisphere. The sight of Beacon bearing down on her quickly wiped the smile from her face. She jumped from the Dawnsday Device, fleeing. Beacon raised his hand, and a wall of fire appeared in front of her. Jo twisted away from that, but the wall of fire curved to block her first to the left, then, when she turned the other way, to her right. With fire fencing her in on three sides, Jo halted and turned back to face Beacon. Sweat poured down her face as the fire closed in on her.

      “What does the Device do now?” Beacon asked.

      I raced across to stand beside Jo, forming a bubble of protection which held Beacon’s flames at bay, preventing even the heat from reaching us.

      “Don’t worry about protecting me,” Jo hissed in my ear. “Activating the Device is what matters. Do it quickly, before it’s too late.”

      “I can’t get to it,” I said. Beacon stood right beside the lever, and having been foiled in his attempts to force an answer from Jo, he was approaching Alex, who still sat in the chair in the center of the device.

      “Use your magic,” Jo said. “Make it happen.”

      I didn’t know how I could, but that was nothing new; I hadn’t known how to do practically anything that involved magic. All my life, whether for good or ill—usually ill—magic had happened. Still, no matter how badly the repercussions were, I was always forced into drawing from that same well time after time. At any moment, Beacon could lose interest in figuring out what the Device did and just decide to destroy it. Or he could reach out a hand and incinerate Alex.

      I noticed that Sergeant Taylor wasn’t dead yet. He was still alive, though—from the look of his charred clothing and scorched flesh—just barely. Still, he hadn’t given up the fight; he was crawling toward Beacon, and he hadn’t been spotted.

      Beacon!” I shouted, “Talk to me. I know what the Device does.”

      He barely glanced my way.

      “You think I’m trying to distract you, but I’m not,” I shouted. “If I was trying to distract you, I’d say look behind you.” I pointed toward Sergeant Taylor still crawling forward.

      Beacon didn’t turn around at all this time, continuing to approach Alex.

      Sergeant Taylor reached out an arm, and a rope of fire spun from his arm and lassoed itself around Beacon’s ankles. His legs were wrenched out from under him, and Beacon smashed against the floor.

      The walls of fire disappeared, and I instantly released the bubble of protection. Beacon was on the ground, but he wouldn’t be there for long. I couldn’t get to the lever before Beacon recovered, so I channeled my magic once more, reaching out with my right hand toward the lever, imagining a force gripping it. Flames exploded into life along the length of the lever.

      “Don’t melt it,” Jo hissed.

      “I know.” I didn’t really know. I had no clue how any of this worked. Still, I recalled the bubble of protection that had formed when I’d raced across to save Jo and projected that thought onto the flames that encircled the now half-melted lever. The fire turned into a blue bubble. I had no idea how that was going to yank the lever down.

      Beacon, without rising from the ground, thrust one arm behind him. Flames flared from his hand, gushing backward in a tornado of fire which instantly incinerated Sergeant Taylor’s body. I frantically tried to get the bubble to activate the lever, but though the skin of the bubble moved downward, it just passed through the lever.

      “No,” I said despairingly. It had to work. It just had to work.

      Beacon lashed out with a thick firebolt aimed directly at Alex in the center of the Dawnsday Device. I frantically flung my arms wide, and the bubble of protection expanded. As Beacon’s magic met mine, his flames spread across the outside of the blue bubble of protection, forming a fiery sphere. Through the flickers, I could see Alex still sitting in his chair, staring wild-eyed. With Beacon’s firebolt applying a crushing pressure upon my bubble, I could only maintain it for a few more moments, but I hadn’t come this far to fail. I sprinted forward, running straight for the fiery sphere.

      Though I had no idea what trying to pass through the flames of Beacon’s magic would do to my body, or even if I’d pass through the bubble, I didn’t hesitate. I had no choice; I couldn’t let the fire close on Alex and the Dawnsday Device, nor could I give Beacon a chance to attack Jo again.

      My eyes slammed shut, but, almost to my surprise, I passed straight through the fire without feeling so much as a flicker of warmth. I landed hands first, rolled, and came to a stop in a crouch just beside the still half-melting lever.

      “Don’t!” Beacon screamed.

      I grabbed the lever and pulled down.

      The fiery sphere that surrounded me popped into nothingness.

      The world went white.

      For a few brief flickering instances, all color, all feeling, all gradient left the world, and, through the whiteness, I saw flashes of what was happening all around—the remaining shadiers staggering, then collapsing to the ground; Beacon on his back, staring upward with bloodshot eyes, his face a mask of anguish; Alex’s body spasming wildly. Only Jo was unaffected; she walked toward me with hesitant steps.

      Then color rushed back into the world, and pain exploded in my right hand. I tore my hand away from the lever, leaving melted skin behind. My left hand gripped my right wrist, and I stared in disbelief at the pinkish mess that had once been my right palm. Agony consumed me. I rolled onto my back, roaring.

      The pain was too much—it couldn't be borne, and yet I had no choice but to bear it, thrashing back and forth on the ground. I wanted to be blessed with unconsciousness, or even death, anything as long as the pain ended, but no, it went on and on, an eternity compressed into moments.

      Some part of me, some instinct, reached for the magic at my core. But there was nothing there. No, I realized, some magic still flowed, but it was flowing out of me.

      I wasn’t sure whether I consciously directed it or some merciful deity willed it to happen, but some of the fleeing magic briefly lingered on my wounds; a vestige of the healing magic that had once been part of me swirled briefly through the bones and blood of my right hand.

      As I watched, the flesh of my hand writhed as if dozens of black and red worms moved beneath the skin. Then my flesh stilled. The magic was gone, but so was the pain. I drank in gulps of air, and I felt like I was breathing heaven. The relief of not feeling any pain after the everlasting moments of absolute agony was an ecstasy beyond compare.

      Jo arrived at my side, and all I could do was grin at her stupidly. Her words didn’t register. She left me and went to Alex. I cradled my hand to my chest. My palm was a mess of red scarring with streaks of black charring, but that didn’t matter.

      When Jo returned, she was supporting a still sickly-looking Alex. “Let’s get out of here,” she said.

      The ability to think of something other than not having pain was returning to me. “What happened? Did we win? Is it over?”

      “The three of us are still alive,” Jo said. “I count that as victory for now.”

      “But Beacon.” I turned my head to look for him. He was gone. “Did it work? The Dawnsday Device? Did it do what it was supposed to?”

      “You tell me,” Jo said.

      The magic of Brimstone had come into the lives of the three of us—through me—one night in the grounds of Collier mansion. That same night Jo and Alex had lost their parents, and nothing had been the same for any of us since then. Was it truly over? I lifted my right hand, then I quickly pulled it back to my chest, not wanting to look at the scarred flesh. I rolled up into a sitting position and held out my left hand, fingers twisted inward to grip the hilt of a sword that did not yet exist. And then, as I had done many times before, I summoned a firesword.

      Nothing happened.

      Not even a flicker of magic responded to my call. I stared down with wonder at the empty hand—I was no longer a fire sentinel.

      Alex smiled. “It worked then.”

      “We don’t know that for sure yet,” Jo said. “We should get out of here.”

      “It worked.” I stood, then I reached out my arms. Jo and Alex leaned into my embrace. I wrapped my left arm around Jo’s neck and pulled my right forearm tight to Alex’s back. Tears ran down my cheeks, and I could feel Alex sobbing.
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      I shot forward into a sitting position, coming instantly awake. My heart hammered in my chest, and my skin felt cold and clammy. I’d had a nightmare, I figured, though I couldn’t remember any of it.

      With my left thumb, I massaged the flesh of my right palm, a gesture that was becoming increasingly automatic for me. I guess I was making sure it was still there. The scarred flesh no longer conveyed any sensation—it felt like I was rubbing something that was no longer a part of me. And, in a way, I had lost my right hand. It no longer had any strength or dexterity, it could no longer grip—just a hunk of scarred flesh hanging uselessly from my wrist.

      I looked around the dim room. I was staying in a motel triple with the two beds on either side of me currently empty. That meant Persia and Jeroah were out. A clock on the bed stand showed the hour, but it took me a moment to figure out whether it was evening or morning. Evening, I realized. I had just woken up from a four hour nap. My sleep schedule was still messed up.

      When Alex, Jo, and I had left City Hall, we’d discovered that Jeroah and Persia hadn’t gone far. Jeroah had stolen a station wagon, intending to leave with Persia, but she had insisted that he wait. When they’d spotted us, they helped us get Alex into the back of the car, and the five of us had fled the scene together.

      Jeroah had driven us to a motel on the outskirts of the city. We’d booked two adjoining rooms, a double for Alex and Jo, and a triple for Persia, Jeroah, and me. That had been nearly two days ago, and, apart from brief excursions to get groceries and other essentials, we’d remained holed up at the motel.

      All indications were that the Dawnsday Device had worked exactly as Jo planned. No one had died, but it seemed that everyone had lost their magical powers. Both Persia and Jo had made contact with a number of people all over the world, and everything they heard backed that up.

      However, Alex was still sick—he’d not left his bed since we arrived at the motel. I knew Jo had thought that using magic was the only way to safely remove the crystal from his chest, so I had no idea how we were going to help him. Perhaps, once things had calmed down further, we could get a heart surgeon to examine him.

      The door opened, and Persia walked in. “You’re awake,” she said. “Let’s go out.”

      “Out?”

      “Yes, out. You know, in the open air where the sun shines, where flowers bloom, where birds sing.”

      “Doesn’t sound like any place I know,” I said.

      “Did you live as a woodsman for a year,” Persia said.

      “A lifetime ago. A different life,” I said. “Plus, it’s evening. The sun is currently shining on a different part of the world.”

      “I’m not going to let you wallow here in self pity,” Persia said. “Get up. We’re heading out.”

      “Okay.” I pulled off my blanket, and swung myself into a sitting position.

      “Did you seriously sleep fully clothed?” Persia asked.

      I’d only just realized that myself. “It was just a nap,” I said defensively. “Are we going for food?”

      “Great idea. I’m starved.”

      Is this a date? I wondered, then regretted having the thought. Of course it wasn’t a date. That shouldn’t have crossed my mind. Even after several boring days of too-close contact, I still felt a spark of something every time my gaze fell unexpectedly on her. Wearing jeans and an old T-shirt, no make-up, messy hair, standing in a badly lit dingy motel room, she still had a sheen of allure.

      I had told Persia I loved her, but—though it was only three days ago—I had been a different person then. Not that my feelings had changed exactly. Back then, though, I was a sentinel. Back then, I had two hands. Back then, I had a little something to offer. And still, I had been rejected. My stomach swirled. “Maybe this is a bad idea. We should continue to keep our heads down. Beacon is still out there, after all,” I said.

      “Beacon has lost his power; he’s a nobody now. We’re going. End of discussion.” Persia picked up the keys from a bedside locker. “I don’t know where Jeroah is, but he hasn’t taken the car.”

      I followed reluctantly. Once we were on the road, she asked where we should go. I looked out the window to see what part of town we were in. “How about Grayson’s? Do you know it? Corner of 40th and 7th.”

      “I’ll find it,” Persia said.

      Why had I suggested that dive? I asked myself. Grayson’s was fine for late night grub, but a terrible place for a date. But this wasn’t a date, so maybe Grayson’s was perfect. I didn’t want to add to my confusion by eating with Persia in a restaurant that had a romantic vibe. “Living in a motel sucks,” I said, just for something to say.

      “I must really smell terrible these days,” Persia said. “Otherwise, it’s soon for you to be desperate to get away from me.”

      “It’s not like that. It’s not you. Jeroah is on the other side of me, and he’s worse. He’s bad, I mean. I don’t mean worse than you. You’re fine. Better than fine.”

      “Relax, I’m joking.”

      “Of course.” I tried to smile back, but my mouth was frozen into a rictus. Had that been flirting? I had no idea what flirting was or how to do it. I was totally unprepared for the normal world in which magic no longer existed, a world in which my role was no longer to fight evil.

      “That motel sucks balls,” Persia said. “I can hardly believe they get to charge actual money to have people live there. We should move out soon, don’t you think? Move on with our lives.”

      I wasn’t sure what a future life would look like or even if I had much of a life to move on with. “I guess so,” I said.

      Persia parked the station wagon. “That place?” she asked, indicating the diner on the other side of the street.

      It looked even grimier than I remembered. “Maybe we should go somewhere else.”

      “It’ll do,” Persia said. “All I want is something to eat and some time outside the motel.”

      Inside was crowded, but a booth by the door was free, so Persia slid in there. I sat opposite. “I guess life goes on,” Persia said, turning around. “This place is almost standing room only.”

      “It wasn’t all my fault, you—” I hesitated, unsure of what to say. I wanted to tell Persia that Beacon had been controlling me these last few months, but I wasn’t sure that was true. The dragon, Duffy, had been able to control people with an iron fist while Beacon’s control had been more subtle—I couldn’t tell how much of what I had done was because of his magic and how much were my own choices. Was it Beacon who wanted Holliday dead, or was it me? “I guess I came good in the end,” I said, finishing an argument that had been unsaid.

      I waited for a response, but Persia remained turned in her seat; I wasn’t sure she had even heard me. “What’s going on?” she asked.

      I stood up from my seat. From there, I could see that everyone’s attention was drawn to the television. Even the servers had stopped their work, watching the screen where Beacon Sulle, wearing a suit and standing in front of a podium, was giving a press conference. No, I told myself. That wasn’t Beacon Sulle. Richard Sulle was dead. That was just Beacon. With or without the fire magic, it was the fire elemental known as Uro come to Earth. Beacon.

      I left the booth and pushed my way through the crowd until I could hear what was being said. Persia followed in my wake, then continued further into the diner as she was shorter than me and she needed to step around a group of tall men to get a good view.

      The last time I’d been here, it had been me who was on screen, back when Konstance had declared me a hero. Is that why I had decided to return to this diner? Some unconscious part of my brain wanting to remember a time when some had considered me worthy. I massaged the lifeless flesh of my right hand and glared at Beacon.

      He stood on the steps of the badly damaged City Hall. “The battle for our city and country is over,” he was saying. “Walker attempted to divide us, and he failed. I’m here to tell you that we will rise from the ashes of this damaged city stronger than ever. And I have more good news. The era of magic is over. Those who once feared shifters and shades and sentinels can rest easy. And as you all know, I was among those with power, among those at the heart of the storm that has raged in the country as a whole and this city in particular. While Walker was trying to solve the problems with war and death, I was leading a team solving them through science and technology.”

      “Liar!” Persia shouted.

      “Hush,” someone said.

      “I’m happy to report that our efforts were completely successful,” Beacon continued. “Most of us who had the privilege of wielding magic used it for good, but we came to realize that the dangers were too great. Humans weren’t meant to wield such power. When the chance came to give it up, to return the world to how it had been before the advent of magic, I and those like me sacrificed our power gladly for the greater good. So magic is no more in this world.”

      Listening to Beacon taking advantage of what Jo and Alex and I had accomplished in ridding the world of Brimstone magic was hard to stomach.

      Beacon swept his arm wide to indicate the ruins of City Hall behind him. “We must rebuild, and we will rebuild. Lusteer will be stronger than ever.”

      A cheer went up, and I looked around at the rapt faces watching Beacon. I remembered the scene less than a week ago when a similar crowd had been angrily opposed to Beacon Sulle. What had changed? From the mood of the crowd, Beacon, despite everything, was going to end up in power.

      Still someone bad always seemed to end up in charge. What difference did it make if it was Beacon or some other corrupt politician?

      Wait, what was I thinking? Beacon was the monster Uro who had been ready to kill us all a few days ago. And I had been thinking there was no difference between him and any other ruler Lusteer might have when, in fact, the previous mayor of Lusteer had been a good man. I moved forward through the crowd to Persia, and I leaned close to her ear. “We have to go. Now!”

      “I want to hear this,” Persia said.

      I gripped her by the arm. “No. We leave now.”

      She tried to shake herself free. “You’re hurting me,” she said.

      “Quiet!” someone nearby barked. Most, though, were ignoring us, transfixed by what Beacon was telling them.

      “Think, Persia. Think of everything we know about Beacon, and look at the reaction of those watching. Think about your own reaction to him. Is it more favorable than it should be?”

      Persia cursed under her breath. “You’re right.”

      We left hurriedly. Outside, I sucked in deep breaths of cool air. I hadn’t realized how warm and claustrophobic it had gotten in there.

      “What does this mean?” Persia asked.

      “It’s not over,” I said. “The rest of us may have lost our magic, but Beacon hasn’t. Not all of it, at least. He may no longer have access to explosive firebeams, but he’s no less dangerous for it.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Part II

          

          

      

    

    







            Fire Sacrifice

          

        

      

    

    
    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          

      

    

    







            Tuesday 16:35

          

        

      

    

    
      Jo upended the game board, sending the pieces flying throughout the room.

      Jeroah, Persia, and I looked at her in shock. She was the calm and level-headed one—the last one we would have expected to lose her temper.

      “What?” She returned our stares challengingly. “The stupid game is impossible to win. And I need some air.” She yanked open the motel room door.

      “Don’t go too far,” I said.

      Her only answer was to slam the door shut behind her. Alex, lying down on the far bed, giggled. “We broke Jo.”

      “It’s not funny,” I said. “If Jo can’t hold it together, what hope is there for the rest of us.”

      “Not much hope,” Jeroah said with a smirk. “Not much hope at all.”

      I scowled at him and bit back a reply. Trust Jeroah to escalate every comment. He was all edges, making it impossible not to rub against him the wrong way. For the last three weeks, the five of us had lived in the cramped confines of two connected motel rooms, and I generally managed to avoid bickering with him, but it always took effort.

      “I swear these motel rooms get smaller every day,” Persia said. “Even the patience of a saint wears off eventually.” She was suffering through the experience as much if not more than me, but with Beacon’s influence over the city growing, and no plan how to combat him, we all feared to leave.

      Feared to leave, and worried about what was to happen to Alex. I glanced across at him. Even though he chose not to play himself, he liked to watch; a copy of the game instructions lay open on the bed beside him. He hadn’t managed to leave the bed once in the last three week. He may have gotten worse over that time, but it was hard to tell for sure; he certainly hadn’t improved. I had no idea how we could help him. Jo said that she had ideas about how to remove the summoning crystal from Alex’s body and occasionally spent long hours scribbling in a notebook. But Jo’s expertise was in using science to channel the power of Brimstone, and with the connection between Brimstone and Earth broken, I didn’t see what exactly she could do.

      Persia bent down to pick up the board game pieces, and I helped her—one handed, of course. My useless lump of a right hand couldn’t pick up large simple objects such as bowls or cups, never mind the tiny little cubes of yellow, black, blue that made up the board game pieces. By now, I didn’t instinctively reach out with my right hand as a first reaction, so in that sense I had gotten used to my new handicap. In another sense, though, I would never get used to it. I had gone from effectively being a superhero—even though I had been one who seriously misused his powers—to being a cripple. I was as useless as my right hand.

      The board game we’d been playing was called Pandemic. It was a cooperative game in which all the players worked together as public health operatives trying to prevent the world-wide spread of an infectious disease. The five of us rarely left the motel, afraid that if we left our guard down we’d fall under Beacon’s spell like the rest of the city, but on the street where we bought groceries, I’d spotted several board games in a charity shop and thought they could make the time pass quicker by taking our minds off the situation we found ourselves in. Pandemic should have been an apt game because all the players had to work together to win, but every time we played, the disease infected the population before we had a chance to save the world.

      Rather than helping us tidy up, Jeroah pushed the board aside, and lay down in its place on Jo’s bed, stretching out and putting his hands under his head. “It’s a stupid game,” he said.

      “I didn’t realize it would be so difficult,” I said, picking several red pieces from the crack between two floorboards. Even in easy mode, the disease had thwarted our best efforts to quell it.

      “Whoever heard of playing cooperatively,” Jeroah said. “I like to win and grind the bones of my opponents into the ground. Monopoly is good for that. A war of attrition in which every mistake is ruthlessly punished by savvy opponents.”

      “I doubt you ever played Monopoly, never mind being a savvy player.” Jeroah had been inside my necklace for most of his existence on Earth. He thought he could make up for lack of accomplishment with an extravagance in boasting. “You could help us picking up the game, you know.”

      “Why? Jo upturned it. She can clean up her own mess.” He gave a shrug. “Plus, wifey has it all in hand, I think.”

      Persia body froze for an instant, then she resumed picking up the pieces. An eruption was going to occur, and I didn’t know whether Persia or I would break first. A rapping at the door caused all four of us to look up. Cleaning service only came in the morning, and supposedly no one knew where we were. “Who is it?” I called out.

      “Open the door and you’ll find out,” a woman’s voice said. “I haven’t got all night.”

      I recognized the voice—Harriet Ashley. She had previously been an ally, but I had no idea what she was doing at our door. Still, I had expected to be discovered sooner or later, and better her than Beacon. I looked to Persia, then Jeroah, then—after receiving no contrary instructions—I opened the door.

      Harriet didn’t wait for an invitation; she walked straight in. “This place smells.”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “I’ve stayed in worse though,” she said, looking around. Her focus paused on Alex. “You’ve been forgiven, have you?”

      “Not by myself.”

      “Nor by me. Nathan was a good friend of mine, and he died because of you.”

      I shifted across to stand between Harriet and Alex. “Now’s not the time to be raking over ancient history.”

      “It’s far from ancient,” Harriet said. “But it’s true that dealing with Beacon has to be the priority. Here.” She reached into her pocket, pulled out a piece of paper, and handed it to me.

      I unfolded the paper to read an address and a time. “What’s this?”

      “I’m ending Beacon’s reign tomorrow. You can join me. Or not. Your choice.”

      “End it how?” I asked.

      “Your choice.” She turned on her heel and left.

      “How did you find us?” Jeroah called out after the still open door.
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      For a moment, we all stared at the open door, stunned by Harriet Ashley’s whirlwind appearance. How was she going to end Beacon’s reign? What did she need us for?

      Jo ran in. “I just saw her leaving. What did Harriet Ashley want?”

      “It was you, wasn’t it?” Jeroah grabbed Jo’s forearm. “You told her where to find us, didn’t you?”

      “Hey!” I grabbed Jeroah and yanked, meaning to throw him across the room. Instead, my hand lost its grip on his shoulder, serving merely to tear the collar of his T-shirt. Even my good hand wasn’t much good anymore.

      Jeroah released Jo’s arm. He fingered his torn T-shirt, gave me a withering look, then he resumed shouting at Jo. “You didn’t just tell her where we were; you asked her to seek us out, didn’t you?”

      “Of course I did!” Jo shouted back. “Are we going to hide in these motel rooms while Beacon grows in strength? We needed a kick up the behind to get us back into action.”

      “You don’t get to make that choice for all of us,” Jeroah said. “For all you know, Ashley could have been corrupted by Beacon, and it’s his minions who were to come knocking on that door.”

      “That didn’t happen.” Persia looked outside the door, checked both ways, then shut it with a decisive click. “Though if everyone shouts at the top of their voice, I’m sure Beacon won’t be long finding us. Calm down, Jeroah.”

      Jeroah sullenly sat down on a bed.

      “Jo, you shouldn’t have let anyone know of our location without having everyone agree,” Persia continued. “It’s done now though, so we’ll just move forward. What can you tell us about Ashley’s plan?”

      “Nothing,” Jo said. “I didn’t know I was even getting in contact with Harriet Ashley originally. I just reached out to some of my contacts, looking for those who were planning to oppose Beacon. Through them, I learned that Harriet was returning to the city and managed to get word to her, offering help if she needed it.”

      “What help exactly were you offering?” I asked. “What use are we? We no longer have any powers, any special skills. As a group, we are nothing but cripples and has-beens.” I looked around the room. “Jo is the foremost expert in Brimstone magic—which no longer exists in this world. Persia and I are ex-sentinels. Jeroah is a mix of an ex-elemental and an ex-sentinel. Alex…”

      “Alex never was much anything,” Alex said quietly.

      “Thanks, Rune, for shitting on everyone,” Persia said. “That’s always helpful.”

      “It’s true though.” I shrugged. “True for me at least. Whatever I was before, I’m now a cripple and a has-been.”

      “You haven’t lost your true superpowers, Rune,” Jeroah said. “Blaming others and feeling sorry for yourself.”

      “I didn’t force Harriet to recruit us. I just reached out,” Jo said, getting her reply in fast before I had a chance to snap back at Jeroah. “We can’t be as useless as Rune thinks if she needs us.”

      “She just needs fools for fodder,” Jeroah said. “If Ashley goes against Beacon, she and her men will be either killed or turned. And if she is turned, so much for our hiding place.”

      “I’m sure you can find a new rat hole to hide in,” Jo said. “But I intend to act before it’s too late.”

      “And what about Alex?” Jeroah asked. “Just going to leave him take care of himself when you get yourself killed?”

      Jo flushed. “Alex, more than any of us, needs us to act. He won’t just magically get better.” She glanced across at him, then she blinked away tears. “Though I don’t yet know how, I’m going to save him. Whatever it takes.”

      Persia stepped beside Jo and put a hand on her arm. “We’re all intent to help Alex when the opportunity arises. But Jo, your strength is in coordinating from behind the scenes. You can do that while staying here with Alex.” Jo opened her mouth to object, but Persia didn’t give her a chance. “Don’t go all action hero on me, Jo, you know what your strengths are, you know how you can best aid a team effort.”

      Jeroah stood. “Action heroes are for Hollywood and for the magically-invulnerable. For the rest, those who charge against superior forces simply get plugged full of holes.”

      “I’ve still got plenty fight in my body, and I’m not going to give up.” Persia looked at each of us in turn. “We’ve won battle after battle, and each time we have gotten closer to a final victory, but it’s all for nothing if Beacon isn’t stopped now. I’m joining whatever forces are still wiling to fight him.”

      “Winning battle after battle, but always losing,” I said. Each time, I lost another part of myself. “I’m not sure if I have any more to give.”

      “Don’t second guess this, Rune. I’m going to fight with Ashley, and you are, too.”

      “Persia, I simply—” I began, grasping for a way to explain how I was feeling.

      “You have to keep fighting, Rune,” she said. “What else do you have?”

      Persia’s reply felt like a blow to the gut, and I struggled to draw my next few breaths. What else did I have anymore except the fight against Beacon? What else did I know?

      “You cut deeply, wifey,” Jeroah said. “I like it.”

      Persia spun toward Jeroah. “And that’s the last time you will call be wifey.”

      As Jeroah’s smile widened, Persia stepped forward and gave him a shove that sent him toppling over the corner of the bed. He landed on his ass, but the smirk never left his face. “I didn’t realize I was getting under your skin so much, wi… wi… witch.”

      “Call me witch all you want or even something that rhymes with witch, I just never again want to hear any suggestion that we are married! And you are coming with Rune and me,” Persia declared, standing over Jeroah. “Noah would never have given up, and you have his body. There’s enough of him still in you.”

      “I’m not him though.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m painfully aware of that.”

      “Painfully conflicted too, if I’m not mistaken,” Jeroah said. “My looks, my mannerisms, even my smell must remind you of him.”

      Persia flushed. “I don’t want to talk about Noah. I want to talk about you going with us when we face Beacon.”

      Jeroah clambered back to his feet. “No.”

      “You owe me, Jeroah!” Persia said.

      “For giving me this body? You’ve just been waiting to hold that over my head, haven’t you?”

      “No, I haven’t,” Persia said. “I did it because I thought it best for Noah. And perhaps because Rune asked me to. And because I thought it was the best move in the war against Beacon. But you didn’t deserve it; you don’t deserve to be walking around with Noah’s legs, eating and drinking with Noah’s mouth, thinking with Noah’s brain. You never offered thanks, and I never asked for anything for what I did. Until now. You owe me, and, what’s more, you owe Noah.”

      “You can’t take back what you did,” Jeroah said. “You can’t force me to do what you want, to do what Noah would have wanted.”

      “I can’t,” Persia admitted.

      “You can’t.”

      “I can’t,” Persia repeated, holding Jeroah’s gaze with her own. Though she was practically half his height, the intensity of her gaze meant that her presence overshadowed Jeroah’s.”

      Jeroah blinked first. “I don’t have to. This once, though, I will,” he said.

      Persia nodded. “Good.”

      “Is that all?” Jeroah asked. “Good?”

      “Yes. What do you want, a cookie?”

      “A little appreciation, maybe. Is it too much to ask that you and his lordship”—he gestured at me—“don’t look at me like I’m garbage for every second of the day?”

      “Let’s see what you do first.” Persia stepped away from him to address the room. “We are agreed then. Rune, Jeroah and I will join up with Harriet Ashley in the morning. Jo and Alex will coordinate from here.”

      “Shouldn’t we know more about Harriet’s plan before we jump in feet first?” Jo asked.

      “You are the one who brought Ashley down upon us,” Jeroah. “Now that we are agreed, you pull this reverse.”

      “It’s not a reverse,” Jo said. “I just don’t like going anywhere blind.”

      “Whatever her plan, it’s better than ours,” Persia said. “We can adapt as we go.”

      “So our plan is no plan?” Jeroah went through the connecting door and slammed it shut behind him. “Wonderful!” he shouted. “What idiocy possessed me to agree to go with you?”
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      The next morning, I was lying awake staring up at the darkened ceiling when Persia’s alarm clock went off. I had slept little, my night full of waking dreams in which I was forced to stand defenseless while fireballs flew at me from hidden attackers who had me surrounded. The images from the nightmares faded faster than the feelings of terror and powerlessness.

      Persia switched off the alarm and turned on the light, and Persia, Jeroah, and I dressed in silence. The tension between us hung heavy in the air, and I was glad when Jo opened a door and summoned me outside with a twist of her head. I had dressed but hadn’t yet put on my shoes and socks, so the tiles in the corridor felt icy against my bare feet.

      “I wanted to go over comms.” Jo held up an earpiece-and-microphone combo. “I have one for each of the three of you all connected up with my computer. Now, you’ll have to tell me the plan as soon as Harriet lets you in on it. Once I know that, I can research floorplans; additionally, I’ll check the police frequencies, keep an eye on news reports, and see what else the internet can help us with.”

      She offered it to me, but I didn’t take it. “Jo, what are we doing?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “These heist-like plans made sense when I had my power. Now…” I shrugged.

      “It’s the same. We don’t have any magic; they don’t have any magic.”

      “Beacon.” He was the proof that magic still existed even if all the sorcerers, shadiers, sentinels, and shifters in the world no longer wielded any.

      “Believe it or not, I’m glad Beacon still has power.”

      “Because of Alex?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Because of Alex.”

      “Is it that bad?”

      “You see him. You know. Day by day, he continues to deteriorate. I don’t know how long he can keep going like this.” She lowered her face into her left hand.

      I stepped forward and gripped her shoulder. “What about surgery?” I asked. “Non-magical. Maybe Harriet Ashley has contacts with heart surgeons.”

      “It’s deeply embedded inside in the heart wall, but it’s my belief, and Alex’s too, that the connection between Alex’s body and the crystal isn’t just physical. Are we going to find a surgeon with experience in extracting magically-infused crystals?”

      “If this mission succeeds, and we kill Beacon, what then?” I asked. “Wait. You didn’t try to get us on this mission so we’d prevent Beacon from being killed?”

      “No, of course not.” Jo shook her head. “Nothing like that. But if there’s a chance of taking Beacon prisoner instead of killing him, maybe you’ll remember Alex.”

      I grimaced. Given Beacon’s ability—the power to persuade, to change enemies into followers—any plan that involved capturing Beacon was a surefire loser. “Beacon’s power is different than before though. Maybe it’s nothing to do with Brimstone. Maybe even if we knew his secret it wouldn’t help Alex.”

      Jo frowned. “All my experiments show that the connection between Brimstone and Earth has been permanently broken, but we know of no other sources of magic.”

      I sighed. “I wonder how he’s doing it. I know Beacon is a great planner and also resourceful, so he may have prepared for the eventuality of the connection between Earth and Brimstone. He may even have—No.” I shook my head. It had occurred to me that Beacon had planned all this, but that didn’t make any sense. It was true, though, that a leader using the subtle power of magical persuasion fit his style more than the grotesque power-hungry creature of fire than had been born in City Hall.

      “We’ll figure it out.” Jo smiled at me. “We always do, right?”

      I nodded. “I guess so.”

      “I’ll give the other two their comms devices.” She opened the door to her and Alex’s room. “While I do, go in and talk to Alex.”

      I hesitated. “I don’t want to disturb him so early.”

      “Alex rarely sleeps anymore. Go in.” Jo stared me down until I walked in. “Also, find time to talk to Persia.”

      I swiveled back toward her. “What does that mean? We’ve been living in the same room for three weeks. Plenty of time to talk.”

      “And yet?”

      “We talk.”

      “You may be fooling yourself, but you’re fooling no one else.” She shut the door behind me.

      Alex lay unmoving on the bed, facing away from me. His body was so still that, for a moment, I feared he was dead. Then he turned his head sharply toward me, and I hopped back a step.

      “You look like you saw a ghost,” Alex said.

      “Just you.” Alex’s face was pale and cadaverous, his skin wrinkled up like a bleached prune. It was hard to believe he was still a teenager.

      “Indeed.” Alex nodded. “I am well on my way to ghosthood. Practically there.”

      “I hope it’s not me you intend to haunt.”

      “You’ve enough things haunting you, is that it?”

      I shrugged.

      A silence stretched out between us.

      “I never thanked you,” he said.

      “Huh?”

      “The house at Ten-two Fenster Street was a total dive, but it was also a home. You made it into a home for Jo and me.”

      “I had no choice. After what I did to you two.” My mind went back to that night long ago when I had gotten into a fight with a wolf shifter on the grounds of Collier mansion, where my powers had first revealed themselves causing a fire that had killed Jo and Alex’s parents. My life had spiraled downhill from there.

      “Of course you had a choice,” Alex said. “And you chose the toughest path when you took on the responsibility of two orphans, and you not much older than us at the time. And I know I didn’t make it easy on you. I was an awful shit to you for much of the time we lived together.”

      I shook my head. “No, you weren’t.”

      “I was. The benefit of being sick is I’ve had plenty of time to lie here and think back on my life. Time to regret all the crappy decisions I made. I don’t know how Jo has put up with me all this time.”

      “She loves you.”

      “Even with love, there are limits to what should be put up with. Or there should be,” Alex said. “I’m been lucky with those who have chosen to love me. You’ve had my back from the moment we first met, and I want to make sure you to know that I’m grateful.”

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “We’re family, you, Jo, and I. That means we help each other without obligation. I better go. Persia and Jeroah are waiting for me.”

      “Rune, I’m not ready to die.” Tears welled up in his eyes.

      “There’s no need for any dying talk,” I said. “I haven’t given up on you, and more importantly, neither has Jo, and she never fails once she sets her mind on something. Be strong.”

      I snapped the door shut; I probably should have returned to comfort Alex, but I didn’t know what to say. Because, in the moment he said that he was ready to die, all I could think about was that I was ready. What a thing to think and a time to think it. Alex needed comfort, we were about to try and save the world, and the thought that shone brightest in my mind was that I was ready to die.
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      Jeroah was driving the station wagon, and none of the three of us had said much over the course of the journey. It was approaching what should have been rush hour morning traffic, but the city was only beginning to stir. The supernatural war that had raged through the streets of Lusteer wasn’t long over, and people still didn’t quite trust the peace. Beacon claimed that the mayoral elections, due to take part in a week’s time, would herald the return of normality for the city. Polls indicated that Beacon would win Lusteer’s mayorship in a landslide—though his focus on nationwide media indicated that one city wouldn’t contain his ambitions for long. What use was democracy when one person had the power to magically persuade everyone who heard him speak?

      The address Harriet Ashley had given us proved to be a locked-up warehouse on the outskirts of the city. The whole area was dead quiet, and, for a brief moment, I wondered if the location we’d been given was fake, and that Harriet had wanted to sidetrack us. But that didn’t make any sense. What could Harriet have been trying to deflect us from—hiding in our hotel room?

      “Jo, we’ve arrived,” I announced. “Any updates?”

      “There’s little activity on any emergency channels.” Jo voice crackled through the earpiece. “No one seems to be expecting anything unusual. The property you are on is owned by a shell company; I haven’t been able to establish who owns the shell company.”

      “It hardly matters,” Jeroah said. “Let’s go.”

      We all got out of the station wagon, and Jeroah led us to a side door. Before he even had a chance to knock, the door was pulled open by a burly man in military fatigues. Like us, he wore an earpiece and mouthpiece combo, though his electronics looked a bit sleeker and more professional. He gave a nod, and Persia took that as an invitation to enter. However, when she tried to get past, he blocked her path and shouted out a word in a language I didn’t understand. Spanish? French?

      “I’m Persia, this is Jeroah and Rune,” Persia said, gesturing toward each of us in turn. “Harriet Ashley invited us.”

      From the look on the man’s face, he didn’t have much English. However, he included our names, though mangled by his pronunciation, when he next spoke into his mouthpiece. I gave Persia a quizzical look.

      “He’s speaking Portuguese,” she whispered.

      Harriet Ashley used to travel to Rio de Janeiro, so it made sense that she’d have resources in that part of the world. Perhaps, after the long war in Lusteer, Harriet had lost most of the fighting men that she could call on from this part of the world.

      After the soldier had finished speaking, he paused, listening to a reply from the other end, then opened the door wider for us. When Persia moved to go past him, however, he held out his arm to block her once more. He pointed at Persia’s earpiece and shook his head.

      “We have a friend who is helping coordinate,” Persia explained. “Harriet Ashley knows and trusts her.”

      The soldier simply grabbed the comms device, ripped it off her, dropped it on the ground, and stamped on it.

      “Hey!” Jeroah protested. “What do you think you are doing?” The soldier yanked Jeroah’s comms device off him, and he stamped on that too.

      “Listen, Jo, we’re going to have to go off—”

      That was all I managed to say before my comm device was also taken and destroyed. The soldier pointed down a corridor behind us.

      “You can’t just destroy our property,” Persia said. “You can’t treat us like that.”

      He shut the door behind us, put his back to us and, with a scowl, gestured once more down the short corridor.

      “Let’s just go,” I said. “No point in arguing when we speak different languages.”

      “Speaking different languages is the basis of most arguments,” Persia said. She caught the soldier’s gaze and pointed down at the destroyed electronics. “Not okay,” she said with an angry shake of her head.

      She didn’t press further though, and we left the soldier behind, following a short corridor out into a well-lit open space. Several black vans were lined up alongside tables overflowing with military weapons. Dozens of armed soldiers, most with dark hair and tanned faces, were purposefully equipping themselves. All the talk was in a language I couldn’t understand, though with the same lyrical inflections as the soldier guarding the door. Were they all Brazilians? I wondered. By the far wall, several large tents were being taken down—from the look of things, these soldiers had been here for several days at least, and they were moving out today.

      We didn’t get as far as the vans before we were intercepted by another soldier. This one had three stripes on his sleeve, indicating that he was a sergeant. He guided us toward a table where three machine guns were lined up.

      “AK47,” the sergeant said in heavily accented English.

      “We’re just supposed to take them?” Persia said. “How do you know we even know how to use them?”

      “AK47,” the sergeant repeated. Beyond, on other tables, various weapons and ammunition were being handed out, mostly machine guns with spare clips like the ones in front of us, but some rocket launchers and flamethrowers too. A large box of grenades was being quickly emptied as soldiers clipped them to their belts.

      I raised my damaged hand, then showed the sergeant my attempt to grip the butt of the machine gun with it. He frowned, then drew a handgun from his holster and placed it down on the table. He added two spare clips, then he took away one of the AK47s and left us.

      The handgun had a wooden grip. With my left hand, I reached down and picked it up. The weight felt all wrong. Still, it was something I could wield with one hand, so I checked the safety, then put it in the left pocket of my jacket. I took the two spare clips and put them in my right jacket pocket.

      “They’re handing out guns like candy at a pedophile convention,” Jeroah said, picking up one of the AK47s. “I wonder if they’d mind me taking a fistful of grenades.”

      “What do you know about grenades?” Persia asked.

      “I’ve played first-person shooters,” Jeroah said.

      Persia picked up the remaining AK47. “I’ll feel lucky if I don’t die via friendly fire before the fight begins.” She threw a sideways look Jeroah’s way. “Though friendly might be overstating things.”

      I spotted Harriet Ashley emerging from one of the tents, making her way rapidly toward the vans, one of her men in tow. I pointed her out to the others. “Why would she bring us here only to ignore us once we arrived?”

      “Hey, Harriet, over here!” Persia shouted.

      The woman didn’t slow. She either didn’t hear or pretended not to.

      “Harriet, we need to talk!” Persia shouted again, this time loud enough that a moment of stillness came over the soldiers as everyone paused what they were doing to look across at us.

      Harriet Ashley halted mid-stride. “I don’t have time!” she shouted back. “What do you want?”

      “You have to tell us what the hell is going on.”

      Everyone was now watching Persia and Harriet, looking from one to the other like they were watching a tennis match. Ashley said something in Portuguese to those watching, giving a rapid clap to punctuate her words, and the soldiers resumed their preparations. She then spoke to the man beside her—who hurried off—before approaching us. “What the hell I’m doing, you ask? Is it not obvious?”

      “Launching an attack with soldiers who don’t speak English so they won’t be drawn under Beacon’s spell,” Persia suggested.

      “Exactly,” Ashley said.

      “What are we for?”

      “Plan B, I guess.”

      “You guess? You were the one who came for us,” Jeroah said. “Our comm units were destroyed at the door, and we haven’t been given replacements. We have no idea what the plan is.”

      “The plan is to attack the Liberty News Network Building in force,” Ashley said. “Beacon has made his headquarters there, and he rarely leaves. The security on site is limited. One sudden sharp strike,”—she chopped her right hand against her left—“and we can end Brimstone influence on Earth affairs forever. We’re leaving in the next few minutes, which is why I shouldn’t be wasting time with you. As for comms, we are going in with several small teams each with their own secure comms network. The last thing I want is for Beacon to be able to communicate with the whole team through a single device.”

      I nodded. That made sense. Beacon’s strength was his ability to persuade those who heard him, and several comms networks prevented Beacon from co-opting Harriet’s entire team simply by capturing a single comms device.

      “And us?” Persia asked.

      “Joining us at this late stage, it’s best that you three don’t have any remote comms. Maybe try to stay together.” Harriet slapped Persia on the arm. “Now, I’ve got to go. Good luck.”

      Around us, soldiers were beginning to clamber into the backs of the vans. “What’s our job?” Persia called after Ashley. “What’s plan B?”

      “Same as plan A, and plan Z.” A van drove up alongside her and she climbed into the passenger seat. “Kill Beacon. Whatever it takes.” Harriet shut the door, and the van drove straight out of the now-open warehouse exit. Other vans followed the first, some moving slow at first as the final straggling soldiers jumped on board the back.

      “What about us?” Jeroah shouted as the departing vans streamed past us. “Are we just going to be left here?”

      The final van did stop, and the sergeant who had shown us our weapons gestured us inside. After all I’d heard from Harriet Ashley, I was unsure about going with him. We were an afterthought to the mission with no real role. Before I could express any doubts though, Persia hopped into the van, and Jeroah, with a shrug, climbed up behind her. I reluctantly followed. The sergeant slammed the back doors shut, and the van accelerated, sending us all stumbling. Jeroah fell to the floor, his AK47 clattering as it rolled under a bench.

      “I hope you have your safety on,” I said.

      “What’s a safety?” Jeroah replied as he retrieved his gun.

      I hoped he was joking, but it was hard to tell with Jeroah.
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      When the van screeched to a halt, the sergeant yanked open the back door. “Out, out!” he yelled, leading the way himself. Persia, Jeroah and I were jostled aside by other soldiers who raced after their sergeant, leaving us three to hesitantly follow behind.

      The Liberty News Network headquarters was a tall building with several large satellite dishes perched on the top. With barely a word, all the soldiers who’d been disgorged onto the small plaza by the ten or so black vans, separated into small teams and stormed into the building through several entrances. Everyone knew their purpose except us.

      “What now?” I asked.

      “We go in, I guess.” Jeroah held his AK47 like it was a child’s toy; he was savoring the gun’s power while being casual about its dangers.

      “We go in.” Persia’s machine gun was slung across her body; she, at least looked like she knew how to use it.

      I shrugged and followed the others. When I had been a sentinel, I was usually the first to enter into danger. Now I was an afterthought, slouching in behind the real fighters. I took my handgun out of my jacket pocket, pointed it downward and checked the safety. If I had two functioning hands, I would have checked the ammo. I returned the gun to my pocket. Harriet’s soldiers had looked professional; it was unlikely I was mistakenly given an unloaded gun.

      At the sound of a burst of machine gun fire, followed by several screams, Persia broke into a run. She turned her head. “Come on! The employees of the news station aren’t the enemy. No one should be harming them.”

      “Casualties of war!” Jeroah shouted after her. “Better them than us.” Still, he too began to run.

      I caught up with them in the reception area of the building. A receptionist and a security guard were crouched behind the reception desk; no one appeared physically hurt.

      “What’s going on?” the security guard asked. The hysterical edge to his voice suggested that he was ill-suited to his job, though he could hardly have expected trained soldiers to storm a news station building.

      “Just keep calm,” Persia said. “No one is getting hurt.”

      The security guard registered the machine guns we were carrying. “Are you with them?”

      “Keep out of the way, and no harm will come to you,” Persia said.

      A TV monitor in the corner had been destroyed. Glass crunched under my feet as I approached it. “Looks like the soldiers are shooting out screens.” Machine gun fire was overkill to destroy televisions.

      “What’s that?” Jeroah moved around to the other side of the reception desk. “What are you watching?”

      The receptionist wasn’t just cowering behind the desk; she was watching a news feed via a mobile device. Jeroah took the screen and lifted it up so we could all see. Beacon, on LNN, was speaking. “Fear drives my opponents,” he said. “They fear my message of peace, and that has driven them to send armed soldiers to a news station to attempt to silence me. I urge those who support me to gather at the headquarters of LNN, and peacefully let these men know that violence will never—”

      “We shouldn’t be listening to that.” As Persia tried to take the device from Jeroah, the receptionist grabbed her hand.

      “Step back!” Jeroah snapped, raising his machine gun. The security guard and the receptionist scrambled out of the way, allowing Persia to send the butt of her rifle against the device, smashing it.

      “Don’t believe everything you see on TV,” Jeroah said. “Message of peace, my ass.”

      “Come on.” Persia gave a twist of her head. “Beacon is mobilizing his supporters. Our window of opportunity is closing. We have to move fast.”

      If we ever even had a sliver of opportunity. Beacon hadn’t looked remotely worried in that little clip.

      We found a stairs and began to ascend. “Beacon is surely on the top floor, right?” Persia asked.

      “This is where having Jo in our ear would be helpful,” I said. “Or having any semblance of a plan.” On the first floor, I pushed open a door to look inside. I saw little movement, certainly no sign of a battle. “Nothing happening on this floor.” I started to let the door swing back shut, then stopped it halfway. “Wait, I hear something.” I took two steps forward while continuing to hold the door open. “Sounds like someone is giving a speech. In Portuguese.”

      “Beacon?” Jeroah asked.

      “Possibly his voice, but hard to tell in a different language. Should we go investigate?”

      “No.” Persia was halfway to the second floor. She pointed upward. “Listen. I hear something similar coming from that floor too. I bet Beacon has his voice piped throughout the building through some kind of intercom system. That’s why he doesn’t need security; his ability to persuade is his defense.”

      “And it seems that Harriet’s plan of using non-English speakers has been circumvented already. Beacon is ready for her,” I said. “Should we try to take out the intercom speakers?”

      Persia shook her head. “It’s a fool’s errand to try to get to every speaker in the building when the soldiers are right now being brainwashed into supporting Beacon. But maybe there’s a control room where the intercom for the entire building could be shut off. This control room may also be able to shut off the message Beacon is sending on the news network to his supporters.”

      A crackle of machine gun from higher up the building was met by an answering round. “I don’t think they are still just shooting up television screens,” Jeroah said. Just after he spoke, a further exchange of machine gun fire sounded. “I’ve a bad feeling that some of those Portuguese soldiers are already on Beacon’s side. We should move. Any idea where this control room might be?”

      Before anyone had a chance to answer, a soldier crashed through a door two levels up and slammed into the far wall. He raised his machine gun and pointed it at the door. When no one came through after him, he looked down and saw us.

      “We’re on the same side,” I said, then I realized I had no idea if that was still true. Additionally, he didn’t speak English.

      The soldier grabbed a silver canister hanging from his belt and threw it down at us.

      “This way!” Jeroah and Persia said at the same time, charging through doors on opposite sides. The canister bounced on the floor beside me, white smoke spiraling from it. I hopped over it, covering my mouth with my arm, and I raced after Persia. I coughed several times, but if I breathed in any of the tear gas, it was minimal.

      Around us, the voice of Beacon in Portuguese was coming through clearly. After barely ten paces, we skidded to an abrupt halt when we turned a corner to find two soldiers shouting at each other in Portuguese. It was unclear if either or both of them had been turned. Persia didn’t hesitate; she aimed her AK47. “Both of you. Put down your guns.”

      I grabbed for my handgun, pulling it from my jacket pocket. I had it by the barrel, and as I adjusted my grip, the gun flew out of my hand, and it bounced along the floor. Persia gave me a withering look.

      The soldiers took the opportunity to raise their own weapons and fire. I dived out of the way, seeking shelter from the corner we had just passed. Persia landed on top of me just as a hail of bullets burst holes in the walls opposite.

      “Come on!” Persia was quick to get back to her feet. I followed, running blindly, my heart pounding; my only thought was to escape the machine gun fire. I had been in danger many times before, but previously, I could rely on my powers to save me. Any one of those bullets that had slammed carelessly against the wall behind me could end me in an instant.

      Fleeing, I had little awareness of my surroundings; we turned corners, traversing corridors, passed offices. Finally Persia slowed, selecting a door. She tried it, and it opened. A broom closet. She checked both ways to make sure no one was watching, then she entered. I went in behind her, closing the door behind me. Darkness enveloped us, and the smell of cleaning chemicals filled the air.

      Persia’s breath came in fast pants. “Are you hurt?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so.” I ran my hands down my body, seeking bullet holes or blood. Despite what I had said, I was almost surprised when I found no evidence of wounds. My ears still rang from the rattle of bullets. “You?”

      Persia shook her head. She leaned against a wall and allowed herself to slump down into a sitting position.
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      This is a disaster,” I said. “We’re a disaster.”

      “This isn’t our fault. This is Harriet Ashley’s plan all the way,” Persia said. “And we still don’t know it’s going to fail. Even if most of the attackers get turned, as long as one person gets through to Beacon, then it might succeed. It’s likely Harriet expected at least some of her men to be turned. That’s why she had several different teams operating independently. I guess that’s why we’re here. A team with experience fighting Beacon who isn’t under anyone’s control.“

      “Throw the kitchen sink at the problem,” I said. “It’s a faint hope that if everything else falls apart, we’re just going to stumble into Beacon and get a shot at him.” Even less of a chance we’d be able to capture him like Jo wanted, I thought. “Meanwhile, the soldiers that Harriet brought are one-by-one being converted from his attackers to his defenders.”

      Persia nodded. “I agree. The plan sucks. We should just get out of here.”

      “We lost Jeroah,” I said.

      “Maybe the day hasn’t been a total loss then.”

      I smiled. “This is no time for joking.” I listened at the door; all was quiet. “Should we make a break for it?”

      “Let’s get our breath back and let things cool down. We can talk.”

      “Talk? About what? About what to do next to stop Beacon?”

      “About us.”

      “Us?” I wiped my hands on my pants. “This is hardly the time.” I wasn’t physically that close to Persia, yet suddenly the broom closet felt awfully claustrophobic.

      “There’s never a time, is there, for sentinels, even after we are no longer sentinels.”

      “Never a time for?”

      “For living,” Persia said. “It’s all about the fight, for us, isn’t it?”

      “I thought you wanted it that way. You were anxious to join an attack as soon as you heard about Harriet’s plan.”

      “Well, I didn’t want the purgatory of simply waiting in that motel room to go on,” Persia said. “And I still owe Noah not to give up before this is all over.”

      Noah had been dead quite a while at this stage, but it wasn’t for me to point that out. Persia’s features were blurred by the dimness of the closet; all I could make out was a pale face looking up at me.

      “It’s not just Noah I owe things to,” she continued. “You told me you loved me and I never really addressed that.”

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to.” From a distant part of the building came the deadened sound of machine gun fire.

      “It’s been awfully uncomfortable in that motel room, hasn’t it? We were loath to leave in case we fell under Beacon’s spell—trapped by fear—and loath to stay because, well, you know. I’m not blind to your feelings, and I’m not unattracted to you. In another life—”

      “I understand.” Rejection burned like acid in my stomach. “If things were different.”

      “Let me finish. This isn’t—Ugh.” She stood up. “I’m not even sure what I’m trying to say. I’m still struggling with Jeroah’s very existence. He knows this, and loves to shove it in my face. A bloody asshole is walking around in Noah’s skin, and I’m supposed to somehow be okay with that. How can I even think of properly mourning Noah, never mind think about moving on the way I know he’d want me to, to think about a future without him?”

      “I understand.” I didn’t want to think about what she was saying; I just wanted some space. “Let’s just get out of here.”

      But, having started, Persia wasn’t done talking. “I wanted to tell you all this earlier, so you’d know the situation, not to leave you dangling. But Jeroah was usually close. Imagine trying to be sincere when he’s around.” She shook her head. “Being thrown together in the same room while Jeroah slept in the bed between us wasn’t any kind of courtship opportunity for you. Maybe a constant uncomfortable tension was the best you could have hoped for.” Persia opened the door. “You’re right, let’s just get out of here.”

      We crossed back to the stairwell without seeing any soldiers or hearing any machine gun fire, though Beacon continued to spread his message in Portuguese via the intercom. In the stairwell, Persia briefly stopped me. “I know this isn’t the best time to say all this, but we have to be able to look to the future, look to a life when this is over. Without the hope of something better ahead, what are we fighting for?”

      I just nodded. If there was a better future, I wasn’t sure where I was going to fit in.

      Back at the reception area, the same receptionist and security guard were crowded around a screen—this time a medium sized tablet that the security guard held up. As we were passing them, the receptionist gasped, covering her mouth with her hand.

      I stopped to watch. Beacon was on news channel once more, but it was a far different situation from the last time we’d seen him.

      “Persia, look,” I said. “Harriet has him. Harriet has captured Beacon.”
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      Beacon was sitting in a chair, Harriet Ashley to his side, holding a handgun pointed at his head.

      “Don’t say anything,” Harriet said.

      Beacon gave a nod, but even though he didn’t speak, his voice was still present. I could hear the recording of his speech in Portuguese continue to play in the background.

      “I didn’t want to have to do this,” she continued. “I’m not a murderer.”

      Beacon opened his mouth to respond.

      “Don’t talk.” Harriet slammed the butt of her gun against Beacon’s head, and his head whipsawed viciously sideways.

      “Just shoot him,” Persia muttered.

      “She’s not going to be able to,” I said, “or else she would have done it already.” Harriet understood Portuguese, and—even though she was resisting better than her men—Beacon’s brainwashing was clearly having some effect.

      A trickle of blood crept down through Beacon’s hair and onto his temple. Still, he didn’t look the slightest bit scared or angry; his demeanor suggested he had the situation under control, and perhaps he did.

      Several soldiers spilled into the room from a door behind Beacon’s chair. They spread out; all of them pointing their guns at Harriet. If any of the Brazilians remained loyal to Harriet, none of them had made it to the top floor.

      “Don’t shoot her!” Beacon shouted. “Whatever happens, I don’t want you to shoot her.”

      “I told you to shut up,” Harriet snarled.

      Her half-turn toward him gave one of the soldiers a chance to make a jump at her. Harriet swiveled away, and the soldier—instead of getting both arms around her—only managed to get a hold on one shoulder. As he slid to the floor, his body tangled with Harriet’s legs, knocking her to the floor. The other soldiers all rushed toward the pair. Harriet, though, managed to get her right arm free. She raised her handgun, pointed at Beacon—who hadn’t moved from his chair—and shot him.

      Beacon’s body twitched as the bullet hit him in the chest. Harriet shot twice more, and from the way Beacon’s body jolted, both were also body shots. The gun was kicked from Harriet’s hand, and she disappeared under a swarm of soldiers.

      The screen went black.

      “She got him, didn’t she?” Persia asked uncertainly.

      I nodded. “Three bullets in the chest.” The receptionist had gone white, pale with shock, giving me even more reassurance that I’d seen what I thought I’d seen. “I was sure the chance was gone.”

      “What now?” Persia asked.

      A life after magic had completely left the world? That I still couldn’t visualize. “I guess we should get out of here while we have the chance. Things will be chaotic when Beacon’s supporters arrive to find him dead.” I was about to start moving when the screen flickered. “Wait, the transmission hasn’t ended.” I wanted to see the aftermath. Would the soldiers return to being loyal to Harriet or would Beacon’s influence continue after his death.

      After a single flicker, though, the screen stayed blank. A rumble of noise came from outside; crowds of people were beginning to congregate. “We should go,” Persia said. “We’ll find out more later.”

      I was about to agree when the transmission resumed. A sigh of relief escaped me when I saw Harriet in the middle of the screen, ready to address the camera. “People of Lusteer, listen to me. I know you may be fearful, but you don’t need to be. Your savior is still at hand.” She stretched out her arm.

      I frowned, confused. A savior? Who was she talking about? She was the one who had killed Beacon and saved the city.

      She was gesturing forward, though, someone just out of camera frame.

      “Shit!” Persia said.

      I glanced across at her; she’d clearly figured out what was about to happen, and it wasn’t good.

      And she was right. The person who came across to stand beside Harriet was Beacon, looking none the worst for having been shot three times in the chest. He was even grinning.

      I couldn’t believe it; strength left my body, and I slumped against the wall behind me.

      Harriet lifted Beacon’s hand to hold it above her head. The receptionist gave a shriek of joy, and from outside came the sound of loud cheering.

      “The healing continues,” Beacon said. “Where once we were enemies, we become friends. Where once we were divided, we unite. Where once we fought each other, we clasp hands.” Beacon released Harriet’s hand, stepped briefly out of the camera frame, returning with a handgun. He handed it to Harriet. “This is the gun that you tried to kill me with.”

      “And from now on, it will be used to protect you,” Harriet said. Soldiers crowded closer behind her. “And the soldiers who stormed this building will from now on guard you.”

      “Look,” Persia pointed at one of the soldiers in the bank rank. “It’s Jeroah.”

      And so it was. He wore the combat fatigues of a soldier and smiled sheepishly. “He’s seen which way the wind is blowing,” I said. “Jeroah has always been about taking care of number one.”

      “Or he’s fallen under Beacon’s spell just like Harriet did.”

      I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter, I guess. I still don’t get it though. Beacon can’t just have healed himself. The magic of Brimstone is gone.”

      “Not for him,” Persia said.

      “Then it’s hopeless.” If stopping Beacon hadn’t been impossible before, it sure was now.
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      Thousands of people had swarmed the plaza outside LNN headquarters. They weren’t trying to storm the building or anything—based on the cheer I’d heard earlier, they all knew that Beacon was safe—but the crowd continued to grow in size. No doubt Beacon would come out to address them before long, reinforcing their brainwashing.

      Some held up placards with slogans such as “Beacon of Hope”, “Beacon is our Salvation”, “Beacon for President.” The entity that I’d once known as Uro had adopted a persona that people had no problem rallying around. I didn’t know at what point he’d decided to use the name Beacon instead of Uro, but, clearly, even that was carefully planned.

      I nodded toward the row of black vans, the roofs of which could be seen over the heads of the crowd. “Do you think we could requisition one of those?”

      “I doubt keys were left in the ignition, and they could be guarded. I think we should go in the opposite direction.” Persia had dumped the AK47 before she left the reception area. “Get as far from here as we can before Harriet or Beacon turn their attention on us.”

      “Back to the motel?” I sighed. Back to where we started, except worse much off.

      “We’ll have to collect Jo and Alex, but our motel isn’t safe anymore. Both Harriet and Jeroah know where we were staying.”

      “Jo and Alex are in danger?”

      “Not yet,” Persia said. “Harriet and Jeroah have only just been turned. But we’ll have to find a new safe house.”

      We chose the least crowded streets, aiming to get as far from LNN as efficiently as possible. Navigating through the crowd, my walk went into a fast skip and from there into a light jog several times. The fear that something might already have happened to Alex or Jo seemed irrational—I had no reason to think Beacon cared enough about them to bother capturing them—but protecting them had been a part of life for so long that I couldn’t help feeling anxious. Whenever I got too far ahead of Persia, I glared at her until she sped her steps to catch up with me.

      Once the pedestrian traffic had decreased enough that cars moved freely, I scanned for a taxi. Before I had a chance to flag one down, however, a beat-up old Ford jerked to a stop in front of us. A head with a white handlebar mustache stuck itself out of driver window. “Looking for a ride.”

      “Danny!” I exclaimed. “What are you… no, you can explain on the way.” I raced around to the other side of the car. The door handle wouldn’t open; I slammed the door with the palm of my hand, then tried again. It was still stuck.

      “Handle’s a bit stiff.” Danny reached across and opened the door from the inside.

      I jumped in and slammed the door shut behind me. Persia was already in the back seat. “Drive.”

      “Hold up, now, you have to tell me where we’re going,” Danny said.

      “Just press the gas to the floor, and I’ll give you directions as we go.”

      “Hold your horses, partner. I can’t just run over people.” A man and two children were crossing in front of us. Once they were out of the way, Danny checked all around him, indicated, then he merged into the traffic.

      Persia leaned forward to address Danny. “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, I was working out in my yard when I saw one of my neighbors about to head off carrying a sign. Got talking to him, and turns out he is a big fan of this Beacon fellow, and he tells me that Beacon is being attacked. I haven’t been following the news much—I was warned not to by you guys—so I haven’t seen much of this Beacon. But, I’ve heard about him—second coming of Jesus, according to some. This neighbor with the sign used to be an interesting fellow, but recently he can’t talk about anything else except this Beacon character. Anyway, he was going out to show support, and I figured that if Beacon was under attack, then likely my friend Rune wouldn’t be far away.”

      “You shouldn’t have gotten involved,” I said crossly. Danny had no special skills for combatting our enemies, and I feared what would happen to him if he ended up in the middle of a fight. My conscience was already dealing with too many people dead or hurt either directly or indirectly due to my actions.

      Danny shrugged. “I want to see this out and stop this Beacon guy. What’s he going to do? Wait, let me guess—use his evil powers to take over the world, right?”

      “Something like that,” I said.

      “I believe in helping out friends, so I came down,” Danny said. “And sure enough, after a few loops around the headquarters of the news station, who did I find needing a ride, but you two.”

      “And we thank you,” Persia pointed to a junction up ahead. “Take a left up there.”

      I ground my teeth in frustration at Danny’s slow and methodical driving as he made the turn. “Hurry.”

      Persia reached forward and squeezed my shoulder. “Be calm, Rune. Jo and Alex are fine.”

      I nodded, trying to relax. If Danny was traveling faster than he usually did, it was hard to tell. Finally, we arrived. “Pull in here.” I pointed out the parking lot of the motel.

      Danny had barely parked the car before I was out and racing across the lot. Despite my anxiousness, I didn’t really expect anything to be wrong, so it was a kick in the gut to see the door to Jo and Alex’s room hanging open. I darted inside. A wardrobe was overturned, and several blankets lay strewn across the floor. “Jo, Alex!” I called out. I opened the dividing door and stepped into the other room, and quickly checked the bathroom, under the beds. I returned to see Persia sitting on Alex’s bed with her head in her hands. Danny hovered by the door.

      “They’re gone.” I wanted to rage at Persia for not being urgent enough and at Danny for not driving fast enough, but I didn’t know if a faster pace would have made any difference. I sat beside Persia. “They’re gone.”

      Persia put her hand on my shoulder and pushed herself back to her feet. “We’ll find them.”

      “No, no, we won’t.” Tears leaked down my cheeks, and I bowed my head. “And even if we do, what then?” When I had powers, I’d just about been able to keep them safe. “We won’t be able to get them back.” Sobs shuddered through my body. Feeling Persia’s hand squeeze tighter on my shoulder, I tried to bring myself under control, and my tears dried up. “I’m…”

      Before I could say anything more though, the tears returned. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was crying about, but I couldn’t stop. The weeping went on and on. I was distantly aware of Persia leaving the room and shutting the door, leaving a broken man alone with his tears.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 26

          

          

      

    

    







            Wednesday 20:45

          

        

      

    

    
      Once, I had thought myself a warrior.

      That evening, lying in bed in Danny’s room, the idea of me being a warrior was comical, though not the type of comical anyone—except perhaps Jeroah—would laugh at. Over the course of the day—despite desperately trying to squash it—the memory of breaking down into a puddle of tears washed over me, soaking me in abject embarrassment.

      I have no idea how long I wept, alone in that motel room, but when the tears dried themselves out, I went to the bathroom so I could wash my face before showing it outside. By then, Persia was gone.

      Danny had brought me back to his house. I didn’t want to talk, and Danny, sensing that, had said barely a word on the trip. In his house, he pointed out a shelf of DVDs and invited me to chose. I selected an unopened boxed set of the original trilogy of Star Wars. He put it on for me, and we spent the rest of the afternoon and evening watching all three movies. Neither of us had much to say. I had the impression that Danny hadn’t watched Star Wars before and I wondered what he thought of it, but I didn’t want to initiate any conversation, so I didn’t ask.

      I had tried to lose myself in the familiar narrative, and at times I succeeded. At other times, events on screen would just serve as a reminder of present circumstances. Like Luke Skywalker, I had discovered at a young age that I possessed great powers, but I envied Luke’s journey. When he had doubts, they were eventually answered. When he lost a hand, a robotic hand replaced his missing one as good as new. I glanced down at where I was unconsciously massaging my right hand. Better to be gone than hang around, useless.

      Luke may not have had it easy, but at least he generally had a direction, or, at least, someone to point out his path. Also, his powers had never been stripped from him. I sighed. It was an old failing of mine, to stupidly draw comparisons between my life and the stories I saw on television. What did I expect to learn from the bedtime tales George Lucas invented to make himself a gazillionaire?

      Of course, Lucas’s heroes never wept. He could write them however he wanted—so, of course, he made them strong and manly and confident. If I was writing about my own stories, I’d make myself heroic. Writing or reading about adventures was much more pleasant than living them. What had caused my controllable crying? Beacon’s victory? Alex and Jo’s capture? My own inadequacies? Everything together? Nothing at all?

      Someone knocked on the door. Though lying on the bed, I was still dressed and on top of the covers, so I raised myself to a sitting position. “What is it?”

      Persia entered. She closed the door behind her and leaned against it. “How are you?”

      “Fantastic.”

      “Sorry I left abruptly earlier.”

      “No problem. All I needed was a box of extra-strength Kleenex.” And some extra-strength glue to put Humpty-Dumpty back together again.

      “Danny said you watched some movies together.”

      “Luke kicked some Vader ass. Just like we are going to do with Beacon, right?” I wasn’t sure why I was suddenly channelling an entitled asshole who never left the sarcasm stage of teenager development, but those were the words that came out of my mouth.

      “I wanted to try and make contact with any other groups in the city opposing Beacon,” Persia said. “I checked in with a few old acquaintances, and I got lucky. Someone who works inside LNN headquarters is willing to help us.”

      “Who?”

      Persia shifted uncomfortably. “He asked me to keep his identity absolutely secret.”

      “You can’t tell even me?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      I got a strong impression that Persia was keeping something from me, even as she admitted she was keeping something from me. Strange! “And what did this mystery person tell you?”

      “That Alex and Jo are under guard on the upper levels of LNN headquarters,” Persia said.

      “They are?” I stood. “That means…” I sat back down again. It was exactly what we thought; Beacon had taken them, and we had no power to free them. “That means nothing.”

      “You can’t say that. We know where Alex and Jo are, and we’ve an inside man.”

      “Harriet Ashley attacked with an army, she actually got to Beacon, and still she failed. What are we to do?”

      “Why do you think Harriet brought us in the first place?” Persia asked. “I’ll tell you why. She knew she’d likely fail, and she wanted us to learn from her mistakes.”

      “That’s an optimistic read on abject failure,” I said. “Also, if that was her plan, and she’s now working with Beacon, he knows to expect us.”

      “I’m sure Beacon was always expecting us,” Persia said. “Expecting you at least.” She sat on the bed beside me and put a hand on my shoulder. “Why do you think Beacon wants Alex and Jo so badly? He must have instantly sent one of his men to collect them as soon as he learned their location.”

      “Jo’s expertise in the science of Brimstone, perhaps. If anyone can reopen the connection to Brimstone, it’s her. Or…” I considered. “More likely, it’s Alex. The summoning crystal. I don’t know what Beacon’s plans for it, but he wants to use its power.”

      Persia was continuing to rub my shoulder. I turned to look at her hand. “What are you doing?”

      Persia shrugged. “What do you mean?” She didn’t stop; pleasant sensations prickled my skin.

      I frowned. “You know what you’re doing. It’s just that I don’t.”

      “What can I say? I’m rusty at this.” With her other hand, Persia reached forward to cup my face.

      I jerked away. “You want to seduce me?” The words sounded strange in my mouth, but I could see in Persia’s reaction that I was right. “You do.” It didn’t make any sense though. She was still in love with Noah. “You… you think I turned into a basket case. Because of the crying. And you think that comforting me—” I jumped to my feet. “You’re trying to fix me, and you figure this might do it. That’s it, isn’t it?”

      “No, that’s not it.”

      “Well, what is it, then?” For some reason I felt vaguely outraged. “You already made clear that you aren’t interested in me.”

      “All I made clear was that my situation is complicated.”

      “It hasn’t become less complicated, has it?”

      “What cause have you to get upset?” Persia stood, her eyes flashing. “If you are no longer interested, then just say so.”

      “It’s not that I’m not interested.” Though the top of her head only came up to chest height, that didn’t diminish her fierceness. My attraction toward her hadn’t dimmed in the slightest. “I don’t want something given to me out of pity.”

      “I don’t pity you, and I’m not trying to fix you. I want this for me. I can spend forever being obsessed by the past, or I can make a choice to move forward. And I want to be positive and move forward.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed her. “This is hardly the time.”

      “That’s always the case though, isn’t it? We’re constantly fighting, being betrayed, fleeing enemies, losing loved ones, and we never get any time to just live our lives.”

      “To just live my life.” I sighed. “That could be nice.”

      “Look, it’s not just my choice.” Persia sat and patted the bed beside her. “Let’s talk.”

      I sat down, but left plenty of space between us. Persia reached across, took my hand, and held it in hers. “Sometimes it easy to allow yourself to get stuck in one place. I think this could be good for both of us.”

      “This isn’t how it’s supposed to happen.”

      “How then? If we got drunk in the bar and we fell on top of each other, and woke up the next morning with crushing hangovers and sharp regrets? This is me wanting something. If you don’t want it, then just tell me and I’ll leave.”

      “I don’t know what I want.”

      She shifted closer. “Rune. There’s no need to overanalyze. You like me, right? You want me? Well, I want this to happen, too. Sometimes you can just take the uncomplicated win.” She cupped my face with her hand and this time I didn’t back away. Her lips against mine felt impossibly soft. After the kiss, she leaned back away. Our gazes held each other, and I felt my body stir. “Do you want this, Rune?”

      A swarm of thoughts battled to get to the forefront of my brain, but I forced them back. We were both adults, and this was something we both wanted. Sometimes overthinking can trip one up quicker than the slipperiest banana peel. So I said only one more word, then I let the thinking part of my brain take a backseat, relinquishing control to my instincts.

      The word was “yes”.
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      I gradually emerged into wakefulness, my dreams lingering. Darth Vader was giving a speech to a crowd of adoring followers. “Don’t you see, he lies,” I was saying to all those close to me. But no one was listening to me; all they could hear was Darth Vader’s growling distorted voice. How do they trust someone who is dressed all in black and wearing a mask? I wondered.

      No. Darth Vader didn’t exist, and I wasn’t surrounded by a crowd of people. By concentrating on the whiteness of the ceiling, I managed to dismiss all other images until I was fully awake. It was only then that I became aware of Persia sleeping beside me, and I remembered the previous night.

      I wasn’t sure what to make of the memories though. One part of me thought I should be doing cartwheels or maybe running down the street high-fiving people—after all, I had slept with someone for the first time. Shouldn’t there be trumpets and angels singing?

      I thought back.

      It had been nice.

      My mouth twisted. Nice wasn’t how it should be described. That meant I had probably done it wrong. Another thing I had messed up. Field animals, rabbits, even cockroaches knew what to do, but it was too much for Rune useless-bastard Russell.

      Persia stirred beside me, running a hand down one side of her face and emitting a soft yawn. She turned around and smiled.

      “I… I’m…” Panic gripped hold of my mind. I didn’t know what I was supposed to say or do. “I’m sorry,” I blurted out finally.

      Persia lifted herself onto one elbow which raised her breasts into prominence. “What are you sorry about?”

      My face heated. “Well, you know…what happened… last night.” I was trying not to stare at her breasts, but at the same time, I was pretty sure I was doing nothing but staring at her breasts.

      “You’ve absolutely nothing to be sorry about.” Persia smiled again. “Those noises I was making last night. They were a good thing.”

      She slid out from under the sheets, swung her legs out of the bed, and began to hunt for her clothes. She dressed without modesty.

      I watched, admiring the curves of her body, my face heating further. I wasn’t sure if I should be looking—we had spent the night naked together, of course, but this felt different. Still, I couldn’t look away. “What happens now?” I asked to distract myself.

      “Nothing different,” Persia said. “We come up with a plan and take down Beacon.”

      Nothing different. That didn’t make any sense. We had just slept together; that meant something. There were consequences.

      Consequences! That got me thinking about the physical consequences. “About, you know… protection.”

      “Typical man, huh.” Persia paused in buttoning up her blouse to aim a head-shake my way. “Only now thinking about protection.”

      “So you took care of it?”

      “I thought about it. And I decided that I didn’t want to use any.”

      “You want to get pregnant?”

      “I like the idea that it’s possible.”

      “With my baby?” My throat felt dry.

      “Now you want to worry about what your manly essence might get up to?”

      In too many ways, I was still a child. There was no way I was ready to be a father. “Now is hardly the time to bring new life into the world.”

      “I think the opposite,” Persia said. “Look, chances are I’m not pregnant. But I like the idea that it’s possible. It gives hope for a new start, a new day. It may give me strength for when things get bleak.”

      “What about the practicalities?” The world and I were both a mess; neither of us were ready to support new life. “What about having to create a home for a child?”

      “That’s for the future, if there is a future.” Persia shook her head. “Listen to that. If there is a future. That’s the mindset to get rid of.” She put on her coat. “It’s time to make some plans though. We don’t want to leave Jo and Alex with Beacon any longer than we have to. The longer they—and everyone else—is under Beacon’s influence, the harder he’ll be to defeat. I’ll head out, see what else I can learn, get in contact with our inside man. I asked him to look into whether there’s a control room, somewhere from where we can shut off the LNN broadcasts.”

      “And you still won’t tell me who this mysterious person is?”

      Persia shook her head. “I promised I wouldn’t.”

      Once again, something about Persia’s evasions were off. Realization dawned. “Your inside contact—it’s Jeroah, isn’t it?”

      “What? No!”

      I wasn’t sure how, but suddenly, I knew. “Don’t bother denying it. Jeroah is the one promising to help us.”

      Persia sighed. “He said not to tell you. He’s convinced you wouldn’t trust him.”

      “He’s right, I don’t trust him. Do you?”

      “I’m not sure we have much choice,” Persia said.

      “I imagine he’s loving this. Deflecting from us to join the enemy, then turning around and telling us that he’s on our side. What does that make him? A double agent? A triple agent?”

      “All I know is that we’re going to need his help.” Persia opened the bedroom door.

      “Wait. What about us?” I asked. “What did last night mean?”

      “I already explained what it meant for me. What do you want it to mean?”

      “I don’t know. More, I guess.” More what, I didn’t know. “Just more.”

      “Maybe we should go on a date then when this is all over,” Persia said.

      “A date? Isn’t that supposed to be a first step?”

      “Not always,” Persia said. “A yet-to-be-arranged date is another spark of promise toward a happy future, right? I like that.” She was smiling as she left.
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      If Persia thought that spending the night together would imbued me with new energy, she was wrong. After she left, it was another hour before I got out of bed, finally lured downstairs by the smell of bacon and a sharp hunger.

      In the kitchen, Danny was cooking rashers and eggs. He nodded at a plate which was already full of food as he splashed another pair of rashers on top. “I like my coffee piping-hot, so add plenty of milk if you don’t.” He poured me coffee. “I noticed Persia leaving this morning.” Danny’s bushy white eyebrows arced upward. “I didn’t have to set up a bed for her.”

      My only reply was to spear a rasher with a fork and put it in my mouth. Danny didn’t push me further while I ate. What had seemed like a mountain of food was reduced to crumbs in short order.

      “A lot of calories must have been burnt over the last twenty-four hours,” Danny suggested. “Only, you were sitting down watching Star Wars for most of the day. Strange that. Can’t think of an explanation.”

      I wasn’t going to bite on any of Danny’s innuendos. I went for my coffee instead; unfortunately, I ended up spilling it everywhere. “Shit, sorry,” I said.

      “Your hand.” Danny grabbed a tea towel, took my hand and wiped the coffee from it. “Have you been burnt?”

      “It’s fine, thanks. There are advantages to having no feeling left.” It was my right hand, of course. Like an idiot, I had thoughtlessly tried to pick up the coffee with my injured hand.

      Danny cleaned up the rest of the coffee from the table, then he poured me some more. This time, I was careful to use my left to drink.

      “I probably shouldn’t have watched Star Wars,” I said. “It’s stuck in my head now. I used to relate everything that happened to me to some narrative I’d watched: Harry Potter, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Lord of the Rings—as if I could find the key to defeating real life villains in fictional stories. I thought I’d outgrown that.” Instead, after symbolically becoming a man, I’d woken to dreams of the cartoonish villainy of Darth Vader. “Turns out I haven’t outgrown anything.”

      “As someone much older, I’d recommend that you don’t be so quick to grow up. There’s a reason it’s said that youth is wasted on the young,” Danny said.

      “I haven’t had much choice except to grow up fast.”

      “Maybe. But you want to be careful what you keep and what you discard. When you were younger, you had a joy and lightness about you.”

      “And that’s gone?” It wasn’t really a question that needed to be asked.

      “The frowns outnumber the smiles.” Danny shrugged.

      “With good reason.” Persia wanted to draw sparks of hope out of the darkness, but the darkness was all consuming. “Did you see what happened to Harriet Ashley?”

      Danny shook his head. “As I said, I’d been avoiding the news.”

      “She launched at attack on Beacon with a well-trained and equipped commando group—all non-English speakers to reduce the chance that Beacon could influence them—and still she failed miserably.”

      “Is Beacon that well-protected?”

      “He doesn’t need to be. The commando group began to fall to pieces almost immediately, their loyalties destroyed by Beacon’s powers. Within a short time, many of our attackers were protecting Beacon themselves. Still, somehow, Harriet Ashley got to him. She managed to shoot him dead.”

      “Shoot him dead?”

      “He received fatal gunshots and was perfect fine not long after. It’s not like I haven’t seen similar before—I’ve recovered from mortal wounds many times myself—but that was before.” I lifted my right hand, then let it fall. Gunshots weren’t something to be feared back when I’d been a sentinel. How many times had I received crippling injuries and had them healed with barely a thought? Before, I’d never had to face the consequences. I hadn’t been brave; it was easy to charge into action when the danger was minimal. “Magic has left the world for everyone except Beacon. He is invulnerable, and the rest of us are powerless against him.” He didn’t even have to kill Harriet. Instead, he assimilated her and all her soldiers. Most fights, even if one side wins and the other loses, both sides are weakened. Not so with Beacon. With every attack, he used his enemy’s strength to fortify himself further.

      “Magic isn’t everything.”

      “Have you seen his poll results? Beacon’s popularity keeps going up and up as more and more of the city falls under his spell. First Lusteer, then the country, then the rest of the world. His power of persuasion fits perfectly with the world of mass media. And now that we know that he’s invulnerable to injury, I don’t see how he can be stopped?”

      “How come you weren’t affected? How come you weren’t converted to his cause?” Danny asked. “You were part of the attack with Harriet, right?”

      “Beacon’s messaging was in Portuguese, which I don’t understand,” I said. “Also my awareness of who Beacon really is probably gives me some protection. Beacon’s power of control is different from Duffy’s. Duffy’s power was like a sledgehammer. Beacon’s is more like a vice that keeps squeezing ever tighter.”

      “So what’s the plan?”

      “Despair!”

      “That’s not going to solve anything.”

      “Have you not been listening? Nothing is going to solve anything.”

      “If you need hope, maybe you should look to your Buffys and Harry Potters.”

      “That’s not going to help. I needed a crutch to accept what was happening back when I was just a kid.”

      “You’re still a kid, kid,” Danny said. “And don’t be so quick to dismiss stories. People experience the world through stories. Since time immemorial, they have been used to bond communities with common values. Achilles and Hercules become Hamlet, and Romeo becomes Captain America and Harry Potter. The stories we tell each other contain the lessons we want handed down from generation to generation.”

      “When did Danny the truck driver become Danny the philosophy major?”

      “I’ve been around a long while now, which means I’ve picked up a thing or two over the years.”

      “All very interesting, but I don’t think cultural lessons are going to be much help in a fight.” I thought back over my dream. “Though I do wish Beacon looked more like Darth Vader. It’d be easier to persuade people that he’s the baddie. But Beacon was clever enough to never look evil—quite the opposite. When Harriet shot Beacon, instead of looking for vengeance, he embraced her. Beacon controls the narrative and always presents himself the way he wants to be seen.”

      Beacon controls the narrative. If he looked like Darth Vader, it’d be easier to persuade people he was the baddie. Those two thoughts gelled together and took on new meaning for me.

      “You have an idea.” Danny was watching me closely.

      I did. I wasn’t sure it was a good idea, but it was something. Persia had talked about finding a control center to shut down the message Beacon was broadcasting. What if an alternative message was created? When I’d been fighting with Beacon Sulle, Konstance, his old bodyguard, had created propaganda videos. Was he still doing that? If he wasn’t, would he do videos for us?

      “Thanks for breakfast. And for the talk.” I stood up. “I have something I need to try. I’ll ring later.”

      “Where are you going?” Danny asked. “Is it dangerous?”

      Was it dangerous? Konstance had, after all, stabbed me the first time we’d met. It could be that his loyalties remained fully with Beacon. “Very probably.”

      “Are you sure you need to do it then?”

      “I guess the good thing about being in a hopeless situation is there’s nothing left to lose.”
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      The house looked rather like the one I’d just come from except where Danny’s yard was neat and well-ordered, Konstance’s garden was running wild. It looked abandoned, and no one answered when I knocked and rang the bell. Blinds were down on the ground floor front windows. I nosed around the side of the house; the side-gate was locked. “Anyone there?” I shouted, giving the timber a rattle. Once upon a time, I could have leaped over the gate or broken through it.

      I returned to the front and knocked on the door several more times before turning away. I had only been in Konstance’s house once before, and briefly, and had no idea how permanent his stay had been. I was halfway back down the drive when I heard the door open and hurried back. Konstance stood in the doorway, holding an arm to block the sunlight, squinting.

      “You!” He was unshaven, his eyes bloodshot, smelling of whiskey and stale sweat.

      “I’ve co—”

      “This way!” Before I had a chance to explain myself, Konstance pushed his door wide open and staggered down the dim hallway.

      Hesitantly, I followed.

      Konstance opened a door under the stairs and indicated I should pass through.

      A wooden set of stairs descended into a darkened basement. I raised my eyebrows. “Down there?”

      Konstance switched on a light. “Yes. Down there.”

      A single bulb stuttered into life, and dust swirled in the streaky light it formed. Despite serious misgivings, I entered. The wood of the steps creaked from my weight and that of Konstance as he followed.

      When I reached level ground, I saw that the one half of the basement floor was piled up with medieval weapons. “These were Richard Sulle’s.” I picked up a curved sword—a scimitar—put it down—then I examined a two headed spear with swirling gold filigree decorations on the base of each blade. These were the weapons that Richard Sulle had lovingly displayed at the top of his corporate offices.

      “When he left Verge Tower, he told me to store them,” Konstance said. “He still hasn’t asked for them back, and now, I guess, he never will.”

      “It’s a shame.” I dropped the spear back into the pile of weapons. “They should be in a museum, not jumbled up in a basement, gathering dust.”

      “No, not a museum,” Konstance said. “These weapons still have practical uses.”

      I froze because Konstance was holding a samurai sword pointed directly at my gut. “Remember this?” he asked.

      I swallowed. “I remember. It’s the blade you ran me through with.”

      “Indeed.” Hungover or not, he held the sword with a steady hand.

      “I had little understanding of my powers back then. I thought I was going to die.”

      “And now you have lost your powers,” Konstance said. “You would die.”

      Sweat gathered on my forehead. Was this to be how it all ended—meaningless death in a lonely basement? “You’re just going to murder me?” I lifted my scarred right hand. “Kill a defenseless cripple?”

      Konstance laughed humorlessly. “When you were a sentinel, you murdered people who had no defense against your powers. How is that different to cutting down an unarmed cripple?”

      “It’s…it’s…it’s…” I stuttered to a stop, unable to think of a response. My legs felt like jelly, and I staggered back a few steps.

      Konstance advanced, keeping the tip of the sword pressed firmly against my shirt. “All it takes from me is a little twitch, and it’s over for you. No coming back. A final end.”

      “No, not a final end,” I declared. If Persia was actually pregnant, then a son or daughter would live on after me. And regardless of whether she was or not, others would take up the fight against Beacon. I grinned at Konstance. “Strike me down and I’ll become more powerful than you know.”

      “No. You won’t.”

      I wouldn’t, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that the wave of fear I’d felt earlier had disappeared. Losing the power of the sentinel had made me vulnerable to death, but that didn’t mean I had to fear it. “Either stab me, or don’t, but stop wasting my time.” Konstance didn’t do either, so I swiped the blade aside with my right arm, and I advanced past him into the center of the basement. “I came here to get your help.”

      “Why would I help you?” Konstance didn’t drop his sword, but he allowed the tip to dip low to the floor. “You’re my enemy.”

      “No, I’m not. You used to work for Richard Sulle, but he is no more; you owe no loyalty to the creature who now possesses his body.” The last time we’d talked, Konstance had expressed doubts about working for Beacon Sulle. Of course, I couldn’t be sure that Konstance had been influenced by Beacon’s power of persuasion, but I figured if that was the case, he’d be a LNN headquarters providing security rather than drinking alone in his home.

      “I heard what happened to Harriet Ashley. You’re going to try and take down Beacon with only one hand.”

      “There is no try. Do or do not do.”

      “Stupid Star Wars quotes aren’t going to change anything.”

      “Trust the force.”

      Konstance groaned. “Has something glitched in your brain?”

      Something had glitched in my brain; it wasn’t so much trust the force as trust the stories. In my early magical battles, I had leaned on the narratives to help me make my decisions before dismissing those ideas as childish crutches, only to get more and more lost. It was time to reclaim my stories.

      I turned away from Konstance, and in my mind, I visualized what was going to happen. A final confrontation between me and Beacon—yes! How though? Beacon would capture me, perhaps, most likely due to a betrayal by Jeroah or someone else. How would I win? I massaged the flesh of my scarred right hand. Would my powers be returned to me one last time? No, that was impossible. Think, Rune! How did a battered and beaten-down hero defeat an all-powerful foe? The conclusions of various conflicts flashed through my mind, Luke/Emperor, Harry/Voldemort, Buffy/Glory, Frodo/Sauron.

      Sacrifice! That was the key. It was a way to be a hero when all other possibilities were wiped away. With magic gone from the world, I had no way to return from the dead like some of the heroes from the stories had, but that didn’t matter. I didn’t see a future for myself whatever happened, except perhaps the spark of possibility that my night with Persia offered, but I could still go out a hero.

      No! It wasn’t just that I could go out a hero; I was meant to die a hero. It would happen.

      I turned back toward Konstance and my grin was wider than ever. “Everything is proceeding as I have foreseen.”

      “You’re crazy,” Konstance said. “Here, I’ve an idea. Let’s spar.”

      “Spar.” I lifted two hands and attempted to wiggle both sets of fingers. On one hand the fingers wiggled as normal; on the other two fingers twitched twice. “You’re saying I’m the crazy one.”

      “No, look, I can find weapons to suit you.” He stared at my right hand. “Ever heard of a blade shield?”

      I shook my head. Konstance put his sword on the floor, then he waded into the jumble of weapons, returning a few moments later with a short sword and a strange looking shield with a blade coming out the bottom. He helped strap the shield to my right arm, then he gave me the short sword to hold in my left; he stepped back with a satisfied nod.

      The heavy blade shield dragged down on my right arm. “It’s a daft weapon. No wonder I never heard of it.”

      “Try it out at least.” Konstance shoved a few chairs back against the wall to make space in the center of the room. He then picked up his sword and faced me.

      “Shouldn’t the weapons be blunted?”

      “Are you afraid?”

      “No.”

      Konstance shrugged. “Neither am I.” He put his left foot forward in a swordsman stand and raised his blade.

      There was a difference between not being afraid and being stupid. Still, Konstance hadn’t yet decided he was going to help, and he was a man who admired courage and strength. Also, I wanted to see how this would work. The idea that my right arm could still be useful even with the hand crippled was intriguing. So I lifted my weapons to ready position.

      Konstance aimed a few lazy swipes my way. I blocked to my left with the short sword, then to my right with blade shield, then again to the left with the short sword. Compared to how I could move when I was wielding fireswords as a sentinel, every action was at half-pace; still, each movement had a grace and economy to it—my muscles remembered the art of sword-fighting.

      Konstance sped up his attacks. I blocked, then countered, twisting the blade shield, causing the blade to slice downward at Konstance’s hip. He shifted out of the way while simultaneously performing a high block against a sword thrust. It was his turn to grin. “Yes! This is more like it. Less Star Wars tomfoolery, more sentinel badassery.”

      I stepped back, breathing heavily. My right arm was already aching with exhaustion. “You know Beacon is a danger to everyone. Are you willing to help me?”

      “I’m less sure that Beacon is the enemy than I once was.” Konstance took several steps to the left, then swung at my back.

      I threw myself at the floor, rolled, and came out of the roll back standing with both weapons ready. I wasn’t sure how I’d managed without the unwieldy blade shield catching on the floor, but I’d instinctively shifted it out of the way. “Beacon is manipulating you; he is manipulating everyone,” I said. “That’s why you don’t see him as the enemy.”

      “I know better than listen to his speeches,” Konstance said. “But, ultimately, he’s going to bring about worldwide unity.”

      I came to a stop, allowing my weapons to fall to the side; I hadn’t thought about it like that. World peace—isn’t that what every idealistic young person wanted for the world? “But at what cost?” I asked.

      “At the cost of allowing Beacon to be ruler.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Think about the future he’s going to bring about. One where no part of the world escapes his magical manipulation. One where virtually everyone in the world has lost a portion of their free will without being aware of it.” Thinking about it like that, what Beacon was promising wasn’t so far from the dark offering of the Emperor and Darth Vader—order and prosperity in exchange for freedom.

      “We might still be better off.” Konstance raised the point of his sword again, wanting to reinitiate the sparring.

      I shrugged the blade shield off my right arm and dropped the sword. “Enough sparring. I came to you because of your filming rather than fighting skills.”

      “My filming skills?”

      I could tell that intrigued him. “I’ll explain once you agree to help. Do you?”

      “We did make a good team,” Konstance said. “When you fought and I filmed.”

      At the time, I’d hated being in a team with him; I’d wanted to just fight and had seen no use to the filming. But this wasn’t the time for honesty. I offered my hand. “We could be again.”

      Konstance hesitated, then he placed his sword down on a nearby chair and shook my hand. “What’s the plan?”

      “We take one of Beacon’s speeches, and you use your film editing skills to modify it such that the figure of Darth Vader takes Beacon’s place on the stage, and Vader’s voice replaces Beacon’s. That way, the people watching won’t be fooled by Beacon’s magic, and instead will hear that the words he is saying are no different from those of every other wanna-be dictator since history began.”

      Konstance chuckled. “So you are really going all-out in the idea that the key to defeating Beacon lies in a story designed to entertain children.”

      “Stories are a lens into the world, and I’m not ashamed to use the relevant lens to understand a moment in time, and to use that lens to help others see clearer.”

      Konstance shrugged. “It’s crazy, but, hey, I like to think I have some crazy in me.”
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      I jerked awake, sitting in a chair in front of a blank computer screen in Konstance’s basement. “Hurry up!” came a shout from upstairs.

      “Hurry up for what?” I rubbed sleep from my eyes. My body might be awake—barely—but my brain wasn’t.

      “Danny and Persia have arrived already!” Konstance shouted down. “We are waiting on you.”

      “I thought they weren’t…” I trailed off. I had talked to Persia on the phone, and we’d arranged for her to come the next morning; I was only just realizing it was the next morning. “Did we finish the video?”

      “I did it while you snored.”

      We’d spent the entire day and well into the night trying to make a professional looking adaption of a Beacon speech with Darth Vader’s figure digitally transposed over Beacon’s person, and Beacon’s voice distorted to mimic Vader’s. “I’ll be up in a sec,” I said.

      Instead of immediately ascending the stairs, however, I walked among the jumble of weapons, looking through them. The short sword and the blade shield with which I’d sparred with Konstance were no longer present. I figured Konstance had brought them upstairs, intending for me to bring them and use them in the upcoming fight.

      I wasn’t so sure. It had felt good to spar, and to realize that even though my magical powers were gone, I hadn’t lost all the skills that I had picked up since becoming a sentinel. But when I tried to visualize beating Beacon in a fair fight, I came up empty, blade shield or no blade shield. All these weapons at my feet had once belonged to Richard Sulle—Beacon wasn’t going to be unskilled with weapons, if he even let it get that far.

      No, if I was going to stop Beacon, it was going to be as a sneak, as an assassin, as a sacrifice. So I ignored the warhammers, morningstars, and longswords and lifted up an unadorned knife around a foot long inside a leather sheath.

      I tested the knife’s sharpness and the speed with which it could be drawn. Satisfied, I looked upstairs to make sure Konstance wasn’t watching, then moved into a darkened corner. I lowered my trousers, strapped the sheathed knife securely against my thigh, then buckled my trousers back into place.

      I moved back into the light, watching the material of my trousers to see if the knife showed—it didn’t. Then I darted forward a few steps to test if the knife restricted me. It rubbed abrasively against the skin of my thigh but didn’t slow me down. Good enough!

      In the kitchen, I found Konstance drinking juice. “Get something to eat,” he told me.

      “Did you sleep at all?”

      “I caught an hour or two,” he said. Despite the sleepless night, he actually looked much better than the day before. The sense of purpose and the night’s activity had reinvigorated him. That said, it was possible that he was running on adrenaline rather than real energy, which was a situation ripe for a crash later.

      “You said Danny and Persia are here?”

      He nodded his head toward the living room. I walked in to see the blade shield strapped to Danny’s arm. Facing him, Persia held up the short sword.

      “What the hell is going on?” I asked. In truth, I was glad for the bizarre situation as it provided something to focus on. I had no idea how I was supposed to act around Persia.

      “This is the strangest contraption I’ve ever seen.” Danny loosened the straps and pulled it off, dumping it on the table. “A shield with a sword poking out the end. What will they think of next?”

      “It’s an ancient weapon, though little used.” Konstance said, coming into the living room behind me. It looks awkward, but you should have seen Rune wield it yesterday evening.”

      “Is that so?” Persia, for the first time, looked directly at me.

      I flushed and turned. “It’s too heavy,” I said. “I’m not bringing it.”

      “That’s a pity. I thought I’d found the perfect weapon for you. Though maybe you’re right.” Konstance shrugged. “Maybe it’s overkill.”

      “I’m not bringing the short sword or any of the other weapons either.”

      “We don’t have anything else,” Persia said. “Jeroah is pretending to be a security guard at LNN headquarters, and he is wearing a gun, but the rest of us have no weapons. Konstance’s idea of using medieval weapons did seem crazy when I first heard it, but there’s some sense to the idea. Having a familiarity with a weapon’s use, and being able to act instinctively is important.”

      I remembered dropping the handgun when I had call to use it. “I won’t need a gun either.”

      “Do you know something we don’t?” Persia asked. “There’s being brave and there’s being foolhardy.”

      “No. I just think this is the best way.” The knife felt heavy against my thigh. I didn’t like lying, but I wanted to keep the knife secret until I needed it, and I had no idea who Beacon might have corrupted by then. “Best way for me, at least. The rest of you should bring all the swords you can carry.”

      “Way ahead of you.” Konstance picked up a long duffel bag by the wall. He unzipped it to show a small number of sheathed swords, then dropped the bag back onto the floor.

      “And Jeroah?” I asked. “You said he’s a security guard at LNN. He’s going to help us get in?”

      Persia nodded. “He’s also located the broadcasting center. What’s the story with that video you mentioned last night?” Persia said.

      “The video is ready to be shown to the world.” Konstance wiggled a USB drive, then he slipped it into his pocket.

      “Rune claimed that it can nullify Beacon’s influence. Will it really though?” Persia asked. “Beacon has magic on his side.”

      “We are evoking the magic of stories,” Konstance said.

      “It’s our best hope,” I said.

      “Well, I guess none of us are expecting guarantees,” Persia said. “Are we ready to go then?”

      “About Jeroah? Are you sure you trust him?” I asked.

      Persia shrugged. “He’s our best hope.”
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      The drive to LNN headquarters was going to take around twenty minutes. Danny drove, with Persia in the passenger seat and Konstance and me in the back seat. Though the journey passed in silence, the mood was optimistic, which made us a carful of fools. The four of us were returning to where Harriet and her small army had failed, and we thought we had a chance of succeeding.

      It was a bright morning, and at one point, when stopped at a traffic light, I wound down the window, turned my face upward and let the sun’s rays warm my skin. The memory of the sunsets from the time I’d lived at the cabin by the lake flashed through my mind, and I felt a sudden desire to see that lake one last time.

      “Get back in here.” Konstance yanked on my jacket, pulling me back into the car. “What are you? A dog?”

      “Woof, woof,” I said, winding back up the window and settling back into my seat. The lights went green and we took off again.

      I ran over the plan—such as it was—in my mind. Jeroah had given Persia an ID to allow us through the electronic doors, plus he’d instructed her on the best way to get inside without being noticed. Once inside, we were to make our way to the broadcasting control room, where Jeroah would use his gun to coerce the technicians into broadcasting a loop of our Beacon-as-Vader video. Jeroah had informed Persia that most of the screens destroyed by Harriet during her attack were already replaced, once more showing LNN around the clock. Although we hoped to undermine the allegiance toward Beacon of everyone in Lusteer and indeed the wider world, most important for the success of our mission was that those inside the LNN headquarters questioned their loyalty toward him.

      Beacon stayed on the tenth floor, the highest in the building, and that was where Alex and Jo were kept. We hoped that—with Beacon’s control over the LNN employees loosened—we’d be able to make our way to the top floor, free Alex and Jo, and, ideally, execute Beacon himself. That part of the plan was vague though, and I could easily imagine us getting barricaded into the broadcasting control center once the security guards became aware of our presence.

      Because of this, and because my presence in the control room wasn’t essential, I was planning on proposing a change of plan. Like with my knife, though, I wanted to wait until the last moment to reveal it.

      The first barrier we faced was the literal barrier into the underground parking garage. It wasn’t guarded, and Persia passed the I.D. that Jeroah had given her across to Danny, who pressed it against the electronic sensor.

      The light remained red, and the barrier stayed down. Danny swiveled around to look at each of us. If we couldn’t get into the carpark without being noticed, what hope for the rest of the plan?

      “Try it again,” Persia said.

      Danny did, and this time the barrier rose. A collective sigh of relief was expelled. Danny drove down the ramp, and—directed by Persia—he parked close to a small side entrance. We all got out; Konstance carried the duffel bag full of swords.

      At the side entrance, Persia didn’t immediately touch the ID to the sensor, because, through a narrow window in the door, we could also see that at least one security guard awaited us. The guard had his back to us, but he would turn as soon as we entered. Konstance dropped the bag on the ground, unzipped it and handed a sheathed sword to Persia. She hesitated, then took it. He offered a second sword, first to Danny, then to me. We both shook our heads. Konstance unsheathed his sword, stood close to the door and gave a nod to Persia.

      This is crazy, I thought. Are we really attacking a news station with swords?

      Persia beeped open the door, and Konstance charged through, his sword raised. The security guard turned, raising his arms. “Wait, wait. It’s me, it’s me.”

      “It’s okay.” Persia grabbed hold of Konstance, pulling him back. “It’s Jeroah.”

      “I’m on your side,” Jeroah said. “Don’t sho… Don’t stab.”

      Two executives in suits, further down the corridor, had come to a sudden stop. Upon seeing the swords, their faces lost their color, and they turned and fled at top speed.

      Jeroah laughed. “I sure hope they didn’t soil those nice clothes.”

      “We better move fast,” Konstance said. “Which way to the broadcasting control center?”

      “Go without me,” I announced. “I’ll free Alex and Jo.”

      “Rune, that’s not the plan,” Persia said.

      “Konstance has the video. Jeroah has a gun. We’re not all needed. I intend to take advantage of the chaos in the immediate aftermath of the broadcast changing.”

      “I know where Alex and Jo are kept. I’ll bring Rune,” Jeroah said. “The rest of you continue with the original plan. Persia knows where to go.” He unstrapped his gun holster and handed it across to Danny. “Here. A gun is better for a stick-up than a sword.”

      Jeroah offering to help wasn’t a surprise to me. If he intended to turn me over to Beacon, he needed to stay close. “Okay, Jeroah and I will get into position on the top floor. Once Vader appears on the screens, we’ll make our move.”

      “Why didn’t you mention this idea earlier?” Persia gave me a hurt look.

      “Trust me,” I said. Of course, the last-second change of plan and the hidden knife at my thigh meant I didn’t trust her.

      She put a hand on either side of my face, raised herself on her tiptoes, and kissed me on the mouth. “Be brave, Rune. But don’t be foolhardy.”

      Konstance handed the duffel bag to Jeroah. “It contains a sword, in case you need one.”

      Jeroah and I waited until Persia, Danny, and Konstance were out of sight, then Jeroah led me through a fire-door which led to a dark narrow staircase.

      I stayed a few paces behind as we ascended. If a betrayal was coming, I wasn’t sure what form it would take. Jeroah couldn’t have known I would change the plan, so he’d have to adapt. Several times during the ascent, Jeroah turned back to check that I was still following. Each time, it looked like he wanted to stay something, then changed his mind.

      On the tenth floor, Jeroah opened the door, stuck his head outside, then he jerked back into the stairwell and allowed the door to shut. “No sign of Darth Vader.”

      “You saw a television?”

      “Of course. I didn’t expect Vader in the flesh.” Jeroah sat down on the steps.

      “Of course.” I hesitated, then I sat down beside him. “So we wait?”

      Jeroah nodded. “Wait and hope that the others succeed. The room where Alex and Jo are staying in was guarded the last time I checked.”

      “By the Portuguese soldiers?”

      Jeroah shook his head. “No. I hadn’t seen them around since early yesterday. Rumor has it that Beacon sent Harriet Ashley and them back to Brazil as part of his global initiative.”

      “I see.” I didn’t really see. Were Harriet’s soldiers merely pretending to have left as some sort of trap? Or was Beacon really that confident in his invulnerability that he could afford to just send them away?

      Jeroah patted the duffel bag. “Shouldn’t you be the one wielding swords?”

      I showed him my right hand. “I think you know those days are behind me.”

      “Ah. Still clinging on to that self-pity.”

      I turned away from him.

      “You never appreciated what you had. Even when you were an awesome warrior-wizard, you still tortured yourself with pointless angst.”

      “I was fighting in a war that I never wanted, one I mostly didn’t even understand. Yes, I had powers, I was skilled, but I never knew when I should kill, if I should kill. It would have been easier if I was a heartless monster, but, other than that, I don’t see what I could have done differently.”

      “If you think that, why do you continue to torture yourself with recriminations?”

      “I don’t.”

      ”No point lying to me.”

      “What do you know about anything? Most of your existence has—”

      “Been trapped in a necklace, yes, I know. But while the necklace was around your neck, I heard your thoughts, experienced your feelings. I know you better than you know yourself, probably better than I know myself, because self-knowledge is a box that you can hold close but never see inside.”

      I stood. “Have Konstance and them succeeded yet?” I leaned my head close to the door and pushed it open enough so I could see the corridor beyond. The distant television screen was still showing a normal LNN broadcast, so I let the door shut again. “Not yet.” I didn’t sit beside Jeroah this time; instead, I leaned against the railing and stared at the steps looping downward into the darkness.

      “You killed for Beacon,” Jeroah said. “You were effective fighting for him, or so I heard.”

      “That wasn’t me. I was under his control.” I had to keep telling myself that.

      “So it was easier when you didn’t have any choices?”

      “Yes.”

      “You didn’t feel trapped?”

      I didn’t want to dredge it all up. “Let’s not talk about it.”

      After a short silence, Jeroah glanced across at me and flashed a smile. “So, I saw that kiss. You and wifey, eh?”

      “Don’t call her that.”

      “Sorry.” Jeroah raised his hand in apology. “I just want to know. What was it like? In a way, we both went through the teenage phase together where that first time is such a big deal.”

      “We didn’t go through anything together. It was just me.”

      He shrugged. “Still. What was it like?”

      He was being sincere, which was unlike him, so I decided to be honest. “It was nice.”

      “Nice? That’s it?”

      “Yep. And I woke up the next morning dreaming about Star Wars.”

      I thought he’d appreciate that detail, and he did. “I always thought you were a hopeless case, Rune, but I never knew for sure until this moment.”

      We both laughed. It was a good moment, though it was quickly cut short by someone shouting, followed by the pounding of running feet. I shoved the door open and rushed from the stairwell, Jeroah at my heels. At the end of the corridor, Darth Vader strode across the television screen with a large Beacon for Mayor banner slung above his head.
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      An alarm blared out. “Lead me to Alex and Jo’s room,” I demanded. “Quickly!” We had no idea how long this window of opportunity would last. Truth be told, I wasn’t even sure it was a true opportunity, but I wasn’t going to get a better one.

      As we raced down the corridor, several people hurried in the opposite direction, though no one took much notice of us; the sword was still hidden the Jeroah’s duffel bag.

      “Rune.”

      “What?” I turned to see that Jeroah had skidded to a stop.

      “The entrance is just around the corner. A guard is usually stationed outside.”

      I hesitated. “Could you pretend you are here to relieve him?” Jeroah was still wearing his security guard uniform.

      “I could try.”

      “Lead the way then.” I let Jeroah get a few paces ahead of me, then I followed at a slower pace.

      I didn’t have much of a plan. I still figured there was a decent chance—whether betrayed by Jeroah or not—that I’d be captured by Beacon and brought to him. If that didn’t happen, then a single guard wasn’t going to stop me from freeing Alex and Jo. I looked downward at my left pants leg, checking to make sure that the knife strapped to my thigh still wasn’t detectable.

      The guard sat on a chair, flanking a door. Jeroah stopped in front of him and said something. Jeroah’s brow crinkled as he shook the guard’s shoulder.

      The guard toppled over sideways.

      I had no idea what had just happened, and clearly, Jeroah was as confused as I was. Darting forward and overtaking Jeroah, I pushed through the door. Inside, an office had been converted into a bedroom by the simple action of removing the desks, and placing single beds beside the two walls on either side of the door. Alex was lying in one of the beds. Jo was nowhere to be seen.

      “Where’s Jo?”

      “What happened with the guard outside?” Alex asked.

      “He’s unconscious and lying on the floor.”

      “I realize he’s unconscious,” Alex said. “Either put him back on his chair or pull him inside. Don’t leave him lying there.”

      Jeroah, at the doorway, quickly grabbed hold of the guard’s feet and dragged him inside. A trickle of blood rolled down behind the guard’s ear and along his neck. “What happened to him?” I asked, shutting the door.

      “Jo,” Alex said, as if that was sufficient answer.

      “Didn’t you get my message?” Jeroah asked. “The one where I explained we were coming, and that you were to sit tight.”

      Alex nodded. “We got the message. That’s why Jo decided to act today. We had already been planning an escape”

      “If she is escaping, why has she left you here?” I asked.

      “Escape from the room, not from the building,” Alex said. “We are exactly where we need to be.”

      “Why?”

      “Jo has figured out the secret to Beacon’s power.”

      A shiver ran down my spine. Jo had discovered the key to beating Beacon. “What is it?”

      “I don’t understand the details,” Alex said. “Some Brimstone science that only Jo and maybe Beacon understands. It involves a lab a few floors down. Jo thinks she knows how to cut off Beacon’s power.”

      “How do we get to this lab?” I asked.

      “No,” Alex said. “Leave that to Jo. Your job, Rune, will be to distract Beacon.”

      “What do you mean, distract him?”

      Alex shifted in the bed, struggling to raise himself. I moved to help him, placing a second pillow lengthwise on top of the first, then I lifted him into a more upright position. The lack of weight, the lack of substance to Alex’s body, shocked me. Whatever Jo was doing with Brimstone magic had better help Alex as well as taking Beacon’s power, I thought. He couldn’t have much time left. I tucked the blanket around his shoulders to cover up his skeletal limbs.

      “I’m not sure how long the process of destroying the last connection to Brimstone is going to take Jo,” Alex said. “And obviously, as soon as Beacon becomes aware of it, he’ll try to stop her.”

      “Won’t Rune get turned?” Jeroah said. “Isn’t that what Beacon does? A few moments in his company, and Rune will be under his command.”

      “I’ve experienced Beacon’s tricks,” I said. “I will resist him.” It was what I had been expecting—a confrontation with Beacon—if not exactly how I expected it to happen. Perhaps it was Alex rather than Jeroah who was betraying me—he was the one pushing me toward Beacon’s grasp, after all. After a brief consideration, I decided to dismiss the idea that Alex was betraying me for a second time. It didn’t matter. Everything was happening as it was meant to. Jo was going to strip Beacon of his invulnerability, and I was going to be ready and waiting to end Beacon’s reign.

      “I should go with you.” Jeroah sounded hesitant.

      I shook my head. “Better if it’s just me.”

      “For back up.”

      “And if Beacon gains control of you and forces you to fight me?”

      Jeroah considered, then gave a quick nod. He slapped me on the shoulder. “Good luck then.”

      I smiled. “Shouldn’t you say: May the force be with you.”

      Jeroah shook his head. “I shouldn’t. But, hey, whatever you need to get this done, I hope you have it.” He unzipped the duffel bag and offered me the sword.

      “You hold on to that. Use it to protect Alex.”

      “To get to Beacon’s lair, continue down the corridor the way we were going and turn right,” Jeroah said. “You’ll see a set of double doors. Through there.”

      I leaned down and kissed Alex on the forehead before stepping away, preparing to leave him. At the door, though, I hesitated. It wasn’t enough of a goodbye. There was a good chance I would never see Alex again, would never see any of those I loved ever again. “The last time we talked, Alex, we talked about how you, Jo, and I were a family. We…” My throat caught. Once I was gone, I wouldn’t be able to protect them anymore. “Well, we should extend that family to include Persia, and Danny, and, I don’t believe I’m saying this, Jeroah too. What do you think?” Alex gave a nod, and Jeroah grinned. I thought about the possibility that Persia could be pregnant and the future that promised. “I could have been a good father, I think.” I pushed through the door and out of the room. I was outside and the door was swinging shut when I heard Alex’s soft reply.

      “You already were.”

      Those words hit me like a physical force. I stumbled, my leg muscles turning to water, then I came to a stop, bent over, while tears fell to the floor in heavy drops. I remained like that only a few moments though. I dried my eyes and straightened. With the passing of the momentary weakness, I felt renewed. Stronger. Ready.

      Following Jeroah’s directions, I came upon the set of double doors. I paused outside them while I loosened a notch in my belt and checked that I could squeeze my hand down inside my trousers past my hip and grip the hilt of the knife secreted by my thigh.
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      Inside, Beacon sat in a black office chair in the center of the room. He faced away from me, watching Darth Vader address a cheering crowd. “This is a lie,” he said without turning. The lights were dimmed, and Beacon’s face was washed in a multicolored glow, illuminated by the dozen or so televisions screens that hung from the walls. Most of the screens showed Konstance’s broadcast, though some showed Beacon himself in the present, sitting very still. Two video camera were pointed his way, and a counter of audio visual equipment hugged one wall.

      “No different from the lies you are telling,” I said.

      “Which lies are those?” Beacon’s swiveled around in his chair.

      “The lie that people are free to support you or not to support you.”

      “I don’t force anyone, and I don’t lie.” Beacon picked up a remote and unmuted the audio from Konstance’s broadcast. The sound of Darth Vader’s heavy breathing filled the room, then he said. “I love democracy. The power you give me I will lay down when this crisis has abated.”

      Beacon muted the audio once more. “I never said anything close to that. It doesn’t even make any sense as I’ve never discussed gaining power except through democracy. Who put the video together?”

      “Konstance and I did.” It had been my intention to use Beacon’s speech verbatim and just use Vader’s image and voice to force people to experience his words differently. But I had fallen asleep, and Konstance had finished up. The quote was something that Emperor Palpatine had said in one of the prequels.

      “Ah,” Beacon said. “Konstance doesn’t believe in letting the truth get in the way of creating a strong narrative. Is that how you see me? As a strongman dictator?”

      “What other way is there to see you?”

      “I do everything I can to avoid the trappings of a strongman,” Beacon said. “Do you see any bodyguards? When Harriet Ashley and her little band of soldiers tried to kill me, I didn’t strive to crush them. Instead, I persuaded them to join my side. Afterward, I sent them away, not because I didn’t trust them, but because I didn’t want to be surrounded by soldiers.”

      “I know who you are and what you are. I won’t fall for your tricks.”

      “I never did thank you, did I? I meant to, but I haven’t had the chance until now.”

      “Thank me?”

      “I was birthed into this world in fire and pain. The elemental power that I brought with me overwhelmed the human body I was born into. Believe me, the fire monster you saw that day wasn’t the real me.”

      “It sure looked real. The dozens of people killed certainly were real.”

      “I’m sorry,” Beacon said, and to my surprise it sounded like he meant it—to my surprise, I believed him.

      No! Don’t let yourself be taken in by his lies. I shoved my left hand into my pocket and allowed my fingers to graze the hilt of the knife through the inner lining of the pocket. Remember what you are here to do! “You’re not sorry.”

      “No, truly I am. You don’t know how sorry. I came from Brimstone, where we are in constant conflict with each other. Our entire culture is based around violence and war. You know how I tried to change that, how I created an Oasis within Brimstone that allowed elementals to work together rather than fight each other. I believed that I had the baser parts of myself under control, but they all exploded out of me in that moment of my birth on Earth.”

      “You rose to become the most powerful elemental in Brimstone. Don’t tell me that happened without being the most violent of the violent.”

      “I am much changed from my younger days. And that happened because of the connection between Earth and Brimstone. Via that connection, I was able to experience what true culture was capable of, how art can transcend merely existing, how beauty and tranquility could be fostered. However, I also saw that war and destruction were a part of human DNA. Once the Oasis failed, I wanted to come to Earth, but not just to experience it a bystander, but rather someone who could make things better for everyone.”

      “That’s not how things work, not how they should work, at least. You don’t just go to a new place and change it.”

      “Why not? So much of the violence on Earth is needless. Humans have greatness in their hearts, and I just want to create an environment where that will flourish.”

      “By taking over?” How long was I meant to keep this going? I wondered. When was Jo going to implement her plan? Would I even know when it had happened?

      “You had Darth Vader proclaim that I love democracy. That’s not true. Do you know what the best form of government is?”

      “Democracy is the least worse option,” I said. Beacon was using the flaws of democracy to propel himself to power.

      “No, benevolent dictatorship is clearly the best. The key is finding the right person.”

      “Benevolent? You mean a dictator enforcing absolute control. Might as well call yourself Emperor.”

      Beacon shook his head. “No.”

      “Don’t deny that you are controlling people. Harriet Ashley entered this building seeing you as a menace to be destroyed, and she embraced you as a friend a short time later. That doesn’t just happen normally.”

      “I don’t control. I nudge,” Beacon said. “Harriet was unusual in that she went from fanatically opposed to me to fanatically supporting me. But often those with polarizing views have more in common with people on the other end of the extreme than those in the middle.”

      “When I fought in the war against Holliday and Walker, were you controlling me? Nudging me even?”

      “Do you want that to have been true?”

      Yes. “I just want to know.”

      “Is it that you no longer want to take responsibility for your actions?”

      Possibly. “Definitely not.”

      “Are you going to trust my answer? How would you know that whatever I said wasn’t another way in which I was trying to manipulate you?”

      “You’re right. No point asking you.” Even if Beacon was nudging me, I made my own decisions.

      “You should be proud of how you fought the Order during the Lusteer War,” Beacon said. “You were brave and strong and skillful. A great warrior.”

      “That doesn’t help.” Praise from Beacon was the last thing I wanted. I touched the knife hilt through my pocket again to remind me why I was there. “Nudging people. Controlling people. It’s all the same in the end. You’re stripping people of their ability to chose. That they don’t know it’s happening only makes it worse.”

      “Once in power, I’m going to make things better for everyone; you’ll see.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Since you claim to understand humans, you’ll know that we are not willing to sacrifice freedom for prosperity. Our stories are the way our culture and values are explained to the next generation, and Star Wars is one of many where the rebels promising freedom overcome the autocrat promising order and stability.”

      “Your stories proclaim one thing, but your democracies proclaim another.” Beacon gave a thin smile. “When the ballot box offers the choice between noble ideas and a few more bucks in their pocket, people vote for the cold hard cash nearly every time. Once I have established that my ways make things better, I won’t need to even nudge anymore.”

      “All I know is—”

      Suddenly Beacon staggered to his feet, a hand on his chest. “Something strange is happening.” His face drained of color. “What’s going on? What have you done?”
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      Alex waited until he was sure Rune wouldn’t be returning. “Luckily, he bought that horseshit.”

      “Huh?” Jeroah looked confused.

      “Jo doesn’t have a plan to strip Beacon of his power,” Alex explained. “It’s down to us two. You ready to make a difference?” Tiredness weighed down Alex’s limbs. He had managed to gather enough strength to energetically lie to Rune, but that effort had taken a toll.

      “I don’t understand.” The words seemed to come out of Jeroah’s mouth in slow motion.

      Alex’s head sunk deep into the pillow. The worse part of being sick for Alex wasn’t the weakness in his once-reliable muscles, nor was it the constant sickness in his stomach, nor even the requirement that almost every action—including many embarrassing ones—required help from his sister, though each of those were awful; no, the worse part was that he was stuck inside his head twenty-four/seven.

      Everyone was stuck inside their head—in a way—of course, but other people got to do things. They got to make choices, go places, life their life. Alex had to merely watch others have lives. He got to watch Duffy attempt to take over the city, followed by Beacon. He watched his sister and Rune and others struggle against insurmountable odds, win great victories, suffer losses.

      Television and books had never held much appeal for Alex—he had always been much more interested in his own story rather than other people’s stories, be they fictional or real, and being sick hadn’t changed that. But being sick meant that he no longer had his own story, not in any real sense. All Alex got to do was lie down and watch other people.

      A slap across the face brought Alex’s eyes open. “What?”

      “You were unresponsive,” Jeroah said. “And you said we had to do something. That you lied about Jo’s plan.”

      “Yes.” Tendrils of fog gripped Alex’s mind. He hadn’t realized he drifted off; that was happening more and more lately. No matter. He summoned his meager energy reserves—it was time for Alex to do something once more. Something important. “Jo did escape as I said, but she has no plan to stop Beacon. She guessed that Rune would try to gain control of the broadcasting center so she went there to help.”

      “If Beacon will remain invulnerable, why did you send Rune against him? Why lie?”

      “Remember that cooperative board game you guys played? Pandemic. You kept losing, and do you know why? Jo misread one of the rules, meaning that the disease spread faster than it was supposed to, making the game impossible to win. I should have told you, but it was so funny watching you lose again and again.”

      “Why are you telling me this? I always thought that game was stupid.”

      “Sometimes the only way to win is to change the rules,” Alex said. “It’s perfect that it’s you. The others probably wouldn’t do it. They are too kind-hearted.”

      “What are you saying? I’m kind-hearted in my own way.”

      “You might not, I know that. You still might not. It’s asking a lot. You’re not a bad person.”

      “Enough with the riddles. What do you want me to do?”

      “The connection between with Brimstone is severed with one exception.” Alex put his hand to his chest. “And it’s inside me.”

      “The crystal?”

      Alex nodded. “That’s how Beacon is getting his power. He draws it through this summoning crystal.”

      “That’s why he went after you and Jo in the motel as soon as he discovered your location,” Jeroah said.

      “I need you to remove it from me,” Alex said.

      “I’m not a surgeon.”

      “I don’t need a surgeon.” A surgeon wouldn’t operate until he was sure he could remove it safely. The crystal had, over time, wormed its way into Alex’s heart, and Alex knew that only magical means could safely remove it. Jo had promised to find that means of removal, and though Alex trusted Jo and believed in her with all his being, time had run out for both of them. “I just need someone who can wield something sharp.” Alex nodded toward the duffel bag.

      “The sword. You’re kidding me.”

      “A knife would be better but the sword works. If you are willing.”

      “I’m certainly not.” Jeroah backed away. “I don’t know why you thought I’d be the one willing to stab you in the chest, but I’m not.”

      Alex shifted in the bed. A wave of weakness passed over him, but he didn’t let it take him. He’d been a fighter before the crystal took his health, and he intended to go out as a fighter. “I’ve always been a selfish person,” Alex said.

      Jeroah’s didn’t reply; his gaze drifted toward the sword then jerked away.

      “I’ve always been a selfish person, but I haven’t always realized it. Due to long hours with nothing to do but stare at the ceiling, I’ve been forced into the torture of self-reflection. When reliving memories, one hundred good things are usually outweighed by one bad mistake—just one of the many ways life can really suck.”

      “I’m not going to help you commit suicide,” Jeroah said.

      “And I don’t want to die,” Alex said. “I’m not much interested in sacrifice either—not to save the world at least. Too selfish, you see.”

      “Why are you telling me all this?”

      “But even a selfish person can love. Jo has been by my side my whole life, and lately she has been dedicated to keeping me alive and defeating Beacon. Both aren’t possible. So I must make this happen. For her, I am willing to do what needs to be done.”

      “I’ll give you the sword.” Jeroah took the sword and placed it on the bed beside Alex. “If it has to be done, it has to be done. I won’t try to stop you.”

      Alex gave a slight shake of his head. “My body doesn’t have the strength.” He touched his hand to the blade, cutting his palm.

      “What are you doing?” Jeroah snatched the

      Alex turned his palm upward. Despite the deep cut, blood only welled at the edges of the wound. “Blood barely pumps through my body anymore. I have nothing more to give to this world. Allow me one heroic action before the end.” Alex pulled open his shirt to expose his pale hairless body. Shriveled skin pulled tight against each rib. Alex pointed at a point on his chest just to the left of his sternum. “Here is the place. Remember, taking it out isn’t enough. Once the crystal is out, destroy it. Crush it into a million pieces.”

      Jeroah was shaking his head, and in his hand, the sword also shook.

      “I’ve found my strength, now it’s time for you to find yours. Think with your head, not with your heart. The moment is now. Rune is ready to challenge Beacon, and we all have our part to play if he is going to succeed. Only when the crystal is destroyed will Beacon become vulnerable. You’d rather be given a more heroic task—as would I, believe me, as would I—but this is the task that has fallen to you. To us.” Alex’s finger probed at the lump in the chest. “Now. Please.”

      Jeroah needed both hands on the hilt of the sword to stop it from shaking. He guided the sword tip against Alex’s chest. His eyes glittered.

      “Yes.” Alex watched blood spurt from his chest, felt the crystal shift within him. He gave a growl of triumph—paradoxically, he had never felt stronger. “Remember, once I’m gone, dig it out, then destroy it.”

      Jeroah screamed out a cry of anguish, pushing the sword tip in deeper.

      Alex smiled encouragement. No longer was he merely watching helplessly while the stream of life flowed by him. He wasn’t directly taking action, but it was his will that Jeroah was enacting.

      A sharp pain knifed through Alex’s mind, then—
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      You beaut, Jo, I thought, watching Beacon thrash on the floor. She’d done it; she’d figured out how to take Beacon’s power. I approached him slowly, hoping that Jo had taken his life along with his power.

      However, instead of simply dying, he stopped thrashing and sat up. How many times did we have to stop the bastard? He looked groggy, and, belatedly, I remembered my knife. I stuffed my hand into the side of my trousers, grabbed hold of the hilt and pulled. It came out smoothly, but left a line of stinging pain behind. Ignoring that, I charged Beacon, and plunged the blade at his chest.

      The knife hit the floor, the tip of it cutting into the carpet. I looked up to see Beacon getting to his feet. He’d managed to roll out the way of my knife thrust. For a moment, I thought, he’d used Brimstone’s powers with the speed with which he had moved, but, no—it had just been that I hadn’t expected him to be able to move.

      He blinked several times in succession, clearly still not fully himself but recovering rapidly. Not wanting to give him any time, I charged again. He swung his forearm against my wrist, deflecting the knife strike, and he swiveled away.

      Stop attacking him like a butcher gutting a pig, I told myself. You mastered fighting with two short swords; you can certainly wield a knife. I adopted a fighting stance, held my knife like I would a sword. Beacon matched my stance. Despite his recovery from the damage Jo had afflicted on him, I liked my chances—he was weaponless after all.

      Beacon clearly made the same calculation, because before I had a chance to attack again, he turned and sprinted away. The change of tactics caught me on my heels, and I lost a step in his pursuit. He slammed the door shut behind him, knocking me back, and I lost a few precious seconds opening it.

      By the time I got out into the corridor, Beacon was already turning the corner. I reached that point just in time to see Beacon crash into Alex’s room. “Jeroah, watch out!” I roared desperately, even knowing the warning was too late.

      Reaching Alex’s room, I threw my shoulder against the door; it gave an inch but didn’t open. It wasn’t locked, but something had been jammed against it to keep it closed. Frantically, I shoulder-charged the door again and again, gaining a fraction each time, before it finally burst open, sending me hurtling against the floor. I immediately jumped back to my feet.

      Beacon was gone, a broken gash in a wall, showing how he’d escaped. Jeroah lay in a heap in the corner, injured but breathing. And Alex—

      “No!” All breath left my body. My knife clattered to the floor.

      Alex’s chest lay torn open; he and his bed was soaked through—skin, sheets, mattress, bedclothes everything bright red. Even Alex’s face and hair was splattered with blood. I fell to my knees and threw one arm across his body and leaned my cheek against the side of his chest, my tears mixing with Alex’s blood.

      “Ru… Rune,” Jeroah managed through a spluttering cough.

      I looked up.

      “Go. Don’t let Beacon get away,” Jeroah said. “Don’t let Alex’s sacrifice mean nothing.”

      “He’ll pay!” As I stood, though, staring down at Alex’s lifeless and bloody body, something occurred to me. Beacon had only been in the room moments before me. If he’d killed Alex, how could Alex have bled so much in such a small amount of time?

      At the foot of the bed lay shards of broken crystal. The summoning crystal, destroyed—it had to be. Ripping it from Alex’s body had been what had killed him. Even if Beacon had had time to do that, why would he destroy the crystal?

      My gaze fell on Jeroah. Splatters of blood, not his own, painted his clothes. “What did you do?”

      “Only what Alex asked me to do.”

      “What did you do?” Before I realized what was happening, I had my hands around Jeroah’s neck.

      “Stop!” Jeroah made choking noises, struggling to answer while I strangled him. “Rune, please. It was Alex’s idea.”

      Jeroah’s face was turning red when I regained control of myself. I released him. “Jo’s plan to cut off Beacon’s power?” I asked.

      Jeroah gasped in several long breaths before replying. “Jo’s plan didn’t exist. Beacon’s power came from the crystal in Alex’s chest.”

      It was Alex, not me, who had made the ultimate sacrifice, I realized. “I see.” I used a sleeve to wipe blood from my face.

      “It was horrible,” Jeroah said. “I didn’t want to hurt Alex. He convinced me that it had to be done.”

      “You did the right thing. You did your part,” I said. “Alex did his.” Still, it wasn’t over. I’d had a chance to kill Beacon and I’d failed. I straightened. “It’s time for me to do my part.”

      “Be careful,” Jeroah said. “Beacon took the sword.”

      I picked up the knife off the floor, then I left the room. Out in the corridor, I spotted a smear of blood on the floor. I ran in that direction. Drops of blood on the floor and walls gave me an easy trail to follow. It was most likely Alex’s blood—even in death, he continued to guide me.

      The trail led me to an emergency exit door. I slowed and cautiously pushed it open. As I was doing so, I heard a series of bangs, which I only understood when I was fully through. Beacon was at the top of a small series of steps, attempting to force his way through an exit that led to the roof.

      “You were once the most powerful elemental in Brimstone,” I said. “Now you can’t get past a simple door.”
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      Beacon turned, aiming his sword tip at my chest. “Leave. I don’t want to have to kill you.”

      “I don’t intend to leave you much choice.”

      “You want me to kill you?”

      “I’m soaked in Alex’s blood. I care more about stopping you than I do about my own life.”

      “I know you’re angry, but I’m not the cause. I wasn’t the one who killed Alex. I could have, knowing what was inside him, but I decided to protect him instead.”

      As soon as Beacon had discovered Alex’s location, he had kidnapped him, even though Beacon had been able to access the fire summoning crystal’s power without needing Alex to be close. However, he hadn’t harmed Alex. Was the crystal more powerful while inside Alex? Was it that Beacon thought that Alex’s body was the best protection against anyone stealing the crystal? Perhaps Beacon hadn’t fully considered the dangers of leaving the crystal inside Alex, overestimating his invulnerability. In considering an escape route, after all, he hadn’t even thought to make sure that the door to the roof was unlocked.

      I dismissed those considerations from my mind. It no longer mattered how we had gotten to this point. “I’m not angry,” I told him. Rather, it was a cold furious purpose that filled me. “Alex died willingly to stop you. I’m prepared to do no less.”

      “If you insist.” Beacon stepped forward, and with a flick of his wrist, he sent the point of his sword slicing at my neck. I stepped back just fast enough that although the blade whistled past the underside of my chin, it didn’t draw blood.

      We fought. We were in a dark narrow stairwell with a dozen or so steps leading from the emergency exit to the rooftop door. It was maybe four paces diagonally from door to door, and only a pace and a half wide, with metal railings on either side that sent up sparks every time Beacon’s sword glanced off it.

      The small space left little room for maneuvering, which was good in that it nullified some of the reach advantages of Beacon’s sword, and it gave Beacon no chance of getting past me and escaping. However, the lack of space meant I had to block rather than dodge most of his blows, and it’s no easy thing to deflect a sword with a knife. My left hand was picking up cuts, and the blood was making the grip on the knife slick.

      Richard Sulle, whose body Beacon inhabited, had spent many hours training to use swords like the one he held, and it showed. He was higher up on the stairs and able to strike downward at my head and neck. My fighting skills meant I was able to hold my own defensively—just about—but I had little chance to counterattack. Because I was holding my knife hand above my forehead, I was tiring fast. Also, several deflected blows had sunk home, and though my wounds weren’t painful or debilitating, they, too, were draining my strength.

      A smile appeared on Beacon’s face, and he noticeably relaxed. His blows didn’t diminish in strength or accuracy, but they gained in fluidity. Like a cat playing with a mouse, his actions took on an unhurried air.

      The fight was heading in only one direction; I needed to change course. “You thanked me before for cutting the connection with Brimstone,” I said. “Are you still glad now that the crystal is destroyed?”

      “Yes, certainly. I’ll still win the Lusteer election. From now on, I’ll need to be more cautious about my safety. Perhaps that was a lesson I needed to learn.”

      He’d already assumed he was going to defeat me; losing his power hadn’t diminished his overconfidence. Clearly, he hadn’t learned any lessons. “If you are glad the connection is no more, it’s because your opponents have been made weaker by that, and because Brimstone can no longer challenge you. Your spiel about wanting to help Earth is nothing but a pack of lies. All you care about is survival and power. You tried to take over Brimstone by force and failed. You then tried to gain power in Brimstone by manipulating others, encouraging cooperation; once again you failed. Earth was your backup plan.”

      “No.” He countered not with words, but with a flurry of blows that drove me back.

      “And I’m here to make sure you fail for a final time.” I let Beacon’s next strike, aimed at my right shoulder, hit home. I gritted my teeth against the pain, took two steps upward and slashed at his torso. He leaped backward, and the smile fled from Beacon’s face. “You no longer have power, so you are now mortal. I bet it’s been a long time since your existence was truly threatened.”

      “You don’t threaten me.”

      That was bluster; the beginnings of fear touched his eyes. He sliced downward at my temple; I deflected it and took another step forward, striking out. This time my knife scored a hit in his upper arm. It cost me a long painful slice against my ribs, but I didn’t care. I had made him bleed. “You may think you have all the advantages, but I’m ready to die. You are not.” I had fought enough to know that fights weren’t always about weapons and strategies.

      Beacon responded by putting more distance between us. He backed up until he had the roof door at his back. From there he struck out with short precise thrusts aimed at throat, face, neck, careful not to overextend himself. When I finally managed to get inside his guard, taking another strike in the shoulder in the process, he gave me a kick in the chest that sent me tumbling down the stairs.

      On the landing, I quickly righted myself, ready for another attack. But Beacon had stayed where he was, his sword stretched out before him, clearly intent on not letting me get close. “If you are ready for it, then be my guest,” he said. “Die!”

      As I began to ascend again, my vision dimmed and I swayed. With blood pouring from several wounds, my energy levels were redlining. I slumped to one knee. Needing my left to hold the knife, my crippled right hand caught the edge of the step—it could do that, at least. I wasn’t exactly fighting with one hand tied behind my back even if it felt like it. Unless…

      I pushed myself back upright. I didn’t have many more attacks left in me; I had to make the next one count. I placed my right foot on the first step and planted my left foot beside it. My right knee buckled, and I toppled to the side, my right shoulder hitting the wall. Pain coursed down my arm, and I screamed. A dark smear of blood marked the spot where my shoulder had hit. I looked up to where Beacon watched and waited; despite my distress, he remained cautious.

      “You are right to be scared; you are right to fear me,” I said.

      His only reply was a humorless laugh.

      I took a ragged breath, then lifted my right foot to the next step, followed by my left foot. This time, I stayed upright. Right foot, then left. I took another step, my shoes squelching with my blood. Then another. The steps began to come easier, and I turned my gaze upward as I came within range of Beacon’s sword. He thrust downward toward my throat, a blow designed to either induce a knife block or force me back. Instead, my right hand rose and grabbed the sword by its blade.

      The useless right hand, unable to grip—and yet it held that blade.

      Beacon twisted the sword and wrenched. The edge was dug deep into my palm, and though most of the nerves in that hand were gone, enough were left to make the agony almost impossible to bear. Almost. With a half-scream, half-shout, I used the sword to pull myself forward while thrusting underhand, and I embedded my knife into Beacon’s gut.

      He stared down in shock, then he slumped down to his knees. I stepped aside, finally releasing the sword, and Beacon tumbled down the steps. He landed in a heap, unmoving. The sword followed him down, coming to a clattering stop beside him.

      I almost fell down the stairs after him; I just about managed to get an arm wrapped around a railing to stop myself from following him. The knife fell. I tottered down one step, then the next, hugging close to the railing all the way, leaving a trail of blood behind me. Once I reached the bottom, I paused to regather my breath and refortify the remaining tendrils of strength in my body. From head to toe, I was red with blood.

      Beacon wasn’t dead, and he stirred as I approached, twisting around to face me. “You win,” he said.

      “Not quite.” The knife was at the top of the stairs which might as well have been on the moon. My gaze fell to the sword at my feet. When I bent to pick it up, Beacon kicked it away.

      “You don’t need to do that,” he said.

      I lurched across to the new resting place of the sword, bent down, and picked it up.

      Beacon put a hand to his mouth to stifle a coughing fit; his hand came away bloody. “You know what soldiers who continue to kill once a war is over are—murderers.”

      It was likely that Beacon was mortally wounded. “I have to be sure,” I said.

      “No, you don’t. I no longer have any power. I promise to put aside all my plans to rule. If I recover, I’ll live out the rest of my days peacefully as a normal citizen.”

      I raised the sword.

      “Reconsider,” Beacon urged. “My death might only take a moment, but you, Rune Russell, will forever be a murderer.”

      “You’re always manipulating. But schemes can backfire—for instance, when you turned me into a killer.” I thrust the sword through his heart.

      At the end, Beacon made no sound; I’d finally shut him up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Hospital food wasn’t as bad as people made it out to be. It always arrived on time, three times a day, delivered straight to your bed—that was service you couldn’t get most other places—and if the taste was hit or miss, well, if the food was the worse thing about the hospital stay, then you didn’t have too much to complain about.

      I was lucky to be alive.

      Or so I’d been told by three different doctors, and at least a dozen nurses. I’d lost close to half my blood before the transfusions began. I couldn’t remember anything of my first week in hospital, and most of my second week had passed in a drug induced haze. Danny, Jeroah, Persia, Jo, Konstance, even Harriet Ashley had been in the hospital room at some point, but I could only remember the visits in flashes.

      After three weeks, I was being released back into the wild. I’d been told Persia would collect me, but there was no sign of her. I had no clue where I was going to go, what I was going to do, where my next meal was going to come from. I was wearing a set of clothes that had been left in my bedside locker. I knew I should be glad to be leaving the hospital, glad to be back healthy, but navigating the labyrinthine hospital halls as I headed for the exit, I felt disorientated. I was wearing something else’s clothes and walking out into someone else’s life.

      At the hospital reception, I paused, uncertain. Would I be allowed to leave by myself or did someone have to check me out? I wondered. As it turned out, Persia was at the reception desk, and upon seeing me, she hurried to my side. “Sorry I’m late.” Persia gave me a quick hug. “You’re good?”

      I nodded. “Healthy anyway.”

      “I’ve done the paperwork so we can go if you are ready.”

      “I am.” The hospital doors swished open, and we walked out to an overcast day.

      “There’s a restaurant down here a little way,” Persia said. “You okay to walk a few hundred meters?”

      “I can walk. I’ve eaten not long ago, though.”

      Persia waved that away. “Hospital food,” she said.

      Traffic was busy, and the sidewalks were thronged with people. The rest of Lusteer had quickly moved on from Beacon—from what I’d seen on television, there’d been barely any mention of him on either LNN or any of the other news networks. I’d probably missed the fallout from the first week or so after it happened; still I expected some talk of Beacon. “I thought I’d receive a visit in hospital from the police or maybe the government,” I said.

      Persia shook her head. “It was handled. Harriet Ashley, among others, was able to brush everything under the carpet. You’re in the clear.”

      “That’s good.” So there’d be no punishment for stabbing Beacon in the chest—no external punishment, at least.

      She nodded toward my bandaged right hand. “How’s the hand? I heard the doctors were thinking they might have to amputate it.”

      “I feel no pain. I imagine that whatever sensation and mobility that remained after the first injury is now gone. I’m not sure what good it’ll be once the bandages come off. Still, I’m glad they didn’t cut it off.” What I had thought to be useless had proved key to defeating Beacon.

      “Amputated of not—the use of a hand is a big loss.”

      “We’ve all made sacrifices.”

      “True.” Persia turned away from me. “The restaurant is just up here.”

      A couple days after we’d defeated Walker, Persia and I had gone out to an eatery together. At the time, I’d thought it as a date of sorts. This time, I held no such illusions. Persia had barely looked at me since that brief hug when we met in the hospital reception.

      We walked in silence until Persia stopped at the door to a restaurant. “In here.”

      “It looks closed.”

      “It’s open; I checked,” Persia said. “Go in. I’ll join you in a sec. I need to get something from the car.”

      “Okay.” The door wasn’t locked, but the interior was dim, and no one sat at any of the tables. I took several hesitant steps forward, still unsure if the place was open or not.

      A shadow moved against a far wall, and I stilled, listening and watching. Apart from distant traffic noise, everything was quiet. Then the darkened ceiling began to fall down toward me.

      “SURPRISE!”

      The lights came on. Hundreds of multicolored balloons were descending, not the ceiling. I allowed my heart-rate to slow back to normal as the balloons bounced off my head and shoulders.

      Jo, Jeroah, Danny, and Konstance were all jumping up and down and cheering, and Persia came around from behind me to join them. Hanging from the roof was a big sign saying “Congratulations, Rune!” I wasn’t sure whether the congratulations were for not dying, or for killing Beacon, or for something else, but the smiles and cheers were infectious, and within moments, I was jumping up and down with all the rest, cheering and shouting, kicking balloons, and hugging whoever was closest. For at least a full minute, we were all swept up in mass euphoria.

      “What exactly are we celebrating?” I shouted at Konstance as our jumping began to come to an end, our communal energy spent.

      “Not sure. Being alive, I think!” he shouted back.

      “Not a bad reason.”

      “We booked the restaurant for the day,” Jeroah told me. “No servers, just us.” He gestured toward a table covered in dishes. “Various choices of food, including some delicious cakes. And look at this.” Jeroah walked to the other side of the bar and put a hand on one of the beep taps. “We get to serve ourselves whatever we want. What’ll it be, partner?”

      “How about a beer?”

      Jeroah took a glass from under the bar, placed it under the tap, and poured. It came out one third beer, two thirds foam. “Oops. I know that’s not how it’s supposed to look.”

      “It’s perfect.” I took the glass from him. “A foamy beer is exactly what I wanted; how did you know?”

      “When it comes to you, Rune, I always know.” Jeroah grinned.

      I tried a sip of beer, but all I managed was to get foam all over my face and down my shirt. Jeroah poured himself a glass of half-foam, half beer, and we clinked glasses.

      Danny grabbed my attention. “What do you think of the party?” he asked.

      “Your idea?”

      “The world just moved on as if nothing had happened. Everyone wanted to forget what you and others had done.”

      “Probably for the best,” I said.

      Danny shook his head. “At the end of that Star Wars movie, the heroes were cheered by thousands, and a princess awarded them medals. I couldn’t manage a princess or the cheering thousands—and I was outvoted on the medals—but I thought a celebration was called for.”

      “If you’d asked me beforehand, I would have said this was a stupid idea.” I gave a wandering balloon a kick. “I mean—balloons! Jeroah serving foamy beer! Mad jumping around to no music!” I grinned. “But thanks. This is just perfect.”

      “The drinks weren’t supposed to look like that,” Danny said. “Let’s get you a better beer.”

      The party continued. Loud words were spoken, but nothing of note was said; nothing really needed to be said. We all laughed at things not remotely funny; we were all drunk on little but foam; it felt great.

      Jo was the first for whom the effects of this heady enchantment we were under wore off.

      “I’m sorry I missed Alex’s funeral,” I said, shifting away from the others to talk to her. “If anyone deserves to be celebrated, it’s him.”

      “It couldn’t be helped,” Jo said. “I should have visited you more when you were in the hospital. Everything’s been hectic these last few weeks.”

      “What have you been up to?”

      “Dealing with idiot bureaucrats who think they deserve answers when they don’t know enough to even formulate semi-coherent questions. Don’t worry; we managed to keep you out of it.”

      “So Persia told me.” I chugged a large mouthful of beer. “I won’t go to prison then. Though Beacon told me I’d forever be a murderer.”

      “He’s dead, so don’t let Beacon continue messing with your head,” Jo said. “You made the right choice, and never think different.”

      “I’ll try. Thanks.”

      “I know it won’t be easy. Take some time. We all need to heal some.”

      “When did you get so wise?”

      “I’m too young to be wise.” Jo smiled. “But I’m good at pretending.”

      In that smile, I saw signs of cracks in a carefully constructed shell. “Don’t push yourself too hard either, Jo. As you just said, we all need to heal some.”

      “I do best when I have work to do, when I have a purpose,” Jo said. “Harriet Ashley has invited me to continue my scientific work into the nature of magic. Is the connection to Brimstone gone forever or just temporarily? Are there other items of power like the fire summoning crystal? Is our world paired to other dimensions such as Brimstone? Some interesting artifacts have been discovered in South America.”

      “You’re moving there?”

      “I’ll be based in Brazil for a time,” Jo said. “Not sure where my research will take me after that. Before I leave though, we should have a remembrance for Alex. Just us two who knew him best.”

      I nodded. “I’d like that.”

      After Jo wandered back to the bar, I sat by myself for a time. Both the memory of Alex and the knowledge that Jo was leaving made me feel alone despite the shouting and laughing coming from the table with Konstance and Jeroah and Danny.

      Persia came over to sit beside me. “You didn’t guess about the surprise party when I was bringing you?”

      “You played your part well,” I said. “From your attitude, I certainly didn’t expect a celebration.”

      “What did you expect?”

      “What’s the opposite of a date? I expected that. An anti-date.”

      “I’m not pregnant,” Persia said abruptly.

      “Oh.” Even though I hadn’t thought much about Persia’s possible pregnancy, the words were a gut-punch.

      “You look disappointed,” Persia said.

      “No, it’s good,” I said. “No complications. We all get a fresh start. Did you know Jo’s going to Brazil?”

      “Back up a bit. I didn’t say that meant there’s no you and me.”

      “You didn’t have to. That’s become very clear.”

      “No. Listen, it’s not like that.” Persia reached across and put her hand on mine. “If something’s going to happen between us, it’s not going to happen today among the beer and balloons.”

      “Silly me.” I shook her hand off. “I thought something had already happened between us.”

      “Don’t be like that.”

      “Sorry.” I took a breath. “It’d been an emotional day. I feel wrung out.”

      “What’s love to you, Rune?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You once said you loved me. How did you know? Specifically.”

      “When you were near, my stomach would whirl like a thousand tiny washing machines where spinning inside it. In a crowded room, everyone else would fade to black and white, and you’d stand out in bright living color.”

      “Is it still like that?” Persia asked.

      “At this exact moment, no. When I look at you, my emotions get jumbled up into a tight anxious ball of doubt.”

      “See, I don’t want doubt. I don’t want zinging hormones or swinging moods. For me, love was a warm cocoon of safety that I could always rely on no matter what was happening elsewhere. Love was a connection that held strong no matter how far Noah and I were physically apart. That’s what I had before, and I believe I could have it again. With you.” She reached out and took my hand again, and this time I didn’t shake it off. “We are no longer in a time of war. There’s no need to rush. We have plenty of time to figure out if we are right for each other. For now, let’s enjoy the party.”

      “Let’s,” I agreed.

      And we did.
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