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    The autumn night was cloudless and unseasonably warm, but Central Park wasn’t tourist-friendly at the moment.  
 
    “Left!” Owen shouted to Benja as he fired his silenced gun at a swooping chiroptorx. “A few went left behind those rocks!” 
 
    Benja’s black cavali helmet turned. “On it!”  
 
    Owen watched Benja run up the rock formation, lift her magic-casting hand, and wave her fingers into a blur. This created a shockwave that caught the pterodactyl-like chiroptorx as they flew around the rocks, and the demons slammed into the ground.  
 
    A high-pitched shriek brought Owen’s attention back to the playground where he fought his own demons. Owen raised his gun just in time as a spidery spindlox jumped from the playset beside him. His shot struck the spindlox right between its gaping pincers, and its head exploded. Owen sidestepped to avoid the demon’s body as it fell dead to the ground. He shot three more shrieking spindlox as they scuttled across fallen leaves, but once these were dispatched he saw no more on the playground. 
 
    In the distance, Tank’s deep growl rumbled as the half-troll fought off demons that had escaped the playground before the team arrived. Lamplight shone on Dax and Max farther down a sidewalk, and the brothers fired up at a flock of circling chiroptorx. Benja had disappeared to the other side of the giant rock formation, and a fire spell shot into the sky where she’d chased chiroptorx stragglers. 
 
    Where’d Esme go? thought Owen as he climbed the high rocks and looked around the lamp-lit park.  
 
    Fortunately, the scouts who’d first spotted the rift in Central Park had been quick to alert their conjuri partners. The conjuri had arrived even before Owen’s team, and they’d placed illuso spells around the playground so citizens would see a construction zone and nothing else. This rift was smaller than many they’d encountered over the past several months, and few malevolenci had time to invade before Esme performed the termino spell that closed the rift. The swarm of spindlox had consisted of only twenty. The flock of chiroptorx was giving them more trouble, but Owen saw that his team had it under control.  
 
    Good thing we put off leaving another day, thought Owen, still scanning for his alterni. It’s not easy to hide rifts in this city, and a rift here in the open would’ve been a problem. It was lucky we stayed so Esme could close it… Where the hell is she? 
 
    Benja, finished with the chiroptorx, panted as she climbed the rocks to stand with Owen. The jinn woman’s long brown braids hung from under her helmet and swayed as she turned her head to scan the area. “Any left?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Owen pointed to their right. “Tank’s over there somewhere, but he sounds like he’s got it under control.”  
 
    Max and Dax, guns still raised and ready, jogged over from the dead pile of chiroptorx they’d left on the sidewalk. The brothers climbed to stand in Owen’s huddle, and everyone kept alert as they looked around. 
 
    “Where’s Esme?” asked Dax, the bigger and older of the Hoffman brothers. 
 
    “Not sure.” Owen, his concern growing, scratched his forehead under his helmet. “Last I knew, she’d destroyed the rift and was using a whirlwind spell to trap the chiroptorx. We got separated when the spindlox swarm tried to make a break for it across the playground.” 
 
    Max pointed back the way they’d come from the city streets. “I saw her take that sidewalk. A handful of chiroptorx were trying to escape, and she was chasing them down.” 
 
    Owen nodded with relief. “Alright. Somebody get Tank, and we’ll go find our alterni.” 
 
    Benja climbed down from the rocks and trotted in the direction of their troll team member.  
 
    Max motioned to the dead demons. “Leave these for our conjuri friends to burn?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Owen picked his way off the rocks and started toward the sidewalk Max said Esme had taken. “The conjuri who put up the illuso can dispose of these carcasses easily enough. Mind calling them, Max?” 
 
    “No problem.” The big man reached into his cavali uniform where he’d tucked his phone.  
 
    While his brother made the call, Dax walked beside Owen. “The conjuri better clean up this mess quick. Night or day, New York is busier than anywhere back home. Demon corpses would be sure to cause a ruckus.” He added with a sarcastic sneer, “Wouldn’t want any citizens to discover their perfect world isn’t such a utopia after all.” 
 
    Owen made a noncommittal grunt of agreement and picked up the pace when he saw Benja and Tank jogging to intersect their path and join them.  
 
    It’s our job to make sure citizens stay oblivious, thought Owen with a sense of lifelong responsibility. We fight the malevolenci in secret precisely so those outside the Order can live in a utopia. But that’s the thing about utopias – if your world is at peace, somewhere deeper down it’s hell for other people.  
 
    The majority of his team together now, Owen hurried back to the street so they could search for their most important member. He wasn’t overly protective of Esme anymore – not since that day on the mountain when he’d told her the truth and they’d come to a shared understanding – but the woman still tended to get herself into trouble.  
 
    Owen grinned with pride. 
 
    She’s been frustratingly brave since she got here. If anyone else was this reckless, I’d say they had a death wish. But Esme’s all-in committed to fighting for us. And she’s damn good at it. Now that she knows the truth… It’s amazing how much better she’s made my life. I never had a partnership this strong with her other alterni. Telling her the whole truth and telling her my personal crap – it’s made all the difference. And she’s different, too.  
 
    He scowled at the sidewalk. 
 
    I love her. Even if she doesn’t want to hear it, I do. This agreement we made is so stupid… 
 
    Owen’s focus shifted as the team reached the corner sidewalk between Central Park and Columbus Circle. On this sidewalk, beside a fountain monument, lay a pile of ash. This might’ve gone unnoticed to untrained eyes, but Owen realized it was a destroyed chiroptorx corpse.  
 
    Yeah, Esme went this way.  
 
    As he looked across the street at the night crowds, however, he saw no sign of her.  
 
    Our truck’s parked close, but she wouldn’t have gone there while the rest of us were still fighting. Esme must’ve chased the escaping demons farther into the city somewhere. None of these civilians look like they’ve seen anything out of the ordinary, so she’s probably long gone by now.  
 
    Using his werewolf senses, Max sniffed the air. “Think Esme got lost?” 
 
    Owen let out a breath. “We better split up to look for her.” 
 
    Dax tapped a finger against his brother’s helmet. “Might wanna lose our gear first. Hard to blend like this.”  
 
    Owen nodded and led the way down the sidewalk to their borrowed SWAT truck. Once there, they jumped in the truck to strip off helmets, holsters, pads, and the official-looking outerwear of their cavali uniforms. Once in only his plain black cavali pants and T-shirt, Owen emerged outside again and looked around to make sure pedestrians weren’t watching. The street was mostly clear, so he waved for the others to get out.  
 
    Owen ruffled his hair where the helmet had crushed it. “Okay. Spread out and look for any sign of Esme. Whoever finds her first, call me and we’ll regroup back here.” 
 
    Each gave a nod, then the group split up to head for different avenues. Owen watched them go and was relieved that they looked like average civilians – as much as two half-werewolves, a jinn, and a half-troll could. Blowing out his lips, Owen turned to check for traffic before jogging across the street to search for his partner. 
 
    I’m king of this world, but I’ll be happy to get out of New York. From what Hakim tells me… I’ll deal with that later. Come on, Esme. Where are you?  
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    The chiroptorx flying away were the last two. Esme ran along the dark rooftop in pursuit, but she was running out of ground. She’d jumped from roof to roof for blocks, but ahead was a gap so wide that she feared even her best whirlwind spell wouldn’t help her land safely. A block ago she’d used Kayne’s spell from the Chronicle of Alterni Endi to walk on air, but while that was a cool spell, it was too slow. 
 
    Gotta get these bastards now!  
 
    Esme ran through a rooftop garden and sidestepped a patio chair. With one hand’s castorca she twisted a whirlwind spell to throw at the fleeing demons, and with her other castorca she created a spell that lassoed the chiroptorx wings. Just in time, the spells caught the demons. Esme skidded to a stop, and her heart leapt in her throat as her momentum pulled her forward to look over the short railing at the edge of the roof. Far below lay a parking lot. 
 
    Shit, shit, shit! 
 
    But Esme looked up into the night sky, keeping her focus on the captured demons. She took a few steps back and held her hands outstretched to control her spells, pulling the chiroptorx back over the rooftop. 
 
    The tangled chiroptorx tried to break free of the swirling whirlwind and magical lasso, but they collided in the air and snapped their beaks. Esme continued to twist her hand controlling the wind, but she dropped her lasso spell and instead flicked her fingers to shoot fire at the demons. The sudden burst of hot light made Esme squint, but she stayed focused and burned the flapping chiroptorx. Finally, both giant bats were nothing more than swirling ash in the whirlwind. Esme reached both castorca hands straight forward and flung them apart, and the whirlwind and ash blew away harmlessly into the night. 
 
    Esme let out a sigh of relief and wiped a strand of silver-gray hair from her face, turning to see where she’d ended up. In every direction, the lights of the city surrounded her. 
 
    Manhattan dwarfs downtown Kansas City. Where am I? I know I ran south out of Central Park. I climbed a fire escape somewhere on Tenth Avenue. It’s bright as day over there, so that must be Times Square. Central Park and our truck are to my left, then.  
 
    She didn’t want Owen to have to rescue her, so she left her phone tucked in her cavali pants pocket and turned to find the fire escape. Soon she spotted the ladder and began her climb. Esme smiled to herself as she thought over her battle. 
 
    I must’ve looked like a crazy woman, running through the streets like that. Good thing I branded illuso spells into the demons’ wings – anyone who noticed them only saw pigeons. I wonder how the rest of the team is doing in the park. 
 
    As soon as her feet touched concrete, a police siren blared. Flashing lights lit up the alley, and Esme squinted to see a white police car pull up a short distance from her. She raised her arms on instinct, and the chains of her castorcas jingled against her hands.  
 
    Great. Maybe I should have illuso spelled myself to look like a pigeon.  
 
    A stocky male officer climbed out of the car. “Keep your hands where I can see them!”  
 
    “I’m unarmed,” she told the man as he approached. “I haven’t done anything, I swear.” 
 
    “We received calls that someone was prowling around on the rooftops.”  
 
    Shit. 
 
    The officer stopped a few steps from Esme and eyed her with expertise. “One call reported that a woman matching your description had a flamethrower. A few blocks from here, someone smashed a window to break into an apartment.” 
 
    The window had broken as a chiroptorx smashed into it. Apparently the flying demons weren’t adept at city living.  
 
    Esme continued to hold her hands up. “I swear, this is a huge misunderstanding.” 
 
    The officer looked doubtful. “You’re covered in soot and…is that blood?” 
 
    Not human blood. 
 
    “Uh… No,” Esme answered lamely.  
 
    He frowned. “I’m taking you in for questioning, ma’am.” 
 
    Esme sighed, distracted by a thought. 
 
    When did I become a ma’am and not a miss? Owen might be right that my hair makes me look like a granny.  
 
    She was less amused when the officer pulled out a set of handcuffs.  
 
      
 
    An hour later, Esme sat in a police station’s interrogation room. They’d removed her castorcas, which made Esme more nervous than anything. Plus, they’d left the handcuffs on her. She glanced at her reflection in the one-way mirror and noted that she looked like crap. As the arresting officer had pointed out, she was covered in soot. The dark blood of a chiroptorx was sprayed over her black cavali pants and shirt. Esme’s shoulder-length gray bob was filthy, and she hadn’t dyed it in so long that a good two inches of roots showed her natural brown color.  
 
    Don’t stare at yourself. There’s probably someone watching in there. You look like an idiot enough as it is. 
 
    Officer Ferris was a pretty, overweight black woman in her mid-forties. She sat on the authoritative side of the table and tapped her short fingernails on the metal surface. “Why were you running around on rooftops in the middle of the night if you weren’t looking for trouble?” 
 
    Esme sighed. “I’m sorry, but I’m not talking until my lawyer gets here.” 
 
    “You don’t even have any ID on you.” The woman’s Brooklyn accent grew thicker with her annoyance. “You expect me to believe you weren’t trying to rob those people? You’re dressed like you think you’re some kind of urban ninja. And you’re covered in…whatever that is.” 
 
    Esme looked down at the chiroptorx blood.  
 
    I don’t know how law works in this world, she realized. Can they detain me without evidence? The Order isn’t as involved in this police system as they are in Kansas City’s, so how screwed am I? I can’t exactly defend myself by saying I was chasing demons and killing them with magic! Even for this city, that sounds nuts. Shit. Can I–  
 
    The door opened, and the officer looked up in surprise. Esme turned and for the first time since entering the police station allowed herself a smile of relief.  
 
    Thank the gods I know a lawyer in New York City. Here he is, dapper as ever.  
 
    Oliver Leaflen stood at the end of the table and put a hand on the hip of his gray suit coat. “I’m Ms. Kuchis’s attorney. I’ve spoken with your commanding officer, and Ms. Kuchis is to be released at once.”  
 
    Officer Ferris closed her eyes with a sigh of annoyance and rose from her seat. “Give me a second.” With that, she walked to the door and exited, leaving them alone.  
 
    Esme eyed the one-way mirror and realized it wouldn’t be wise to speak freely. She looked up at Oliver and grinned. “Thanks for coming.” 
 
    The elf swept blond hair off his shoulder, but it remained over his pointed ears. He smiled with a wink. “Glad to get the call. No worries. I reported to Mr. Lord what happened, and he’s already waiting in the lobby. I’ve discussed matters with the staff here, retrieved your jewelry, and left it in Mr. Lord’s care.” He looked pointedly at her hands.  
 
    Esme was about to thank him again when Officer Ferris returned. The woman looked exasperated but also too tired to care anymore, and she reached to unlock the handcuffs from Esme’s wrists. This done, she motioned for Esme to stand, then opened the door and waited.  
 
    “So I can go?” asked Esme as she stood. 
 
    The officer made a face at Oliver. “I don’t know what strings this guy pulled, but I guess you have powerful friends. You’re free to walk right outta here.” 
 
    Oliver smiled at the woman. “Thank you for your diligent work, officer. I assure you, Ms. Kuchis is no danger to society. Have a pleasant evening.” He motioned for Esme to go ahead of him. 
 
    They stepped into a short hall and walked to the front room of the police station. 
 
    This looks a little like the Kansas City police station I’m more familiar with…for less embarrassing reasons. They’ll never let me live this down. Some great and powerful alterni I am – I got nabbed by uninitiated locals. 
 
    As Oliver had promised, Owen was waiting in the lobby. The king had shed the outer shell of his cavali uniform, and his bedhead hair looked as good as it did when he actually spent time on it. Owen seemed tired, leaning against the wall, but a look of relief softened his expression when he saw Esme. He nodded in greeting to Oliver as they joined him. 
 
    Esme felt like an idiot. “Hey.” She looked anywhere but at Owen. 
 
    “I have half a mind to leave you here for the night to contemplate your life choices, young lady.”  
 
    Esme rolled her eyes. 
 
    Oliver chuckled and turned to Esme. “I’m glad I could be of assistance, my dear. When you’re in town next, don’t hesitate to call, even if you don’t need legal counsel.” 
 
    “Thank you, Oliver. Really, whatever you did–”  
 
    “It was nothing.” The elf winked. Then he bowed to the king and headed for the exit with a confident swagger in his step.  
 
    Esme finally looked up at Owen. They held eye contact for an awkward moment. Over the past several months they’d avoided being alone together, and even here in a police station it was hard not to… 
 
    No, she ordered herself. Don’t you dare think about kissing him.  
 
    Pulling his gaze from hers, Owen remembered something and reached in his pants pocket. He held out her castorcas and dumped them into her extended palm. “Here, I’m sure you’re itching to get these back.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Esme slipped the rings on her fingers, clasped the bracelets, and felt better immediately. She sighed and motioned toward the exit. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Owen looked like he wanted to say more but just walked with her to the door in silence.  
 
    They stepped out of the station into the warm autumn air, and Esme paused on the sidewalk to take a breath.  
 
    “You okay?” Owen put his hands in his pockets and faced her with concern.  
 
    Her nerves calming now, Esme gave him a small smile. “I’m fine. I finished off the malevolenci I was chasing, by the way. Did you and the team get the rest of them?” 
 
    “Yeah. And a conjuri is covering our tracks in the park. We don’t think anyone noticed the fight. So, that’s one more invasion deterred without alerting the public.” 
 
    “Good. I closed the three rifts that were open when we got here, and I haven’t sensed any new rifts opening since the one in Central Park. Unless the scouts have reported something, I think we’re done here.” 
 
    A siren wailed somewhere up the dark street.  
 
    Owen started up the sidewalk. “Our truck is this way. The others are waiting there. We’ll pick up our things at the hotel and head straight to the airport.” 
 
    There was nothing left to say, so Esme walked beside Owen and tried to relax. The city had a weird vibe at night – active and loud despite the dark hours, as if the locals could bring back the day through sheer persistence. Esme strolled in silence beside her partner, weaved around pedestrians, and was glad for the time to think. 
 
    We’ve gotten efficient in our city-saving. We swoop in, close rifts, fight malevolenci, encourage the local Order members, fly away to the next city, and repeat. Our team is awesome. Owen and I… 
 
    She tried to keep things professional. “Where to next?” 
 
    Owen smiled. “Home.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Kansas City? I thought there were a few more rifts on the east coast to close.” 
 
    “Only two, and they’re small. The cavali guarding them say not even spindlox have come through in weeks.” 
 
    Esme made a face. “All these rifts have only had spindlox and chiroptorx. Nothing bigger in months. What the hell are the malevolenci waiting for?” 
 
    “Who knows? Anyway, we’ll visit home for a while, then you can close the last two rifts before we start our European tour. There are bigger rifts there, but we need a break. Sleeping in my own bed and eating home-cooked meals sounds pretty good.” 
 
    Esme found a smile on her face. 
 
    Home. If you’d told twenty-something me that I’d be happy about Kansas City being home… But it is home in this world. I miss my dog. I miss Hakim, Lexi, Ada. I guess I even miss Roman a little. 
 
    She looked at Owen and let down her guard a notch. “We’ve been in New York a week. Why didn’t you tell me sooner we’re going home next?” 
 
    “I wanted to surprise you. You’ve been amazing, and surprising you with a trip home was the best thing I could think of to reward your hard work.” He smirked and looked over at her. “Well, maybe not the best thing I could think of…” 
 
    Esme felt herself blush. She looked away but couldn’t repress a grin. “Owen…” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. We agreed to stick to business. Guess I was trying to coax you into another relapse.” 
 
    He had a point. They’d agreed months ago to focus on their work and avoid the distractions of a relationship, but that resolve usually lasted only a few weeks at a time. In more than one city, Owen had knocked on her hotel door early in the morning after a malevolenci hunt. More than once, she’d shown up at his door. Even on the way to New York, Owen had happily initiated her into the Mile High Club. 
 
     But we’ve managed to keep our pants on since being here, thought Esme as she fought for control. We have so many more important problems to worry about! Owen agreed we shouldn’t be together, all things considered. We have to stop. Being a couple would be too distracting. And in this life, distractions get you killed. 
 
    After rounding a corner, the SWAT truck came within view, parked at the curb of a vacant street. The back door opened to reveal Max, Dax, and Benja. Tank must’ve been in the driver’s seat.  
 
    “Quick,” Max called in a fake whisper. “Throw the jailbird in our get-away vehicle and let’s blow this joint!” 
 
    Dax laughed.  
 
    Benja smiled with more sympathy. “Glad you’re okay, alterni.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Esme shuffled in embarrassment as they made room for her in the back.  
 
    Owen snorted. “I still think I should’ve left you in a cell for the night. We could’ve snuck in a spoon so you could tunnel your way out. Or you could’ve use the spoon to fight your way free.” 
 
    The cavali team laughed again. 
 
    This was an old joke that Owen and Hakim refused to let go. Over a year ago when Esme first arrived at her summono, she’d grabbed a spoon to defend herself against the fake bentaforx planted to test alterni. It obviously hadn’t been the smartest choice for a weapon, and everyone thought it was hilarious. 
 
    Esme turned her head to give Owen a half-hearted glare. “Thanks for the support, your royal lordship.” 
 
    Owen leaned in to whisper in her ear, “Any time, alterni.” 
 
    His breath in her hair caused Esme’s own breath to catch, and she froze until Owen moved around her to climb into the truck. Quickly, Esme regained her composure and climbed in after the king. Dax closed the door, and Esme sat beside Benja as Tank started their drive. 
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    Esme’s mind drifted as she stretched back in her soft leather seat. The Order-owned plane had a main cabin designed like a casual office space. A dozen recliner seats lined the walls, and top-lit tables stood between the chairs. Only the curved ceiling overhead separated them from the freezing wind flying by the plane, and the constant hum of the enormous engines filled the silence.  
 
    Closing her eyes, Esme remembered the sound of beating wings and wind when the bentaforx captured her and Owen months ago. That terrifying flight had been loud. Cold. Then the demon had landed on a mountainside in the Rockies, and she’d fought for their lives with stronger magic than anyone had ever seen. 
 
    Now that I’ve read the Chronicle of Alterni Endi, my magic doesn’t seem so amazing. We’ve all had magic this strong… What were the Master Conjuri thinking by not sharing these stories with the other alterni endi? That book has been a lifesaver! It describes every alterni endi’s hand spells. It has pictures of Kayne and Havel’s new symbols. I’ve added tons of useful spells to my repertoire, and they’ve saved us many times already.  
 
    Esme opened her eyes and faced the seats farther back in the cabin. They’d taken the time to shower and change at the hotel, and everyone looked relaxed. Dressed in street clothes, Max and Dax held tablets on their laps and wore earbuds, probably watching movies. Benja was reading. Tank’s massive troll bulk was wedged into a reclining chair, snoring under a blanket. Three elves had joined them for the flight back to Kansas City, and they sat with their chairs turned to face each other as they worked on phones and tablets.  
 
    Owen’s voice caught Esme’s attention as he talked to a cavali man sitting across from him. “Hakim says only four small rifts have opened in Missouri since we left. Anything weird happen with them?” 
 
    “No,” answered the cavali. “As soon as our scouts reported the new rifts to Lexi, she sent teams right away. But they’re small, like Hakim told you. Only spindlox and chiroptorx have come through so far.” 
 
    Owen frowned. “Same as every other rift we’ve encountered for months.” 
 
    Yeah, thought Esme as she eavesdropped. What’s with that? The malevolenci went from scores of overwhelming attacks to this lull now. Did they exhaust themselves with the earlier effort? Do they know I killed that bentaforx and they’re afraid of me? No, that’s unlikely. The malevolenci know I’m the alterni endi, so they should be attacking with more ferocity than ever in hopes of killing me and leaving this world defenseless. Instead, we’ve got this lull. What are they doing? 
 
    The cavali man told the king, “Lexi said the conjuri can hide the rifts from the public until you get back and find time to deal with them. But I’d sleep better if Esme closed the rifts ASAP.”  
 
    “I’m sure she’d be happy to.” Owen’s green eyes swung over to Esme, and he gave her a quick smile. 
 
    Esme returned the smile. Her memory flashed to their last time on this plane, during their flight to New York from Portland. Owen had asked her to join him in the private compartment at the back of the plane. As soon as the door closed behind them, they were all over each other. She remembered the warmth of Owen’s body as he’d held her against him… His hands sliding over her bare skin… His lips kissing the nape of her neck… 
 
    Esme took a breath to cool off and shook away the memory. She looked at the open notebook on her lap and twirled her pencil, judging what she’d drawn so far. This notebook was filled with sketches she’d made over the past few months – it was a good way to unwind while traveling across the country. Currently, she looked down at a half-finished sketch of Owen. The bedhead hair was right. The symmetrical jaw was right. His eyes… 
 
    She glanced at the real thing and saw Owen was again talking with the cavali. He leaned forward in his seat with elbows bent on his thighs and fingers crossed, listening as the man spoke. 
 
    Esme sighed as she got back to drawing. 
 
    I’ve completely fallen for our underwear model monarch, but I have to focus. If I go soft, I won’t be sharp enough to fight the malevolenci. I’m barely focusing as it is – I’d be a swooning idiot if I spend night and day with the man! 
 
    She frowned as she drew Owen’s ears from memory. 
 
    If I die, that means catastrophe. I’m the last version of myself, so Owen would be alone, without an alterni to close the rifts. After that, the malevolenci would overrun this world. Then the Order loses the war. The malevolenci use this world’s magic to break into every world. The only way for Owen to stop them… Yeah, I have to stay alive. I have to stay focused. 
 
    “Damn, you really are a good artist.” 
 
    Esme looked up as Max stepped around her, and he gave a thumbs-up to the drawing in her lap. The muscular, dark-haired man wore a T-shirt with a hockey team logo, and his jeans looked new. He swept freshly washed hair out of his eyes. Max wasn’t particularly attractive, but he had an air of confidence that came with his werewolf ancestry. He sat in the chair facing her and leaned back, scratching the dark stubble on his cheek. He appeared more comfortable than he had in a week. 
 
    “Thanks.” Esme closed the notebook and tucked the pencil under the cover.  
 
    “You wanted to talk about the werewolf home world, right? I figured we’ve got time, if now is good for you.” 
 
    “Great, thanks.”  
 
    This was a side investigation she’d started after reading the Chronicle of Alterni Endi. Now that she knew Roman had hidden parts of the Order’s history, she wanted to learn everything she could in case more was missing from her education. She’d finally been allowed to read the paranormal history texts in the Capiti library, but she liked talking to paranormals personally. It wasn’t like everything was written in the library – oral traditions were important to several paranormal races. She’d already learned surprises from elves, trolls, and fairies she’d interviewed. 
 
    I want to learn everything I can about their home worlds and history. Maybe these paranormals know malevolenci secrets that even the Master Conjuri have missed. Our worlds somehow hear stories about each other. Maybe there’s a secret in the alt-worlds that will help me stop the malevolenci. 
 
    Esme crossed her legs and started with her usual line of questioning. “The library’s werewolf histories say your kind first came to ancient Greece. Werewolves were among the first people brought here when the conjuri started performing the summono, correct?” 
 
    Max nodded. “Nyctimus was the first werewolf summoned. After he learned about the Order, he realized this could be a safe haven for his people.” 
 
    “They were persecuted in your home world, then?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s not like the werewolf home world was populated entirely by werewolves. We weren’t even in the majority. The stories from your world about werewolves were true – we were cursed a long time ago and lived in the shadows. People saw us as subhuman and hunted us like we were dangerous monsters.” 
 
    Esme had heard similar stories from the vampires. “So Nyctimus made a deal for his people to live here in peace if they joined the Order?” 
 
    Max nodded. “Fortunately for us, the Order was pretty open-minded. They welcomed our werewolf ancestors and accepted them into this society.” He grinned and flexed a bicep. “Helps that we’re natural warriors.” 
 
    Esme grinned back, then had another thought. “It must’ve been a shock for your ancestors to be brought here, though. I remember my summono – it’s a jolting experience.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I doubt they were too freaked out. Nyctimus was there to greet and reassure them right away.” 
 
    “Nyctimus… Why do I know that name? I mean, I recognize it from something from my world.” 
 
    Max, never one for studies, shrugged. “Stories bleed from world to world, so they say. If your world knew about werewolves at all, it makes sense they would’ve heard of Nyctimus – he was a pretty big deal, and even I remember that story. He was the son of Lycan, a god in our world who was punished with the werewolf curse. When Lycan and another god – I forget which one – fought, Nyctimus was killed as Lycan’s punishment. But then another god took pity on Lycan and brought Nyctimus back to life. He was an even stronger werewolf after that, and he was alpha to all Lycan’s werewolf offspring.” 
 
    Esme nodded, remembering now her world’s version of this story.  
 
    It’s so interesting to hear the true origins of stories I thought were myths. Werewolves, fairies, vampires – they’re all real. Werewolves really were cursed by the gods of their world. Fairies do have magic. Vampire blood was cursed too.  
 
    “Any idea how the alt-worlds learn about each other? I mean, our stories get distorted, but how do they spread from world to world at all?” 
 
    “No idea. I’ve heard a lot of legends about how these worlds were created, though. Some say this world – the only one holding all this magic – was the original world and copied itself to make the others. Whoever ruled here in the beginning decided to give different races of paranormals different worlds.” 
 
    Esme nodded, having heard this as well. “You’re saying, maybe our first ancestors remembered this world, remembered the other races, and stories have carried on ever since in each of our alt-worlds?” 
 
    “Maybe. Or maybe there are seers in the alt-worlds who’re able to look in on the others.” Max shrugged again. “A lot of these stories that spread are too accurate to be simply guesswork.” 
 
    Esme nodded in thought. 
 
    It’s possible my world had real, actual seers. ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio…’ Where does legend end and truth get useful?  
 
    “Anyway,” Max went on, “Nyctimus was well known back in the home world. I mean, the werewolf community back on our world wasn’t that big, so everybody knew everybody. We are a pack race, after all.” He winked.  
 
    “True. So… The texts say the conjuri brought more werewolves here than any other paranormal race. Is that because of the pack thing, or was it because persecution at home was so bad? The books in the library aren’t very clear on that.” 
 
    Max smirked. “See? Your books aren’t good for everything.” 
 
    Esme chuckled. 
 
    Max scratched his dark stubble. “I think it was because persecution was so bad. That makes the most sense for why none of them wanted to go back to the home world. By the time the conjuri stopped performing mass summonos from our world, they’d brought over four hundred werewolves. All four hundred chose to stay here and join the Order. Some of them were even young pups. Their parents thought any life here had to be better than back home.” 
 
    Esme nodded. “From what I’ve heard, you werewolves had it worst in your home world – even worse than the vampires in theirs, since they lived in more seclusion. The healers at the Capiti told me that scores of original vampires chose to go back after their summono. Tank told me a lot of trolls went back. Piper said most of the early fairies went back.” 
 
    Max rolled his eyes. “Yeah, the sparklies’ home world sounds like paradise. Still, it’s not surprising Piper’s ancestors stayed here – her kind love to be the center of attention, and there were fewer fairies to compete with here.” 
 
    Although they’ve bred like bunnies since then, thought Esme, for the millionth time confused by fairy reproduction. If so few fairies stayed in this world, how are they now the most abundant paranormal population? And if pureblood fairies are female… 
 
    Esme shook this off and focused on her questions. “But werewolves were left on your home world. Once the malevolenci started attacking here, the conjuri stopped their mass summono harvests and only brought alterni who could help the king fight. What does the werewolf community think about that? Any anger for not rescuing the rest of your people?” 
 
    “Not really. Best we can figure, only a handful remained in the home world after the conjuri stopped. The malevolenci were pretty bad around that time, so our ancestors agreed with the shift in priorities. Besides, no harm was done. Somehow – only Lycan knows how – the werewolves left behind escaped persecution all those centuries ago.” 
 
    Esme understood with a nod. “Over the years, the conjuri have summoned alterni from your home world. The werewolf alterni that came through were still purebloods. That means the werewolf remnant survived.” 
 
    “And thrived,” added Max. “Mynogan was the first werewolf alterni to partner with a king. According to stories we’re told as pups, Mynogan was a great hero in the home world and alpha to his pack. The stories always make it sound like they were few in number but strong and resilient.” 
 
    Esme nodded, having read the same but not wanting to interrupt with her bookishness. 
 
    “Years later, Cahal was another werewolf alterni. She told our people that the story of our disappearance was a legend among the werewolf clan back home. They’d always assumed we escaped into another world, but of course no one knew how or where we’d gone. My ancestors here welcomed her into our pack.” Max frowned. “Not that she survived long with King Orlando.” 
 
     “Yeah…” Esme remembered the story of the werewolf alt-Cahal, then realized something. “You said Cahal told your people here that their kin in the home world believed they’d disappeared into another world. Does that mean the werewolves back home knew about other worlds?” 
 
    Max shrugged. “Guess so. Maybe it’s like we were saying – our ancestors remembered the legend of our alt-world’s origins and passed the stories down to future generations. Or, like we said, maybe our alt-worlds had seers and knew about other alt-worlds that way.” 
 
    Esme had thought these theories through in circles, so she shook it off and turned to another line of questioning. “Your ancestors who came here jumped into the war effort as soon as the malevolenci attacked. Have you ever heard anything to suggest the werewolves knew about malevolenci from back home?” 
 
    Scratching his chin, Max thought a moment. “Not that I remember. In our home world, we were seen as the demons. If there’d been anything worse than us – like malevolenci – I doubt we’d have been persecuted as much.” 
 
    Fair point.  
 
    Max smiled. “Our being dangerous badasses worked out for this world. The Order needed us to fight the malevolenci, and for centuries werewolves have been the best cavali. And the best alterni.” 
 
    “I won’t argue that.” Esme remembered her studies of the Chronicles of Kings. “There’ve been a lot of werewolf alterni who’ve survived a long time and fought bravely. King Douglas’s third Arnost was a werewolf, and he outlived the king. The fourth Nola lived ten years here and had a few pureblood children with a werewolf man who lived in…Germany, I think. Then there was a werewolf alt-Kuba with King Treddian. King Jeffrey had a werewolf Ludek alterni.” 
 
    Max grinned. “If you know all this history, why ask me about it?” 
 
    “Books get boring.”  
 
    Max laughed in appreciation.  
 
    She smiled with a shrug. “Besides, what better way to learn about paranormals than to talk to paranormals?” 
 
     And what better way to learn about demons from an alt-world than to hear weird stories from alt-worlds? Someone in the alt-worlds must know about malevolenci – they get in and kill alterni, after all. Someone must’ve noticed them. 
 
    Esme swallowed. This war wasn’t only about saving this magical world. It wasn’t even about saving all the worlds. In her angriest moments, this war against malevolenci was deeply personal.  
 
    Max, knowing nothing of this, swept hair out of his face and gave Esme a small smile. “Thanks for wanting to hear werewolf history from me. We mixed bloods aren’t usually taken very seriously where werewolves are concerned.” 
 
    This weird racism still bothered Esme, and she smiled back at the tough man. “You and Dax are two of the best cavali I’ve ever seen. You’ve earned the king’s respect enough to be on his own cavali team. If other werewolves are jerks to you guys, I’m guessing it’s from jealousy.” 
 
    “Ha! Thanks. It’s been a lot of work, but I wouldn’t trade my life for anything. Neither would Dax.” Max smiled. “It’s always funny to wonder how soft our alt-selves must be in comparison. Your fourth alterni said the Dax Hoffman in her world was an accountant.” 
 
    Esme chuckled and looked back to where Max’s big brother was still watching a movie. “That’s hard to imagine.” 
 
    “Right?” Max hid a grin in case Dax should look over.  
 
    Remembering a past conversation, Esme shrugged. “According to Hakim, my fourth alterni made up stories about your people’s alt-selves in her world. She said her world’s Hakim was straight. And a womanizer, if I remember correctly.” 
 
    “Which, of course, you do.” Max grinned. “It’s not like you forget anything with that crazy brain of yours.” 
 
    Esme rolled her eyes at this now-common description of her photographic memory. But she had to chuckle.  
 
    It’s funny how things turn out. Max and Dax hated me my first months here. Now they’re two of my biggest supporters. Helps that I don’t suck anymore. 
 
    She smiled. “Whatever your alt-selves are like, Max, I’m glad I ended up with you and Dax just as you are.” 
 
    Max gave her a friendly grin, and when he spoke again he sounded more philosophical than she usually gave him credit for. “It’s a weird thing to know there are different versions of you, isn’t it? It must’ve been a shock when you first got here and learned all this. For those of us who grew up in the Order, it’s something we’re used to. It’s humbling to understand we’re not the only versions of ourselves in existence. At the same time, it’s kind of like being immortal, with alternates living their own lives out there.” 
 
    Except for me. I’m the last alt-Esme. I’m alone. If I die… 
 
    Esme held her expression in check.  
 
    Max is right – everyone in the Order grows up with a sense of extended family. Very few people have ever known they’re alone. I know. But I’m glad Roman agreed to show me the Chronicle of Alterni Endi. I’d feel so much more alone if I didn’t have their stories to connect with… Not that the six before me knew they were alterni endi. I’m alone in that too. 
 
    She frowned down at her castorcas.  
 
    Devon, Cocidius, Regan, Havel, Kayne, Boone… I’ve loved learning more of their stories, but even if my fellow alterni endi were crazy-powerful, only two of them survived. When the last Devon died, King Eglid had to fulfill the Oath of Kings by killing himself so a new cycle of alterni could begin. Same with the last Cocidius and King Nathaniel. Then Regan and King Wallace. Then Boone and King Wentworth less than ten generations ago. Only two alterni endi out of six held back the malevolenci… And now it’s on me. If I die, Owen will have to kill himself to give this world a chance of survival. 
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    Esme looked back at Max and forced a smile. “Yeah, sorry. Just a lot on my mind.” 
 
    “No problem. I’m antsy myself – always get this way around full moons.” 
 
    She’d wanted to ask about this a million times, but it seemed too personal. Since he brought it up… “How does the curse work for mixed blood werewolves, if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    “Well, it depends on how much werewolf blood someone has. Dax and I are half-bloods, so we feel the effects more than those who’re a quarter werewolf, for example. We can’t go full wolf or morph or anything. But our canine senses strengthen during full moons – smell, especially. And our testosterone gets amped up. Everyone who’s at least an eighth werewolf experiences a kind of restlessness. It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    “Interesting.”  
 
    I had a friend back home who worked in the ER. She always said there were tons of patients with crazy stories during a full moon. I wonder…  
 
    Before she could ask another question, a yawn escaped. “Excuse me.” 
 
    Max smiled and rose from his seat. “Get some rest. I’m sure we’ll be busy as soon as we touch down in KC.”  
 
    “Right. See ya.”  
 
    Esme sat a moment and watched as Max returned to the seat by his brother. All around the cabin, her team continued to rest. For months, these cavali had extinguished malevolenci invasions in Denver, San Francisco, Madison, Nashville, Atlanta, Houston, Portland, and now New York City. They’d never wavered in their duty but followed Owen and Esme into battle after battle, risking their lives nightly for a world that didn’t even know who they were.  
 
    She frowned.  
 
    They do all this and don’t even know the whole truth. Owen agreed with Roman that the Order shouldn’t know I’m the alterni endi. I agreed too, for that matter. This war is bad enough, and our people would panic if they knew how close we are to losing. I feel enough pressure without everyone knowing I’m the last alterni Owen has. I get why we haven’t told the Order… But we’re lying by omission. To our own team. To our friends. That’s a stress we’re putting on ourselves, and is it really necessary? 
 
    With a tired sigh, Esme picked up her notebook and rose from her chair. Since the private room in the back was unoccupied at the moment, she decided to sleep on the secluded bed.  
 
    As she turned to go, she met eyes with Owen, and his questioning look asked if she was okay. Esme gave him a small smile, but she shook her head so he wouldn’t join her.  
 
    No more relapses. 
 
    Looking away, she walked to the back compartment of the plane. They’d land in Kansas City soon enough, but for now she’d take Max’s advice and rest. 
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    Esme stood at her kitchen island preparing a casual Saturday lunch for Lexi, Hakim, Owen, and herself. This felt like the most natural thing in the world, never mind that it happened so infrequently. A smile on her face, Esme wiped a drop of peach juice on her jeans and looked over to her glass dining table.  
 
    At the end of the table, Hakim was for once dressed casually in slacks and a light sweater, though he still sat reading his phone. Lexi, in a blue sweater dress, set glasses of her famous cider mimosas around the table before sitting to face the open room. Esme’s beagle paced between the pair, whining and now risking a paw on Lexi’s lap. 
 
    “Bethy, down!” Esme shouted.  
 
    Her ever-smiling beagle dropped back to its haunches and looked up at Lexi, who picked up a cracker from her plate of snacks and tossed it to Bethy. The dog caught the cracker midair, and Lexi smiled without guilt at Esme. The gorgeous blonde then popped a piece of cheese in her own mouth. Bethy took interest in this also and whined before licking her lips.  
 
    Esme, stirring a homemade salad dressing, laughed at her friend. “You’ve spoiled her.” 
 
    “Hey, you left me to dog-sit for months. How else was I supposed to make her like me?” 
 
    The noon sun shining through the window sparkled off Hakim’s glass as he lifted it from the table. He took a sip of mimosa, gave it a look of approval, and glanced over at Esme. “Need help with anything?” 
 
    “Now that I’m almost done? No.” Esme laughed and threw a walnut at him from her supplies on the counter. 
 
    Owen walked back into the kitchen in time to see the nut bounce off Hakim’s shoulder and hit the floor. The king sighed as if dealing with children and sat across from Lexi, his back to Esme. She couldn’t help noticing how his arm muscles looked under his thermal crew shirt. 
 
    Turning in his chair, Owen pointed to where Bethy was licking the floor clean of nut debris. “Hey, alterni, stop making a mess in the house I bought you.” 
 
    Hakim set aside his phone. “You keep taking credit for that. I picked out the house.” 
 
    “But I paid for it.” Owen winked at Esme. Then his gaze moved to the food prep on the counter around her. “Need help with anything?” 
 
    Esme saw fit to throw a walnut at a new target.  
 
    Lexi laughed.  
 
    With her salad dressing finished, Esme moved to the plates and piled romaine lettuce onto each. Next went the walnuts, crumbled gorgonzola, grilled peaches, and strips of steak. The final touch was the balsamic, cocoa, and chili pepper dressing. Once she’d plated the food, Esme carried the dishes two at a time to the table and set them before her friends. They each expressed their appreciation and lifted forks to dig in, and Esme smiled to herself as she sat beside Owen.  
 
    This is the most normal I’ve felt in months. But it’s only a brief reprieve until Owen and I jump on a plane and fly off to hunt monsters. If we can’t stop them… 
 
    She forced a smile on her face and sipped her mimosa before taking a bite of salad.  
 
    “By the gods,” exclaimed Owen through a mouthful, “this is amazing. And I’ve never praised a salad in my life.” He hadn’t even swallowed before stuffing in another forkful.  
 
    Lexi looked up from her plate at him in bemused disgust. 
 
    They dated once upon a time, thought Esme with a hidden smirk. Lexi apparently thinks she dodged a bullet. 
 
    Hakim, the better-mannered of the two men, swallowed before asking, “Thaddeus didn’t want to join us?” 
 
    Owen forked a piece of steak and shook his head. “He’s taking the weekend to visit his mom in Texas.” 
 
    Esme smiled. She’d been happy to reunite with her bodyguard/driver/butler when he’d picked her up at the airport. The fatherly man had seemed glad to see her too, even if he was professionally reserved on an average day.  
 
    I missed everyone, thought Esme with a sigh. It’s so nice to be home. These people are my family now. Including my tough old bodyguard.    
 
    “So,” Owen said to his childhood friend, “what’s new since we left?” 
 
    Hakim took another drink and raised his eyebrows. “Back to business?” 
 
    “Well, I’d like to deal with the rifts here as soon as possible. You said only four have opened, right? The cavali on the plane said they were small.”  
 
    “That’s right. The rifts are under cavali surveillance, and nothing weird has happened with them. It’d be great if Esme could close them, but honestly I don’t think there’s any huge hurry.” 
 
    Esme swallowed a bite of peach. “Yeah, it’d be nice to have one night where we don’t have to fight. I can get to them pronto tomorrow night. Only four small rifts shouldn’t be a problem – not to sound cocky, since you never know what the malevolenci will spring.” 
 
    Her three friends nodded at this truth. 
 
    Lexi took a drink before asking, “Anything crazy happen at the rifts in New York? You’d said Portland was an easy stop.” 
 
    Owen shook his head. “Just spindlox and chiroptorx. Not even in significant numbers.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Hakim. “It’s been the same everywhere, from the reports I’ve read.” 
 
    Lexi shrugged. “The malevolenci are calming down again. Things were awful for a while there, but now this break. Maybe we’re lucky and the worst is over during your reign, Owen.” 
 
    Esme, Owen, and Hakim exchanged a look, then returned to eating. Esme frowned into her salad. 
 
    Lexi’s the only one here who doesn’t know the truth. That’s so unfair. I argued with Owen months ago that Lexi should know. He told his best friend – why can’t I tell mine?  
 
    She took another bite and glanced at Lexi.  
 
    I’m an alterni endi! she wanted to shout in confession. The malevolenci know it, so they’re not going to give up. They know they’re winning the war. If I die, we’re totally screwed. Owen would have to kill himself so the new king could have new alterni. 
 
    Esme glanced at the jinn.  
 
    Even Hakim doesn’t know the part about the Oath of Kings. Cat balls, I hate all these secrets! I’m lying to my best friends! 
 
    Owen took a bite and shook his head at Lexi. “No, I think the malevolenci are regrouping after Esme took out that bentaforx. That’s why these invasions have been relatively docile for months. They’re trying to come up with a new strategy.” 
 
    This was an honest assessment, so Esme nodded in agreement.  
 
    What will the malevolenci do next? This suspense is almost worse than when they were attacking like crazy! At least then we saw the enemy, could figure them out… 
 
    Lexi lifted her knife to cut a piece of steak in half. “Well, if the demons are backing off, maybe we shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth.” 
 
    “Ugh.” Hakim made a face. “I hate that expression. Esme, do you have that one in your world?” 
 
    “Looking a gift horse in the mouth?” She had to smile. “Yeah. I never liked it either.” 
 
    Lexi rolled her eyes. “All I’m saying is, if the malevolenci are giving us a break, we should be glad. We have other problems.” She lifted an eyebrow at Hakim. 
 
    Shit. What now? 
 
    Esme looked at the jinn. “What other problems?”  
 
    He glanced at the king before answering. “For a few weeks, there’ve been rumblings amongst the paranormals. The werewolf alphas are unhappy with their status in the Order. Fairies are questioning how truthful the conjuri are about their inability to send paranormals back to their home worlds. Gil and the goblin committee don’t think Order funds are being used wisely. The jinn want more political influence in the civilian world. Young vampires who run private dens are claiming the Order’s healers are slaves.” 
 
    Stunned, Esme looked from Hakim to Lexi and back again. “Why didn’t you mention this sooner?” 
 
    Hakim studied his plate and used his fork to toss the remaining salad. 
 
    “Oh, you little jinn shit…” Esme understood and turned to Owen. “He told you. Why didn’t you tell me?”  
 
    Owen sat back in his chair with a sigh. “I wanted to get home and see for myself what’s going on. I’ll take you with me to the next meeting with the paranormal leaders so we can get to the bottom of this. Besides, I knew you were already talking to the paranormals and gaining their trust, so that seemed like the best thing for you to be doing until we got back.” He looked straight in her eyes. “Anyway, it’s not like you gave me many chances to talk with you privately.” 
 
    Esme cringed and realized he was right. 
 
    Well, shit. I didn’t expect this when we came home. If the paranormals rebel or start a civil war… 
 
    She turned back to Hakim. “How bad is this?” 
 
    “Hard to say. Joe and Piper first reported what they’d heard a few weeks ago. I’ve tried talking to the jinn about their concerns, but they don’t exactly respect me.” Hakim squirmed in his seat. “I’ve talked to other local paranormals to gauge their feelings, but there are hundreds of thousands of paranormals in the Order. It’s impossible to know how deep these rumblings go.” 
 
    Lexi nodded. “My men have arrested a few drunken werewolves in the past few days. We had to taser one of the more defiant pricks yesterday.” 
 
    “It’s the full moon this weekend,” said Esme as she remembered. “That could account for a lot of their behavior.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    Owen frowned at his replacement police chief. “Everything at the station under control?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Lexi smirked at him. “You’re not getting your job back.” 
 
    Esme smiled, knowing Lexi’s dedication to her work.  
 
    Hakim crossed his arms. “Our city needs its king. If you could stay and stabilize paranormal relations, that would do a lot.” 
 
     “I’ll do what I can.” Owen took his last bite and chewed in thought. “But even if I can’t get the paranormals to settle down, I’ll have to go with Esme and our team to Europe. Fighting the malevolenci is my more important job. Hell, that’s why I put Lexi in charge at the station.” 
 
    Lexi gave him a smile of appreciation.  
 
    Hakim frowned. “If the Order falls apart while you’re away, there won’t be much left to save.” 
 
    “If the malevolenci win,” Owen countered, “there won’t be anything to save at all.” 
 
    The jinn glanced at Esme.  
 
    Owen’s right. He has to go with me. If I try to fight the malevolenci alone, I’m that much more vulnerable.  
 
    Hakim sighed and looked back at Owen. “You’re the king, so the choice of how to handle this is obviously yours. Lexi is kicking ass on the law side of things.” He gave her a quick smile. “But the absence of the Order’s highest authority is hurting us. If you leave to fight the malevolenci again, we have to set someone up to speak for you.” 
 
    Owen nodded in understanding. “And you aren’t enough because even your own jinn call you a mixed blood.” 
 
    Hakim frowned again and didn’t need to answer.  
 
    The king leaned forward on his elbows and rubbed his face. “What about someone with my royal blood?” 
 
    Lexi looked horrified. “You mean Jonas?” 
 
    Esme remembered Jonas Lord, Owen’s cousin and current heir to the throne. She’d only seen the young man once, at Owen’s rooftop retirement party. Her main memory of Jonas was how he’d sounded like a frat boy and tried to hit on Lexi.  
 
    Owen laughed. “No, not Jonas. I mean my mother.” 
 
    This surprised Esme. She’d never met Mirth Lord, but she’d heard that the queen mother was a well-educated woman and a force not to be opposed. Honestly, the idea of meeting Mrs. Lord left Esme feeling inadequate and intimidated.  
 
    Hakim raised an eyebrow. “I thought your mom wanted to stay out of politics.”  
 
    “She does, but if we explain the situation, I think she’ll help.” 
 
    Lexi was nodding. “Mirth always had good relations with the paranormals during your father’s reign, so she might be just the person we need.” 
 
    Hakim nodded, though still clearly unhappy with Owen’s decision to leave. 
 
    He has a point. The Order needs Owen at the helm. But Owen’s right too – if we can’t stop the malevolenci, we’re all screwed. 
 
    “Okay.” Owen looked relieved to have a plan. “I’ll call my mom, but her plane doesn’t get in until tomorrow tonight.” He rolled his eyes with fake drama. “I guess greeting her only son when he came home wasn’t important enough to cut her vacation a day short.”  
 
    Hakim laughed. “Mirth wasn’t exactly on vacation. She’s been in Italy on and off for a year getting things arranged for the new Order Museum.”  
 
    Museum, thought Esme, allowing herself the distraction. Mrs. Lord’s a lifelong student of Order history. She might be able to help my investigations. 
 
    Seeing that everyone was finished, Esme scooted back her chair and started gathering empty plates. She hadn’t meant this to be a hint, but Hakim took it for one and rose from the table, followed by Owen and Lexi. 
 
    “Thanks for lunch,” said Hakim. “That was delicious.”  
 
    “My pleasure.” Esme set the dishes on the counter. “You don’t have to go.” 
 
    Hakim looked at his phone. “Sorry, but I’ve got a slew of reports to review. Much work to be done before your team ships off to Europe.” 
 
    Esme tried to stifle her excitement. She’d never been to Europe – on her world or this one – but it wasn’t like she’d have a lot of time to sightsee.  
 
    Owen stood with Hakim. “I’d better go too. I’ll meet up with Joe to discuss what he’s heard from the paranormals. Piper too, if she’s free.” 
 
    Lexi gathered their glasses. “Well, I can stay to help, Esme.” She walked by the men and rolled her eyes. “Of course you guys bail for the cleanup.” 
 
    Hakim and Owen looked at each other, shrugged in unison, and waved to Esme before heading toward the exit. Bethy scurried after them in hopes of getting outside.  
 
    Owen’s voice carried back down the hall. “Bye, Bethy Maude the Demon Dog.” 
 
    Esme turned to Lexi with a chuckle and started cleaning her kitchen. “Thanks for offering to help, but if you have work to do too, I understand.” 
 
    Lexi opened the dishwasher to load the glasses. “Nah, I’ve got time. I know it’s a girly thing to say, but I’ve missed you.” 
 
    In surprise, Esme looked away from her sink. “Should we get BFF necklaces now?” 
 
    Lexi laughed. “Oh, come on. You wanted to throw this lunch so we could act like normal people. I’m trying to be a normal person.” 
 
    “That’s what’s so weird.” 
 
    “Would you rather discuss demons and the human rights of vampires? Does that seem more normal?” 
 
    “Touché. So, normal friend, what should we talk about?” 
 
    “Well, we’re two feminists left to clean the kitchen after feeding men lunch, so…” Lexi pretended to think. “Boys?” 
 
    Esme laughed. “Okay. So how’s your love life?” 
 
    “Not too shabby. The Master Cavali and I have gotten kind of serious.” 
 
    “Really? I thought Loukas was traveling a lot and you’d called it off.” 
 
    “No, I decided to grow up a bit. He’s a great guy. Any time with Loukas is better than none at all, so we’ll make it work.” 
 
    “That’s great.” Esme squeezed excess water from her sponge and turned to wipe down her kitchen island.  
 
    Lexi finished with the dishwasher and leaned on the counter across from Esme. “Enough on me. What about you and our underwear model monarch?” 
 
    Esme had to grin at Lexi’s use of her favorite nickname for Owen. “There’s nothing to tell. We agreed to be partners as king and alterni only, not as–” 
 
    “Oh, please. I heard you two were going at it hot and heavy in San Francisco. Dax told me all about it – he was in the hotel room next door.” 
 
    A bit horrified, Esme blushed. “Oh, gods…” 
 
    “So, spill.” 
 
    Esme sighed. Lexi was her best friend. Neither of them had had many close female friends, and they were equally bad at it, though for different reasons. Lexi had no boundaries whatsoever, and Esme wasn’t used to being so open and honest about personal matters.  
 
    She shook her head. “We aren’t together, Lexi. We had…relapses, but we agreed to stop. Things are far too serious right now, and the distractions of a relationship… It isn’t safe.” 
 
    Lexi frowned but seemed to understand. She pulled her blond ponytail over a shoulder. “The malevolenci suck, yes. Owen’s haunted by losing so many alt-Esmes before you and that must make things weird, yes. And I know you’re doing everything you can to keep yourself alive. But you can’t be afraid of living, Esme. You and Owen make each other better. Deny it all you want, but you belong together.”  
 
    Esme for the hundredth time hated herself for not being able to explain the full scope of things to her friend.  
 
    If Lexi knew how important it is for me to stay alive… But she’s right too. Owen and I make each other better. I healed a lot of his past guilt and regrets about my alterni. He healed a lot of my past trust issues. 
 
    Lexi’s eyes drifted to the top of Esme’s head. “By the way, what’s up with your roots?” 
 
    Esme laughed. She ran the tips of her fingers through the silver-gray locks hanging against her face, careful not to get hair stuck in her castorca’s chains. “I got sick of dyeing it once we were on the road. I think I’ll grow out my natural brown.” 
 
    Lexi smiled knowingly. “Don’t need to look unique anymore now that you’ve proven you’re not like your preceding alterni?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Esme smiled. 
 
    Her friend looked around the cleaned kitchen and stepped back from the counter. “Well, I guess I’ll get going. Try to relax while you’re home, okay? Play with Bethy.” She smiled. “I grew to love the little mutt, but she’s missed you.” 
 
    “Thanks. Call me if you want to go for a drink later.” 
 
    “Will do.” Lexi headed for the hall and waved without looking back. 
 
    Alone in her kitchen, Esme looked around at her home. A home empty, but for a dog. A home filled with very few memories. A home she was bound to leave again once her world-saving job pulled her back on the road.  
 
    This life ends one of two ways. Way one, I die horribly in battle. Way two, I find a way to hold back the malevolenci until Owen and I die of old age and a new king summons new alterni.  
 
    Esme scowled. 
 
    But is there a way to end this cycle? Seventy-nine generations of kings and alterni have fought this war before us. They were heroes. If Owen and I can hold back the malevolenci, we’ll be heroes too. But then more kings and more alterni will have to fight after us. The cycle will continue over and over.  
 
    She thought on the discussions she’d had with paranormals during her travels.  
 
    The malevolenci are this unbeatable, unknowable enemy, but what if I can find out some huge secret about them from the paranormals? I will find a way to win this war.  
 
    Even with this determination driving Esme for months, she felt so alone.  
 
    Until I have answers, I’m keeping this hope to myself. Roman would scoff at me. Ada would be supportive but not believe it’s possible. I think Owen would encourage me and keep his doubts to himself. This war’s been going on for eighty generations, and they don’t think it’ll ever end. But damn it, I’m going to try. I’m an alterni endi. I have more power than all but six other people in the history of the Order. Two of them survived, so I can too. And I’ll take this a step farther – I’m going to win.  
 
    With a courage-summoning breath, Esme turned to enter her living room. She’d made a digital copy of the Chronicle of Alterni Endi and saved it to her tablet. Roman hadn’t been happy about that but agreed it was better than her taking the physical book from the library. If she wanted to defeat the malevolenci, the first step was to figure out how to wield this magic few others had possessed.  
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    Owen’s meeting with Joe had proven very informative. He’d also met up with Piper at a local fairy coffee shop – fairy coffee was amazing, though he dared not ask what potions they spiked it with – and learned news from her side of the world. Everything he’d heard was cause for concern. But once Owen returned to his penthouse and tried to relax, the comfort of being home allowed his mind to wander. Despite his attempts to focus on the more important issue of his kingdom’s stability, he thought more and more about Esme.  
 
    I understand her points, he admitted to himself as he drove through the mid-afternoon sun. I really do. But I keep coming back to thinking none of our logical arguments matter. And I don’t think they matter to Esme either, not deep down. We want to be together. Damn it, aren’t we allowed to be happy? This isn’t just a sex thing. I’ve never felt this connected to another human being…not even her origini. That’s all in the past now. I love this Esme. There’s no way that being together could be more of a distraction than the constant ache of being apart. 
 
    Owen pulled his car to the curb, turned off the ignition, and wiped a hand down his face. “I sound like a melodramatic fairy.” 
 
    He sat and looked out the window at Esme’s house for a second, debating if this was a good idea. The afternoon sun reflected off her living room windows, but he thought he saw Esme walking around inside. 
 
    He rolled his eyes at his behavior. “And now I’m a stalker.” 
 
    Forcing himself, he got out and walked across Esme’s short yard to her door. With a quick knock, he stood on her stoop and waited. He was more nervous than he’d been in years.  
 
    You’re the king of the world. You fight demonic monsters. Get a grip. Esme’s just a woman… A stubborn, gorgeous, brave, powerful– 
 
    The door opened, and there she stood. Esme had changed from her casual clothes to a colorful kimono tied at her waist. The kimono hung to her mid-thigh, and Owen saw the lacy ruffle of her nightgown underneath. 
 
    Cat balls, this is torture. Eyes up, man! 
 
    Esme looked at him in surprise and held the door without saying a word.  
 
    “This isn’t a booty call,” were the first words out of Owen’s mouth, and he mentally kicked himself. “I mean, can I come in and talk?” 
 
    Esme noticeably swallowed but stepped back to allow him entry. Still, she said nothing.  
 
    Owen entered the hall and smiled as Bethy came running to greet him. He only gave the dog a quick pat on the head, then faced his alterni. He again marveled at how beautiful she was, even with her brown roots giving her silver hair a kind of dark halo.  
 
    “Sorry. You probably want to sleep as much as possible while you can, but I have things I need to say. You’ve made yourself perfectly clear about how you think we should interact, but…” 
 
    Esme crossed her arms over her kimono and looked unsure what to say.  
 
    Get on with it. 
 
    Owen blew out his lips. “This agreement we have, it’s stupid. Staying apart is driving me crazy. I think about you all the time. You honestly believe keeping our distance from each other is less distracting?” 
 
    She frowned and looked at her bare toes. “I know. It’s driving me crazy too.” 
 
    He felt a huge relief at this. “So what’s holding you back?” 
 
    Esme rubbed her forehead, her castorca catching the light. “Owen, the fate of all known existence is in our hands. Isn’t our personal happiness far less important?” 
 
    “No.” He didn’t even hesitate. “Being a couple would make us stronger, more united, more determined to fight for everything we have. You make me… I’ve had eight alterni before you, and this partnership is exactly what I’ve needed my whole life. You are who I’ve needed my whole life. It’s not selfish or narrow-minded to want to be happy. It’s important that we’re whole and healthy as people, right? That’s what the royal shrink always tells me.” 
 
    Esme tried not to grin. 
 
    Owen sighed. “We need to be at our best to do this job. And together, we’re at our best. You know that.”  
 
    Esme looked like she was wavering but still needed to be convinced. 
 
    Owen fought the urge to reach for her. “I’m not delusional, Esme. The cold hard fact of our lives is that we’re likely to die sooner rather than later. I know you’re being careful, but it could happen. And I could die too.  –Although, yes, I promised not to sacrifice myself to save you – it’d do little good since you vowed you’d stay here and fight with the next king anyway.” He rolled his eyes, still not happy about her decision. 
 
    Esme gave him a small grin.  
 
    “But it could happen,” he finished. “I’m likely to die. You’re likely to die. And whether we’re together or not, I’d have to kill myself if you die first. Our relationship status doesn’t make a difference where the Oath of Kings is concerned.” 
 
    She made a face at him. “That’s romantic. I liked it better when you left it at ‘you die, I die.’” 
 
    He grinned, seeing in her expression that she understood his point. “We know this job of saving the world is dangerous. We’ve both accepted that. But I intend to enjoy my life in the meantime. And I know more deeply than I’ve ever known anything that you make me happy. I was miserable for years, and if I only have a short time left, I refuse to be miserable anymore.” 
 
    “So ‘eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die’ is your best outlook moving forward?” Esme shook her head at him. “No, Owen. I intend to live, thank you very much. And I’m going to do everything in my magical powers to make sure you live too.” 
 
    Owen smiled. 
 
    I like the sound of that.  
 
    Esme let out a breath and stepped forward to put a hand on his chest and look up at him with her brilliant purple eyes. “I know you’ve lost people. I know the Order thinks this war is never going to end. But I’ll find a way to stop the malevolenci. We’re going to live.” She wavered. “I wasn’t planning on telling you my hopes about winning the war, but I need you with me on this. We’re partners. If anyone can defeat the malevolenci, I think we can – you and me, together.” 
 
    Owen blinked down at her in realization. 
 
    She wants to end the war forever. Is that foolish optimism? Or have the rest of us been in this war so long we’ve given up hope? At the most, I’ve been hoping and praying Esme and I can hold back the malevolenci until the next king’s reign. But could we end this war? Esme is an alterni endi, with more power than anyone living’s ever seen… 
 
    Sensing it was the right time, Owen put his arms around the woman and pulled her into a hug. He rested his chin on her head. “Okay, then. We live.”  
 
    “I mean it, Owen. I agree we’re stronger together. But I won’t be with you if you’re expecting us to die.” She snorted a laugh into his chest. “What’s the danger in getting our hopes up? If I do die, it’s not like you’ll live long to mourn me. Then we’ll both be out of our misery.” 
 
    Owen chuckled. “Cat balls, we’re morbid.” 
 
    “The Oath of Kings wasn’t my idea.” She leaned back to look up at him. “Together, we find a way to both outlast this war. Promise?” 
 
    “You have my word, alterni.” Owen smiled and looked at her lips, then her eyes. Seeing agreement there, he pulled her close again and kissed her gently.  
 
    To his delight, Esme apparently wasn’t in the mood for gently. She pressed her body against his and lifted her arms to wrap around his neck, kissing him desperately. Owen smiled as they kissed and ran his hands over the back of her kimono. His hands slid to the bottom and touched the lace of her nightgown, then the smoothness of her legs underneath as he slid his hands back up her rear. 
 
    Oh, gods, she’s wearing a thong.  
 
    Esme’s mouth separated from his, breathing hard, and she held his face in her hands. “I missed you.” 
 
    Owen needed no further encouragement. He backed her up a step, took her hand, and led her to the staircase leading to the bedroom. They’d only made it up a few stairs when she yanked his hand to turn him around. He looked back to beg that she not make him wait, but then he saw the smile on her face.  
 
    They didn’t make it any farther up the stairs, and Owen didn’t have to wait.  
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    Morning light broke through the curtains of Esme’s bedroom, allowing her to see Owen’s face on the pillow across from her. It had been a while since they’d spent a whole night together, considering lately they’d snuck back to their own hotel rooms. Now, Esme lay on her side and smiled as she watched Owen sleep in her bed.  
 
    No more fighting it. I love this guy. I’m not ready to tell him that yet, but I already feel better accepting that it’s true.  
 
    His eyes still closed, half of Owen’s mouth curled into a grin. “You gonna watch me sleep all morning?” 
 
    Esme rolled onto her stomach and propped herself on her forearms to look down at him. “I wanted to let you enjoy a late Sunday morning. It’s rare we get to sleep at night – I usually pop awake at midnight to go fight malevolenci. Getting a whole night’s sleep felt amazing.” 
 
    “That it did.” Owen’s green eyes opened, and he smiled up at her. “Not that we did a ton of sleeping last night.” He reached out a hand and trailed it along her naked back.  
 
    She grinned, then looked at the clock. “Well, fun’s over. We’re expected at the Capiti. I’m meeting with Ada to see if she’s figured out anything in the texts. You should talk with Loukas about how the cavali are holding up, plus Lexi mentioned he has recruits you should meet. Once it’s dark, we’ll go to the new rifts. Oh, and did you want to meet with the paranormals today?” 
 
    He paused in thought, again trailing his fingers up and down her back. “No. Tonight’s the full moon, so the werewolves wouldn’t be able to attend. We’ll leave our paranormal meeting for tomorrow night. I also want to talk with my mother first and see if she’ll agree to what we’re planning.” 
 
    “Okay.” Esme gave him a small smile. “Books to study. Cavali to rally. Rifts to close. It’s bound to be a full day.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Owen yawned and scratched the barrio scar on his chest. “No rest for the sleep deprived.”  
 
    Esme climbed out of bed. “Come on, your royal lordship. You can shower first, and I’ll make breakfast.” 
 
    The promise of food did the trick, and Owen swung his legs to get out of bed. 
 
    Esme left him to it and picked up her kimono from where she’d tossed it over her chaise. Slipping it on, she headed downstairs.  
 
    She frowned as she reached the first floor.  
 
    Owen’s worried about the paranormals. He’s downplaying it as usual, but I can tell he’s worried. How can I help? Sure, I’ve been friendly with the paranormals, but will they listen to me? I doubt I can talk them out of rebelling, if that’s what they’re planning. What can I do? I still don’t understand much about the Order’s political system.  
 
    As she reached her kitchen, she heard the shower start upstairs. Then a chipper bark drew her attention to where Bethy was entering through the kitchen’s doggie door. The smiling beagle ran over, rubbed against Esme’s legs, and hurried to her bowl.  
 
    “Alright, alright. Guess I have to feed everyone around here.”  
 
    Esme poured food in the bowl, and Bethy wiggled with gratitude. The kitchen floor was cold enough that Esme wished she’d put on slippers, but she finished with Bethy and walked to her cupboards. With the sounds of running shower and chewing dog in the background, Esme pulled out a frying pan for bacon and another pan to poach eggs.  
 
    Can’t save the world on an empty stomach. 
 
    With a smile, Esme went to her fridge. 
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    The Capiti library was every bit as grand as the last time Esme studied here. The tall shelves surrounding the wide room held more books than anyone could read in a single lifetime. Lamps sitting atop study tables were unnecessary during the day with sunlight pouring in through the long windows. The wooden floor had been polished, and the large rug in the middle of the space added to the homey atmosphere. The ceiling above was painted with the same mural Esme had seen in other cities’ smaller Order libraries. Colorful artwork depicted scenes of heroes and monsters, gods and demons, paradises and hellscapes. 
 
    Ada’s voice drew Esme’s attention back to where they sat. She tapped the open page of the relatively thin Chronicle of Alterni Endi on the table in front of them. “Have you managed to cast any more alterni endi spells?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Esme held up her hands and looked at her castorcas. “Havel’s dual castorca innovation is brilliant. Having two balances the magic’s power and makes the flow of it bearable. I can channel intense levels of magic without wearing myself out now.”  
 
    “Damn Roman… If he’d shown you this Chronicle sooner, it would’ve saved your hands all those burned layers of skin.”  
 
    Esme grinned to herself, secretly thrilled her mentor was as annoyed with the Master Conjuri as Esme was herself. Roman was traveling around the globe to visit different conjuri schools at the moment, and Esme wasn’t entirely depressed he couldn’t be here to join their discussion today. 
 
    Ada adjusted the reading glasses on her face. The older woman’s black hair was cut shorter now than when Esme saw her last, giving Ada a hipper, more youthful look. But Ada was in every other way the same – tough, wise, no-nonsense, with a touch of gentleness that made her easily Esme’s favorite conjuri.  
 
    Still, something’s bothering Ada. If I were her, I’d be pissed at Roman for not telling me sooner about alterni endi. He only showed her this book when Owen insisted. She’s studied in this library for years – it must be a weird feeling to learn something so important this late in the game. 
 
    Esme sighed and looked at her castorcas again. “Anyway, hand spells are easy now – even the new ones I’ve played around with from the Chronicle. I barely have to concentrate when I fire off two at a time.”  
 
    “Hmm.” Ada looked at the other books covering the table.  
 
    Esme saw the woman’s expression and felt a flash of hope. “Learn anything new?” 
 
    “Possibly.” Ada folded her hands under the white folds of her conjuri robes. “I haven’t found anything on the malevolenci, but I went through the paranormal histories and paid special attention to the time periods when alterni endi were with us. Werewolf history. Vampire history. Elven history. Fairy.” She nodded from book to book on the table. “And jinn, troll, goblin, and nymph. The language of the merpeople has always been indecipherable to me, so I’m sorry to say I didn’t have much luck there.” 
 
    “But with the others?” Esme asked eagerly.  
 
    Ada motioned across the room to a wide shelf. “Elven records are by far the most thorough, and the elves responsible for documenting events during each alterni endi’s lifetime mentioned them by name.” 
 
    “All six?” 
 
    Ada nodded. She pulled a book closer and flipped a few pages in search. “The elves who wrote about Devon, Cocidius, Regan, Havel, and Kayne didn’t record anything we don’t know from the Chronicle of Alterni Endi. But the elves were always very proud of any alterni chosen from their home world, and they wrote a good deal about them.” 
 
    Esme guessed where Ada was headed with this. “King Wentworth’s alterni endi Boone was an elf. I remember Davis telling me stories of how agile that Boone was.”  
 
    Poor Davis. He was a good cavali. A good elf. A good friend, though I didn’t know him long. 
 
    She tried to focus. “Are you saying the elves wrote more about Boone than was recorded in the Chronicles?” 
 
    “Yes, and they mentioned something interesting.” Ada spun the book for Esme to read.  
 
    Excited, Esme looked at the page’s text, which fortunately had a side column translating the elven language into English.  
 
      
 
    72nd Generation – Thirtieth year of King Wentworth’s reign 
 
    Rarely is a candidate from the same paranormal race chosen as alterni within so few generations, but once again the king has selected an elf as his partner. Like our brother Dal only three generations ago, an elf is now alterni to the king. King Wentworth has already had twenty-four partners, and we elves fear for our brother’s safety in these tumultuous times. The conjuri say malevolenci haven’t attacked this frequently in years, and the king himself seems afraid this Boone won’t last long. 
 
    We’ve tried to reassure our new brother and welcome him as we have every elf alterni before him. Boone delighted us with stories of the home world, and we’ve shared with him how our people have thrived here. We hope to give him every advantage in his battles ahead.  
 
      
 
    72nd Generation – Thirty-second year of King Wentworth’s reign 
 
    Boone has defeated the demonic beasts once more! He brings our people much pride, for he’s the most powerful alterni in centuries. Not even our brother Dal possessed magic so strong. In Boone’s most recent battle, he arrived at the rift just as chiroptorx and crustacox charged into this world. As if controlling nature itself, he created a wall of magic to hold back the malevolenci. It was far stronger than a barrio, as this wall of magic was visible, like a shimmering wave of vertical light. Boone shaped the wall to curve around and above the open rift like a net, trapping every demon that crossed. He then squeezed this net smaller and smaller, which pushed the malevolenci back into their hell.  
 
    Once all demons were back inside, Boone smoothed the wall of magic over the rift. The malevolenci tried to break through, but the wall held like a dam. Cavali who were there say King Wentworth wanted Boone to perform the termino and close the rift immediately, but Boone paused.  
 
    “If I use my casting hand to draw the termino, I’ll lose my wall spell,” he told the king. “The malevolenci will charge right back out before I can perform the termino.” 
 
    The cavali say a look of concentration came over Boone’s face, and he stretched his other hand toward the magical wall covering the rift. While the herd of crustacox crammed against the far side of the shimmering wall, Boone drew a termino on the wall with his off hand. Once the symbol was complete, it sparked and lit up the night tenfold. Focused, Boone used his castorca to hold the wall in place while he used his other hand to activate the termino. Magic sparked from the symbol, and inch by inch the wall and rift were sucked into the termino. Once the termino was gone, the rift had disappeared as well.  
 
    Everyone here at the Capiti marveled when we heard this story. The conjuri were particularly interested in Boone’s new wall spell. Boone told us later that the Master Conjuri interviewed him in private to record his account of what he’d done. He said the Master Conjuri encouraged him to continue his exploration of “creation magic,” though Boone didn’t know what this meant. However Boone performed this magical feat, his magic is strong, even for an alterni.  
 
      
 
    Esme looked at Ada in surprise. “I remember this story from Wentworth’s volume. And it was in the Chronicle of Alterni Endi too, but not this last bit about the Master Conjuri pulling Boone aside. This is the first time I’ve read the phrase ‘creation magic.’ This Master Conjuri must’ve known this Boone was an alterni endi, but any idea what he meant by ‘creation magic’?” 
 
    “I suspect it has something to do with the magic only you alterni can tap into. It’s different from our magic because you alterni can create your own spells. And as an alterni endi, your spells are even more powerful.” 
 
    Thinking on her early battles, Esme realized this made sense. “We create spells… I’ve often wondered how conjuri came up with the termino and senso symbols in the first place, considering those spells don’t work for you natives. An early alterni must’ve created the symbols centuries ago, right? That’s how we got the termino and senso.”  
 
    “That’s what I suspect, yes.” 
 
    Esme sighed. “So much is shrouded in myth and legend. It’s hard to find many solid facts.” 
 
    And to win this war, I need answers.  
 
    She looked at the elven record of Boone. “Thanks for finding this, Ada. At least this account offers something new. I’ll have to ask Roman if he knows anything about creation magic.”  
 
    “Assuming he’s willing to tell you.” 
 
    Esme made a face of agreement.  
 
    Ada smiled. “I’m sorry I can’t be of more help, but the power is in your hands…quite literally. I’m not sure I have much left to teach you.” 
 
    Esme smiled back at her mentor. “You might be done teaching me spells, but I still need your guidance.” 
 
    Ada gave a nod of appreciation. “I’ll always help any way I can, alterni.” Her smile wavered. “But perhaps you should talk with Roman and see what he can tell you.” 
 
    Never a huge fan of the Master Conjuri, Esme made a face but nodded. “Okay. Hopefully Owen and I will still be here when Roman gets back.” 
 
    “Yes, I assume you won’t be staying long.” Ada pushed her chair from the table and stood. She smiled encouragingly. “You have much work ahead, but I’m glad we had this time together today.” 
 
    “Me too. Thanks again, Ada.” Esme rose from her seat. “I’d better go find Owen. I think he’s in the cavali gyms looking over Loukas’s new recruits.” 
 
    Ada smirked and turned with Esme to walk toward the door. “Yes, I met with Loukas’s newbies myself. They’re bubbling with energy and eager to prove themselves. Can’t say I blame them. I was a cavali once myself, and there are times I’d happily trade the library for a gym.” 
 
    As they reached the exit, Esme smiled. She’d heard stories about her mentor’s years as a cavali. She’d seen Ada’s conjuri skills for herself. It wasn’t hard to picture the woman as a badass fighter in her younger days. 
 
    I wouldn’t want to fight her even now, thought Esme with a grin, and I’m the freakin’ alterni endi. 
 
    They exited into the long marble hall that stretched the length of this floor of the Capiti. Esme waved to Ada as the white-robed woman walked to the door leading to the vault of relics. Then Esme turned to the elevator, pushed the button, and waited for the doors. Upon entering the empty lift, she selected the floor of the training gyms. 
 
    While the elevator descended, Esme lifted her castorcas and traced the golden rings and chains connecting each finger to the bracelet on each wrist. The alterni stone embedded in each bracelet caught the elevator’s light and twinkled with bursts of red as she tilted her hands.  
 
    The alterni endi spells are amazing. Do we have limits? Or can I create any spell I want? Creation magic… How might this help me destroy the malevolenci? 
 
    The elevator reached the correct floor, the door dinged open, and Esme stepped out into the busy halls of the cavali training level.  
 
    Okay, time to put on a brave face.  
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    Owen stood in his cavali gear between Tank and Benja, facing the swirling rift that hung above a dumpster at the back of a grocery store. They were in Lee’s Summit, a town east of Kansas City, but this shopping strip was vacant due to the late hour. Under the light of a full moon, Owen and his team had already traveled to the three other rifts. 
 
    We left this one for last since it was easy for conjuri to hide from the public. Still, the sporadic swarms of spindlox must’ve been a nuisance to put down.  
 
    Three teams of new cavali recruits swept the back parking lot with guns drawn, scanning for any spindlox they’d missed.  
 
    Esme, her silver hair catching the security lights behind the building, stepped forward and reached out her dominant hand to draw the termino across the smoking rift. Owen had watched her do this a hundred times, but the speed with which she created the sparking, glowing symbol was still impressive.  
 
    Doesn’t hurt she’s a natural artist with a photographic memory. None of her alterni were this good. Not even her origini.  
 
    “You talked to Piper?” asked Benja in a low voice.  
 
    Owen nodded, his arms crossed for warmth against the cold fall air. “She told me the fairies are questioning the Order’s truthfulness. It’s like she told Hakim – the fairies want to return to their home world.”  
 
    Benja rolled her eyes. “That’s ridiculous. We’ve known for centuries that the conjuri can’t send anyone back except the original people they bring here. There might be original vampires still alive, but the rest of us are descendents of our alt-world ancestors. We can’t leave.” 
 
    “I know. But fairies will be fairies. I’m not sure anything I say will convince them.” 
 
    Benja shook her head in annoyance. “And Joe? What did he report about these rebellion rumors?” 
 
    “Fortunately, Joe said the nymphs are all pretty chill – they just want everyone to get along. But he also has that lovely nymph quality that makes people comfortable talking to him–” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve been under his charms myself.” Benja made a face. 
 
    Owen debated asking about this, then pushed on. “Anyway, an elf woman told Joe that the elves would love to return to their home world if it were revealed that the fairies were right and the conjuri could send them home. A werewolf told Joe their alphas want better status in the Order. In one of those dens Joe frequents, he shared a…drink with a vampire and saw the vamp’s memory of a meeting where young vamps angrily discussed the slavery of the healers at the Capiti.” 
 
    Tank spoke up from Owen’s other side. “Healers aren’t slaves. They’re loyal. They’ve devoted their lives for centuries to healing injured cavali. Hell, they make more than I do. They’re free to leave the Capiti whenever they like.” 
 
    Owen nodded with a frown. 
 
    That’d be my argument too, but I’m not sure how it would hold up against pissed off vamps.  
 
    Esme was now spinning her hand to blur the symbol and activate the termino. 
 
    Behind Owen, someone whistled in admiration.  
 
    Owen turned and saw the Master Cavali walking to join them. Owen had spent the afternoon training with Loukas, who was always good for a few rounds of sparring to freshen Owen’s reflexes. The muscular black man had played football in college, and now in his forties Loukas was still in incredible shape.  
 
    He’s certainly capable of whopping my ass. 
 
    Loukas squeezed between Benja and Owen to stand and watch Esme. “The stories are true. I’ve never seen an alterni this good.”  
 
    Benja snickered. “This is nothing. You should see her with a bentaforx.” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Owen corrected with a snort. “Let’s hope we never see a bentaforx again.” 
 
    Benja flicked a braid off her shoulder but made a face of agreement.  
 
    Owen felt a gust of wind as the termino sparked and swirled, sucking the rift into it. Soon the smoking tear in reality disappeared in a final crackle of light, and the scene returned to normal. A silenced shot somewhere behind the dumpster suggested a cavali had found a stray spindlox, but otherwise the area looked clear. Loukas’s recruits regrouped where their Master Cavali stood with the king, and Owen noted with pride that few looked afraid.  
 
    Finished, Esme turned and walked back toward Owen. “Another one bites the…” She stopped a short distance away and swayed forward, then caught her balance. She put a hand to her head, her castorca catching the light. 
 
    Owen recognized what was happening, and he felt a chill. 
 
     Rift-gravity. She’s sensing another rift opening! 
 
    He turned. “Down!”  
 
    Dropping to a crouch, Owen pulled Loukas down just as a flock of chiroptorx swept over them. Owen lost sight of Tank and Benja as they jumped out of the way. He drew a gun and fired up at the flapping demons, and he saw a large rift hanging in the air right behind where they’d stood. Black smoke wafted from the rift and flaked onto the pavement. The chiroptorx continued to pour out of the rift, and Owen guessed at least a hundred clogged the air above.  
 
    Gunshots fired from farther off, and Owen stayed down to avoid getting hit. A cavali screamed, but Owen couldn’t see why. Loukas, who was right beside him, was impossible to see in the darkness, but he also fired up at the demons coming out of the rift. Owen crouched by the Master Cavali and aimed in the same direction, and together they fired into the rift. Cavali somewhere to Owen’s left and Loukas’s right joined their defense. 
 
    Shots pelted the beating wings and dark bodies of the chiroptorx. Several fell dead to the pavement. Those flying out of the rift tried to avoid the shots and crowded the outer rim of the rift, leaving the center open. 
 
    Owen looked up into the center of the rift and realized they were in serious trouble. “Move back! Move back!” 
 
    Loud bellows added to this warning, and a second later the first crustacox at the front of a herd leapt out of the rift. Owen and Loukas dove to the right. The crustacox’s short legs stumbled as it landed in this world, but it wasted no time and charged forward into the darkness created by the swirling chiroptorx above. Then another crustacox jumped free. Then three more. Then six more. 
 
    The only good news was that the chiroptorx flock was clear of the rift now, and the store’s security light illuminated the area again. Owen finally spotted Max, Dax, Benja, and Tank with a group of cavali against the side of the building. They were in good position to fire at the herd. Owen and Loukas stood on the other side, and Owen now saw spindlox jumping from the rift. These scuttled across the pavement and stupidly ran amongst the crustacox, getting trampled more often than they made it through.  
 
    Where’s Esme? 
 
    Owen fired at the hard exoskeletons of the ox-sized crustacox, but he had to run with Loukas to avoid shots from the cavali.  
 
    Shit. We’re likely to shoot ourselves with all this crossfire! 
 
    From the cavali’s position, Benja must’ve realized the same, and she holstered her weapon to instead extend her fingers and tap out an ice spell. A burst of ice shot from her hand and hit a few of the demons’ searching tentacles. The crustacox she hit bellowed and swung in her direction, but Tank took note and fired a volley into the charging demons. The frozen tentacles splintered and fell in chunks to the pavement, and the crustacox bellowed in rage. Demons that Benja missed swung toward the cavali, but Dax shouted orders and the cavali fired with a crossing pattern.  
 
    Owen glanced at the smoking, flaking rift but was satisfied to discover nothing more coming through for the time being. 
 
    We need Esme to close this thing! 
 
    “Esme?” he shouted over the herd. “Guys, is Esme over there?” 
 
    “No!” shouted Max. “Haven’t seen her since the flock separated us!” 
 
    Loukas ducked as a cavali shot ricocheted off a crustacox. “My lord!” He pointed. 
 
    Owen turned. He’d kept the flock of chiroptorx in his periphery, but now he saw that the demonic bats were ignoring the team. They weren’t fleeing either. Instead they flew like a living tornado, and their bodies were so densely packed he couldn’t see through to whatever held their attention at the center. 
 
    Hang on, alterni.  
 
    He reloaded and looked back at Loukas. “Follow me!” 
 
    A burst of smoke distracted Loukas as it wafted their way before flaking to the ground, but he recovered and nodded at Owen.  
 
    Approaching with as much stealth as possible, Owen kept alert and watched the blur of demonic movement. One chiroptorx swooped around to intercept them, but Loukas fired a perfect shot that dropped the pterodactyl-like monster to the pavement. The two men now stood within an arm’s reach of the flock, and Owen’s heart beat fast as he exchanged a look with Loukas.  
 
    Loukas held his gun ready. “What do we do? You think Esme’s in there?” 
 
    Owen looked up along the whirling flock of demons. He raised his gun. “Shoot up! If the flock’s circling Esme, we can thin them this way without shooting her!” 
 
    He fired, and Loukas matched him round for round. One or the other periodically clicked on empty, but they found a rhythm so that at least one of them kept firing at all times. They had to step back in a hurry whenever a killed demon fell, and soon a disgusting pile rose between them and the circling flock.  
 
    But there are fewer now. 
 
    Owen strained to see through the blur, and a sudden burst of flames illuminated the space between the flapping wings. 
 
    “Down!” 
 
    He and Loukas hit the dirt as an enormous ball of fire spread from the center of the flock and shot outward. The inferno swept up chiroptorx, and Owen looked up to see the demons burning as the fire rose into the sky. A second later the fire died, and chiroptorx ash fell to the pavement.  
 
    Esme was now visible where she’d stood in the epicenter, and she coughed and raised a castorca to cover her mouth as ash blew in the wind. 
 
    “Esme!” 
 
    Owen hopped to his feet, followed by Loukas, and together they hurried to the woman. Even in the dull light, Owen could see she was covered in soot. She fisted her hands and rested them on her hips as she caught her breath.  
 
    Her hands look okay. No magic burns. Thank the gods for however the paired castorcas channel her magic. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. I just need a second.” Esme, breathing hard, motioned to a section of her pant leg that was torn free, then lifted her purple eyes to Owen with a smile. “I knew this barrio scar would come in handy.” 
 
    Owen looked again and saw the exposed skin on her thigh. Sure enough, she’d pushed magic into the barrio symbol that had been a scar on her leg ever since their battle with the bentaforx. Now the scar was freshly burned.  
 
    She’ll need healers to look at that…assuming we get out of this. 
 
    “Oh no,” said Loukas beside him.  
 
    Owen saw what had caught the big man’s attention. Beyond Esme’s kill zone, two cavali were down, blood pooling on the pavement under their bodies. A handful of spindlox had found the corpses to scavenge, and the spidery demons scuttled over the fallen, clacking their pincers as they fought each other for position.  
 
    Loukas fired, and every shot exploded a spindlox body. Soon the demons lay around the dead cavali as scattered chunks of bone.  
 
    “I couldn’t get to them in time.” Esme motioned to the fallen men, then looked back to where the rest of the team fought the crustacox. “I’m good. Let’s go.”  
 
    “You have to close–” 
 
    “Oh, shit!” Esme’s eyes widened as she looked past Owen.  
 
    He started to turn. “What–” 
 
    Esme raised both castorcas and tapped her fingers to shoot an ice spell. At the same time, a wall of crustacox charged. Owen raised his weapon and fired, hitting a tentacle. Esme’s spell did more damage and froze one demon solid. Before Owen could react, she ran forward and punched straight into the frozen exoskeleton. It was obvious that she’d used a spell, for the strength of the punch shattered the crustacox on impact.  
 
    The other crustacox bellowed and reacted with a stampede, and Owen lost sight of Esme. As for his other friend, Owen watched in horror as a tentacle whipped to strike Loukas in the throat.  
 
    “Ah!” Loukas cried out in alarm. He fell to the pavement.  
 
    “No!”  
 
    Owen only made it a step before a crustacox ran right in front of him, and he bounced off the exoskeleton and stumbled before getting his footing again. He raised his gun and looked around in confusion as the crustacox stampeded back and forth between him and the rest of his team. Owen shot at every tentacle that came into view, but he noticed that none of the crustacox charged him. One crustacox ran by, dragging a corpse wearing cavali armor.  
 
    “Loukas!”  
 
    Owen fired at the tentacle wrapped around the man’s throat. It broke off, and the corpse slid to a stop on the pavement. Owen fired into the herd of demons and ran to the body. He expected to be trampled at any second, but the crustacox parted to run around him. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Suspecting the demons would turn on him at any second, Owen hurried to examine the body. He looked at the detached tentacle in disgust where it still squeezed the dead man’s throat. Blood covered the man’s face, and his eyes had been sucked… 
 
    Owen tried not to gag. But the cavali’s skin was white. This wasn’t Loukas. 
 
    His gun ready, Owen watched the chaos of stampeding crustacox. The rift’s smoke wafted over the herd like a sickening fog, and he couldn’t see far. Demonic bellows filled the air, and Owen heard an occasional screech from a spindlox. He heard gunfire too, on the far side of this blocking stampede. 
 
    What the hell are the crustacox doing? Why aren’t they attacking me?  
 
    Firing into the herd, Owen was met with no reaction. A bullet tore into a tentacle right where it met the demon’s mouth at the bottom edge of the huge exoskeleton, but the crustacox made no attempt to retaliate. Instead it kept stampeding back and forth, crossing paths with demons doing the same. It was as if they were running sprints to cut him off from his team.  
 
    “Come on!” He fired again and again. 
 
    To the right, Owen heard a bellow. He looked over as two crustacox lifted off the ground, rose high into the air, and slammed into each other, controlled by an unseen force. The next instant, their bodies were thrown away to crash into the pavement.  
 
    Esme and Loukas ran through the gap left by the demolished crustacox. A tentacle lashed out at Esme, but she raised a hand and ran a thumb against her fingers, snapping the tentacle in half. Loukas fired when a crustacox broke from the sprinting stampede to charge him, and Esme made a motion from his gun to the crustacox. This spell strengthened the bullets enough to penetrate the exoskeleton and kill the demon. The charging beast dropped and slid, coming to a stop a short distance from Loukas.  
 
    Owen hurried to join them. “What the hell is going on? They cut me off and–” 
 
    An earsplitting shriek cut him off. The three humans covered their ears, and Owen looked around to find the spindlox. The rift’s smoke still caused a foggy darkness, and the running crustacox were equally disorienting. Owen kept his gun ready and scanned the pavement between the crustacox.  
 
    “Owen!” screamed Esme.  
 
    He spun to face her, fearing she was in danger. Too late he saw a spindlox launch off the ground and fly right at him. He tried to raise his gun, but the cat-sized demon already had a bony leg on his arm. Owen was face to face with the spindlox’s bone-colored pincers, and he saw its glistening stinger swing toward his heart.  
 
    All this happened in a second, but to his shock the spindlox was yanked off him. He took a step back and sucked in a breath. His first guess was that Esme used a spell on the demon, but he looked over and saw her eyes wide with surprise. And she wasn’t looking at him.  
 
    Owen’s head snapped back around, and he saw now that a crustacox’s tentacle had grabbed the spindlox off him. The spider-demon let out another horrific shriek, but the tentacle squeezed and cracked the spindlox’s body. The crustacox then whipped the corpse toward the ground and smashed the legs right off. After that, the crustacox continued running around with its herd.  
 
    “What…” Loukas stared in confusion before facing Owen and snapping out of it. “We have to get back to the rift!”  
 
    Owen joined them to run through the herd. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Loukas shot at a spindlox leaping over crustacox backs. “We don’t know! Esme and I got to the others, and they’ve dropped a dozen crustacox. We fought with them when more spindlox jumped through, but then Esme realized you were missing, so we came back for you!” 
 
    They broke into open space, and Owen saw the rest of their cavali team firing from their same position against the grocery store. Like Loukas said, several crustacox bodies lay on the pavement. Several spindlox were down too, along with chiroptorx from the beginning of the battle.  
 
    The rift still swirled and smoked, looming open, promising more trouble.  
 
    Owen turned to Esme. “Why haven’t you closed it yet?” 
 
    She shook hair out of her face. “I was trying when the second batch of spindlox came through! They jumped right at me, and I had–”  
 
    “My lord,” interrupted Loukas. He put a hand on Owen’s shoulder, then pointed over at the cavali. “I’m gonna help our boys!” 
 
    Owen gave him a nod, and Loukas ran over, firing into the herd like a madman as he tried to reach his men. 
 
    Nobody’s a newbie after tonight, thought Owen.  
 
    He looked back at Esme. “You’ve gotta close that rift!” 
 
    Esme already had her hand up, and she pulled in her fingers to draw the termino. As per their usual tactics, Owen stood with his back to hers and covered her.  
 
    Cat balls, how many times have we done this – her closing a rift while I pick off the remaining demons? But this sure as hell wasn’t a normal attack. What were those crustacox doing with me?  
 
    Feeling unsettled, Owen adjusted his grip and made sure no malevolenci got too close. He glanced over at the rift and saw Esme swirling the sparking symbol into a blur. A second later, the last burst of lightning from the malevolenci world was sucked back inside as the rift sealed.  
 
    Relieved, Owen turned with Esme and advanced on the herd. Slowly, they squeezed the crustacox closer together like a bunch of sheep – very angry sheep who knew they were trapped. With the cavali on one side, Owen and Esme on the other, and Loukas cutting off their escape, the crustacox tried not to get jostled to the outside of the herd, where lucky gunshots pierced their weakened exoskeletons. 
 
    “Benja,” called Esme, “you got this from your side?” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can!” yelled the jinn from somewhere among the cavali.  
 
    Owen knew what Esme had in mind and took a step away from her as she raised both hands and pointed her fingers upward. Her head tilted to look at the sky, then at the crustacox, and finally Esme winced before wiggling her fingers.  
 
    Lightning shot from the sky and struck the herd. A few crustacox bellowed and lurched to the side, but then Benja hit them with smaller bursts of lightning from her side. Bolt after bolt jolted the night, and Owen had to look away or go blind. He assumed the others were doing the same, and the nauseating smell of burning crustacox filled the air. Soon all was still, and Owen discovered the whole herd was down.  
 
    A few cavali left their group and hurried to dispatch the few spindlox scuttling away, but soon the area was secure. 
 
    Owen and Esme looked at each other, breathing hard, and headed to join the team.  
 
    Loukas kicked a charred exoskeleton. He raised an eyebrow at Esme. “Remind me never to piss you off.” 
 
    Max walked over and kicked a broken spindlox out of his way. He asked Owen, “You okay? Why were the crustacox cutting you off while they attacked us?” 
 
    Owen scowled as answer. He had a very unsettling feeling… 
 
    Esme scanned the cavali, who seemed shaken and exhausted. “How many did we lose from your group?” 
 
    Max frowned. “Seven, I think.” 
 
    Esme looked over to where she’d fought the chiroptorx. “Two died over there. So nine total.”  
 
    “Ten.” Owen remembered the man with his eyes sucked out.  
 
    Loukas wiped sweat and malevolenci blood from his face. “We’d better collect our fallen and get out of here.” He looked down at Esme. “Will your illuso hold until conjuri can clean up this mess?” 
 
    She nodded, watching with a sad expression as the cavali began carrying away their dead.  
 
    Dax had walked over to stand by his brother, whom he slapped on the back. “Come on, Max. Let’s help carry these guys to the trucks.” 
 
    Max nodded to Owen. “Glad you’re okay, my lord.”  
 
    “Thanks. We’ll all meet back at our truck in ten. Good work tonight.”  
 
    Owen watched as the Hoffman brothers went to help the younger cavali carry the bodies of their friends to the trucks. He saw Benja and Tank helping another group. One young man was kneeling on the ground, crying over a body.  
 
    Ten dead. I always feel responsible, but tonight was especially my fault. I couldn’t get to them to help. What the hell were those crustacox doing? And why’d that one save me from the spindlox?  
 
    Feeling unnerved, Owen told Loukas, “Ride back with my team, would you? I want to sort out whatever happened tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    As the big man moved off to tend to his men, Owen turned to Esme. She looked sadder than she had in a long time. 
 
    It’s been a while since we’ve lost anyone. Not that we’ve forgotten. But we sure as hell weren’t expecting this. Those chiroptorx flew straight for Esme. The crustacox kept me alive… Good gods, what next?  
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    Esme swayed as the truck started off. Allowing herself a breath of relief, she looked at her palms. They were perfectly fine, without even a hint of redness or burns. Her leg, on the other hand, was freshly burned from the barrio she’d activated.  
 
    It isn’t so bad that I need a healer. I’ll wrap it when I get home.  
 
    Loukas, sitting beside her, leaned toward her to say, “I’ve never seen anything like that fire burst. Lexi’s right – you’re incredible.” 
 
    Esme smiled at the big man. “Thanks.” 
 
    Benja was used to Esme’s magic and not as amazed. But as she took off her helmet and pulled her braids over a shoulder, she looked truly freaked out, which was a rare expression for the jinn. “This was one of the worst attacks I’ve ever seen. For months the malevolenci were easy to stop, and now this?” 
 
    Dax also looked rattled. “It’s like the malevolenci were waiting for us to get back here.”  
 
    Max nodded and faced Esme. “And it was like those sneak attacks before the bentaforx. The chiroptorx went straight for you then too.”  
 
    “Yeah.” Benja looked at Esme. “The second wave of spindlox focused on you too. They were after you.” Her gaze swung to the king. “Is it possible the malevolenci sense when an alterni is around? The demons know she can close their rifts, so do you think they’ve identified Esme as their biggest threat?” 
 
    Esme looked at Owen. She wanted to beg him to tell the truth. 
 
    To her shock, Owen answered without her prodding. “Yes, the demons know Esme’s a threat. What I’m about to say doesn’t leave this truck. Understood?” 
 
    The team tensed but nodded back to the king, who hesitated a moment longer. 
 
    Please, oh, please… Come on, Owen. 
 
    Owen let out a breath. “You know the malevolenci have been acting weird since my reign. What you don’t know is why.” He paused and glanced at Esme. “The truth is, Esme is my last alterni. She’s the last version of herself in all the alt-worlds.” 
 
    Each head turned to Esme in shock.  
 
    “The malevolenci,” Owen continued before they could ask questions, “have known we were running out of alterni since at least my last few alt-Esmes. Now we’re pretty sure they know we’re down to our last one.”  
 
    Benja recovered first. “If the demons take out Esme, we don’t have any more alterni to summono. We’d have no one here who could termino the rifts.” 
 
    Owen nodded. “Precisely.” 
 
    Loukas scowled in confusion. “If they’re hellbent on killing Esme, why aren’t they after you, my lord? I watched as a crustacox killed the spindlox that attacked you. The herd even cut you off from fighting with us. It was like the crustacox didn’t want to kill you.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Owen rubbed his face. “That was something I didn’t expect either.” 
 
    Benja narrowed her eyes at him. “But you know why they did it?” 
 
    Owen paused and glanced at Esme. “Yes. Since Esme is the last alterni of my generation, they don’t want to kill me. If I die, that means the next king could summon from a whole new pool of alterni. The malevolenci would be forced to start all over, whereas right now they only have to kill Esme. So…yeah, the malevolenci don’t want me dead. That spindlox was maybe too stupid to get the memo, so the crustacox stopped it from killing me.” 
 
    Esme nodded. She’d reached the same conclusion.  
 
    The team sat silent and looked at each other as they realized the amount of shit they were in.  
 
    This could go bad. They could throw a fit about not being told sooner. They might tell the rest of the Order and cause a panic… They might even throw Owen and me under the bus to reset the cycle and get a new king and alterni. 
 
    Despite these fears, deep down Esme trusted her team.  
 
    Max looked at Esme with sadness in his eyes. “I’m so sorry. This sucks cat’s balls.” 
 
    A short laugh escaped with Esme’s relief. “Thanks.” 
 
    Benja faced the king. “But why have the malevolenci been so docile for months?” 
 
    After a moment, Owen looked at Dax. “You said it was like they were waiting for us to get back here…” He turned on his seat to face Esme, clearly having a breakthrough. “We might’ve been wrong about them regrouping and taking time to strategize. What if when we left to close the other rifts, they lost track of you?” 
 
    Esme thought on this. “We moved from city to city so fast that they couldn’t keep up.” 
 
    Loukas frowned. “And maybe you only encountered the smaller species because the malevolenci knew you’d come back to the Capiti. The big guns abandoned the old rifts and left only spindlox and chiroptorx behind.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened. “You think the malevolenci are bringing their whole army here?” 
 
    Loukas put his hands on his knees and leaned forward. “Well, that’s kind of how they work anyway, right? Look at our history. Throughout the ages, malevolenci have concentrated their attacks in different locations. In the beginning, they concentrated on the old world until the first kings worked out strategies to beat them. When that happened, the demons moved to Europe and focused their attack there during the Dark Ages. Eventually the kings and alterni stopped them again. Then the demons tried Asia. More recently, America. Since Owen’s father’s reign, they’ve centered on Kansas City.”  
 
    Esme had a thought and blurted out, “It’s like they’re playing Battleship.”  
 
    Beside her, Owen seemed to understand what she was saying. “They test out different points of attack. When they find our weak spots, they hammer there in hopes of wiping out our defenses.” 
 
    Benja looked at Esme with concern. “You alterni are our greatest defense. The malevolenci know that you alone can sense the rifts opening, and only you can perform the termino. When the kings move their Capiti to where malevolenci are worst, it’s like moving our battleship to where the demons are bombing the board.” 
 
     Loukas nodded. “The kings bring the alterni right to them.” 
 
    These cavali aren’t stupid.  
 
    Esme took a breath. “Unfortunately, we alterni have to be where the action is worst. It’s a catch-22. We put ourselves at risk by being in the danger zone, but if we’re not there the malevolenci would wipe everyone else in the area off the map anyway.”  
 
    Benja frowned at her. “You need to be careful. While we’re here in KC, you shouldn’t fight alone. Ever.” 
 
    Owen nodded in agreement. “You stick right by my side from now on, alterni.” 
 
    Esme rolled her eyes to the roof in exasperation. “What, you want to carry me around to protect me? Ride piggyback?” 
 
    He didn’t appear to agree this was ridiculous. “If they’re not going to touch me, riding piggyback isn’t the worst thing you could do.” 
 
    “But it limits my ability to cast!”  
 
    Esme noticed Benja and the Hoffman brothers exchange a look at this outburst. They were used to Esme’s lack of reverence for the king by now, but they never seemed sure who to side with. 
 
    She tried to calm down, and she pointed at the burned barrio on her thigh. “Guys, I can protect myself. You’ve all seen what I can do. I know I need to be careful, but I’m not defenseless.” 
 
    Loukas changed the subject. “This still doesn’t explain how the malevolenci sense when Esme’s here.” 
 
    Esme sighed and wiped sooty hair from her face. “Actually, it does. What if a rift’s closing tips them off?” 
 
    Dax blinked in realization. “Since only alterni can close the rifts, when a rift closes, they know you’re there.” 
 
    “Yeah,” added Max. “And whenever the demons have launched an attack directly at you, it’s been right after you closed a rift. Remember that time you closed one and three opened right behind you? Or with the bentaforx, you closed the first rift and immediately a huge one opened in the sky.” 
 
    Benja nodded. “They’re setting traps. They watch the open rifts, and when you close one, they spring an attack.” 
 
    Dax scowled. “But why didn’t they do that when we were traveling to other rifts?” 
 
    “Like we said,” Loukas pointed out, “they were consolidating their army here. These aren’t dumb animals we’re fighting. They’ve used this strategy of hammering us in one place for centuries. This is where they’re concentrating for now, so…” 
 
    Owen nodded, his jaw tense. “They knew we had to come back.” He looked at Esme.  
 
    She took a breath. “And now that I’ve closed the rifts, they know I’m here. They were ready for me. More rifts will open around Kansas City, and every one of them will be a trap.” 
 
    Max looked worried. “Isn’t there something we can do to protect you?” 
 
    “Maybe you should leave again.” Loukas tried to give Esme a small smile. “Not that I wouldn’t appreciate the help around here.” 
 
    She managed a short grin.  
 
    Owen ruffled his hair and let out a breath. “No, I don’t think we should leave. The rifts abroad aren’t a real threat, and we have cavali teams in place to guard them. We know now why rifts elsewhere have died down – the malevolenci are bringing their troops here to take out our alterni endi.” 
 
    Max scrunched his face. “Alterni endi?” 
 
    Esme waved. “That’s what the ancient conjuri named the last alterni alive.” 
 
    Those new to this information took a moment.  
 
    “Anyway…” Owen gave Esme a look, suggesting he was still unsettled by telling them the truth. “We now know how the malevolenci are trying to get to Esme, so we should try to minimize the global damage by staying here.” 
 
    Loukas frowned. “That might mean opening hell in Kansas City.” 
 
    “I know.” Owen looked uncomfortable. 
 
    He loves this place, thought Esme as she watched the king. Without knowing it, our being away protected this corner of the world for a while. But he’s right – if we traveled abroad, that might cause the malevolenci to widen their search for me, and that would make fighting them even harder. Hundreds across the globe might die. At least if they’re concentrated here… 
 
    “If we fight them here,” she said aloud, “we keep them contained. And we know, at least vaguely, what to expect. Plus we can pool our best resources from the Capiti – cavali and conjuri.” 
 
    Dax looked at her with respect. “Little good it does us if they sink our battleship. If they kill you, we’d never have a way to stop them.” 
 
    Esme glanced at Owen. 
 
    We shouldn’t tell them about the Oath of Kings. That’s too much. Too heavy. 
 
    She couldn’t help a dark chuckle at that last thought.  
 
    Like everything’s rainbows and sunshine otherwise. 
 
    “What if we hid Esme?” asked Max. 
 
    She smiled at him. “They’ll keep opening rifts. If I don’t close them…” 
 
    Max nodded with a sigh. “Yeah, that’s not a great idea either.” 
 
    They sat in silence a minute as the truck slowed, turned, and sped up again down a new road. From the speed, Esme guessed they were now on a highway.  
 
    Loukas turned on his seat to face the king. “We should double or triple the number of cavali you take into the field. The coming battles are sure to be every bit as bad as this one.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Good thing your Master Cavali is awesome and has hundreds of new recruits ready for action.” Loukas grinned. 
 
    Esme found a smile on her face. 
 
    I like this guy. I can see why he’s perfect for Lexi… Oh, shit. Lexi. Well, maybe now Owen will agree to tell her. 
 
    Benja rested her head against the truck. “Do we have a prayer of surviving? I’m with you to my dying breath, my lord, but–” 
 
    “Hey, jinn.” Owen smirked at her. “You’re my good luck charm, right? Of course we’re going to survive.” He took a breath. “And not only that, we’re ending this war and destroying the malevolenci. I don’t know about you, but I’m sick of living every day wondering when demons will attack next. I’m sick of losing men in battle – some of those boys today were right out of school. This isn’t any way for our peoples to live. And these malevolenci are evil. It’s high time we ended them.” 
 
    Esme felt her heart race as she studied Owen’s face. 
 
    Does he really believe we can end the war? Gods, I hope so. 
 
    Owen looked from cavali to cavali. “I won’t lie – we haven’t been as close to losing this war in our lifetime. But neither have we had an alterni as powerful as Esme. The malevolenci know she’s our last hope, but she’s a damn good last hope. They’ll come at us with everything they’ve got, but we’re up for this fight. We just have to stay strong, stay sharp, stay tough, stay together. We’ll find a way to end them.”  
 
    Not his worst pep talk.  
 
    Esme sat and watched her teammates as they took a moment.  
 
    Finally, Owen sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “If you want to be transferred to another team now that you know all this, I’ll understand. But we sure as hell could use you guys. Are you with us?” 
 
    “Always, my lord,” answered Dax without hesitation. 
 
    “Count on me,” said Max.  
 
    Benja paused. “My lord, I think you should make the truth of our situation known to the Order.” 
 
     Owen blew out his lips. Apparently he’d been holding his breath. “That might not be a good idea. Knowing we only have one alterni might cause panic–” 
 
    “Or it might unite us,” Benja countered. “Some in the Order are on the verge of rebellion, my lord. More than ever, we need something to unite the paranormals and give them a common fight.” 
 
    “And what if they turn that fight on me?” Owen lifted an eyebrow. “The fairies already believe the Order lies to them. You think it’d help for them to learn we’ve been keeping this secret?” 
 
    Loukas wore a scowl. “My lord, Benja might be right. The Order has grown far too used to this war. It’s this horrible constant thing that many people have learned to live with. And that means the paranormals grumble about other, far less important things. If they knew how close we are to losing this war, they’d get a shot of reality and take this war seriously again. They’d rally and fight against our common enemy.” 
 
    Esme tried not to nod along, knowing it was ultimately Owen’s decision.  
 
    “Although,” said Dax with a frown, “I’d leave out the part about a new king getting new alterni if you die. The most rebellious paranormals might find a very treacherous way to be heroes.” 
 
    Owen grunted in agreement and put his head in his hands.  
 
    The rest of them sat in silence as the truck bumped along the highway. 
 
    Owen sat back. “For now, we keep this to ourselves. I need to weigh our options. If I tell the Order about alterni endi, that’ll mean bucking thousands of years of Order tradition. I know Roman would tell me to keep my mouth shut. I’d like to seek alternate counsel before I make this decision.”  
 
    His mother, Esme suspected. From what I’ve heard, Mirth Lord is almost as versed in Order history as Roman. But Owen seems to think she’d disagree with Roman. Cat balls, I hope so.  
 
    Benja smiled at the king and bowed her head, crossing an arm over her chest in salute. “We’re with you, my lord.” 
 
    Max, Dax, and even Loukas copied her gesture.  
 
    “Thank you.” Owen glanced at Esme with a small smile. 
 
    The truck slowed, and they all leaned in their seats as Tank took an exit. Esme had ridden this route so many times that she recognized the bumps, and she knew they were almost back to the Capiti.  
 
    Owen sighed. “Alright. The sun will be up soon, so the malevolenci probably won’t try anything more tonight. Hopefully we can get one decent day’s sleep, but I think we should expect to be active every night from now on.” 
 
    They nodded in acceptance as the truck drove downhill. From the sounds outside, Esme knew they’d arrived at the Capiti’s garage. Soon the truck pulled to a stop, and the team gathered their things before climbing out. 
 
    As soon as they stood in the lights of the parking garage, Tank came around from the driver’s side and looked at them wide-eyed. “Hey, guys, I couldn’t hear everything you were talking about. Did someone say Esme is–” 
 
    “We’ll explain,” said Benja. She slapped a hand on the troll’s back. “Come on, let’s get cleaned up, big guy.” She turned to lead Tank to the elevator. 
 
    Dax rolled his eyes behind Tank’s back before he and Max trailed after the jinn and troll.  
 
    Loukas held his helmet against his side. He sighed and turned to Owen. “My lord, I don’t want to take advantage of the hundreds of favors you owe me, but…” 
 
    Owen snorted a laugh. “What do you need? More funds for supplies?” 
 
    “Nah, we’re all set for this war. What I’m wondering is, even if you decide not to announce the truth to the whole Order… Well, Lexi and I… I mean, she’s in charge of our forces just as much as I am. It’ll be hard to work with her in the days ahead if she doesn’t know–” 
 
    “It’s okay. Tell her everything. I should’ve let Esme tell her months ago.” Owen looked over at Esme and smiled.  
 
    She smiled back at him, then looked up at Loukas. “After you tell Lexi, please have her call me. I want her to know it’s been killing me not to say anything, but I was under orders from his royal lordship.” She gave Loukas a smile that she knew Owen saw.  
 
    Loukas looked from her to Owen and smirked. “I’ll tell her.” He bowed to the king, winked at Esme, and turned to head for the elevator.  
 
    Owen looked across the empty garage. He put an arm around Esme’s shoulders, then walked with her to his car.  
 
    She leaned into him as they walked, favoring her burned leg. “It was right to tell them.” 
 
     “Yeah, I think so too.”  
 
    She tried not to nag, but… “Will you make this public?” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s wise, given current circumstances. The alterni endi have been a secret so long… I need to discuss this with someone wiser than myself before I break centuries of tradition.” He kissed the top of her head. “But we’ll figure out what the right move is.” 
 
    She frowned. “That was odd, how the crustacox avoided killing you.” 
 
    “Yeah… Do you think I’m right about why?” 
 
    She nodded against his arm.  
 
    Owen sighed. “It’s a weird kind of war when the enemy doesn’t want to kill you.” 
 
    Esme smiled against his side. “Can’t say I’m upset about it. If they don’t attack you in battle, that saves me the trouble of having to rescue you.” 
 
    He laughed.  
 
    They reached his car, and Owen let her out from under his arm as they parted to climb inside. Once the doors shut, Esme shivered and fought the urge to touch her thigh’s burn. Owen noticed this and started the car so she could turn up her heated seat.  
 
    “Should we go upstairs and have a healer look at your leg?” 
 
    “No, it’ll be fine.” Esme fought a yawn. “Let’s go home. Or… Uh…” She looked at him awkwardly. “I don’t mean I expect to go home with you…or you to go home with me. If you want me to call someone to take me to my house while you go to yours…” 
 
    Owen let out an overdramatic sigh and rolled his eyes. “No, I’ll drive you myself. Thaddeus is still visiting his mom in Texas, remember? I’m stuck as your chauffeur.” He started the car. 
 
    “Or you could let me drive myself. You owe me a car, remember?” 
 
    Owen smiled as he pulled out of the parking space. “I don’t mind. Besides, I’m crashing at your place while your bodyguard is away. Now more than ever, I’m keeping an eye on you. If you sense a rift opening, I want to be right there so we can get a jump on the malevolenci.” 
 
    She sighed. “So romantic.” 
 
    Owen grinned and drove up the parking ramp. 
 
    Esme wiggled down in her seat and was glad for the heat now creeping into her body. She looked out her window at the lights of downtown Kansas City. Unlike in New York, almost no one was on the streets at this hour.  
 
    “Sorry to cancel our Europe trip,” said Owen as he drove. “I know you were looking forward to it, even if we would’ve been closing rifts and hunting malevolenci nonstop.”  
 
    “My disappointment doesn’t matter. We need to stay. There’s plenty to deal with here.” 
 
    We have more than ever to deal with here. My magic… The malevolenci… Pacifying the paranormals so they don’t rebel with the worst timing ever…  
 
    She sighed, sure she was getting a stress headache but also sure there was little time for rest. “Do you think your mom will have any great ideas?” 
 
    “I hope so.” He turned on a different road, the streetlights drifting up his arms but blinking away as he drove onto a darker street. “At the very least, Mom could step in with the paranormals if we’re too busy.” 
 
    Esme saw they were nearing her street. “Does she know the full truth?” 
 
    “Yeah. I told her you were my alterni endi right after you read the Chronicle. She already knew about alterni endi because my dad told her about the Oath of Kings long before I swore to it. I’ll catch her up on tonight’s events, but she basically knows what we’re facing.” 
 
    Esme frowned out her window. 
 
    Poor woman. What would it be like to live every day knowing your husband might have to kill himself to save the world? And then to know your son has taken the same Oath…  
 
    “I got in touch with my mom before we went to the rift. We made a tea date for tomorrow. She’s expecting us around three.” 
 
    Esme’s head whipped around. “She’s expecting us?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. She wants to meet you.” Owen pulled into Esme’s driveway and turned off the car. He looked at her like he hadn’t realized this would be a problem. “Is that okay?”  
 
    Esme stuttered a response. “Uh, I guess so.”  
 
    “Good.” Owen gave her a side smile and opened his door. “Let’s make sure Bethy didn’t burn down the house.” With that, he climbed out. 
 
    Esme sat for a second longer in the car, then shook her head at herself and climbed out. 
 
    Tomorrow I meet the queen mother. Why am I so nervous? It’s just Owen’s mom…which is maybe why I’m so nervous. Come on, alterni. You’ve killed a freakin’ bentaforx! You can meet your boyfriend’s mom.  
 
    She joined Owen on the stoop and entered her code to unlock the door.  
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    Mirth Lord’s estate wasn’t far off from what Esme had imagined. Somewhere between a cottage and a mansion, the large home sat back on a few acres, fenced in, with a wide gate across the driveway. Owen led her and Hakim from the car, and he made no ceremony as he stepped onto the footpath that ran to the front door.  
 
    It was a rainy fall day, but Esme paused and looked up at the house. She took a moment to straighten her lacy black shirt and fashionable belt hidden under the long coat she’d borrowed from Lexi.  
 
    Hakim, dressed once again in one of his usual suits, stopped beside her with a knowing grin. “Nervous to meet the queen mother?” 
 
    “Am I that obvious?” 
 
    “Well, I was the one who introduced you to the king, remember? I know you get flustered around royalty.” 
 
    She took a breath and started walking again.  
 
    “Relax. I grew up hanging out at this house. Mirth is a trip. If we’re lucky – and we will be because, you know, jinn – she’ll have my favorite biscuits.” 
 
    Owen reached the door and didn’t bother knocking before entering the house. Esme followed, stepping into a foyer. They took off their coats and hung them on an antique rack against the nearest wall, and Esme smoothed her bicolored hair, feeling at ease as she looked around. 
 
    The foyer’s floor was warm wood, and in the center of the room lay a rectangular rug under a round table, a sparkling chandelier dangling above it. The walls were painted a warm yellow hue, and crown molding matched the wood of the floor. A set of French doors on the far wall led out to a patio. To their left, wooden steps led upstairs. To their right, a wide opening led into a formal dining room. 
 
    Well, at least there’s not a suit of armor standing in the corner. 
 
    “Mom?” called Owen as he headed toward the room to the right.  
 
    Hakim gently pushed Esme ahead, and they walked through the dining room into a hall with skylights.  
 
    “In here!” called a woman’s British accent. “I’m setting out the biscuits Hakim likes!” 
 
    Hakim fist-pumped and hurried up the hall. When he turned into the light of an open door, he smiled. “Hello, ma’am! You look wonderful!” 
 
    Owen waited for Esme, gave her an encouraging smile, and led her into the room.  
 
    Esme was again surprised by the normalcy of this house. This narrow sitting room held windows looking out to a back garden. A bookshelf stood at one end, and the other opened into the kitchen. A small round table surrounded by chairs waited in the middle. An old tea set on a tray sat on the table, and two smaller plates held cookies and other treats.  
 
    Mirth herself was a lovely older woman, her white hair swept back and bouncy around her high cheekbones. Her eyes were the blue hue that Esme had learned suggested elven blood somewhere in her ancestry, but she was in every other way a normal, thin, elegant human woman. She wore flowing trousers and a blouse that looked fashionable and expensive.  
 
    The queen mother greeted her son with a warm hug and kiss on the cheek. She snagged Hakim before he could sit and did the same to him, causing him to laugh before feigning a blush.  
 
    Esme shuffled from foot to foot and smiled as the woman turned to her. “Hello…ma’am.” 
 
    “Oh, call me Mirth. Hakim’s the only one who calls me ma’am, and that’s only because he was scared of me as a boy.” 
 
    Hakim sat in a chair and shoved a cookie in his mouth, then shrugged at Esme with a grin.  
 
    Mirth extended a hand to shake with Esme. “Welcome, my dear. We have much to discuss.” She looked down at Esme’s hand she was shaking. “Your castorcas are beautiful.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Esme held out both hands and turned them to show the tops and bottoms of the castorcas. “They’re pretty, but they make it hard to eat Marybeth’s barbecue.” 
 
    Mirth chuckled before waving to the table. “Do have a seat. Esme, how do you like your tea?” 
 
    Esme froze as she sat between Owen and the queen mother. “Uh…poured?” 
 
    Hakim snorted his cookie.  
 
    “Thanks, Mom. I’ve got it.” Owen reached for the teapot and got to work, saving Esme. “So how was Italy?” 
 
    “Charming as always.” Mirth crossed her legs and rested a manicured hand on the table. “We acquired over eight hundred artifacts for the museum. I added a few from my own collection in London. We should be ready to open within a month. I’ll have to go back a few more times, but I’m pleased with the direction we’re headed.” 
 
    Esme took a sip of her tea and felt calmed by the warmth. “I’ve read about your archeological adventures. The discovery of the first troll bridge constructed in this world sounded particularly interesting.” 
 
    “Yes, that was a fun one.” Mirth smiled in memory. “I’ve studied Order history all my life. Our kitchen sink society of paranormals is fascinating, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I do.” Esme summoned courage and said, “In fact, when I heard about your paranormal studies, I decided to launch my own investigation. I’m been interviewing paranormals for months about their culture, their history. It’s fascinating, like you say.” 
 
    And hopefully useful. 
 
    Hakim rolled his eyes. “Kiss-ass.” 
 
    Esme sent him a half-hearted glare. “Well, you were the first to tell me about Mrs. Lord’s background. I’m not the only one who admires her.” She made a face and looked back at the queen. “Okay, yeah, that sounded kiss-ass-y. I just mean, I’ve always heard good things about you from the paranormals. My guess is they respect you because of the interest you’ve shown in them. I’m trying to follow your example in that way, although I’ve got a lot to learn compared to your experience.” 
 
    “If what I hear of your memory is true, I’m sure someday you’ll be far more educated than I.” Mirth studied Esme a moment with a faint smile. Then she took a sip of tea and nodded. “But I’m proud of my accomplishments. My pursuit of paranormal history has taken me all over the globe. I daresay I know almost as much as Roman. In fact, he seemed quite impressed with a few of the artifacts I’d acquired for the museum.” 
 
    Owen set down his tea, making a face that suggested he wouldn’t be taking another sip. “You saw Roman in Italy?” 
 
    “Yes, he came to oversee a conjuri competition at the Roman Academy.” Mirth winked at Esme. “Named for the city, not the man. Although I imagine Roman would be happy for everyone to think otherwise.” 
 
    Esme grinned.  
 
    “Anyway, Roman and I didn’t spend much time together. I asked him if he knew anything more about our dear girl’s predicament–” here she motioned toward Esme “–but of course he always was a secretive old cuss.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Owen cleared his throat and glanced at Esme. “About those secrets, Mom.” Quickly he explained what had happened the night before and what he’d told their cavali team. He finished with, “Benja made a good point that knowing the truth might unite the paranormals, but I’m not sure.”  
 
    Mirth thought for a moment. “Well, this is a development.” 
 
    Hakim snuck another cookie and looked from mother to son and back again.  
 
    Owen took a breath. “When we spoke on the phone, you said you’d be willing to meet with the paranormals while I’m busy fighting malevolenci. If we tell them the truth, that’ll make things a bit more complicated.” 
 
    Hakim made a face. “To say the least.” 
 
    Owen ran a hand through his hair, then gestured toward Esme. “We’ve spent all morning debating, but I can’t decide what to do.” 
 
    Well, thought Esme with a small smile, we spent all morning debating once I got off the phone with Lexi. That wasn’t exactly a quick conversation. Thank the gods Lexi was understanding, though.  
 
    Owen let out a huff. “Our meeting with the paranormals is tonight. Should we keep them ignorant of how screwed we are? I don’t know if the truth would make things better or worse.”  
 
    Mirth shrugged like they weren’t discussing the fate of the worlds. “I suggest you meet with the paranormals and test the waters. Feel them out. If the right moment comes, then tell them.” 
 
    Owen muttered under his breath, “Damn hippie.”  
 
    Mirth smirked at her son. “But I will go with you tonight, if you like. I’ll try to wiggle my way back into a position of importance, politically speaking. You’ll need your space, and I agree that your focus should be on fighting the malevolenci and keeping our alterni endi alive.” She smiled at Esme. “And you need to stay sharp if you’ve any hope of finding a way to stop the demons for good.” 
 
    Esme sighed and leaned an elbow on the table, forgetting her earlier attempts to be prim. “Can you think of anything to help us? I’ve memorized so many volumes of the Chronicles of Kings that it’s dizzying. And now the Chronicle of Alterni Endi. I’ve talked to dozens of paranormals and learned about their worlds. But so far nothing’s shown me anything useful about how to win this war.” 
 
    Mirth looked interested. “What would help? What are you looking for?” 
 
    “Well, I’m starting to wonder how the malevolenci access the alt-worlds when no one else can. No one in my world could travel to other worlds. The werewolves in their home world couldn’t either. Same with the vampires, the fairies, the nymphs – everyone. Even here, the conjuri’s summono spell brings people but can’t send them anywhere except straight back home.” 
 
    Mirth nodded in understanding. “You’re trying to uncover how the malevolenci are different because you think that might show you how to stop them.”  
 
    “Yes. If I can find out more about the malevolenci, I might learn a way to use this world’s creation magic to stop them.” 
 
    “Creation magic…” Mirth’s gaze drifted around with her thoughts.  
 
    “It’s a term Ada found in the elven histories,” Esme started to explain. “I only read it yesterday. It’s what an alterni’s magic–” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard the term.” Mirth looked back at Esme and, apparently seeing the confusion on Owen and Hakim’s faces, explained to the younger men. “Creation magic is the highest level of magical control someone can have. It means an alterni can make up spells of their own, creating new displays of magic that no native has the ability to replicate. All alterni have some use of creation magic, but only the origini and alterni endi can wield creation magic at its full strength. I’ve never understood that part – it seems to me we natives should be gifted with our own world’s magic. However, it’s always been true that the alterni connect with our magic best. And the origini and alterni endi are connected most.” 
 
    Esme blinked. “You sound so certain. How do you know all this? I’ve never read anything about creation magic and… Well, no offense, ma’am, but I’m pretty sure my memory is better than yours.” 
 
    Mirth chuckled. “Yes, but you can’t remember what you’ve never had access to, my dear.” 
 
    “So…” 
 
    “I’ve never read about creation magic. I know of it because I was told about it.” Mirth looked directly at Owen. “Trent Simons told me.” 
 
    Owen’s eyes widened. “Uncle Trent?” 
 
    Mirth nodded, a sad smile on her lovely face. “Trent and your father were close, and I had the privilege of being a third wheel during many of their conversations. After their battles, the three of us would often sit in this very room – with refreshments stronger than tea, I’ll confess – and theorize on all kinds of things. Trent…” Her gaze hovered on the teapot. “He knew so much. His magic was unlike anything I’d ever seen. ‘Creation magic,’ he called it. Trent studied in that library for days at a time. As the years went on, it became clear that he knew more than any of us. I’d sit here and discuss Order history with him almost every day, and then he and Daniel rode off and fought malevolenci at night. He knew far more than I ever did about our world’s magic. He knew more than Roman, I always suspected.” 
 
    Esme tried not to get too excited. “Did Trent tell you anything that could help me wield creation magic better?” 
 
     “No, dear. I’m sorry, but I’ve never been any good at magic myself, so I don’t think Trent saw any point in teaching me about it. I doubt I know anything to add to whatever you’ve learned in the Chronicles of Alterni Endi.”  
 
    Esme nodded. 
 
    Under the table, Owen rested his hand on Esme’s knee for comfort.  
 
    They sat for a moment in silence, each in their own thoughts.  
 
    Finally, Hakim took another biscuit. “Well, good thing Esme’s amazing. If anyone can use this super-powerful magic, it’s her. But what is she supposed to do with it?” 
 
    Owen looked at his mother. “Did Trent ever think he could defeat the malevolenci? End the war?” 
 
    “If he knew so much about our magic,” Esme thought aloud, “then he must’ve used it in his own unique ways against the demons.” She had another thought and let out a huff. “Too bad there’s not a Chronicle of Origini, if their magic is as strong as the alterni endi magic. I bet some of them came up with helpful spells too. Maybe they knew more than the Master Conjuri recorded in the Chronicles of Kings.” 
 
    Mirth nodded in thought. “Trent spoke passionately about this war. He was fully committed to fighting the malevolenci with everything he had. But I always suspected he hid something he wouldn’t share with Daniel or me.” She faced Owen. “I remember, toward the end of your father’s life, you and I and Trent were at Daniel’s bedside in the Capiti. Do you remember that? I know you were young.” 
 
    Owen rolled his eyes. “I was twenty.” 
 
    “But never very mature.” Mirth smirked and took a sip of tea. “Anyway, Roman came into the room and asked Trent to join him in the library. They seemed to share an understanding, and Trent left with Roman. When he came back, Trent was very solemn and didn’t say a word but sat at your father’s bedside and looked upset.” 
 
    Owen’s eyes lit with memory. “We brought Dad home the next day because the healers said there was nothing more they could do. I remember helping Trent lower Dad into your bed upstairs. Trent looked sad, but I was dealing with my own grief so I didn’t pay much attention.” He narrowed his brow as he tried to remember. “Trent and I left Dad to sleep. When we closed the door to stand in the hall, Trent put one of his big hands on my shoulder and told me I needed to be brave. He said my reign would start soon and that Dad was very proud of me.” 
 
    Under the table, Esme squeezed Owen’s hand as she saw the sadness the memory had surfaced. 
 
    Mirth’s own eyes had a shine of tears, but she smiled at her son. 
 
    Owen pulled himself together. “Mom, you think Roman told Trent something?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Esme scrunched her face. “What could Roman have told him? You said Trent seemed to know more than Roman.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Mirth had to agree and nodded.  
 
    Esme tried to think. “What if Roman didn’t tell Trent anything? What if Roman asked Trent something?” 
 
    Hakim lifted an eyebrow, and the Lord mother and son paused to consider. Nobody looked like they thought she was wrong. 
 
    “Damn Roman.” Owen put his elbows on the table and rubbed his face. “Why the hell does that old man keep so many secrets?” 
 
    Mirth snorted a laugh. “What’s the Order without its secrets?” 
 
    Owen huffed. “But what if whatever Trent told Roman could help us win the war? What if this is something huge?” 
 
    “Of course it’s something huge,” said Esme in annoyance. “Roman’s secrets are only huge.” 
 
    “Oh!” yelped Mirth with a start. She looked at Esme, then turned to the jinn. “Hakim, be a dear and go fetch my handbag on the entry table.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Hakim made a confused face at Owen and Esme but rose from the table and walked back the way they’d arrived.  
 
    Owen gave his mother a look. “Ma?” 
 
    Mirth looked excited. “I completely forgot, but while I was in Italy I… Well, let me back up.” 
 
    Owen shuffled on his seat and looked at his mother with rising frustration.  
 
    “You know Trent died in Italy. He’d always said that, before he died, he wanted to live in the old country where the Order first began. He wished to be buried in the Order’s oldest cemetery. I thought that was creepy, but whatever.” 
 
    Owen grinned. “I remember you trying to talk him out of it. You said he should be buried by Dad. Trent laughed at you.” 
 
    Mirth sighed. “I could never talk either of those men out of anything.” She waved this off. “Anyway, I missed Trent terribly once he left us, but he called often.” 
 
    Hakim returned with a rose-colored, expensive handbag and set it on the table in front of Mirth. 
 
    “Thank you, dear.” Mirth opened her purse to rifle inside. “The point of this story is that on his last call, Trent told me he planned to hide a letter on the underside of his coffin. He told me that, should Owen ever find himself with an alterni endi, I should go to Italy, dig up his coffin, and retrieve the letter.” 
 
    She pulled out a worn envelope and set it on the table by the biscuits. 
 
    They all stared at it.  
 
    Owen finally lifted his gaze to his mother’s smile. “Are you kidding me? You dug up Uncle Trent?” 
 
    Mirth smoothed a sleeve of her blouse. “Well, I hired help. But I was there in person and guided them to the correct burial site. Once they had the coffin open, I climbed down myself and retrieved the letter.” She made a face. “I avoided looking in the coffin.”  
 
    Owen was flabbergasted. “You’re a grave robber now?” 
 
    With a twinkle in her eye, Mirth smirked at him. “Oh, please, Owen. You think that’s the craziest thing I’ve done? If I ever retire, I plan to write one hell of a memoire – the Chronicle of Mirth.” 
 
    Owen gaped. He shook his head to refocus. “And this letter… Why didn’t you lead with this as soon as we got here?” 
 
    “I told you, I forgot. I found the letter months ago. It was the first thing I did when I got to Italy – it’s the whole reason I went, originally. As soon as you told me Esme was an alterni endi, I knew I had to go. But then you two were running all over the country, so I decided to wait until you returned. Besides, I needed to stay a while in Italy to protect my cover story. I couldn’t let Roman or anyone else find out what I was doing, since Trent wanted to keep this so secret. It was convenient timing that the Order Museum needed my guidance.” 
 
    Indiana Jones has nothing on this woman. 
 
    Esme couldn’t hold back a smile of admiration, but she pointed at the letter on the table. “So what is it?” 
 
    Mirth shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s sealed.”  
 
    Owen pulled himself together and reached to carefully lift the envelope. Esme exchanged a perplexed look with Hakim and then leaned to see the envelope as Owen turned it over. There was no writing on the outside. It was indeed sealed with wax and a stamped “T.”  
 
    When Mirth spoke, her voice had softened and sounded less excited. “It’s not for you, Owen. It’s for Esme.” 
 
    Esme looked up from the envelope and saw the queen mother’s gaze fixed on her. “Me?” 
 
    “Yes. And if you don’t mind, that letter’s had me curious for months. Do open it, if you’d be so kind.”  
 
    Owen looked at Esme and spun the envelope in his fingers for her to grab. Esme took a deep breath and reached for it. She tried not to think about where the envelope had been. The paper felt old against her fingers, and she turned the envelope and slid her finger to break the wax. Inside was a single sheet of plain white paper, and this Esme withdrew carefully to unfold.  
 
    Once she held the paper before her face, she read aloud the single word scrawled in the center of the page. “Meramec.”  
 
    “What?” Owen took the paper and read it for himself. He turned the paper over, found nothing, and stared at the word.  
 
    “Meramec.” Esme tried to think. “I know that word from my own world.”  
 
    “Got it.” Hakim had his phone in front of his face, and he read whatever he’d found. “There’s a Meramec State Park on the other side of Missouri.”  
 
    “That’s it.” Esme nodded, remembering. “I went there when I was six with my parents. The caverns were really cool.” 
 
    Owen set down the letter and looked at his mom. “Any idea what Trent meant?” 
 
    “No idea.” Mirth rested a hand under her chin. “Curiouser and curiouser…” 
 
    Esme looked down at the paper. 
 
    What is this? What did Trent know? What would he hide from Roman…and from everyone? 
 
    Owen let out a long breath. “Tomorrow, I guess we’re going sightseeing.” 
 
    Hakim, who no doubt knew he’d sit out this adventure, smoothed his tie and got back to immediate problems. “Meanwhile, what do we do about the paranormal meeting tonight?”  
 
    They sat silent for a moment, and Esme smiled to herself when she saw Mirth looking to Owen for his decision.  
 
    It must be hard to have lived her life and now be on the sidelines. She’s every bit as smart and wise as any king I’ve read about…but this is a man’s world. Owen is king, and I’m guessing she wants to let Owen stand alone. That’s why she’s chosen to stay out of politics…and now we’re dragging her back into it. Will the paranormals think we’re bringing her in because Owen can’t handle his job?  
 
    There were many ways tonight could go, and Esme was nervous about all of them. 
 
    Owen looked at Esme and said to everyone, “Times are changing. Esme and I aren’t only fighting to hold back the malevolenci – we’re fighting to defeat them and end this war. That means we’re throwing everything we’ve got into this fight, and we have to change the approach we’ve taken for centuries. No king had ever told an alterni about alterni endi before, but now Esme knows the whole truth. That was the best decision of my life…and telling my cavali team the truth felt just as right. Benja was right – knowing the truth unites us. If we’re going to win this war, we need everyone together.” 
 
    Hakim raised an eyebrow. “But what if telling everyone the truth rips everything apart?” 
 
    Mirth smirked at him. “Come on, jinn. Where’s your natural optimism?” 
 
    Now Hakim smiled. “Forgive me, ma’am. It’s disorienting that Owen’s become so optimistic. I guess I’m subconsciously trying to restore balance to the universe.” 
 
    “Very funny.” Owen grinned at his friend.  
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    Owen always felt nostalgic in this house and in his father’s study especially. The smell of the wood and the way the light sparkled in the stained glass windows reminded him of his boyhood days coloring in books on the sofa. The table where Esme and Hakim now played Chinese checkers had often been covered by his father’s Sunday papers. The brick fireplace in the far wall was where he and Hakim first roasted s’mores.  
 
    His mother came to stand beside him as he leaned against the wide entry door. She smiled and watched Esme and Hakim, much as Owen was doing. “I like her,” she whispered.  
 
    Owen grinned. “Good, because I plan on keeping this one.” 
 
    His mother studied his face, her blue eyes narrow. “I hope so, Owen. Because I plan to keep you both.” 
 
    She’s thinking of the Oath of Kings. Man, I wish Dad had never burdened her with that… But honesty is the new policy, right? And maybe it’s eased her mind to know the malevolenci want to keep me alive. 
 
    “Yes!” Esme exclaimed. “Suck it, Hakim! Who’s got the luck of a jinn now?” 
 
    Owen reached out to put an arm around his mother’s shoulders. He squeezed her tightly as he watched the love of his life defeat his best friend for the third time in a row.  
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    Owen eyed the crowd packed into Marybeth’s restaurant. The paranormal leaders were in attendance as usual – Joe for the nymphs, Piper for the fairies, of course Marybeth for the trolls, Gil for the goblins, Oliver Leaflen for the elves, the newly promoted Ali for the jinn, the alpha Brun for the werewolves, and the vampire sire Rylet. What was unusual about this meeting was that extra fairies, jinn, and vampires had arrived with their leaders. The leaders sat at the big round table with Owen, Esme, and his mother. The extra paranormals either sat in chairs behind their leaders or stood in the background.  
 
    Great, thought Owen. I’m gone for a couple of months, and they decide it’s fine to change the rules. 
 
    Fortunately, he’d gotten wind of this development from Joe and brought his own backup. Benja stood in street clothes with the additional jinn. Tank sat behind Marybeth, who’d passed out trays of barbecued meat to anyone who wanted it. Dax and Max stood with arms crossed behind Brun, the gray-bearded alpha.  
 
    Owen’s stomach was in knots, but it would be rude to refuse the troll’s meal. Plus, it smelled delicious. Free of his coat, he shoved up his sleeves and dug in. The paranormals followed his lead, and soon the not-so-sophisticated sounds of slurping filled the restaurant.  
 
    To his right, his mother had a pinkie up as she nibbled meat off a rib. “Mmm. As good as ever, Marybeth.” 
 
    The large woman, her expression what Joe referred to as “resting troll face,” gave Mirth a nod which could’ve meant anything.  
 
    That could be bad. I’ve heard the trolls are upset because they feel like the Order expects them to live in squalor. I thought making that school for troll kids would help, but… I need the trolls with me. They’re some of my best cavali.  
 
    “Gil,” said Owen as he finished a rib and picked up another. “I wanted to start by telling you I’ve decided to sell my penthouse. I had Hakim put it on the market yesterday. He says offers are rolling in. It’s listed for two million, and I’d like the funds to go toward construction of a troll community on our land in the Ozarks.” 
 
    Marybeth actually smiled.  
 
    I love trolls. Simple needs. Simple solutions.  
 
    The little goblin, however, pulled a rib bone from his mouth and scratched a pointed ear. “Two million would go a long way to paying for your recent travel expenses, my lord.” 
 
    Cat balls! Cut me a break, Gil.  
 
    Owen noticed Brun grinning under his beard. Everyone knew werewolves and trolls were competitive, vying for top status as the Order’s toughest race. Since the werewolves had a retreat in Texas, that was no doubt part of why the trolls wanted one of their own.  
 
    Across the table, Piper raised her perfectly manicured hand. “I’d like to help with the king’s travel expenses.” 
 
    Didn’t see that coming. 
 
    The goblin turned to the fairy. “No offense, sparkly, but it would take a hefty contribution to make a dent.” 
 
    “I understand that.” Piper gave the ugly little man a polite smile. “My moms died last month and left me a substantial inheritance.” 
 
    Gil’s pointed nose twitched. “How substantial are we talking?” 
 
    “Rude…” Piper shifted her translucent wings, which draped over her body like a dress. She faced Owen with a smile. “I can donate the two million that was mentioned.” 
 
    The paranormals looked at each other, and the group of fairies in particular turned their backs to the main table and whispered amongst themselves. 
 
    That could mean trouble. Joe said the fairies are accusing the Order of lying about all kinds of things. But Piper’s willing to drop two mil on my travel bills? 
 
    He wiped a sauce-covered hand on his napkin. “Are you sure, Piper? We can find the cash elsewhere.” 
 
    “That’s a laugh,” muttered Gil.  
 
    Piper glanced to either side of the table. “My lord, your team flew around the country to fight malevolenci and protect us. I’m happy to do whatever I can to contribute to the cause. Not all of us think the Order should hand us gifts without giving back.” 
 
    This pointed statement set off another round of whispers around the room.  
 
    “Ah, hell.” Mirth tossed her hands in the air and smiled at the fairy, then the goblin. “Piper’s such a doll, she’s convinced me to chip in. I have a set of candlesticks loaned to the museum downtown. I’m willing to sell them for…let’s say half a million. I’ll throw in that cash to the cavali travel fund.” 
 
    Gil laughed around his mouthful of barbecue. “Half a million for candlesticks?” 
 
    Owen watched his mother and saw a twinkle in her eye that he recognized from many teenage episodes when she’d outplayed him.  
 
    Mirth feigned surprise that the goblin doubted her. “Well, they’re ancient. And it’s not every day you find elven silverwork that once belonged to a famous alterni.” 
 
    Seated beside Esme, Oliver sat forward in his chair. He lifted a questioning finger. “Excuse me, Ms. Lord. Do you mean the candlesticks made for Elaine during King Dante’s rule?” 
 
    “Of course. I’ve already arranged to relocate them to the new Order Museum in Italy. The candlesticks certainly aren’t appreciated where they are. I mean, it’s not like civilians can tell elven craftsmanship from… What did I tell the curators?” She tapped her chin, trying to remember. “I believe I said they were from an artist in Prague.” 
 
    “I’ve seen them in the museum here. They’re undeniably of elven creation, so I assumed a civilian owner simply didn’t know what they had.” Oliver chuckled, then put a hand over his heart. “I’d be thrilled to purchase Elaine’s candlesticks and return them to my people. But half a million is far too little for such a treasure, Ms. Lord.” 
 
    She waved this off. “Oh, I know. But they belong to your people, so I won’t gouge you. Donate half a million to the cavali travel fund, and we’ll call it a deal.” 
 
    Oliver looked happier than a goblin in a vault of coins. “Thank you, Ms. Lord.”  
 
    A fairy murmured, “Boring.” 
 
    Owen cleared his throat to regain attention. “Thank you, Piper, Mom, and Oliver.” He looked at Gil. “That settle things? Put the two million from my penthouse toward the troll community. Put Piper’s and Oliver’s money toward our travel expenses.” 
 
    Gil chewed his meal with a grouchy look but gave a nod. 
 
    There’s no satisfying the goblins. I’m not even going to bother trying to make Gil happy. Freakin’ accountants.  
 
    Owen’s hands were as clean as they could get for now, and he clapped them together as if he was making great progress. “Great. So now I’m homeless.” He turned to Esme. “By the way, this is my subtle way of asking if I can move in.” 
 
    Esme’s mouth twitched in a smile, but she faced the table and said in a deadpan tone, “Technically you own the house anyway.” 
 
    Gil made a face. 
 
    “Moving away from finances…” Owen drummed the table. He turned to Brun on the far side of Mirth. “Any incidents during the full moon yesterday?” 
 
    Brun shook his head. “No, my lord. We got everyone to Texas in time.” The big man glanced at Piper, then back at Owen. “Our pack is eternally grateful for the retreat you gave us. I don’t have millions to contribute, but you have my word that the werewolves will help you however we can wherever your hunt takes you next.” 
 
    “Thank you, Brun.” 
 
    The bearded man nodded and looked glad to be done speaking. Behind him, Owen saw Dax and Max smiling with pride.  
 
    Werewolves, check. At least for now. 
 
    Owen turned next to Ali and the jinn seated behind the slick man in his Italian suit. What Joe had told him about the jinn was disturbing enough to require a direct approach. Owen gave Benja a subtle look, and he saw her nod. If things blew up, she’d jump in and try to counter any curses the jinn might throw around the room.  
 
    He also glanced at Rylet and the vampires standing behind their sire’s chair. They were so still and expressionless that Owen couldn’t read them. Their pale skin, blood-red eyes, and gothic black clothes were creepy at the best of times. Now… 
 
    I don’t know how to address their grievances. The healers aren’t slaves! Can’t they just talk to the healers themselves? There’s not one who’d agree they were slaves. Tank’s right – the healers are paid more than the cavali. They get the best apartments in the Capiti. They never complain. If they did, of course I’d do anything to make them happy.  
 
    He refocused on the jinn. “Ali, I have to be honest. I’ve heard troubling rumors that the jinn are trying to influence civilian politics.” 
 
    Ali’s brown eyes widened, and his jaw clenched. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, my lord.” 
 
    Owen saw the three jinn men behind Ali squirm in their seats, but he kept his eyes on Ali. “I know you and Dom met as consultants with the Kansas governor during his re-election.” 
 
    Ali’s face tightened. 
 
    Owen looked around the room. “The Order doesn’t interfere with the outside world. Especially when it comes to using our magic to influence their lives. Anyone caught trying to gain outside influence by using their paranormal gifts will be cast out of the Order.”  
 
    Ali, furious, turned and glared at Joe beside him. “You overhead Dom and me talking, didn’t you?” 
 
    The tall nymph said nothing and kept his hands folded on the table.  
 
    “You slutty snitch!”  
 
    Joe coolly shook his head. “Nah, mate. I’m loyal to the king. You wouldn’t have a problem if you weren’t up to something.”  
 
    The jinn sneered. “I should wring every drop of blood from your twiggy little–” 
 
    Marybeth’s deep voice growled. “Not in my restaurant.”  
 
    Ali turned on her. The tattoos showing on his neck and at his wrists began to glow a fiery red. “Don’t you have a bridge to watch?” 
 
    The troll woman’s nostrils flared. Tank behind her growled.  
 
    Ali looked fearless. He said to the whole room, “If the king bothered to rule his kingdom, we wouldn’t have to seek more power! Instead of leading our peoples, he’s running around the country, screwing his alterni!” 
 
    “Hey!” yelled Dax. “Show some respect, jinn!” 
 
    Ali leaned back in his seat. “Oh, like I’m gonna listen to the king’s lap dog.” 
 
    Dax’s face went red with anger, but he looked at the king and didn’t attack the jinn. 
 
    Ali scoffed and smoothed out his suit. “That’s what I thought, lap dog. Won’t even stand up for yourself unless the king lets you off your leash. You’re his slave as much as the vamps at the Capiti.” 
 
    Owen’s gaze swung over to the group behind Rylet’s seat, and all were frowning. He saw the fairies standing behind Piper cling to each other, clearly fearful a brawl would break out. The jinn with Ali sat looking smug. 
 
    Benja was watching Ali’s glowing tattoos. Calmly, she insisted, “There’s no need for this, brother.”  
 
    He turned in his seat to glare at her. “Said another slave.” 
 
    Now Benja’s tattoos glowed, but Owen trusted she’d hold herself in check unless she had to fight Ali, jinn to jinn. Ali’s tattoos looked red hot. 
 
    Mirth sat and watched the jinn across the table. “Easy, now. No one here needs to be cursed.”  
 
    A vampire in the back shouted, “We’re already cursed!”  
 
    That did it, and several paranormals began shouting at once. 
 
    Damn it, Ali! I had things under control. This is bad. 
 
    Owen held up a hand. “Please, everyone calm down.” 
 
    They continued to yell and point at each other. Teeth were bared. Jinn tattoos glowed. Joe released a breath of soothing air that wafted around the table, but it did no good.  
 
    “Silence for the king!” Brun rose from his chair and threw his plate across the room.  
 
    A fairy screamed as the plate crashed into the wall and shattered apart, leaving barbecue sauce dripping down the wall.  
 
    The big alpha pointed a finger around the room. “I’ll tear apart the next pussy who dares pick a fight!” 
 
    Everyone hushed. Even Ali’s tattoos cooled.  
 
    Brun, breathing hard, sat again. He put his elbows on the table and held his head. “Sorry, my lord. I’m still coming off the full moon.” 
 
    Owen’s heart was pounding. “No problem.” 
 
    Esme, her purple eyes wide, exchanged a look with him. Then Owen glanced at his mother, who sat calmly looking at those around the room.  
 
    I have to do it. 
 
    “I know you think I’ve gone slack in my duties,” he said in a strong voice as he looked from face to face. “I’ve been away for months, leaving you here to sort out things on your own. But we have bigger problems.” 
 
    Ali scoffed but was more respectful now as he glanced at the angry werewolf. “Yeah, we know…my lord. You and your alterni were closing rifts and saving the world from monsters.”  
 
    “There’s more.” Owen tried not to glare at Ali. Instead he looked at Esme. “We’ve learned that we’re losing this war. Esme is my alterni endi, which means she’s the last alterni of my reign. If she dies, there aren’t any of her alterni left to come fight for us. The malevolenci know this, so they’re trying to kill her in order to completely overpower us.” 
 
    He had their attention.  
 
    Esme gave him an encouraging smile. 
 
    “Roman first told me about this possibility years ago.” Owen faced the group of fairies in particular. “I’m sorry we kept this secret, but we were trying to find answers and not cause panic. However, it’s undeniable now that the malevolenci are after Esme – they focus on her during every battle. I brought my cavali team here tonight so you could hear it from some of your own rather than taking my word for it.” He waved for any of them to speak.  
 
    Dax told the room, “You’ve all heard about our team’s first bentaforx and what it did. I watched it carry Esme and Owen into the sky because it was so determined to kill them. I admit I’d never fought a bentaforx before, but my alpha tells me the demons aren’t usually specific about who they go after.”  
 
    Brun, seated in front of him, scratched his beard and nodded. “That’s true.” 
 
    “Another time,” said Benja, “Esme had just closed a rift, and suddenly three rifts opened behind her, all angled right at her. More chiroptorx than I’d ever seen flew out of the rifts and dived straight for her. The demons didn’t care about the rest of us – they were trying to get to her.” 
 
    Behind Marybeth, Tank grunted his agreement. “Same thing happened at our battle in Lee’s Summit last night. Chiroptorx flew at Esme. Only this time, the demons were smarter and sent a wave of crustacox to distract the rest of us.” His troll face stretched into a smile at Esme. “But our alterni is too good. She lit the flock on fire and came to help us. Then the malevolenci sent a swarm of spindlox, but she wiped them out too.” 
 
    “I see.” Gil pulled his last bone from his lips and turned to look at Esme. “The demons know she’s our last defense. If we’re without an alterni to perform the termino…” 
 
    Owen nodded. “The malevolenci would be free to open more rifts than we’ve ever seen. They’d invade without mercy and win this war. Nothing could stop them.”  
 
    Well, I could kill myself and stop them. But Dax was right about not letting the paranormals know that a king’s death resets the alterni cycle. Obeying the Oath of Kings is plan B. Better not mention anything about that, or Ali will happily suggest we make it plan A. 
 
    He crossed his hands and leaned on the table. “My cavali are a tough bunch, but the Order has always depended on alterni to hold the malevolenci at bay. Without Esme, the demons will destroy everything. So, to keep her alive and fighting against this onslaught, we all have to work together. I know you have grievances with me and the Order, but I hope you understand why we have to table those issues for the time being.” 
 
    The angrier paranormals shuffled and looked at each other, less certain how they felt in light of this serious danger. 
 
    Ali glared. “So drop everything and serve, is that it? Risk our lives to save your precious alterni and your kingdom?” 
 
    Brun growled. “It’s your kingdom too, jinn. It’s all our kingdom. The malevolenci don’t care who’s royal and who’s not. Cat balls, they don’t even care who’s in the Order and who’s not! If they wipe us out, they wipe everyone out. You want to sit out the war and let that happen? Where’s the honor in that?” 
 
    Ali took a breath. He faced Owen again and toned down his glare. “Why didn’t you tell us this as soon as you discovered Esme was the last alterni?” 
 
    Joe snorted a chuckle and answered for Owen, his Cajun accent growing thick. “What, it would’ve been better if he’d told us back when Esme was horrible at this? I sure wouldn’t have felt safe, knowing my life was in the hands of the least battle-ready alterni the cavali had ever seen.” He winked across the table at Esme. “No offense, darlin’. You’ve certainly proven yourself in recent months.” 
 
    Esme smiled back at him. “No offense taken. I quite agree.” She took a breath and faced the crowd. “Once Owen told me I was the alterni endi, I agreed with him not to tell you. I didn’t want you to feel hopeless about the fact that I’m all you have left. I didn’t know a lot about the Order – I’ve still only scratched the surface – but I knew enough to guess people would freak out. Honestly, from what I’ve seen of your behavior tonight, I’m still worried.” 
 
    Piper nodded. “Adding panic and fear to our infighting could be a disaster.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Rylet. “We’re at each other’s necks as it is.” He glanced back at his kind. “We vampires have age-old tensions with many of your races. But we’ve also seen enough history to understand that, at times, our differences must be set aside in light of matters that threaten us all.” He turned to Owen. “My lord, I have lived eleven generations. I’ve seen the malevolenci attacks increase and decrease. It’s always been impressed upon my mind that King Wentworth’s reign was particularly catastrophic where the demons were concerned. Am I correct in guessing that the young lady beside you is not the first alterni endi?” 
 
    “Yes.” Owen watched as others in the room reacted with surprise. “Esme is the seventh alterni endi in Order history.” 
 
    “And,” Esme added with more hope in her voice, “that means we’ve been able to stop the malevolenci before. It means the kings have been in this position six times before, and they’ve found ways to hold back total invasion. We can do this. I can do this.” She smiled and shrugged. “I mean, guys…I’ve killed a freakin’ bentaforx.” 
 
    Max chuckled.  
 
    Owen scanned faces and saw that others had heard the story of what Esme had done to the bentaforx in the mountains. A few whispered to each other. One of the jinn traced a finger in the air as he demonstrated how Esme drew the termino right on the demon. When the jinn finished, he made a face to his friends like he was impressed.  
 
     I hope this adds to their faith in her. They might think I’m a worthless pile of troll dung, but if they trust in Esme’s abilities– 
 
    “So what’s next?” Brun faced Owen. “If you’re telling us the truth now, I assume you have a plan?” 
 
    Everyone’s focus was on the king. 
 
    Owen nodded, feeling hopeful. “We need to be united if we’re going to win this war.” He looked at each paranormal leader. “I’m sorry we didn’t tell you sooner. I’m sorry the Order isn’t perfect. And I’m sorry if you feel I’ve forgotten you while I’ve been away. But I swear to every god you hold sacred that I’ve been doing everything I can to save as many lives as possible.” 
 
    Ali couldn’t help himself. “Or at least everything you can to save your–” he used a word not complimentary to Esme. 
 
    Dax growled.  
 
    Piper looked offended.  
 
    Even Marybeth turned to the jinn with her sternest scowl.  
 
    Owen nearly rose from his chair, but he felt Esme put a hand on his leg under the table.  
 
    Stay cool.  
 
    He settled back in his seat and glared at Ali. “You’re on thin ice, jinn. Don’t test me again.” 
 
    Ali squirmed.  
 
    I hope he’s mostly talk. If he does start a mutiny, we’re all screwed.  
 
    Owen held eye contact with the jinn leader as if staring down a tiger. “If Esme and I can’t find a way to stop the malevolenci, she will die. If she dies, we lose everything. I’m not only watching after her most because I love her. She and I are working together night and day because she’s the best and only weapon we have left.” 
 
    Owen felt Esme staring at him, and he realized too late what he’d confessed.  
 
    Damn it. I used the L word.  
 
    Gil saved him. “Forgive me for nitpicking, but you said we need to unite to ‘win this war,’ my lord. Do you really think that’s possible?” 
 
    He sighed. “If we can’t stop the malevolenci, this war is never going to end. I know some in this room have lived far longer than I have. You’ve watched king after king and alterni after alterni fight this war. You want it to end as much as I do. If we can defeat the malevolenci, we’ll be free to finally make this Order work. At peace, we’ll have time to make our world better.” He looked at Esme with a smile. “I don’t know about you guys, but I want to live. I want all of us to live.” 
 
    Joe whistled. “You think we can defeat the malevolenci?” 
 
    “Many of you have seen how powerful Esme is – we’ll never have a better weapon. If the rest of us work together and trust each other… Yes, I think we can defeat them for good.” 
 
    Gil frowned at Esme. “Are you sure your magic is powerful enough to defeat the demons?” 
 
    Max chuckled. “Clearly you’ve never been in battle with her, goblin.” 
 
    Seated behind Marybeth, Tank matched his chuckle. 
 
    Owen smiled and watched Esme.  
 
    “I have magic stronger than anyone else alive,” she answered confidently. “If there’s a way to stop them, it’s within my power. My magic is strong enough to defeat them. I just need help to figure out how.” 
 
    “Winning the war…” Rylet’s pale face looked weary. “I’ve lived through eleven generations of kings. What you seek is impossible.” 
 
    Mirth shook her head at the vampire sire. “No, it’s just never been tried. The kings of the past fought to survive, yes. They wanted to serve the Order and fulfill their duty. Some sought to be heroes. But none of them believed they had a prayer of winning the war. They fought to hold the demons back because that’s all they hoped to do – hold the demons back until this war was the next king’s problem. But now we have an incredibly powerful alterni endi, and we can find new ways to fight.” 
 
    Gil frowned. “Except there’ve been six alterni endi already. They were as powerful as Esme, correct? None of them could win the war. What makes you think Esme turns the tide?” 
 
    “Knowledge,” Mirth answered without hesitation. “Even though six kings before him had alterni endi, Owen’s is the only one to know what she is.” She looked around Owen to smile at Esme. “And that means our alterni endi is stronger because she understands the history of those before her. Esme hasn’t only trained as an alterni, learning from the conjuri how alterni have fought before her. She’s learning how the alterni endi have fought before her. That’s an advantage none of her predecessors have had.” 
 
    Owen sensed Esme taking a deep breath. He saw every eye had turned to her, and he gave her a small nod to speak.  
 
    “We…” She cleared her throat. “We’ll all be stronger because we know the truth. We understand what’s at stake. We understand how important it is to work together. And if we pool our knowledge, I’m certain we can uncover a malevolenci weakness that will help us defeat them.” 
 
    Joe’s expression suggested he’d realized something. “This is why you’ve been interviewing us about our home worlds, isn’t it? You’re trying to learn something from the alt-worlds about the malevolenci?”  
 
    Everyone went silent, and those who’d been interviewed by Esme looked particularly interested. 
 
    She nodded, her silver hair bobbing against her shirt’s lacy collar. “I’m trying to learn anything about the malevolenci that can help me defeat them. I’ve read everything about them in the library–” 
 
    At least everything Roman will let us read, thought Owen with a frown. 
 
    “–but there must be more known about them. I don’t think the conjuri have put enough value on your paranormal histories. Each of the alt-worlds knows stories and legends about the others, so at some point the alt-worlds must’ve known about the malevolenci, right? I’m hoping to uncover something the conjuri missed.” She nodded at Joe. “If I’m going to find anything new, it’ll be from you paranormals. I need your help.” She smiled at Max and Dax. “We need your brawn, yes, but we also need whatever you alt-worlders might know.” 
 
    Owen nodded in agreement. “So, who here is with us?” 
 
    They paused, and the underlying groups of fairies, jinn, and vampires huddled in whispery conversation. Brun even turned to consult with Max and Dax, which was something, considering they were only mixed bloods.  
 
    Esme looked at Owen, and he reached to give her hand a squeeze.  
 
    Brun turned back to face Owen. “My lord, you have the werewolves’ support.” 
 
    Owen bowed his head in acceptance, forcing himself to stay calm and appear as if he expected this loyalty.  
 
    I can’t look surprised. I certainly can’t beg the others to follow the werewolf’s example.  
 
    Piper looked over her shoulder at her sisters. They stood with delicate arms crossed over their translucent wings. The one in the center leaned forward to whisper in Piper’s ear. Even without hearing her, Owen could tell which way this would go.  
 
    Sighing, Piper faced the table again, stared at her plate, and finally looked back at the king. “The fairies believe that everything you’ve said only proves the Order can’t be trusted. You hid this secret about alterni endi for centuries, and the fairies do not accept that you’re telling the whole truth now. As a race, we won’t sacrifice ourselves for your war.” 
 
    Bitchy reaction. But not surprising.  
 
    “Damn sparklies.” Dax glared at Piper. “This is everyone’s war! You think the malevolenci will give you a pass for–” 
 
    “I, however,” Piper interrupted, “stand with the king.” 
 
    A murmur of surprise filled the room, starting with the fairies.  
 
    Piper looked at Owen. “When my ancestors joined the Order long ago, they agreed that each woman is free to make her own choice. I expect my choice will mean I’ll be cut off from our sisterhood.” Her eyes filled with sadness. “But right is right, and I happily step down from my throne.” 
 
    Another round of murmured surprise ran through the room.  
 
    Owen swallowed and looked past Piper at the rest of the fairies. “As with any race who decides to abstain from this war, you may go in peace. No one shall persecute you for your choice. However, in accordance with the oath your ancestors took when joining the Order, you’ll lose your right to have a say in Order affairs. You’ll no longer receive Order funds, Order support, or specific Order protection beyond that which we provide for un-initiated civilians.” 
 
    The other races shuffled as they realized the full ramifications of the decision they themselves were weighing.  
 
    I hate to think it, but losing the fairies isn’t a huge loss. Maybe it’ll be a lesson to the more powerful races that I need on my side. 
 
    “And,” Owen added with a serious look at each fairy, “when we win this war, don’t expect to be welcomed back with open arms. If you come crawling back only after the rest of us have fought, bled, and lost brethren, you might be ostracized as cowards and traitors. You’ll be readmitted to the Order, but don’t think for a second that anyone will love you for it.” He paused. “Are you certain you wish to leave us?” 
 
    The fairies behind Piper looked at each other, then gave him angry nods.  
 
    “So be it. Tell your sisters that anyone who chooses to return to the Order to help us win this war will be welcomed. Like Piper, they’ll retain their status and privileges. Now, you are free to go.” 
 
    A fairy lifted a defiant middle finger. “Happy to! Wouldn’t want to be with a bunch of liars anyway!” 
 
    “Out!” Piper shouted. “That is my final order as your queen. Get out of my sight!”  
 
    The fairies turned on their stilettos and pushed their way to the exit.  
 
    Once they left, Owen looked at the thinned crowd. “Anyone else?” 
 
    Oliver Leaflen lifted a hand over his heart. “The elves have served the Order since the first day we stood on this world’s soil. We fought with elven alterni like Elaine, Gabris, and Llyr. We stand with the king always. The elves won’t fail you now, alterni.” 
 
    Esme smiled at him. “Thank you, friend.” 
 
    Gil lit a cigar. “I’ll explain everything to the goblin committee. But I’m confident they’ll agree with me when I say you have our support, my lord. We’ll adjust the budget for war.” 
 
    “Thank you, Gil.” 
 
    Marybeth gave Owen a frown. “The trolls will back you, my lord.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Joe saluted from his side of the table. “And the nymphs, as always.” 
 
    “Thanks, Joe.”  
 
    The vampire sire bowed his head. “My lord, the vampires under my guidance are at your service.” He lifted his head, his red eyes narrowing. “But I can’t speak for all of my kind. A few younger covens have rebelled against my rule, and I fear they may cause trouble.” 
 
    Owen exchanged a glance with Joe.  
 
    Yeah, I’ve heard what the young vamps are up to. Hopefully they’ll chill out and I can deal with this anti-slavery movement later.  
 
    “As for our ancients,” said Rylet, “they went feral centuries ago and live in seclusion, paying no mind to our covens’ concerns. I’m afraid I can only promise the aid of my direct line, those covens I guide and trust most. We number eight hundred and twelve, scattered around the globe. I’ll contact their coven elders as soon as we’re finished here.” 
 
    Esme perked up. “Is it true you elders have telepathy? I’m sorry if it’s a rude question, but you’re the oldest vampire I’ve met. Do you communicate telepathically?” 
 
    “No. Only our ancients are telepathic.” Rylet’s lips curled into a smirk, exposing a fang. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a phone, which he held up for Esme to see. “The rest of us are on a family plan.” 
 
    “Oh.” Esme shrank in her seat and blushed. 
 
    Ha! thought Owen as he held back a grin. She’s always so disappointed whenever she finds out the paranormals are a little more normal than…para. It’s kinda cute.  
 
    Owen stayed focused. This wasn’t over yet, and his gaze swung to the group of jinn.  
 
    Ali muttered to himself, “Smoke me…” He flopped his arms and nodded to Owen. “If even the vamps are signing up for this suicide mission, we jinn might as well too.” 
 
    Joe frowned at him. “Don’t sound so excited.” 
 
    Ali glared at the nymph. “We fight for the king,” he said as he faced Owen again. 
 
    “And I fight for you,” said Owen, knowing this was a jinn statement of respect. 
 
    Ali looked calmer.  
 
    Everyone in the room seemed relieved. Owen glanced first at Esme, then at his mother, and suspected each had been holding their breath. 
 
    We only lost the fairies. Could’ve been a lot worse… 
 
    Piper looked truly sad, but she was eager to prove herself. “What do you need from us, my lord?” 
 
    Owen turned to Esme. “It’s what she needs that’s important.” 
 
    Esme took a breath. “Like I said, I need to discover how to defeat the malevolenci.” 
 
    “No shit.” Ali snickered. He smiled at Esme, though, suggesting he meant no ill will, for once. 
 
    She accepted this. “Anything you paranormals know about the malevolenci could help.” 
 
    Benja raised her hand. “I’m not sure if this helps or not, but what about the Bermuda Triangles? I remember hearing as a kid that they’re the one place that connects the alt-worlds.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Oliver. “I’ve read accounts of explorers who stumbled into the Triangle of this world and saw all kinds of strange things from other worlds.” 
 
    Benja looked at Esme. “The Bermuda Triangles connect the alt-worlds. Could that help us defeat the malevolenci? I mean, could we use it to learn about their world?” 
 
    Esme glanced at Owen like she wanted permission to explain. 
 
    He nodded and waved a hand. “Yeah, tell them.” 
 
    Esme let out a breath. “I think the Bermuda Triangles play more into the malevolenci’s strengths than their weaknesses. You see, they use the Bermuda Triangles now to get into the other worlds.” 
 
    “Wait…” Piper made a face of confusion. “I thought this world is the only one malevolenci can invade. That’s why they need our world, right? If they conquer here, then they can use this world’s magic to invade the alt-worlds. That’s what you said.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Esme explained. “But there’s one species of malevolenci that can get into other worlds now. They use the Bermuda Triangles to do it, since the Triangles are points of connection between all the worlds, like Benja says.” 
 
    “Then are we doomed?” asked Gil. “If the malevolenci can already–” 
 
    “They can’t get out again, though,” said Esme. She scooted forward in her chair and continued, “The sixth species of malevolenci can enter other worlds, but they’re significantly weakened. It’s not as if they can pop into other worlds and take over – at least not yet. That’s why they need our magic. If they control this world’s magic, then they can fully invade, at full strength, and create rifts to come and go from every alt-world as they please.” 
 
    Tank frowned. “What is this sixth species?” 
 
    Esme shook her head, her expression saddening. “We don’t know. The Master Conjuri have hidden everything about them for centuries.” 
 
    “Why?” Ali raised an eyebrow, perhaps thinking the fairies were right.  
 
    Esme took a second. “Because the sixth species only goes into the alt-worlds to kill alterni.” 
 
    Several sets of eyes widened.  
 
    “They sacrifice themselves,” Esme continued, “since they can’t get out of the alt-worlds once they cross the Bermuda Triangles. Once a new king summons an origini, the sixth species of malevolenci goes to work – they enter the alt-worlds to kill every version of that origini. If they get rid of every alterni of that cycle, the king runs out of alterni to defend this world.” 
 
    “And that’s what’s happened with your alterni?” asked Joe. 
 
    Esme nodded. “The sixth species, once in an alt-world, senses the alterni in that world much like alterni in this world sense a rift – they’re drawn to them. Then they hunt the alterni down and kill them.” 
 
    “But after that,” asked Brun, “they’re stuck in the alt-worlds?” 
 
    Esme nodded. “The Master Conjuri have hidden everything about the sixth species because they didn’t want the Order to know about alterni endi. If you’d known there were malevolenci who could cross into alt-worlds and destroy your best chance at fighting them in this world…” 
 
    “Panic and hopelessness,” finished Oliver. 
 
    Esme nodded. 
 
    “So we need to find a way to stop the sixth species,” said Piper.  
 
    Ali frowned. “No need. They’ve already killed all versions of our alterni but this one.” He looked at Esme with new appreciation.  
 
    Piper sucked in air and turned wide eyes to Esme. “What if they come for you on this world? We don’t even know what they are, but it might only take one of them to… If the malevolenci are aware we’re down to an alterni endi, won’t they send their assassins here to take her out?” 
 
    “Cat balls.” Max looked worried. “I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    Shit. Neither did I. 
 
    Esme sat back. “Well, good thing I have a bodyguard and a new roommate sworn to keep me safe.” She tried to smile at Owen. 
 
    He reached for her hand under the table again.  
 
    “Okay,” said Benja, clearly trying to move on from scaring Esme. “So the Bermuda Triangles probably aren’t our answer. But they are a point of connection between our worlds, so maybe that has something to do with how each alt-world knows things about the others.” 
 
    Rylet apparently understood where she was going with this. “If the malevolenci have used the Bermuda Triangles to breach the alt-worlds, that would further suggest some alt-world has stories about them.” 
 
    Benja nodded. “Exactly. One of our paranormal worlds must’ve known something about the malevolenci.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been thinking,” said Esme, “but I’ve talked to people from every paranormal race. Nobody seems to know anything. If your alt-worlds knew about malevolenci, those stories must be so old that few remember anymore.” She paused. “Then again, all the stories our worlds knew about each other were really old. We shared stories about vampires and their original curse, although time distorted the true details. We knew about the werewolves and Nyctimus–” here she smiled at Max “–and we had tons of stories about trolls and bridges, fairies and magic, jinn and the luck they bring, etc. None of the stories that bled from world to world have been recent. So, maybe we need to look at the earliest stories.” 
 
    Rylet had a hand to his chin like he was thinking. “We need to re-examine the origin myth.” 
 
    Mirth nodded. “The most popular myth says this world was the first. It makes sense, since this world’s magic seems to work with all your paranormal magic. Legend claims that whoever ruled here in the beginning copied this world and created different versions. In many of the new worlds, they didn’t infuse any magic. But they created alt-worlds specifically for different paranormals, each with different kinds of magic.”  
 
    Gil nodded, mouthing his cigar. “They were all originally from this world.” 
 
    Ali looked confused. “What’s your point?” 
 
    Owen wasn’t sure either.  
 
    “I think I follow.” Piper turned to Mirth. “If this world was the first and its rulers created every other world, one of them created the malevolenci world. If we focus on the creation myths…” 
 
    Now Ali understood. “We might find stories about the creation of the malevolenci world.”  
 
    Esme nodded. “We need to go back to the beginning.” 
 
    Oliver pulled out his phone. “I’ll contact our scribes in New York and see what they can dig up.” 
 
    Rylet rested a forearm on the table. “I might have a suggestion.”  
 
    Owen motioned for him to continue.  
 
    “My kind live the longest of any race in the Order. Our ancients were the original vampires summoned to this world. And as you know, when a vampire drinks the blood of another person, we see that person’s memories.” 
 
    Owen glanced at Joe, knowing this was how he came by a lot of his information. 
 
    “Therefore,” Rylet continued, “our ancients have witnessed centuries and centuries. The blood memories they carry are from thousands of people from every race, era, and land. If anyone has undocumented knowledge of the alt-worlds’ origins, it might be them.” 
 
    Owen saw Esme shiver. 
 
    She’s always been a little creeped out by vampires. Not the healers, but… Rylet said the ancients went feral. That can’t mean anything pleasant. 
 
    To her credit, Esme spoke first. “Where can we find your ancients?” 
 
    “They moved years ago to the caverns in Meramec.”  
 
    “What?!” Esme gaped at the vampire. “Meramec?” 
 
    “Yes. The ancients have always hidden in whatever caves are closest to the reigning king’s Capiti. I don’t know why. As I said, the ancients seclude themselves and refuse to interact with even us elders, but we do keep track of them. When King Daniel moved to Missouri, the ancients came here.”  
 
    Esme gaped. “Why have I never heard about this? There’s nothing in the Capiti library about your ancients moving to Meramec.” 
 
    “No, we keep the ancients’ location secret, under normal circumstances. When they first joined the Order, the conjuri at the time treated them poorly, to say the least. In the centuries since, the ancients have chosen to avoid life in the Order. They prefer their privacy, although I would argue they’ve gone insane from their isolation.” Rylet’s red eyes turned to Owen. “Does it mean something to you that they’re in Meramec, my lord?” 
 
    Owen glanced at his mother, but he answered the waiting room. “My father’s origini left a message… He told us to go to Meramec if ever I found myself with an alterni endi.” 
 
    Max clapped in excitement. “That’s gotta be a good sign.” 
 
    Esme nodded, thinking to herself.  
 
    Owen felt a chill of excitement. 
 
    This can’t be a coincidence. Meramec… 
 
    He blew out his lips and rose to stand over the table. “Alright, everyone. Thank you. I can never express my gratitude adequately, but your support means more to me than you know.” 
 
    All around the room, he received bows. 
 
    Owen bowed back in honest respect. “While we figure this out, the malevolenci will keep pressing their attack, so everyone keep sharp and report anything unusual. Those of you in charge of scouts, warn them that the malevolenci are bound to be active. Those in the cavali, stay strong and work together. Those in the conjuri, make sure you respond to calls quickly so we can hide the rifts from the public. Those in the PD, do whatever Lexi tells you, same as always.” 
 
    This received a few chuckles.  
 
    “I’m already encouraged that you paranormals will find the key to ending this war. Please, investigate to find out anything your scholars might know about the malevolenci – their world’s creation, their sixth species that might’ve infiltrated your worlds, whatever. Nothing is too trivial. Report anything you find to Hakim.” 
 
    The group nodded, and Owen noted that, for once, Ali looked proud Hakim was involved.  
 
    Owen looked around at the members of his personal team. “If we can get through tonight without a rift opening, we’ll be lucky. But even if we’re up all night fighting, we need to leave for Meramec at first daylight.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” answered Benja, Tank, and the Hoffman brothers.  
 
    Owen gave the room a nod. “May we have the luck of the jinn and the sharpness of a goblin counting his pennies.” 
 
    This got another chuckle, and everyone began to shuffle toward the exit.  
 
    Holy shit. This might actually work out. 
 
    A few came to shake Esme’s hand or bow to Owen personally, but the lengthy meeting and the significance of what they’d learned left many eager to get home. Hopefully they’d spread the word to investigate their ancient histories for hints of malevolenci. Soon the restaurant was down to only Owen’s team, his mother, and a few others.  
 
    Piper stepped forward. She looked nervous, and her translucent wings flickered against her body. “My lord, I’m so sorry for my sisters–” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Piper.” Esme reached out and pulled the taller woman into a hug. 
 
    When standing alone again, Piper’s eyes were watering. “My lord, I know it’s a lot to ask, but I was wondering about the open space on your team. You haven’t filled Davis’s position after he died, and I …” She looked truly lost. “I have nothing else.”  
 
    “Are you sure, Piper? Being a member of my cavali team will put you in the most danger you could possibly be in.” 
 
    “I know, my lord.” Piper looked around at the king’s team. “But you have a jinn, troll, and werewolves. I’d be honored to represent the fairies as a member of this historic team. In the future, maybe my sisters will be proud I was a part of this and decide to rejoin the Order.” 
 
    Owen exchanged quick glances with his team, and he received a nod from each.  
 
    Good group. 
 
    He smiled at the fairy. “Welcome aboard.” 
 
    Piper let out a shaky sigh. “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “Go to the Capiti and get yourself a cavali uniform – they make them with holes for fairy wings.” He tried not to look her up and down where her wings folded over her otherwise naked body. “We’ll meet you at the Capiti in the morning before we head for Meramec. That’ll be your first mission.” 
 
    “Okay. Thank you so much.” Piper, a relieved smile on her beautiful face, bowed to him before turning to the door. 
 
    Dax grinned at his brother. “A sparkly on our cavali team. Never thought I’d see the day.” 
 
    Owen saluted the Hoffman pair as they followed Piper out.  
 
    Benja was next to depart, and Tank went to help Marybeth clean up.  
 
    Joe, who’d been waiting on the sidelines, now approached Esme. “Sorry to hear about your alt-selves.” His face contorted for a second, clearly reliving his own loss. 
 
    He loved my sixth alterni, thought Owen with long-held guilt. I once thought this guy used his nymph abilities to seduce any pretty… But he really did love her. I know a little something about how much it sucked to meet new Esmes after loving one of them.  
 
    He looked at his current version of Esme. 
 
    Gods, I can’t lose her.  
 
    Esme kindly put a hand on Joe’s arm, though keeping a platonic distance. “Thank you, Joe. I’m so sorry we didn’t tell you about all this sooner.” 
 
    Owen nodded his agreement. “You’ve been nothing but loyal.” 
 
    Even when I’ve acted like a jealous jackass. 
 
    Joe smiled in appreciation, but his smile faded as he lowered his voice to Owen. “Once this war is over, the races’ squabbles will be a problem again. The paranormals don’t forget. Some of these complaints have been festering for centuries.” 
 
    “I know. Working together in the days ahead will smooth out a few things, but I’m not delusional. Keep your ears open for trouble, will you? It’ll be the end of us if anyone destroys this alliance.” 
 
    “Aye.” Joe bowed his head to the king, smiled at Esme and Mirth, and headed for the door.  
 
    He’s a good guy. Once you get over the smell of pine.  
 
    Owen turned to his mother, who was standing with her hands calmly clasped in front of her. He grinned. “Things got intense back there. My heart was pounding when Brun threw that plate. You weren’t afraid?” 
 
    Mirth chuckled. “Once you have a child, you get used to temper tantrums.” She smiled up at him. “I’m very proud of how you handled this.” 
 
    “Thanks. We might be in Meramec all day tomorrow, so would you mind helping Hakim draft an official statement that explains things to the Order? You guys can send it to me–”  
 
    “Uh…Owen.” 
 
    He turned to see Esme sway left, like she was bobbing in a current. Her eyes glazed over, and she looked as if she was going to be sick.  
 
    Rift-gravity! 
 
    Owen caught her as she tottered. He called back to his mother, “She’s sensed a rift opening. Quick, run out and see if the others are still–” 
 
    “On it!” Mirth sprinted to the door. 
 
    Esme shook her head and looked up at Owen as he held her. “It’s close. It’s big. We need to hurry.” 
 
    So much for getting through a night without a battle. 
 
    Owen nodded and continued to support Esme as they hurried to the exit.  
 
   


  
 

 [image: ]
  
 
      
 
    An empty parking lot at a baseball stadium seems like an endless field of concrete when you run from one end to the other, and Esme was winded by the time she returned. A felicox had broken through the cavali lines, and she’d used alterni endi Devon’s jumping spell to launch herself at incredible speeds after it. She’d turned the demon to ash before it reached the street, then raced back to the stadium. But the jumping spell was unsteady, so she’d chosen to run back.  
 
    Owen will be pissed I went off on my own, but I was the only one who could catch that felicox. What’s happened while I was gone? I closed the rift, but we know how the malevolenci work now – once I close a rift, they know I’m here and attack even harder. If another rift opened… 
 
    Pushing through the unmanned security gates, Esme ran into the dark, curved space lined with closed memorabilia shops and restaurants. Thankfully it was the off-season, so there was no need for illuso spells to hide this battle. But it was too dark to see, so she used a castorca to create a ball of fire to light her way.  
 
    Weird place to open a rift. Maybe the malevolenci were trying to catch us off guard. They haven’t opened a rift in this area for months.  
 
    Really, the cavali team had lucked out with this ill-planned attack. The malevolenci invading from the rift down on the field were easier to contain with the stadium surrounding their entry point. As Esme ran along the curving hall now, she didn’t see any malevolenci that had made it topside. That was good. It meant the cavali had them contained on the field.  
 
    Esme reached the stairs leading down to the stadium seating, and she got a look at the field below.  
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    An enormous rift had opened in center field. In the moonlight, she saw smoke billowing out before flaking onto the blanket that covered the field for winter. Lightning lit up the stadium, revealing scores of malevolenci on the field. Cavali chased and shot after them, and flurries of movement were everywhere.  
 
    Esme heard spindlox shrieks and looked to her left to see a group of cavali fighting the spider-demons while jumping over seats and running along the rows. A louder, tiger-like roar burst from a felicox somewhere to her right, and Tank growled back at the beast before shooting his guns. A few chiroptorx circled overhead in the night sky, but many more lay dead on the blanket-covered field. Cavali ran around the field, shooting up into the air and bringing down the rest of the flock.  
 
    Esme reached the bottom row of seats and grabbed the railing, swung her legs over the side, and jumped onto the track along third base.  
 
    “Get your ass over here, alterni!” Owen called. 
 
    Esme followed his voice and spotted him in the outfield. Owen was shooting a swarm of spindlox trying to climb up the left field wall. The demons were again not interested in attacking Owen and went out of their way to avoid him, but he shot them without remorse regardless of their lack of aggression.  
 
    Esme ran to join him and waved her castorcas, creating shockwaves that shoved the spindlox hard against the wall. Owen fired on the periphery of her spell, exploding demon bodies, while Esme took care of the majority. Soon the swarm lay in a pile of fleshy chunks and detached, bony legs.  
 
    Owen kept his gun ready but motioned with his head toward center field, where the giant rift spat flashes of lightning and flaking smoke. “Mind closing that thing?” 
 
    Esme gave him a nod and ran with him over the field’s protective winter blanket. It wasn’t the sturdiest footing, and Esme had a hard time watching her step while also scanning for danger. Owen shot three chiroptorx that dove at Esme, but soon they stood in front of the rift.  
 
    “I’ll cover you! Get to it!” 
 
    Esme stood back to back with Owen and lifted her dominant hand to begin drawing the termino. Pulling magic into her castorca, she narrowed her fingers and aimed up at the hanging cloud of smoke and lightning. 
 
    Be quick. Who knows what– 
 
    Then she heard it. Over the shrieks of the spindlox, the gunfire, and the crackle of lightning, enormous wings beat the air with slow, rhythmic down-gusts.  
 
    Another bentaforx? No, that can’t be possible! 
 
    At the same moment, Esme found herself standing under more shadows as the remaining chiroptorx collected to circle overhead.  
 
    Owen shot one of these flying demons and shouted over his shoulder at Esme. “Quick!” 
 
    She focused on the rift again and used her castorca to draw a line of sparking magic across the opening. She’d made three more lines, a swirling curve, and a slash mark before a chiroptorx dove into her path and streaked a line of the symbol. Another demon flew into a swirl of her spell and broke it entirely.  
 
    You little dicks! 
 
    Sweat on the back of her neck, Esme kept her castorca up but turned her head to shout at Owen. “They’re trying to stop me! Shoot them clear so I can finish the symbol!” 
 
    Owen swung around to stand beside her, and he shot at the chiroptorx attacking the termino. Four fell dead to the field. Owen continued to fire at those flying into the symbol, but there were too many. 
 
    “Over here!” yelled Loukas.  
 
    Esme looked over and saw the big man running to join them. He fired up at the chiroptorx, and more and more cavali arrived to do the same. Soon every team that had come to this battle fired at the chiroptorx to clear the space between Esme and the rift.  
 
    I have to hurry. If that is a bentaforx up there… 
 
    Esme held the image of the termino symbol in her mind and swung her arm this way and that, pointing a trail of magic to finish the drawing. Chiroptorx again and again broke through the gunfire, but as soon as they fell Esme fixed the damaged lines. Soon the whole symbol was complete, and she lifted both castorcas to activate the spell.  
 
    The powerful beating of wings was closer now, but Esme still couldn’t see anything through the rift’s smoke. She swirled her arms faster and faster, but every chiroptorx left started dive-bombing her so that she had to stop and shoot spells at the demons. The cavali and Owen also shot at the diving beasts, but Esme had to defend herself from chiroptorx too close for the cavali to shoot.  
 
    This distraction was enough. 
 
    To her horror, a taloned claw shot out of the collapsing rift and broke the activated termino. Immediately the whole symbol sparked. As the scaly arm attached to the claw swung back and forth, the symbol broke apart. Once the rift was open again, the demon inside reached its other arm through the smoke. Clawing into the sides of the rift, the gigantic demon began to pull itself through.  
 
    Despite her wish for this not to be real, Esme felt herself pale.  
 
    Oh, no. No. No. No. 
 
    “Bentaforx!” Owen shouted.  
 
    Loukas fired at the last chiroptorx. “Shoot in the rift! Shoot in the rift!” 
 
    There was no way Esme could draw the termino over the rift with the bentaforx emerging, so she shifted her full attention to the monster. She lifted both castorcas and flicked her fingers at the center of the rift. Fire shot from both hands, and an angry roar erupted within the rift. Then Esme saw the smoke clearing, and something lunged forward. 
 
    The team would never be able to jump clear, so Esme spread her arms and clapped her hands together between herself and Owen. This caused a massive shockwave that tossed them and the surrounding cavali in opposite directions. Esme landed on the field with a thud, but adrenaline overpowered the pain. She rolled, then jumped to her feet and looked back.  
 
    The bentaforx’s snake-like, skeletal head had shot out of the rift to snap at her, and the demon turned its red-hot eyes to glare at Esme where she now stood. Its massive tongue flicked in her direction. 
 
    Esme’s blood froze as the monster opened its jaws and spoke in the throaty, clicking language of the bentaforx.  
 
    “Ticka-ticka-ticka. Vatic-vatic-vatic. Kich!” 
 
    After another tug against the edge of the rift, it pulled its muscular torso into this world. With a ground-shaking thud, the bentaforx’s legs hit the field and tore into the covering meant to protect the grass. Then the beast stretched its wings wide, roaring into the dark sky.  
 
    Owen stood on the far side of the demon where her spell had thrown him. “Fire!” 
 
    The cavali collected themselves quickly. Esme watched as dozens of guns swung up into the air, and the teams fired a volley of bullets at the towering bentaforx. A few shots pierced the demon’s exposed flesh, but most ricocheted off the thick scales covering the bentaforx’s vital organs. The demon flinched from the shots, but it ignored the cavali and tilted its head to find Esme.  
 
    Oh, shit. Of course it’s here for me! 
 
    Esme knelt and drew an illuso in front of her. She pulled a ball of magic through her castorca and flicked it into the symbol, and the illuso sparked with light as it activated. A warbled wall of magic rose before her. Then Esme held still.  
 
    The bentaforx’s red eyes swung right over her, but the spell had done its job. Even a few cavali closest to her position obviously didn’t see her as they ran between her and the demon. Their fire distracted the bentaforx from its Esme-hunt, and it lowered its head to bite and shake its horns in retaliation.  
 
    Be smart. I have to make sure the bentaforx loses me. If I attack it head-on when it’s focused on me, it’ll rip me to shreds! The last one maybe didn’t realize I was the alterni endi. This one– 
 
    A dead cavali landed a few yards away, and Esme swallowed as she watched the fighting demon and scrambling men. 
 
    I’ve seen this before. If this bentaforx is anything like the last one, it won’t even get tired before it kills most of them. I can’t wait long to make my move. Can I draw the termino right on its body like I did with the last one? It should be easier now with two castorcas, but I won’t have much time. 
 
    The demon whipped its tail and speared a cavali. It spun and jabbed the spikes on its wings into the dirt, narrowly missing an elf cavali as he shot off an ice spell.  
 
    Esme stayed on her knees behind her illuso, but she threw a ball of magic to catch the elf’s spell and strengthen it. The ice shooting toward the bentaforx’s face lengthened into sharp icicles, and the monster had to pull its head back to protect its eyes.  
 
    A barrage of bullets hit the bentaforx’s neck, and it seemed the demon had had enough. With a roar, it raised its wings to lift into the air.  
 
    “No!” Loukas shouted. He fired up at the demon’s wings and waved for his men’s attention. “Shoot the wings! We can’t let it take off!” 
 
    It’s not going to take off. It’s here to kill me, right? If the damn thing would turn around, I’d have time to draw the termino! 
 
    The cavali obeyed and fired at the bentaforx’s open wings. Multiple holes appeared in the thin membrane, and a few of the better shots hit where the wings connected to the monster’s body. Black blood dripped onto the field’s covering, leaving oily puddles. Cavali kept stepping in them as they shifted position, but none noticed as they continued firing at the demon. Soon one entire wing snapped off as the bentaforx twisted to lash at its attackers.  
 
    The detached wing fell right in front of Esme, blocking her from the bentaforx’s sightline. 
 
    A few cavali cheered, but all kept firing.  
 
    Right as Esme prepared to move, the demon roared and whipped its tail. Esme’s heart leapt to her throat as she saw the intended targets were Tank and Benja. Before either could jump to safety, the tail smacked into them. Even from across the field, Esme heard their cries of pain and alarm, and she watched as her friends were thrown toward the dugout. 
 
    In a blink, Esme used one of Regan’s tricks from the Chronicle of Alterni Endi. She lifted a castorca, drew a sparking barrio in the air, and flung the spell at her tumbling friends. She tossed a burst of magic after the flying symbol to strengthen the spell just as the barrio flew into Tank’s back. The symbol burned into his cavali shirt, and a ripple of protective magic encircled the troll as he fell into the dugout with Benja.  
 
    Did it cocoon Benja too? Damn it, I couldn’t see! 
 
    Another roar drew her attention back to the bentaforx. The demon’s balance was off because of its lost wing, and it folded the other wing against its body before whipping around to snap its teeth at a cavali. The monster took an unsteady step and had to catch itself with one of its front legs. 
 
    Esme looked at the enormous wing where it lay in a pool of black blood.  
 
    That won’t help us for long. These assholes regenerate. But it’s weaker for the moment. I have to move! 
 
    Esme pointed her fingers at the illuso and spread them wide, which dissolved the spell to a pile of ash. In a crouching run, she scurried to hide behind the edge of the disgusting wing and peek around it. The bentaforx’s back was finally to her as it fought the cavali. With a quick step, she came around the wing and aimed both castorcas at the bentaforx’s back.  
 
    Breathe. You can do this. 
 
    Pulling magic into her castorcas, Esme kept her eyes on the demon and imagined the termino symbol superimposed on its scales. With both hands, she traced this image with streaks of sparking magic.  
 
    The bentaforx let out a painful roar as the magic burned lines into its back. With another whip of its tail at the cavali, it spun and tilted its head to find Esme.  
 
    “Keep firing!” Owen yelled from somewhere to her left. 
 
    Another burst of shots hit the bentaforx, but it focused on its biggest threat and took a step in Esme’s direction. Its whole back was lit up with lines and curves, and now that it faced her she kept drawing on its torso, careful to not make a mistake.  
 
    Almost done.  
 
    The bentaforx spotted her, and its red eyes narrowed. The monster ignored the firing cavali and lashed out its tail to shove aside its own fallen wing. Esme had hoped to use this for cover, but she jumped clear and stood in the open to continue drawing curves and spirals onto the demon’s chest.  
 
    The bentaforx stopped and looked down where its scales were lit by her sparking symbol. Breathing hard, the demon turned to the smoking rift and opened its mouth. Esme assumed it would try to escape, but the bentaforx only extended its long neck toward the rift and worked its jaw as if trying to speak. A throaty gurgle came out, then a few clicks.  
 
     What the hell? 
 
    “Aa…” The bentaforx hacked the noise like it was dry heaving, then tried again in a louder voice. “Alt…er…ni. En…di.” 
 
    She froze in horror. 
 
    The monster still held its head toward the rift, and its throaty shout shook the air. “Kich! Derererererer. Kee! Kee! Derererer. Alt…er…ni. En…di!” 
 
    Oh, no, she realized with a chill. It’s talking to those inside the rift! It’s telling the malevolenci I’m here!  
 
    When the bentaforx was finished, it rose on hind legs and curved its neck to lock Esme in its sight. Its amputated wing was already growing back, and it spread its other wing wide with an echoing roar.  
 
    It’s going to pounce. No! I need more time!  
 
    Esme drew a sparking curve up into the bentaforx’s less-damaged wing.  
 
    “Fire! Fire! Draw it back!” Loukas shouted. 
 
    It was no use. The bentaforx ignored the shots blasting into its scales and flesh. Black blood poured from wounds, but the demonic dragon had eyes only for Esme.  
 
    It’s here to kill me. It’s not even trying to get away… This might’ve been a suicide mission. Whoever’s giving orders on the other side of the rift… 
 
    The bentaforx did nothing to protect itself, not even against Esme’s symbol as she burned another line into its chest. The demon opened its mouth and pulled its head back to strike. 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    Esme drew another curve but knew she was out of time.  
 
    Something flew in front of the demon’s face. A dazzling burst of white-hot light shot into the bentaforx’s face like fireworks, and the beast recoiled. Whatever was flying around the bentaforx’s head shot another burst of light, then another, and the bentaforx shook its head to escape the flashes. One scaly arm swatted at the pest, but the flying attacker dodged and shot off another burst of magic. 
 
    Esme tried to concentrate and keep drawing, but as the bentaforx rose on its hind legs to get away from its attacker, she spotted who it was. 
 
    Piper?  
 
    The fairy had chopped her blond locks to a pixie cut, and she now wore the black uniform of a cavali. Her protruding wings were open to full length, beating the air like a hummingbird’s. She twirled and swooped, firing light again and again. 
 
    Several cavali cheered, and they continued to fire at the demon’s body while Piper attacked its face from the air. 
 
    While they drew the bentaforx’s attention, Esme refocused and burned the last line into the demon’s leg. Lifting her castorcas, she spun her hands as fast as she could between her line of sight and the symbol covering the demon. The sparking lines and curves began to blur, and the bentaforx roared in pain.  
 
    The demon now ignored Piper and turned to find Esme. One of its eyes was gone. The bentaforx took a shaky step toward her, but its scales were burning away as the symbol sucked the monster into the termino. Layers of skin and muscle tore free, then bone.  
 
    Out the corner of her eye, Esme saw movement from deep within the rift.  
 
    Something else is coming! Hurry! 
 
    Esme’s silver hair whipped around her face as the termino’s gravity strengthened. She took a step back but continued spinning her hands, and the magic coursing through her arms made her whole body vibrate. Her legs wobbled. As she tottered, someone caught her by the waist from behind. She knew without looking that Owen had her, and she relied on him to hold her up while she spun her aching arms. 
 
    The disintegrating bentaforx loomed overhead. Its snake-like head was reduced to bone and dripping muscle, but still it managed a wide-mouthed, choking roar. Looking down at Esme, the great demon began to fall. 
 
    No! It’s going to land right on us! 
 
    Esme raised her hands and made a tearing motion, throwing her arms wide.  
 
    The bentaforx burst apart. The termino sucked the resulting demon pieces inward, and for a moment the symbol’s light outlined where the bentaforx had stood. Then the symbol crackled and sparked so brilliantly that Esme had to cover her eyes. A moment later, the symbol collapsed and disappeared.  
 
    There was no time to celebrate, and Esme spun to face the open rift. She lifted her hands again and drew another termino before any more foul creatures invaded. Once the symbol was complete, it crackled to life over the smoking darkness. Esme spun her aching arms faster and faster, and soon the whole symbol blurred and sucked in the smoke. The rift tore apart and shrank into the termino, and a second later it swirled out of existence.  
 
    In the following stillness, Esme lowered her shaky arms and leaned into Owen for support while she caught her breath. She looked around the ballfield and saw huge puddles of bentaforx blood, the amputated wing, and scores of killed chiroptorx and spindlox. She also noticed a few cavali bodies. The cavali left standing hurried to check the fallen.  
 
    Loukas joined them, holstering his gun. He sucked in a breath. “Orders, my lord?” 
 
    “Round up your teams and head to the station. We need to be on alert in case scouts report anything more to Lexi.” 
 
    The elf whose ice spell Esme had boosted limped up to them. He bowed to the king, his long blond hair falling over his shoulder. “My lord, I took the liberty of calling a conjuri, and her team will arrive soon to expunge any trace of our battle. But we must depart with haste.” 
 
    “Good. Thank you.” 
 
    The elf glanced at Esme with awe, then back at the king with another bow. “Of course, my lord.” 
 
    Loukas slapped the elf on the shoulder and turned to lead him away.  
 
    Her steadiness returning, Esme took a step from Owen to look around. “This was bad.” 
 
    “Could’ve been worse. You okay?” 
 
    Before she could answer, Esme saw something that made her heart sink. “Oh, no…” 
 
    From the direction of the dugout, Tank walked toward them. In his arms lay Benja, and she wasn’t moving.  
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    Owen had enough experience to sense when he’d lost someone. He had that feeling now as he watched his biggest cavali carrying one of his favorite.  
 
    Tank’s deep sobs reached them across the distance, and Owen saw Esme put a hand to her mouth. He knew she’d sensed the worst too, and he led her quickly to meet Tank in the middle of the field.  
 
    I’ve lost another one, thought Owen with all-too-familiar sadness. It wasn’t long ago that we lost Davis. Now Benja… Fairy dust, I didn’t want to lose Benja! 
 
    When they met, the big troll gasped for breath and knelt carefully, then lay Benja’s limp body on the blanket covering the field. Owen and Esme knelt across from Tank, and Owen examined the jinn woman. Her neck was broken in at least two places. Blood ran from her mouth and onto her cavali uniform. Tank had already closed her eyes.  
 
    Tank reached up a meaty hand to wipe his tears. “There was…nothing…I could do,” he said between sobs.  
 
    Esme was crying too, and she slumped over to sit beside Benja’s body. “I’m so sorry. This is my fault. If I’d–” 
 
    “No,” Owen and Tank said at the same time.  
 
    Tank shook his head and sniffled. “This isn’t your fault. You saved me. I’d be dead too if it weren’t for that barrio.” 
 
    Crying, Esme wasn’t convinced. “I could’ve made the barrio strong enough for both of you. I could’ve–” 
 
    “There wasn’t time,” said Owen. He wiped grime from his face in an attempt to pull himself together. “I saw the whole thing, Esme. You were lucky to save Tank.” 
 
    Benja’s jinn. She’s supposed to be the lucky one… Not that I’d be any happier if Tank was the one who’d snapped his neck.  
 
    Esme sobbed. “But Owen, with my magic, I could’ve…maybe…” 
 
    “Hey.” Owen reached for her shoulder and gave it a squeeze so her purple eyes turned up to him. “I know a little something about feeling guilty for losing people, remember? This wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    It wasn’t my fault, he tried to convince himself. But by the gods, when will this end? 
 
    By now other cavali had gathered, and Owen looked to see Max and Dax push through the crowd. Owen felt his own throat constrict as he watched the Hoffman brothers realize what had happened. Max sank to a knee beside Esme, and Dax stood with a sad scowl.  
 
    A jinn cavali knelt by Benja’s head and placed a hand on her chest. Owen was familiar with the jinn custom, but he had to force himself to look at this dead cavali, one of his closest friends. 
 
    The jinn bowed his head. “Farewell, sister. May your luck never run out in the next life.”  
 
    The other jinn in the group held up hands in salute, their tattoos glowing a faint red.  
 
    Owen heard the rush of wings and looked behind him to find the crowd making space. Piper’s cavali boots touched ground, and in a single move she walked forward and folded her wings over her uniform. She looked even thinner with her hair short, and her frown was severe.  
 
    Piper looked at Benja’s body, then at Owen, sadness in her eyes. “My lord, the rest of the malevolenci have been dealt with. I flew a lap around the stadium and didn’t see any that we’d missed.” 
 
    Loukas, at the front of the crowd, nodded solemnly at Owen. “The conjuri are here, and they’re putting up illuso spells. One told me we should clear the area so they can take care of…” He waved a hand toward puddles of bentaforx blood and other carnage. 
 
    Owen went into king mode and rose to look at his men. “Get the injured to the Capiti healers. Gather the fallen for burial. The rest of you, go to whatever post Lexi orders. I want all trucks out of here in ten minutes.” 
 
    The cavali snapped to action. 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “You heard him,” shouted Loukas. “Move out!” 
 
    “You two, help me with Roth’s body!” 
 
    Once alone with his team, Owen felt awful. “I’m sorry, everyone. I know we’d prefer time to mourn, but we have work to do. If we can make it the next few hours without another attack, the sun will be up. I think we need to prepare to leave at once.” 
 
    Esme looked up from where she sat. “Meramec?” 
 
    Owen nodded, then looked at Max, Dax, Tank, and Piper. “You up for a field trip?”  
 
    “Hell, yes,” said Dax. “Let’s find a way to slaughter these demons once and for all.” 
 
    Tank lifted Benja and gently held her against his massive chest. “I’ll take her to one of the other trucks, my lord.” 
 
    Owen gave the big man a nod. “Thank you, Tank.” 
 
    As the big man lumbered off with their fallen friend, Owen helped Esme to her feet. He met her eyes to make sure she was okay and received a tense nod. With a frown of his own, he waved for the others to follow, and the remaining members of his elite team joined him to hurry out of the stadium.  
 
    Max said in a low voice to Esme, “How the fairy dust was another bentaforx here so soon? This is the third one in Owen’s reign! I thought they only were born once in a generation or something.” 
 
    Esme sighed. “It surprised me too. But they’re coming after us with everything they’ve got.” 
 
    No, thought Owen with a scowl, they’re coming after Esme with everything they’ve got. I saw the way this bentaforx acted – it didn’t care about the rest of us. It wanted Esme. It was sent here for Esme. Whatever it said to whoever was listening on the other side of the rift… 
 
    He frowned harder as they reached the stairs to the stadium’s main level. 
 
    Piper hurried to walk beside Owen up the narrow steps. “My lord, I hope it was okay that I joined this battle. I was at the Capiti when I heard about this rift, and I thought…” 
 
    “You were awesome, Piper.” Owen gave her an honest smile.  
 
    She blushed with the compliment, which was refreshing for a fairy. “My lord, I know you think we’ll find answers at Meramec, but is it such a good idea to leave town? The malevolenci attacks have increased here since you’ve returned. While we’re gone, what if the other cavali can’t hold them back? If another bentaforx…” 
 
    Owen had this fear himself. “We’ll only be gone a day.” 
 
    I hope. 
 
    “Whatever’s going on with the malevolenci, they still can’t open rifts and attack during the day. Things here should be fine while we’re gone. Lexi and Loukas can keep things under control for one day.” 
 
    I hope.  
 
    He grinned at the fairy. “I’ve got a kingdom of badass warriors, right? The Capiti’s cavali and conjuri know what’s at stake, and I have full confidence they can handle one day with us away.” 
 
    Piper seemed to accept this, and she hurried up the steps before spreading her wings and taking off. 
 
    She’s a good addition to the team. Especially now that we’re another paranormal short… 
 
    Owen took a breath and continued up the stairs. In his mind, faces of friends he’d lost flashed by at random, and he felt a different kind of grief over each. Benja. Davis. Esme’s predecessor. Fairy Esme. Her origini. Trent Simons.  
 
    Owen scowled in thought as he reached the main level of the stadium. 
 
    Okay, Trent. Whatever you hid in Meramec better be good. 
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    Esme hopped out of the truck and shook her legs from the long ride. She’d managed a few hours’ sleep, and the sunlight illuminating the empty parking lot suggested it was now midmorning.  
 
    Meramec. Not much different from the park in my world. 
 
    To their left, a curving stream separated the tourist spot from the winter wilderness beyond, but Esme couldn’t see through the thick foliage still attached to branches. To their right, the steep cliff of Meramec caverns rose as a back wall behind old-timey attractions. Esme’s gaze jumped from the zip-line tower to the gold panning station, then to the small fudge shop and restaurant. Her stomach growled. 
 
    That granola bar won’t hold me forever. Too bad we’re too early for the restaurant to be open. Not that we’re here as tourists.  
 
    She looked at Owen where he checked his weapon. The others stood around the back of the truck and did the same with their guns. Esme, as always, only had her castorcas and was ready first. As she watched the others, she knew she wasn’t the only one hurting from the loss of Benja. Owen was taking it hard but hiding it under his usual kingly bravado. Dax and Max were fired up. Piper had only worked with Benja during last night’s mission, but she’d known Benja’s reputation and no doubt felt added pressure to fill the jinn’s shoes. Tank leaned against the side of the truck and frowned at the gun in his big hands.  
 
    Poor Tank. He and Benja were close. It sucks that we don’t have time to grieve. But we have to snap out of it. 
 
    Esme looked over her shoulder at the main building that stood in front of the cliff. If this world’s caverns were anything like the ones she remembered from her world, that main building led into the gift shop, then to the cavern entrance farther inside.   
 
     What trouble might we run into? It’s morning, so malevolenci aren’t likely to open rifts. We should be safe from the demons, at least. But what about these ancient vampires that’ve gone insane? 
 
    She shivered and looked back at Owen. “How much time do we have before the caverns open?” 
 
    “Not long.” Owen holstered his gun. “Since we’re not even sure what we’re looking for, I’m guessing we’ll still be in there by the time this place opens. We’ll need to get off the tour path as quickly as possible.” 
 
    She nodded. Fishing in her pants, she found a hair tie and reached up to pull her bob into a ponytail.  
 
    This is so not our usual thing. We’re looking for some huge secret hidden by a man who died over a decade ago. We need to track down feral vampires through tight tunnels and dark caves. And we have to search quietly so we don’t disturb tourists. Yeah, this should go well. 
 
    Owen looked at the trees high atop the cliff. “Piper, mind flying up there and keeping a lookout? The daylight should keep the malevolenci away, but I don’t want to take chances.” 
 
    Piper unwrapped her wings. “Yes, my lord.” Her wings buzzed to life, and she rose like a shot to fly to the top of the cliff, disappearing in the foliage there.  
 
    Dax, gazing after her, whistled. “Gotta admit, that sparkly’s impressive.” 
 
    Max smirked. “She’s certainly throwing herself into it. Who gets a makeover when preparing to be a warrior?” He ran a hand over his own mop of hair, pushing it flat to mimic Piper’s new style. 
 
    Esme raised an eyebrow at him.  
 
    Max lowered his hand. “What?” 
 
    Esme now smirked and pointed at the silver-gray ends of her ponytail. “Did ya forget I did this? Piper’s not the only one to change her look when adjusting to this life.” 
 
    Owen grinned but kept to business. “Okay. Max and Dax, come with us. Tank, you might be too big to fit through the spaces we’ll be exploring, so you should stay with the truck. Keep the radio tuned for any news of trouble back home.” 
 
    Tank gave a nod and turned to climb into the front seat of the truck. 
 
    Dax pointed a thumb at himself, then his brother. “You sure we’re going to fit in there?” 
 
     “No.” Owen let out a sigh and walked toward the main building. “But I’d like backup for as far as you two can give it. If these tunnels get too cramped, you can drop back and play tourists to make sure no one comes our way.”  
 
    Dax gave a nod, and neither Hoffman said another word as Owen led their smaller team to the main building’s entrance. The door was locked, but a simple spell from Esme released the locks and let them through into a glass entrance hall. After she relocked the door and turned to follow Owen, Esme found she was holding her castorcas at the ready, magic pooling in her hands should she need it. But as they walked up the hall and opened another glass door into the lobby, she saw only the empty gift shop and restaurant, nothing disturbing. 
 
    Max motioned to a stand holding colorful, goofy hats. “Civilians pay money for this crap?” 
 
    “They’re souvenirs.” Esme grinned. “If you’re a good boy, I’ll buy you one before we leave.” 
 
    Max scoffed, and Dax chuckled.  
 
    “This way.” Owen led them to the back of the building where glass doors blocked their way into the darkness beyond. Esme took a breath of the cool, damp air and lowered her castorca to spell these doors open. She spun her index finger, and magic spun out to push the doors apart.  
 
    Owen blew out his lips and gave her a look. “Here we go.” 
 
    Esme stepped into the darkness and turned her palms up, creating little balls of fire in her hands to light their way. The smooth, buffed floor seemed out of place for such a rustic site, but it made their path easy. As Esme passed a display about the cavern’s history, she lifted one hand to gaze higher and higher up the rocky wall. The ceiling high overhead was pockmarked with shadowy hiding places.  
 
    She gulped. “Sure we can’t turn the lights on?”  
 
    “We don’t want anyone to know we’re here,” said Owen. “Plus, Hakim did a lot of reading on this place, and the lights in the caverns are only used briefly during the tours. Light hurts the limestone…or something.” 
 
    I don’t give a troll’s shit about the limestone.  
 
    “Plus,” whispered Dax as they inched their way past the counter where normal tourists paid, “vampires don’t like light either. If we want to find them – I’m still a solid ‘no’ vote on that, by the way – then we don’t wanna drive them away with too much light.” 
 
    Damn. That’s actually a good point. 
 
    Esme’s firelight reflected off a metal gate ahead, and she reached to illuminate a corral winding back and forth, similar to the type leading up to amusement park rides. At the end of this stood a break in the gate where they could enter. Esme led the way through, and she felt the cold metal through her shirt as she brushed it with her hip. She then stood in a wide space, and she dared to strengthen the balls of fire.  
 
    “What is…” Max sounded incredulous as he looked at the ceiling. “Is that a disco ball?”  
 
    Esme tilted her head to see. Sure enough, a disco ball hung from the center of the enormous cavern. Back at ground level, the edge of her light showed chairs, a stage, and sound equipment.  
 
    “Freakin’ civilians,” muttered Dax.  
 
    Owen focused on Esme. “Any idea of the way? You said you’d been here as a kid, right?” 
 
    “Well, not the caverns of this world. They could be completely new to me. Your world’s explorers might’ve discovered a different cave system…or not discovered the ones I remember. Or if water over the millennia–” 
 
    Owen snorted. “Let’s work with what we’ve got. And we’ve got your memory to go on, so I trust that for now.” 
 
    They rely too much on my stupid photographic memory. What good does it do me if these caverns aren’t the same? 
 
    But she kept this thought to herself and continued their hike. Leaving the huge room, they walked down a narrower path. The rough walls caught Esme’s magical light and threw shadows in every direction, but Esme kept walking over the smooth floor and tried not to sweat with fear.  
 
    The air grew colder as they walked. The floor sloped downhill now. Owen reached a set of old metal doors and pushed through, and Esme sensed that the space was smaller by the feel of the air. She also heard water.  
 
    Their path narrowed, and they walked single file beside a short, metal and glass railing. On the other side of the railing lay perfectly still water, and Esme’s light reflected in this like a mirror as she leaned over for a peek. It was the clearest reflection she’d ever seen, but she ignored her appearance when she noticed the others waiting. They continued along the tour’s path, looking in every direction as Esme swung her hands back and forth to throw light over the water and curving walls. On either side of the railings, a shallow stream trickled and echoed off the walls.  
 
    There’s something comforting about the sound of flowing water down here. It breaks the horrible silence. It at least gives the impression there’s a way out. 
 
    They continued up the path along the water. Tiny stalactites poked from the lower ceiling now, and Dax, Max, and Owen had to watch their heads. Eventually they entered a section where the walls closed in and the glass railings rose high, cutting them off from even thinking about touching the walls. Still, Esme’s light sparkled against the rock formations beyond the glass. Stalagmites rose from still water as if poking through glass. Giant stalactites hung down like layers of dazzling teeth. The walls themselves looked like bubbling liquid. 
 
    “Okay,” whispered Max. “This is kinda cool.” 
 
    Esme smiled in agreement.  
 
    They walked a bit farther before Owen stopped and held up a hand. The path had widened again, and the railing was lower between their walkway and the rock formations beyond. The group tensed and scanned the area, but Esme didn’t see anything. 
 
    “What–” 
 
    “Shh.” Owen paused, then looked at Esme, his serious face catching her light. “Hear that?” 
 
    They held still, but Esme only heard distant rippling water and the men’s breathing.  
 
    Owen pointed to a narrow horizontal opening in the wall to their right. Esme extended a castorca in this direction and strengthened her fire ball, and its light shone over a shallow pool and into the far wall’s gap. Hundreds of stalactites reflected light back at them from inside the opening’s smaller cave. The new cave would be big enough to climb into, and Esme guessed what Owen was thinking.  
 
    Oh, he can’t be serious. 
 
    Owen looked back at her, though with his own reluctance. “I know I heard something in there. I don’t think we’re going to find anything along the beaten path, so to speak. We need to go off map.” 
 
    Dax and Max shuffled but didn’t argue. 
 
    Esme motioned for Owen to lead the way. He lifted a leg to climb over the railing, hesitated a second, and dropped into the shallow stream. The water only covered his boots and lower calves, so he splashed onward to the far wall.  
 
    They’ll call me a baby if I ask how cold it is. 
 
    Esme held her breath and climbed over the railing. She tried to keep her castorcas up, shining light all around. She jumped to the water – which was freezing enough to make her gasp – and hurried over to join Owen. Then Max splashed over. Then Dax.  
 
    Dax looked at the long gap in the wall. “Now what?” 
 
    Owen reached for the edge and was about to haul himself up when he apparently thought better of it. He turned and cupped his hands to help Esme through first.  
 
    And they say chivalry is dead. 
 
    Esme swallowed her fear and extinguished her flames so she wouldn’t burn herself. In the darkness, she lifted a soggy boot into Owen’s waiting hands. He boosted her upward, and she felt her way along the cold, dirty wall to the edge. Once she caught hold, she pulled herself into the opening and scooted forward on her stomach.  
 
    With her legs still dangling out the hole, Esme tipped downward and cried out, thinking she’d fall into a bottomless pit. But then her extended hands connected with solid ground, and she realized this cave was much shallower than the cavern behind her.  
 
    “Esme, you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Give me a second to look around.”  
 
    She slid the rest of her body into the new cave and sat on the cold dirt. Quickly she ignited a fire ball and looked around the small, shallow cave. Rock formations covered the low ceiling, and the rocks reflected her light. In the far wall, a dark space about three feet wide led elsewhere, and she crawled over to shine her light inside. Beyond stretched a wider cavern.  
 
    “Esme?”  
 
    She turned awkwardly, avoiding stalactites, and called back, “There’s another cavern ahead. Come on in.”  
 
    Esme sat like a yogi with palms up, providing light for them to see by. She watched as the men scrambled up through the hole, and she was secretly glad they weren’t any more graceful than she had been. It was harder for them to maneuver in this smaller space, and Owen stayed crouched as he duck-walked over to her. Dax nearly gouged an eye on a pointed rock. A moment later, Max pushed a hand onto a sharp rock. 
 
    “Cat balls!” Max plunked on his butt to caress the cut.  
 
     Dax winced at his brother’s wound, then coughed from the dirt they’d unsettled. “No worries, bro. Maybe when we find these neck-biters, they can heal you.” 
 
    Max made a face. “Feral vampire blood? No, thank you.” 
 
    Owen was looking through the hole Esme had discovered. “Let’s push ahead. Everybody good?” 
 
    All answered in the affirmative.  
 
    We could use a rest. How is this so tiring? We’ve fought in battles way harder… How long have we been down here?  
 
    Ready to move out, Owen glanced at Esme but apparently knew not to push his luck and led the way himself. On hands and knees, Esme followed through the hole, and Max and Dax crawled through after her. Once through, Esme stood and turned her palms up to ignite fire, illuminating their new surroundings.  
 
    Together, they looked up at a higher ceiling. Walls curved to ground level, where a rippling stream ran along a strip of rock before them. This natural path was rough, dotted with sporadic rock formations. Clearly this section of caves wasn’t part of the tour.  
 
    Without a word, Owen led the way. Esme walked with him along the rough path, keeping her light active.  
 
    They hiked onward beside the rippling water, which eventually disappeared as their path widened to solid ground from wall to wall. Esme’s bare arms shivered as the group walked through the damp coldness. She had to stop a few times to release her balls of magic and flex her stiff fingers. But the utter blackness was unnerving, so she always hurried to reignite her spells so they could continue.  
 
    Eventually rounding a bend, they stopped in their tracks. The men pulled out weapons and scrambled for position. Esme widened her fingers to amplify her fire’s light tenfold.  
 
    On the far side of a wide pool, against the far wall, hovered a rift the size of a garage door. Its smoke spilled into the cavern, and a large pile of smoky ash lay on the rocky ground. The rift’s lightning that lit up the walls and ceiling was unnerving, particularly where the light reflected off the still pool between the rift and their position. Other than the rift and the pool, the large cavern was empty. It was also a dead end. 
 
    Esme turned in a circle to examine the cavern, but they were the only ones there. 
 
    No malevolenci?  
 
    Dax adjusted the grip on his gun as he aimed across the pool. In a low whisper, he asked, “What’s a rift doing down here?” 
 
    Max glanced over his shoulder at Esme. “Think the demons knew we’d come? Like this is an ambush?”  
 
    “If that’s the case,” said Owen, “where are they?” 
 
    Esme swallowed and kept on alert, swinging her balls of light to illuminate every indent in the walls. But there were no malevolenci. Not even a single spindlox.  
 
    She again looked at the pile of smoky flakes under the rift. “It’s been open a long time, judging by that pile of ash. What if the malevolenci opened a rift here just in case someone came this way? Having a rift already open lets them jump on intruders right away.” 
 
    “Which means,” said Owen, “we’re on the right track. If there’s something down here the malevolenci are trying to hide or protect…” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Then that’s exactly what we need to find.” 
 
    “But where?” asked Max. “There’s nowhere to go. Nothing’s here.” 
 
    Owen paused. “Let’s get closer and see if anything jumps out at us.” 
 
    That’s our best option? 
 
    Esme made a face but obeyed. 
 
    Together, they held their weapons ready and approached the edge of the pool. Esme looked down and saw only the team’s perfect reflection and, on the far side, the lightning from the rift. Facing the rift head-on now, Esme still saw no sign of demons.  
 
    Dax glanced at Esme. “How about you close that thing so we can think in peace?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to agree but had another thought. “Wait… What if that’s exactly why they made a rift here?” 
 
    Owen lowered his gun, realization dawning. “They didn’t open a rift here to attack whoever came this way. They opened a rift here so they’d know if an alterni came this way.” 
 
    Max shuffled. “Huh?” 
 
    “If I close the rift, the malevolenci inside their world will see it close and know an alterni is here. We alterni are the only ones who can close rifts, remember? This rift closing would signal that an alterni is here. Then they’d open another one and spring an attack, just like they do topside.” 
 
    Now the Hoffman brothers understood.  
 
    “So it is a trap,” said Max. 
 
    “But they won’t know we’re here if Esme doesn’t use a termino.” Dax lowered his gun to match the king’s stance. “Great. So what do we do now? There’s nothing here. No vampires. No mysterious clue carved into the wall by Trent Simons.” 
 
    Max looked back the way they’d come. “Maybe we missed a different tunnel.” 
 
    Owen scowled across the pool at the smoking rift. “The malevolenci put that rift here. That must mean there’s something here we’re not seeing. I know I heard something back at that cave entrance.” 
 
    They paused in consideration, standing at the edge of the pool. 
 
    Esme’s hands were cramping again, so she dimmed her fire spells and twisted her wrists, careful not to burn herself on the small flames.  
 
    As her light flashed into the water, something caught her eye. She extinguished one castorca’s flame to concentrate on her dominant hand. Quickly she changed that castorca’s spell, flicking her index finger to shoot a small ray of magical light out her pointer finger. She pointed this fainter but more precise light into the pool, searching. 
 
    The men weren’t happy about the sudden decrease in light, and she heard surprised muttering. 
 
    Owen whispered, “Esme, wh–” 
 
    “Shh.” She kept her gaze downward, trying to ignore the lightning from the far side of the pool. “I saw something.” 
 
    Her narrow beam of light cut through the crystal clear water. The pool was deeper than she’d expected. Its rocky bottom looked bare, but a flash of movement drew her eye. She spread two fingers to widen her light, and now she saw white fish swimming around the rocks on the bottom of the pool. A few fish swam higher before drifting to the bottom. They appeared to be searching for food. Whenever Esme’s light caught them, they darted for cover back among the rocks.  
 
    “Fish,” she whispered.  
 
    In the darkness, the men joined her to stare into the water.  
 
    “Blind cave fish,” said Owen as the school of white streaks swam by again. “They’re almost colorless and don’t have eyes. They have sensory organs on their tailfins that detect movement in the water, and their albino skin senses light. Their diet consists of salamander larvae and tiny invertebrates that live off bat guano.” 
 
     Esme kept her light on the fish but made a face at him. “How do you know–” 
 
    “Hakim told me about them when he was researching this place.” 
 
    Dax snorted. “Bat guano?” 
 
    Owen sighed. “Anyway, these ghost fish – yes, they’re also called ghost fish – are rare. They swim in the underwater streams connecting these caverns.” He paused. “An underwater source must feed this pool. That’s how the fish get in here.” 
 
    Esme understood as she kept her beam of light fixed on the fish at the bottom. “And if they can get in, maybe we can follow them to whatever caverns connect with this pool.” 
 
    Max groaned. “You want us to dive in and hope there’s air on the other side? We’re part werewolf, not mermaid.” 
 
    A year ago, Esme might’ve laughed at this. Now, however, she knew mermaids were real. 
 
    Mermaid stories are so creepy. When the original conjuri brought them to this world, they made the mermaids live in the Mediterranean. Stories say they moved to the Caribbean, but there wouldn’t be any here…right? 
 
    She was about to ask when Owen flopped his arms. “We’re out of options. If these fish got in, that means–” 
 
    “Guys…” Esme’s eyes widened as she noticed increased movement below. 
 
    Something had disturbed the fish. Those nearest the bottom darted upward, and the whole school scattered. The fish swam back and forth, higher and lower, as if trying to escape. 
 
    “What are they–” 
 
    A body far bigger than the fish shot through the water. Esme yelped in alarm but used her light to track whatever was hunting below. The thin, long body was as bleached as the fish, but Esme saw arms and legs as the being swam after its prey. A long torso showed thin skin covering bony ribs, and its head was bald with wide ears stuck to its skull. 
 
    It’s humanoid, she thought in surprise.  
 
    The fish hunter kicked and reached a bony hand into the fleeing school, and Esme watched as it plucked fish after fish and shoved the wriggling creatures into its mouth. Then it sensed her light, twisted in the water, and with a strong kick shot toward the surface.  
 
    Esme stepped back and tumbled over a rock, her light snuffing out while she steadied herself. The men drew weapons as the fish hunter broke the surface with a splash. More splashes and guttural noises filled the cave, and the rift’s lightning made the rippling water look unnervingly alive with movement.  
 
    “Light, alterni!” called Owen. 
 
    Snapping out of her shock, Esme lifted a castorca and ignited a huge ball of fire. Her eyes had adjusted to the dimmer light more than she’d realized, and she had to squint and shield her eyes with her other hand. When she looked back again, she saw the men also squinting as they aimed at the water.  
 
    Esme held her other castorca ready, but she stifled the urge to shoot off a spell and instead watched as the fish hunter swam toward them. Its bald, bone-white head bobbed above the surface as it approached, and its breathing and guttural noises echoed around the cavern.  
 
    When it arrived at the edge of the pool, long-nailed hands grabbed the ground first. Then it lifted itself from the water with surprising strength for a body so thin, and soon the pale fish hunter stood before them. He – yes, he, as this was obvious because of his nakedness – recoiled from Esme’s light and shielded his face with a bony arm. His ribcage expanded and contracted as he cowered from the light, but he didn’t flee. Wheezing sounds suggested he was trying to get enough air back in his lungs to speak. 
 
    Owen exchanged a look with Esme and held his gun on the being. “I’m Owen Lord, King of the Order. Who and what are you?” 
 
    “The light!” the fish hunter cried with a heavy accent. “Put out the light!” 
 
    Esme looked at Owen, then shrank the ball of light in her palm. “I won’t put it out, but is that better? We need it to see.” 
 
    With another wheezing breath, the fish hunter lifted his bony arm from his eyes and tested the light. Clearly his eyes weren’t accustomed to even a dim glow, but he squinted to look them over. Cowering less now, the man stood at Esme’s height, but his thin frame and long limbs made him appear taller. As she’d observed earlier, his ears were long and close to his head. His sharp jawline and cheekbones gave his face a devilish appearance, especially with his pointed nose and beady, bloodshot eyes. These eyes, Esme noticed, swung back and forth over those confronting him. He sniffed the air, then made a face of repulsion. 
 
    Gun still raised, Owen repeated, “Who are you? What is your name?” 
 
    With a head tilt, the man seemed to be thinking. When he spoke, his rich accent was even stronger than when he’d shouted. “Name? No name. We are guardians. We are memory-keepers. We are ageless.” 
 
    Esme sucked in a breath.  
 
    Vampire. 
 
    She dimmed her light to the strength of a single candle, hoping to gain some favor. “Are you one of the ancients?” 
 
    Another head tilt. “We remember this term. Yes, for generations this is what the dying have called us.” 
 
    That’s unsettling. But to an eternal being, I guess everyone is dying.  
 
    Owen took a breath and holstered his gun, motioning in the candlelight for Dax and Max to do the same. “We were sent here by Rylet, sire of the biggest coven in the Order. Do you know who I mean?” 
 
    The vampire tilted his head again in thought. 
 
    No, he’s not thinking, Esme realized. He’s sorting through memories. I probably get the same look on my face when sifting through my memories. I can’t imagine what it must be like to hold centuries of memories in your mind – and from hundreds of different people! All those images, smells, sounds…feelings, emotions. It’s no wonder these vamps have gone a little crazy.  
 
    Dax crossed his arms. “The king asked you a question, neck-biter.” 
 
    “Give him a minute.” Esme made a face at her friend.  
 
    The vampire finally looked back at Owen. “Yes, Rylet was Dracu’s seventh heir in the year of the deep bleed.” 
 
    Esme had no idea what he was talking about, and she glanced at Owen, who seemed equally lost.  
 
    The ancient must’ve seen this, and he waved a bony hand to explain. “We trust Rylet.” 
 
    “Ah, good. Like I said, he sent us.” Owen relaxed. “We came to speak with you ancients and see if you could tell us anything that could help us defeat the malevolenci.” 
 
    The upper lip of the vampire’s mouth lifted in a grin, exposing a pointed fang. “We are ageless. We are memory-keepers. We are not warriors, King of the Order.”  
 
    “I understand. But we’re hoping your collective memories might know something more than what’s written in our records.” 
 
    “Of course we know more. We are ageless. We are memory-keepers.” 
 
    “Right…” Owen tried again. “If it’s okay, could you take us to the rest of your coven? This is really important.” 
 
    The vampire glanced over his shoulder at the pool. “We do not accept visitors. We are private. And some things are best forgotten. Our burdens are many. We have carried them here to our eternal grave.” 
 
    Esme shivered. 
 
    Max growled. “But this is the king.” 
 
    “Many kings have sought our secrets. None were meant to know. It is not for this king to know either.” 
 
    Dax scoffed. “You’re still part of the Order, aren’t you? Even if you live down here and hide while the rest of us fight? If you don’t obey the king, I’ll–” 
 
    Esme cut him off with a tense, “Not helping, Dax.”  
 
    Owen wiped a hand over his face, then looked at Esme. He pointed at her and said to the vampire, “This is my alterni. She’s my last alterni. She’s an alterni endi. Do you know what that is?” 
 
    This time, the vampire didn’t have to check his memories. His bloodshot eyes swung to Esme and studied her. “You are alterni endi?” 
 
    She nodded. “I am…unfortunately.” 
 
    The vampire half-turned to gaze at the smoking rift across the pool.  
 
    Owen’s eyes swung from the vampire to the rift and back again. “If you help us, Esme will close that rift before we leave.” He looked at her with a questioning lift of his eyebrows. 
 
    Desperate times, she thought with a swallow. Closing it means the malevolenci will open another one and come fight. That’s always bad. We just lost Benja, and if Max or Dax got hurt, I don’t know… But the vampires probably hate having this rift open here. Getting rid of it might be the best bargaining chip we have. Isn’t it worth the risk, if meeting with the ancients leads to winning the war? 
 
    Esme nodded to Owen, looking at Dax and Max to make sure they’d be up for the battle too. “Yes, I can close the rift.”  
 
    Owen faced the vampire, who stood still, looking at the rift. “I’m sure having that thing open all the time is nerve-racking. If you help us, Esme will get rid of it for you.” 
 
    The ancient turned back to Owen. “Get rid of it? That would be foolish, young king.” 
 
    Owen frowned, then pointed toward the rift. “They’ll attack, but we’re willing to fight for you if it means you’ll help us. The malevolenci only put that here to catch us. They want to stop us from learning whatever you might tell us. I’m sure of it. If they’re so concerned about us talking to you ancients, then that means we must talk with your people.” 
 
    The vampire looked at Esme, then back at the king. “We agree there is much the alterni endi must know. We are memory-keepers. We are guardians. We have centuries to share.” 
 
    Esme felt a chill and exchanged a hopeful look with Owen. 
 
    The vampire’s gaze swung to Dax. “We are the most ancient of the Order, angry pup. We memory-keepers have always fought for the kings, in our way. We will give the alterni endi the greatest weapon in the alt-worlds.”  
 
    Dax shuffled, letting his guard down ever so slightly. “And what’s this weapon?” 
 
    “Knowledge.” 
 
    This wasn’t the answer Dax wanted, but Esme felt her hope rising.  
 
    The ancient turned to face the pool. “But you will not close the rift.” 
 
    Owen stepped beside him. “Are you sure? It’ll be a tough battle once they spring their trap, but after we leave, the malevolenci probably won’t open another–” 
 
    “You know not of what you speak, King of the Order.” 
 
    Owen’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The malevolenci did not create that rift.” 
 
    Esme now stepped beside the vampire. “Wait, what?” 
 
    “Then who did?” asked Owen. 
 
    The vampire grinned, his fangs reflecting the lightning from the rift. “Your father’s origini.” 
 
    In her spell’s dim light, Esme saw Owen’s mouth drop open. She inspected the rift again. It looked like every other rift she’d ever seen.  
 
    Owen held up a hand for clarification. “Trent Simons opened that rift?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh!” Esme gaped. “Trent created a spell to open a rift into the malevolenci world, and he hid it down here just in case the Order found itself with an alterni endi. That’s why he left that note for Mirth to find – this rift is a secret weapon for our time of desperation. Maybe the best thing to do is take the fight to the malevolenci world. They wouldn’t see that coming.” 
 
    She noticed Owen looking with wonder at the rift across the pool. 
 
    Fighting on the malevolenci’s turf, thought Esme with a shudder. Is this really the way to win? Even if my magic is crazy strong and we took every cavali we had, we wouldn’t have a clue what we’re walking into. 
 
    She faced the ancient. “The malevolenci don’t know about this?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    She swallowed. “Did Trent know what’s on the other side?” 
 
    The vampire did not answer but dipped a pointed toe in the water at their feet. “Our way lies beneath the water. If alterni endi and king wish to learn more from us, you must come now. Your companions must wait here. Many of us despise half-breeds – their blood is impure. The half-pups would be seen as…a rare treat, if you take our meaning.” 
 
    Behind them, Dax and Max grumbled.  
 
    Owen glared at the ancient. “If their blood is so impure, funny you’d want to drink it.” 
 
    The vampire shrugged his bony shoulders. “Warm blood is warm blood, when you’ve thirsted so long. Surviving on fish blood…” He scrunched his face in disgust, exposing the tips of his fangs.  
 
    Every qualm Esme had ever had about vampires returned in an instant. “Owen, I’m not sure I want to walk into a den of starving vampires.” 
 
    The ancient looked down at her. “We would not dare bite the king or his alterni without permission. Your lives are sacred to us. Never fear.” 
 
    Owen raised eyebrow. “Your call, alterni.”  
 
    Esme sighed and turned to look back at Max and Dax.  
 
    Dax shook his head. “I don’t like this.” 
 
    “Could be a trick,” said Max. “Seems to me a king’s blood would be quite the treat for a neck-biter. And your blood, Esme… Who knows what magic’s done to your blood? The vamps might smell it and swarm.” 
 
    The ancient glared at him. “We would do no such thing.”  
 
    Esme looked across the pool at the rift again. Then she faced Owen. “We have to go.” 
 
    “Okay.” Owen took off his holster belt and walked to hand it, along with his phone, to Max. “Hang on to these, would ya? I don’t want to lose my stuff during our swim.” 
 
    Dax’s scowl was hard. “My lord, this plan is…bat guano.” 
 
    “Guys, it’s important.” There was his king-voice. “Stay here and keep an eye on that thing.” He pointed at the rift. “If Esme and I aren’t back in two hours, one of you run and explain to Tank and Piper what’s taking us so long. If we’re not back by nightfall and haven’t sent any word, by all means dive in and come rescue us.” 
 
    Dax was only mildly satisfied. With a scowl, he looked at his brother and nodded.  
 
    Owen slapped Max on the arm and turned back to join Esme and her off-putting new friend. “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    The ancient turned to Esme. “You may wish to use a barrio around yourself and the king. The swim is long for human lungs. We will push you in the barrio to where the river meets our den.” 
 
    They’ve done this before, Esme realized. At least with Trent Simons, I’m guessing. 
 
    Her curiosity blazing, she nodded at the vampire and motioned for Owen to stand with her. This wasn’t the first time they’d shared a barrio, and Esme felt comforted as he slipped his arms around her waist. Standing against him, she lowered a castorca to where the recently burned barrio scar was healing on her thigh. 
 
    “You sure about this?” Owen whispered.  
 
    She nodded and held on to the back of his shirt as she prepared for the burst of pain. After a silent count to three, she released a burst of magic that burned through her pants into the barrio scar. She squeezed Owen’s shirt as her leg burned, but she sent another jolt of magic to strengthen the spell. A wall of cocooning light flickered around them, and a moment later they were in a protective bubble of magic. 
 
    She lifted her head from Owen’s chest and looked over to see Dax holding a light stick. It did nothing to illuminate the cavern, but it was enough to show his worried face.  
 
    I hope they’re okay while we’re gone. 
 
    The ancient’s face moved into her line of sight, and Esme tried not to recoil as the man gave her a fang-y grin. He lifted his bony hands, placed them on the crackling barrio shield, and pushed.  
 
    The entire cocoon tipped and fell into the pool. Immediately, all was pitch black. Esme clung to Owen as they tumbled, and she felt the strange sensation of being underwater without getting wet. 
 
    Being in a confined space underwater has always made me claustrophobic, she thought with a first wave of panic. I can’t even see Owen right in front of me! I… Come on, alterni. Focus on happier times. 
 
    She pictured in her mind the first night they’d spent together. Owen’s cement room in that Order bunker. Climbing under the blankets with him to stay warm. The feel of his arms around her.  
 
    Then there was a sharp push, and she knew the ancient had started them on their way.  
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    As soon as Esme released the barrio, water flooded around them. Owen had known it was coming and held his breath, but he wasn’t prepared for the brain-numbing coldness. He felt Esme flail in the water beside him, and that was enough to switch his brain back on. He kicked for the surface.  
 
    Owen’s head broke into air, and he sucked in a breath before grabbing blindly for land. A bony hand grabbed his arm instead and pulled him from the water.  
 
    Our ancient friend is stronger than he looks, thought Owen as he lay on the ground, panting for air.  
 
    Esme coughed somewhere beside him.  
 
    “You okay, alterni?” 
 
    “Holy fairy dust, that was cold!” She coughed again. 
 
    Owen smiled and sat up, feeling around until he found her back. He put a hand on her soaked shirt and tried to help her to her feet. They finally stood in the darkness and huddled together for warmth. He rubbed her back while she rubbed his.  
 
    “Hang on, let me try something.” 
 
    Before he could ask, Owen felt her castorcas lift from his back. Esme shifted to put her hands between them, and with a clap she put palm to palm. Owen heard her rubbing her hands together, which seemed natural given the cold, but an instant later her hands glowed with warmth. This warmth spread like rippling heat between them, and Owen felt the freezing water in his clothes warm and evaporate. He saw in the glow that Esme’s black shirt and pants were drying as well, and soon even the water squelching in his boots dried up. The heat was intense but welcome. 
 
    Once dried, Esme stopped rubbing her hands together, and the glow faded and died.  
 
    At least I’m not chilled to the bone anymore. 
 
    The ancient’s accented voice spoke from the darkness. “You may use a light spell, alterni endi, but please keep it as small as you are able. The eyes of those in the den are not as strong as mine.” 
 
    As if you’ve been a trooper about it, thought Owen in annoyance.  
 
    Esme pulled back from Owen, and a second later he squinted from the burst of firelight over her castorca. She weakened the fireball to a single flame, but it was enough.  
 
    The wide stream they’d emerged from was slow-moving but deep. It ended beside them where the water disappeared under the rocky wall, presumably flowing into the pool beyond. The other direction was shrouded in blackness, but Owen heard the faint rippling of water far into the distance. They stood on a natural walkway of stone that ran along the water, and by now Owen was used to the pockmarked walls and ceilings.  
 
    The vampire looked at Esme’s flame. “Are you sure you can’t make your way without it?” 
 
    “We need to see.” The frustration in Owen’s voice was clear.  
 
    “Very well. We await. Follow when you are ready.” 
 
    The vampire turned and disappeared through a crevasse in the cavern wall. Owen and Esme hurried to catch him, and Owen braved going first into the darkness. The wall was thin, and soon he emerged into what he sensed was a wider space. He stepped to the side to let Esme and her light through. Once she stood beside him, they both froze. 
 
    They were in the ancients’ den.  
 
    Hisses reached Owen’s ears from all around this new cavern, and he saw naked, bone-thin, pale vampires resting on ledges in the high walls. The red eyes of the fanged ancients locked on the humans below, and Owen knew they weren’t happy about the light. 
 
    But I wouldn’t stand here in the dark with them for all the goblin gold in the world. They’re like bats waiting for prey. 
 
    “What have we brought us?” 
 
    “We smell warm blood!” 
 
    “Forbidden! Forbidden! No one enters our den!” 
 
    “We are the ageless!” 
 
    “We are the memory-keepers!” 
 
    “We are the guardians!” 
 
    “Forbidden!” 
 
    Esme took Owen’s hand and squeezed, whether to comfort him or to seek comfort, he wasn’t sure. He was sure that his palms were sweating.  
 
    Their vampire guide lifted a pointy fingernail to his forehead in some kind of ancient gesture. “We will explain.” 
 
    With that, he walked to the nearest wall and climbed a set of steps carved into the rocks. This path led him to an empty ledge, and he lay on his side to look down at the humans from his nest. Lifting a bony finger, he pointed to the center of the cavern. 
 
    Owen looked over as Esme moved her castorca’s flame in the indicated direction, and now they saw a giant stalagmite with its top cut off. This formed a stage or platform, and Owen tried not to imagine it as a table waiting for a feast.  
 
    They won’t eat us. We’re sacred…right? 
 
    He took a breath and led Esme by the hand. He heard more hissing and suspected the vampires were watching their every move, but he didn’t allow himself to look around. The stalagmite-stage wasn’t high, so he and Esme climbed up without trouble and stood close together. Esme’s small flame sent light to the shadowed walls and nests around the cavern. 
 
    An ancient called to their guide. “Our heartbeat lost harmony while separated. What has transpired?” 
 
    Heartbeat lost harmony? thought Owen. Oh! These ancients are connected telepathically. That’s why our fanged friend kept saying “us” and “we” even when talking about himself. It’s like these guys share one mind. But they lose connection when not together? That means they haven’t heard everything we’ve discussed so far. Great. We’ll have to start over.  
 
    Their guide answered, “The dying before us are the King of the Order and…” He paused as if for suspense. “His alterni endi.” 
 
    The shadowy cavern filled with whispers and murmurs.  
 
    “We are the guardians.” 
 
    “We are the memory-keepers.” 
 
    Owen spoke loudly to command their attention. “There’s a reason we’re here. Esme is an alterni endi, and that means we’re close to losing this war. We need to find a way to destroy the malevolenci. You ancients hold more knowledge than all of the Order libraries combined. Your memories stretch back to the beginning of the Order. If you know anything–” 
 
    Voices from every direction cut him off.  
 
    “We know what you seek, king and alterni endi.” 
 
    “We know better than you.” 
 
    “We are the memory-keepers.” 
 
    “We are the ageless.” 
 
    “We are the guardians.” 
 
    Esme spoke up. “The guardians of what? Please, help us. We’re running out of time.” 
 
    “All dying run out of time.” 
 
    “Only we ageless remember.” 
 
    “We are memory-keepers.” 
 
    “We are guardians.” 
 
    “We are ageless.” 
 
    Owen exchanged a look with Esme.  
 
    Rylet was right about them going feral. They’ve lost their connection with normal life – even normal vampire life. They’ve been cooped up with their den-mind for too long. Good gods, do they actually know anything that can help us? 
 
    He thought of a way to steer the discussion, but Esme beat him to it.  
 
    “Trent Simons was here, wasn’t he? He left a note telling me – the alterni endi – to come here. Please, I need to know why he sent me here.” She looked at their guide. “You said Trent created the rift out there. How? Is that how we get into the malevolenci world and fight them?” 
 
    “Only we ageless remember.” 
 
    “We are the guardians.” 
 
    Owen had an idea. “Are you the guardians of the rift? Is that what you guard?” 
 
    “We are the guardians!” 
 
    “We are the guardians!” 
 
    That’s a yes. 
 
    Esme swallowed. “Can you teach me how to use it? Did Trent leave his memories of what’s in the malevolenci world?” 
 
    “Only we ageless remember.” 
 
    “Only alterni endi can know.” 
 
    Owen waved his hands over his head. “Wait. So you can tell Esme?” 
 
    “Only alterni endi can know!” 
 
    “Only alterni endi can know!” 
 
    Esme looked at him, her face pale in the light of her single flame.  
 
    A sane vampire spoke from her ledge. “We carry memories vast and complex. To share memories with a mortal can be…dangerous, alterni endi. Many here have gone mad from the weight of memories. If you truly are the last hope of the worlds, we fear breaking your mind as well.” 
 
    The insane contingent of ancients grew louder, as if to prove her point. 
 
    “We are the memory-keepers!”  
 
    “We are the memory-keepers!” 
 
    Another sane vampire leaned out of his nest. “And to share with you what King Daniel’s origini left us…” 
 
    “Origini.” 
 
    “Origini.” 
 
    “Origini.” 
 
    Owen looked around the den, surprised by their sudden reverence for his pseudo-uncle.  
 
    Esme perked up. “So Trent Simons did give you memories to share with me?” 
 
    “Yes,” answered another, “he was here.” 
 
    A vampire frowned down at Esme. “The memories he left us were unlike any we’ve seen in all our hundreds of years. They prove true many whispers in the shadows. They confirm our purpose. They change everything.” 
 
    “They might overpower your mind, alterni endi. They were the final straw for many here.” 
 
    “We are the memory-keepers!” 
 
    “We are ageless!” 
 
    “We are the memory-keepers!” 
 
    “We are the guardians!” 
 
    “Enough!” Esme shouted. Looking down at her castorca, she widened her fingers and strengthened the fire to a large ball.  
 
    The ancients around the cavern erupted in hisses. They scurried back from their ledges and covered their eyes. However, her point was taken, and the chanting vampires quieted.  
 
    Esme softened her spell, and the light dimmed.  
 
    Owen, his heart pounding, watched the ancients to make sure they stayed in line.  
 
    When Esme spoke, she sounded calm but forceful. “I am the alterni endi. I’m the first one to ever know what that means for the alt-worlds. If Trent Simons left his memories with you, I want to see them. He wouldn’t have gone through the trouble of dealing with you people if it wasn’t important.” Her lips lifted in a grin. “And I’m something of memory-keeper myself. I can handle this.” 
 
    A pause followed, and Owen looked around to see the ancients completely still. He suspected they were communicating telepathically, and he held his breath in anticipation.  
 
    Their guide rose from his ledge and descended the steps. The others went quiet as he walked in silence to the center of the cavern. With a deep frown, he looked up where they stood on the stage of rock.  
 
     Be ready. If he goes for Esme– 
 
    “Long ago we were told that if an alterni endi ever came to us, we should share with you whatever you wished to know. But we have many hesitations in sharing the origini’s knowledge. His secrets that we keep…” The vampire’s eyes narrowed. “These secrets may break more than you. We ageless guardians fear unleashing madness on the world.” 
 
    This started the ancients into another round of verbal tics.  
 
    “We are the memory-keepers.” 
 
    “We are the memory-keepers.” 
 
    Esme focused on their ancient friend. “I understand that whatever you’re about to share with me is…big. Maybe something dangerous, even. But will it give me a way to destroy the malevolenci?” 
 
    The ancient nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    Esme took a breath. She looked at Owen. 
 
    He lowered his head and whispered, “I said this was your call. If you’re sure, I’m sure.” 
 
    She reached to squeeze his hand, then looked down at the vampire. “Then let’s do this.” 
 
    The ancient climbed onto their stage. The vampires around the den were deathly silent, watching as their ancient guide lay flat on his back. Folding his arms across his chest in a very recognizable vampire pose, he looked up at Esme. 
 
    “You must drink us dry, alterni endi.”  
 
    Oh, fairy dust… 
 
    Esme, her face catching the light of her flame, looked horrified. “What?” 
 
    “We ageless carry memory in our blood. The blood must be shared for the memories to be passed. If you wish to learn all the origini meant for you to know, it will take much time to share the memories with you. That means you must drink until his memories pass into you. I suspect that will mean drinking me dry.” 
 
    Owen frowned. “But won’t that kill you?” 
 
    The ancient’s red eyes turned from Esme to Owen. “It is a great honor, King of the Order, to be chosen as the conduit for the alterni endi.” 
 
    “But…” Owen looked around the den and lowered his voice. “Couldn’t one of the others do it? What about one of the insane ancients who…who maybe we could put out of their misery?” 
 
     The vampire lying on the stone shook his head. “We who have fallen into madness are not safe conduits. We must offer a sound mind to pass memories cleanly.” 
 
    Esme was stuck on another issue. “I have to drink your blood?” 
 
    “Yes.” He looked back at her with a nod, his arms still crossed over his bare chest.  
 
    “Drink all of it?” 
 
    “Yes.” The vampire’s calm was somewhat infuriating. 
 
    Esme hesitated. “Drinking your blood won’t make me…turn, will it?” 
 
    “No. The curse in our ancient blood is still pure, but we will not complete the ritual to turn you. You will receive only our blood’s memories as you drink. You won’t even feel the effects as you do when our young healers share their blood. You will only receive our memories.” 
 
    How can he be so calm? He’s going to let Esme suck him dry!  
 
    Owen tried to think of a way out of this. “We can’t ask you to sacrifice yourself.” 
 
    “We sacrifice ourself to protect the world, King of the Order. This has been our purpose since the beginning of the war. It is our only purpose.” 
 
    “What does that mean? You’re not…” Owen felt his face pale. “You’re not our slaves, are you?” 
 
    “Slaves…” The vampire tilted his head. “Yes, we know this word. In the beginning, when the conjuri imprisoned us to hold their knowledge, we agree this word applied. But for centuries since our escape, no conjuri or king has given us orders. We carry on in our purpose by our own choice. We are the ageless, and we grew much wiser than the conjuri. We guard their secrets even from them for the good of the world, keeping their memories sacred and safe. We hold these secrets until the hour of need. Until no hope remains.” He turned his head to Esme. “Until the alterni endi must know the truth to save our worlds.” 
 
    “We are ageless.” 
 
    “We are memory-keepers.” 
 
    “We are guardians.” 
 
    Owen, instead of being creeped out or annoyed by their chanting now, looked at the vampires with pity and sadness. 
 
    Whatever’s going on, these vamps have done it all for the Order. They’ve closed themselves off to hide important secrets for centuries. They’ve followed the kings around the world in case the time came when their knowledge was needed. They’ve done everything so we could have answers when we ran out of hope. They knew it could take centuries and centuries while they waited in the dark. 
 
    Owen felt sick. He looked at Esme. “This is so wrong. They’ve lived like this since the beginning. For us. Look what it’s done to them.” 
 
    She nodded, sadness in her eyes.  
 
    Owen looked around the den and cleared his throat. “I want to thank you. I humbly beg your forgiveness for whatever was done to you in the past. I didn’t know. I’m sorry your lives have come to this. The conjuri, Trent…” He paused, knowing he’d have to wrestle with his uncle’s involvement in this later. “They shouldn’t have put this burden on you. The Order has always done whatever it takes to hold back the malevolenci, but not at the cost of our own people. And you are my own people. From today onward, I’ll do everything in my power to help you live whatever lives you want. If what you’re sharing with Esme help us win the war, you should enjoy that peace the same as the rest of us.” 
 
    The vampires shuffled in their nests but did not speak. 
 
    Back on the stony platform, their ancient friend said, “We thank the King of the Order.” 
 
    Owen exchanged an uncertain look with Esme.  
 
    There’s a pretty big “but” hanging in the air. These vamps don’t have much hope, it seems. Did this life suck that from them too? We have to have hope! This war can’t go on. 
 
    The faces of everyone Owen had lost to malevolenci again flashed through his mind. He saw the faces of his friends still living. And faces of paranormals he’d met over the years of his reign. And faces of average citizens who were blissfully unaware of the hell being fought on their behalf.  
 
    We have to end this war. The ancients seem to think that whatever they know might not be worth the damage it’ll do. But no secret could be worse than another century or millennium of war! Even Roman would agree… Does Roman know about these ancients? If I find out that asshole– 
 
    “Come, alterni endi,” said the sacrificial vampire. “Sit beside me. I will show you what to do.” 
 
    Esme looked up at Owen. 
 
    He pulled her into a hug and whispered in her ear, “I’ll be here in case anything goes wrong.” 
 
    She whispered back, “After everything we’ve done, why am I so afraid of this?” 
 
    He rested his chin on her head. “Because we have no idea what this will mean. And these crazy vamps aren’t even trying to pretend it’s no big deal. But you’ve got this, alterni. Remember, you’ve killed a freakin’ bentaforx – two now!” 
 
    Esme chuckled against his chest, then took a courage-summoning breath. She stepped back from him, smiled in her fire’s light, and turned to sit on the cold stone beside the corpse-like vampire.  
 
    Please be okay. Please be okay… 
 
    She faced the ancient, holding her hand by her side so the flame illuminated them both. “What if I throw up?” 
 
    “We’ve trained ourselves to bleed slowly, so you will ease into the drink. A slow pace also will make it easier for you to take in the memories. After a while, the memories will draw you in so you’re no longer aware of your surroundings or even your mouth on my neck.” 
 
    Esme made a face, not looking reassured. “Okay. How do I…bite you?” 
 
    The ancient reached up a bony fingernail and, without hesitation, sliced the side of his neck. In the light of Esme’s flame, Owen saw dark red blood trickle out of the ancient’s carotid artery.  
 
    “Put your mouth to the cut,” the vampire guided. “Drink slowly at first.” 
 
    Esme made a face but adjusted herself to half-sit, half-lie beside the bone-white vampire. Then she forced herself to put her lips over the cut in the ancient’s neck. Her eyes widened like she wanted to pull away in disgust, but she closed her eyes and forced herself to widen her mouth and suck. A smear of blood stained the vampire’s skin as her lips moved, and Owen watched in amazement as Esme drank and drank and drank.  
 
    The cavern was silent except for the occasional sound of Esme’s sucking lips.  
 
    I’m going to be sick. 
 
    Owen was about to look away when suddenly Esme clearly was no longer conscious of her surroundings. Her expression of disgust faded as she lost awareness of what she was doing. Her whole body slumped into the vampire, though her head and mouth remained attached to the ancient’s bleeding neck.  
 
    As her hand spelling the flame flopped to the floor, the light went out, and the sudden blackness… 
 
    Oh, no. Oh, no. 
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    Esme was conscious of herself, but this wasn’t her life. Not her body. Not her time. She saw through eyes that weren’t her own, and so far she had no control over the body she was possessing. 
 
    Sharing, she thought. I’m not really possessing Trent, so it’s more like we’re sharing his body at the time of this memory. Or at least, I’m along for the ride. Cat balls, this is weird.  
 
    Trent Simon was a tall man even at seventy-five years of age, and his lanky strides quickly brought him to the Meramec Caverns doors. This was the busy season, and a happy crowd of tourists stood looking around the well-lit entrance cavern as Trent stepped into their midst. He wore jeans, farmer boots, and a simple T-shirt under a light coat. The old man scratched the stubble on his wrinkled face and looked at the crowds, scanning for danger by habit. 
 
    I wish I could hear his thoughts. That would help more than anything! But I’m getting the hang of this. I can feel when his face frowns or smiles. I feel when his heart races in excitement or apprehension. I can sense his tiredness…his age. Trent came to Meramec shortly before he went off to Italy, right? This is toward the end of his life. He’s worn from years of battle.  
 
    Trent’s aging joints ached as he walked. His body shivered from the cooler air of the caverns, and he zipped his thin coat. Esme felt these bodily reactions as dull sensations not entirely connected to her own senses. 
 
    This must be the most current memory before he made the vampires drink his memories… And now I’m drinking them. Is my mouth still sucking– No, don’t think about that.  
 
    Trent paid admission and joined the tourists to follow the guide into the wide open room with the disco ball. Trent kept to the rear, trying to blend in. Esme ignored the red-haired tour guide as the woman started her speech. However, seeing the caverns with the lights on now was odd – it was like a staged show as opposed to her earlier adventure’s rough spelunking. 
 
    As the group moved through the rocky tunnels and along the watery walkway, Trent drew a modified illuso symbol on the back of the man in front of him. Trent waited until they reached a U-turn in the tour, then spun a ball of magic over his castorca and tossed it into the symbol. A thin ripple of magical light stretched from the symbol to Trent himself, lowering over his whole body like a laser scan. Trent then stepped to the side and used his castorca to draw an illuso on his own shoe, and a shield of invisibility washed over him.  
 
    The aging origini held still as the guided tour moved on, and he watched a copy of himself walking behind the man with the illuso on his back.  
 
    Wow. That’s a neat trick. I need to remember that one.  
 
    Once the group was gone, the guide clicked off the lights for the section where Trent remained in hiding. As soon as the sounds of shuffling feet and whispered admiration faded, he spun his castorca-wearing fingers and ignited a ball of light to illuminate his path. With a smile, he swung his long legs over the railing and hopped into the freezing water. He hurried to the far side of the water, where a horizontal gap ran in the cavern wall.  
 
    Oh! Now I know where I am! 
 
    Esme wished she could help the older man as he scrambled up into the smaller cavern, crawled through, and exited the narrow space into the wider, uncharted cavern beyond. Once Trent stood erect again, he cracked his back and let out a groan before continuing on his way. He seemed exhausted, but Esme also felt his determination as he took long strides through the darkness.  
 
    At last, he stood in the cavern with the vampires’ pool. He strengthened the fire over his castorca and tossed the ball of light into the air, then spread his fingers and pushed his arm up. This froze the crackling ball midair, and it hovered to light the whole cavern. Trent then paused and looked across the pool to the far wall of the cavern.  
 
    This is when he makes the rift! 
 
    Then something happened that Esme hadn’t expected. 
 
    “Pay attention, alterni endi,” Trent said aloud in a deep, aged voice.  
 
    Holy shit! He knows I’m here? How… Well, if he came here to leave me his memories, I guess it makes sense. He’s talking so I’ll hear this in the future…now…whatever. 
 
    “If you really are the alterni endi, your magic will be strong enough to create a rift. You’ll be carrying all your origini’s creator magic, so you should be able to do it with ease. This is how.” He smirked. “I hope you’re a rebel, alterni, because the Master Conjuri won’t like you doing this.”  
 
    Despite the oddity of being inside this man’s memory as he talked to her, Esme felt better knowing Trent was so comfortable with her intrusion. And the way the old man spoke made her feel as if they were friends.  
 
    Or like he’s my grandpa or something. I see why Owen thought of him as an uncle. Okay… This is what I’ve waited for. How did he create a rift into the malevolenci world? 
 
    Trent stretched his arm with the castorca over the water and widened his fingers as if palming an invisible ball. He paused again in concentration, and Esme sensed his pulse quicken. Trent took a long breath to calm himself, then planted his feet and summoned magic through his castorca. Esme felt the swell of magic and also sensed Trent’s joy, apprehension, confidence, sadness, doubt – dozens of conflicting emotions all at once. But he pushed his feelings aside and looked at his hand as glowing magic swept over his castorca and crackled at his fingertips.  
 
    When he couldn’t channel any more magic, Trent slowly twisted his widened fingers. It was like a spy using a glass cutter in any number of movies she’d seen. He made this slow rotation again and again, aiming across the pond.  
 
    A curving cut of magic split the air where Trent aimed. He repeated the motion again and again, magic coursing through his hand. The magical cut sparked and continued to curve until a full circle formed. Trent drew his fingers in and made a punching motion, and the center of the circle across the pond warped like reality was about to break. Trent grunted and threw another punch of magic, and the warping circle shattered inward. 
 
    Trent stepped back and dropped his tired arm, panting. He kept his eyes on the newborn rift as darkness filled the fresh tear. Lightning flashed from deep within the rift, and the escaping smoke began to flake on the ground.  
 
    Esme watched all this in amazement, and she felt Trent’s emotions again as he stood and looked at his creation.  
 
    “There. Now you know how to open a rift into their world. This is how to attack. I’ve been doing this in secret for a while now, fighting them alone, so I know I’ve weakened their numbers. But I’m too old to finish the job. If your origini refused to open rifts and fight as I have… Well, it might come down to you. You have to do this, alterni.  It’s the only way to defeat them.” He sighed in exasperation. “I’m sure Roman will tell you all the arguments against opening rifts, but these are desperate times. Besides, I’ve seen for myself that this world’s magic is strong enough to heal them. Every time I come back through a rift, I termino it and everything’s fine. Also, you should know that the malevolenci can’t sense a rift opening from this world because the magic here will shield its presence. You don’t have to worry about them detecting your rifts like you can detect theirs – their world’s magic isn’t strong enough to let them sense anything in there.”  
 
    Oh, wow.  Okay.  That’s good to know.  
 
    Trent paused, sadly shaking his head. “Their world wasn’t always like this – smoke, blackness, streaks of lightning crackling the air. It was once clean and beautiful, sparkling with the light of a thousand suns. Now…” 
 
    Huh? The malevolenci world was… What? 
 
    But Trent couldn’t hear her question. That wasn’t how this worked. 
 
    Trent swallowed as he continued to look at the rift. “I have hope yet that there won’t be an alterni endi and your origini will kill the malevolenci before everything comes down to you. In that case, I guess I’m talking to myself.” He chuckled briefly. “But I can’t take the chance. Your origini might fail. Her alterni might fail. If that happens, alterni endi, you’ll be our last hope to save our worlds.” 
 
    Yeah, of that I’m painfully aware. But… Wait. How does he know my origini will be a she? There’ve been male and female origini for centuries. How could he guess– 
 
    “I hope by now Roman has shared with you the history of the alterni endi. Yes, there have been others before you, and I’m sure you already understand your unique duty. But hear what I say – you are the alterni endi. Your origini was the last. There are no more of us. There are no more of you. You are our last defense.”  
 
    Holy shit. Holy shit! 
 
    “If your origini reads the letters of those before us, she’ll realize everything I have, so maybe she’ll leave you guidance as well. She might leave that son of a bitch Master Conjuri a damn letter that’ll explain everything to you. But I can’t trust Roman to share her letter. And honestly, your origini always was a bit…overconfident, so she might not prepare for the worst case scenario.” 
 
    He knew my origini? How is that– 
 
    “Again, I can’t take the chance of you not knowing everything you need to know. That’s why I’ve left you this memory and the others I’m about to let the vamps drink from me. I’ll give them this memory, which will show you how to open a rift, and also memories that’ll help you understand the truth of this war. The decision of what to do with the truth is yours.” He sighed. “Those before me – and your own origini after me – might disagree with me for doing this, but you deserve to know the truth. All of it. If we’re dead, I can’t stand the thought of being forgotten.” 
 
    Esme was overwhelmed and completely confused. 
 
    “I’m sorry this burden is on you now. I guess we weren’t able to be the saviors we hoped to be. We tried, though. This was the best plan we could come up with at the time.” 
 
    What does that mean? 
 
    “If you’re the only alterni left now, there’s no other way. You must enter the malevolenci world and destroy them. As I said, I’m not sure our origini will agree that opening rifts is the best way. But this is what you have to do, alterni. You have to take the fight to them so they can’t hide behind the demons they cast into this world.” 
 
    I don’t understand! What– 
 
    “Please, alterni, do not let the malevolenci win. Save our worlds.”  
 
    Without another word, Trent stretched his bare hand over the water. He lifted his castorca parallel to his bare hand and made a quick slicing motion with his fingers. This cut a shallow line across his palm, and blood dripped into the pool.  
 
    Trent said nothing as he held his bleeding hand over the pool. Small ripples spread from the dripping blood. In the bright light of his fire ball above, Esme saw the water begin to color red. 
 
    Before long, the pool rippled from movement below.  
 
    Esme watched as a pair of ancient vampires swam to the surface and climbed out of the pool. Trent’s fire ball above made them wince back rather than attack, though the blood in the water had piqued their savageness. Trent spoke to them calmly, but his voice faded in Esme’s perception. The whole scene blurred, and a moment later she realized she was disconnecting from the memory. 
 
    Remember this! Please, please, remember this!  
 
    Before the memory disappeared, Esme re-envisioned the hand motions he’d used to create the rift.  
 
    That’s the most important part of this memory. Memorize that spell! 
 
    She pictured his casting motions over and over, memorizing his every move.  
 
    As Trent’s senses faded, Esme became aware of the taste of blood in her mouth… 
 
    Then a whole new scene flashed into her mind.  
 
      
 
    Trent was at the Capiti in a private medical room. He leaned against the cool window and examined the others with him. Daniel Lord lay on the single bed with a blanket pulled up to his chest. The pale elderly king did not stir as he slept. On the far side of the bed, Mirth and Owen sat in chairs at the king’s bedside. Mirth looked younger than Esme expected, but her face was more stressed and weary. Owen was twenty, and he sat with slumped shoulders, his face gloomy and tense.  
 
    I know when this is, thought Esme sadly. This is when Owen’s dad was dying.  
 
    She felt the tightness in Trent’s chest and knew the man was trying not to break down in front of the queen mother and heir apparent.  
 
    A knock on the door was followed by a vampire healer in white robes entering the room. She gave the royal family a small smile, nodded to Trent, and went about checking the sleeping king’s vitals.  
 
    A moment later, the door opened again. A stout middle-aged man in white conjuri robes entered, and Esme took a second before she recognized him. Roman was slimmer in this time, and his jaw was more definable than his current jowls allowed. He also had a thin comb-over of brown hair swept over his head.  
 
    His scowl’s the same. But he does look younger. 
 
    Roman folded his hands under his long white sleeves and frowned as he looked at the ailing king.  
 
    Mirth turned in her chair to look at him. “Yes, Roman? What do you need?” 
 
    “I was hoping to have a word with the origini.” Roman looked at Trent and shuffled his feet. “In private, if you don’t mind, Mr. Simons.” 
 
    Trent held in an aggravated sigh, gave a small smile to Mirth, and walked around Daniel’s bed. Before joining Roman at the door, he put a hand on Owen’s shoulder, but the young man was deep in his own thoughts. Esme felt Trent frown in concern for Owen, but he left the room with Roman and closed the door behind them.  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “It’s time, Mr. Simons. You must write your letter.” 
 
    “Now?” Trent looked up and down the hospital-like hall, saw they were alone, and crossed his arms. “Daniel has maybe days left, Roman. Leave us in peace and go back to your lab.” 
 
    The man in white scowled. “Every origini has written a letter since the first king’s reign. If we’re ever to win this war, we need your knowledge too, Mr. Simons. You’ve put it off too long already.” 
 
    What’s this?  
 
    “Damn right, I’ve put it off. I’ve been in this world forty years, fighting to keep myself alive and spare my alterni from this nightmare. If I can live long enough to see Owen crowned, I’ll have succeeded.” Trent sighed tiredly. “I’m this generation’s origini, Roman. And I’m going to outlive my king. Once Owen is crowned, you’ll summon his origini. She’ll be the last of us, and she’ll know it – Omet wrote in his letter how many of us escaped in the first place, so I’m sure we’ve all been counting down. There’s nothing useful I could tell her that the others haven’t put in their letters. What’s the point of writing a letter?” 
 
    “It’s tradition,” said Roman.  
 
    Trent scoffed. “Tradition. That’s a load of troll dung. You Master Conjuri want the letters because you think they give you power over the Order.” 
 
    “That’s not true. My predecessors have collected the letters and learned a good deal that helps us fight the malevolenci. We’ve shown the letters to each origini, and they’ve learned what their predecessors intended. We hold this knowledge so that–” 
 
    “The only reason you know anything about this war is because the origini share their knowledge. You only have the termino and senso spells because of us, that’s for damn sure. And you act like you conjuri are the ones–” 
 
    “It’s only because of you that we’re in this war at all!” Roman controlled himself and sighed in exasperation.  
 
    Trent frowned. “I realized when I first got here that those before me told you Master Conjuri the truth. That’s how you knew about me while the other conjuri didn’t have a clue. It’s because those in your position read the letters we leave for each other.” Trent shook his head at the shorter man in annoyance. “But you don’t bother to share our knowledge with the kings. Or our alterni. Not even the alterni endi.” 
 
    Roman scowled. “You’ve read Omet’s letter. He ordered all future origini to keep the truth to themselves. He ordered us to keep the truth from the Order.” He took a breath. “I know you think we should tell the truth, Mr. Simons, but you’ve obeyed Omet’s rule of silence yourself. Deep down, you agree the truth might break the Order.” 
 
    Trent ground his teeth.  
 
    He’s mad enough to hit Roman. We’ve all been there. But what’s this about? The origini wrote letters to each other? Where are these letters? And what about my origini? In his last memory, Trent mentioned something about her maybe writing me a letter… 
 
    Trent controlled himself but glared at Roman. “Owen’s origini will be the last of us. If she fails, there are no more of us to come to your aid, Master Conjuri. If Owen is left with an alterni endi, will you show them our letters and let them know the whole truth?” 
 
    “If the truths we’ve learned were shared with the public–” 
 
    “I think you need more faith in the public. You certainly need more faith in the kings.”  
 
    “Then why don’t you write the next origini a letter and tell her these arguments yourself? If she is the last, telling the king the whole truth should be her decision, not yours.” 
 
    Trent sighed, rubbed between his eyes, and looked back at the younger man. “The problem is, Roman, I’m not sure I trust either of you to do the right thing.” 
 
    That’s why Trent left the Meramec message for me. That’s why he snuck around behind Roman’s back and left his memories with the ancients. But Trent didn’t trust my origini to tell Owen the truth either? Well, he said in his last memory that he thought my origini might be overconfident, and he didn’t think she’d agree about opening rifts to fight the malevolenci.  That’s another reason he left this message for me behind their backs – if opening rifts is the only way to win the war, he knew he couldn’t risk relying on them to tell me.  
 
    “Before I die,” Trent went on tiredly, “I guess I’ll write her a letter. But I doubt there’s anything I could tell her that she won’t figure out on her own. I will tell her to include Owen in the truth, though.”  
 
    “That will be her decision, but I–” 
 
    Trent pointed a finger at Roman. “Hear me, Master Conjuri, when I say that keeping the truth from Owen is a mistake. For the seventy-eight origini before me, obeying Omet’s orders made sense. But these are desperate times. We’re losing. The rules need to change if we’re going to save the alt-worlds.” 
 
    Roman paused, scowling. 
 
    Trent sighed. “My king is dying. My days fighting in this war are over. Can’t you leave an old man alone, Roman? I’ve only a short time left with my dearest friend. I need to be there for his son and wife. Owen needs me to be Uncle Trent right now, so leave me to it.” 
 
    Esme felt a swell of pride and love for this old man.  
 
    Roman gave a somewhat gracious nod. “Very well. As long as you agree to pass on a message to the next origini, I’ve done my duty. I’ll remind you of this again if you don’t send me a letter, however.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will.” Trent took a breath. “I’m staying with Mirth and Owen until Daniel… Once my king dies, I plan to retire in Italy. You can reach me there.” 
 
    Roman hesitated, then conceded. “Italy. Of course. Many of your predecessors who outlived their kings chose to do the same.” 
 
    Trent nodded. “The old country is full of Order history. I want to see it before I die. That’s where the earliest origini are buried too, so it feels right to go.”  
 
    Trent’s letting Roman believe he’s planning to fade into the sunset. This story about retirement threw Roman off. Really, Trent was visiting the ancients in Meramec and doing gods know what in Italy. He probably kept opening rifts and fighting malevolenci too. 
 
    Roman for the first time offered a more personable smile. “Good luck explaining your departure to Mirth.” 
 
    Trent managed a chuckle. “Yeah, she won’t be happy. Owen either, for that matter, though he’ll have plenty to distract him.”  
 
    Esme sensed a tightness in Trent’s chest again as he contemplated his future losses. He’d been partners with Daniel for forty years. Esme could tell he truly did love Owen, and he cherished Mirth as a dear friend. 
 
    But he left them. He kept in contact with Mirth. He came back a few times when Owen needed him during the early days of his reign. But he left them to prepare for the end of this war… I wonder if he ever wrote a letter to my origini. And did she write one for me? 
 
    With a civil parting, Trent turned from the conjuri and opened the door to return to the king’s bedside.  
 
    The scene faded to darkness, and Esme again sensed the metallic taste of blood… 
 
      
 
    Without warning, Esme found herself thrown into a memory on a desolate, smoking, charred landscape. A chiroptorx swooped overhead, snapping its beak at Trent. He ducked and continued running down the rough hillside, looking ahead to see his open rift waiting. 
 
    This is the malevolenci world! 
 
    Once the demon swooped skyward to position itself for another attack, Trent lifted his castorca and flicked his fingers. His fire spell shot at the chiroptorx as the giant bat circled back to charge him. The demon ignited and turned to ash, and Trent swept his hand to blow away the remains. One of his knees weakened from a sharp pain, but he dared not slow his pace as he raced to escape.  
 
    He’s not as old as he was in the previous memories, thought Esme as she tested her senses within Trent. But he’s still past his prime. Coming here alone was so dangerous! 
 
    Trent skidded on loose dirt and caught himself before tumbling down the hill. With a wince of pain, he stopped to rest his aching knee. Trent kept alert and scanned the smoky terrain, a knot of fear in his chest. 
 
    Esme heard whispering. It was like a voice was coming from everywhere at once, or else echoing in her mind. Once she concentrated enough to make out the whispers, she recognized the voice as Trent’s deep baritone. Despite the oddity of hearing someone else’s thoughts in her own mind, Esme was thrilled. It was like the ancient had said – their connection was growing stronger the deeper she sank into Trent’s memories.  
 
    I’m getting old, thought Trent. They won’t kill me if I can help it, but I’m too old to win this war. There are still too many of them. They almost caught me this time. They know I’m here, so if I don’t get out of here before their beasts find me…  
 
    Trent glanced back. His tracks led along the charred hillside at the midway point up the mountain.  He hadn’t dared get too high, knowing the volcanic gases in the air might kill him. Even at this height, the smoke was thick. Lower, what had once been lush forest was now a graveyard of black trunks poking up from centuries of cracked lava and ash. Far below where the mountain leveled out to meet the sea, all was jagged stone and frozen ice along the shore. Lightning flashed over the dead ocean.  
 
    Get moving, thought Trent. 
 
    Limping, he trudged the rest of the way to his rift. The hole he’d created into this world was obscured by smoke wafting out, but he waved a hand to clear the center and stepped through. 
 
    He emerged onto a grassy field, the sky above clear and covered in sparkling stars. Trent took a breath of the fresh air and shook ashy filth off himself. Then he turned to draw the termino over his rift. He swung his arm to create a curving line of magic, and he took his time to make sure he did it right. 
 
    I won’t survive many more missions, he thought. After me, there’s only one origini left. Will she be able to get the job done?   
 
    He drew another slashing line of the symbol.  
 
    Roman would be furious if he knew I was opening rifts – never mind that they do no damage. Will the last origini agree with Roman? If she doesn’t do what’s necessary…  
 
    Trent began the swirling motion that blurred the symbol over the rift.  
 
    Roman and other Master Conjuri have followed Omet’s protocol of secrecy for years. Other origini have done the same. But these are desperate times.  If the next origini doesn’t follow my lead and fight like I have… Maybe I should leave instructions for her alterni, just in case. 
 
    The rift swirled and broke apart as the termino sucked it into oblivion. A moment later, the smoking tear was gone, and the symbol crackled and disappeared.  
 
    Esme, only transiently self-aware anymore, sensed the faint taste of blood… 
 
      
 
    A bentaforx roared as it flew from the rift. Cavali, who fought spindlox all over the theater’s parking lot, panicked when they saw the giant demon.  
 
    “Fire!” Daniel shouted from behind a minivan. “Fire!” 
 
    A cluster of men swung their guns at the roaring bentaforx, and their echoing shots slammed into the bentaforx’s massive neck scales. This did little damage against the beast, but the men succeeded in drawing its attention long enough for a vulnerable group of cavali to seek cover. 
 
    Trent was beginning to feel his age, but he still ran with impressive speed as he split up from the cavali to flank the monster and reach the open rift.  
 
    Close the rift first, thought Trent. Then deal with the demon! 
 
    His heart racing, Trent ran to the corner of the theater building and used it as cover. He stretched out his hand and started drawing the termino over the smoking rift.  
 
    A bentaforx! The malevolenci aren’t messing around anymore. 
 
    “You won’t kill me!” he shouted up at the rift. “You hear me? I’ve survived this long, and you’re not going to kill me now! Not even with your biggest freakin’ pet!” 
 
    He drew the termino as fast as he could. His heart was in his throat, and he expected something new and terrible to jump out and make him pay for his defiance.  
 
    But he finished the symbol and spun his hand, blurring the rift into nothing a minute later.  
 
    Trent jumped as Daniel ran around the corner. The king’s eyes were wide, and he was panting from combat. But he looked exhilarated, as he always did in the midst of battle.  
 
    This king’s made for war. 
 
    Trent had to smile at his friend, but he heard a roar from the bentaforx still fighting the men.  
 
    “Nice work,” said Daniel. “Were you screaming at the demons?” 
 
    Trent shrugged with a small smile. 
 
    No, not the demons. I was screaming at their masters. 
 
    He slapped a hand against the back of Daniel’s cavali uniform. “Come on. That bentaforx doesn’t know who he’s messing with. I have a plan.” 
 
      
 
    King Daniel Lord’s fresh cavali team stood in the grassy park of a small town somewhere in western Missouri. Trent had lost track of where they were, but he saw that conjuri had placed illuso spells around the park so no civilians would be disturbed. A rift hung open near a shallow stream connecting the park’s ponds, and already cavali had spread out to hunt for the scouts’ reported swarm of spindlox.  
 
    Hunting malevolenci in the moonlight, thought Trent with a smirk. Sounds romantic. Too bad Daniel had to bring me and not Mirth. 
 
    He looked to see Daniel approaching from where he’d given orders to a group of men. This king was over thirty, but he looked young, even dressed in his cavali uniform. So far Trent liked the man, and he’d heard many stories of what Daniel had done for the paranormals while his aged father continued to rule. Now that King Byron was dead and buried, the Order was able to move on with full confidence in their new king. From what Trent had seen already, the Order conducted its business without turbulence amongst the paranormal races, and everyone seemed to respect Daniel.  
 
    Many of these cavali are younger than the king. A few served under his father, though, and even those surly old buggers respect Daniel. That’s a good sign. 
 
    An armor-wearing troll walked by, and Trent noticed the man’s eyes linger on the new king’s new origini as he passed. 
 
    They’re less sure of me. It’s probably weird to see a new face after King Byron’s twenty-two versions of Rueben. 
 
    Trent frowned to himself as he adjusted the castorca on his hand.  
 
    So many have died. Poor Vulcan…I mean, Rueben. He would’ve been horrified to learn his king went through so many of his alterni. 
 
    King Daniel walked up and checked his gun, eager to get into their first battle. “Ready, Trent?”  
 
    “Ready.”  
 
    Trent walked to a position in front of the smoky rift by the stream. He felt his heart race as he looked into the opening, and he realized his throat was bone dry.  
 
    This is it. As soon as I close this rift, this generation’s shift in the war will begin. The malevolenci will know a new origini has come. Their assassins in the alt-worlds will hunt my alterni – I can’t believe they got the Triangles working again! But I plan to stay alive. I won’t let my alterni fight our war – I can protect them that much, by staying here and fighting myself. There were twenty-two Ruebens before me, but there will only be one of me. 
 
    He lifted his castorca and felt a swell of magic pulled into his hand.  
 
    I have to stay alive. The Order needs time to recoup from King Bryon’s losses. If we’re as few in number as the historical records indicate, we’re running out of chances to win the war. I have to give these fighters time to get stronger. And I need to come up with a way to do serious damage to the malevolenci numbers. 
 
    Trent felt cavali eyes on him as he narrowed his fingers to draw the termino symbol.  
 
    Just leave me to it and keep the spindlox off me, he thought with a shudder. I forgot how disgusting those creatures are. 
 
      
 
    Trent had been summoned. Once the bubble of light had faded around him, he’d realized he was in a different world. Naked and alone, he’d been greeted by an overweight, balding man dressed in white robes. 
 
    Now, Trent sat for the first time in a library with this white-robed man, Roman, who called himself the Master Conjuri, and another wise scholar, Ada Pound. What Trent had seen so far of this base was militaristic and stiff, but its library was everything he’d hoped to find in the sanctuary world. Rows and rows of bookshelves held texts which contained this world’s history, civilian and otherwise. More books detailed the histories of every paranormal race who’d been brought here.  
 
    There’s so much to catch up on!  
 
    He tried to contain his excitement and not squirm in his seat. It was hard to say how much these people knew about him. So far Roman seemed aware of what Trent truly was, but Trent hadn’t sensed the same level of awareness from the others he’d encountered. The last thing he wanted was to screw up whatever systems had been in place for centuries. Until he learned how the Order worked, he’d have to play dumb about everything.  
 
    How many of us have been here? If I’m here, that means those before me failed to win the war. I’m only here because we still need to continue the fight… The days ahead could be rough, but I can’t help being excited. Being here’s like finding a toy you lost as a child.  
 
    Ada was pleasant, though she didn’t seem as knowledgeable as Roman. A middle-aged, dark-skinned woman with glasses that were clearly new to her, Ada smiled at him from across the table. “Welcome, Mr. Simons. Our Master Conjuri tells me he’s already filled you in on the reason we brought you to our world. I’m thrilled that you’ve agreed to fight for us. I believe you’ll find our new king to be an exceptional partner in your work ahead.” 
 
    Trent glanced at the pudgy man sitting beside Ada. “Yes, Roman told me about the…demons and the purpose of your Order.” 
 
    Demons, he thought. That’s what they call the beasts. Fitting. 
 
    He couldn’t help himself from looking around at the bookshelves. “I’m very eager to learn more, Ms. Pound. Where should we start?” 
 
    “Here.” Ada reached for a stack of books on the tabletop and spun one to face him. “This is the first volume of the Chronicle of Kings. Reading about the alterni before you will help you understand how to fight the malevolenci. We’ve found that these records are most helpful to prepare you for the battle ahead. You’ll start from the beginning of the Order’s history and learn how others have fought malevolenci. Only after your studies have passed my satisfaction will we train you how to use our world’s magic.” 
 
    Trent hid a grin.  
 
    It’ll be hard to pretend I’m not an expert already. 
 
    He looked down at his casting hand.  
 
    I can feel the magic of this world. It’s as strong as ever, maybe stronger. That must mean the plan worked – those before me gave their creator magic to this world by becoming mortal. I do feel different. I’m mortal?  
 
    “Is that acceptable to you?” said Ada, regaining his attention.  
 
    He bowed his head to the woman, and he reached for the book she shoved across to him. He took the large tome by its binding and noted how delightfully old the paper was. Then he opened the cover, flipped to the first page, and saw a generational list of the kings who had fought in this war. Also listed were names of those who’d been summoned to join the fight. He didn’t know the names – his fellow rebels had chosen different identities over their many lifetimes just as he had – but he saw the numbers.  
 
    His smile faded. 
 
    No. No, no, no. Seventy-eight generations? Seventy-eight! That means of the eighty of us, there’s only two left. Oh, no… 
 
    With a swallow, he tried to hide his horror from the natives across the table. Looking at Ada, he again perceived that she knew nothing of the true nature of origini. When his eyes swung to Roman, Trent noted the man’s deep scowl.  
 
    He knows. The rebels before me must’ve entrusted their Master Conjuri with the truth about us. Good. That’s what I’ve been hoping – we need all the knowledgeable allies we can get.  
 
    Trent took a breath and began reading the history of this war. 
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    Owen lost track of time. Sitting blindly on the cold stone, he thought he might lose his mind. His heart hadn’t stopped racing. With every sucking sound from Esme, he hoped she was coming back, but after the ninth or tenth time, he stopped getting his hopes up.  
 
    I could try a fire spell of my own, but I don’t have the control Esme does. My hand spells are only good enough to use as weapons. I don’t want to shoot flames and accidentally catch one of these ancients on fire…or Esme. 
 
    His hearing was sharper than ever, though every little sound also was driving him crazy. The stillness of the pitch-black den was broken only by the distant rippling of water outside the cavern, and this directional landmark was at least helpful. But the occasional sounds of vampires turning over in their nests was unsettling.  
 
    Are they still telepathically linked to our ancient friend? Are they seeing the memories he’s sharing with Esme? I almost wish they’d start chanting again. Well, no, that’d freak me out even more.  
 
    Finally, a concern grew strong enough for him to speak. He cleared his throat, nervous to break the silence, and called, “Can one of you help me?” 
 
    He heard movement from a high ledge behind him.  
 
    “What does the King of the Order require of us?” 
 
    “I promised Esme I’d stay here, but I need to send word back to my team. They need to hear we’re safe, or else they might come to rescue us.” 
 
    This brought more shuffling on more ledges. 
 
    “Only the king and alterni endi are permitted in this den.” 
 
    “Forbidden!” 
 
    “Forbidden!” 
 
    He swallowed, detecting the threat. “I get it. That’s why I’m hoping one of you can go back and talk to my men. They need to know we’re okay.” 
 
    Light footsteps padded down the stairs.  
 
    “We understand. But we smell the mixed blood of werewolves on your clothes. Your half-men–” this was said with clear scorn “–will not trust the word of a vampire.” 
 
    Cat balls, even these guys are racist? 
 
    Owen let out a huff and spoke into the darkness. “I need one of you to go tell them Esme and I are safe. Tell them I sent you and that I want Max to go topside and report to Tank and Piper that we might be a while. If they give you trouble, tell them…” He thought a second.  
 
    Dax will assume the vampires are lying. I have to come up with something only I would tell them. 
 
    “Tell them the password is ‘Esme fights with spoons.’” 
 
    The vampires shuffled in their nests, and Owen guessed they were confused.  
 
    The ancient who’d descended the stairs said, “Very well, King of the Order. I will go at once.” 
 
    Owen thought of something else. “And tell them to send back a light stick. I can’t sit here in the dark like this forever.” 
 
    “Very well,” the ancient said again. 
 
    Owen heard footsteps retreating from the cavern, headed toward the water.  
 
    I hope this works.  
 
    Owen sat in the darkness and faced where he heard Esme drinking from the sacrificial ancient.  
 
    We should be okay for a few more hours. It was morning when we entered the caverns. The malevolenci have never opened a rift during the day, so hopefully that won’t change. Hmm. The ghost fish… These ancients… The malevolenci…  
 
    He blinked into the darkness as he realized something.  
 
    They all hate the light. The fish and these ancients have lived so long in darkness that they’ve adapted to it. They’ve evolved to prefer the dark. Are the malevolenci the same? 
 
    Owen wiped his face and tried to keep his thoughts straight.  
 
    It’s not hard to imagine how these ancients have gone insane. Hiding away in the dark for centuries with your head full of thoughts and memories that aren’t even your own. What memories is Esme seeing? What the hell did Uncle Trent want her to know? Gods, how long will this take? 
 
    Alone with his thoughts in the vampire den, Owen sat and waited. And waited.  
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    The first of Trent Simons’ shared memorizes was dazzling. But he was no longer Trent Simons in this time. Here, in his home world, he was known at Janus, God of Beginnings. 
 
    A towering crystal Pyramid sparkled in the brilliant sun overhead. At the peak rested a massive stone inscribed with symbols, one for each world they’d used the Pyramid to create. 
 
    It’s high noon, thought Janus. Always a good time to create.  
 
    He smiled as he looked at the scene around the Pyramid. A wide pool ran around its base and rippled in a faint breeze. Around this pool lay a ring of hundreds of dazzling white stones. On each stone stood a creator.  
 
    Today they were building a world for Aphrodite, a golden-haired goddess whose blue gown fluttered in the breeze where she stood on a stone beside Janus. On her other side was Vulcan, a burly god with a red beard who wore a coat of white furs. Janus couldn’t help smiling at his own simple brown pants and tunic.  
 
    I’m not a very flashy god. 
 
    Vulcan smiled with love at Aphrodite, then they all looked back at the Pyramid. 
 
    “Let us begin,” said Aphrodite in a voice loud enough to carry around the courtyard.  
 
    Long-tailed, rainbow-colored birds flew off the roof of the pavilion behind them. On the hills beyond the courtyard’s walls, unicorns grazed and young foals frolicked on the grassy slopes. This world was home to a thousand creators, and they’d used its magic to create a perfect, magical paradise. 
 
    It’s a beautiful day to create, thought Janus with a smile. Aphrodite wants to populate her world with merpeople and fantastical sea creatures. A world entirely covered by the sea. That’s something we haven’t tried before. Not even Poseidon made an entire world of water. 
 
    Aphrodite lifted her casting hand in the air and swung her arm like an orchestra conductor. Waves of swirling magical light drifted from her hands to the side of the Pyramid facing her, and the crystal rippled. This ripple spread to every side of the Pyramid, and finally the great stone at the peak flashed. Beams of light shone from the peak’s stone down onto each creator’s stone around the pool.  
 
    Janus lifted his casting hand and copied Aphrodite’s movements. The others around the Pyramid did the same, and in perfect synchronization they strengthened the flow of magic into the Pyramid’s sparkling, rippling sides.  
 
    They lived for this. For eons, they’d used the Pyramid to create echoes of their world. Each copy they then altered according to their desires. They’d created alt-worlds for each creator. They’d partnered up and designed worlds as teams. They’d created copies of copies of copies and watched as the people within their worlds chose different paths, leading to worlds that were unpredictably unique.  
 
    Worlds of elves as wise as Athena. Worlds of nymphs, tied to the land like Ceres and sensual in every way like Cupid. A world of trolls, strong and solid as Vulcan. Luna’s world of vampires with eternal, beautiful darkness. Fukurokuju’s world of spirited, incorporeal jinn who bring fortune to everything they touch. Goblins, living in Khrysos’s subterranean world of gold. Fairies in Aurora’s magical world of color, music, flight, and potions. Lycaon’s world of werewolves, where the pack life means strength and beauty.  
 
    Janus felt magic vibrate through his entire body, and he swung his arm to send another burst of magic into the Pyramid. On the inside, the newly created world began to take shape.  
 
    Could anything ever be more wonderful than this?  
 
      
 
    “How could we have known?” Isis, Goddess of Magical Healing, leaned against Janus and held his hand. Her dark curls blew in the smoky wind, and soot stained her white gown. 
 
    In front of them, across the once golden street, their home and their neighbors’ homes were crumbling before their eyes. Dust swirled up from the destruction. The previously beautiful hillsides beyond the city were on fire, and lava rolled into the sea behind them. The air itself was thick with decay. The sky above was black with lightning storms.  
 
    Janus kissed the top of Isis’s head, but he grimaced when he tasted soot on his lips. He tried to stay calm. “Ceres said weeks ago that he’d noticed trees dying in the forests. The snow on the mountains had turned to a festering, toxic–” 
 
    “But there was no way to know we were causing all that.” Isis looked up at him, her brown eyes showing a willful ignorance that disturbed Janus. “We’ve created thousands of worlds. We’ve used our magic for eons. Why did everything fall apart so quickly?” 
 
    He scowled as he watched a roof collapse. “Hades shouldn’t have made so many copies of his worlds. That’s when signs of trouble started. This earthquake was just a stronger reaction than the dying plants.” 
 
    Isis lifted her casting hand and tried to repair their damaged house, but the magic that wafted from her hand faded into nothing before it crossed the broken street. 
 
    He sighed. “We’ve known for some time that we were running out of magic. When Vishnu made his last world, we agreed the magic flowing into the Pyramid was thinner than it should’ve been. Many of us agreed to stop creating until we discovered what was going on. Hades ignored that idea. So did Anubis. So did…you.” 
 
    “I’d dreamed of creating that world for millennia. You know that. I finally figured out the last thing I wanted to include, so I was too excited to wait.” 
 
    A loud bang caused them to jump, and Janus turned with Isis to look up the street. The engraved giant pillars that stood at the grand pavilion’s entrance had fallen over. A long crack split the dirt in front of the building, and one of the pillars was completely shattered across the entryway.  
 
    Isis was crying. “How are we going to fix this?” 
 
    He had no answer, so he held her tight and continued to watch their world fall apart.  
 
      
 
    He looked up as Isis walked around the cracked ruins of their home to join him. Despite the soot covering her from the blowing wind, his breath caught in his chest at the sight of her beauty.  
 
    “Janus!” She swept black curls from her face to smile up at him. “Did you hear? Hades has plans to create new breeds of labor animals for us. He thinks if we train them properly, they can haul away this rubble.” She looked around at the destroyed homes. “I mean, our magic isn’t strong enough to let us snap our fingers and clean up anymore, but pack animals should help.” 
 
    He tried to hide his disappointment in her. “Hades is using magic to create again?” 
 
    She leaned on a chunk of fallen ceiling. “Well, we have to do something. We need to be smart about how we use our remaining magic. Creating animals to help us is smart.” 
 
    “Smart?” he snapped. “You think Hades’s plans are smart?” 
 
    She made a face. “Come on, beloved. Our world is dying. We have to do something to save it. Hades’s plan is…drastic, I’ll admit. But it could work.” 
 
    “He wants to drain the alt-worlds of magic, Isis. Replenishing our magic like that might restore our world, but it would destroy the alt-worlds. It would kill everything and everyone we’ve created.” 
 
    She can’t honestly think this is justifiable. 
 
    Isis blinked at him. “The alt-worlds only exist because we made them. You’d rather the alt-worlds thrive while our home shrivels and dies? That’s…treachery.” 
 
    “And it’s not treachery to betray the thousands of worlds and billions of people we’ve created?” 
 
    “I’m loyal to my own.” Her eyes narrowed. “At our assembly in the pavilion, most of the creators sided with Hades.” 
 
    This Janus knew, and it was a large contributor to his apprehension. 
 
    “But Horus and Ares raged against Hades’s proposal,” she continued. “After the assembly, I heard Ares say he’s gathering anyone willing to stand against us. I told Hades what he said even though I thought Ares was being ridiculous, but Hades said we might have to fight the dissenters. Anubis agreed we’d have to defend ourselves against traitors who’d stop us.” 
 
    Janus held eye contact, his heart racing as he knew she was putting things together. A hot volcanic breeze blew into the space that had once been their home, swirling a cloud of dust across the floor. 
 
    “Beloved, are you with Horus and Ares? Please, tell me you’re not a traitor.”  
 
    “What you’re planning is wrong, Isis. I won’t be part of it.” 
 
    Her nostrils flared. “Well, I won’t be part of your rebellion! This world is our home. We’re gods, and our home is dying. I will always side with this world over our silly creations.” 
 
    Before he could say anything, Isis walked out of their ruins and hurried over the cracked street toward the pavilion. Janus wasn’t sure what he would say even if she turned back. 
 
      
 
    The caves below the pavilion were dark, dusty, and silent. Once they’d held shelves of Bacchus’s finest wine, but all that had fallen apart when the earthquake hit. Now, Hades and his followers used these caves to imprison rebels.  
 
    In the darkness, Janus adjusted the shackles on his wrists and leaned against the stone wall.  
 
    They’re doing it right now. Isis and the others are using the Pyramid to suck magic from an alt-world.  
 
    A woman cried somewhere deeper in the cave.  
 
    Poor Aphrodite. I heard Hades selected her sea world to drain first.  
 
    “What are we going to do?” asked Vulcan from somewhere near Aphrodite.  
 
    Artemis, Goddess of the Hunt, had also rebelled and been sent to this prison. From beyond Vulcan’s position, she said, “We still have friends who haven’t been caught. They’re working on a plan to stop this insanity.” 
 
    “And save us?” asked Vulcan.  
 
    “And save us,” said Artemis coolly.  
 
    A faint glow caught Janus’s eye, and he turned his head to see up the stairwell that had brought them to the caves. A red glow was moving down the stairs, and he heard footsteps. Then a deep, horrific growl. 
 
    Aphrodite gasped. 
 
    Janus tried to sit up and prepare to defend himself, but he knew there wasn’t anything he could do.  
 
    The glow brightened, and Isis appeared on the stairs, a ball of red light hovering over her casting hand. Beside her walked one of Hades’s beasts. It most resembled the tigers they’d created in several alt-worlds, but this giant cat had blood-colored fur with bright red eyes. When the beast snarled at Janus, he saw its mouth was red hot and glowing. Isis rested a hand on the creature’s head, stroking its fur.  
 
    Janus hated that he still found her stunning. The magical light tinted her clean white gown pink, and her skin shone bronze. Her hair was done like an Egyptian queen’s, and she wore a necklace of black stones that hung to cover her entire chest.  
 
    “I’m sorry it came to this, beloved,” she said as she stood in front of him. “I warned you that I wouldn’t join this rebellion. I can’t let you or these other traitors stop us from saving our world.” 
 
    Vishnu hadn’t spoken since their capture, but now he sounded furious. “You’re the only traitor here. We’re creators, Isis. You’re planning to destroy everything we’ve created. Don’t you see how–” 
 
    “You should’ve seen it!” Isis laughed with a look of awe on her face. “The magic flowed out of the Pyramid, and we could feel it strengthening this world’s supply again.” 
 
    Oh, no. They did it. They drained Aphrodite’s sea world. 
 
    Aphrodite had realized this too, and she let out a sob.  
 
    “You bitch,” muttered Vulcan.  
 
    Isis lifted her casting hand and looked at the ball of light. “Can’t you feel it? Sacrificing that alt-world returned some magic to our own.” 
 
    Janus realized now that he could feel it. It was like he’d been dehydrated and finally had a drink. The magic he sensed wasn’t as strong as before things fell apart, but it was there. He couldn’t help feeling excited, but then he remembered why the magic was here.  
 
    “This is wrong,” he said to the goddess before him.  
 
    She lowered her hand and sighed. “I’ll admit, it was disturbing. The world’s ocean dried first. Then the sun faded. The main planet shriveled. All life was extinguished. The entire reality crackled as the magic weakened. Then there was…nothing.” 
 
    Aphrodite sobbed. 
 
    The beast beside Isis turned its head and growled, exposing radiating fangs.  
 
    Isis’s eyes sparkled in the light of her spell as she looked down at Janus. “I wish you’d been there, beloved. You should have celebrated with us. And you should be there with us the next time we call our magic back.” 
 
    Vulcan sounded furious. “You’re going to destroy another alt-world?” 
 
    “Of course. We have to.” Isis turned her head in Vulcan’s direction, then refocused on Janus. “A single alt-world’s magic wasn’t enough to restore our world, though it was a start. It’ll at least restore our ability to create.” She stroked the head of the beast beside her.  
 
    I can’t believe what I’m hearing. This isn’t the woman I love. How can she think this is okay?  
 
    Artemis understood and called out, “You’re creating more of these creatures?” 
 
    “Many.” Isis smiled at her pet. “This felicox species has proven to be more useful than Hades planned. Anubis has already designed an armored species to defend us. I myself am working on a creature to fly over our world and report to us what we need to fix.” 
 
    Janus tried to make her see reason. “But Isis, as soon as you start creating again, you’ll use up the magic you stole. You’ll have to destroy world after world just to break even, never mind fixing this hell Hades created.” 
 
    Isis sighed like she was sick of his immature arguments. “Creating these creatures won’t require much magic. We won’t create worlds again until we fix this one. We’ll drain as many worlds as it takes to heal this place and restore our full power.” 
 
    He snapped. “Do you hear yourself? You’re addicted! You’ll kill billions just to feed your power! You’ve already killed millions!” 
 
    Aphrodite sobbed.  
 
    Isis glared. “Well, maybe I’ll let Hades have his way and kill you! Then you won’t have to witness us destroying these worlds you care about more than your own people! More than me!” 
 
    “Bitch,” Vulcan muttered again.  
 
    Isis’s nostrils flared. “This is your last chance, beloved. Leave these traitors and come back to me.” 
 
    As he looked up at the goddess, he knew there was nothing to go back to.  
 
    She’s lost. 
 
    “No,” he said. “This is wrong, and I’ll be no part of it.” 
 
    Isis’s eyes glistened, but without another word she turned to the stairs. The felicox at her side growled one last time and sauntered after her. The light Isis had brought to the cave faded as she ascended. The rebels’ prison returned to silence.  
 
    “Great,” said Vishnu from the darkness. “Artemis, you sure our friends can break us out of here?” 
 
    Chains jingled.  
 
    “Well,” said Artemis, “let’s maybe work on rescuing ourselves, shall we? Those idiots brought some magic back – there’s nothing we can do about that now – so let’s use a bit ourselves and get out of here.” 
 
    Janus tried to summon courage. “Let’s hurry before it dawns on them that we have magic too.” 
 
      
 
    Janus stood in a huddle with the rebel leaders on a frozen shore. The sand had turned black. The icy water was jagged like stone. Out to sea, lightning darted amongst heavy clouds. Inland, the cliffs of rock along the beach were broken where the earthquake had split cracks from topside all the way to the beach. From horizon to horizon, smoke obscured the sky. 
 
    Looking at those in the huddle of rebels, Janus again noticed how drab he looked in comparison.  
 
    Ceres, wrapped in a green velvet cloak, used his keen eyesight to scan the gray sky for danger. The top portion of the man’s long brown hair was tied behind his ears, but the rest blew around his shoulders. Ceres’s youthful face was clean-shaven and without blemish, and his emerald-green eyes matched his cloak.   
 
    Athena, Goddess of Wisdom, stood beside Ceres. The beautiful, porcelain-white woman’s crystal blue eyes swept back and forth over the beach beyond their circle. Her blond hair was braided tightly, exposing the pointed ears that were iconic of the worlds she’d created. A white and silver gown draped from one shoulder down to her bare toes.  
 
    Beside Athena, the red-bearded Vulcan also scanned for danger, and his fur coat caught the breeze. Aphrodite, dressed in a skintight dress of shimmering materials not found on their world, leaned against Vulcan as he put an arm around her.  
 
     Artemis was the next in their circle, her long red cloak blowing in the breeze. Her beauty lacked the perfection of Athena, but the violet-eyed woman with flowing black hair possessed a spirit of adventure that made her quite alluring.  
 
    Then there was Horus, a man even taller than Janus but far thinner. He wore a long white tunic with golden embroidery at its edge. His head was bald, but his mustache hung in black strands on either side of his solemn mouth.  
 
    Finally, Ares stood at Janus’s other side. This god had instigated the rebellion, and he had the commanding presence necessary to lead the fight. A muscular man with short dark hair and a bushy beard, his strength rested more in his mind than his physical abilities. Under his black cloak, his arms and neck were covered in brilliant red tattoos.  
 
    Okay, thought Janus. Here we are at the secret meeting Ares called. What’s the plan?  
 
    Ceres’s brilliant green eyes lowered their gaze from the gray sky. “We don’t have much time. Those flying creatures could spot us and report our location to their masters.” 
 
    Ares glared at the black sand at their feet. 
 
    He started this rebellion, thought Janus as he watched the man. Everyone trusts him to lead it. But I’m glad Athena is working with him. And Horus. They’ve sharp minds and know Hades better than many of us. 
 
    “I know none of you have been back to the city or the pavilion since your escape.” Ares looked at Janus and his friends. “But we have friends still in the city who say Hades and his followers have destroyed a hundred more alt-worlds.” 
 
    Janus sucked in a breath in surprise. From the others’ reactions, he assumed they were also hearing this news for the first time.  
 
    “We’ve learned,” Ares continued, “that they’ve given up on the idea of restoring this world. It’s too far gone. No matter how much magic they steal back, it won’t heal what they’ve done here. Vishnu and his brothers are hiding in the mountain caves, and he said he saw Isis–” 
 
    Janus flinched. 
 
    “–and Anubis using magic at the mouth of the volcano. They were trying to restore the peak, but their magic only momentarily blocked the eruptions. This world’s wounds are too deep. I don’t think any magic is strong enough to heal our home.” 
 
    The group paused in mourning once again.  
 
    Aphrodite shivered. “So why do they keep destroying alt-worlds? If stealing back magic can’t fix this world, then what’s the point? Surely they have enough magic to create all the horrible creatures they want?” 
 
    Ares looked to Horus. 
 
    The mustached man crossed his arms. “At an assembly yesterday in the pavilion, Hades presented a new plan. They’re going to invade the Sanctuary world and take it for themselves.” 
 
    Vulcan’s eyes widened. “What?”  
 
    Horus nodded with a frown. “Since we infused the Sanctuary with the most magic of any world, it’s the closest thing to…” He looked at the black storms raging over the frozen sea. “Well, it’s the closest thing to how our world used to be.” 
 
    “But…” Aphrodite looked horrified. “What about the people already in the Sanctuary? We made that world as a haven for anyone persecuted in the alt-worlds. Are those poor people going to be…”  
 
    Athena’s jaw tightened. “My guess is, they’ll be exterminated so the destroyers can have their own world without any trouble. I doubt they’d risk leaving anyone alive to rebel against them.” 
 
    Yeah… That doesn’t bode well for us either.  
 
    “Plus,” said Ares, “they won’t want anyone using the Sanctuary’s magic except them.” 
 
    Janus realized the man was right. “We taught the natives how to use it. Their simple spells would never use up the Sanctuary’s magic supply or come anywhere close, but…” 
 
    “But the destroyers are greedy,” finished Artemis, her purple eyes narrowing. “They wouldn’t want to share any of it.” 
 
    “They’ll drain that world dry too.” Ceres frowned as his long hair blew around his shoulders. “They won’t learn from their mistakes, and they’ll keep creating beyond what the strength of the Sanctuary’s magic allows.” 
 
    Artemis frowned. “But could they create in the Sanctuary world? They won’t have the Pyramid.” 
 
    “Yes, they will,” said Horus. “When they invade, they plan to open rifts all over the Sanctuary. That way–” 
 
    “Rifts?” said Vulcan with a look of rage. “Rifts are only for emergencies when we have to intervene right away rather than travel through the Pyramid’s entry points. They leave scars in creation and–” 
 
    Artemis sighed. “Do the destroyers seem like they care about leaving scars?” 
 
    Vulcan scowled.  
 
    “They’ll open rifts,” Horus began again. “Once the destroyers and their army of monsters claim the Sanctuary, they plan to come and go through the open rifts as they please. They’ll turn the Sanctuary and this hell into one joint world.” 
 
    Janus understood. “They’ll come back here and create with the Pyramid, drawing in magic from the Sanctuary.” 
 
    Athena nodded, looking tense. “And I bet they’ll keep using the Pyramid to drain the other alt-worlds.” 
 
    It’s like I told Isis. The destroyers are addicted to magic. They don’t care how many worlds they kill. They only want power.  
 
    Aphrodite exhaled a long breath. “How can we possibly stop them?” 
 
    They paused. The cold beach was eerily silent.  
 
    Ares glanced at Horus. “We knew when we first stood up to Hades that this wouldn’t be easy. I admit I didn’t realize how ugly this would get. I never thought they’d hunt us with their beasts. I never believed they’d imprison us, chase us from the city, forbid us from entering the pavilion…” 
 
    None of us did, thought Janus as he looked at his friends. But we had to stand against them, no matter the cost. 
 
    “From what we can tell,” Ares went on, “only a hundred creators are on our side. The others have sided with Hades.” 
 
    Vulcan shook his head in disbelief. “This is the land of a thousand creators. You’re saying around nine hundred are determined to destroy everything we’ve built?” 
 
     Ceres waved an arm at the beach. “Well, this destruction wasn’t the result of a few overindulging.” 
 
    Ares nodded. “The vast majority of creators – now destroyers – will stop at nothing to squash our rebellion. So…” He hesitated. “So we must stop at nothing to end their destruction.” 
 
    Artemis’s purple eyes narrowed. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “You want us to fight nine hundred power-crazed gods?” asked Vulcan. 
 
    Janus had to smile at his friend’s expression. 
 
    I can’t tell if he thinks that’s preposterous or he’s eager for the fight.  
 
    “No.” Athena shook her head. “That is a fight we would not win.” 
 
    Ceres made a noise like that was an understatement.  
 
    Ares continued to explain his plan. “The best thing we can do is destroy the Pyramid.” 
 
    “What?” shouted several voices at once. 
 
    “Without it,” Ares explained, “the destroyers can’t pull magic back from the alt-worlds. If we destroy the Pyramid, we save creation.” 
 
    “But without the Pyramid,” said Artemis, “we could never create again either.” 
 
    “Look around,” said Ares, motioning to the beach. “Look what we’ve done to our own world – our own paradise. We never should create worlds again. Even if we found another way to replenish our home, using magic to create would drain us all over again. We created thousands of worlds, thinking our magic was without limit or consequence. We shouldn’t do anything that brazen ever again.”  
 
    “But without the Pyramid,” Ceres argued, “we lose connection with creation. The Pyramid has always been our link with the alt-worlds. If it’s destroyed, we’ll never be able to enter our worlds again.” 
 
    “We can’t abandon millions of people.” Aphrodite’s eyes held tears. “Many worlds are still young. They need our guidance.” 
 
    “Do they?” scoffed Vulcan. “Some gods we turned out to be. They might be better off without us.” 
 
    Artemis shook her head. “There must be another way.” 
 
    Horus raised a hand for attention. “We’re not suggesting we abandon the alt-worlds. Quite the contrary.” 
 
    Janus exchanged confused looks with his friends. 
 
    Ares’s eyes were as serious as Janus had ever seen. “We’re sending ourselves into the alt-worlds, each creator to a different world.” 
 
    Aphrodite gaped. “You mean we’d leave for good, don’t you? We’d never come back?” 
 
    Vulcan studied Ares’s expression. “We wouldn’t be able to return, if the Pyramid was destroyed.” 
 
    “But,” Horus pointed out, “the destroyers couldn’t come after us either. This is the best way to escape before we’re imprisoned…or worse. And it’s the best way to protect the alt-worlds. If there’s no Pyramid, the destroyers can’t drain our worlds of magic, they can’t get into other worlds to attack, and they can’t come after us. Meanwhile, we’ll be scattered throughout the alt-worlds to help however we can.” 
 
    “But the rifts,” Artemis argued. “The destroyers can still make rifts even without the Pyramid, right? They could still hunt us and attack the alt-worlds.” 
 
    Ares shook his head. “The rifts only work when the world on the other end is a world people can enter in the first place. And most worlds we closed centuries ago.” 
 
    Aphrodite looked from Ares to Horus and back again. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means,” said Horus with a sigh, “that the only world left open to rifts is the Sanctuary.” 
 
    “But…” Janus frowned. “Isn’t that the world we need to protect most?” 
 
    Vulcan nodded. “If the destroyers get control of the Sanctuary, they won’t need our world’s Pyramid to attack other worlds. The Sanctuary was set up to connect with the alt-worlds – it gives refuge to troubled people from every part of creation. If the destroyers open rifts and take control, they could use the Sanctuary’s links with the alt-worlds and attack that way.” 
 
    Ceres agreed. “We only gave the natives the ability to bring people to their world, but the destroyers would be able to send themselves into others.” 
 
    “We know,” said Athena. “But by placing ourselves in the alt-worlds, the Sanctuary natives can summon us. Then we’ll be able to help them fight the destroyers and their army of beasts.” 
 
    Vulcan stroked his beard. “Why don’t we all go to the Sanctuary directly in the first place? We could fight the destroyers the instant they open rifts to invade.” 
 
    “There are only a hundred of us,” said Ares. “Even using the magic of the Sanctuary we’re trying to protect, we’d never overpower the nine hundred destroyers and their beasts.” 
 
    Vulcan scowled. “So what’s the point?” 
 
    “We need to buy ourselves time,” said Athena. “We need to stretch this war out as long as we can. We have to outlast the destroyers. The more rifts they open, the more they’ll drain the remaining power in this world after we leave. They won’t be able to create beasts ad nauseam, so they’ll have to wait for the creatures to breed naturally. They’ll be impatient and attack, exhausting their resources, including the magic sustaining their immortality.”  
 
    Aphrodite shuffled her feet. “You’re hoping they die? You think they’ll get so desperate to win that they’ll use up even the magic keeping them alive?” 
 
    They’re addicts, thought Janus. And if they run out of magic here, they’ll obsess over the Sanctuary. They’ll do anything to get it. 
 
    “But it’s nine hundred to one hundred,” said Ceres. “It’s more likely we’ll run out of rebels first.” 
 
    Horus nodded. “That’s why we need to create more allies.” 
 
    Artemis’s purple eyes widened. “What? You mean like the destroyers’ monsters?” 
 
    “No, I mean like creating copies of ourselves.” 
 
    “Wh…” Aphrodite made a face. “What?” 
 
    Ares gave a nod to assure them they’d heard correctly. “Before we destroy the Pyramid, we need to create copies of ourselves and send their life forces into the alt-worlds. We’ll design them so that one copy of each of us will be born once in every alt-world once every life cycle. They’ll be connected to us, sharing our magic. Many of them will be fortunate enough never to know their significance in this war. But in the proper time, some will join the fight. In that way, we’ll stretch out our numbers.” 
 
    Vulcan lifted an eyebrow. “What does ‘in the proper time’ mean?” 
 
    “I’ve already snuck into the Sanctuary and tweaked the summono spell the natives use to pull people into their world. In the future, the first summono cast in each generation will pull one of us from the alt-worlds where we’ve escaped.” Ares hesitated. “I also spelled a curse into the fabric of the Sanctuary. Whenever a creator enters the Sanctuary, they’ll lose their immortality. All of our magic will leave us and be bound to the Sanctuary’s magic, strengthening it so any wounds from the rifts will heal quickly.” 
 
    No one looked happy about this.  
 
    “That way,” Ares hurried on, “the destroyers can be killed if they cross their rifts. As for ourselves, this sacrifice will mean strengthening the Sanctuary’s ability to last against the destroyers.” 
 
    Aphrodite’s eyes widened. “So we could die?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Athena. “We will die to protect our creation. But we won’t go down without a fight.” 
 
    Ares nodded. “And when we die, the natives will cast the summono for a new ally. That spell will bring one of our living copies to the Sanctuary.” 
 
    Now Janus understood. “That’s how we stretch out our numbers.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Ares. “Since our copies will be connected to our magic, they’ll connect to our magic bonded into the Sanctuary. They’ll have our creator magic to fight with. But if that copy falls, the next summono will bring another copy. The next summono, another. Each copy will have more magic than the last because each copy’s magic will flow into the Sanctuary once they die, leaving a pool. The last copy of each of us will have our full power, and hopefully they’ll be able to do a lot of damage against the destroyers.” 
 
    “Will they know what they are?” asked Artemis. “It wouldn’t be easy for them to know they were created in the image of a god.” 
 
    Athena shook her head. “We don’t want to burden them with that, no. They’ll think they’re just alt-world versions of each other like everyone else has different versions of themselves.” 
 
    “Yes.” Ares took a breath. “Most of those created in our images will live out their lives in the alt-worlds, oblivious to this war and their part in it. But each new generation’s summono will bring another one of us, and the cycle will start again.” 
 
    Athena nodded. “Spacing ourselves out this way will lengthen our ability to fight this war. And stretching out this fight means the destroyers will grow weaker. At some point, surely one of us will be able to vanquish whatever’s left of their army.” 
 
    This plan took a moment to sink in.  
 
    “Lengthening the war…” Artemis frowned in thought. “We’re not the only ones who’ll be sacrificed with this plan. The natives who’ll call for our help will fight and die. Our unknowing copies will be pulled from their homes to fight for a world that isn’t even their own, and they’ll die. And those who’ve found a new life in the Sanctuary will get caught in this war and die. This plan will bring a lot of death to a world we meant to be a haven.” 
 
    “The destroyers would bring even more death if we don’t do this,” said Athena.  
 
    “We’re immortal creators,” Aphrodite thought aloud. “We can’t die of age or by nature. We’ve lived for eons. The idea of dying myself is hard to fathom.” 
 
    Janus nodded. “We can be killed, though. We’ve always known that. Now that the destroyers have chosen this path… We’ve stood up to them, and they see us as enemies. However we fight this war, they’ll seek to kill us.” He looked at Ares, Horus, and Athena. “I agree your plan gives us the best chance at defeating them.” He swallowed. “Even if it means sacrificing ourselves.” 
 
    The circle of rebels paused, each in their own thoughts. 
 
    Ares sighed. “When I went to the Sanctuary and adjusted the summono spell, I made sure that it would bring me first.” 
 
    Athena’s eyes widened. This was apparently new information to both her and Horus.  
 
    “You should have discussed that with us,” said Horus. 
 
    Ares waved this off. “I started this rebellion. It’s only right that I be first to fight. I’ll do all I can to help those in the Sanctuary, and I’ll leave behind guidelines for whichever rebel comes after me. Whoever is chosen next will continue the fight. We must each learn from those before us – even our copies might find new ways to fight. As the Sanctuary’s army evolves, so must we. I suspect we’ll each find unique ways to contribute to the destroyer’s end.” 
 
    We have one hundred generations to defeat them. Will that be enough time, even with so many copies of ourselves? The destroyers are smart – we’re not the only ones who’ll learn new tactics as this war progresses. 
 
    Ares looked from face to face. “We’ll meet tomorrow night at the Pyramid. Spread the word and bring every rebel you can find.” 
 
    Vulcan scowled. “The destroyers won’t let us anywhere near the Pyramid.” 
 
    Athena grinned. “I have it on good authority that the destroyers will be distracted far away.” 
 
    What does that mean? 
 
    Vulcan appeared to wonder the same but shook his head to move on. “So we create copies of ourselves, send them into the alt-worlds, escape through the Pyramid ourselves, and the last one out destroys the Pyramid. That the plan?” 
 
    Ares nodded back at him.  
 
    They paused to contemplate the path they were about to embark upon.  
 
    We’ll never see each other again. Once we split up into the alt-worlds, we’ll be alone for generations. We won’t know what’s become of each other until we’re summoned to the Sanctuary to fight our former creator kin. But this is the best plan we’re going to come up with. There are too few of us to do anything more.  
 
    In the momentary lull of conversation, Janus heard a sound he’d been dreading. In the back of his mind, he’d never stopped listening for it, but its sudden presence was enough to make his heart race.  
 
    Somewhere in the smoke and clouds above, the flying monsters beat their wings. 
 
    The group took a step back from each other and looked into the gray sky.  
 
    Artemis whispered, “Think someone told them about our meeting?” 
 
    “Possibly.” Ceres kept his eyes turned to the clouds. “But there are thousands of these things flying around now. This flock might’ve found us by chance.” 
 
     “We should leave,” whispered Aphrodite.  
 
    “Agreed.” Ares took his gaze off the sky. “We’ll meet tomorrow night at the Pyramid.” 
 
    With that, the band of rebels broke up and sprinted in different directions over the sooty beach. A loud screech echoed down at them as Janus bolted for a trail. 
 
      
 
    Janus crept through the empty pavilion and noted ash smeared across the once polished floors. Lightning from outside flashed to light his way, but he could’ve walked this path by memory even in the dark.  
 
    I’ll never walk it again if Ares’s plan works. 
 
    When he stepped past the pillars into the wide courtyard of the Pyramid, he saw his fellow rebels already gathered. Black clouds swirled above, pouring rain onto the dirty stones around the Pyramid’s pool. A group of ten rebels stood at the Pyramid’s side facing Janus, and several glanced back nervously as he emerged from the shadowed pavilion. When they saw it was only him, they turned back to the Pyramid.  
 
    Janus moved closer and watched with the rest as Vishnu stepped into the pool to face the gigantic crystal side of the Pyramid that faced them. Vishnu was simply dressed like Janus, though the hairless man was smaller of stature.  
 
    Janus noticed Aphrodite, Vulcan, Artemis, and Horus standing nearby, and he shuffled past the few other rebels to stand with his friends. Aphrodite had tears on her cheeks, and Vulcan held her tightly. Artemis, her long hair soaked from the rain, wore all black and was covered in dirt and what looked like the blood of the destroyers’ creatures. Horus’s long tunic was filthy, and one of his sleeves was shredded, the arm underneath bloody.  
 
    “What happened to you?” Janus whispered to Horus.  
 
    Horus’s eyes narrowed, and his mouth tightened under his long mustache. But he didn’t answer and kept his gaze on what was happening at the Pyramid.  
 
    Artemis looked up at Janus, her purple eyes tense. She whispered, “They imprisoned Horus last night when he tried to convince his kin to join us rebels. One of them turned him in.” 
 
    Janus glanced back at the pavilion. “They put him in that prison?”  
 
    “And they’d added a few of their pets to guard him. I couldn’t leave him to be beaten or tortured or… I broke him out.” She wiped a glob of creature blood off her arm to make a point. 
 
    Aphrodite shuddered. “Why’d the destroyers make such vile beasts?” 
 
    Vulcan kissed her head again. “Why’ve they done a lot of things?” 
 
    This is sick. The destroyers have lost all sense. They’ve ruined our world. They don’t see anything wrong with exterminating the worlds we’ve created. They threatened the few of us who’ve stood up to them… They’ll never stop unless we stop them. Not one of us is happy about leaving home, but it’s the only way.  
 
    He looked back to those nearest the Pyramid and whispered to his friends, “What’s happening?” 
 
    Artemis motioned with her head toward Vishnu. “It’s his turn. They’re making copies of him to send into the alt-worlds.”  
 
    Cronos, God of Time, stood in the water behind Vishnu and stretched his cloaked arms wide. A surge of magic stretched to the crystal wall of the Pyramid, and the crystal rippled and became transparent, though the inside showed only emptiness at the moment. With a wave of Cronos’s hand, the stone at the Pyramid’s peak lit with magic, and beams of light shone from each alt-world symbol down onto Vishnu. Cronos swept his hand and bent the light beams, stretching them back and forth from Vishnu like a jump rope.  
 
    After a few waving pulses, the beams bent far enough to touch the facing wall of the Pyramid. The light from Vishnu brightened, and he took a step back to steady himself. It looked as if gravity was using light to draw him toward the Pyramid.  
 
    Then, with another pulsing burst of light, a ghost-like shadow of Vishnu was pulled forward into the Pyramid. One of the beams from the stone’s symbols vanished. Then another physical echo of Vishnu was pulled into the Pyramid, and another symbol’s beam faded. Then another. Then another. Soon hundreds of copies of Vishnu had entered the Pyramid into the alt-worlds represented by each symbol. Once the spell finished, Vishnu was left to stand before the rippling side of the Pyramid and collect himself.  
 
    Ares stepped beside Cronos and said to Vishnu, “Have you chosen an alt-world?” 
 
    Vishnu looked shaken by what had just happened, but he faced Ares with a nod. “My first world. If I’m to be exiled for lifetimes, let me be with my first creation.” 
 
    Ares nodded. 
 
    Vishnu waved a stream of magic to one of the high stone’s symbols. The magic lit up the symbol, and the whole Pyramid rippled to reveal a different world inside.  
 
    Each side of the Pyramid shows a different entry point, thought Janus as he watched. This is how we always enter our creations. One side connects with what the natives call the Triangle. One side connects with that sacred place of stones. One side connects with the wild lands at the bottom of the worlds. This side connects with the spot in the alt-worlds that corresponds to our courtyard here.  
 
    The Pyramid’s wall facing them showed the white stones of a high mountainside. This overlook was so high that everything below took on a bluish hue, including the lush forests climbing the mountainside and the green fields of the valley. Fluffy clouds hung in the blue sky, and the sun was at full noon strength. 
 
    Our home world was that beautiful once. 
 
    Aphrodite drew in a breath. “This world always was one of my favorites.”  
 
    “Me too,” whispered Vulcan. “I love these people’s stories about us gods. They believe we rule from on high, squabbling over our own melodramatic dramas.”  
 
    Good thing they don’t know how ugly our disagreements truly are. 
 
    Janus frowned but kept this thought to himself, not wanting to spoil the moment.  
 
    Aphrodite swept aside golden curls to smile at Vulcan. “Except in their stories, I’m a complete floozy.” 
 
    “True. And they’ve made me hideously ugly.” Vulcan smiled. “Can’t say as I care for that bit of poetic license.” He kissed the side of her head. 
 
    Artemis smirked. “At least they have your genders right. Poor Ceres is a woman to these people.”  
 
    They returned to silence as Vishnu stepped forward into the Pyramid. He entered the alt-world and stood on the white rocks of the mountain, his wet clothes from the home world catching the breeze of the new one. He looked back over his shoulder for a moment to smile at the gathered rebels, then he started down a trail leading off the mountain.  
 
    Ares stretched a hand and waved a stream of magic at the alt-world’s symbol on the high stone. The symbol faded, the scene within the Pyramid disappeared, and the crystal wall returned to a solid state. Quickly the next creator stepped into the pool, and Cronos started the process again.  
 
    Janus looked at his friends, “How many of us have escaped so far?” 
 
    Horus finally spoke. “Seventy-one, counting Vishnu.” 
 
    Janus did a quick count. “There are nine of us here. This is all who’ve made it?” 
 
    Vulcan frowned. “The destroyers sent their beasts to hunt us.” 
 
    “Oh no…” Janus tried to remember what he’d seen. “I was hiding in the forest and didn’t know. I passed a felicox on my way here, but I didn’t see any destroyers. I thought we’d be able to make it since they didn’t seem to be guarding the pavilion.”  
 
    Artemis frowned. “After I freed Horus last night, we snuck to the caves in the mountain and hid for a while. I peeked out and saw flocks of those flying beasts searching the area. When we came back tonight, I saw tons of those spider creatures scuttling around our old homes. The beasts have probably caught a lot of us…and killed a lot of us. There was no one in the prison when I came through the pavilion, so…” She looked upset.  
 
    But there were one hundred rebels. Only seventy-one have escaped so far, and with the rest of us, that’d make eighty. Twenty of us have been caught? 
 
    He glanced back at the pavilion. “Where are the destroyers?” 
 
    Artemis smirked. “Before Athena escaped, she used a spell to create a fountain of magic on the eastern shore. One of our undercover rebels reported the fountain to the destroyers. They couldn’t leave fast enough. Greedy assholes.” 
 
    Horus nodded. “But that’ll only buy us so much time. With their creatures still around, they’re bound to learn of our trickery and return to stop us.” 
 
    Janus looked past the Pyramid as a god stepped into it. Beyond the courtyard, the mountains were hard to see through the storm, but he didn’t see any creatures descending upon them. Not yet.  
 
    The next god stood in front of the Pyramid.  
 
    Janus saw Vulcan hold Aphrodite tighter. Artemis watched the Pyramid, tears welling in her eyes. Horus held his bleeding arm.  
 
    I don’t want to leave. None of us do. But we don’t have a lot of time. 
 
    Once the next god was through the Pyramid, Ares turned to Janus’s group and extended a hand.  
 
    Artemis wiped an eye and walked past Aphrodite and Vulcan, allowing them as much time together as possible. She stepped in front of the Pyramid and nodded to Cronos that she was ready.  
 
    Janus and the others watched in silence as Cronos created alt-world copies of Artemis. Once that was done, Artemis picked her alt-world destination. The Pyramid showed a beautiful scene with a rich forest, and Artemis bravely walked forward and didn’t look back. Ares deactivated the world’s symbol, and Artemis was gone.  
 
    Horus went next, first shaking Ares’s hand before the two leaders of the rebellion were forever parted.  
 
    Once Horus escaped, Janus moved forward as Aphrodite and Vulcan continued to hold each other.  
 
    A loud shriek filled the air. 
 
    The remaining rebels looked into the storm for danger.  
 
    Then a growl came from somewhere in the dark pavilion.  
 
    They’ve discovered us. 
 
    “Hurry!” Ares shouted. “The rest of us must get through!” 
 
    Vulcan kissed Aphrodite and ushered her into the pool. Cronos went to work, but Janus turned his back on the Pyramid and stood shoulder to shoulder with Vulcan. They watched the dark opening of the pavilion and held casting hands at the ready. 
 
    We can fight these beasts. There’s enough magic in this world to do it… But I fear them just the same.  
 
    Nothing immediately charged them, and Janus felt himself shaking as rain obscured his view. There was little hope of seeing danger from the clouds above in time, so he focused on the dark opening of the pavilion.  
 
    A moment later, Ares shouted, “Vulcan, you’re next!” 
 
    The red-bearded man turned to Janus. “Farewell, friend.”  
 
    “I wish you well.”  
 
    Another roar, this time closer, came from the pavilion.  
 
    Vulcan splashed into the pool, but Janus didn’t looked back. He saw red eyes glow from the pavilion’s darkness. A second later, more shrieks echoed through the rain. From the edge of the pavilion’s shadows, bony white legs tested the open air.  
 
    “Janus, you’re next!”  
 
    He didn’t take his eyes off the approaching beasts but called over his shoulder, “No, you need someone to guard your back!” 
 
    “Cronos!” shouted Ares. 
 
    The tiger-beast emerged from the pavilion, and behind it scuttled hundreds of the spider creatures.  
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    Janus gathered what little magic he could and shot a fire spell at the beasts. The blood-red tiger scurried back and roared in anger, and the spider beasts scrambled over each other to get away from the flame.  
 
    “Janus! Now!” 
 
    He turned and saw Ares and Cronos waiting, both standing in the pool in front of the Pyramid. Janus ran into the pool and joined them. The storm overhead continued to pour rain, but his bigger fears stemmed from the added growls and shrieks of the creatures behind them.  
 
    “We’ve made copies of ourselves!” shouted Ares with a hand on Janus’s shoulder. “You’re next!” 
 
    Before he knew what was happening, Janus felt waves of magic pulse over him. Ghost-like echoes of himself wafted from him and flew into the Pyramid. When this was done, he moved aside and motioned for Cronos to take his place. 
 
    Cronos didn’t argue as another roar shook the air. Quickly he stepped into position in front of the Pyramid and shot magic at one of the peak’s symbols.  
 
    Janus never saw what world Cronos chose, instead turning to shoot more fire at the advancing beasts. The giant cat, again wary of the fire, crouched and hung back. The spider creatures spread out to find a new way forward.  
 
    Then Janus looked over the pavilion’s stone roof and saw a flock of flying beasts in a flash of lightning.  
 
    He was about to turn toward Ares when the big man grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him through the shallow water. Janus didn’t understand at first but then realized Ares was using the Pyramid for cover. They ran through the pool around the pointed corner of the Pyramid, and Ares lifted a hand for Janus to stop. 
 
    Ares pointed at the Pyramid’s wall facing them now. “Go! I opened a world for you! Go!” 
 
    Janus glanced into the Pyramid and saw tumbling blue ocean. Then he looked back at the god of the rebellion.  
 
    Ares nodded at the unspoken question. “I’ll open a world for myself as soon as you’re through!” 
 
    “Can you destroy the Pyramid yourself?” 
 
    Ares smiled under his beard. “I’m the God of War, remember?” 
 
    Taking this for a yes, Janus looked into the Pyramid again. He took a step back, heard more roars from the felicox, and jumped into the Pyramid. 
 
    All Janus saw as he went through was blue sunlit water, and a second later he splashed down. The water was warm, and Janus felt instant relief from the filth of his world. He rolled as a wave pushed him farther under and inhaled salt water. Choking, he closed his mouth as another wave propelled him forward.  
 
    I’m still immortal. Stop panicking – you’re not going to drown. But this salt sure as hell burns in my nose.  
 
    His knee hit sand, then his forearm and hand dragged along the bottom. He righted himself and crawled out of the shallow water to dry sand. Once on the beach, he flopped over to sit, panted for air, and gazed at the tropical blue ocean.  
 
    Which world am I in? I must’ve gone through the side of the Pyramid that connects with the alt-worlds’ Triangles, since they’re all in or near the ocean. That doesn’t help me narrow down what world this is.  
 
    To his left, untouched white sand stretched until the coast curved inland. To his right, a pile of driftwood was his only company.  
 
    So many of us didn’t make it. But Ares will destroy the Pyramid. It’s done. We’re scattered into the alt-worlds, never to see each other again. I’m glad Athena escaped. She’ll be fine in whatever world she chose. Artemis can handle herself. But poor Vulcan and Aphrodite. To spend eternity separated from the one you love… 
 
    He tried not to think of whatever had become of Isis. She was stuck in the hell they’d left behind. But that had been her choice. They were on different sides of this war now. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Janus turned to look inland. The white sand ended where thick trees rose into the blue sky. There wasn’t another living soul in sight. 
 
      
 
    He’d lost track of how many lifetimes he’d lived in this world. The name he’d chosen this time was Trent Simons, and he enjoyed the backstory he’d created for his missing youth. Now, eternally a man nearing middle age, Trent adjusted his sunglasses and smiled as an ocean breeze rippled his T-shirt. He walked barefoot along the sand, the ocean waves gliding in to cover his tracks.  
 
    He frowned as his footprints washed away. 
 
    Is that what it’ll be like once I’m finally summoned from this world? Will all memory of me fade until it’s like I was never here? I’ve intervened in this world’s history a time or two – I couldn’t help myself. Okay, I let slip my knowledge of the alt-worlds on occasion, but these people have loved the stories. No harm done. It’s not as if I ever set myself up as a ruler or anything. I’ve stuck to the background pretty well. I never even had children of my own.  
 
    He frowned into the sand as he thought of everything he’d missed out on because of his life’s purpose. Then he looked up to see a small boy chasing a five-legged, furry green creature as the exotic pet ran as fast as it could for the surf. The sheer joy on the boy’s face was enough to relight Trent’s smile. 
 
    This hasn’t been a bad alt-world to wait in – or hide in, depending on how you look at it. I do love this place. Nothing could’ve prepared me for the joys and sorrows of spending centuries fully engrossed in one of our worlds. Playing with thousands of worlds wasn’t as fulfilling as being deeply immersed in one. This time has been a blessing. 
 
    He felt the cool water flow in around his ankles as he stopped to gaze at the distant waves.  
 
    Once I’m summoned to the Sanctuary, I’ll lose my immortality. Will it be worth it? 
 
    Trent scoffed at himself. 
 
    Worth it? To save all of creation? Yes!  
 
    A family picnicking glanced up at him as he walked by. He nodded politely, trying not to look like a creepy middle-aged man alone on the beach.  
 
    The hardest part of this has been not knowing what’s going on in the Sanctuary. How many rebels have been summoned over the centuries? How many of our copies? Are they holding back the destroyers? Or maybe we’ve lost the war in the Sanctuary and the alt-worlds are doomed. 
 
    He let out a breath and ran a hand through his hair. 
 
    No, can’t think that way. Pull it together, Trent. Someday I’ll be summoned, and then it’ll be my turn to fight. 
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    “Esme! Esme!”  
 
    Not fully conscious, her body shook with a spasm. She sat up as her abdomen tightened and vomited a stomach’s worth of warm liquid. At the same time, her eyes opened. The dim glow of a light stick caught the dark red of the liquid, and Esme realized with horror that she’d thrown up blood. 
 
    Then she saw the corpse beside her, and she recoiled, scrambling back on the cold stone. She couldn’t help staring at the shriveled, dried body of the ancient vampire who’d sacrificed himself to show her…  
 
    Esme spit the last of the blood in her mouth and started to cry.  
 
    The light shifted as Owen shuffled toward her and put a hand on her back. “Shh. You’re okay. Take it easy. Just breathe for a second.”  
 
    She couldn’t stop crying, but she leaned into the warmth of Owen’s body.  
 
    It’s too much, she thought as she stared at the vampire corpse. It’s all too much! What am I supposed to do? Damn it, Roman was right to hide the truth – people are going to freak out!  
 
    “Esme?” 
 
    She tried to pull herself together. Owen held the light stick between them, and she looked up to see the concern in his eyes. She also noticed the stubble on his face and the dirt on his clothes.  
 
    She cleared her throat. “How long was I…” She tried not to look at the corpse again. “How long was I out?” 
 
    “It’s been two days.” 
 
    “Two days?” Esme gaped. She looked at her own clothes and found she was covered in dirt from where she’d crouched beside the ancient.  
 
    I don’t feel weak or anything. Then again, I wasn’t exactly starving myself… 
 
    She took a breath and tried not to be sick again.  
 
    Owen kept his eyes on her face. “I’ve sent messages back to Max and Dax every couple of hours. They’ve reported to Piper and Tank topside.” 
 
    Esme suddenly noticed it was silent in the vampire den. No shuffling noises from the ancients’ nests. No creepy chanting. She tried to squint into the darkness beyond their halo of light, but she couldn’t see the cavern walls around them.  
 
    “What’s going on?” she whispered. 
 
    Owen’s jaw clenched. “They’re dead.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He let out a breath and wiped his face. “A few hours into your…trance, I noticed that a lot of them stopped chanting. I asked what was going on, and one of the sane ancients told me a few of the chanting ones had fallen asleep and just…faded. By the end of the first day, all the chanters had died. Then the rest of them started dropping off. An hour ago, the last of them didn’t answer me. I got up and climbed to the nearest nest…” He swallowed and shook his head. “Every single one is dried up and dead like our friend here.”  
 
    Esme looked at the ancient corpse beside them and shook her head. “Is this my fault? Did I somehow…” 
 
    Owen reached out and put an arm around her, pulling her close. “Our friend chose to sacrifice himself to pass his knowledge to you. I think the rest of them were equally willing.” 
 
    She was crying again. “I’d hoped to free them once we…” 
 
    He kissed the top of her head. “Maybe we did free them.” 
 
    She sighed and rested her forehead on his arm. 
 
    Keeping thousands of years of thousands of memories must’ve been horrible. And even holding only Trent’s memories… What am I going to do with this? At least Owen isn’t pushing to know what I saw, but how can I tell him the truth? 
 
    Esme felt herself shaking.  
 
    Owen rubbed her back. “We should go. Gods know what’s happened in two days.” 
 
    She flinched at his use of the word ‘gods’ but tried not to show it. “The others didn’t send word back with your messenger?” 
 
    Owen frowned as he helped her to her feet. “The vamps weren’t super communicative. Honestly, I’m shocked Dax didn’t come check on us himself.” 
 
    Esme climbed off the stone platform and shivered. It was so silent in the den now. She hugged her arms and realized that Owen’s light stick was doing all the work, so she stretched out a hand. A ball of fire spiraled into existence to light and warm their way.  
 
    “You have no idea how much I missed that.” Owen came to walk beside her out of the cavern, and he did seem relieved by the firelight.  
 
    What was it like to sit here in the dark for two days?  
 
    “Thank you for staying with me.” 
 
    Owen smiled, and they squeezed through the narrow crevasse to return to the underground stream. The sound of water was welcome, and they walked back to their entry point where the water disappeared under the cavern wall.  
 
    Esme shivered. “We’ll have to swim.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Owen stood on the rocky ledge and held his light stick over the water. He looked back at Esme, clearly eager to leave even if it meant swimming through freezing black water. 
 
    Esme extinguished her ball of fire and took a breath.  
 
    No point delaying. He’s right; we have to get back to the real world. 
 
    Owen took a deep breath, held the light stick secure, and jumped into the water. The splash that hit Esme was freezing cold, but she watched the blurred light as Owen started swimming. He aimed for the gap in the wall leading to the pool on the other side, and he was swimming as fast as he could.  
 
    Esme took a deep breath of her own and jumped after him.  
 
    The water was so cold she nearly let out her breath, but she kicked frantically and swam after the fading light. More of those creepy ghost fish brushed past her. A squeezing sensation of claustrophobia distracted her swim as she passed through the hole in the cavern wall, but she forced herself to kick through. She searched the water and swam toward Owen’s light, which was rising in the water as he neared the surface. 
 
    When her head broke the surface, she sucked in air and reached for the edge of the pool. A strong hand took hold of her arm and pulled, and her body lifted from the freezing water and flopped on the stone ground.  
 
    Another light stick cast a faint glow over her, and she saw Dax looking down at her. “Cat balls, alterni! Are you okay?” 
 
    “My lord,” said Max somewhere behind her. “What happened? If that crazy vamp had come one more time…” 
 
    Owen was panting. “We’ll explain once we’re with the others.” 
 
    He means I’ll explain, thought Esme as she got to her feet. He’s gotta be curious. What am I going to tell them? “Hey, guys, guess what? I’m made in the image of a god. The gods who created the alt-worlds are now trying to burn it all down, but some gods are fighting them, using this world as their battleground. Oh, and I’m the last one standing who can use their creator magic.” 
 
    For now, Esme stayed silent. She lifted a hand and spelled a ball of fire.  
 
    Both Hoffman brothers looked as relieved as Owen had to see warm light again.  
 
    Owen wrung out the front of his shirt and replaced his holster belt that Max had returned to him. Then he pointed at the dark end of the cavern, the way they’d come. “We’d better get back topside.” 
 
    Max snorted. “No argument here. This place gives me the creeps.” 
 
    Esme turned with her ball of fire and looked across pool. The rift created by the god named Trent Simons smoked and shot bolts of lightning that reflected in the water. Esme stared at his rift for a moment, then lifted her hand and began to draw the termino.  
 
    “Esme?” called Owen in alarm.  
 
    She drew fast and easily over the small rift. Then she lifted both castorcas and spun her hands to blur the symbol. 
 
    “Esme? Don’t we need that to get into the malevolenci world?” Owen came to stand beside her. “Wasn’t that the whole point of–” 
 
    “I know how to open one for myself now. We don’t need this one. This place…” She thought about the dead ancients in the cavern beyond. “This place should be left in peace.” 
 
    The symbol crackled and sucked in the small rift in under a minute, and soon the pile of smoke flakes was all that remained.  
 
    Esme turned to see Max and Dax exchange a look, but she ignored them and led the way with her ball of light.  
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    Once they stepped into the bright sunlight of Meramec Cavern’s parking lot, Owen allowed himself a moment to soak in the warmth. It looked to be midmorning, and families of tourists climbed out of cars and headed for the shops and restaurant. He looked toward the end of the lot and saw their cavali truck. Tank, from the driver’s seat, spotted them and waved before climbing out. 
 
    Owen looked down at Esme with a small smile. He couldn’t help noting her distracted scowl, but he left her alone and headed toward the truck and the rest of their waiting team.  
 
    What the hell did Trent’s memories show her? She was sobbing when she came out of that trance, and I don’t think it was because the ancient was dead. She’s overwhelmed. I’ve seen that look on her face before, but this is worse.  
 
    Still, he didn’t push.  
 
    Trent left those memories for her. Have any kings ever felt this useless? 
 
    The phone in his pocket buzzed.  
 
    Reception is back.  
 
    As they neared the truck, Owen pulled out his phone. He heard Dax’s phone buzz as well, and the big man pulled out his own phone. Then Max’s buzzed.  
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Owen checked his messages and saw he had several from Hakim, a few from Lexi, and one from Loukas. He scrolled through his texts and found twenty, all insisting that he call immediately.  
 
    Tank, leaning on the truck, frowned. “Esme, are you okay?”  
 
    She nodded at the half-troll, then glanced at the men with their phones. “Tank, can you tell us what’s going on?” 
 
    Piper ran up from wherever she’d been on watch. She somehow still looked fresh, unlike the rest of them, but her frown matched Tank’s. “My lord, you can explain whatever happened to you guys on our way back to the Capiti, but we need to leave ASAP.” 
 
    “What’s happened?”  
 
    Tank shuffled his feet and glanced at Piper. “My lord, it’s Roman. He… He’s dead.” 
 
    Esme gasped. “What?”  
 
    “How?” asked Owen.  
 
    “He was found in the lab.” Tank made a face. “His chest was shredded. There was blood everywhere.” 
 
    Owen ran a hand through his hair and let out a breath of shock. “Did malevolenci get out of their cages? How could this–” 
 
    “No,” said Piper. “All the cages were closed and every demon in the lab accounted for. Someone did this to him, my lord.” 
 
    His mind racing, Owen scowled. “Murder?” 
 
    Piper glanced at Tank. “Yes, my lord. Loukas started an investigation, but… I think it was the fairies.” 
 
    Esme’s eyes widened. “What?” 
 
    “Yesterday they demanded that the conjuri find a way back to our home world. They’re starting a rebellion.” 
 
    Esme flinched at Piper’s last word. 
 
    Owen couldn’t wait and turned with his phone raised to his ear. He walked to the back of the truck to be alone, and he played Hakim’s messages. 
 
    “Owen, your mom and I sent out a public statement to the Order about everything we discussed with the paranormal leaders. I emailed you the statement to look over. But I know you wanted it distributed right away, so I approved the statement and sent it out. Hope that was okay.” 
 
    “Owen, I radioed Tank and heard you’ve reached Meramec. I assume your phone doesn’t get reception underground, but call me when you’re out. Roman is back from Italy, and he’s not happy you told the paranormals the truth. Shocker. Let me know how to handle him until you get back.” 
 
    “Hey, Tank said you still weren’t out of the caverns but that you’d found the vampires. I guess that’s good. Anyway, the scouts discovered three new rifts in the suburbs tonight, but Lexi sent teams to put down any malevolenci until Esme gets back to close the rifts. I assume Lexi called you with the info too, but… Well, I’m getting antsy not hearing from you guys. Okay, bye.” 
 
    “Fairy dust, Owen, Tank says you’re still in there? Call me.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to bug you all day, but more rifts opened tonight, Owen. We really need you and Esme back here. I hope you’re finding something good in those caves.” 
 
    The final message was from an hour ago, and Hakim’s voice sounded shaky. “Owen, you need to get back here. Roman’s been murdered. By now Piper’s probably told you who we think is responsible. The fairies have gone into hiding and covered their tracks, but Joe found out that they’d demanded the conjuri send them to their home world. Since Roman was back from Italy, he handled the fairies’ complaints himself, directly confronting them. Witnesses say they didn’t take his response very well. We need Piper back here to look over the body and tell us what she thinks, but… I saw his body. It looked like fairy bites to me. I’m sorry, Owen. I know you and Roman had your differences but… No one deserves to go like that.” 
 
    Owen sighed and pinched between his eyes.  
 
    “I hope you’ve found something in those caves,” Hakim went on, “but we need you back here. Mirth has met with the paranormals and doesn’t think there’s anything else afoot, but it’s hard to know for sure. We need you here to figure shit out. Let me know when you’re on your way.”  
 
    Owen looked at his phone, then put it in his pocket.  
 
    Troll dung.  
 
    He collected himself and realized he was completely exhausted. He turned to rejoin the others but stopped in his tracks when he saw they’d come to stand at his side.  
 
    Say something reassuring. 
 
    “Let’s get back and figure shit out.” 
 
    Or quote Hakim. 
 
    The team seemed satisfied with this, and Tank returned to the front of the truck. Owen opened the doors at the back and stood aside as Piper, Dax, and Max climbed in. As Esme moved to climb up next, Owen gently took her arm to whisper in her ear.  
 
    “Please tell me you learned something that can end this war.” 
 
    She turned her purple eyes up to him and hesitated, then nodded. “We can win this war. But I’m exhausted, Owen. Trent’s memories… I feel like I’ve lived a million years in the past two days. I need to sleep. And…” She glanced to where the others were settling inside the truck. “Can you and I wait until we’re back before I tell you what I saw? Privately?” 
 
    He managed a small smile. “Okay. I’m sure everyone could use some sleep. We’ll talk when we’re back.” 
 
    If there’s time. Are we going back to a rebellion? This is horrible. Whatever Esme learned, Roman could’ve helped her sort it out more than anyone. Damn fairies! 
 
    With a quick peck on the top of Esme’s wet hair, Owen motioned for her to climb into the truck ahead of him. He climbed in after her, looked back one last time at the parking lot of Meramec, and closed the truck doors.  
 
    Sitting with his team as Tank started the truck, Owen saw he’d been right about everyone needing sleep. Max already had his head tipped back with his eyes closed. Dax was shifting to match his brother’s position. Piper sat scowling at the floor, her arms crossed, too pissed to sleep.  
 
    Esme kissed his cheek and snuggled into his side, and Owen lifted an arm to drape around her. He felt her breathing grow steady against him, and despite the cold and wetness he was calmed by her nearness. 
 
    What the hell did she learn? I don’t think it was entirely good. But she said it can help us win the war… Why am I so nervous? 
 
    He rocked as the truck started up the road. For now, he’d let Esme sleep and hold her secrets to herself. He had a whole new problem to deal with. 
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    Esme hadn’t slept more than ten minutes, and she knew she was ready to collapse. But as soon as their truck returned to the Capiti, she’d gone with Max and Dax to close the rifts that had opened around the city. Fortunately, because of the time of day, no malevolenci had attacked. But driving from rift to rift, performing the termino, and trying to reassure the anxious cavali and scouts they encountered had only added to her weariness. 
 
    Now back at the Capiti, Esme had never seen the conjuri this tense. A group met her as soon as she stepped out of the elevator from the garage, all asking questions at once. Esme thought she handled the frightened conjuri calmly, telling them that Owen, Loukas, and Lexi were looking into Roman’s murder to find the culprits immediately. The conjuri knew this already, but they left her alone when she said she needed a hot shower and rest. She had showered and changed into jeans and a sweatshirt that she kept in her Capiti locker, but she had no intention of resting. 
 
    As Esme stepped out of the elevator into the long marble hall of the library level, she took a moment to soak in the silence.  
 
    I feel so conflicted about Roman. He drove me nuts. He hid all sorts of things… But I understand why now. And I’m not sure he was wrong. How much did Roman take to his grave? If I’d been able to talk to him now… 
 
    She walked to the library door and pushed to enter. This enormous room had been her safe place ever since her first time here. She felt that sense of comfort now, but she also felt a new apprehension about what she might find.  
 
    Esme strolled to the open center of the room, and she stood on the rich carpet, rotating to look at the long, high bookshelves. The wooden stairs leading to the upper level had been recently polished, and she saw the tall window’s sunlight stretching to shine against the warm wood.  
 
    Where did Roman hide his secret stash? The origini letters have to be here somewhere. I need to see them. I have to see them. 
 
    She heard someone walking across the wooden boards of the balcony above, and she turned to the stairs just as white robes came into view. As the conjuri descended the stairs, Esme relaxed in recognition.  
 
    “Ada.” Without warning, Esme started crying again. 
 
    The older woman hurried down the stairs and rushed to Esme, surprising the alterni by opening her arms and pulling her into a hug. Esme rested her head on the woman’s shoulder and let her tears spill, but then she tried to collect herself.  
 
    “Shh.” Ada patted her back. “It’ll be okay.” 
 
    Esme stepped away and wiped her eyes. “I can’t believe Roman’s dead.” 
 
    “Nor can I. Roman was an old bastard, but he’ll be missed. What those fairies did to him is unforgiveable.” 
 
    Esme felt guilty for how selfish her next thought was, but… “He’s gone right when I need him most. No offense, Ada, but…” 
 
    Ada nodded and glanced at their usual table. “Roman knew more than any of us. But, my dear, I must confess that he brought me into his confidence once we learned you were the alterni endi. He showed me things that I think will help you now. It’s time you knew, since I suspect you uncovered the truth in Meramec?” 
 
    Esme took a breath and nodded.  
 
    Ada looked sad, but still her interest sparkled in her eyes. “What did you find?” 
 
    “Trent Simons’ memories.” Esme gulped. “All of them, Ada.” 
 
    Ada lifted an eyebrow above her glasses. “Oh, you poor dear. I imaging that was a shock.” 
 
    Esme managed a dark chuckle at this understatement. She studied the older woman. “So… Roman told you about the origini? The malevolenci? The truth of this war? All of it?” 
 
    Ada frowned but nodded. She motioned to their table. “I’ve already brought Roman’s collection here for you.” 
 
    Esme turned to the table and felt her heart skip a beat. “Is that allowed? I don’t want you to get in trouble for showing me–” 
 
    “I’m the Master Conjuri now. And I say you deserve to know everything.” 
 
    Ada walked to the table. Esme gaped a second before following. 
 
    Well, who else would be Roman’s successor?  
 
    She hurried to sit at the table beside her mentor, and Ada set an old book in front of her. It was the Chronicle of Origini.  
 
    Esme gulped and looked at the serious woman’s face. “These are their letters?” 
 
    “Yes. Each origini from Ares – or Omet, as we knew him – to your origini wrote a letter. Even Trent eventually sent a letter from Italy, although all he said was, ‘Tell Owen the truth, Artemis. You know what you have to do.’ That crafty old man was wise to do things his own way. He was right about Roman and your origini, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Esme swallowed and looked at the book. “Did she leave me a letter?” 
 
    Ada hesitated. “You can read what she wrote. I’ve read all these letters, and I think the others can wait until you’re ready. You have quite enough to digest for now.” 
 
    Taking a breath, Esme turned pages until she came to the last entry. She felt tears rising again, though she wasn’t entirely sure why. Shaking, she read her origini’s letter.  
 
    When she was finished, Esme broke down crying. She rested her elbows on the table and sobbed into her hands. She felt Ada put a hand of comfort on the back of her sweatshirt. 
 
    Sometime later, Esme’s sobs faded and she sat back in her chair, staring blankly at the open book. Then she tipped her head and looked at the mural on the ceiling. Her gaze drifted over the scenes of gods and demons, heroes and monsters, hells and utopias.  
 
    Ada sighed, also looking up. “I understand why Roman hid the truth. I really do. Our world wasn’t the original. The malevolenci hell was a paradise when existence began, and all our worlds are copied versions. The destroyers are trying to take back their creation, and we’re fighting our own gods for survival. Many people wouldn’t be able to handle that. Some might give up. Some might even side with the gods in a warped kind of worship.”  
 
    Esme nodded. “Roman didn’t tell Owen or me because he didn’t want to burden us. He wanted us to stay strong.” 
 
    “Yes. At first I thought maybe he’d given up, but I believe now that he was trying to save you from this terrible knowledge. It wasn’t Omet’s orders Roman was following – he cared about the king. And you. He tried to find other ways to teach you how to fight.”  
 
    “But Roman’s ways never would’ve been enough. Trent was right – these are desperate times.” Esme swallowed. “I’m not only the last hope for this generation. I’m…” 
 
    Ada nodded.  
 
    Esme took a breath. “I wonder how many destroyers are left.” 
 
    “Impossible to know, even after everything we’ve learned. But I pray we’re…” Ada chuckled darkly. “Pray. Who do we pray to now? It makes me sick, thinking of these greedy, heartless… They’re trying to murder their own creation.” 
 
    Esme had no answer. 
 
    They sat in silence, the cheerful sunlight shining into the room that held so many answers and so many mysteries.  
 
    Ada sighed again. “Are you going to tell the king?” 
 
    Esme looked at her origini’s letter, snuffled, and sat up. “I have to.” 
 
    Ada glanced at the last page. “This might break him.” 
 
    “He deserves to know.”  
 
    Ada nodded. “I agree. The days ahead… If we’re to end this war, those of us who are left need to stand together.” 
 
    They sat in silence, each in her own thoughts. 
 
    Ada’s as exhausted as I am. This is all too much! How can we keep the Order united enough to win this war? Even if I can now open a rift and attack them, we’re screwed if we don’t work together. The fairies are rebelling. The jinn might follow their lead. The conjuri are freaked out. Roman’s dead… And I’m the only alterni left. If I die, there’s no one else to use creator magic against the destroyers. They’ll overrun this world and use it to suck the alt-worlds dry. And on top of this horrible war, now I know the truth about who’s trying to destroy us. I have to tell Owen. But if the Order finds out, they’ll freak out even more than they already are. We… I’m so tired. Ada’s tired. Owen’s tired. We’re too exhausted and broken to fight.  
 
    Ada rose from the table. “It’s my responsibility to prepare Roman’s funeral arrangements. If you encountered any of the younger conjuri, I’m sure you saw their fear. I have to do what I can for them. I’m sorry I can’t stay longer, but…” 
 
    “No, I understand.” Esme pulled it together and also rose from the table. She took a breath. “I should find Owen, anyway.”  
 
    Ada folded her hands under her sleeves and bowed her head to Esme. “If you need me in the days ahead, of course let me know. You are my top priority, now more than ever.” She glanced at the book on the table. “We’ll read through that when you’re ready.” 
 
    Esme took another breath and nodded.  
 
    Adam smiled reassuringly. “Talk to Owen. Try to rest while we have the safety of daylight. If any gods are still watching over us, maybe they’ll give us one night of peace.” 
 
    Not likely. As soon as the sun sets, the malevolenci will be at it again. 
 
    Esme bowed her head back to her mentor. “Thank you, Ada. Good luck with the conjuri. Please, let me know if there’s anything I should do for Roman’s funeral.” 
 
    With a small smile, Ada turned and headed for the door. 
 
    Esme paused, trying to soak in the comfort that this library had always offered. She couldn’t help another glance at the ceiling. Then, with a frown, she left to find Owen.  
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    Owen lay with Esme on her couch. He had one arm wrapped around her, one arm hanging down to pet Bethy where the beagle lay contentedly on the floor. He’d agreed with Loukas’s findings, and Lexi was putting out an Order-wide warrant for fairies. Owen had worked with Hakim to release an official royal statement. Still, he knew he’d have to meet with the paranormal leaders as soon as the jinn got back in town from…wherever they’d gone. 
 
    Deal with the rebellion later, he thought as he held Esme against his side. Right now, I’m exactly where I need to be. She’s ready to tell me whatever Trent’s memories showed her. I have to be ready to hear it. Then we can figure out what to do next.  
 
    He made a face as he looked across the darkening living room.  
 
    Shit. It’ll be night soon. I’d bet my life on the malevolenci opening more rifts tonight. We only have a few hours before it all starts again.  
 
    Owen kissed where Esme’s silver hair faded to her natural brown, and he saw her smile where her face rested on his side.  
 
    “Okay, alterni. Out with it. What did you see?” 
 
    Esme swallowed and looked up at her ceiling, apparently glad she didn’t have to face him. “I don’t know how to ease into this, Owen.” 
 
    “Okay. So rip the Band-Aid.” 
 
    She paused. “The origini were the creators of the alt-worlds.” 
 
    Owen froze in shock, but he kept his mouth shut and let her continue. 
 
    “And it gets weirder. The malevolenci – the real malevolenci, not just their demons – they were our creators too.” 
 
    He couldn’t keep quiet at this. “Wait, what? You’re telling me the malevolenci created us? You’re sure? You saw all this in Trent’s memories?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was confusing, but I’m sure. The creators of the alt-worlds – our gods, really – are at war.” She took a breath to explain. “Their world is the original, Owen. They had so much magic… It’s not ‘creation magic’ but ‘creator magic.’ They used a giant crystal Pyramid to create the alt-worlds. They cast a copy of their own world through the Triangle, then used their magic to tweak and alter the baby world. It was amazing. But eventually, they used up their magic because they created too much without being careful. It drained their world of magic and turned it into…” 
 
    “They turned it into the hell we now know as the malevolenci world.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Esme took another breath. “In order to restore their world, most of the creators decided to use the Pyramid to extract magic from the alt-worlds. But taking back the magic of creation destroyed the alt-worlds. Most of the gods didn’t care, but others rebelled. The rebels came up with a plan and used the Pyramid to spread themselves throughout the alt-worlds. The last one out broke the Pyramid so the destroyers wouldn’t be able to kill any more worlds.” 
 
    “The rebels sent themselves to the alt-worlds?” 
 
    She nodded. “They did that so the conjuri could summon them for help to defend this world. See, since this Sanctuary world – that’s what they called it – had the most magic, the rebels knew the destroyers would try to invade and take control here. They knew the destroyers could use this world’s magic to restore their ability to steal other worlds’ magic.” 
 
    That makes sense with what I always knew. We always thought the summono chose an origini at random. But really, these rebel gods set it up so they’d be brought here to fight for us. 
 
    “So,” he thought aloud, “these evil gods – the real malevolenci – want this world because it holds so much magic. That’s like what we’ve always been told.” Owen felt a chill. “Although knowing we’re fighting our own gods changes everything.”  
 
    “Yeah. The origini knew that even without the Pyramid, the malevolenci could still open rifts into this world. But the leader of the rebellion – Ares, or as we called him, Omet – created a curse so that any god who came to this world would lose their immortality. The destroyers must’ve realized that early on, and that’s why they’ve used their demons to invade instead of coming themselves.” 
 
    Owen’s mind was racing. “So what does this mean about you alterni?” 
 
    Esme paused. “The alterni – all of us – were created as copies of the origini. Before they escaped through the Pyramid, they cast a spell that made us pop into existence once every generation while our origini lived. Then, once an origini was summoned here to fight, that origini’s current generation of alterni became the pool from which the conjuri could summon alterni.”  
 
    Holy fairy dust.  
 
    Esme swallowed. “They created us so they could prolong the fight against the destroyers. We alterni, as copies of the origini, also had their creator magic, so we could fight just like them. We’re connected to each other and to our origini most of all, so that’s why… That’s why each alterni endi ends up with the strongest magic – we hold all of our origini’s creator magic. It’s not just a cycle thing like the conjuri have always taught us.”  
 
    “It’s because you’re created in the image of a god, and once that god is gone, you carry all their power.” Owen tried to think. “If the origini use their creator magic, and you alterni use their creator magic, that explains how you guys use magic the rest of us can’t touch. But why do you need the castorcas to access the magic if you’re…mini-gods?” 
 
    “I didn’t see any memories explaining that, but my guess is that an early origini designed them. The origini gave their magic to this world when they were summoned, so they needed a way to reconnect and control it again. Maybe the castorcas are the best way to re-harness creator magic so we can use it as its true masters again.” 
 
    Owen tried to control his breathing so she didn’t feel his anxiety as she lay against him. “The rest of us have doppelgangers throughout the alt-worlds, but you alterni…you’re something completely different.” 
 
    Esme flinched. 
 
    Damn it. Wrong thing to say. But holy fairy dust!  
 
    He kissed the side of her head. “I can’t imagine what this must be like for you. You okay?” 
 
    She took a breath. “There’s more.” 
 
    Shit.  
 
    “There were one hundred creators who rebelled. But there were a thousand gods total. That’s why the origini had to create copies of themselves – they knew they’d never last long enough to defeat so many destroyers.” 
 
    “One hundred good gods versus nine hundred bad gods. Yeah, those aren’t great odds.” 
 
    She paused. “It’s worse. When the origini tried to flee their world, twenty of them were either captured or killed. Only eighty made it out. Trent was one of the last.” 
 
    This took a moment, then Owen felt a chill. He looked down at her. “Wait. You mean there were only eighty origini? You… I’m the eightieth king since this started. Your Esme origini was the eightieth origini to come to us. Are you saying she was the last one?” 
 
    Esme nodded against his shoulder, still looking at the ceiling. “Trent knew he was the second to last, and that’s why he went through the trouble of leaving me these memories. He went into the malevolenci world and killed destroyers too. He hid what he was doing because he didn’t trust Roman.” 
 
    Owen remembered Trent’s relationship with Roman and knew she was right. 
 
    “Trent didn’t think my origini would agree about opening rifts either,” Esme continued. “He didn’t think she’d accept it was the only way. But he truly believed it was the best way to finish the destroyers, and that’s what he wanted me to do…if she failed to stop the malevolenci and this was all left to me.” 
 
    Owen felt his heart racing. “You’re the last alterni endi. If we lose…” 
 
    “Yeah.” Esme snuggled her body into his for comfort. “When the origini set this up, they hoped the malevolenci would drain themselves of power and die off first. But I think the malevolenci got smart and found ways around the disadvantage of not having the Pyramid.” 
 
    Owen nodded. “These murderous gods must be the ones who get into the alt-worlds and kill the alterni.” He scowled in thought. “If the malevolenci can’t get into other worlds without the Pyramid, then how’ve they been able to get in and kill alterni?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that. The Pyramid had four sides, and each side led into a different entry point in the alt-worlds. From what I saw in Trent’s memories, I’m pretty sure one of the sides connected with the Bermuda Triangles. My guess is that the destroyers used some of their remaining magic to repair that side of the Pyramid. Obviously they couldn’t fix the whole Pyramid, or they would’ve drained the alt-worlds by now. And I don’t think they got the Triangle side of the Pyramid working perfectly either, since we know they’re weakened when they enter the alt-worlds. We know they can’t get back out again.” 
 
    Owen had a thought and raised an eyebrow. “That’s depleted their numbers, then. If these destroyers go through the Triangles to kill your alterni and get stuck in the alt-worlds, that means a lot of them have gotten stuck.” 
 
    “Yes and no. Trent suspected the destroyers used the Triangles to get into the alt-worlds and hunt them, yes. But I don’t think the destroyers kept sending assassins.” 
 
    Owen understood. “Once they were in the alt-worlds, they were still immortal. That means they could hunt each new generation of alterni. They must sense the alterni’s creator magic like you sense the rifts opening. Right?” 
 
    “Yeah. But at least the destroyers still in the malevolenci world have created so many demons that they must’ve used most of their remaining magic. I’m sure many of them have drained themselves and died.” 
 
    “You didn’t see in Trent’s memories how many were left?” 
 
    “No. I know he was fighting and killing them on their own turf, but I’m not sure even he knew how many were left.” 
 
    They paused to think. 
 
    Esme sighed again. “The origini wrote letters to leave for those who came after them, you know. Roman hid them, of course, but that’s how the Master Conjuri have always known the truth. Ada showed me the collection of letters before we left the Capiti. I’ll have to read them as soon as I can, but I was so tired when we got back. And honestly, I can’t take anything more right now. But…I did read my origini’s letter.” 
 
    Owen had a thought – one he’d been pushing aside for some time – and suddenly was very uncomfortable. 
 
    The origini Esme knew all this. She was a goddess… How could she not tell me? She knew how serious this was! Trent sure did everything he could to prepare us.  
 
    The version of Esme lying beside him squirmed. “According to what I saw in Trent’s memories, the first origini ordered everyone to hide the truth to spare the Order all this drama. I think he also wrote in his letter how many rebels made it out. I think that’s why Trent was so sure my origini would know she was the last.” Esme turned her face farther toward the couch to avoid Owen’s gaze. “As the eightieth origini, she didn’t write to them…or even me. She wrote her letter to you.” 
 
    Owen held his breath.  
 
    Esme squirmed. “Do you want to know what it said? My crazy brain couldn’t help but memorize it. But if you’d rather read it privately later…” 
 
    “No.” He swallowed. “If you don’t mind, I don’t think I can wait.” 
 
    Esme nodded and struggled to sit up. “It’s too weird if I quote it to you. I’ll write it down so you can read it.”  
 
    She avoided eye contact and scrambled off the couch, then walked out of the living room. Owen sat up, put his feet on the floor, and leaned his elbows on his thighs with a heavy sigh.  
 
    This is so weird. But I have to know what the origini wanted to say to me.  
 
    He wasn’t left alone with his thoughts for long. He heard a creak in the floor and turned to see Esme re-enter the living room. She turned up a lamp as she entered, and Owen saw she carried one of her notepads that she usually drew in. She sat beside him and flipped to an empty page, writing quickly. Again, she avoided eye contact. 
 
    This must be weirder for her than for me. 
 
    He balked. “I’m sorry. If you’d rather I read the original letter for myself later–” 
 
    “No, I understand. I’d be impatient about this too.” Esme finished writing and handed him the notepad. 
 
    Owen held the copied letter and took a breath before allowing himself to read. 
 
      
 
    Dearest Owen,  
 
    If you’re reading this, that means I’ve failed. As I write this, however, I’m optimistic. The Sanctuary’s magic has never been stronger in defending us – Ares was a genius all those years ago when he set in place the curse that would take our immortality and give our magic to this world. Now that my seventy-nine fellow rebels are gone, their magic remains to shield this Sanctuary.  
 
    That also means this world is full of magic to tempt the destroyers – or, as you call them, the malevolenci. Honestly, I think strengthening that temptation has worked in our favor. Their greed has led to impatience, and that means they’re too crazed to wait out my eventual death. They want this world now, so they’ve made mistakes that have cost them. We know that some time ago they found ways through the Triangles to murder our alterni, but in doing so they’ve weakened their numbers. And we know that they’ve created thousands upon thousands of demons, draining their world of its last magic and also draining themselves to death, I have no doubt. Plus, I’ve learned that creating a bentaforx completely drains a destroyer’s magic, so for every bentaforx, one destroyer has sacrificed their life for this war. That’s why the bentaforx are so rare.  
 
    The destroyers’ numbers must be low. I think that’s another reason they’re attacking more ferociously than ever – they’re as close to losing the war as we are. If they can kill me and my alterni now, they can take the Sanctuary’s magic in time to save the few who’ve survived. If they wait until I die naturally, it might be too late for them.  
 
    They know I’m the last rebel alive, but I think they’re scared too. We’re winning. If I can hold out and destroy their monsters, we might still have a shot at saving the alt-worlds without having to resort to what Trent thought was the only way. 
 
    If I fail, however, you’ll need to protect my alterni. They’ll be your last defense against the rifts, the last beings in existence with the ability to control our creator magic. My strength will pass to them, and I ever so humbly believe that will be enough.  
 
    Please, my love, do everything you can to keep my alterni alive. I can only hope they do the same for you. You’ll be the last king of this war, win or lose. I’m so proud of the man you’ve become. And I don’t mean that as one of your creators – I mean I’m proud to have been the woman you loved.  
 
    With all my heart, I wish you a long and prosperous life.  
 
    Yours,  
 
    Artemis 
 
      
 
    Owen set the notepad on the ottoman in front of him and leaned back on the couch. “Artemis? Goddess of Hunting and Animals and all that? She was your origini?” 
 
    “Yeah. And Trent was Janus. Omet was Ares. Your father’s origini was Vulcan.  I think I could figure out the rest if I compare Trent’s memories to the stories in the Chronicles.” 
 
    They were silent for a long moment.  
 
    “How could she not tell me the truth?” 
 
    Esme sighed. “I’ve been wondering the same thing. Trent seemed to think she’d agree with Omet’s rule of silence. And maybe she agreed with Roman and was trying to keep you sane and strong. I don’t know. I might look like her, but I don’t understand her… She was a freakin’ goddess.” 
 
    He stared at the notepad in fury. “She should’ve told me.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Owen.” 
 
    He looked back at her with a sad smile and lifted an arm so she snuggled against him again. “You, my love, have nothing to be sorry for.” 
 
    Esme turned her face to look up at him. Her mouth twitched with a smile. “You said ‘love’ again. The first time, you yelled about it at the paranormals.” 
 
    “Yeah…” He grinned. “Sorry I haven’t gotten around to saying it to you sooner.” 
 
    “It’s fine, your royal lordship.” She kissed his cheek. “I love you, too.” 
 
    He sighed. “When you’re up for it, I’d really like to hear everything you saw. But for now, this is plenty to digest. And it does help us. You can open a rift now into their world. You know who we’re facing. Did you see enough to know what to expect on the other side?” 
 
    She nodded. “It won’t be easy, but… But I think we can do this.” 
 
    Despite everything horrible going on, Owen felt at peace. Sitting here, in her living room, felt absolutely right.  
 
    Never mind that my Master Conjuri’s been murdered. Never mind that the gods who created us are trying to kill us. And one of the good gods was my first love who lied to me the whole time. And now Esme and I are the last ones fighting for the gods who died trying to save all of creation. Plus, the fairies and probably some others are rebelling against the Order. And I have to convince our cavali to go fight gods in hell… Yeah, no stress here. 
 
    He looked down at his partner. “Would it be horribly inappropriate to have sex right now?” 
 
    Esme turned her head and smiled.  
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    Esme glared at the new rift. The pull of rift-gravity had woken her from a dead sleep beside Owen, and the nausea she experienced from the sensation was unusually strong. She blamed that partially on physical exhaustion weakening her system, but this was also a bigger than average rift. 
 
    “Spread out!” Loukas ordered his men. 
 
    The black-clad cavali swung out from the trucks and picked their way down the hill that ran along The Paseo. Conjuri had already arrived and cast illuso spells to hide the rift from anyone driving by, and Esme saw the glowing symbols where they burned on the pavement along the road. She stepped over one of these and ventured down the weed-covered hill. Cavali spread out on either side of her as the whole squad approached the rift at the bottom of the hill. 
 
    A crumbling old building covered in graffiti stood behind the rift. It must’ve been an impressive structure when intact, but clearly this place hadn’t been used for years. The trees around the site were stiff with winter. The dirt under Esme’s boots was dry and crunchy, and an occasional brick or chunk of cement poked up between the weeds.  
 
    Owen came to stand beside her, and he whistled to Loukas where the big man stood with his gun aimed at the rift. “Any movement?” 
 
    “Not since the scouts discovered this thing.” Loukas glanced back at the king. “I’ve got a team sweeping the surrounding area for demons in case any snuck through.” 
 
    Esme glared at the rift, which was spouting black smoke that flaked to the ground. But there was no sign of malevolenci so far. 
 
    Owen nodded to Loukas and returned his focus to the rift. “Be ready. As soon as Esme closes this one, another will open.” 
 
    This is old hat now, thought Esme with exhausted annoyance.  
 
    For some reason, an early conversation she’d had with Lexi popped into her mind. Lexi had noted how working with magicians and warriors to fight monsters must be new and exciting for Esme. Lexi had suggested that Esme would tire of it after a while, just as she had. That was why Lexi opted for the police life – it felt more normal. 
 
    I couldn’t have known back then how this would all pile up on me. Or how quickly this work would wear me out. Or how much I’d crave a normal life… A life where I was free to stay home at night with my dog and loving boyfriend. A life where I didn’t know I was made in the image of a goddess who fought the vengeful gods who created us. 
 
    She glared at the rift again. 
 
    No, this isn’t old hat. This feels horrible in a whole new way. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Esme lifted her drawing hand and began the termino spell. She shot a swirling ring of magic over the smoking rift, then a line across its middle, then more lines and more curving swirls. She couldn’t help but think she was adding to the scene’s graffiti. Soon the crackling symbol was finished, and she began spinning her hands to blur the termino. The whole symbol crackled and sucked the rift into itself, and for the hundredth time Esme watched as a rift collapsed and disappeared.  
 
    The moonlight overhead seemed brighter now without the smoke blotting the sky above, but Esme only used the light to look around tensely, expectantly.  
 
    The nausea hit first. Then she felt as if her entire body lifted off the ground. The wave of vertigo was completely disorienting, but a second later her equilibrium returned and she felt herself solidly on the ground again. 
 
    “Move!” 
 
    Owen grabbed her before she knew what was happening, then shoved her hard so she staggered several yards before regaining her balance enough to turn.  
 
    Bony spikes slammed into the dirt where she’d stood, and Esme stumbled back farther. She looked up to see an enormous bentaforx wing yank itself free of the dirt. With a great downward thrust, the wing beat the air.  
 
    “Fire!” Loukas screamed from somewhere on the far side. 
 
    Cavali all around lit up the night with gunfire, and Esme collected herself enough to shoot a lightning spell up at the demonic monster emerging from the rift overhead. It was the biggest bentaforx she’d ever seen – and she’d seen more than her fair share. The rift that had opened overhead was as wide as a football field, and still the great beast struggled to squeeze its wings through. The cavali shots struck flesh in a few places, and black blood showered those who stood directly below. 
 
    Esme herself hurried away, and as she changed her angle she saw the bentaforx’s tail whip down to strike.  
 
    “Get clear!” 
 
    But it was too late for three cavali in the spiked tail’s path. Their last gunshots sprayed the dirt as their bodies were pierced and lifted from the dirt. More cavali jumped away, firing up at the monster. The bentaforx ignored them, squeezed out of the rift, and flapped its wings to land on top of the ruined building. Huge chunks of rubble broke loose under the monster’s weight, and dust flew into the air.  
 
    “Esme, close the rift!” 
 
    She looked over as Owen hurried back to her. He fired at the bentaforx, but the creature ignored him and stomped the ruins as it tried to secure its footing. A few more cavali shots pierced its vulnerable wings, but the demon folded them in and whipped its tail in retaliation.  
 
    Esme got to work and lifted her castorca to draw the termino. Before she could get a solid line, however, a flock of chiroptorx dove straight at her. Esme had just enough time to light up her castorca and slam her hand against her thigh, igniting the scarred barrio symbol on her leg. A rippling shield of magic rose around her, and the leading chiroptorx slammed into the shield and bounced off, its bat-thin wings sizzling.  
 
    Owen fired into the flock, and Esme watched in horror as the beasts turned as one and swirled around him. Loukas saw the king’s predicament and ran to fire at the chiroptorx, and Max and Dax did the same from their position. Piper flew through the air and shot off fairy spells at the chiroptorx from above, and burst after burst of light dropped the demons. But still there were hundreds.  
 
    No, thought Esme as she watched from her barrio cocoon. I thought the demons weren’t going after Owen because… Oh, shit! Do the malevolenci now know I’m the last alterni endi? They’d know there’s no reason to keep the king alive if there aren’t any more origini anyway! They have no fear of resetting the cycle! 
 
    “Owen, down!” 
 
    Hoping he heard her, Esme stretched her castorcas and flicked her fingers, creating a fire spell that shot at the chiroptorx circling Owen. A section of the flock caught ablaze, and in their frantic flapping they ignited those around them. The demons broke apart as they tumbled. Loukas and the others fired at any left airborne, and soon the whole flock dropped dead.  
 
    Owen rose from the ground in the center of the carnage and wasted no time before jumping over the chiroptorx carcasses and running toward the main battleground. “Loukas, support our men on the left! My team, go right!” 
 
    Esme left the others to their assignments and ran with him back to where the cavali confronted the bentaforx. The giant monster swung its tail to keep the cavali back, but it was now up on its hind legs, swinging its serpentine head in search. As Esme approached, she saw the demon’s red eyes narrow on her.  
 
    “Ticka-ticka-ticka. Kich! Alt…er…ni. En…di! Alt…erni. En…di!” 
 
    Ignoring the pounding shots of the cavali against its scales, the bentaforx turned toward Esme and Owen. The monster stretched its neck, opened its wings, and roared into the night sky.  
 
    “Concentrate on the wings!” Loukas shouted. 
 
    Gunshots spattered into the open wings, creating holes that dripped black blood over the ruined building. Esme held her castorcas ready, expecting the bentaforx to lunge, but instead the demon flapped once, hard, to jump over them. Esme and Owen shot spells at the terrifying beast as it soared over them, and a second later it landed with a ground-shaking thud on their far side. Then the bentaforx whirled around, and Esme and Owen ducked to avoid the sweeping tail as it turned. 
 
    Esme glanced up. 
 
    I should close the rift. Are the malevolenci up there, watching? How many bentaforx can they possibly have made? And this one is huge! 
 
    Owen looked at her. “Well, at least now we know a malevolenci died to create this thing.” 
 
    “Yes, very comforting.” Esme adjusted a ring of her castorcas. “Cover me. I’ve gotta close the rift.” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    Esme looked skyward and lifted her castorca to drawn the termino again. She’d only made three curving lines before she heard a sound that distracted her, and she looked over at the bentaforx in alarm.  
 
     The giant demon was chewing where a wing met its body. The wing snapped free, and the bentaforx twisted so that the falling wing fell spikes first into the ground to Esme’s left. She jumped back in surprise as the wing pierced the dirt and created a ghastly wall between her and the cavali. A second later, the bentaforx amputated its other wing. This one slammed into the ground to the right of Owen, and they found themselves cut off from their team. The crumbling ruin was to their back, further pinning them.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    The wingless bentaforx opened its mouth and exhaled a cloud of noxious gas that rolled overhead. Esme quickly lifted her castorcas and spun her hands, creating whirlwinds that kept the gas from settling around them. But this also distracted her from continuing the termino, and she couldn’t see the rift clearly through the gas. 
 
    Shit, shit, shit. 
 
    Owen reloaded his weapon and fired at the towering bentaforx. “Any ideas?” 
 
    They heard the cavali shouting and firing from the far sides of the wings, but the bentaforx held its glare on king and alterni. With another roar, it pulled its tail to point down the space between its wings where they were trapped.  
 
    “Watch out!” shouted Owen. 
 
    With incredible speed, the spiked tail shot toward them. Esme and Owen dove in opposite directions as the spike jabbed between them, and Esme slammed into the disgusting wing barrier on her side. She turned back in time to see the enormous scales of the tail up close before the spike struck the piles of building rubble on the far end of their confines. Bricks and dirt flew as the bentaforx shook the tail free.  
 
    Esme coughed and raised an arm to cover her face. The gas was settling. Quickly, she lifted her castorcas and started spinning whirlwinds again, but she coughed as the gas burned her lungs and made her eyes water.  
 
    Then the tail lurched toward her, and Esme fell to the ground and lay as flat as she could. The tail bumped into the wing behind her. Then the bentaforx pulled its tail back and thrashed it into the wing on Owen’s side. 
 
    Esme coughed and stayed flat as the tail crashed into her side again. “Owen! You okay?” 
 
    His only response was coughing. The gas around them made it hard to see farther than the ground in front of her face. Her eyes watered, further blurring her vision. She felt a whoosh of wind as the tail flew over her again. It thumped into the wing before whipping back the other way. 
 
    What can I do? I could barrio myself, but Owen… 
 
    Her entire body jumped off the dirt as something slammed into the ground right by her head. The quick movement caused the gas to swirl clear, and Esme’s crying eyes widened in horror as the giant tail’s spike jabbed the dirt inches from her face. The spike pulled free and rose into the air again, and Esme scrambled to leap forward. The spike stabbed where she’d lain, and Esme coughed and flopped against the wing as the spike lifted out of sight into the smoke.  
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    Esme froze. 
 
    Right beside her, she heard a tearing sound and looked in confusion at the wing she leaned against. At the same time, the wing tore apart and a cavali’s hand reached through to grab her. Esme was yanked through the hole, and she fell back into fresh air. A thud drew her attention back through the hole, where the spike had jabbed the ground she’d sat upon a second earlier. Dirt shot through the hole as the tail lifted free again.  
 
    Esme sucked in air and scrambled back from the hole as gas wafted out. The same cavali hand helped her to her feet, and she turned to see Tank looking down at her. Esme tried to be useful and waved her castorcas at the hole, creating a shockwave that pushed the gas back. She looked around and saw cavali backing up now that she was retrieved, and gunfire erupted in the night as they hurried along the wing to shoot the bentaforx.  
 
    She looked up at Tank. “Is anyone getting Owen out?” 
 
    “Don’t know! Piper flew overhead and spotted you, and that was the last I heard!” He turned left and pointed toward the crumbling building. “Come on! We’ll be able to see if we climb up there!” 
 
    Esme ran with him through the dark and climbed up a pile of bricks and cement. Gunfire and bentaforx roars filled the air behind them. Smoke from the rift above flaked down like volcanic ash, making it hard to see.  
 
    Once they reached a solid vantage point, Esme turned with Tank to peer down between the wings. The space was too shadowed to see anything right away, so Esme spun her castorcas to create a whirlwind that sucked up the gas. She tossed the whirlwind away to a safe distance, then looked anxiously to find Owen.  
 
    He lay on the ground, not moving. 
 
    At the far end of the wing’s narrow alley, the bentaforx was also able to see now. Gunshots ricocheted off its scales, but it ignored the cavali on either side and narrowed its red eyes at Owen.  
 
    Esme’s heart leapt to her throat. On instinct, she spun her castorcas against the ground to create a whirlwind and lift herself into the air. Esme flew from the rubble down to the space between the wings, and as soon as her feet touched the ground she started running toward Owen. 
 
    The demon lifted its tail, the spike catching the moonlight. 
 
    Esme thought back on all the alterni endi spells she knew. 
 
    Boone’s wall spell! 
 
    She slid to a stop, braced herself with her legs, and faced the bentaforx. Holding her palms open and facing the bentaforx, she gathered all the magic her vibrating hands could stand. When her castorcas glowed with magic, she swept her hands apart and spread a rippling wave of magic that widened to stretch across the space between the downed wings. It stopped right where she’d intended – between Owen and the bentaforx. With an upward swipe of her hands, she extended the wall of magic upward to stand like an actual wall.  
 
    The bentaforx’s tail swung but sparked off the magical wall, and it pulled its tail back with an angry roar.  
 
    Esme kept her palms aloft and shot reinforcing magic into the gigantic wall, and with each burst she braced herself from sliding backward. She looked where Owen still lay on the ground. There was no way to get to him and hold the wall at the same time. The cavali kept up fire from the far ends of the wings, but the bentaforx ignored them. It continued to batter the sparking wall with its tail, its flicking tongue, and an occasional jab from its head.  
 
    I can’t hold this forever.  
 
    The bentaforx roared and raked its horns against the wall. Sparks flew into the sky, and a line of broken magic was now scratched into the wall.  
 
    Esme shot another burst of magic to heal the scratch.  
 
    How can I– 
 
    Suddenly something dropped from the rift high overhead. Esme knew she couldn’t drop her castorcas to shoot a different spell at this new attacker, but she forgot about fighting when she saw it was a person falling. The cloaked stranger fell toward the bentaforx’s side of Esme’s wall shield and landed on the demon’s tail. Esme couldn’t see the person clearly, but he stabbed a knife between the scales, and the bentaforx delayed attacking Owen and pulled its tail back sharply. The stranger’s cloak whipped in the wind as he clung to the knife to keep hold. When the tail neared the bentaforx’s body, the stranger launched through the air toward the demon’s chest.  
 
    “Cease fire! Cease fire!” Loukas shouted from somewhere to the left.  
 
    Esme forced herself to hold her focus and keep up her wall to protect Owen, and her eyes widened when she saw moonlight shine on a castorca the stranger was wearing. A second later, he landed on the bentaforx’s long neck and stabbed the knife into a fleshy space between scales. The bentaforx reeled back, and the stranger made a fist, gathered bright magic in the castorca, and punched down into the bentaforx.  
 
    The strength of the magical punch created ripples in the bentaforx’s chest, and the towering demon staggered back. The cloaked stranger did a backflip off the demon, twisting through the air and creating a whirlwind to slow the landing. As soon as his boots touched ground, the stranger lifted the castorca again. A burst of flame shot at the demon and hit it in its bleeding wound, catching the flesh on fire. The demon roared in pain and anger as the fire spread under the scales. 
 
    Above, another bentaforx roared. 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    Esme had to lower her wall spell and change focus to the rift. Quickly, she raised her castorca and drew sparking magical lines over the enormous opening. The bentaforx deep inside the rift roared again, but Esme focused and finished the termino symbol, then waved her arms over her head to destroy the rift.  
 
    The rift collapsed into the termino, and Esme panted for air and shook out her arms.  
 
    She immediately looked back down the space between the wings. The bentaforx at the end lay in a pile of burning monster, and cavali hurried to make sure the demon was dead.  
 
    Then she saw Owen beginning to stir on the ground. He drew himself up onto his elbows. Though his back was to Esme, she knew he was looking at the flaming bentaforx corpse. 
 
    “Owen!” Esme ran forward, still panting for breath.  
 
    He’s okay! Thank– 
 
    The cloaked stranger was also running toward Owen from the other direction. The fire behind the stranger obscured any features from Esme at this distance, but the person stopped at Owen’s side and knelt to check him.  
 
    Esme arrived and wasn’t sure what to do, but she held her castorcas ready. She couldn’t see the kneeling stranger with the cloak blocking her view, but she saw Owen’s expression in the firelight. He was staring in shock.  
 
    Owen closed his gaping mouth and asked, “Esme?” 
 
    She took another step forward, her castorca ready. “Yeah?” 
 
    The stranger finally turned and looked at Esme, and the hand with the castorca reached up to remove the hood. It was not a man, as Esme first thought. It was a woman – a woman with long brown hair that brushed against her all-too-recognizable face. 
 
    Esme took a shaky step back. 
 
    Her origini smiled. “I think he was talking to me.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Dear Reader 
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    Thank you for reading Malevolenci!  
 
    If you have a moment, please post a review. 
Just a few quick words allow other potential readers to see your rating, and that helps spread the word about my book! 
 
    http://bit.ly/Review_Malevolenci 
 
      
 
    If you’d like to continue reading The Alt-World Chronicles, SHOP HERE 
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