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CHAPTER ONE
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ON MYTHICUS

The dead body wasn’t where it was supposed to be. It was missing.

Lig, the Lee’s house brownie, stared in disbelief into the Reynolds’ basement freezer. He glanced up at Constantin and Mariana Lee. Their mouths were thin lines, their eyebrows bunched together.

“I-Impossible,” Lig said, his voice cracking. Beside him also stood Jareth and Dosira Reynolds, and Overseer Malachite. 

Jareth Reynolds wore a look of triumph on his face. He was too giddy—too enthusiastic. He didn’t seem surprised that Charles Lee’s body was missing from the freezer.

It had been Jareth Reynolds’ order to put the dead body of Charles Lee, the werewolf, in the freezer. 

Lig knew something funny was afoot. There was an air of treachery hovering around the basement kitchen. 

He turned from the crowded freezer doorway and that’s when he saw it . . . Fueda, the Reynolds’ brownie and Lig’s lover. Her head was bowed. She refused to meet his eye. He’d seen similar expressions on her face before. She was ashamed of something. 

Lig’s mouth fell open.

Fueda had moved the body. 

“But why?” Lig said under his breath, to no one. He was short enough so no one nearby heard him. 

Other than serving the Reynoldses, Fueda had no allegiance to them. In fact, she disliked them. Why would she help them by moving the body? What could she have gained from it? Or, had she been threatened?

Lig’s little wrinkled face tightened. He clenched his fists and turned back to the freezer, opening his mouth to evoke his rage. 

Before any words came out, Jareth Reynolds said, “You see, Overseer? I told you your son can’t be trusted. He’s part of those vagabonds . . . those Vagrants. He only wished to fracture our alliance—to turn us against each other.” 

“And it nearly worked,” Dosira Reynolds added, frowning and shaking her head. 

Lig scoffed. He’d seen the damn body here! He watched the faces of the Reynoldses—how they glanced at each other, not sure how far they should play their hand. My, what good actors they were. Two deceitful peas in a duplicitous pod.

Overseer Malachite scratched his scalp, tousling his dark hair. He sighed. It was clear he didn’t want to admit defeat. He didn’t want to admit his own son, Steve, had duped him.  

“I suppose you’re right,” the Overseer said at last. He looked like he wanted to say more, but then closed his mouth. 

Lig watched this with abhorrent fascination. What would happen now that Malachite believed Annabel Lee and Tiberius Reynolds’ wedding had been severed over a lie?

People had died after Steve’s words were spoken. Steve had told the congregation Jareth and Tiberius Reynolds were responsible for Charles Lee’s death. Barns, a warrior of the Vagrant Kinship, was dead. Tetsuo, the leader of the Vagrants, was dead. Countless blackguards and Nawao warriors had perished. 

The scene had been absolute chaos. Geddon had given Steve to Malachite, in exchange for the leader of the Vagrant Kinship, Tetsuo. In a maddening twist, Geddon had murdered Tetsuo. Geddon had wanted control of the Kinship and to profess his love for Selestria, Tetsuo’s wife. All hell had broken loose. Nawao warriors fired arrows from the trees. Brethren blackguards tried to defend the nobles and wedding-goers. Constantin Lee had been ready to attack Jareth Reynolds in a fit of rage, for killing his son. 

Needless to say, the wedding had been ruined.  

But then Overseer Malachite had appeared from his carriage. He’d chased Steve, Aiden, and Annabel inside the coach. He’d come out dragging Annabel Lee behind him, but Steve and Aiden had vanished. Somehow, the leprechaun and human had walked through the Parallel Reflector. They had disappeared from Mythicus. After centuries of disuse, they had managed to make the mirror work. The Reflector had been Overseer Malachite’s biggest frustration and biggest hope. 

But how had they managed it?

The jury was still out.

The fighting stopped once everyone realized Overseer Malachite held Annabel hostage. Constantin and Mariana Lee gritted their sharp, vampiric teeth, but stood down. 

By the time Malachite had emerged from the carriage, the battlefield had changed. A few of the Brethren nobles had fled into the woods. The Nawao warriors had fled, too, noticing their cause was lost. They wouldn’t see vengeance that day for the death of their kinsman, Kaiko. Geddon and Selestria had escaped, with Geddon leading Selestria away. He’d practically taken her by force from her fallen husband. 

Malachite had sent blackguard scouts into the woods to find Geddon and Selestria.

And, somewhere along the way, in the hour it took to establish order once more, Charles Lee’s body had disappeared from the Reynolds’ freezer. Steve had said it would be there. 

Lig didn’t know what to believe anymore, or who to trust.

“Now that you see through your son’s treachery, Overseer, may the wedding continue undisturbed?” Jareth Reynolds asked. 

Constantin let out an angry noise. “Nonsense! I still must know what happened to my son. If these two demons are responsible for him missing . . . it will mean their heads.” 

Jareth snarled and stepped closer to Constantin. Their faces almost touched. In his human form, the fiery Ifrit was not quite as tall as the lanky vampire, but he was stocky and imposing. “Threaten me again, vampire, and I’ll make sure you’re fed garlic every meal—”

Dosira put a hand on Jareth’s shoulder, instantly calming his temper. “What my husband means to say, my lords, is that the proof is in the freezer.” She opened her palms and gestured to the empty floor. It almost seemed like the dusty outline of a burlap bag could still be seen . . .

“There is no proof of any wrongdoing from my family, Overseer,” Dosira finished.

Malachite crossed his arms over his chest.

“And you’re letting all the cold air out,” Jareth added. Spinning back to Constantin for one more barb, he said, “Unless you’d like to sleep there tonight and wait for your son to magically appear? I understand you undead folk enjoy the frigid cold—”

“That’s enough, Lord Onyx,” Malachite said. “You’ve made your point. I understand your disappointment, that such a beautiful wedding was marred by regrettable events.”

“My son is crestfallen,” Dosira said. 

Lig rolled his eyes. He couldn’t believe the amount of bullshit everyone was piling on—the façade the Reynolds family weaved around Overseer Malachite’s eyes. Lig had been one of the few who had physically seen Charles’ dead body. He’d gone to confirm the identity with Steve Remington. He decided he would save that tidbit for later, to discuss with the Lees in private. 

“You must understand that I, too, am disappointed with the results thus far today,” Malachite said. “I lost my hostage, the powerful leader of the Kinship rebellion. Then I lost my son. And to top it off, I lost Geddon, who murdered my captive!” Malachite growled and turned away from the freezer door. Months of planning, ruined.

He turned, facing the two enraged families. “I want to appease everyone, if I can. But I understand it isn’t possible. My word is law, though, and it will be recognized. Is that understood?”

Jareth and Dosira shared a quick look, then nodded. Constantin and Mariana also nodded.  

“I decree, in light of the new evidence presented—or lack thereof—that the wedding will continue as planned. Tiberius Reynolds and Annabel Lee will be united.”

Constantin stiffened and took a step forward. “My lord, you can’t! My daughter can’t be married if there’s any chance the family she’s marrying into had something to do with the disappearance of my son! Surely you understand—”

Overseer Malachite raised his palm, silencing the vampire. “You entered into a solemn oath with this family, Constantin. It must be upheld. There’s no proof of any wrongdoing on their part.”

“Exactly,” Jareth said, clearly ecstatic. 

Lig still didn’t understand why this marriage was so important to the Reynoldses. Judging by the dialogue and the top-tier acting, he had no doubt the Reynoldses were planning some sort of diabolical mischief. Lig knew this wasn’t the last he’d be hearing of Jareth and Dosira Reynolds.

For now, he wanted to get the hell away from this cold basement. 

He walked away from the arguing tall people, toward Fueda. She had been ignored by everyone, standing in the corner, guilt-ridden. He put his arm around her and pulled her close. She buried her head against his shoulder and sobbed quietly into his chest. 

“I-I’m sorry, my love,” she whispered, tears rolling down her cheeks. 

“What could you possibly be sorry for?” Lig asked gently. He steered Fueda toward the stairs that would lead them away from this mess. 

Fueda sniffled. “S-She said she would hurt you if I didn’t do as she said.”

Lig’s eyes widened. “Who?” he asked, a little too loudly. He looked over his shoulder. The lords and ladies were still arguing and not paying the little folk any attention. He leaned close to her ear. “Who said such a thing, my love?”

Before she could answer, footsteps stomped down the stairs in front of them. 

A man dressed in all black almost bowled over the two brownies as he bounded down the steps. The blackguard’s cloak flapped behind him, gently fluttering over Lig and Fueda’s heads as it passed.

All eyes turned to the messenger.

Overseer Malachite snarled. “I said I was not to be disturbed.”

The blackguard’s knees slightly trembled. “My apologies, my lord, but I believe you’ll want to hear the news.”

“What news?” 

The blackguard grinned. 

That seemed to piss off Malachite even more. “Out with it, boy!” 

The blackguard said, “Y-Yes, right, my lord. We’ve captured the two you sent us to find.”

“Annabel?” Mariana Lee shouted hopefully, her hands bunched in front of her cold, dead heart. 

“Steven?” Malachite asked, almost in unison. 

The blackguard frowned, realizing he’d blundered. “Er, no,” he murmured, bowing his head. 

With a long step forward, Malachite slapped the man hard across the face, knocking his head to the side. “Then who, you fucking fool?”

The frightened blackguard held his head in one hand and tried to recover his dignity. “The leaders of the Vagrant Kinship, my lord. Er, former leaders? The leader’s wife and murderer . . .”

“Geddon and Selestria?” 

“Yes! Them!”

Malachite’s eyebrows jumped high on his forehead. His fury subsided in an instant, replaced with a cheeriness Lig had never seen before.

“We have them bound inside your carriage, my lord,” the blackguard said, bowing low. He was utterly pleased with himself to break the news to his Overseer. Lig wondered how many blackguards had fought over that privilege. 

The Overseer clapped his hands once. “Excellent. Maybe this day can be salvaged after all.” He marched past the blackguard, past Lig and Fueda, and reached the stairs. Then he paused. 

Everyone stared at his back, waiting to see what he’d do. 

Finally, from over his shoulder, the Overseer spoke. “You’ll retrieve your respective children and bring them to the altar to be married. When that is done, we’ll see what those rebels have to say for themselves. Who knows, maybe with a little coaxing we can learn something about my son.” 

He faced Constantin and Mariana Lee. Anger simmered on their faces. Malachite said, “And your son, too.”

* * *
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ANNABEL COULDN’T BELIEVE it. She sat in Tiberius Reynolds’ bathroom, on the toilet, crying into her hands. 

She’d seen Steve and Aiden disappear through that mirror, and she couldn’t stop it. She couldn’t change it now. Her love was gone from her, again. 

Why hadn’t she been able to travel through the Parallel Reflector? Was she cursed? She definitely felt damned. Or maybe it was because she was a Mythic and Steve was a human? No . . . Aiden had gone through also, and he was a freaking leprechaun.

She knew her life was out of her hands, out of her control. She should have never come back to this damned place. If only hindsight could change things. 

She should have stayed on Terrus with Steve, tried to start a life there. Maybe she could have been happy. Happy like she’d been a century and a half ago, with Edgar. She rarely thought of Edgar these days, but for whatever reason, the dark poet came to her mind now. 

Probably because this was the kind of thing he would write about. Girl escapes her undead parents, finds a man, and falls in love in another world. Then she’s forced to come back, gets trapped again, and can’t escape. 

She felt imprisoned behind a wall. In the past, she’d been able to reach through, sometimes getting a glimpse of the light—of a better future. But now it was being paved over with cement, trapping her forever.

What was the name of that story Edgar told her about? It was so long ago. The Cask of an Armadillo? She couldn’t remember. Either way, the sentiment was the same: she was trapped for eternity. 

She used to think Steve could somehow fix her—that he would come to her rescue like Prince Charming and whisk her away.

And he’d almost done it, too! He’d been so close to talking his way out of it! 

What happened?

It was that weasel . . . 

Not Overseer Malachite. No, it was Geddon. The person Steve trusted the most out of his friends! Annabel remembered when Aiden O’Shaunessy had backstabbed them, and how heartbreaking that had been. 

What the hell was Steve doing showing up with that treacherous leprechaun, anyway?  

She frowned. She figured she’d never get the chance to ask. Not now that her life was over. 

But, no, Geddon had caused all the chaos. He’d turned the whole wedding upside down, just when it seemed Steve’s words would ring true and get through.

Annabel sniffled.

“Charles!” she cried to no one. 

Had Steve been telling the truth about her brother? Or had it been a ruse to try to get the Reynoldses and her parents to fight against each other?

Annabel figured she’d never get a chance to find that out, either. 

Someone knocked on the door. 

Annabel said nothing. She looked up from her hands, tears drying on her cheeks, trying to will the door closed forever.  

“It’s time,” said the voice of Tiberius Reynolds from the other side.

Oh, yeah. There was that, too. 

She still had to get married. 

But that wasn’t why she was crying. 

That wasn’t why she was trapped, or why she was dejected and empty inside. That was an inconvenience, sure, but it wasn’t what changed everything.

No, what changed everything was the simple fact that, within the last few minutes, she’d felt her body change. Mythics like Annabel were attuned to nature more closely than humans were. 

And less than five minutes ago, she realized she was pregnant.
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CHAPTER TWO
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ON TERRUS

The redheaded man at the bar was getting louder and more animated. He stood from his stool and pushed it out the way. He wasn’t very tall—barely at eye level with the brown-haired man next to him, who was sitting. 

The two men were in a heated debate. They’d drawn the eyes of almost everyone in the bar. This was not by accident, which became apparent when the redheaded man glanced around to see who was watching. It was clear he wanted to make a scene, and in that he was doing well.

“Tell me again, boy-o, how you think we should give this planet away to slavers and tyrants?” the redheaded man said in a thick Irish accent. 

The brown-haired man bristled. Though he was younger than his freckled adversary, it was clear he didn’t appreciate being talked down to. 

“I never said that. I said—”

“That the Brethren of Soreltris want to commingle with humans,” the redheaded man interjected. He scanned the room again. “Can y’believe this kid? He’s consorting with the enemy!”

That drew a few agreeing grumbles from the bar. It was a small place, little more than a hole in the wall, with a long bar that ran lengthwise from end to end. On one side of the bar was the befuddled bartender. He was an older, bearded gentleman who cleaned the same glass over and over, but kept his eyes on the two arguers. On the other side of the bar sat a row of patrons, from all walks of life, and six round tables occupied by other drinkers. Everyone had stopped his or her respective conversation to see how this would play out. They were especially interested in what the redheaded man had to say. They all seemed familiar with the Brethren of Soreltris. 

“I count them as allies, yes,” the brown-haired, younger man said. He was maybe thirty, with patchy stubble along his chin and jawline. He was calmer than the Irishman, but it was clear his temper was beginning to boil over. It wouldn’t be long before he snapped.

Which is what the Irishman was counting on. “Have you ever been to Mythicus, boy?”

“Of course I have.” 

“Then you should know what goes on there!”

The Irishman chugged the rest of his beer and slammed the glass on the wooden bar. He wiped droplets of liquid from his orange beard with his green-sleeved forearm.

“When’s the last time you’ve been there, old man?” the younger one asked, taunting his opponent. He creased his brow and watched as the Irishman’s face reddened even more.  

“Mythicus is my homeland, you tit,” the Irishman said in a low voice. “I know enough to know the Brethren are tearing it apart.” 

A couple mugs hit tabletops in appreciation of his words.

It almost seemed like the Irishman’s eyes were getting misty from emotion—reminiscing better times. 

“How? How are they tearing Mythicus apart? You really think they have that kind of power?” 

The short Irishman stepped forward. With spittle flying from his mouth, he said, “They control all three regions of Soreltris with an iron fist! They enslave anyone who doesn’t conform to their hard ways. They did it to my brother, for fuck’s sake!”

“And mine!” a man from another table called out. 

Both the Irishman and his brown-haired combatant turned to the voice. He was a skinny man with ragged clothes and a homeless vibe. This dive bar looked like the only place where he belonged. 

“You see?” the Irishman said, turning back to his younger foe. “There are people in this very bar who agree the Brethren are terrible for Mythic kind. Now multiply that by tenfold—no, a hundredfold—and you’ll see our true numbers. We can’t allow them to come here and ‘commingle’ with humankind. It would be disastrous.” 

A few more cheers rose from the crowd of patrons, now deeply involved in the Irishman’s speech. His dilemma had become their calling card, their voice. The brown-haired man wondered how he’d been put in this position.  

“You’re saying they’ve never done anything good? Not ever?”

The Irishman began, “Not—” 

But the raggedy ally interrupted. “Not since the men have taken over! It was different when the women ruled Soreltris. Back when it was a matriarchy. But that time has passed. Overseeress Garnet was the last good thing to happen to that place.” 

“Here here!” the Irishman called, raising his newly arrived beer into the air. Four or five other patrons did the same.

It occurred to the brown-haired man that he was significantly outnumbered here. He had a big friend who sat near him, at the end of the bar, but his friend wasn’t willing to defend him in this scenario. He didn’t want any trouble. 

“How do you know all that?”

The homeless man stood a little straighter and cleared his throat. “I was a blackguard, years ago. My brother and I fought for the Brethren, so I can tell you about the terrible things I’ve seen . . . and done.”

A few eyes centered on the homeless man with laser focus, anger brooding in them. Here was one of the enemy, right before them. 

“I’m not proud of it,” the man said, trying to defend himself from the ire of the drunk patrons. “And when my brother was killed, I fled. I came to Terrus to start anew.”

“And look how well that’s done for you,” the brown-haired man quipped. He immediately regretted his outburst. 

The homeless man pushed past two tables and halved the distance between them in a breath. The brown-haired man stood from his stool, realizing he’d put himself in danger.

“Hey, now,” the bartender said, putting down his pristinely cleaned glass. “No roughhousing in here, boys. Let’s keep this civil.” He picked up the glass and a rag, as if they gave him some measure of comfort in this tense situation. 

The homeless man clenched his jaw and wavered in place.

“Who was it your brother fought when he perished, mate?” the Irishman asked his new comrade.

“The Vagrant Kinship,” the man said in a low voice. Then he brightened a bit. “I don’t despise them, though. I knew what we were doing, as blackguards. We didn’t know when we signed up, but it became clear to us. Before Leckon died, we both promised we’d get out.”

The Irishman put a comforting hand on the man’s shoulder. “Well, you’re here now, mate. You’ve done good.”

The brown-haired man snorted. “And you think the Vagrant Kinship is so much better than the Brethren? They seek to take power so they can have it for themselves!”

The Irishman had had enough. He grabbed the brown-haired man by the collar and sneered into his face. Before he could say anything, his homeless friend stood in. “Tetsuo and the Vagrant Kinship are the only things keeping the people safe in Mythicus! Without them, the Brethren would have completed their rule a long time ago.”

“Tetsuo is dead!” the brown-haired man yelled, trying to extricate himself from the Irishman’s tight grip. 

Gasps fluttered through the room like a wave, then everything fell silent. Even the bartender stopped the squeaky cleaning of his glass.

The homeless man stepped forward and slugged the man across the jaw. The brown-haired man would have fallen into the bar, but the Irishman kept a hold of his collar. With wide eyes, the Irishman let him fall to the floor, where he curled into a ball and held his chin.

“Hey!” the bartender cried out. “I said none of that.” 

“You lie!” the homeless man shouted, ignoring the bartender. He lowered his stance, ready to kick the brown-haired man on the ground. 

The Irishman put his arm out horizontally and held him back. “Don’t let him get under your skin, mate. He’s trying to rile you up. That’s your former training talking. You’re a different man now!”

They could have been friends for years. 

A blank look came over the homeless man’s face. He nodded. “You’re right . . .”

“He’s not worth your time,” the Irishman finished, turning away from the man on the ground, who had stopped writhing and lay with his hands covering his face. 

“Let me buy you a beer,” the Irishman said. 

With a guilty look, the homeless man took a seat beside the Irishman. “That would be all right . . .”

The brown-haired man struggled to his feet, using the stool for balance. All around, the bar had resumed its regularly stationed programming. Patrons turned away to talk among themselves, now that the situation had ended with a single punch. 

Before the brown-haired man could say anything more—to apologize, defend himself, or continue arguing—the Irishman put a hand on his shoulder. “Get out of here, boy. And don’t come back until you’ve learned some sense. Got it?”

The brown-haired man seethed.

“Maybe once you’ve learned a thing or two, we can talk again. You know where to find me. Until then, let the grownups talk.”

The brown-haired man clenched his fists at his sides, then thought better of it. He no longer had the attention of the bar. His moment was gone. He turned around and left through the front door, his big friend following in his shadow.  

When he was gone, the Irishman chuckled to himself. “That was a good crack you gave the kid,” he said, patting the man on the back. 

“He deserved it for what he said about Tetsuo. That is the one man who still gives our kind hope.”

“He sure is . . .” the Irishman muttered, trailing off. He stared off into space, then cleared his throat. After motioning for the bartender to bring two fresh beers, he turned to his new friend. “Say, what’s your name, mate?”

“Shepherd.”

The Irishman stuck his hand out. “Pleasure, Shep. My name’s Aiden. Aiden O’Shaunessy. Now, how ‘bout you tell me more of your time as a blackguard? That sort of thing fascinates me . . .”

––––––––
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OUTSIDE, STEVE MOVED his jaw back and forth. Other than a dull ache, it didn’t seem so bad.

“Let me take a look at it, Steve-o,” Dale said, his hands moving toward Steve’s face.

Steve shooed him away. “Stop it, Fats. It’s fine. It’s not broken.”

Dale chuckled. 

“Why didn’t you do anything?” Steve asked testily. But his anger was futile against Dale, who simply grinned.

“What, and get punched myself? No thanks. This was your game Steve-o. Your idea.”

Steve frowned. “I think I’ve lost.”

“Sure, you lost the battle. But the war has yet to begun, if I understand correctly.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“I’m getting an Uber for us,” Dale replied.

“Yeah, you’d better,” Steve said. “Shannon’s probably worried sick about you being gone for so long.”

“Pfft, we’ve been gone an hour!”

“Exactly.”

Dale narrowed his eyes. Then they both smiled and walked away from the bar. 

“You’re too whipped, Fats.”

Dale scoffed. “Says the guy willing to go across different planets to find his girl.”

Shaking his head, Steve said, “How many times do I have to tell you? Mythicus isn’t another planet. It’s a different plane.”

“Tomayto tomahto,” Dale said, shrugging. “Sounds to me like you’re just missing a T.” He smiled wider. 

Steve sighed. “You’re a hopeless dork, man.”

They got an Uber and left Clairemont and the bar behind. They traveled down Morena Boulevard, practically passing Aiden’s house on the way. They headed toward La Jolla, where Shannon lived.

Crammed in the backseats of the Uber, they spoke as if their driver didn’t exist. 

“Do you think it’ll work, what Aiden’s doing?” Dale asked.

Steve shrugged. “I’m not too sure what we’re hoping to achieve. I mean, the note we got was pretty ominous. ‘Alliances at the Low Dive.’ What the hell was I supposed to do with that?”

“Isn’t it obvious, man? Make friends. Someone’s trying to help.”

“Yeah, I get that, but who? And how? How could all those people help us?”

“You mean all eight of them?” Dale asked with a wry smile.

Steve looked out the window. “There were at least fifteen people in there, Fats.” 

Dale opened his mouth to respond, but then closed it. He’d forgotten what Steve-o had told him about Mythics on Earth. “You mean . . .”

Steve nodded. “Half of them probably weren’t Seared here yet, so you couldn’t see them. It’s strange they all still congregated at the same place . . .”

They both went silent for a moment.

Dale broke the quiet. “That kind of makes the Low Dive a halfway house for Mythical beings, doesn’t it?” 

“I guess,” Steve said. He put a finger to his chin, massaging his aching jaw once more. Staring at the ceiling, he said, “Maybe that place could be more helpful than I thought.”

He closed his eyes to ponder. 

Who would want to show us that place, full of Mythics? Who’s trying to help me? The homeless guy didn’t seem like such a bad guy, but how long has he been removed from Mythicus? He didn’t even know Tetsuo was dead. Shouldn’t everyone know that?

Well, I guess they don’t have newspapers there . . . or TVs . . . or cell-phones. Shit, is dream-leaping the only way to communicate with these people?

“Hey!” 

Steve’s eyes shot open. “Huh?” He stared forward. The reflection of the Uber driver’s eyes gazed at him from the rearview mirror.

“Are you guys gonna keep talking about unicorns and shit, or are you gonna get out of my Uber? We’re at your destination. I’ve got places to be, assholes to pick up.”

“Oh, sorry,” Steve mumbled, opening the door. Dale chuckled as he got out from the other side.

They were in La Jolla, on Pearl Street, next to the white picket fence of Shannon Barton’s house. She had become Dale’s lover during Steve’s absence from Terrus. Steve was sure that had come thanks to some trickery from the cherub, Michelangelo. He never let his thoughts be known, though. Let Dale have his peace—let him believe he had any game whatsoever.  

Steve stretched as he watched the Uber car drive away. He turned to Dale, but Dale was looking past him, with a wide-eyed expression on his face. Steve spun around to follow Dale’s eyes.

His stomach dropped to his balls and his mouth went dry. 

Scarlet Amos, the succubus he hadn’t seen in months, was standing on the other side of the picket fence, near the front door of Shannon’s house.

“Hello, boys,” she said, seductive without even trying.

Steve and Dale both stammered as their eyes perused the voluptuous body of the tall woman.

“Your girl told me to wait out here for you three,” she said to Dale, when it was clear the boys were tongue-tied. “But it seems you’re missing one.” She smirked. “I don’t think your woman trusts me, Fats.”

Scarlet wore a black dress and a too-tight black corset that mashed her breasts together. It was clearly not normal attire for a Sunday afternoon, unless she was attending Mass at the Church of Satan, perhaps. 

“I wouldn’t trust you either, woman,” Dale said, shaking lurid thoughts from his head. He turned away from her, unwilling to give her the satisfaction of seeing him squirm.

Steve wasn’t so lucky, or skilled. He practically drooled. It took a long moment for him to regain his wits. When he finally did, he breathed harder than he should have, like he’d just run a lap around the block. “W-What are you doing here, Scarlet?”

“Come on now,” she said. “Didn’t you get my mystery note?” 

“That was you?” 

Scarlet put her hands on her hips and tilted them just so. “Of course it was, dummy. Who else? Now, is someone going to invite me inside so we can talk?”

Dale was the first to jump at the suggestion. “Y-Yes, right this way, ma’am. I mean, er, let’s go!” He walked through the fence gate, with Steve following.  

As Scarlet and Dale disappeared into the house, Steve heard rumbling from behind. He watched a car pull up alongside the curb.

A moment later, Aiden popped out from the back seat. The homeless guy from the Low Dive was right behind him. 

Aiden and the homeless guy walked through the gate. When the homeless man looked up and saw Steve in front of him, it took a moment for recognition to play across his tipsy face. When it did, he looked alarmed, guilty, and angry. 

“What the hell’s going on, Aiden?” the man asked. 

“Ah, right,” Aiden said, smiling. “Shepherd, this is Steve Remington. I guess you two have already met.”

Scarlet stuck her head out from the front door. “There’s the missing brigand in this brigade,” she said, nudging her chin toward Aiden.

“Lady Scarlet, a pleasure!” Aiden said, bowing low.

“Who’s that?” Shepherd asked, his eyes twinkling with lust.

“Come inside and I’ll tell you all about it,” Scarlet said, waving her hand at the trio.

“What are we talking about?” Aiden asked.

Scarlet grinned. “Why—rebellion, intrigue, and deceit, you wretch. What else?”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Steve hadn’t seen Scarlet in months, though he had communicated with her through dream-leaping, not too long ago. That still happened from time to time while he slept. He was trying to get a hold of his dream-leaping abilities, which seemed a bit unwieldy and unstable.

Shannon was not too pleased Steve and Dale returned with three new people. This ragtag band of misfits had no business being in La Jolla, much less her home. One was a freckled, red-faced Irishman who couldn’t stop complimenting her. Another was a homeless man who stank of booze, sweat, and dirty clothes. The third was a beautiful woman who drew the eye of everyone around her, including Shannon. The trio made her uncomfortable. .

“Your house is lovely, m’dear,” Aiden said as he took a seat on the couch in the living room. His eyes scanned the bland white walls and the chandelier that stood over the front walkway.

“You already said that,” Shannon said curtly. The other three men sat. Dale took his trusty loveseat, Steve took the chair opposite the couch, and the grimy guy sat next to Aiden. Scarlet decided to remain standing, across from them all. She blocked the flatscreen TV with her big breasts and wide hips. Shannon hated her. She was very alluring. What a conflict of interest. 

When they’d all sat, Shannon asked in a not-so-friendly tone, “Is there anything I can get you boys?” Her eyes drifted to Scarlet. “And lady?”

“Do we have any beers left, hun?” Dale asked, tilting his head back to watch her wander into the kitchen.

“Half a twelve pack from last night,” Shannon said from the other room.

“Excellent. That’ll do, dear.”

Shannon came back with the box of Budweisers and placed it on the table between the couches. She said, “Enjoy,” in a joyless tone, and left the room.

“I don’t think she likes me,” Scarlet said when she was gone.

Dale chuckled. “She probably wants to screw you like every—” he stopped mid-sentence and shook his head. “Jesus, what is wrong with me?”

Scarlet smirked. “I have that effect.” She seemed to enjoy it—toying with everyone around her.

Dale leaned forward, tore open the box of beers, and handed them out. Steve was the only one who didn’t partake. He had over a year of sobriety and wasn’t going to give that up, even if the end of the world was nigh. He knew he needed a clear head to get Annabel back.

“Okay,” he said, cracking his knuckles and looking over to Scarlet. “What can you tell us?”

“Well,” she said, putting her hands on her hips, “it looks like you already found an ally. I guess my little note worked after all. It was more of a pep . . . note, really. Get you guys off your asses.”

“It worked marvelously, dear,” Aiden said with a wide smile. He blinked slowly and it unnerved Scarlet. She winced and looked away.

“Why do you want to help us?” Steve asked.

“Ever since you told me Aiden didn’t kill my mother, I’ve been thinking. I don’t believe for a hot second she was killed during a random burglary. In the middle of Pacific Beach, in broad daylight? Bullshit. And if that’s the case, I’m convinced someone from Mythicus killed her.” 

“How?” Dale asked. “I thought the fairy people only lived in the fairy land.”

“Unless they’re brought here by someone like Steve,” Scarlet clarified. “A Myth Seeker.”

“Ah, yes,” Dale said. He sipped his beer and leaned so far back into the couch he was at risk of melting into it.

“Why do you think it was someone from Mythicus?” Steve asked. 

“Because some of those assholes know her lineage as the sister of Overseeress Garnet.”

Steve scratched his cheek. “But—”

“She’s right,” Shepherd blurted out, speaking for the first time. All eyes turned to him. He seemed nervous, twiddling his dirty hands, one leg shaking uncontrollably. 

Scarlet narrowed her brow. “What do you mean?” Her tone had become ice cold, devoid of the playful heat and surliness she usually expressed. 

“I-I’m sorry, but did you say you were January Amos’ . . . daughter?”

“That’s right.”

Shepherd’s mouth fell open, to reveal a haphazard display of yellow teeth and black gaps. In a low voice, he said, “I can’t believe I’m sitting in a room with—”

“Enough of that,” Scarlet snapped.

“But you’re royalty!”

Steve sniffed loudly. “How is she royalty?” 

When Scarlet and Shepherd didn’t answer immediately, Aiden butted in. “I can answer that,” he said, clearing his throat. “Overseeress Garnet was the leader of the Brethren, yes?”

Steve nodded.

“Her sister was January Amos. If anything happened to Garnet, or April, as she was birth-named, her role as Overseeress could plausibly fall on January. And if anything happened to January, then it could fall to her next of kin.”

“Scarlet . . .” Dale said slowly. He took another sip of beer and melted even further back.

“Correct, Thor,” Aiden said.

“You’re forgetting one thing,” Shepherd said, raising a finger. “That Overseeress Garnet had her own daughter. She is the one leadership should fall on.”

Aiden waved off that notion. “She’s been missing and forgotten for years,” he said. “Practically abandoned Mythicus as a whole.”

“I don’t blame her,” Scarlet said. “I’ve done the same.”

Shepherd threw his hands out wide. “But you can’t!” he exclaimed. “Your mother and aunt are both dead. The line of succession rightly falls on you!”

Scarlet wrapped her arms under her bosom. She didn’t seem too intrigued by the idea. “Oh, so I should simply go there and claim my right? Then everything would be nice and tidy? You must have lost your mind when you came here.”

Shepherd muttered under his breath, “I didn’t say it would be easy . . .”

“Besides,” Scarlet continued, “You couldn’t pay me enough to lead those fools. The only thing Mythicus has ever brought me is grief. What do I owe them? Nothing. If anything, I want to kill the bastards who hurt my mother.”

“Perhaps I can help with that,” Shepherd said, again in a low, timid voice.

“Guys, guys,” Steve interjected, flapping his hands in the air. “Let’s all calm down here so we don’t destroy Shannon’s lovely home, yes?”

Scarlet’s arm launched out and she snapped her fingers at him. “Shut up.” Turning back to Shepherd, she said, “What did you just say? ‘Perhaps I can help with that.’ How?”

Shepherd’s leg was shaking again. It was clear he’d gotten himself into something he’d been trying to avoid. Everyone was quiet for a moment. Then he seemed to gather his wits. He stared at Scarlet with hard eyes. “I’m a blackguard defector, ma’am. I know many things you may not know about the Brethren of Soreltris. I thought that was why I’m here.”

Steve said, “Well—”

“It is,” Scarlet interjected.

Shepherd entwined his hands on his lap. “To understand how I might be able to help, it’s important to know how we got to where we are.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Scarlet asked angrily. “Don’t throw riddles at me, man.”

Shepherd held up a palm. Scarlet was quickly losing any modicum of patience she might have had. “I meant no disrespect, my lady. But you must understand how Overseer Malachite came to power.”

Steve flinched at hearing his father’s title. He’d been avoiding this subject for entirely too long. But, if he was being truthful, he ached to know how his father had come to power in the land of Mythics. 

Shepherd cleared his throat. “It’s common knowledge among the blackguards that Overseer Malachite had an affair with your mother, January Amos, here on Terrus.”

“Yes, it is common knowledge,” Steve said. “Even I knew that.” 

“After that, he was brought to Mythicus by January’s sister, April. They had an affair and fell in love. Malachite was going to marry April, the Overseeress, thus making himself the second most powerful person in Soreltris.” 

Steve leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. Was he still married to my mother when all this happened? 

“Before they could wed, April died of mysterious circumstances. Though I have an inkling about what happened.”

“What happened?” Steve asked, taking the bait.

Shepherd held up a finger. “Hold that thought.” He took a look gulp of his beer, finishing the can. He belched, then sat as straight as possible, which was still pretty wobbly. “Following April’s death, the Brethren Council had an emergency meeting behind closed doors. The end result of that meeting is now legend, and known far and wide.

“In the Council meeting, Malachite was voted into power. It was not unanimous by any means—remember, Soreltris had been a matriarchy up until this point. There hadn’t been a male leader in ages. So, Malachite’s ascension caused a stir among the citizenry of Soreltris. What would the new Overseer be like? People wondered. A man? And lord forbid if they found out he was a human.”

“You mean the people of Soreltris don’t know Rich—Malachite is not one of them?” Steve asked. 

Shepherd shook his head. “Why would they? He is above them in everything, and he hardly ever meets with anyone outside his Council.”

Scarlet began pacing the room, in small circles, her arms crossed. “Do you know how the voting went in the Council meeting?”

“No, my lady. But it’s quite obvious what happened, or at least it quickly became obvious.” Shepherd reached into the box of beers and grabbed one of the last two. Dale lunged from the loveseat and took the last one. 

Shepherd cracked the beer and took a long, slurping sip. 

“Come on, man,” Steve said, rolling his wrist. “Don’t leave us hanging.”

“One of the Councilmen, Lord Onyx, maneuvered past his wife, Lady Opal, to take the head position. This didn’t happen until after he made a command—”

Steve tensed at the mention of names. Lord Onyx was Jareth Reynolds, and his wife, Lady Opal, was Dosira. 

Shepherd sighed. He turned away from Scarlet. “Lord Onyx ordered his son to come to Terrus and kill January Amos, in case January got the idea to come back and vie for power. It was in her right, after all, being Overseeress Garnet’s sister.”

The air seemed to get sucked out of the room. Scarlet stopped pacing and her knees knocked together. Dale jumped up surprisingly fast for a big man and took her by the shoulders, sitting her on his loveseat. 

Steve squeezed his fists. He could feel the muscles in his neck spasm. 

“I’m sorry, my lady,” Shepherd said, bowing his head. “But you deserve to know, being her daughter.”

Tiberius fucking Reynolds, Steve thought, anger coursing through his veins. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  

“How do you know Lord Onyx made that command?” Scarlet asked, her voice little more than a whisper. She seemed helpless and was slowly curling into a fetal position on the couch. “I’m sure he wouldn’t publicly announce—”

“No, no, my lady. Nothing like that. I only knew because I was one of Lord Onyx’s son’s bodyguards. Me and five other blackguards heard the order directly, ma’am.” 

“Tiberius . . .” Steve said to no one. 

Scarlet began sobbing quietly into the arm of the couch. Aiden moved to sit on the other arm, trying to console her by pulling her head close to him.

Shepherd’s bleary eyes turned on Steve with a strange lucidity. He didn’t seem like the drunken homeless man he had an hour before, or even moments before. Now he seemed like he was lost in his past, giving a field report as a blackguard. 

“You know the name?” Shepherd asked, tilting his head back in surprise.

Steve nodded. “What happened after that?”

Shepherd paused, keeping his eyes on Steve for a moment too long. “It was quite muddled, but I was close to the initial command. Lord Amethyst—Tiberius Reynolds—killed January. When he returned, Lord Onyx had assumed full leadership of the Council. It was clear he’d been the one vying for Overseer Malachite to take control all along. You see, Lord Onyx sees humans as weak . . . malleable and easily manipulated. With one leading the Brethren, he thought he could control from behind the scenes.”

Shepherd hesitated.

“But?” Steve asked.

“But he didn’t count on his other Council members to subvert his authority. He didn’t have the necessary votes to pass the decisions he wanted, I believe. Don’t quote me on that—”

“No, you’re right,” Steve said. He recalled a terrifying event, when he’d overheard Jareth and Dosira Reynolds speaking with Constantin and Mariana Lee about marrying their children. With Tiberius and Annabel married, the Reynoldses would have the votes necessary to . . . 

“Wait a minute,” Steve said, shaking his head as his thoughts reached their natural conclusion. “If Jareth was the man behind the curtain, why would he now want to overthrow Malachite?” 

Shepherd cocked his head to the side. “What?” 

Steve rubbed his chin. “Never mind,” he muttered. He realizing Shepherd hadn’t been a blackguard during that time. What Steve just mentioned was clearly news to everyone in the room, except Aiden. And Dale, who was blowing into his empty beer can, trying to make whistling noises, so he clearly didn’t give a shit. But Shepherd and Scarlet were hearing this for the first time.

“How do you know Onyx wants to see Malachite overthrown?” Shepherd asked.

“Because I heard him say it,” Steve said. 

Shepherd paused. “Hmm,” he said, putting his grimy hands to his chin. “That’s odd. I have no idea.”

“Then that’s the question we need to answer,” Steve said with finality. 

After a moment of silence, Shepherd tapped his chin, deep in thought. 

“What is it?” Steve asked.

“Well, the ‘question we need to answer,’ as you say, regarding Onyx wishing to overthrow Malachite . . . it made me think. There is a legend that passed through the blackguard while I was there, half-jokingly.”

Steve raised his eyebrows.

“It’s about Onyx’s wife, the Lady Opal, Dosira Reynolds. You see, she is an undine, a water elemental spirit. Undines resemble humans, in appearance, but they lack a human soul. But there is a way to for them to gain a human soul, which allegedly grants them immortality. Now, I don’t know if it has anything to do with anything—”

“Just tell us what you’re thinking, please,” Steve said, crossing his arms and narrowing his eyes.

Shepherd nodded and cleared his throat. “If undines mate with a human, they can steal that human’s soul. That is the legend, anyway. People speculate it’s why Jareth Reynolds has brought so many humans to Mythicus—to force that . . . issue. But it’s never been achieved.”

A tense quietness fell over the group. They all shared looks with one another. Finally, Steve said, “That’s a disturbing accusation, Shepherd.”

Shepherd raised his hands, palms forward. “Like I said, I don’t know if it’s relevant to Jareth overthrowing Malachite. I simply thought it was worth mentioning.”

“It’s definitely that, mate,” Aiden said. “Is that something Jareth’s wife . . . wants?”

Shepherd shrugged. 

Steve had heard enough. If Tiberius and Jareth are the savages that Shepherd makes them out to be, then Annabel is in more danger than I ever imagined . . .

He ran a hand through his hair. “Shepherd, will you help us? You’ve already proved your worth.” 

“Who is ‘us’?” 

Steve smirked and shrugged. “The Vagrant Kinship two-point-oh, I guess.”   
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CHAPTER FOUR
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It took a while for Scarlet to recuperate and stop crying. By the time she’d gathered herself and her tears had dried, she’d gone from unimaginable grief to being absolutely livid. Learning who killed her mother, finally, after so many false flags, devastated her. In a sense, it was also a relief. Now she had an idea of where to aim her vengeance. 

Dale passed out on his loveseat after his second beer. He’d been drinking all day. An empty beer can rested on his prominent belly. Shepherd quickly followed suit and slept horizontally on the couch.

It was quiet in Shannon’s house. The sun was beginning to set. It was a somber moment, as Aiden and Steve wanted to give Scarlet her space so she could grieve. But time was of the essence.

Scarlet stood from the couch where she’d been crying and started pacing again. Fury replaced her grief. 

“Tell me of this Tiberius Reynolds, Steve,” she said, staring at the ground as she walked in circles and bit her lip. “I’ve heard the name, but he must have been a boy when I was last in Mythicus.” 

“He still is,” Steve said, “so to speak. He’s a spoiled child. Okay, he’s not really a child, he might be in his mid-twenties. He’s an arrogant, entitled man-baby who thinks the world revolves around him. I never liked the guy, but I didn’t know the extent of his evilness until Shepherd told us about your mo—about January.”

“Then you have no qualms seeing him dead?” Scarlet asked matter-of-factly. She stopped pacing and stared at Steve to gauge his reaction.

Steve winced. Dead bodies were not really his thing. He was squeamish of blood, even though he’d stabbed a blackguard with a spear in the past. That was during a free-for-all brawl in the middle of the night where he couldn’t see any face clearly. He had simply stabbed into a mass and his spear had come away bloody.

This was something entirely different. This was someone he’d met, had conversations with, and had “served.” How would Fueda feel if Steve returned to her household only to kill her masters? He was already on a shaky relationship with the brownie.

“Steve,” Scarlet repeated. “Where are you?”

“Sorry,” Steve muttered, shaking his head. “If it’s possible, I’d rather not.”

“Steve is opposed to killing, dear,” Aiden said, clarifying for his blubbering friend. “That’s what I’m gathering from his waxy pale skin and standoffish demeanor.”

With a nod, Steve said, “If there’s any way to avoid killing him, I mean, that would be ideal.”

“There isn’t,” Scarlet assured him. “But you won’t have to be there. You just have to help me find him.”

Steve pointed at the sleeping body of Shepherd. “You heard the defector, Scarlet, he was one of five bodyguards for Tiberius.”

That didn’t phase the succubus. “Did he have bodyguards when you lived at his house?”

“Well, no . . .”

Scarlet threw her hands in the air. “Well then. They’ve gotten complacent. They think they’re safe in their little manor. I will fucking show them the error of their ways.” 

Steve sighed. There was no dissuading her, of course. And he couldn’t blame her—if Tiberius had killed one of his parents, he’d be thinking the same way. He said, “The two people who care about Tiberius the most, his parents, are powerful Mythics. I watched Jareth Reynolds turn into a fire giant and burn the face off one of the strongest Vagrants around.”

“Jareth Reynolds is an Ifrit,” Aiden interjected. “His wife is an undine, a water elemental. They’re yin and yang. Together, Steve is right, they’re very powerful.”

Waving her hand at the two naysayers, Scarlet said, “I’m powerful too, boys. You know that. You know the power I have over men, especially. I won’t have a problem getting Tiberius alone.” She smirked. “You just have to bring me there.”

“How?” Steve asked. He didn’t doubt her capability—Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned and all that—but he wasn’t sure what she was asking. “I only managed to get back here through the Parallel Reflector, which is in Mythicus. In fact, I was in Ethereus when I did that. I have no idea how I made it work. And my Myth Maker, who betrayed me, mind you, is still stuck in Mythicus. So, tell me, how can I help you?”

Scarlet frowned. She was quiet for a moment as she pondered.

Then her eyes lit up. “I have an idea,” she said, massaging her chin.

Aiden and Steve looked at her expectantly.

She turned and marched toward the front door. 

“Where are you going?” Steve asked.

At the door, she gave her best Terminator impression and said, “I’ll be back.” She opened the door. Before leaving, she said, “Don’t wait for me. I’ll find you.”

Then she was gone, leaving Steve and Aiden scratching their heads.

“Wait for her for . . . what?” Steve asked.

Aiden shrugged. “No idea, mate. I sympathize with the poor sap that tries to stop that crazy lady.”

Steve leaned back in the couch and closed his eyes. He absentmindedly started massaging his jaw, which still ached, and said, “What a day.”

Aiden was saying something, but the words weren’t connecting with Steve. He felt something tugging at his brain, seeping in, like a fog or mist. It was a strange sensation. His eyes darted around under his lids. 

When he opened them, Geddon stood in front of him.

Shocked, Steve leaped from the couch and jumped behind it. His skin crawled with goosebumps. Geddon didn’t move. 

Steve scanned the room. He was still in Shannon’s house, but the sleeping people on the couches seemed fainter, as did Aiden. Only Geddon’s paunchy body stuck out like a sore thumb. 

“W-What the hell is going on?” Steve asked aloud.

“You aren’t the only one who can dream-leap, Steve Remington,” Geddon said.

Steve growled, “Get out of my head, you bastard!”

Geddon frowned. “Is that any way to talk to a friend?”

With a mirthless laugh, Steve took a step forward, until his hands rested on the back of the couch. “Friend? You tried to have me killed!” 

“Incorrect,” Geddon said, “I tried to reconnect you with your father.”

“To suit your own greedy purposes. Don’t try to flip this on me. You killed Tetsuo! After all that work finding him.”

“True enough,” Geddon said. He wasn’t too bothered by the situation, unlike Steve. “Tetsuo had lost touch with the people, Steve. I know you don’t believe me, but I’ll make a better leader for the Vagrant Kinship.”

“Your actions destroyed the Kinship, Geddon.” Steve wouldn’t allow himself to use the “Geddy” nickname of endearment. 

Geddon noticed and frowned, but said nothing.

“What are you doing here?”

“Seeing how you’re getting along,” Geddon said, his eyes searching the room. “It’s boring in Mythicus.”

“Boring?” Steve said incredulously. Last time he’d been in Mythicus, people were dying and flames were flying and it was anything but boring. What the hell was Geddon talking about?

Geddon nodded. “We are still Bound, you know. That’s why it was so easy to leap to you.”

“I figured,” Steve said. He narrowed his eyes and found himself pushing forward with his mind, inadvertently. He wasn’t sure what he was doing, but it made Geddon raise his eyebrows.

“What are you doing?” Geddon asked.

Steve’s mouth became a thin line and he pushed with invisible force, harder. Geddon’s body seemed to be fading, growing lighter and fainter. At the same time, Steve’s surroundings were shedding away. The white walls of Shannon’s house turned dark and gray and filthy.

Geddon’s mouth fell open. “What the hell was that?” He was no longer standing in Shannon Barton’s living room. 

Steve didn’t know where they were. It was a small room—little bigger than a full-size bathroom—dimly lit by two candles. In a corner of the room a body was curled up against the right angle of two walls. The body was in shadow and Steve couldn’t make out the face.

“Dammit,” Geddon snarled. 

Steve finally understood what he’d done. Geddon’s angry reaction confirmed his belief. He’d pushed Geddon out of his Ethereus plane and dream-leaped into Geddon’s mind and place.  

“No wonder Mythicus is so boring to you,” Steve said flatly, glancing around the room. “You’re a prisoner.” 

“We’re all prisoners, Steve.”

“Whatever, Aristotle.” Steve’s eyes locked on the shadowy body in the corner of the room. 

Geddon stepped in front of Steve’s line of sight and waved his hand. “Now . . . get out!” He snapped his fingers and pushed back with substantial spirit force.

A wave of dizziness rocked Steve as it hit his mind. He staggered back a step, until he was against the wall. Geddon attacked his mind again. He closed his eyes, trying to remain in control. Is this what Annabel meant about losing yourself in Ethereus and getting trapped forever?

Not today, Satan, he thought. He held his focus for a moment longer, his eyes still clenched shut.

Before another numbing wave could strike him, he grunted and opened his eyes. He was back on the couch in Shannon Barton’s house. His body heaved and sweat rolled down his forehead. 

The edges of his vision went black and he felt on the verge of passing out.

“Steve, are you all right?” Aiden asked. 

Steve shook his head and opened his mouth to respond . . .

Then he was gone again.

* * *
[image: image]


HE WASN’T VERY FAR up from the ground. The table in front of him came up to his forehead, and it wasn’t a very high table. He could see sharply—much better than usual.

Steve was confused. 

Where am I? 

The body he looked out from recoiled in shock, jumping a foot in the air. “Ahhh!” it cried out. 

“What is wrong, little friend?” a woman’s voice asked from behind.

The body shook its head and turned around. 

Steve recognized the person he was looking at—or, rather, the body he inhabited was looking at.

She had dark skin and the ragged clothes of a forest hermit, with black hair plaited down her back. She wasn’t very tall, but her eyes were piercing and bright. 

It was Pua Kila, the widowed Nawao wife of Ulu Koa. 

They were both inside somewhere: Pua Kila and the body Steve looked out from.

Steve recognized a staircase as they passed it. The crimson rug . . . the Gothic styling of this place . . . 

He was in the Lee household. 

His heart jumped at the thought. Annabel!

The body he looked out from stopped walking. It shook its head again and Steve felt numb. 

Where is my body? Shit . . . how am I so short? I can’t even see over that table!

The body he looked out from growled and smacked its own head with its palm. Its ears rang, and in turn Steve’s disembodied ears rang also. 

“Wafer-man, is that you?” the body said aloud.

Steve instantly recognized the voice.

Lig? 

“How in all hell did you get in there?”

I’m in your head? Steve wondered.

“It would seem that way, wouldn’t it?”

I . . . I’m not sure. I was having a back and forth dream-leaping battle with Geddon, I think . . . and he sort of flung me out of his mind and into yours. I guess?

“Odd,” Lig said. His voice sounded different in his own ears—it wasn’t as high-pitched and it rumbled more. “Can you vacate the premises?”

I’m not sure how.

“Well, do you have any treats for me?”

Steve laughed in Lig’s mind. None I can get you right now, my friend.

“Then shut up and let me do my work. You’re distracting me.”

“Who is distracting you, sir?” Pua Kila asked.

Lig waved his hand at her. “Don’t let that worry you, madam. Follow me, please.”

They wandered away from the stairs. Lig moved quickly, Pua Kila not far behind. They walked through a hall and came to the large library Steve had perused in the past.

Inside the library sat Constantin Lee, on a chair with a book on his lap, his legs crossed like a proper nobleman. 

“Well, well,” Constantin said, closing his book with a loud smack. Dust floated into the air around his pale face. 

He looked the same as he had when Steve saw him last. It occurred to him that a) that wasn’t that long ago, and b) vampires don’t age like humans.

“You must be the leader of the Nawao warriors,” Constantin said.

Pua Kila gave her host a short bow. “I am, my lord,” she said. “Your little friend told me you would house my brothers and sisters, until the enemy stops looking for me.”

“The enemy?” Constantin asked.

“The Reynoldses,” Lig said, standing to the side. 

Steve could hear the goings-on loud and clear, but he wished Lig was a little taller, so he could see more than two pairs of legs.

“Shut up,” Lig said.

“Excuse me?” Constantin replied.

Lig blanched. “Er, nothing, master. That wasn’t meant . . . for you. Please, continue.”

Constantin watched the little brownie for a moment. He turned back to Pua Kila and said, “Lig has spoken true, Lady of the Forest. I offer you guest rights in my home, if you are willing. The vicious Reynoldses are no doubt looking for your people. They won’t think to look practically right under their noses. I’m sure of it. Plus, they aren’t welcome here at the moment.”

“I thought they were your allies?” Pua Kila asked.

Constantin shook his head. He towered over the petite, muscled woman. “Not since the . . . situation regarding my daughter and their son.”

Situation? Steve thought, frantic. What situation?

“Quiet,” Lig said in a low voice.

Constantin cleared his throat and turned on the brownie once more. “Lig, is there something you’d like to tell me? Are you alone with us here?”

Lig twirled his thumbs together and stammered. “Y-Yes, master, of course. What ever do you mean?” He sounded extremely guilty just the way he spoke. 

Constantin gave him a stern look and waved him off. “Interrupt us again and I’ll have you leave.”

Lig pantomimed zipping his mouth shut.

“The only reason I’m letting you stay is because you did a fine job tracking this woman and her ilk. Pua Kila, I will indeed house your people for as long as you need. But in return, I have a favor to ask of you.”

Pua Kila shifted her weight from foot to foot. Lig couldn’t see further up than her knees without raising his head. Not without becoming a nuisance again. 

“What would you have me do?” she asked.

Constantin paused. He was deliberate and took his time formulating his words. When he spoke, his voice was deeper and lower than usual. “Your people are renowned trackers, yes?”

Pua Kila’s whole body moved as she nodded.

“I am convinced my son is dead, though I won’t say that to my wife. Mariana would die . . . er, be heartbroken . . .” Constantin sighed. Mariana could be neither of those things, dead or heartbroken. “She has hope that Charles is still alive. Call me a pessimist, but I don’t see any reason that boy my daughter regards so dearly would lie. Steven, his name was. I don’t think he lied about Charles’ death. And I’d like you to find out where my son’s body has been taken. The Reynoldses have done something with my boy . . . I’m sure of it.”

It’s in their basement freezer! Steve wanted to cry out.

Lig almost opened his mouth, but he managed to stay silent as Steve yelled in his mind.

“Did Mister Remington not say it was in their . . . freezer? Whatever that might be?” Pua Kila asked. 

Steve forgot she’d been there, surrounding the wedding with her warriors, when he’d made his hopeless speech. 

It is!

“It isn’t,” Constantin said. “At least, not any longer. I’m assuming they moved the body. But there are a few people who saw my boy’s body and can confirm my suspicions.”

“Like me,” Lig blurted out. “I seen it.”

Constantin said, “Yes, Lig, so I’ve heard. But I need more than your word. Don’t you see?”

“Yes, master.”

“That is why I would have you find someone else who might know where the body would be.” 

“Like whom?” Pua Kila asked, sufficiently confused. She was a superb tracker, yes, but she still needed a target to track. Constantin seemed to be grasping at straws.

“I don’t . . . know.”

An epiphany came to Steve. 

Fuscia! She saw the body and followed us to the house when we confirmed it was Charles. He was Fuscia’s lover!

Lig stammered. “Er, sir—”

“Dammit, Lig, what?!” Constantin shouted in a booming voice. “Didn’t I tell you not—”

“I may know who could find the body, master!” Lig blurted out, his only hope for redemption. 

Constantin stopped mid-sentence. “How?”

“When Steve Remington and I ventured through the forest, we found Charles’ lover, master. She followed us. Her name is Fuscia.”

Constantin thought for a moment, hesitating. “You believe she would know where my boy is?”

“More than anyone else, master. If we can find her, that is.”

Annabel’s father made a quick and final decision. “Fine. That will be your task, Pua Kila. Do you believe you can find this wolf-woman for me?”

“The forest is the home of my people, my lord,” Pua Kila said. “If this sacred beast is in the forest, I will find her.”

“Excellent.”

But Pua Kila wasn’t done. “So long as you keep my people safe here, I will personally go find this woman.”

“By yourself?”

Pua Kila nodded. “And perhaps one other.”

“Very well. It is done,” Constantin said. 

There was a lull in the conversation as everyone acknowledged their designated tasks. Then Pua Kila said, “My lord, if I may ask . . . why do you want your son’s body so earnestly? Will that not bring you more sorrow? For the forest dwellers, it is better to allow our bodies to become one with nature when we pass.”

“I want closure, woman,” Constantin said, his voice sharp. “I must prove my son is dead, even though I wish it weren’t the case. Then I can convince Overseer Malachite to annul the marriage between my daughter and Tiberius Reynolds. That is my true cause.”

“I see,” Pua Kila said, bowing. “If that is all, I will retire to my people.”

“Very well, madam. Please, ready yourself by the morning—I, er, won’t be there to see you off. I will have Lig join you, however.”

“Of course, my lord.”  

“Lig, show her out.”

Lig was pale from learning he would be accompanying Pua Kila into the woods, presumably to keep tabs on her. He left the library with Pua Kila in tow, then asked, “Wafer-man, are you still there?”

Steve was still in Lig’s mind, but he’d been reeling for the past two minutes. Lig, what on Earth is he talking bout, ‘Annul the marriage between my daughter and Tiberius Reynolds’? 

“Ah, yes,” Lig said in a low voice, as if that might calm Steve’s spastic mind-talking. “Quite a lot has happened since you’ve been gone.”

Steve was about to ask “What?” 

But he never got the chance. His mind pounded, thirsty for knowledge and relief, and he felt another wave of nausea pour over him. He groaned in Lig’s mind, then closed his mind’s eyes.

When he opened his eyes, he was back on the couch in Shannon Barton’s house. He was utterly confused as to what had happened, but he recalled the terrible news. 

Perhaps Scarlet is right, he thought to himself. His head pounded and he curled himself into a sweaty, angry ball on the couch. 

Perhaps Tiberius Reynolds has to die after all.
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It took hours for Steve to recover. His head pounded and screamed with fuzzy thoughts he couldn’t keep straight. Aiden left the room to get him some water. When the leprechaun returned from the kitchen, Shannon Barton was standing over him.

“What’s wrong with him?” she asked as he soaked her couch in pools of sweat. She put a hand to his head. “He doesn’t have a fever . . . how could he be sweating so much?”

Steve’s eyes bounced around under his lids. Aiden put the glass of water on the table, with a clank, and Steve’s eyes shot open. He lunged for the water and drank like a man possessed. Then he fell back into his stupor, resting his head against the arm of the couch and curling up like a baby.  

“Don’t let it concern you, Miss Barton,” Aiden said politely. “Steve has otherworldly problems.”

Shannon scratched the back of her neck. “I guess so,” she muttered. She scanned the room and sighed when she laid eyes on Dale sleeping on the couch. The beer can was still perfectly balanced on his belly. “Leave it to my no-good boyfriend to pass out while his best friend is over here dying.”

“Mister Remington isn’t dying, Miss Barton,” Aiden said with a smile. “Are you, Steve?”

“Yes,” Steve said through clenched teeth.

Aiden frowned. “Yes?”

“I’m dying.”

Shannon gasped and put her hand over her mouth. 

Aiden gently touched her shoulder. “He’s just being dramatic, ma’am. Aren’t you, Steve?”

“Yes.”

Shaking her head, Shannon said, “Well, it’s getting late. I suppose you all can sleep here tonight, but let’s not make this a regular thing, yes?”

Aiden bowed low. “Absolutely, ma’am. Thank you for your hospitality.” It was only about 6:00 p.m.—not very late—but Aiden wasn’t going to make a fuss over it. He said, “I will round these hooligans up and we will be out of your hair before you know it.”

“I’m sure,” Shannon said. She left the room, returning from whence she came. 

“Aiden,” Steve said in a croaky voice. 

The leprechaun took a seat on the table next to him. “Yes?”

“Tell me about Geddon. Take my mind off this fucking headache, I beg of you.”

“Very well. What would you like to know? You spent quite a bit of time with him, did you not? Perhaps you already know everything.”

Steve’s eyes were still closed as he shook his head. “Tell me about him and Tetsuo. Or you and Tetsuo. I saw a picture of you two in your house.”

Aiden sighed and straightened his body. Crossing his arms, he said, “Ah. It’s true we three are closely linked. Were, anyway. Hmm, where to begin?”

“Start at the beginning.”

“I’d rather not. Let’s start in Terrus, where we are. What will you do after your bedtime story?”

“Hopefully feel better.”

“I doubt it.”

“Just go,” Steve said, unlatching his arms from his body for a split second so he could wave the leprechaun on.

“Tetsuo was a human.”

“I know that already. Start somewhere else.”

Aiden frowned and ignored him. “He was like you, Steve. He was a human Myth Seeker. He brought me to this shithole plane. At the time, Tetsuo was a successful art thief. Actually, we became thieves together. And it wasn’t only art we stole, but money from unsuspecting marks, too.” The leprechaun paused, as if deciding how much to tell. How much would Steve remember of this?

He hadn’t told this story in quite some time, and he felt Steve deserved to know what kind of people he was dealing with. 

“And?” Steve asked, after Aiden had stayed quiet for a long moment.

“We became friends . . . or at least partners in crime. My brother, too, was a part of our little gang, sometimes. Then, one day, I had an epiphany. I made the mistake of telling Tetsuo.”

Another pause. More coaxing from Steve: “What did you tell him?”

“That I knew a way we could hide the paintings we’d been stealing—somewhere they’d never be found.”

“Mythicus.”

“Bingo. Tetsuo became enamored with this idea of a mythical, mystical realm. I told him I had a friend who could take us there. Enter Geddon. And enter the time everything started to go wrong.” Aiden clenched his jaw. “Once he was in Mythicus, with Geddon, Tetsuo was introduced to Selestria. As you know, Selestria is a beautiful nymph. I knew, back then, that Geddon was in love with her. They were seeing each other, in fact. But I didn’t know he still loved her after everything . . .”

The leprechaun cleared his throat. “Anyway, Tetsuo was Seared by Geddon. He used the stolen Portrait of a Lady as his Conveyor. Selestria immediately took a liking to him. He was different, I guess you could say. It attracted Selestria to him. They fell in love.”

“Much to the chagrin of Geddon,” Steve murmured.

“Yes, though I didn’t know he was so heartbroken at the time. And, mind you, I was still stuck on Terrus, Seared from Tetsuo. But he started to change. He got greedy about the art and involved himself in Mythicus politics. He joined the fledgling Vagrant Kinship and took on a leadership role. He refused to transport me back to Mythicus, probably fearing I’d take the paintings he’d stolen. But I didn’t give a shit about that. I only wanted to be back home.” 

“What an asshole,” Steve said, opening his eyes. “He didn’t seem like that when I met him during his imprisonment.”

“This all happened quite a long time ago, Steve. Perhaps he was older and wiser when you saw him. Though this next part was more recent, and it might hit a little closer to home . . .”

“What?”

“When your father became Overseer Malachite and leader of the Brethren, Tetsuo came up with a scheme. I’m not sure how he knew who you were. He commanded me to bring Malachite’s human son to him. In return, he would bring me home and sever our Binding.”

“Why did he want me?” Steve asked.

“To use as a bargaining chip, of course. He figured with you as a hostage, he could force Malachite to do things—or not do things—such as staying away from the Kinship.”

Steve’s head was beginning to clear. He was part of the story now, interwoven in the very fabric of Aiden, Tetsuo, Geddon, and his father’s existence. He said, “That was when you met us at the cemetery and buried Dale alive.”

Aiden glanced at the snoring body of Dale, no less than five feet away. He put a finger over his lips. “Shh, I don’t want Miss Barton to hear you. Yes, my plan was to bring you to Tetsuo. However, shortly after Annabel’s . . . summoning . . . Tetsuo was captured by your father. My plan changed, and so too did Geddon’s.”

Steve mulled that over in his mind, trying to jump ahead in the story before he had all the pieces. Then he realized he did have all the pieces to the puzzle, but not in the right order. “Geddon . . . he attached himself to me to get me to Mythicus. He wanted to bring me to my father, to bargain me away for Tetsuo.”

“Or maybe it was Selestria’s idea,” Aiden said with a shrug. It became clear to Steve that Aiden had thought about this before, and had come to his own conclusions. “Either way,” Aiden continued, “Geddon’s other plans must have failed. His last resort was to use you for the exchange.”

“Why would Geddon want to return Tetsuo to power if he was angry about him stealing Selestria?”

Aiden frowned. “Your brain must still be murky. Clearly he didn’t want to return Tetsuo to power, you dolt. He killed him. Though I have a feeling it was at the behest of Selestria that he went through with all this in the first place. He would do anything for Selestria—and nymphs can be quite manipulative. It’s in their nature.”

Steve slowly sat up. His headache was subsiding. The sweat on his skin was almost completely dry, leaving him feeling dirty and spent. “So, I was first supposed to be a bargaining chip against my father, to keep him honest . . . to keep him away from the Kinship. Then, when shit hit the fan, I was to be a bargaining chip against my father, again, but to rescue Tetsuo. All so Geddon could kill Tetsuo and proclaim his love for Selestria once more. Do I have that right?”

“That’s the crux of it, yes.”

A long pause followed.

Steve stared Aiden dead in the eyes. 

“You guys are fucked up.”

Another moment of silence.

Aiden chuckled, which quickly grew to a full-blown belly laugh. It was infectious, causing Steve to laugh also. Dale twitched awake at the sounds and looked around, dazed and confused. The can on his belly toppled over and dribbled drops of beer on his shirt. Only Shepherd remained asleep, snoring.

Aiden wiped tears from his eyes, still cackling, then his laughing died down. “And that’s the story of Geddon and Tetsuo,” he said, the last little giggles escaping him.

“And you and me,” Steve informed him.

The leprechaun pulled at his red beard. He shrugged. “I suppose you’re right. Aren’t we just one big, happy family?”

Steve rested his head against the arm of the couch. He looked much better. The laughing had brought some color back to his face. “Geddon and Selestria are captives, Aiden. Imprisoned by my father, I’m assuming.”

Aiden pursed his lips. “I was wondering why you wanted to know all that. Did you dream-leap to him?”

Steve shook his head. “He dream-leaped to me, actually. But I somehow pushed him out and went into his own mind, where I saw his jail cell. Then he flung me out and the strangest thing happened . . .” 

As Steve trailed off, Aiden said, “You are getting much stronger, my friend. I’ve never heard of such a thing, bouncing to and from different places in Ethereus like that. Maybe we can find someone who can teach you what it all means.”

“That would be nice, but we don’t have that luxury. We don’t have the time.” 

“Why is that?” 

“I have a feeling my dad is getting ready to do something dangerous. The Parallel Reflector hasn’t worked in centuries, up until you and I went through it.”

Aiden crossed his arms over his chest and stood from the table. “Yes, I’m sure that frustrates him.”

“I’m thinking that might be why he has Geddon and Selestria imprisoned. Why would he keep them alive otherwise—his proclaimed enemies? He must think they know something about you and I—since we traveled together—that they know how to get the mirror working again.”

“Your pa’s going to be sorely disappointed, if that’s the case. But what can we do to stop it? We have no idea how we made it work.”

Steve was back to the puzzle. He felt he had the pieces, but needed to rearrange them to see the big picture. Massaging his chin, he said, “Maybe it’s simpler than we think . . .”

Aiden stared at him, but Steve had gone quiet.

“There’s another thing I learned, which gives our quest a time limit,” Steve said, his voice going low. 

Aiden raised his eyebrows.

“Tiberius and Annabel are getting married again. If they haven’t already.”

“Shit.”

“I know.”

“Not this again,” Aiden said with a heavy sigh.

“You know what I have to do, Aiden. We’ve seen how dangerous those two families are, the Lees and Reynoldses.” 

“Have you ever thought that with their alliance, there might be less death and destruction surrounding them?” 

Steve narrowed his eyes. “You know that’s not true. That’s not how power politics works.”

Aiden’s shoulders slumped, his chest deflating in exasperation. “I guess I’ll help you, mate.”

“How sweet of you.”  

“I have an ulterior motive,” Aiden said. “Contrary to popular belief, I still don’t want to be on this shitty plane. I only jumped through the mirror with you because I didn’t want your dad to kill me. I didn’t think it would work.”

“Good reasons.”

Neither of them spoke for a long while. They stared at different spots on the wood flooring and thought about what they must do.

Dale yawned from the other couch and looked at them both. “What’s wrong?” he asked. “You guys look like someone shit in your Cheerios.”

But Aiden and Steve weren’t laughing. They were both too caught up in their own minds, pondering their next play.

Steve wondered how he had jumped into Lig’s mind earlier. That was truly a unique and special development. It was akin to when he’d commanded a blackguard to kill a fellow blackguard. Maybe I am getting stronger. But what is my limit? What if I’m taking my dream-leaping too far, as Annabel warned, and I’m leading myself to the edge of a cliff I can’t come back from?

How far can I push this power before I get stuck there forever?

He was terrified of losing himself in Ethereus. It made his skin crawl, thinking about being in that synthetic place for eternity. 

He shivered.

First things first, he thought. We need to figure out how to get back to Mythicus.

Steve snapped to attention as the front door of the house swung open.

Scarlet strode in, her face a mix of triumph and determination. When she knew she had everyone’s attention, she stopped in the center of the living room and crossed her arms. 

“Wake up the derelict, boys,” she said, nudging her chin at the sleeping Shepherd. “We’re getting out of here.”

“Where are we going?” Steve asked, groggily rising to his feet. 

“I’m taking you all to a concert.”

“Ooh,” Dale quipped. “Can I bring Shannon? She loves live music.”

Steve ignored his friend. “What the hell are you talking about, Scarlet? We don’t have time to watch music.”

Scarlet rolled her eyes. “Oh, shut up, Steve. It’ll be worth your while. Trust me.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







CHAPTER SIX



[image: image]


The quartet left La Jolla at 6:30 p.m. They had an hour to get to the venue before the show started. Steve wondered what the hell Scarlet was thinking bringing them to a concert during such a time of crisis. He also knew the succubus wasn’t stupid. She must have some kind of plan. 

Dale took Shannon’s car without telling her. He had a worried look on his face as he got in the front seat of the new Lexus ES sedan and adjusted the seat to fit his big frame. Steve sat shotgun, Shepherd took the back. Aiden went with Scarlet, who had her own car. 

“Follow me,” Scarlet said as she raced across the street with Aiden in tow. She opened the driver’s door of her cherry-red Mustang and said to Dale across the way, “I drive like a mean bitch.”

“You are a mean bitch, my dear,” Aiden informed her as he got into the car. After receiving a scowl from the succubus, he added, “I mean that in the best possible way.” 

Dale pressed a button on the dashboard and the Lexus came to life. The car barely had an engine at all. It sounded like a ceiling fan as they pulled away from the curb.

“Where are we going?” Shepherd asked from the back. 

In unison, Dale and Steve shrugged. 

“That’s promising,” Shepherd muttered.

As they drove down Pearl Street, heading toward the freeway, Steve pressed the touchscreen. He was brought to the infotainment center, which confused him. “How do I get the music to work in this thing?” 

“No idea,” Dale said, keeping his eyes on the road. He swerved around a pokey-pokey driver and fought to keep up with Scarlet, who was indeed driving like a bat out of hell. Wherever they were heading, Steve thought they’d be there in less than fifteen minutes.

Steve gave up on the touchscreen. It prompted Shepherd to lunge from the backseat, over the center console, and smudge the screen with his filthy fingers. Within seconds, he had 101.5, San Diego’s Classic Rock, playing. 

“How did you do that?” Steve asked.

“I have the magic touch,” Shepherd said, wiggling his fingers as he withdrew to the back. “The mythic touch, if you will. I’ve learned a few things since coming to Terrus. Learning how to use the radio is a staple of Terrusian assimilation.”

“Yeah, are you sure you’re not an alien, Steve-o?” Dale asked, smirking.

Steve wanted to slap the smile off Dale’s face. He said, “Just follow the crazy lady.”

“I’m trying.”

A few moments passed and the commercials on the radio station ended. A Green Day song started playing.

Steve frowned. “This isn’t classic rock.”

“The whole world’s going to shit and you’re worried about what defines classic rock?” Dale asked.

“Yes, because I have principles. It starts here, Fats, with them taking over our music.”

“Who’s ‘them’?” Shepherd asked.

“You’ll find out some day,” Steve said ominously.

They pulled onto the I-5 on-ramp behind Scarlet’s Mustang. A car had managed to squeeze between them, but Dale made sure to keep his eyes ahead. They headed south, toward SeaWorld, Old Town, and Downtown.

Steve wondered what kind of live music would be playing on a Sunday evening. It was the end of the weekend and people would be heading home to watch the news and get ready for their week ahead. Needless to say, the freeway was pretty free of cars. 

Trying to shake off the icky feeling he got from listening to Green Day on a classic rock radio station, Steve looked around the car. The upholstery was real leather, the instrument panel and dashboard were plated in polished wood. He said, “Shannon’s got a pretty nice ride. What does she do?”

“She’s a waitress at Barona,” Dale said.

Steve raised his eyebrows. 

“She got this car with the insurance payout from her last car. You might remember it, Steve-o.”

Right, Steve thought, the car that almost killed me and literally started my mythical journey. “I do,” he said in a low voice. He added, “Whatever happened with that? I thought she was looking at some charges.”

“They got dropped,” Dale said.

“How?”

Dale shrugged. “They didn’t find any wrongdoing. Since Tumbleweed didn’t really exist here, he had no background and no one came forward to file a wrongful death suit. She got lucky.”

“I’d say,” Steve said.

When Steve said no more, Dale glanced at him out the corner of his eye. “She’s been through a lot, too, man. She’s a nice girl and I don’t want you talking about her like that.”

Steve felt himself tense up. “Like what? What’d I say?”

“It’s not what you said, Steve-o, it’s how you said it. ‘I’d say.’ All sarcastic and shit.”

Steve rolled his eyes and turned his head to look out the window. “I’m sorry if I offended your soft sensibilities, Fats. I meant no harm. Honestly.” 

“Good.”

“How’d you two get together, anyway?”

“Why, because she’s outta my league?”

“Something like that.”

“I had help.”

“From a certain good-looking angel?”

Dale’s eyes widened. “How’d you know that?”

Steve shrugged. “A hunch.” Not really, considering I saw you and Michelangelo conversing in Shannon’s bedroom when I was spying on you. Dale didn’t need to know about that part—about the dream-leaping escapades into his mind. Steve had also seen Dale and Shannon getting quite intimate with each other . . .

Dale said, “Now I owe Michelangelo something, though.”

“What?”

Even in the dark, Steve could tell Dale was getting bashful and blushing. The big man said, “It’s not an it, per se. It’s more of a service.”

Steve raised one eyebrow, his curiosity piqued.

“He wants Shannon to pose nude for him so he can create a sculpture in her image.”

Steve threw his head back against the headrest. “Damn. That’s a bit . . . personal.”

“Yeah, I haven’t told her yet.”

“You’re gonna do it?” Steve asked.

Dale shrugged. He followed Scarlet’s Mustang to the far right lane and prepared to exit toward Downtown.

“I think I have to,” he said. “Otherwise, he might extinguish his spell or whatever. I can’t have that. Shannon’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

Steve felt a mixture of happiness and sadness at his best friend’s admission. He was glad Dale was happy, after struggling for so long finding work and a purpose. But he was also sad he wasn’t part of Dale’s “the best thing that’s ever happened.” He felt guilty, knowing he was being ridiculous and expecting too much. For a time, he’d almost lost Dale completely—as a friend and a memory. He knew he should be happy with what he had at that very moment. If anything, Mythicus was proof that you never knew when it could all vanish—in a snap—forever.

“Do you think it works that way? I mean, that Shannon hasn’t formed any feelings toward you, whatsoever?” Steve asked.

“I mean, maybe, yeah, I think she’s grown to like me. But I don’t want to take that chance. What if the spell wears off and she doesn’t even know who I am? Could you imagine her waking up to some big, ugly stranger in her bed one day?”

Steve winced. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Fats. You’re a big, lovable teddy bear.”

Dale tried to hide his smile. “Shut up,” he said. “I need to find a way to break the idea about posing nude for Michelangelo without . . . sounding creepy.”

“Sounds impossible.” 

“Could you help me?”

“Definitely sounds impossible.” Steve got the sudden urge to change the subject. He glanced in the rearview mirror and said, “Shepherd’s passed out again.”

Scarlet was slowing down on the left side of the road. They were on a street called Kettner Boulevard. She found a parking spot between two cars and expertly paralleled into it. Dale swung around her in search for another spot. 

Steve knew of only one music venue close by. The Casbah was a hole in the wall venue that had been around since 1989 and hosted all sorts of eclectic musical acts. Steve knew the place well because he’d booked shows and played there with his old band. Some names that came through the Casbah: Nirvana, Smashing Pumpkins, Modest Mouse, Weezer, Arcade Fire. Most of those bands played the Casbah before making it big. The capacity in the place was only about two hundred.

Dale found a parking spot. Aiden and Scarlet were walking past the car as Steve and Dale shook Shepherd awake. Cars whizzed by on Kettner Boulevard, a vacuum of crisp air hitting them in the face as they walked. 

Steve squinted down the sidewalk. About a hundred feet away, people were gathered outside the Casbah, smoking cigarettes and conversing.

“Are you gonna keep this a secret from us until we get into the place?” Steve asked Scarlet as they walked.

“No, we’re seeing a friend of mine. She’s too big for this place, but decided to put on a secret show tonight for her fans. Her name’s Nersi Magdalin.”

“Sounds familiar,” Steve said. He tried to recall past memories . . . it was all very fuzzy and he had a feeling Mythicus had something to do with it. Once he Seared to Mythicus, he had started to lose memories of Dale, who was his best friend. He could only imagine that shorter, less memorable memories had diminished completely. 

Dale said, “I remember you talking about her, Steve-o. When Annabel was going to sign that shitty contract from Imminent Records.” Dale, of course, had not had the same mind alteration, because he’d never been to Mythicus.

Something clicked in Steve’s mind. “Oh, yeah!” he exclaimed, snapping his fingers. “She was a big shot and Annabel was gonna sign under her. Isn’t she a Mythic?” He turned to Scarlet for clarification.

She nodded. “A siren.”

Aiden said, “This should be interesting.”

Steve was curious what that meant, being a siren, and what kind of powers she had, but he figured he’d find out soon enough. 

They neared the Casbah and weaved around the smokers, ducking under their clouds. Steve had been a smoker before going to Mythicus, but now he found he hated the smell.

The door guy at the front glanced at Scarlet and nodded, backing away from the thin hallway to let her and her friends pass. 

“Free show?” Steve murmured.

“For me,” Scarlet said. She tilted her head toward the bouncer they’d passed and added, “He’s one of my clients.”

Steve made his mouth into an O and kept walking. 

They walked through the short, outdoor hallway and patio area. Metal wires were strung along the top of the building, part cage, part roof. Staring forward, Steve could see a pool table and a bar. To his right was the entrance to the actual venue, a medium-sized room with another bar near the back. The stage was to the right. He didn’t need to step inside to know that tidbit, unless the Casbah had changed its setup recently.

Shepherd stared up at the sky, at the metal wiring above them. “It’s like a bird cage at the zoo,” he said. 

“And we’re the birds,” Dale quipped.

Scarlet went on her tiptoes and searched around. She ignored the people on both sides of the aisle who continued to smoke and ogle her. She walked with confidence and was obviously used to being ogled. 

Dale, Aiden, and Shepherd went to the outside bar near the pool table to get a drink. Steve followed Scarlet inside the venue. Steve was happy he hadn’t seen anyone he recognized. Most of his acquaintances probably thought he was dead. Or in jail, for exhuming over two hundred bodies from a cemetery. Boy would they get a surprise seeing his face at the Casbah.

Inside, it was very dark. A group of about twenty people crowded around the stage, watching the opener. She was a solo musician with off-color hair—it was too dark to tell—who played acoustic guitar for one song, then switched to a keyboard for another. Steve thought her music was dull and uninspired, and he hoped it wasn’t a sample of what the headliner sounded like.

It was too dark to make out any faces. Scarlet gave up trying. She retreated to the back bar and ordered herself a drink, bringing Steve a Sprite.

“Thank you,” Steve said. He sat down at a table, Scarlet sitting across from him, and they listening to the girl play. 

She was certainly no Annabel. Steve felt a pang of jealousy, knowing that Annabel could be up there right now, blowing the socks off these people. He sighed to himself as he sipped his Sprite.

Before long, the girl finished her set. She thanked the lukewarm crowd and meandered off the stage. Steve had tuned her out and almost dozed off. The room became filled with a constant, low din of people talking to one another. A headache started to form behind his temples. 

He was about to get up and go to the bathroom when, suddenly, a tall, platinum blonde took the stage. Her fine hair swept past her shoulders and her silky white dress clung to her body. She was beautiful, no doubt, with a Scandinavian look about her. 

She had a guitar strapped to her and said into the single mic, “I hope you don’t mind if I do an acoustic set tonight?” Her voice was silky and sweet, devoid of any Scandinavian accent. 

People cheered, while some looked at each other in awe. There she was: Nersi Magdalin, a superstar through and through, standing five feet away. 

People went berserk. The low din turned into an uproar. People shuffled in from outside. Before long, the Casbah was packed beyond its legal capacity.

Since Steve and Scarlet had gotten in early, they had a pretty good view from their table. They also occupied one of the only tables in the place, so they weren’t about to move.

Steve thought he saw Nersi hone in on Scarlet and wink at her, but he couldn’t be sure. 

Nersi said, “Let’s give it up for my friend Charlene, yeah? Wasn’t she a wonder?” Nersi’s words drew more applause than the entirety of Charlene’s set.

Then, rather abruptly, Nersi went into her first tune. She strummed her guitar much harder than Steve expected. He’d expected her to be a soft-spoken fingerpicker, for some reason. She played a bluesy style, on the low end of the fretboard. She clearly knew what she was doing.

People slowly gyrated to her music before she even started singing. 

Steve looked around the dark room and saw Dale, Shepherd, and Aiden had disappeared.

When Nersi sang the first verse of her first song, it was like butter melting in his mouth, but for his ears. She crooned like an old Rat Pack member—like Frank Sinatra. Her voice warbled and floated into the ears of every audience member.

A warm, pleasant sensation flowed through Steve’s body in reaction to her voice. It was almost unnatural, how he felt. Then he understood why John Levi—his ex-friend/music exec—thought Annabel would be a good fit for Nersi Magdalin. They definitely would have jived. 

Steve realized after about a minute of listening to Nersi that his mouth had fallen open. His heart was beating faster and he felt high. Not a drug high, but high from . . . life, as cheesy as it sounded. Nersi had that effect. Steve thought every person in the venue probably felt the same way.

The music was exquisite. She played continuously, intimately, for about an hour, until 9:00. Then she said she was taking a break, breaking the hearts of her devoted audience. She disappeared offstage. The audience seemed to heave and sigh in unison, their brains tuning back to normalcy. A few men started to follow Nersi, walking like witless zombies. Three big, burly bouncers materialized from nowhere and stopped the procession. One of them was Scarlet’s “client” who had allowed them in the venue.

When Scarlet tried to pass the bouncers, she went right up to her client. He hesitated for a second, then stepped aside. Steve was quick to follow Scarlet past the bodyguards. They came to a door that opened into a hidden room—the Casbah’s backstage.

Nersi Magdalin was alone in the room, which had a raggedy couch and a table with numerous bottles of booze on it. Nersi was sitting on the couch smoking a cigarette when Scarlet walked in. She jumped to her feet and yelped in happy surprise, throwing her hands in the air and shuffling to Scarlet. 

They embraced and, to Steve’s surprise and utter delight, kissed on the lips.

Nersi said, “I’m so glad you came, Scar!” 

Scarlet motioned to Steve, who stood awkwardly in the doorway. She said, “I want you to meet my friend, Steve. Steve, this is Nersi.”

Steve smiled dumbly and took a step forward, sticking out his hand. He felt completely beyond his ability to function like a normal, social creature at the moment. Not only because he was the only man in a room, with two drop dead gorgeous women, but they were also both Mythical creatures renowned for their ability to get what they wanted from men. 

Nersi ignored Steve’s outstretched hand and wrapped him in a hug. She pushed him to arm’s-length and screwed up her eyes. “You look familiar, honey.”

Steve blushed. He was still speechless as he studied her sculpted cheekbones and glittering eyes. She seemed a bit tipsy and Steve could smell the faint odor of vodka coming from her.  

Scarlet said, “He once represented a promising girl named Annabel Lee. Does that name ring a bell?”

Nersi took a step back and clapped her hands. “How could I forget a name like that? Of course! Where is that beauty?” She looked around and behind Steve, as if Annabel was hiding in the shadows somewhere. “She was more than promising. If I remember correctly, she was given a bum deal by the label.”

“That’s correct, ma’am,” Steve said, immediately feeling like an old geezer for calling this woman “ma’am.” He cleared his throat. “They tried to screw her, as labels do with every new, impressionable artist.”

Nersi squinted and shook a finger at Steve. “If I recall, honey, the label was trying to screw you over. You’re just lucky you had such a loyal talent at your side.”

Steve’s face reddened even more, out of guilt.  

“Where is she now?” Nersi asked as she sat on the couch, crossed her shapely legs, and took a drag from her cigarette.

Steve scratched the back of his neck. “She’s . . . not around.”

Scarlet said, “She’s in Mythicus.”

Steve scowled at Scarlet. Then he remembered Nersi was a siren—a Mythic herself. His mind started to clear a bit. He thought that whatever spell Nersi had put on the audience during her singing was starting to wear off. 

“I’m sure she’s safer there,” Nersi said. “Myth Hunters are popping up all over these days, out of the woodwork. It’s not safe for our people, Scar.”

“Don’t I know it,” Scarlet said. “I’ve had to up my own security to siphon out the freaks from the legitimate customers. Never know what you’re going to get these days.”

Steve remembered Scarlet was a dominatrix, which was how she’d gotten so wealthy on Terrus.

Nersi finished her cigarette and stamped it out in a plastic ashtray on the table. She said, “I have to go back on in ten minutes. What can I do you for?”

“First off, thank you for seeing us,” Scarlet said. 

“Anything for a friend.”

Steve wasn’t sure he’d ever seen Scarlet act so nice and sweet to anyone. They must have a special friendship . . . 

“There’s a problem on Mythicus,” Scarlet said. “One that could impact all of us—even us renegades on Terrus.”

Is that what Mythics on Earth consider themselves? Mavericks and rebels?

Nersi said, “I’ve heard the gist of it. News travels fast in these parts, even from the Old World.”

Is that what Mythics on Earth consider Mythicus? A relic of the past? A former life?

“Then you know something must be done. If the Brethren of Soreltris utilizes the Parallel Reflector, who knows what they could do to Terrus. All we know is they’d send Mythics here—blackguards, hellraisers, Myth Hunters. I’m not sure if they’d come for conquest and invasion, or for cohabitation and breeding.”

Steve’s eyes bulged. He’d never been explained what the Parallel Reflector meant for Earth. Scarlet, being the niece of the former Overseeress, clearly knew more about Mythicus than she’d let on. Steve felt a new appreciation and admiration for the succubus. With just those few sentences, he knew he could trust Scarlet. He knew he was right in placing his problems at her feet. She was more of a leader than she realized, and would probably make a fine Overseeress one day, if she wanted it.

Steve knew that was a conversation for another time. Nersi had to be on stage in six minutes.

“How can I help?” Nersi asked. “You know I will if I can.”

Scarlet smiled sincerely. It was the first non-snooty smile Steve had ever seen from the succubus. It was almost like Scarlet looked up to the siren as an older sister or something.

“If we can . . . if it’s in your power,” Scarlet said, hesitating. Then she powered on. “I’d like to use your Myth Maker. You have more connections on Terrus than anyone I know, Nersi.”

Nersi took that without gloating. She rested her hands across the back of the couch and nodded, pursing her lips. She seemed to be calculating something. “How many are you?” 

“Five.”

Nersi bared her teeth and sucked in air. “You know Myth Makers can’t control that kind of weight. I don’t care how powerful they are. It’s deadly.”

Scarlet frowned.

“She’s right,” Steve said from the corner of the room, drawing the eyes of both women. “I’ve seen a Myth Maker almost die from being Bound to too many souls.” He recalled when Aiden had been Seared to Mythicus, by Geddon. It had sucked the energy from Geddon. He’d seemed ten years older in an instant, because he already had the weight of others Bound to him. 

When no one commented on Steve’s warning, he said, “How about three people?”

Nersi bobbed her head from side to side, weighing his words. “That’s the most I’ve seen work.”

“Will you help us?” Scarlet asked, glancing at the clock above Nersi. She had less than three minutes to be on stage. 

Nersi stood from the couch. She grabbed a half-full bottle of vodka from the table and took a pull from it. She leaned forward and kissed Scarlet on the mouth again, then sashayed past her and Steve. 

“I’ll send in my friend,” she said. Then she disappeared into the other room, to the waiting cries of her rabid fans. 

“You mean he’s here? Your Myth Maker?” Steve called out, but received no response.

Two minutes later, a girl walked in. She had spiky blue hair and gauged, pierced ears that drew Steve’s attention. He hadn’t noticed the pierced upper lip from earlier, either. She couldn’t have been more than twenty years old. 

It was Charlene, the girl who had warmed up the crowd before Nersi.

In a quiet, soft voice, she said, “Miss Magdalin says you need my help.”
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Steve hadn’t expected such a young looking girl to have so much power among Mythics. But he’d seen plenty of strange things over the last few months. Charlene being an established Myth Maker barely made his eyebrows twitch. 

Charlene said she would Sear three people to Mythicus. She handed Scarlet a card. “I’ll give you a day to decide who you’re sending. Meet me at this location tomorrow at midnight.”

“Why midnight?” Steve asked.

Charlene shrugged. “It’s when my gig will be over.” 

“Do you play every night?”

“Just about. Have to scrape by somehow. I’m not signed, so I don’t get the big bucks like Miss Magdalin. But I’m grateful she’s helping me out while she plays in town.”

Steve nodded along to Charlene’s story. He didn’t like her music much, but his former training still kicked in. She had a good punk vibe, even though her music was slow and lethargic. “I’m sure there’s a way for you to make more money playing less shows,” he said.

“Steve,” Scarlet said.

“If there is, I don’t know it,” Charlene replied.

Steve knew many of the booking agents and concert promoters around town. Or at least he used to. He knew the sleazeballs from the legit ones and thought he could point Charlene in the right direction. Though he doubted he had the same kind of pull he used to.

“Steve,” Scarlet said again, touching his arm.

Steve drummed his finger on his lips. He said to Charlene, “If you ever need any representation—”

“Steve!”

“What, woman?” Steve spun around. Scarlet was staring through the open door Nersi had gone through to get back to the main room. She pointed. Steve followed her finger. 

Through the crowd of dark bodies, a ruckus was underway. A few people were arguing near the back bar, presumably over a) spilled drinks, b) women, or c) who had the better view of Nersi on stage. A yellow spotlight was floating around the venue and lighting up faces every once in a while. When it landed near the bar, Steve saw a flash of orange, curly hair.

Aiden was at the center of the conflict, yelling with his arms raised. 

Steve said over his shoulder, “Maybe we’ll talk about this when we see you tomorrow, Charlene. Thank you for your help.” Then he and Scarlet bolted out of the room. 

How have the bouncers not seen this fracas taking place?  

Steve squeezed through the tightly packed quarters and came to where the pushing and shoving was happening. Aiden was shouting incoherently, his voice drowned by the loud, sweet sound of Nersi’s guitar and voice.

But heads were turning. The audience was annoyed an angry little leprechaun was disrupting their pleasant time.

The man Aiden yelled at stood two heads taller than him. Dale and Shepherd stood behind Aiden. They seemed uninterested in the confrontation, their focus honed in on Nersi. 

Steve thought back to when he’d first met Aiden, at The Shack in La Jolla, where Aiden had gotten thrown down the stairs. Can this guy go anywhere without getting into a fight? Maybe he can’t handle his booze—he is a little guy. But he’s fucking Irish!

Steve was about to ask what the problem was. Then, from the stage, Scarlet received a frown from Nersi—the universal sign that This Is Not Okay, and Shut That Guy Up.

So, Steve made a decision. He didn’t feel like trying to deescalate the situation. He took a step forward and punched Aiden in the chest. The shocked leprechaun immediately doubled over and gasped for breath as he took a knee.

Even the stranger who had been yelling at Aiden was caught by surprise at Steve’s sudden outburst.

Aiden’s face was a mixture of confusion and anger. He looked up at Steve as he struggled to regain his breath. His face said perfectly what his words couldn’t: “Et tu, Brute? Even you would betray me?”

Steve leaned forward and said in his ear, “That’s for letting Shepherd slug me in the bar earlier.” He thrust his finger at Aiden, viciously poking him in the shoulder. “You got it?” he yelled, trying to play his part. He turned to the big man who had confronted Aiden in the first place. “He won’t bother you anymore. Sorry.”

“Yeah . . . thanks,” the guy muttered, then turned back to the music. 

One of the bouncers had shoved his way into the melee and stood behind Steve. It was Scarlet’s friend. He glanced at Scarlet and said, “What the hell, Scar, your friends can’t be starting—”

“It’s no problem, Billy, we were just leaving,” she interrupted. “Weren’t we, gentlemen?” 

Steve and Aiden both nodded. 

Scarlet eyed Dale and waved his hand at Aiden. “Pick that up.” 

Dale hoisted Aiden up like he was a pillow. 

“Hey, what the fuck!” Aiden screeched, bringing his fists down on Dale’s substantial back like an irate todler. 

The bouncer made a pathway for the quartet. They left the Casbah, with Aiden again being escorted out because he couldn’t get along with people.

––––––––
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IT WAS ALMOST MIDNIGHT. The group had settled back at Shannon’s place.

They went into the living room and took their respective spots. Aiden and Shepherd took separate couches, Dale had his loveseat, and Scarlet stood. This time, Steve also stood.

Dale placed on the table the new twelve pack of Tecates they’d gotten on the way home. He broke open the box and divvied out beers, and déjà vu played in Steve’s mind.

Steve decided to take the reins of the decision-making process. He was most familiar with Mythicus politics—at least recent Mythicus politics. Also, Aiden was too drunk to be much help. He’d had his weight in booze during the short time Steve and Scarlet spent talking to Nersi and Charlene. The shenanigans had erupted over Aiden trying to hit on the big dude’s girlfriend. Steve wasn’t surprised at all.

Steve looked at the faces of his drunk compatriots. Besides him, only Scarlet seemed completely sober, though she wasn’t. The least drunk was a better estimation.

Steve began his speech, which he’d been preparing during the ride back home. “Aiden, Shepherd, Scarlet, you three will go with Charlene, if you choose to accept this mission. I can’t guarantee your safety or promise anything, only that your support is apprec—”

“Shut up, Steve,” Scarlet interjected. “You’re talking to three Mythics. We all know the dangers of our homeland.”

Steve frowned. “You’ll do it then? And be Bound to that girl?”

Aiden and Shepherd shrugged noncommittally. Shepherd wobbled in place, Aiden rested his head on the arm of the couch. Steve got the impression this important talk might be better saved for tomorrow. But, he also knew, if he could get them to say yes now, it would be harder for them to renege in the morning.

It was a little bit of trickery, but he knew the liquid courage might help his cause. Tomorrow, the hangovers might hurt it. 

“She’s right, asshole,” Aiden muttered. “I knows Mythicus like the back of me knee.”

Steve raised his eyebrows. He didn’t bother correcting Aiden on his flubbed phrase. He got the point.

“And what about you?” Scarlet asked Steve. 

“I have an idea I’ve been cooking.”

“Care to tell us what’s in the oven?”

Steve hesitated. Then, he said, “I’m the only one who got the Parallel Reflector to work, right?”

“Do you know how?” Scarlet asked.

“Well, no . . .”

“Then what makes you think you can get it to work again?”

“That’s where my idea comes in,” Steve said, a bit annoyed at having to explain himself. He decided he didn’t want to. The less people knew what he was thinking, the better. Even though he trusted Scarlet, he’d also trusted Aiden and Geddon, in the past. They’d both betrayed him, in their own ways, so he was going to keep this one close to the chest. 

Plus, he didn’t know if his plan would work. He didn’t want to look like a fool if he failed.

“I’ll get it to work,” he finally said, flapping his hand at Scarlet. “Have faith.”   

The succubus rolled her eyes. 

Steve cleared his throat. “Now that we have that out of the way—”

“What about me?” Dale asked from the couch. He was already on his second beer from the twelve pack. The first one lay crumpled on the table alongside the beers from earlier that day.

“What about you?” Steve said, slightly taken aback.

“How am I going to get there?” 

Furrowing his brow, Steve said, “Fats, you’re . . . not.”

That was clearly not the right thing to say to an inebriated giant. But instead of getting livid like Aiden might have, Dale simply looked crestfallen. It made Steve sad.

Making his lips into a thin line, Dale said, “W-What? Who says?”

Steve ran a hand through his hair. How do I explain this without making the big softy suicidal?

“Dale, you, er . . . you aren’t connected to this, man. You don’t have any skin in the game.”

“Bullshit.”

Steve drew his eyebrows together and turned. “Aiden, why are you going back to Mythicus?”

The drunk leprechaun’s eyes were closed, but he raised a finger. “It’s me home.” He raised a second finger. “You’re gonna need a bloke to bankroll your endeavors.” He raised a third finger. “Revenge, for Tetsuo.”

Steve nodded. He’d never considered Aiden would bankroll their operation, but he appreciated hearing it. He hoped Aiden remembered that in the morning. 

“And you, Shepherd?”

“Revenge, for my brother.”

“Scarlet?” Steve asked.

“Revenge, for my mother.”

Steve threw his hands out wide. “See what I mean? I’m going to stop my megalomaniac father from starting a war he’d possibly never be able to stop, and to save the girl I love.”

Dale squinted, as if trying to understand the words coming out of Steve’s mouth.

Steve continued. “And you, Fats . . . you already have the girl you love. Here. On Earth. On Terrus.”

The room fell quiet. 

Then Dale slurped his beer and broke the silence. “Nope.”

Steve tilted his head. “Nope?”

“I care about Bel, too, Steve-o. And you forget, if your dad starts a war, where will the battleground be?” Dale waited a moment before continuing. “The battle will be here, on Earth. So, in a way, me going with you to the fairy land will be my way of saving the planet. I’ll be like Captain America.”

Scarlet scoffed. “More like The Thing.”

Dale narrowed his eyes on the succubus. He said, “You get my point.”

Steve hadn’t thought of it like that. In a way, Dale made sense. “But what about Shannon? I thought things were starting to go good between you two.”

“Too good,” Dale said, shaking his head. “Too . . . routine. We could use a break.”

“Does she think that?” Scarlet asked.

“I’ll make her understand. You let me worry about that.”

Steve was nodding. It would be nice to have his company over there. I mean, I get along with him better than I do with any of these Mythics. Aiden is conniving, Scarlet is kind of a bitch, and Shepherd I hardly even know. It would be nice to have a human by my side.

Something else came to his mind. He was reluctant to say it, because he’d convinced himself that Dale tagging along would be a good idea. But, for his friend’s sake, he felt obligated.

“Dale, remember what we were talking about in the car, on the way to the Casbah?”

Dale leaned back in the couch and stared up at the ceiling. “Not really.”

“About Michelangelo . . . helping you and Shannon.” He was trying to be delicate, since there were people around who didn’t know Dale and Shannon’s situation.

That didn’t get the response he was hoping for, either. Dale shook his head and squinted, studying Steve. “You make it sound like he gave me Viagra or something, Steve-o. I promise you, my dick worked just fine long before Michelangelo showed up.”

“Ugh,” Steve said, shaking his head. Fine. “Michelangelo brought you two together and your relationship is bound by him.”

“So what?” 

Dale was good and truly drunk.

“What if Searing to Mythicus breaks that bind? What if, when you return back here, Shannon doesn’t know you? You already told me you feared that might happen.”

Dale’s mouth dropped open as he tried to come up with a reasonable response. His brain wasn’t working too quickly. He gulped and said, with little conviction, “If that happens, I’ll just have to woo her all over again.”

Steve wasn’t convinced, but his job was done. He’d tried to talk Dale out of going.

He gave up. “Fine, you stubborn oaf. You can come.”

Dale’s face lit up. He looked like a kid in a candy shop—albeit a very drunk kid in a candy shop.  

“That makes all five of us,” Aiden said.

Steve rethought his position. Now that Dale was coming along, things might not work the same. He looked at Aiden. “Change of plans. You’re coming with me, since we’ve already gone through the Parallel Reflector together. Maybe we can do it again. Dale, you go with Scarlet and Shepherd to get Seared by Charlene. Deal?”

Everyone nodded. Everyone also looked very sleepy. 

“Good. I’m going to get some shuteye. We’ll reconvene in the morning.” Steve realized he wasn’t in his own house, so he simply sat down against a wall. He thought about Mythicus and the Parallel Reflector as he dozed off.
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Steve realized he was a fly on the wall. Not literally, though that wouldn’t have shocked him too much. It wasn’t by accident, either. He’d gone to sleep at Shannon’s house thinking about Mythicus and the Parallel Reflector. In the past, when he’d held a gold coin belonging to Aiden before he slept, he’d dream-leaped to Aiden’s house. 

He was gaining control of his power. Part of that was bridging the gap between Terrus and Mythicus and Ethereus. He believed by focusing on a destination in Ethereus, he could leap their easier. 

It seemed to work.

After the initial grogginess of dream-leaping wore off, he found he was in the dark, cold jail cell where he’d seen Geddon and Selestria earlier. Neither of them were in the cell this time.

The iron door that had kept them imprisoned was ajar.

He inhaled sharply to prepare himself, then walked out of the cell. 

Immediately upon exiting, he looked to his left and right. Blackguards stood at attention, facing outward. They stood as still as British Queen’s Guards, but instead of the black, fuzzy hats, they wore black, steel helmets. Neither of them noticed Steve, of course, because he wasn’t on the same plane as them. They were in Mythicus, where he hoped to find Geddon and Selestria, while he was in Ethereus. 

He waltzed past the guards and continued down a dark hallway. The house was in much better shape than the jail cell. He had assumed the cell Geddon and Selestria resided in was one of many—part of a dungeon or jailhouse. But it seemed it was a single room in a large mansion. The walls were smooth mahogany and the floor was carpeted. 

He passed a few rooms—a study, a small library, a bathroom—before hearing voices further down the hall. 

He rounded a corner and came to a larger study with a majestic chandelier hanging from the center. The chandelier held ten or so candles. He heard a strange sound and looked up.

A cat prowled along the silver arms of the chandelier, meowing and pawing a candle, ten feet above the ground. 

Steve froze in place. A white spot on the underside of the black and gray cat gave it away. 

Misty.

The cat froze like a statue also, its head cocking to the side in puzzlement. It dipped its face and seemed to stare at the unmoving body of Steve.

Seconds passed like hours. Steve didn’t dare move. He knew Misty shouldn’t be able to see him, not while she was on Mythicus and he was on Ethereus, but he couldn’t be sure. Sometimes things didn’t make sense in these wonky alternate planes. 

After a long while, Misty’s yellow eyes looked away from Steve. She launched herself from the chandelier to a dresser, landing on all four legs like only a cat could do. Then she dropped to the ground, glanced back at Steve once more, and vanished into another room.

Steve could feel sweat dripping down his armpits. He exhaled, realizing he’d been holding his breath the entire time. It was like he’d been staring at a T-Rex or some other animal that couldn’t see him if he stood still.

Feeling more and more like prey, he decided to go through a different door than the one Misty had scampered through. Plus, he heard voices nearby. He went to an open door and stood behind it, then poked his head out. 

Even though he was protected, theoretically, by being a spirit in a physical plane, he was still cautious.

In the room beyond, three blackguards stood in a semi-circle near the door. They blocked Steve’s line of sight, their backs facing him. He ducked to get a different angle, until he could see past them. 

Geddon and Selestria were in the center of the room, both with their hands bound behind their backs. They were on their knees as if they were about to be executed, gangland style. 

Overseer Malachite, Steve’s father, stared at them with his arms crossed over his chest. 

At seeing his father, Steve felt a wave of anger course through his veins. 

“You must be wondering why I’m keeping you alive,” Malachite said to his prisoners. They didn’t bother responding. “The Vagrant Kinship has been quite a thorn in my ass, as you both well know.”

“That’s the point,” Geddon muttered.

Malachite frowned. He nodded to one of the blackguards standing behind Geddon. The blackguard took a step forward and hit Geddon across the back of the head with his gauntlet. It pinged off Geddon and made him topple over to the side. Steve flinched. The blackguard picked Geddon up, returning him to his knees.

For what it was worth, Geddon didn’t make a single sound from the beating.

“You two will lead me to the other leaders of the Kinship,” Malachite informed them.

“Like hell we will,” Geddon replied.

“They aren’t talking to us,” Selestria added.

Steve still hadn’t seen either of their faces. He was curious. Also, from where he stood, if someone was going to recognize him, they would have done so by now. 

He walked into the room and stood beside one of the blackguards. He stood so close they could have been holding hands.

His father said, “Why aren’t they talking to you?”

Selestria’s body tensed. “Ask him,” she said, nudging her chin at Geddon. 

Geddon said nothing.

Selestria sighed. “It’s because he killed Tetsuo, our leader. He assumed he could take control, like a fool, but the people don’t trust him. We couldn’t help you if we wanted, because we don’t know their whereabouts.”

Malachite caressed his chin in contemplation. After a long pause, he said, “I don’t believe you. That’s not how a resistance works, woman. When one leader dies, no matter how powerful, the whole thing doesn’t fall apart. If it does, that’s a sign of a weak resistance which, it begrudges me to say, I know the Kinship is not. Don’t try to play me for a fool.”

“But it’s so easy,” Selestria quipped.

Without needing to be signaled, a blackguard stepped forward and slapped her across the face. She cried out and reeled, falling on the side of her head. 

Steve gasped and covered his mouth, cringing at the violent display against the nymph.

Geddon growled and tried to leap to his feet in one smooth move. 

Overseer Malachite took a step forward and kicked out with his heavy boot. He struck Geddon in the face, sending him flying onto his back. 

Steve saw Geddon’s face for the first time, looking at him upside down. He sported a scraggly beard. His face was cut in various spots and blood dribbled down his cheek and nose, into his beard.  

Geddon’s eyes shot open, then bulged, as if he could see Steve. 

Steve felt goosebumps rise on his arms. He was sure Geddon couldn’t see him, and figured Geddon’s eyes had bulged merely because he was in pain. He didn’t want to think what it meant if Geddon could see him. Then Malachite could presumably see him, too, if he tried hard enough. The last thing Steve wanted to do was present himself to his father, after all the work he’d done to keep himself away from capture. 

“How long did the Nazis last after Hitler?” Geddon asked as he was pulled up to his knees again. “Or Alexander the Great’s empire after he died? The Mongols after Genghis Khan? A movement becomes a success because of their leaders. Kill the leaders, they lose direction . . . like I’m sure the Brethren would if you died.”

Malachite chuckled. He went another step closer to Geddon, causing the prisoner to flinch in fear, but this time the Overseer didn’t lay a hand on him. He crouched and looked Geddon square in the eye. “That’s a false equivalency, my friend. You will never be as powerful as those men, nor will the Vagrant Kinship. You lack the ambition.”

“But the Brethren of Soreltris will?” Geddon asked, clenching his jaw. “You give yourself too much credit, Malachite.”

The Overseer frowned. He reached out and grabbed Geddon’s hair, then shook his head back and forth. “Who knows where the Brethren will go? Once I get the Parallel Reflector working again, the sky is the limit. Actually, the sky is only the beginning. We will see other worlds.” His eyes glittered as he said the last sentence.  

“You would seek to harm your own plane? Terrus?” Selestria asked. “What kind of monster are you?”

Malachite scowled. “I never said that, you ignorant bitch. But I will see the coexistence of my people with yours. Mythics and humans will breed together. I’ll create a race of people with powers unlike anything anyone has seen before.” 

Steve felt like he was going to be sick, hearing his father speak this way. Somehow, in the time since coming to Mythicus, he’d gone completely insane. He was speaking like Magneto or something—wishing to create a “super race”—but that guy was a comic book villain. This was actually happening! Could Richard be serious? Where was all this coming from?

“It’s too bad you don’t have the power to fulfill your illusions of grandeur,” Geddon spat. “Because it doesn’t sound like a half bad dream.”

Malachite chuckled. It was not a nice chuckle.

Geddon smiled back at him, his bloody lips cracking. “Can you not see that the Council controls you? Do you really think they’ll let you keep the Reflector for yourself?”

Malachite’s evil smile disappeared. He growled and stood very still. Then he kicked Geddon again, in the stomach this time, and the big man doubled over. Malachite’s anger wasn’t sated. He savagely stomped the helpless Mythic, until finally Geddon cried out in pain. 

“Stop it!” Selestria shouted, flinching as she watched Geddon get pummeled. “You’ll kill him!”

Through kicks and labored breathing, Malachite said, “Why should you care? He killed your husband. I’m surprised you don’t want to help me!”

Selestria said, “He’s still your only chance of finding the other leaders of the Kinship.”

Malachite stopped kicking Geddon, his foot stuck in midair. 

Oops, Steve thought, that was a mistake. He hoped Selestria knew what she was doing.

Geddon rolled around on the ground, coughing and spitting out blood. Steve couldn’t help but feel a pang of pity for Geddon, though he soon let the feeling wash away. 

Why should I feel sorry for the guy who betrayed me? I trusted him. I called him a friend. 

“Because I can save you,” Geddon said.

Steve froze, his mouth falling open.  

“What did you say?” Malachite asked.

You’ve been able to see me the whole time?

Geddon didn’t reply. He pushed himself to his side with his head, then back to his knees. He gave an almost imperceptible nod, though, and Steve knew it was aimed at him, though he looked at Malachite.

“I said . . . I can save you from your enemies, from your Council,” Geddon said, clearly improvising. 

Overseer Malachite laughed. He shook his head and glanced at Selestria, then narrowed his eyes on her. When his laugh ended, his dark smile remained. “You said Geddon is the only chance of finding the other leaders of the Kinship . . . but that isn’t quite true, is it, nymph?”

Selestria opened her mouth, but no words came out.

Malachite pointed at her, coming to some sort of revelation. “You’re a Myth Hunter! You can help me find them.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Selestria said.

Overseer Malachite started pacing, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. After a few moments, he stopped and faced Geddon. “Is that true, what she says?”

Geddon said, “She can find someone if she has their Conveyor—”

“Stop it, Geddon!” Selestria cried.

“—That tethers them to this realm. Without that, she is just as you and I.”

Malachite slowly nodded. “Very well. Geddon, you will help me find the leaders of the movement you cherish so much. You will have a day to decide to help me or not. If you refuse, I will kill Selestria.” 

Before Geddon could say anything, Malachite continued. “You two cozied up to my son for quite some time. I want you to tell me what you know about him—how he could have gone through the Parallel Reflector. What made Steve so special?”

Steve took a step back, suddenly frightened for his own life. He knew he was being foolish—that Malachite couldn’t see him—but it made him uncomfortable to hear his dad say his name.  

Geddon’s neck turned for a split second, as if he was trying to look behind him to see if Steve was still there. The message was clear: Don’t go anywhere.

Steve had his own ideas on the subject, but he wanted to hear Geddon’s opinion. He stayed in the room, despite Selestria’s death sentence hanging over him.

Geddon cleared his throat. “Your son has more power than you understand,” he began. “I’ve never seen a stronger dream-leaper.”

“Is that a fact?”

“That’s a fact.”

“That must be why he was able to penetrate my defenses and reach me on Ethereus, at the wedding, despite the barriers I have in place.”

“I assume so.”

Malachite mulled that over for a moment. “Interesting. What else?”

Selestria refused to look at Geddon at this point. Clearly disgusted with him, she found a nice spot on the ground to fix her eyes.

Geddon continued. “It’s my understanding he also had his Conveyor on his person, at the wedding, which few people do. Since it is the one item tethering a person to Mythicus, people are usually keen to keep theirs hidden.”

“And the leprechaun that went with him?” Malachite asked.

Geddon shrugged. “He had his Conveyor on his person, too.”

“How do you know this?”

“Because I was both of their Myth Makers. I know what their Conveyors were.”

“What were they?”

“A dollar bill, for each of them,” Geddon said.

Malachite chuckled. “Clever. Give them a piece of paper that’s useless on Mythicus, and make it the most important possession they own.”

Geddon ignored that. “Were the two of them connected, physically, in any way when they went through the mirror?”

Malachite nodded. “The leprechaun was holding onto my son’s arm.”

“Well, there you go,” Geddon said matter-of-factly. He twitched again, trying to turn around to face Steve, but he stopped midway. “They were in Ethereus when they went through the mirror. They both had their Conveyors on their person. Doesn’t sound like a coincidence to me.”

“Perhaps you’re onto something,” Malachite said in a low voice. He was deep in thought. Without facing Geddon, he said, “Maybe I need someone to help me get better at dream-leaping.” 

Geddon was silent.

Malachite had calmed down and was almost talking to Geddon like they were equals. He finally broke that perceived spell and said, “Bring them back to their cell. Geddon, you have twenty-four hours to give up your cohorts, or your lover dies.”

“We are not lovers,” Selestria spat.

Malachite chuckled. “Tell that to him,” he said, then turned on his heels and left the room.

Steve understood what had just happened. Geddon was a traitor, yes, twice, thrice over. But his message to Malachite regarding the Parallel Reflector—that was aimed at Steve as much as it was aimed at the Overseer. 

Adrenaline filled Steve’s body. Geddon’s thoughts on the Parallel Reflector had matched his own. He was almost giddy from excitement.  

The blackguards closed in on the prisoners and picked them up by their arms, standing them on their feet. 

Steve closed his eyes and thought of home.

Geddon and Selestria turned around. Geddon had his mouth open, ready to say something to Steve in passing.

But Steve was already gone.
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CHAPTER NINE
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When Steve came to, he felt warmth on his face. He cracked open his eyes and immediately closed them again. A line of sunlight shot through a window, straight into his eyes. He rolled away from the wall he leaned against. His eyes ventured around the living room until they landed on a clock hanging on the wall. It was almost 8:00 a.m.

The couch Aiden slept on and Dale’s loveseat were both empty. Shepherd still occupied the smaller couch, sleeping. 

Steve yawned and stretched. He felt his body creak and bones crunch. His mouth was dry, but on the floor next to him someone had left a glass of water. His head ached from the latest dream-leaping escapade, so he chugged the water as quickly as he could.

Helping himself to his feet, he stretched one more time by trying to touch his toes. Then he shuffled away from the living room. Rubbing one of his eyes with his palm, he came to the kitchen, where Dale and Shannon were making breakfast. It smelled of garlic and eggs and bacon. Steve smiled, missing the smell of a home cooked breakfast. 

He stood in the walkway for a moment, unnoticed. Dale had no shirt on. It was a sight to see, his hairy body enough for children to mistake him for a Yeti. Shannon did have a shirt on. She flipped the bacon with a spatula, and Dale pinched her butt. She giggled and did a little squirmy dance.

“Morning,” Steve said, deciding to speak up before things took a more intimate turn. 

Neither of them looked at him. Shannon’s joy seemed to leave her face. She continued staring at the bacon like it had all the answers to her problems. It was clear how Shannon felt about Dale’s friends staying over for a slumber party.

“I think we’ve overstayed our welcome, Fats,” Steve said, for Shannon’s sake.

“Bollocks!” Dale said in his best English accent, which wasn’t very passable. 

“That’s kind of you, Steve,” Shannon said, ignoring her boyfriend. She turned to him and gave him a half-smile. “You know you’re welcome here anytime.” Her tone told Steve he was not in fact welcome there anytime, and he should be going ASAP. 

“Thank you, Shannon. Can I steal Dale for a second?”

Shannon shrugged and went back to her bacon, flipping them again. 

Dale followed Steve out of the kitchen. “What’s up?”

“Seen Aiden and Scarlet?” 

“They were gone before I woke up. Must have run off into the night.”

“When did you wake up?”

Dale shrugged. “An hour ago?” The corners of his mouth twisted into a smile as he leaned forward. “Why, do you think they got away to do the hanky-panky?” He pantomimed sticking a finger back and forth through a hole he’d made with the other hand.

Steve groaned. “What are you, five?”

Dale said, “No, I’m a healthy six, seven on a randy day. Shannon tells her friends six, but that’s because she measures from the—”

Steve showed Dale his palm, begging him to stop. He was shaking his head with his eyes closed in consternation. It was much too early for Dale talk. 

“Sorry,” Dale said, but Steve could tell by his face he wasn’t sorry.

“Why are you so chipper this morning?” Steve asked, feeling like a father scolding his much bigger son. “Two of our greatest—and shadiest—assets are missing. That doesn’t worry you?”

Dale shrugged. “I guess I’m just excited for an adventure. A quest. Besides, I’m sure they’ll come around.”

“Have you told Shannon?”

“That I’m packing seven? Oh, she knows—”  

“Dale.”

“Right.” Dale had the decency to look a bit shamefaced as he averted his gaze from Steve’s piercing eyes. He made the slightest nudge with his head, a quick left to right. 

Steve sighed. “When are you planning on telling her? We have to meet with Charlene at midnight tonight.”

“I know, I know.” Dave waved Steve off. “I’ll tell her when everyone’s gone. I dunno how she’ll take it yet.”

Shannon’s voice from the kitchen: “Honey, breakfast is ready. Is Steve staying for bacon and eggs?”

Dale called over shoulder, “Yeah, baby—”

“No,” Steve yelled. “Thanks so much for the invite, though, Shannon. I’m heading out.”

Dale threw his head back, mock offended, his mouth agape. 

Steve thought he heard Shannon mutter from the kitchen, “It wasn’t an invite,” but he couldn’t be sure. He said, “There you go. We’re all gone. Now is your chance.” He turned to leave, not sure where he was going to go.

“Hey,” Dale called out.

Steve turned around.

“Take that bum with you.” Dale motioned to the couch. “Unless he wants to start paying rent, he’s slept on my couch long enough.”

Steve chuckled. He saw the irony of Dale calling it “his” couch and asking for rent. He was pretty sure Dale was freeloading, and it definitely wasn’t his couch. “Right-o,” he said, eyeing Shepherd, who was currently scratching his nether regions in a sleepy stupor.

Steve screwed up his face and turned away. There was a stench of beer and some other sickly smell emanating from Shepherd. It made Steve self-conscious. He lifted his arm, sniffed his armpit, and recoiled.  

“Shit,” he said to himself. “I’m ripe.”

He got a bright idea and walked back to the kitchen, popping his head around the wall. He was trying to give the impression he was on his way out. 

Dale had his back turned, and somewhere on the other side of him was Shannon, lost in his large embrace. 

“Sorry to bother,” he said, drawing a scowl from Dale as he separated from his girl. “Mind if I use the shower before I head out? I’ll be quick.”

Dale’s eyes narrowed, like he was trying to tell Steve something, but it didn’t take. He made a few deliberate gestures with his eyebrows and eyes: glancing at Shannon, then glancing at the bedroom on the other side of the kitchen. 

Steve got the meaning that time. Dale wanted to occupy the bedroom, and therefore the bathroom. He pretended like he didn’t understand. He tilted his head and put on a confused face. 

Exasperated, Dale sighed. “Oh, fine, dammit. But hurry up.”

Steve snapped his fingers and gave Dale the ol’ finger gun salute and his most disarming smile. “Thanks, Fats.”

He marched through the kitchen, past the lovebirds, and disappeared into Shannon’s room. He made sure to keep his eyes on the ground, not on the bras scattered on the bed, as he made his way to the bathroom. 

Inside, he peeled his clothes off and stared at himself in the mirror. He looked ragged: black bags under his red-rimmed eyes; pale, sallow skin; prominent crow’s feet starting to show . . .

Where is all this coming from? I don’t even drink anymore!

For whatever reason, it seemed like his body had physically taken a toll over the last few days. 

A dark thought clouded his mind. Could it be the dream-leaping? Is that sapping my energy? I do always wake up with a massive headache after one of my escapades . . .

He ran a hand through his hair, picking out a couple grays, and turned on the shower. He stepped under the soothing hot water, sighed comfortably, and closed his eyes.

––––––––
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HE SHOULD HAVE KNOWN thinking about dream-leaping before closing his eyes would lead him right there. The problem was that Ethereus and Mythicus were always on his mind these days. It was making his erratic leaping even worse.

Just when he thought he was starting to get control over his power, it threw him a curve ball.

He was in a forest, surrounded by trees and the constant humming of insects and other life. 

He was disembodied again—staring out from someone else’s eyes. It startled him as much as it did the first time.

Where the hell . . .

“Ahh!” the body’s voice cried. As alarming as it was for Steve to be in someone else’s shoes, he could only imagine the terror a person must feel hearing a different voice in his head. 

In this case, Steve found he inhabited someone else’s tiny shoes.

“Stop doing this, wafer-man!” Lig said out loud. 

I don’t know how!

The person Lig followed spun around with a scowl on her face. Pua Kila was stalking through the woods, and Lig’s cry for help was apparently not appreciated. 

“Quiet, little one,” Pua Kila rebuked. “We are close now.”

She followed paw prints in the dirt and undergrowth, stopping every few feet to inspect them. She touched and prodded the prints, as if trying to figure out how recent they had been planted.

“Sorry, sorry,” Lig whispered. “An acquaintance of mine has decided to show up, unannounced.”

Pua Kila gave him a strange look. Even for a forest dweller—connected to the trees and nature and spirits—Lig’s words seemed to make little sense.

The Nawao warrior continued on, Lig in hot pursuit. They passed a clearing with a small pond, bounded over a mossy hill, and still followed the tracks. 

Steve didn’t recognize where they were. He knew the forest surrounding the Lee and Reynolds houses was vast. They seemed deeply entrenched, as if Lig and Pua Kila had been traveling through the woods all night.

“We have been,” Lig said in a low, tired voice.

What are you looking for?

“Your wolf friend.”

Fuscia?

Lig nodded.

Pua Kila had decided to ignore her companion’s mutterings.

Why?

“Long story. The short story is because Master Constantin asked her to, in return for him watching over her people.”

The Nawao are staying with the Lees? I thought they were hunted down by the blackguards after the wedding.

“You’ve missed quite a lot in your absence, wafer-man. But you can’t pop in my head and expect answers whenever you feel like it. Shh.” He put a finger over his lips to enunciate the “shh,” and Pua Kila gave him another strange look.

One more question. How’s Annabel?

Steve could tell Lig wanted to lie and say “fine.” He could tell because he could practically read Lig’s thoughts as they were forming. It was a strange feeling, learning the thought process of a different person and understanding how their mind worked. In this case, it was a very different mind than Steve’s. 

So, Lig didn’t lie. “I don’t know,” he said. “She is staying with the Reynoldses.”

Steve flashed with anger, sending a spike of red pain through Lig’s mind. 

“Ow,” the brownie said. 

Sorry.

They continued on in quiet for a time, until Steve could hear running water in the distance. Pua Kila held up a fist and stopped the procession. She gingerly parted a few tree branches and peered through. A smile formed on her face and without a word she nodded to Lig. 

Lig ambled up beside her, went on his tiptoes, and gazed through the hole. 

Steve could see a hill in the distance with a shallow cave carved out of it. A small waterfall spilled over the summit of the hill and the opening of the cave. A wolf was perched on a fallen tree trunk next to the waterfall, sipping water from the pond. 

Without anymore hesitation, Pua Kila pushed past the trees and came into the clearing.

The wolf’s head jumped and turned to Pua Kila like a deer in the headlights. 

Pua Kila raised her hands in surrender. “Sacred animal of the woods, I am not here to harm you. I am Nawao, a sacred animal of the woods as well.”

The wolf backpedaled as Pua Kila walked toward it. Then it went low on its haunches, sticking its head down aggressively.

At seeing the wolf’s stance, Pua Kila stopped walking. Her hands were still held in the sky. 

“I have come on behalf of Annabel Lee, noble one.”

The wolf whimpered and relaxed. The mention of Annabel Lee was instantly recognized. 

That’s her.

Lig opened his mouth to chastise Steve, but decided the moment was too important to ruin with words. He didn’t want to scare away the wolf. He crept out of the woods with his hands on his stomach, the epitome of non-aggression. The wolf’s yellow eyes flashed over to him.

“He is a friend, noble one, and a friend of Annabel’s,” Pua Kila assured the wolf. “Fuscia, we need your help. For Charles.”

At the mention of Charles, Fuscia whined. It was a low, soft howl, but Steve could feel the pain and sadness within it.

Pua Kila took another step forward. This time, Fuscia was not so flighty. The wolf hopped off the tree trunk, splashed through the pond, and came before Pua Kila. She nestled her head against the Nawao’s legs.

Pua Kila smiled and petted the wolf.

Were you followed? a voice asked in Lig’s head. It was a female voice, and when Lig looked at the wolf with a startled expression, Fuscia stared back at him.

No, Steve said, somehow using Lig’s body as a conduit to communicate with the wolf-woman.

It was not smart for you to come here, Fuscia replied in Lig’s mind.

“Why not?” Lig asked.

Pua Kila furrowed her brow and turned to the brownie. “Excuse me?”

Scratching the back of his neck, Lig said, “I don’t know how to explain this. She is talking to me—well, not me, but she’s talking to the other person in my head.”

Pua Kila said, “The one you’ve been muttering to this whole time?” She didn’t seem too surprised.

Lig nodded. “It’s Steve Remington.”

Pua Kila’s eyes lit up. “Koa Steve!”

I have secluded myself so the evil ones cannot find me. If people followed you, my hideaway is doomed, and so is the Watcher’s home, Fuscia said through Lig.

The Watcher? Steve asked, confused. 

Lig looked past the wolf and his heart lurched. Through the thin waterfall, he could make out a shape on the other side—a humanoid standing at the mouth of the cave.

Jesus Christ! Steve cried out when he noticed the person in the waterfall.

“Who is that?” Lig asked, his eyes growing huge.

Pua Kila followed his eyes and stifled a gasp. She instinctively reached behind her, where she kept her quarterstaff on her back. 

Fuscia growled at her and Pua Kila pulled her hand away, without making any sudden movements. 

The Spirit Watcher, as I just said, Fuscia informed them. 

“W-What . . . does it want?” Lig asked. 

She wants nothing, brownie. She simply . . . watches. 

Lig gulped.  

Tell me of your woes, then be on your way, Fuscia said. 

“Fuscia wants to know what we want,” Lig said to Pua Kila.

The Nawao woman nodded. “Constantin and Mariana Lee wish to know the whereabouts of their son. Lady Mariana holds out hope he’s alive, Lord Constantin is more skeptical, and Lig says he knows Charles is dead. So, you see, we have a predicament.”

The brownie is correct. Fuscia lowered her head and whimpered again. Lig reached out and ran a hand over her coarse fur, rubbing behind an ear.

“She says . . . I’m right,” Lig said. It was not lost on him how self-righteous that came out, or sounded.

Pua Kila narrowed her eyes. “How can I be sure she is actually speaking to you? What if this is all a ruse you’ve set—”

Fuscia snapped her head up and bared her sharp teeth, growling at the Nawao woman. 

Pua Kila had the presence of mind to raise her hands and take a step back. “Very well. Never mind.” 

Is there anything else? Fuscia asked.

“Is there anything else?” Lig asked.

“Yes,” Pua Kila began. “The Lees wish to know the whereabouts of their son—alive or dead.”  

That . . . is simple, Fuscia said. The wolf nudged her nose back toward the cave, waterfall, and mysterious woman. The evil ones carried his body here, from their house. I followed them. They buried him in the cave. I have stood watch since that day, and shortly after, the Watcher came.

Lig relayed the message to Pua Kila.

Through the entire conversation, Steve hadn’t torn his eyes away from the waterfall. He stared at the Spirit Watcher, through the mesmerizing, rippling water, and wondered who she could be.

Why is she here? he asked.

I do not know, Fuscia said. She has only told me that important events are imminent. She says she must be here to witness them.

Steve pondered that, but said no more. 

Pua Kila was not privy to the internal conversation they were having. She said, “Excuse me for being indelicate, but if the evil ones—the Reynoldses—were trying to dispose of Charles Lee’s body, why would they bury him? He could be discovered that way. Why would they not just burn him?”

Perhaps it is against their moral code, Fuscia said, as twisted as their compass might be.

Lig repeated what Fuscia was saying in his mind. He had a strange inkling that, were it not for Steve also occupying his mind, he would be deaf to Fuscia’s words.

Pua Kila nodded. “Very well. Thank you, noble one.” She hesitated with what she had to say next. After shifting her weight from one foot to the other, she sighed. “I’m afraid we must . . . exhume the body. Constantin and Mariana Lee demand to see their son. Then they will take action.”

Fuscia growled at the Nawao woman.

Please, Fuscia, Steve said. He didn’t even know what Constantin and Mariana were planning. He thought it might have something to do with helping Annabel, and that’s all he cared about.

“If it is any consolation,” Pua Kila added, “this discovery will help bring about the end of the evil ones. You will have your vengeance.”

No, you will exact revenge for me. It’s not the same, Fuscia replied.

The end result will be the same, Steve assured her.

A long, tense pause followed.

Fine, Fuscia said, but I will go with you. Anywhere my Charles goes, I go. Then I will see the faces of my enemy and exact my own vengeance.

“One condition,” Lig said to Pua Kila. “She goes with us.”

“Very well,” Pua Kila said. 

They all headed toward the waterfall. Lig was a bit more hesitant than the wolf and the Nawao.

When they got close, the shape of the Spirit Watcher became more pronounced. The corners of Steve’s vision started to dull and then blacken. 

Steve felt he was losing his connection to Lig. 

H-How? 

Before he lost everything, he said, Lig, I’ve come here for a reason. Before I . . . before I go, I have an urgent message for you to relay to Annabel next time you see her.

As the trio came to the side of the waterfall, Steve spoke in Lig’s mind. He told the brownie the importance of the message. At the waterfall, the Watcher turned to them. She wore a white dress, much like Annabel wore, but with a thick black veil covering her face completely. 

Steve could see strands of blonde hair sticking out from under the veil.

The Watcher said nothing and hardly moved. Her masked face turned to Pua Kila. Even the fearless Nawao queen seemed unnerved for a moment. Then the Watcher glanced at Fuscia.

Finally, the Watcher turned her shapeless black veil on Lig.

Steve felt a strange sensation as he saw the sculpted outline of the face underneath the veil. The sensation overpowered him and he felt himself losing control. 

The Watcher pointed a thin finger at Lig, her long nail almost touching his face. 

The pointed finger seemed to spear right through Lig and tear into Steve’s soul.

He fought, but then cried out in Lig’s mind and his reality twisted.

Everything went black.
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CHAPTER TEN
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That morning, Overseer Malachite called an emergency meeting of the Brethren Council. Constantin Lee frowned as he read the letter in his study, then shooed the messenger away. He had been ready to go to bed before the messenger arrived. But the letter was marked with the seal of the Overseer. So, he would have to stay up.

With all that was going on, Constantin feared an ambush. His daughter had been married to the Reynolds’ despicable son. Pua Kila and Lig had been sent to find his lost son. This was the first invitation the Council had sent for him and his wife since joining the ranks of the Brethren. He didn’t feel excited, as he thought he might have. Instead, he felt worried he’d made a terrible mistake in “allying” his family with the Reynoldses.  

As these thoughts plagued his mind, he looked up at the stained-glass window on the far side of the room. The sun beamed pink and green and blue light onto the hardwood floor. He made sure his entire body was far from the sunny patch, lest he meet a fiery end.

H stood from his chair, folded the letter, and placed it in a pocket inside his tunic. He went to retrieve his best overcoat, hooded cloak, gloves, and umbrella. It would take at least three hours to ride the 75 miles to Malachite’s Northern Soreltris estate. He knew he and Mariana would need to get moving soon.

He felt naked leaving his house empty. Usually, at the very least, Lig was there to watch over things while he and Mariana were away or asleep. But there was nothing to be done.

He left the library and made his way up the stairs, glancing into Annabel’s empty bedroom as he walked by. Sadness and longing filled him as he peeked inside the room, left as though she would appear at any minute. The black curtains were drawn, her velvet purple bed sheet disheveled and unmade. But alas, she was with Tiberius Reynolds, as requested by the boy’s parents. In Constantin’s mind, she was a hostage, kept away from the Lees to get them to do the Reynolds’ bidding.

The marriage proposal had been years in the making. Now that it had happened, Constantin regretted it. He was cold, but he wasn’t heartless. Well, he was heartless, in a sense, but he felt sympathetic to his daughter’s dilemma.

He shut the door and exited, eager to rid the dismal thoughts from his mind. He came to his and Mariana’s bedroom and cracked open the door. Mariana was lying on their bed, sleeping on her back. Her arms were crossed over her chest and she looked like a dead body.

He went to the bed and knelt, gently shaking his wife’s shoulder. The black-haired beauty pouted her colorless lips and opened her gray eyes. “What is it, husband?”

“A messenger has come, my love. Overseer Malachite has requested an emergency Council meeting at his estate.”

“So?”

“We have been requested.”

Still sleepy, it took a moment for Mariana to register what that meant. When she did, she said, “We’re Council members now?”

Constantin smiled tentatively. “Two of the most powerful people in Soreltris, my love.”

Mariana lifted her head and stared at the black bed sheets. “If we lose our daughter, it won’t matter.”

A pain stabbed Constantin where his dead heart might be. What was this feeling? Remorse. Sadness. He couldn’t shake the emotions and they quickly morphed into anger. 

With a snarl, he said, “Get up, Mariana, we must go. We need to make a good first impression with the Council.”

“What does he want?” Mariana asked, ignoring Constantin’s miniature outburst. She was used to his short temper. Like most men she’d known over the centuries, he tended to regard females as emotional and irrational. But he was the one who had meltdowns over littlest disagreements and grievances. If she voiced her opinion on the matter, her words would fall on deaf ears. So she said nothing.

For many decades, the Brethren of Soreltris understood this. Women ran the show, peacefully. The Soreltris political system had been a matriarchal oligarchy. The most powerful women from each noble family made up the Council. 

But the men brooded, as should have been expected. They knew the history from Terrus—a world run by men, as long as humans had been in existence. Why should Mythicus be any different? 

The men made a play for power as soon as Overseeress Garnet was found dead under mysterious circumstances. Clearly, her office and title should have passed to her sister, January Amos. But January had taken to Terrus. Then the title should have gone to Garnet’s daughter. But the Council didn’t want a wild card like Garnet’s daughter to rule. They didn’t know her and they couldn’t find her. Good riddance. And they surely didn’t want a woman like January, who had already abandoned Mythicus in favor of Terrus. They’d rather have a human rule than a traitor. 

Thus, the Council had been persuaded to allow Garnet’s lover to rule as regent. This one time, the women had gone along with the men’s suggestion. They did not understand that their immediately diminished power would likely never return to its former glory. 

Shortly after Richard Remington became regent, he gave more power to the men in the Council. He was soon elected Overseer. Richard Remington became Overseer Malachite, and the rest was history. 

Mariana thought the Overseer was weak-willed and unfit to lead. He was a frail human—not frail as a human, but frail because he was human. Already there was dissension: this wasn’t what the Council had agreed upon. Richard Remington was supposed to be temporary, until a better leader was found.

Mariana rose from her bed. She was not tired, because the dead don’t get sleepy. They rest to regenerate their bodies and blood. But their minds always remain sharp. Constantin and Mariana had genius-level intellects. But that could not save them from the baffling leadership of Overseer Malachite.

“Let’s go see what he wants, I suppose,” Mariana told her husband, clearly none too pleased about the ordeal. It didn’t matter if it was their first introduction into the Council. Her baby was still a captive in a stranger’s house.

She was ashamed at ever allowing the marriage to take place. She would never forgive herself for it, or her husband, whose idea it had been. But it was done. Now she had to fight for her daughter.

The two vampires left their household on two separate horses. They were covered from head to heel in dark clothes, similar to burkhas. They rode perfectly—they’d been doing it for hundreds of years. Each one held an umbrella, in case the sun got through his or her clothes. They reached the I-5 Freeway, the main thoroughfare in Central Soreltris, and headed north. They made quite a sight for onlookers. 

Everyone on the road steered clear from the couple: two black figures with their faces covered by black veils, and umbrellas over their heads. Only their gray eyes were visible from the road, and no one dared look at them for too long before they galloped past.
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CONSTANTIN AND MARIANA arrived at Overseer Malachite’s estate before midday. They’d ridden their horses nearly to death, but they’d made it. Dismounting and handing their reins to the stableman, they looked up at the looming structure ahead. 

It was a castle built on a hillside overlooking a beach to the west. On Terrus, the castle was located in Laguna Hills, an affluent city near Laguna Canyon and Laguna Beach. Here, it had been the base of operations for the Brethren Overseers for decades. 

They crested the hill and came to the outermost gate, where two blackguards stood ready and armed. Constantin produced his letter with the Overseer’s seal. One of the blackguards glanced at the letter, nodded to the other, and the gate opened. The vampires passed through without so much as a single word exchanged.

It was a quarter-mile walk from the gate to the courtyard of the castle. Large birch trees lined the walkway on either side, protecting the vampires from the sun, allowing them to uncover their faces. As they neared the courtyard, they could see the convention was beginning. A group of people sat at a long table on a veranda, outside the eastern wing of the castle. Luckily for Constantin and Mariana, the veranda was located on the shady side of the castle. The sun was completely blocked from sight. 

Constantin recognized the faces at the table. There were eleven people, from six of the most powerful families in Soreltris. The group at the table made up the nobility of the three regions. With the addition of Constantin and Mariana, there were now thirteen nobles. 

On one side of the table sat Lord Obsidian and Lady Chalcedony. They were dwarves who lived in the nearby hills. The stout, round folk had an appreciation for money, real estate, and were two of the richest folk in Soreltris. Next to them sat Lord Jasper and Lady Amber, attractive fauns with fine, Roman features. They had a penchant for exhibitionism and public displays of nudity. At the moment, the two wore clothes, their finest gold and red robes—the Brethren colors.

Lady Jade was a widow and one of the more powerful members of the Council because of her single status. She had the power to sway votes with her single vote, while other families typically voted among party lines, two at a time. A five-five vote was rare, because it meant a wife and husband would’ve had to split. But Jade could fix all that with her eleventh vote. 

On the other side of the table sat Lord Onyx and Lady Opal—Jareth and Dosira Reynolds—who stared at Constantin and Mariana as they approached. They sat closest to the head of the table, which was currently empty. It was a very public display of their power. The two seats across from them were vacant—presumably for Constantin and Mariana. The empty seats were close to the head of the table because they represented the introduction of the newest Council members. It was their first meeting. Constantin had no doubt they’d be sitting on the far side of the table whenever the next meeting came around.

Next to the Reynoldses sat Lord Topaz and Lady Agate, two humanoid-looking figures with turbans wrapped around their heads. They had rather pale skin and flat, Greek faces. Every once in a while their turbans would writhe and move, causing some nobles to squirm in their seats. Topaz and Agate were gorgons, descendants of the infamous Medusa.

Furthest removed from the head of the table were Lord Sunstone and Lady Moonstone. Lord Sunstone was an elf. He was a tall, handsome man who sat straight-backed with his hands steepled on the table. He had married Lady Moonstone, a dryad, one of the leading tree nymphs in the region. 

Constantin and Mariana made the rounds, introducing themselves. The dwarves, Lord Obsidian and Lady Chalcedony, seemed most standoffish with the vampires. Vampires still had a bit of a stigma attached to the name, even among other Mythics. Lady Jade, who was a beautiful yōkai, a demon of Japanese descent, smiled at Constantin as he passed. Her thin lips nearly reached her ears, which unnerved the vampire patriarch a bit. 

After Constantin and Mariana sat, across from the Reynoldses, near the head of the table, servants came out with trays of food. It all smelled good and came from various cultures. Overseer Malachite was clearly trying to appease everyone. 

Constantin and Mariana had blood poured into their goblets. They drank a bit to restore some of their lost energy from the ride. Once finished with the first goblet, they switched over to wine, which most of the others drank. The dwarves drank ales as stout as they were. 

Overseer Malachite appeared without preamble, while his guests were still eating. He came from inside the castle and put his hands out wide when he came to the head of the table. “Welcome to my home, friends.”

Lord Obsidian, the gruff dwarf, was quick to reply. “Why have you brought us here on such short notice, Overseer?” Even though the dwarf might not have liked Constantin, Constantin liked him, if only because he got straight to the point and didn’t try to play politics.

“First, I would like to congratulate Lord and Lady Lee, our newest members by way of unification. I hope their child is happy in her marriage to the son of two of our greatest allies, Lord Onyx and Lady Opal. We will celebrate their successful marriage tomorrow afternoon. I hope you all will attend. I have invited a magical, masterful musician from Terrus to perform at the celebration.”

That was news to Constantin. It made him bristle. “Excuse me, Overseer?” he said. “I was not informed about this ‘celebration’ of which you speak.”

“Who’s the musician you invited?” Dosira Reynolds, Lady Opal, asked.

Overseer Malachite frowned and ignored Dosira. He turned to Constantin. “That’s why I’m informing you now.” His mood quickly lightened. With a smile, he added, “The reception will not only be for the marriage between Annabel and Lord Amethyst. It will also mark the Naming Ceremony for you and your wife.”

Lord Obsidian put his stubby palms on the table, face down. “That’s all good and well, Overseer, but you still haven’t answered my question.”

Malachite spun on the dwarf with a scowl. “Have you always been this impatient, Lord?”

“Yes,” said Obsidian’s wife, Lady Chalcedony. It drew a round of chuckles from the table.

Malachite took a deep breath. He readjusted his cloak, which was red and rimmed in gold fur. He looked resplendent in the Brethren livery, though not a bit more lavish than any other nobles at the table. Only Constantin and Mariana seemed underdressed for the occasion. They also lived furthest from the castle, with the exception of the Reynoldses, and were not used to traveling during the day. They were garbed out of caution, which outweighed their need to impress at the dinner table.

Malachite pulled out his chair and took a seat at the table. He said, “I have called this emergency meeting for a simple reason. I have the leaders of the Vagrant Kinship detained within my estate—”

“The so-called ‘leaders,’ my lord,” Jareth Reynolds pointed out.

Malachite narrowed his eyes. “Do not interrupt me again, Lord Onyx. When Geddon killed the Vagrant leader, Tetsuo, he became the de factor head of the group.”

“I’ve heard people don’t want to follow him,” Lady Agate said, her turban moving on her head. No one looked her in the eye.

“That will happen when you commit regicide,” Lord Obsidian added. 

“Tetsuo was as much a king as I am a dwarf,” said a voice at the end of the table. Everyone turned. It was Lady Moonstone, the tree dryad, who had spoken. 

Her husband, the elven Lord Sunstone, added, “My wife is correct. He did not hold the Vagrant Kinship together firmly.”

“You are both correct,” Overseer Malachite said. “I thank you for your input. There are other leaders within the rebellion, and that is why I have called you here. Geddon is nearly ready to give up the location of his allies. When he does, I want you all prepared to act—swiftly—before they’re given a chance to escape. Is that understood?”

Malachite watched as everyone at the table nodded. “I will split the rebel-hunting by region. Is that understood?”

Everyone nodded again.

“And I’m sure you all see why I was forced to call for you personally. I could not risk the chance of this information getting into the wrong hands.”

“How do you know Geddon is close to giving you what you seek, my lord?” Dosira asked.

“Because if he doesn’t by tonight, the love of his life will die.”

Dosira nodded and stared at the tabletop, unwilling to meet Malachite’s eyes. 

“Before the celebration tomorrow,” Malachite continued, “we will have a short meeting to discuss what I’ve learned over the course of the night. I predict tonight will be grueling, because Geddon is tough. As much as it pains me to say.”

A few chuckles floated on the breeze. 

After a moment of silence, Overseer Malachite stood from his chair and raised his hands. “That settled, you are all dismissed. Thank you for coming.”

At the sound of nobles groaning, Constantin stood from his seat and eyed Malachite. The human did not seem as powerful as Constantin had originally thought. He had been interrupted during his speech—nearly chastised—without retribution. Some of the Council members even seemed to act a bit insubordinate toward him. 

Constantin followed Malachite away from the table. He thought, Perhaps his dethroning will happen sooner than I thought . . .

“Lord Constantin, where are you going? We have Brethren matters to attend to,” Jareth Reynolds called out when he saw Constantin stalking the Overseer.

Malachite turned around at the sound of footsteps behind him. Constantin was a bit taller than him, and entirely too close for comfort. “Why are you following me, Constantin? Do you think I want you inside my home?”

Constantin shook his head. “No, my lord, but might I request a quick word with you?”

Malachite sighed. He studied Constantin’s pale face, then relented. “Only if it’s quick,” he said, turning to go inside his castle.

They entered the castle through a hallway that led to a study. 

“Well?” Malachite asked.

Constantin peeked over his shoulder. When he was sure no one had followed them, he said, “My lord, I have proof of Jareth and Dosira Reynolds’ involvement in the disappearance of my son.”

A look of fury crossed over Malachite’s face. He swiftly subdued it. “What are you talking about? Not this again . . .”

“They killed my boy—”

“Where is your proof?” Malachite snapped.

Constantin blinked at the Overseer. “I will have physical proof by tonight—”

“Physical you say? As in not circumstantial?”

Constantin nodded.

“Then why are you bringing this to me now?”

“Because I’d like you to annul the marriage between Tiberius and my daughter.”

Malachite scoffed. “You have a lot to learn about leadership, Lord Lee. I will not fracture my own Council—not while we are dealing with outside threats. Am I making myself clear? There’s no place for dissension here.”

Constantin felt his anger boiling over. He had expected Malachite would not give him what he wanted without evidence. “If I bring that proof to the celebration tomorrow, will you annul the marriage then?”

Putting his hands on his hips, Malachite said, “It wouldn’t be much of a celebration then, would it?”

The two stared at each other as a moment of silence passed.

“I’ll think about it,” Malachite said at last.

Constantin almost bared his sharp, fanged teeth, but he kept his cool. Malachite would not do anything on a whim, that much was sure. And he wouldn’t do anything without substantial proof—perhaps even with it. It pissed Constantin off that he had no guarantee. Even if he managed to find Charles’ body, it might not be enough to fracture the marriage between Annabel and Tiberius.

“Is that all, Lord Lee?” Malachite asked.

Constantin nodded. “Thank you for your time,” he said, then turned around to leave the way he’d come.

“Don’t forget about the celebration tomorrow,” Malachite called out as Constantin marched down the hallway. “Make sure Annabel dresses in her nicest clothes! Maybe tell her to wear something other than white for a change.”

Constantin didn’t respond to the barb. He knew Jareth and Dosira Reynolds were much more powerful than he was in the Brethren hierarchy. But he’d only just realized how much power they truly controlled. 

Back outside, Mariana gave him an expectant look. “Well?”

“I’m not sure yet,” Constantin whispered. 

It was nearing sundown and he was desperate to rest his body. 

Before he and Mariana could make their escape, Jareth said, “Good work distracting the Overseer. Who told you to do that?”

Constantin’s mind worked quickly, but he had nothing. He didn’t know the other people at the table well enough to try to lie. He said, “It was my idea. Why? What are you discussing?”

“Something very important, Constantin. It’ll be the first vote you and your wife will cast. Exciting, yes?”

Everyone around the table stared at Constantin and Mariana with solemn expressions. The vampires slowly took their seats.  

“There we are,” Jareth said. “Now that there are thirteen of us, let us put our former proposal for a vote, shall we? It has been a long time coming.”

“What’s the proposal?” Constantin asked.

Jareth shot Constantin a wry smirk, full of arrogance. “I think you know, Lord Lee. So, how will you two cast your votes?”

They voted on the most important Brethren decision to date. While they did, a black cat with a white underbelly came from underneath the table and strolled away, toward the castle . . .
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“CAN YOU BELIEVE THE audacity of that bastard?” Constantin asked when he and Mariana had returned home. The moon was full and high in the sky by the time they returned. It felt good to be home.

“Yes, I can, husband,” Mariana said, leading her horse to the stables around the back of the house. They had no stable boy and they liked it that way. It took them a couple minutes to get the horses settled in their stalls. 

Once finished, they headed to the front of the house. Before they reached the front door, Constantin heard footsteps in the distance, thanks to his heightened sense of hearing. 

He turned and saw three figures approaching: Pua Kil, Lig, and a naked woman he’d never laid eyes on before. She was blonde and covered her breasts with her arms as she approached.  

“We’ve returned, master,” Lig said helpfully, a smile on his face. He was covered in dirt and soil and looked like he’d aged years in the day he’d been gone. Still, he seemed satisfied.

Constantin felt a burden on his shoulders. His entire future strategy rested on what his little house brownie had to say. He also couldn’t take his eyes from the nude woman, and before he could say anything to Lig, Mariana butted in. “Who’s this?” she asked, rather disapprovingly. “And why is she unclothed?”

“This is Fuscia, master. The one we’ve been looking for,” Lig said proudly. 

A moment of silence fell over the group. The wind breezed through Fuscia’s straggly hair, whipping it across her face. 

“Well? What do you have to report?” Constantin asked, not allowing anyone into his house until he had answers.

“Good news, my lord,” Lig said. “We indeed found the burial site of your son.” He beamed.

A broken sob erupted from behind Constantin. He spun around in time to see Mariana rush into the house, her hands covering her face. When the vampire patriarch turned around, his face was filled with rage and menace. Lig’s smile disappeared. “You fucking imbecile,” he said, taking a step forward, ready to strike the brownie. “She was hoping Charles was still alive! Where’s your decency?”

Lig gulped. “M-My apologies, master. I . . . forgot.”

Constantin clenched his fists. Just then, he finally heard the words Lig had said. His son’s burial site had been found. “Where’s the body?”

“We . . . didn’t have enough people to carry the dead weight, my lord. But the site is less than a day away, in the woods.” 

“You will lead me to him,” Constantin said. With that, he strode into the house, leaving Lig, Pua Kila, and Fuscia staring at each other, exhausted from their travels.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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When Steve came to, he found he was lying on a bed, sheets covering him. His face was slick with sweat. The comforter was soaked. A lamp at the end of the room gave off a blurry shine. He blinked a few times to get his bearings. A dull headache pounded behind his eyes. Silhouettes surrounded the bed, slowly coming into focus.

“There he is,” Dale said from Steve’s left, reaching out to pat Steve on the head like he was a sick dog. “See, I told you he would come around,” he said to someone across the bed. “You owe me twenty bucks.”

Aiden, on Steve’s right, groaned and dug into a pocket. He reached over the bed and handed the $20 bill to Dale. 

“You guys bet on whether he would live or not?” Scarlet asked, standing next to Aiden. “Unbelievable.”

Neither the leprechaun nor Dale seemed ashamed as they shrugged.

“I knew he would,” Dale said with a smile, “because Aiden never wins a bet.” 

“Bollocks,” Aiden replied.

Steve’s tongue felt stuck to the roof of his mouth. “H-How long have I been out?”

“All day, mate,” Aiden said.

Steve tried to recall what happened. His thoughts were fuzzy. He remembered being in the shower . . . then . . . 

He lifted the sheets, peeked under, and found he was wearing only underwear. To Dale, he said, “What happened?”

“I dunno, man. Me and Shannon were doing our thing in the kitchen, then we heard a loud bang. I ran into the bathroom and you were on the shower floor.”

“You . . . clothed me?”

Dale nodded. “Don’t worry, I didn’t let Scarlet or Shannon see anything. You wouldn’t have liked that. It would have been pretty embarrassing for you since the water seemed to shrink—”

“I get it,” Steve croaked.

“Right. When I got you on the bed, after a little while you started convulsing, like you were having a seizure. It was scary, man.”

“When did you two show up?” Steve asked Aiden and Scarlet, remembering the duo had been absent when he’d woken up that morning. He glanced past them and from a window saw it was dark outside. 

“We went to discuss some things, mate,” Aiden said. “Since we’ll be separated in Mythicus—she’s going with the Maker, I’m going with you—I had to give us a rendezvous point.”

“Where did you decide?” Steve didn’t believe that was all the two Mythics spoke about during their absence. Why would they have to leave the house if they were talking about something so mundane? 

“My house,” Aiden said. “I need to make sure my gold is under lock and key.”

Dale scoffed. “Don’t you ever think about anything other than money?”

“You mistake my meaning,” Aiden said, crossing his arms over his chest. “If I’m going to fund this insurgency, I need to make sure my money is there when I get there. Understand?”

Dale frowned. 

The door at the end of the room flew open. Shannon walked in, carrying a tray. A steaming bowl of something sat on the tray. “I’ve brought you soup, Steve,” she said with a half-smile. “You need to eat.” She rested the tray on the nightstand next to Steve, said, “I’m glad you’re all right,” then left the room. 

“Thanks, babe,” Dale said when she was on the way out, but she didn’t respond. Turning back to Steve, he added, “Isn’t she sweet?”

Steve nodded. He took the tray, put it on his lap, and started slurping up the chicken noodle soup. It was mild but it warmed his bones and he immediately felt relief. His head ached less, his body didn’t feel as sickly.

After he finished eating the soup, he rested his head back on the pillow and closed his eyes with an “Ahhh.”

“Feel better?” Scarlet asked.

“Yes.” 

“Good,” she said, “because we don’t have much time before we’ve got to go.”

Steve opened his eyes, raising a single eyebrow. “Go where?”

“Your brain must still be scrambled,” she said. “We have to meet with Charlene in two hours. That’s also where we went, to inspect the place she picked to meet us.”

“And this place is . . .”

“A park.”

Steve took a deep breath. “Balboa Park?”

“How did you know?”

“Guessed. It should be pretty damn secluded at midnight.”

“That’s what we fear,” Scarlet said.

“Fear is the wrong word,” Aiden added. “We ain’t afraid of the place. We’re . . . concerned, is all.”

Scarlet rolled her eyes. “Call it what you will. A huge park like that has plenty of hiding spots, especially at night.”

“You think she’s trying to ambush us?” Steve asked.

Scarlet shrugged. “Better safe than sorry. We don’t know this girl. We only know she has blue hair.”

Steve chuckled. “But you’re friends with her idol, Nersi.”

“Charlene isn’t Nersi.”

“All right.”

“All right.”

“Then it’s settled,” Dale interjected, trying to ease the tension. “You rest for a little while and in an hour we’ll get going.”

“I’m ready to go now,” Steve said, lifting his head off the pillow. As he did, bright colors dotted the space in front of him and he panicked. He leaned back on the pillow.

“No, sir,” Dale said, shaking his head. “Tell me, Steve-o, who’s our president?”

Steve narrowed his eyes on his best friend. “Don’t make me say it.” 

Dale shrugged at Aiden and Scarlet. “That’s good enough for me.”

“Rest a little while longer, Steve. I implore you,” Scarlet said. “And I recommend you avoid dream-leaping for a bit. I think it’s sapping your energy, which is why you went into a coma today.”

Steve frowned, but then slowly nodded. He didn’t like that word, “coma.” But what else do you call it when you’re unconscious for eight hours and can hardly remember a thing when you come to? At least he had friends to worry and take care of him, and for that he was thankful.

“Come on,” Scarlet said to Aiden and Dale, “let’s let him rest.”

Before the trio reached the door, Steve called out: “What happened to Shepherd?”

Dale said, “He’s been drinking and meditating all day.”

“How do you drink and meditate at the same time?”

“He doesn’t. He drinks a beer. Then he meditates. Shannon’s getting tired of his shit. He’s been using her yoga mat.” Judging by Dale’s short sentences, he was also getting tired of Shepherd’s shit.

“Interesting. Why is he meditating?”

“To help you, he says.”

Steve scratched his scalp. “Well . . . okay.”

“See you in a little, Steve-o.”

When Dale, Aiden, and Scarlet had left the room, Steve closed his eyes. He was out again before he had any time to ponder Shepherd’s strange habits.

––––––––
[image: image]


WHEN HE OPENED HIS eyes, he was still in bed. Magically. Mystically. He hadn’t dream-leaped. He sighed in relief. He felt much better, stretched his arms, and tore off the covers. He sat up on the edge of the bed, looking around for his clothes. They were hanging in the bathroom. Apparently, Dale had not only dressed him, like a baby, but had cleaned his clothes. Or Shannon had.

He changed in the bathroom. The clothes had that newly washed fabric smell. He hadn’t realized how much he missed clean clothes. On Terrus, he had no place of residence. If it wasn’t for his friends, he’d be like Shepherd, out on the streets. It made him feel guilty about mocking the poor guy. 

He’s just a former killer—a soldier in an oppressive regime—trying to change his evil ways. I bet he has terrible PTSD. Maybe that’s why he meditates, drinks, and sleeps so much.

Steve had worried the dream-leaping hangover would be something permanent. He was unbelievably relieved to find it wasn’t the case. He needed to be careful, set himself a limit, and make sure he didn’t go over that limit. There was clearly a threshold to his power—he needed to find out where it was.

As he looked at himself in the mirror, a strange thought came to him. 

The Spirit Watcher, pointing a thin finger at him. Well, not at him, but at Lig. Somehow, that finger had seemed to be pointing through Lig, though, and directed at Steve. He had no doubt about it. 

Who is the Spirit Watcher? What does she want with me?

He shivered and shrugged away the thoughts. Those were questions for another time. For now, he had business to take care of.

He walked out of the restroom and out of Shannon’s room, feeling like a new man. He looked at the clock on the wall: 11:02 p.m.

“Perfect timing,” Dale said from his loveseat. He already had three beers crushed and set up like a small pyramid on the coffee table. “We were about to wake you.”

“How do you feel?” Scarlet asked.

“Like a million bucks,” Steve said, ambling to the couches with a bit of pep in his step.

“Good. Let’s go.” Scarlet opened the front door and walked out. “I want to get there early.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Steve said. He followed her, and Dale followed him. 

Aiden was left at the couch, shaking Shepherd awake. “Come on, mate, let’s get a move on. It’s show time.”

Shepherd groggily nodded, got to his feet, and yawned. He followed Aiden outside, and before long they were in their respective cars.

Steve decided to drive with Scarlet this time, since it would be the last time he saw her for a while. And she drove fast, which he appreciated.

Once inside her cherry-red Mustang, she revved the gas and took off down the road. They went the same route they’d gone the night before to get to the Casbah: heading for the I-5 Freeway. 

Balboa Park was home of the World Famous San Diego Zoo, the Old Globe playhouse, the Fleet Science Center, and all sorts of museums and art galleries.

They made it to the freeway and hadn’t spoken a single word to each other. Steve wondered if he was neglecting an opportunity. His heart still pounded whenever he was around Scarlet. But that was a natural occurrence whenever a person was in close proximity to a succubus. He was able to squash his lurid thoughts quickly these days.

“Tell me,” he began, “when you’re in Mythicus, will you search for your cousin?”

“No,” Scarlet answered.

“Why not?”

“I’m going to be there for as long as necessary, and no longer than that. I don’t need any side quests.”

Steve frowned. “You don’t care if she’s alive or dead?”

“Of course I do. But she chose her path a long time ago. We were close when we were children, but that’s all behind us. The only similarities we had was being against the establishment of Brethren and wanting to get out. We’ve both succeeded, but now I’m stupidly going back into the middle of it.”

“You don’t sound too stoked.” 

“Ya think?”

“I’m sorry you feel obliged to go with us, Scarlet,” Steve said in a serious tone. He knew Scarlet was an angry person, at least on the outside, and he wanted to try to make her happier, but he didn’t know how. He hoped, maybe, that going to Mythicus would brighten her outlook. But it seemed to be having the opposite effect.

“Look,” she said, “I joined your raggedy group so I could get there, but that’s it. I can only be around an alcoholic leprechaun, a standup comedian, and a sad homeless soldier for so long. No offense, but my only objective is to avenge my mother—”

“Which makes our objectives the same, because I’m trying to stop Tiberius, too. And Jareth. And that whole damned family.” 

Scarlet paused with her mouth slightly ajar. She breathed through her nose and clucked her tongue. “I guess so.”

They were quiet as she pulled off the freeway. Steve decided he’d rather be in Dale’s girlfriend’s car at that particular moment. They were probably drinking beers and listening to Lynryd Skynyrd or something. Scarlet’s car was getting pretty stuffy.

In fact, Steve rolled down his window once they were off the freeway, and took a deep breath of the cool nighttime air. 

He loved this city. 

But he knew he didn’t belong anymore. When he made the decision to go to Mythicus the first time, that was when his life irreparably changed.

He was aware he was currently only remembering the good times. Toward the end of his Earthly stay, he had mainly been haunted by bad times.

“I’m sorry,” Scarlet said out of the blue. 

Steve glanced at her. “For what?” he asked. Clearly, she had been going over an existential crisis in her mind for the last few minutes. 

“For calling your friend’s raggedy, and all the other shit I said. They’re good people. They have your back, and that’s more than I can say for anyone I know.”

Steve smiled. “I have your back.”

That got a shadow of a smile out of Scarlet—for an instant. Then she was gazing at the road again, weaving around the empty streets of Downtown San Diego at 11:30 p.m. on a Monday.
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IT WAS EERIE WALKING through Balboa Park so late at night. The two groups had parked after driving over the bridge leading into the park. A thin fog enveloped the land, adding to the ominous ambiance. There wasn’t much to see at night, except for the colored lights that lit up the church-like buildings.  

Balboa Park was where Steve had first met his ex-girlfriend, Julie. He tried to bury his nostalgic memories. His relationship with Julie had sullied any happy thoughts he might have had about the place. 

The group had been instructed to meet Charlene outside of the Old Globe Theater. It was a famous playhouse built in the early 1900s. Across the way from the theater was a museum with a big sign that read, “UNDERSTANDING CANNIBALS.”

No thanks, Steve thought with a shiver. The sign didn’t soothe the spooky feeling he got about being in the park so late.

The group walked under an archway, crested a small hill, and came to the courtyard outside the Old Globe. A banner overhead told them they were running Dr. Seuss’ The Lorax and Shakespeare’s The Tempest. 

If I get the chance, I’d like to bring Annabel to one of those plays sometime. Maybe I can create some new memories of Balboa Park.

They stood in the empty courtyard, looking at each other and their surroundings. Steve got the strange impression he was in some kind of medieval village play. The angry, pitchfork-wielding townsfolk should come careening out of the shadows any minute now. He figured the fog and the sign welcoming cannibals made him feel that way.

“You made it,” a voice called from behind. 

Steve spun around, but the rest of the group stayed looking confused.

Charlene walked up the same hill they’d traversed, her hands stuffed inside an oversized jacket. Her blue hair looked purple in the fog and moonlight. 

“Right on time,” Steve said.

Charlene said, “Early, actually. But who’s counting.”

When she stood in front of the group, Steve realized how young she really was. At least in this atmosphere, she looked like a high schooler. 

Who knew someone so young could have such powers? January had said a traumatic event awakened your powers. He wondered what kind of traumatic events this girl had been through.

“Steve-o,” Dale said, staring at him strangely.

“Yeah?” Steve asked.

“Who . . . are you talking to?”

Steve raised his eyebrows. He pointed at Charlene. “Her.”

Dale shrugged. Aiden and Scarlet exchanged a glance.

“What’s wrong?” Charlene asked.

Steve put his hands on his hips. “They can’t . . . see you.”

“Oh,” Charlene said, chuckling. “Right. Well, I can see them, so that’s all that matters.”

“How, though? Scarlet could see you at the concert yesterday.”

“I severed my Bond on Terrus,” Charlene said. “I’m on Mythicus. I, too, have some business to take care of here. You must remember, us Myth Makers and Seekers can see everyone. But since the humans and Mythics aren’t on my plane, they can’t see me.” 

“How does this work, then?”

“Easy. Tell them to stick out their hands. The chosen three, that is.”

Steve took a deep breath. He turned to his friends. “Are you guys ready?”

The group exchanged confused looks. Scarlet said, “Wait,” reached into her pocket, and handed Steve her car keys. “Don’t get my car towed.”  

“Okay. Scarlet, Dale, Shepherd . . . stick out your hands,” Steve said. 

They did as told. 

Charlene reached into her jacket and pulled out three small objects. They were little Lego people, each with his own little hairdo. She reached out and placed a toy in each person’s hand, starting with Scarlet, then Dale, then Shepherd. 

Scarlet seemed the least surprised when she felt the Lego in her hand. Her eyebrows hopped as Charlene came into view, then she nodded to the blue-haired girl. 

Dale yelled, “Holy shit!” and jumped back three feet, dropping the Lego almost the instant it touched his hand. 

“Don’t lose that,” Charlene said. “It’s your only way out of here.”

“W-Where . . . is here, exactly?” Dale asked.

Charlene smiled, the ring on her upper lip moving. “Welcome to Mythicus.” Her voice was hoarse. She also looked like she’d aged over the last twenty seconds. She no longer looked like a high schooler. 

Dale’s mouth dropped open. Charlene handed the last toy to Shepherd, who wore a stern expression. Only Dale had given the immediate reaction Steve expected. It had been similar to his own reaction the first time he’d been Seared to Mythicus.

Steve said to his friends in Mythicus, “Remember where we’re meeting. Scarlet, you know where Aiden’s house is, right?”

“Of course,” she said. “I’ll see you there tomorrow, if all goes well.”

Steve nodded to her, turned to Charlene, and said, “Thank you so much for your help.”

Charlene was clearly weakened. She winced, closed her eyes for a moment, and said, “Don’t thank me. Thank Nersi. Without her, there’s no way in hell I would’ve done this.” Then she slowly ventured off down the hill, the way she’d come.

“Wait!” Steve cried. “What if my friends need to find you, to get back home?”

Charlene shrugged but didn’t stop walking. “I’ll find them when I’m ready.”

Aiden frowned and said, “Well, shit. I can’t see anyone anymore.”

Steve put an arm over Aiden’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, bud. I’ve got a plan for us.”

And then there were two.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







CHAPTER TWELVE
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Annabel watched her father’s face for a reaction. But there was only a cold, blank expression. 

Along with Fuscia, Pua Kila, and Constantin, she stood over the excavated burial ground of her brother, Charles. 

Within seconds, Constantin’s icy demeanor melted away. 

“My son,” he said, his voice breaking. “How could they do such a thing to you?”

Annabel put an arm around his waist and leaned her head against his shoulder. She saw more emotion from her father in that moment than she had in decades. 

The cool cave should have preserved the body well. But the waterfall behind them eroded and decayed the body at an alarming rate. Charles’ skin was bloated and white. He did not seem at peace. 

They had traveled through the night to reach the burial ground, Fuscia having led them. The wolf-woman was in human form, kneeling next to the hole, tears falling down her cheeks. 

Constantin said, “It is done, then. The proof is in front of me. The Reynoldses took my son from me.”

Fuscia stood and turned to the vampire. “What will you do?”

“First, we must extricate my son’s body and bring him home for a proper—”

“That’s not what I meant,” Fuscia said. 

Constantin clenched his jaw. “I know.” He separated himself from Annabel, having had enough warmth and attention to last until the next decade. He put his arms over his chest. “If we are to combat the Reynoldses, we will need allies. They are powerful.”

“Will you present Charles to the Council, Father?” Annabel asked.

“Yes. After my last conversation with Overseer Malachite, however, I don’t know how much good it will do. But I will try, my dear.”

Pua Kila, who had been silent until this point, joined the half-circle. “What allies do you seek?”

Constantin faced the Nawao queen. “Ones like you, Pua Kila. If you would join me . . .”

Pua Kila thought for a moment. As a way of answering, she told a story. “My husband, Ulu Koa, once told Steve Remington that to kill a sacred animal of the forest was to call upon the wrath of the forest itself.”

“I remember,” Annabel said. “I was there.”

“I am the forest, my lord,” Pua Kila continued. “These evil folk have done a terrible thing. They must pay for their actions.”

“Then that is a yes?” Constantin asked.

Pua Kila nodded firmly. “I will rouse my Nawao kinsmen. You have supported us during this tumultuous time, so we will support you during yours.”

“Thank you.”

Fuscia said, “I, too, will help. My battle is with the ones who did this to poor Charles. But it will not be enough to strike against the Council. You should know that.”

“I do,” Constantin said. “Which is why I must seek allies elsewhere. I am new to the Council and have no guarantee any of them will help me. I need to search for other allies . . . perhaps from the Vagrant Kinsmen.”

“You believe they’re still intact after the death of their leader?” Pua Kila asked. She had been at the wedding when Geddon had killed Tetsuo.  

“In some fractured form, yes, I do.” Constantin sighed and turned away from his dead son. He stared through the rippling waterfall at the mouth of the cave. 

Pua Kila said, “I know two who might aid your cause, my lord.”

Constantin said nothing, lost in thought, staring through the mesmerizing waterfall.

Annbael said, “Who?”

“Geddon and Selestria. They are the two most powerful candidates of the Kinship now.”

“The Brethren captured them following the wedding,” Constantin said. “I had a meeting with the Council recently. Overseer Malachite informed us they were prisoners and being interrogated.”

“Why?” Annabel asked.

“For the same reason we now need them—to find the bulk of the Kinship’s whereabouts.”   

“Damn,” Annabel said.

Constantin put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder, showing that rare flash of empathy. He took one last look at his son, then said, “Come, I’d like to bring my son home before dawn. On our way back, we will discuss how we can aid Geddon and Selestria.”

––––––––
[image: image]


GEDDON STRUGGLED TO rise after being knocked down for the third time. His head felt sluggish against the hardwood floor. Blood trickled down his chin where he’d been kicked in the jaw. 

He knelt in the same room as the night before, when Overseer Malachite had warned him to give up his allies or else he’d kill Selestria. Unfortunately, Selestria was not in the room with him now, which made things harder and easier. On one hand, he was taking more of a beating than he would have in front of Selestria. Malachite was not holding back. On the other hand, without Selestria in the room, he didn’t feel the shame of speaking about his allies. 

Geddon wasn’t sure he still had allies, but knew he would lose the love of his life if he didn’t give Malachite something. 

“Well?” Malachite asked, taking a seat. He leaned forward, ready to pounce on Geddon again. 

“You promise Selestria will be safe?” Geddon asked for the third or fourth time.

The Overseer rolled his eyes. “I will not repeat myself again, boy.”

Geddon bristled at being called “boy.” He said, “We were not lying about Selestria’s abilities. She cannot help you find the people you’re looking for.”

“I am aware,” Malachite said. “I have my own Myth Hunter, you see, and she has told me as much.” At that moment, a cat jumped into the lighted part of the room and pounced on Malachite’s chair. 

Geddon frowned. “Misty,” he muttered. The Cat-Sith spy. The cat he thought had been so harmless—an honorary member of the Vagrants—had betrayed him atop the Bayfog Cliffs. She was responsible for getting Kaiko killed and luring the blackguards to Geddon’s hideaway. She was responsible for Ulu Koa’s death, too. Misty was much more of a menace and threat than her cute feline face appeared.

Malachite said, “It’s nothing personal, but I must use every avenue against your kind. You should be flattered: I’m calling you clever.”

“You’re a twisted bastard,” Geddon replied. 

Malachite’s grin faded. He stood from his chair angrily, knocking it aside. Geddon flinched as the Overseer lunged toward him. Malachite stopped within five inches of the man.

“I’ve heard enough talk, Geddon. I know your position in the Kinship, so tell me where your allies are.”

Geddon’s mouth turned into a firm, straight line.

“If you don’t speak now, Selestria will die in the next room. No, in fact, I’ll bring her in here so you can watch her suffer.”

Geddon bared his teeth and growled like a beast. He said, “Whom do you wish to know about?”

“Let’s start with my son.”

Geddon jerked his head back. “What?”

Malachite smiled. “I know you are his Myth Maker, Geddon. And I know, after he went through the Parallel Reflector, that he is still Bound to you. Tell me where the Reflector led him.”

After a moment’s pause, Geddon opened his mouth to speak. He closed it, shook his head. “Do you wish to see your son dead?”

“My intention with my son is of no concern to you,” Malachite said with a scoff.

Geddon took a deep breath, then closed his eyes. He started to sweat and could feel a power raging inside him. Seconds later, his eyes shot open. He wobbled and almost fell sideways. “Your son is in Terrus. Safe.”

“Where in Terrus?”

“Downtown, San Diego.”

“Interesting,” Malachite said. “And is he on the move?”

Geddon screwed up his face in confusion. “Why would he be? He has nothing there. He has no way of getting back here, because, as you said, I am still Bound to him. Another Myth Maker cannot bring him here.”

“But he is already on Terrus, without your help. Are you saying you can bring him back here?”

“Yes,” Geddon said, shrugging. “The moment I interact with him, as his Maker, he will be Seared back to Mythicus. Until I sever our Bond, in which case he would return to Terrus.”

Malachite rubbed his chin for a moment, contemplating. “Interesting, Geddon. How do you know this?”

“Because I know the history of the Parallel Reflector, which has been around much longer than you have. I’ve heard the tales and know the history of Mythics and humans returning to Mythicus without its help.”

Overseer Malachite nodded thoughtfully. He said, “You may have just saved your own life.”  

Geddon said, “What else do you want?”

“Your allies, Geddon. Your Kinship allies . . .”
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KRIK RATTLED OFF A list of names to his colleagues. He followed with a series of questions.  

“Bilboo, you’ve been on the case of the adulteress harpy for weeks. What have you discovered? Did she cheat on her husband or not?”

The little imp, Bilboo, stood on his chair, so he was taller than the other imps in the room. His skinny legs rattled and his knees bumped together. He did not fair well publicly speaking, but he had to. “She did, sir. I have proof of the harpy’s infidelity. The case will wrap up within the week. I will inform her husband.”

“Good, good,” Krik said. He too was an imp, but he wore a little hat that designated his leadership over the others in the room. Krik was the proprietor and executive officer of Krik’s Investigative Services. It was a private investigation firm known throughout Northern Soreltris for doing quick work and getting exemplary results.

The imp detective sat at the head of a small room and looked out at the sea of green, devilish faces. Imps got a bad rap for their mischievous ways, but when they put their talents to good use, they were quite a benefit to society. 

He put the paper aside and picked up another one. “Zeta, you’re in charge of Lobek the dwarf’s claim against his partners, for embezzlement. How is the situation going?”

Zeta, a female investigator, stood on her chair, drawing a few whistles from the other imps. She had the stringy black hair that made male imps swoon and she knew how to work a crowd. She pushed out her small hips. “Sir, I believe Lobek is being disingenuous with his returns and statements. He wants me to accuse his partners of misappropriating funds, but he doesn’t allow me to search his records. I will dig a bit deeper, but he’s being quite uncooperative.”

Krik sighed as he watched Zeta sit. His blood boiled a bit, but he quickly calmed down. “That’s a shame, Zeta, because Lobek’s is a valuable account. Perhaps it is because you are a woman that he doesn’t divulge the information you need.”

Zeta frowned. “No need for sexism, sir,” she said. She was never afraid to speak her mind.

Krik shrugged. “If you can’t find something on his partners within the week, I will have to pass the torch to another investigator.”

Zeta groaned. “As long as it isn’t Pigmar.”

Pigmar, an imp who had recently taken to bodybuilding, and looked swollen and furious, jumped from his chair. “What did I do?”

A few chuckles rose from the other ten or so diminutive investigators in the room. 

“You know what you did!” Zeta cried out, pointing an accusing finger at the muscled imp.

The door to the log cabin flew open and knocked against the wall with a bang, silencing the crowd.

Three men in black cloaks and black armor barreled into the room. Black helmets covered their faces. 

“What is this?” Krik cried out in protest as the blackguards marched through the aisle in the center of the room. “We’re closed for business, sirs!”

The blackguards spread out like a V at the front of the group of imps, surrounding Krik’s table. Sweat beaded Krik’s forehead as his bulging eyes surveyed the blackguards before him. Their demeanor was calm and indifferent, which was even more frightening than them being angry.

Just then, a fourth person waltzed into the overcrowded room. A few gasps escaped the lips of the imp investigators. 

Lord Obsidian was a stern dwarf who wore brown and red armor, even though it was the middle of the night. Everyone was frightened of Obsidian, who wasn’t much taller than an imp, but much wider and scarier. A large hammer slung across his back clinked against his armor as he walked toward Krik’s table.

“L-Lord Obsidian, what are you doing here at such a late hour?” Krik asked, his voice cracking as he spoke.

“What are you doing in the middle of the night in such a congregation, Detective Krik?” 

Krik shrugged, trying to get control of his fear. “These are our standard operating hours, my lord. We discuss our cases before the morning arrives and we get to work.”

Lord Obsidian ran a hand through his long, orange beard. “I see. Well, tell your employees they may be excused.”

Krik heard a few people shuffling in their seats, but no one moved. “I’ll do no such thing, my lord,” he said, frightened but unbending. This was his business, after all. Even if Lord Obsidian was the protector of the region, he had no right! This was bad for business. “I’ll have to ask you to leave, my lord—”

“Very well,” Obsidian said, ignoring the imp’s complaint. “Krik, you have been accused of aiding and abetting the Vagrant Kinship cause, as a commander in their rebellion.”

More gasps erupted from the room, even though half the investigators there were Kinship members. Krik appreciated their display of dramatics. But his relief was short-lived. “I’ve done no such thing!”

Lord Obsidian ignored the imp again. “As such, I have been commanded by Overseer Malachite to—”

Krik rose to his feet, on the other side of the table from Obsidian, trying to show his courage and anger. 

Lord Obsidian reached behind him. He gripped the handle of his hammer and in one fluid motion swung the blunt, iron object across his body. The head of the hammer struck Krik across the face with a dull, metallic thud. Krik’s cheek and jaw flattened, his eye exploded, and his skull cracked as he was flung from his chair. He landed on the ground with a sickening plop.

There was a moment of absolute silence as Lord Obsidian slung his hammer back over his shoulder. The dwarf cleared his throat and said, matter-of-factly, “Overseer Malachite ordered me to carry out his judgment on the matter.”

The dwarf took one look at the dead imp in front of him. He turned on his heels and marched toward the door, his blackguards in tow. 

“Murder!” the usually frightened Bilboo shouted as Lord Obsidian passed. It raised an uproar, all the imps yelling out in unison.

“Where’s the proof of his guilt?!” Zeta cried out.

Lord Obsidian stopped at the door. “Krik has been judged by the Brethren Council,” he said. “His guilt is irrelevant.” He turned to Zeta. “You can thank Geddon for that.” 

Then he left.

While the imps were in a state of pandemonium, one man stayed calm. His sad eyes looked out over his colleagues. “Geddon has betrayed us, like he betrayed Tetsuo!” Pigmar said, tears falling from his cheeks. 

Zeta turned to the muscled imp. “Well, I hear Lobek the dwarf is Lord Obsidian’s cousin. Maybe he didn’t want us delving any deeper into the case?”

Bilboo clenched his tiny fists. “Death to Geddon! Death to Lord Obsidian!”

One imp jumped on top of him, trying to shut him up before he got the rest of the detectives in the room slaughtered.
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IT WAS A HOT EVENING in Central Soreltris. That didn’t stop Dakathiel Swiftfoot from practicing his archery. It was a nightly routine, rain or shine. He was one of the best elven marksmen in Soreltris, but he was always trying to get better. He had a competition coming up and he hoped to win the substantial reward. It would help his family tremendously.

Dakathiel stared down the lane at the target, thirty yards away. It was a sheet of paper in the form of a blackguard. He grinned at the paper as he pulled back on the bowstring. 

He released the arrow and it whistled down the clear path. It tore through the paper and thumped the tree trunk behind it. With his expert vision—even in dim lighting—he could tell it had hit the blackguard’s forehead.

He had invited two friends to come along to the woods with him, but they had declined, instead opting to go drinking. His friends were undisciplined elves. He had an inkling they were involved in an affair with one another. Their respective spouses would not appreciate that, but Dakathiel was no informant. 

Dakathiel’s long ear twitched as he heard a rustling in the bushes behind him, some thirty feet away. He squinted and immediately crouched, shortening his tall frame in a second. He scuttled over behind a tree, then reached into his quiver for an arrow. To his dismay, he found there was only one arrow left. He glanced down the lane: the other five arrows were stuck in the blackguard practice target. 

Sighing, he nocked his arrow on his recurve bow. He grinned—if this was Tormil or Lithoniel trying to sneak up on him, they would be in for a nasty surprise.

“Show yourself!” he called out.

He peeked his head out. An arrow smacked into the tree trunk, inches from his face. 

Dakathiel’s eyes widened. His adrenaline started pumping. His friends wouldn’t have tried to shoot him, no matter how angry with him they were—even if they knew he’d discovered their romantic fling. That much he knew. 

In the distance, Dakathiel could see a shape hiding behind two trees. The figure wasn’t protected in the middle, where the trees didn’t overlap. 

He closed one eye, stuck his head out from the tree trunk, and loosed his arrow, aiming for the small window of open space.

A moment later, he heard a grunt. The black figure slumped behind the trees. 

Dakathiel took a deep breath. He glanced behind him, at the empty lane leading to the practice target. He needed those arrows. He’d have no cover if he made a run for it . . . 

“Screw it,” he said to himself. He’d never met a person who could outrun him in a sprint. “They’ll see why they call me Swiftfoot.”

Feeling appropriately arrogant and charged by the action, he took off down the lane, racing like a cheetah. 

He zigged and zagged as he ran, his long, blond hair floating and whipping in the breeze.

When he reached the target, he’d realized no arrows had come close to touching him, and he smiled. Maybe there had been only one assailant? But who was he? He took two of the arrows in one hand and pulled hard, extricating them from the tree trunk. He spun around and nocked one of the arrows.

As he turned, he felt the wind go out of his lungs. He looked down and saw the feathered end of an arrow protruding from his chest. It became hard to breathe. He wheezed. Stuttering to himself, he fell to one knee. 

Another arrow took him in the shoulder, striking through him and pinning him to the tree trunk.

Dakathiel cried out in anger and pain. He felt himself losing blood, but the adrenaline was enough to keep him conscious.

He looked up and saw a blurry figure casually strolling down the lane toward him. He tried to raise his bow, but as he did it was shot from his hands and tumbled into the grass.

Dakathiel groaned. “W-Who are you?”

The figure approached and stopped less than ten feet away.

“You know me, Dakathiel,” the man said. He was tall—as tall as Dakathiel, maybe taller. He held himself with poise and grace. “I bested you at the last archery competition.”

Dakathiel’s mouth fell open. “L-Lord Sunstone?” He couldn’t believe it: a fellow elf, one of the most powerful people in Soreltris, was standing in front of him. “But why?” Dakathiel asked. He couldn’t find any reason why Lord Sunstone would be angry toward him, or jealous. He felt his lifeforce leaving him, his energy fading as the adrenaline wore off.

“Overseer Malachite’s orders, my friend. I had no idea you were an ally of Geddon’s and a leader of the Vagrant Kinship.”

“G-Geddon is no ally of mine,” Dakathiel said.

A flash of confusion passed over Lord Sunstone’s face—a momentary chink in his perfect armor. Then, he shrugged. “It’s no matter. This was his fault, you see. Maybe he saw you as a rival and wanted to get rid of you? If so, the bastard’s more clever than I gave him credit for.”

“W-Wait, my lord,” Dakathiel croaked, raising his hand, trying to keep his thoughts in order. “What did Geddon say?”

Lord Sunstone lifted his bow and put one more arrow into Dakathiel, between the eyes. The elf’s head knocked back against the tree and he fell over, the arrow in his shoulder keeping him pinned.

As Lord Sunstone left the scene, he frowned and shook his head, his elegant demeanor wavering. “The things I do for this damned government,” he said to himself. He couldn’t believe he had committed fratricide against one of his own brothers. Dakathiel had not been a blood brother, but he had been an elf nonetheless. 

He’d have words with Geddon when he returned to Overseer Malachite’s home for the wedding celebration.

“If Geddon is still alive, that is.”
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“NO, YOU MAY NOT ENTER my home. And I will not ask you again to leave.” Mariana Lee spoke to four blackguards at her gate. 

They had no lord or lady with them. The officer of the group said, “My lady, I have been ordered to inspect your estate for a ‘forest queen,’ as the Overseer put it. Now, please step aside.”

Mariana Lee bared her fanged teeth. Inside, she was frightened. She felt lucky Pua Kila was away with her husband, somewhere in the woods, searching for Charles’ body. At the same time, Mariana knew there were about twenty Nawao warriors housed in her abode. She couldn’t let them be found. 

Their discovery would be disastrous. She had no doubt her twenty Nawao could terminate these four blackguards. But the repercussions would be devastating. It would mean the end of her reign as a Council member. And Constantin’s. 

It had never been her intention to undermine the Brethren Council from within.  But things were starting to head in that direction, she noticed. 

She said, “Sirs, I don’t care what Overseer Malachite’s accusations are. I am a Councilwoman of the Brethren of Soreltris, and I far outrank any of you. If you want to come into my home, you will have to return with an equal of my rank, or the Overseer himself. Now, leave.”

One of the blackguards made the mistake of reaching out and putting a hand on Mariana’s hand.

“Ma’am—”

Mariana drew her hand inside the gate. “Touch me again and you’ll lose that hand.”

The blackguard had the decency to back away. He stared at his three comrades and shrugged.

The officer was put in an impossible place. He could anger a Councilwoman, one of the most powerful people in the three regions, or anger Overseer Malachite. He also had no doubt the vampiress in front of him could be quite dangerous. 

It was late in the evening. He was tired, while Mariana Lee seemed refreshed and revitalized. She’d likely been sleeping all day. The blackguard commander was hesitant about pushing the issue any further.

Besides, Mariana Lee had a point. She outranked any of them. They had no legal warrant to search her house, only the supposed “command” from the Overseer.

The blackguard commander came to a decision.

“Let’s go, men,” he said. Turning to Mariana one last time, he added, “We’ll be back, madam. You can count on that.”

Mariana bared her teeth one last time and licked her lips with a smile. It unnerved the blackguard. 

“I hope you will, sir,” she said, still smiling as the blackguards wandered off her property. 

––––––––
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STEVE PUT THE PEDAL to the metal and listened happily as the cherry-red Mustang revved into gear. The car roared down the freeway. 

Aiden seemed a bit frightened in the passenger seat. Steve was driving like Scarlet usually drove.

“Are we in a rush, mate?” Aiden asked, glancing out his window at the trees and freeway guardrail whirring by. 

Steve shrugged. “Sorry,” he said, easing off the gas pedal. “I wanted to see what this thing can do. It’s been a while since I’ve driven.” Ever since he first left for Mythicus, in fact.

It was the wee hours of the morning, on a Tuesday, and the I-5 Freeway was not yet congested with commuters. He wanted to speed along while he still could, because if there’s anything he hated in life, it was traffic. 

As they headed north, Steve turned on the radio and switched the tuner to 101.5 KGB. “See,” he said, “this is how you make a radio. None of that touchscreen bullshit. I can actually use this thing.”

Aiden said nothing.

The song playing was Steppenwolf’s “Born to Be Wild.”

The song seemed appropriate.

He put his foot down on the pedal and heard the engine rumble, giving him the power he craved. 

Steve smiled and said to no one in particular, “Laguna Hills, here we come.”
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It was the day of Annabel Lee and Tiberius Reynolds’ wedding celebration. The celebration was more for the Brethren leadership than it was for the wedding party. As such, it took place at Overseer Malachite’s castle in the hills. 

The celebration began at noon. Guests arrived between then and 1:00 p.m. All eleven of the original Council members arrived in their best regalia, trying to outdo each other. The ladies wore crimson dresses with gold-trimmed skirts, fur coats, and floppy hats. The men wore their red-and-gold Brethren armor, looking more like royal bodyguards than lords. 

Malachite had a ballroom on the first level of his castle. It was prepared in advance for this raucous occasion. Musicians played classical music in the corner of the room. On the other end of the room tables were set up with hors d’oeuvres and a full bar tended by a festive looking young man. Gold and red ornaments hung from the domed ceiling. The entire floor was open for dancing and mingling. Servants with trays scuttled in and out of the room.

Besides the lords and ladies of the Council, other lower-ranked members of the Brethren were there, too. These people were courtiers, ladies-in-waiting, military commanders, and specially awarded blackguards. There were enough people present to fill the room and make it lively, but not enough to overcrowd the place. Malachite made sure of that.

Malachite watched the activity from a raised dais at the head of the room, with an air of easy boredom. He sat on a throne-like seat and sipped a goblet of wine. He seemed completely relaxed, as if the celebration was in his honor, rather than the married couple’s. 

A servant rushed up to him and knelt to speak in his ear. He whispered, “Two of the Vagrant Kinship commanders were removed from power last night, my lord. Krik the imp and Dakathiel the elf will bother you no more.”

The Overseer nodded thoughtfully. Those names meant nothing to him. But still, if they aided the Vagrants, it was better they were gone. “Who took care of them?”

The servant’s eyes wandered out to the ballroom, at a few particular guests. “Lord Obsidian extinguished the imp at his detective firm. Lord Sunstone snuffed out the elf in the woods not far from these hills, my lord.” 

“Very good,” Malachite said. “Carry on.”

The servant dashed away, a nervous expression on his face.

“Wait!” Malachite cried out before the servant could get too far. The man froze in place and tensed. He turned and trudged back to his master.

“What about the Nawao woman, Poo Ancilla or whatever her name is?”

A noticeable sheen of sweat appeared on the brow of the servant. He hesitated, then said, “Your guards were not allowed entry into the Lee’s household last night, my lord. They were unable to search the premises for the forest warriors or their leader, Pua Kila.” He pronounced the woman’s name slowly, so maybe Malachite would remember it.

Malachite’s upper lip twitched. He growled, “Constantin would subvert my authority?”

“It was the wife, my lord.”

Malachite was shocked. “Mariana?” Then he remembered the power women used to hold in the Brethren Council. “They’ll need to be reprimanded and taught the error of their insubordination,” he said in a low voice.

The servant creased his brow. “Pardon, my lord?”

“Never mind, boy,” Malachite said, waving a hand at him. He continued staring out at the crowd and noticed something. Straightening on his chair a bit, he saw Lord Obsidian and Lady Chalcedony speaking with Lord Sunstone and Lady Moonstone. The group of lords and ladies had drawn a crowd of lesser gentry around them. At another part of the room, Lady Jade, the widow, told a story with her hands wildly gesticulating in the air. She had the rapt attention of five or six young blackguards, who looked upon her with smiles and open mouths. Jade was attractive, and Malachite scoffed at the sight of her attempting to seduce the young men. Or at least it looked that way.

But something was missing from the ballroom. 

Furrowing his brow, Overseer Malachite said, “Where are those two?”

The servant didn’t respond, but rather raised his eyebrows. 

“The Lees. Constantin and Mariana. This celebration is as much for them as it is for their daughter. They’re getting Named today!”

The servant pretended to search the room hard, his eyes bouncing from head to head. He knew the Lees were nowhere in the room. It was his job to know who was attending and who had arrived, and he knew the Lees were currently absent. Still, he put on a show, then said, “I do not know, my lord. Shall I speak with the front?”

“Yes,” Malachite said, a bit annoyed. “See if they’re arriving. It wouldn’t be right to begin the formal celebration without their presence.”

“Quite right, my lord.” The servant dashed off quickly, making sure he didn’t give Overseer Malachite the chance to call him back.

Malachite leaned back in his chair with a sigh. He drained his goblet of wine, then snapped his fingers at the nearest servant. “You, boy,” he sneered.

The boy’s face blanched as he faced his master. “Y-Y-Yes, m’lord?”

Malachite snorted. “No need to fear me, boy. And quit with the ‘m’lord’ stuff. We aren’t in the Middle Ages, are we?”

“Y-Y-Yes, my lord. I mean . . . n-no, my lor—master.” The boy was immediately discouraged. He cleared his throat and got a hold of himself. “We are not in the Middle Ages, Your Grace.”

Malachite stared at the boy for a moment, who refused to meet his gaze. The Overseer chuckled and motioned him forward. “Do me a favor and get me another goblet of wine. I have a feeling this is going to be a long day.”

“Yes, my lo—my master.” The boy cursed himself as he wandered away.

“Boy!” Malachite called, stopping the servant in his tracks. When the boy turned, the Overseer said, “Might as well make it a whole carafe, eh?”
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ANNABEL WATCHED THE goings-on in the ballroom from a room on the second level of Malachite’s abode. It was a small room—more like a study—but it had a window with a perfect vantage to the ballroom below. She couldn’t stop fidgeting and fiddling her fingers. She clasped them in front of her stomach, trying to hide her nervousness. She glanced down at herself: she wore a red dress, much more elegant than her usual white dresses, but it was loose fitting. Father had made her wear the dress. She chose the style because it didn’t show her belly. Though her belly was still flat—at least she didn’t think she was showing—she didn’t want to take any chances. No one could know about her pregnancy. Not yet.

Where are they? she wondered, exasperated. Her parents should have arrived by now. Unless they are trying to time their arrival for a certain moment . . .

Tiberius stood at the other side of the study, drinking a mug of ale and pacing around. It was the first time Annabel had seen her handsome, disgusting husband act nervous. She relished the sight. Tiberius had never shown anxiety in the bedroom—in fact, he’d shown overtly excited passion. She wished she knew how to summon that skittishness inside him at will. Everything would be a whole lot better if she could control him, rather than the other way around.

Oh, well, she thought, shaking her head. It shouldn’t be long now until our marriage is null and void. Then I’ll never have to see his chiseled, boorish face again.

“What are you staring at over there?” Tiberius snapped, as if trying to pass his jumpiness to his wife.

“I . . . I think there’s something happening,” Annabel said in a low voice.

Tiberius closed the gap between them and stood behind her. “What are you talking about, silly girl?” He peeked over her shoulder and saw Overseer Malachite standing from the dais, raising his hands. From the corner of his eye, he saw his younger sister, Emilene, mingling with a young, broad blackguard. She looked beautiful, in Tiberius’ opinion, too beautiful . . . with her clinging dress and bouncing hair. She seemed so giddy, too, giggling and putting her hand over her mouth as she spoke with the young man in front of her. It made Tiberius fume. 

“What in the three regions is she so happy about?” Tiberius said to no one.

Annabel furrowed her brow. “Who are you talking about?”

Tiberius scoffed and said, “Never mind.” 

Just then, Overseer Malachite snapped his fingers and the musicians stopped playing mid-song. It was relatively quiet without the music. Before long, the low rumble of conversation ceased as everyone faced the Overseer. 

“My lords and ladies, thank you all for coming today,” Malachite began, his hands still raised. “It is my pleasure to welcome you to my estate, for the celebration of the union between the Lees and Reynoldses.” The Overseer’s raised hand motioned up toward the study room. 

All the faces in the ballroom turned to the window Annabel stared out from. She would have blushed furiously if she’d been able to. Instead, she felt dizzy from the attention shifting to her so abruptly. She instinctively tried to move out of the window’s line of sight. Tiberius grabbed her hard by the waist—his hands still hidden from view—and made her stay. Annabel felt humiliated as the congregation below began to politely clap.

“Now, as promised,” Malachite continued, drawing attention back to himself, “I have organized a special event for this special occasion. While the bride and groom descend the stairs and join us on the floor, please welcome my very special guest. She has come from Terrus, where she has made a worldwide name for herself. Ladies and lords, please welcome . . . Nersi Magdalin!”

Malachite threw his arms out to the other end of the ballroom, where a giant, red curtain fell away, revealing a stage. A few people gasped delightedly, while others shouted with glee. 

A spotlight shined on the center of the stage, the disturbed dust motes dancing in the empty space. A moment later, amidst the pin-drop quietness, high heels clanked on the wooden floor.

Nersi Magdalin appeared in the spotlight, dressed in a red-and-gold skirt that barely reached her knees. She curtsied to the crowd, whipping her golden hair around her shoulders, then smiled at the crowd. The men in the audience groaned and the women sighed dreamily. 

Nersi waved her hands in the direction of the musicians. They started playing without delay, the first, bright notes of a violin ringing out.

Tiberius said, “Let’s go,” and grabbed his wife by the shoulder.

As the violinist played a beautiful melody, other instruments joined in, creating a soulful tune. Nersi rocked back and forth to the rhythm of the slow percussion. Then she opened her mouth and started singing.

Tiberius guided Annabel out of the study and they walked down a hallway, toward a set of stairs. The entire time they walked, Tiberius had his hand gripped on Annabel’s shoulder. When they reached the stairs and the sight of the onlookers below, Tiberius released his hand from her and put on his finest smile.

Annabel, too, tried to smile, but she was much less practiced in the deceptive art of feigning enjoyment.

They made their way down the stairs as the musicians played a pretty song and Nersi Magdalin softly sang to the crowd. It was a magical moment, for everyone but Annabel. She still felt dizzy and out of place. The court of Overseer Malachite and the Brethren Council was no place for her. She couldn’t fake merriment.

When the couple reached the bottom of the stairs, kisses, embraces, handshakes, and smiles greeted them. Annabel tried to smile back at the people she was introduced to, but she hardly knew a soul. 

The approaching crowd naturally separated Annabel and Tiberius. Annabel felt a wave of relief wash over her. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Tiberius patting some lord or important person on the back. She made sure to keep going the way the crowd was pushing her, which was away from Tiberius.

Before long, she found herself in front of the stage, staring up admiringly at Nersi Magdalin. The siren was belting out a smooth song that sounded like jazz fusion. Annabel was sure the lords and ladies of Mythicus had never heard anything like it before. 

Nersi’s eyes met her own. The siren’s pouty red lips curved upward. She winked at Annabel, showing her recognition, and Annabel felt her heart fill. For the first time in a long time, she felt alive again. She didn’t feel trapped—Nersi’s music freed her from her unfortunate confines of life.

All she wanted to do was get up on that stage and sing along with Lady Magdalin.

To her amazement, Nersi must have sensed it. The siren bent her knees and reached out, twiddling her red-gloved fingers at Annabel.

Annabel’s mouth fell open and she smiled wide. She walked toward the stage like a woman possessed, unable to feel anything else in the room other than that primordial urge to take Nersi’s hand.

Then the large door of the ballroom flew open with a loud thump, jarring Annabel from her spiritual reverie. 

A few lords and ladies looked toward the door. Even the musicians missed a beat in their music. 

Nersi’s hand closed, the moment lost, and she went back to singing.

Annabel lamented and her heart sank. She angrily turned around to see what commotion had ruined her big moment.

Her mother and father stood defiantly in the doorway, a pull-cart of some kind behind them. A white cloth was draped over the pull-cart, covering some bulbous shape.

Annabel’s eyes bulged as she realized what must’ve been under the cloth. 

Constantin spoke loudly and clearly, above the din of music, Nersi’s voice, and the congregation of lords and ladies.

“Overseer Malachite, I have arrived on this, my family’s Naming Day, to present to you utter proof of that man’s abhorrent and reprehensible actions!” The vampire pointed a finger down the length of the ballroom and people moved out of the way so it didn’t land on them.

At the end of the room, the point landed on Jareth Reynolds, who had been drinking a mug of ale. He sputtered and nearly coughed out his ale.

“What nonsense is this, Constantin?” Jareth bellowed, his eyes flashing a fierce orange for an instant. “You would do this now? When my son is being celebrated?”

Constantin grabbed the edge of the white cloth beside him and yanked as hard and dramatically as he could. 

Yelps and cries exploded from the room as eyes fell on the pull-cart.

Charles Lee’s dead, rotting, grotesque, naked body was splayed on the cart as if he was ready to be autopsied.

One lady in the crowd fainted and thudded to the floor. Another gagged and had to flee the ballroom, squeezing past Constantin and his stern wife. 

“You bastard!” Overseer Malachite cried, lunging to his feet and thrusting a finger in Constantin’s direction. “You would dare ruin my celebration for your own satisfaction?”

“Your celebration, Overseer? My satisfaction?” Constantin shouted. “Lord Onyx and his damnable son killed my boy! There must be retribution! Where is that little shit?” Constantin’s eyes searched the room for Tiberius and found him.

Instinctively, Tiberius scanned the room, trying to find Annabel. It seemed he wanted to hold her hostage or save himself somehow, and he swore he’d just seen her next to the stage.

But, strangely enough, she was nowhere to be seen . . .
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ANNABEL RACED UP THE stairs, her heart pounding. She hadn’t felt this alive in months. She ran with the hems of her dress hiked up, so as not to trip, and reached the top of the stairs. She knew the general layout of the Overseer’s castle because she’d been here before, in a dream.

She looked left and right, then ran down a hallway. She came to a large room, where a black cat jumped out of the shadows and hissed at her. She recognized the cat’s white belly and grimaced, clenching her jaw.

She kicked out and launched Misty into the shadows with a wail. 

Annabel ran across the room and came to another hallway and another fork in the road. She kept going straight, running along the walkway as sunlight poured in from the windows. 

She ran around the labyrinthine halls until she recognized a room ahead. She could tell the noise from the ballroom below was growing in volume. 

She peeked out from the hallway and saw two blackguards standing stoically in front of a large door. A set of gold keys dangled from one of the guard’s belt.

She took a deep breath and jumped out from the hallway, startling both the guards. They bent their knees and lowered their spears in a fighting stance.

They must have recognized her face, because the guards eyed each other anxiously.

“Sirs!” Annabel cried out desperately, before they could get any ideas. 

“Aren’t you the bride everyone’s celebrating downstairs?” one of the guards asked, his voice muffled from his black mask.

Annabel nodded. She jabbed her thumb over her shoulder, back down the hall. “You must hurry, sirs! There’s a commotion downstairs and I don’t know what’s going to happen!”

“What commotion?” the guard asked. From this distance, the cries from the ballroom were muted.

“We’ve been ordered to stand our ground outside this room, madam . . .”

“Annabel,” she said. “But you can call me Bel.”

“Well, Madam Bel, then you know—”

“Of course I do, man! But the Overseer himself directed me to fetch you. It seems he needs all the help he can get down there.”

The guards both looked uneasy and apprehensive. One of them made a move for the hallway, but the other stopped him.

“We can’t . . .”

“You won’t hear the end of it if you aren’t down there. I promise you, it’s madness!”

“What’s going on?” 

“There’s no time to explain!” Annabel actually jumped up and down, excitedly trying to rile up the guards.

It worked. 

After glancing at his comrade, one of the guards shrugged and said, “It’s worth a peek, right?”

“Shit, if it means our jobs otherwise . . .”

“Hurry, there’s no time!” Annabel said.

“Will you watch this door?” one of the guards asked stupidly. 

“What’s behind it?” Annabel asked, trying to act equally as stupid.

The guard shrugged. “We’ve just been stationed here. That isn’t our—”

“Yes, yes” Annabel said, flapping her hand at them irritably. “I’ll watch it.”

The guards moved toward the hallway, but Annabel was still blocking their path. She had deliberately set herself in front of the guard with the keys hanging from his belt. As he ran toward her, almost bowling her over, she scooted aside at the last moment and deftly dragged her hand across his belt . . .

The guard felt the pull and slowed down. Annabel crashed into him, trying to divert attention from her failed thievery. 

The guard grabbed her shoulders to steady her. As he did, Annabel managed to unclasp the chain from the guard’s belt. 

“You’re okay, madam?” the guard asked.  

“Yes, I’m fine,” she said, pointing with her other hand down the hall. 

The two guards sped down the hall. 

Annabel took a deep breath and looked down at her shaking hands. The keys rattled and she held them to her chest, closing her eyes to get her nerves under control.

She went to the door, put the key in the hole, and heard a click as she turned it. She opened the door and stepped into the room, closing the door behind her.

“Who are you?” a voice from the shadows asked. 

“Annabel Lee. You should recognize me from the wedding, Geddon. You were there.”

Geddon meandered out from the shadowy crook of the room, squinting at Annabel. “Of course I do,” he said. “You’re Steve’s girl.”

“Yes. I’m Steve’s girl.”

“What are you doing here, dear?” another voice asked, this one from the other side of the small room. Selestria appeared with her arms wrapped around her chest, as if she was freezing to death. 

It was chilly in the room.

“I’ve come here to rescue you,” Annabel said. “Obviously.”

“Why?” Geddon asked. “What’s the play?”

Selestria rolled her eyes. “Not everyone has an ulterior motive, Ged—”

“No, he’s right,” Annabel interjected. “I can get you out of this room, but from there you must find your own way out of the castle. I can’t be seen guiding fugitives.”

Selestria asked, “Why are you helping us?”

“Because the Vagrant Kinship is in need of your help,” she said, without feeling bad at her little lie.

Geddon smiled at the news, probably for the first time since his imprisonment. “I knew they’d come for us!” he shouted, punching his fist into his open palm. “I told you, Sela!”

“Where are we to rendezvous, girl?” Selestria asked, still businesslike in her demeanor.

“At my parent’s house, my lady,” Annabel said. 

“Please,” Selestria said with a soft smile. “I’m the one who should be calling you ‘my lady.’ I’m—”

“There’s no time for these pleasantries!” Geddon snapped.

“He’s right again, ma’am. Unfortunately. You must be away this instant. I’ve distracted the guards, but I don’t know for how long. My parents have created a diversion on the ground level. Whatever you do, don’t go downstairs!”

Annabel paused, out of breath. She rolled her shoulders up and down, then continued. “Understand?”

“Yes,” they both said in unison. 

“How can we repay you?” Selestria asked.

“By appearing at the Lee estate. Can you do that?”

They both nodded.

“I’ll make sure to lead him there,” Selestria said.

Geddon frowned. “I know the way, woman. Steve told—”

“Yes, but I’ll make sure you actually arrive there,” Selestria quipped. 

Geddon was about to open his mouth to retort, but Annabel held a hand out. Geddon and Selestria sounded like a married couple. And if this was what married sounded like, she wanted no part in it. She couldn’t wait to be free from Tiberius, if it ever came to pass.

Even though she couldn’t trust Geddon, Selestria seemed a bit more reliable. She stood out of the way and opened the door.

“After you,” Annabel said, waving them on.

The prisoners left the room and were officially fugitives. Once outside, they looked left and right, then to Annabel.

“Go that way,” she said, pointing to the left, down a dark, dimly lit hallway. “When you get to a window, I’d recommend breaking it and escaping that way. Or not. I just know there aren’t any exits on the second level of a castle. I think.”

Geddon put a finger to his temple and smiled. “Smart lass.”

“Good luck,” Annabel said. “And I’ll see you soon. You should be greeted at my house by a small, creepy looking servant named Lig. Don’t worry, he’s harmless.”

“Very well,” Geddon said.

Before they parted ways, Selestria put a soothing hand on Annabel’s arm. “Thank you, Annabel. Steve picked a good one.”

“You’re damn right he did,” Annabel replied, flashing the nymph a smile.

With that, Geddon and Selestria ran left. Annabel ran right, but not before she locked the door and threw the keys down a hallway, into darkness. She headed back toward the commotion downstairs, hoping her parents were still alive when she saw them again. 

Well, they’ve never really been alive, have they?
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Annabel raced to the end of the hallway and retraced her steps back toward the ballroom. She ran nimbly—trying to make her feet fall as lightly as possible—but fast. She had one more thing to do while the diversion downstairs played out, but she didn’t know if she still had time. If she didn’t, she’d have to return for her second task later.

Her heart ached at the idea of abandoning her plan. 

As she neared the ballroom, she could hear the raucous voices growing louder.

Will anyone recognize I’ve been missing?

What if those blackguards return to their post and realize Geddon and Selestria are gone? They’ll know who helped them flee . . . they can’t be that inept.

As her heart hammered in her chest, she reached the staircase. She took a deep breath and poked her head out from the hallway, gazing downstairs toward the ballroom. From her vantage point, she could only see the first room of the house and the opening of the ballroom. The rest of the ballroom was hidden from view by the stair’s railing. 

Constantin stood near the front of the room, Charles’ body splayed on the roll-cart behind him. Annabel couldn’t see her mother.

Constantin raised his hands, trying to quiet the crowd. For once, he looked a bit out of control. His explosive entrance had engrossed him. Annabel felt bad—she wanted to do something to help her father, but that wasn’t part of the plan. She had her own scheme: something that her father and mother didn’t even know about.

As if sensing her presence, Constantin twisted his head to glance up the stairs. He locked eyes with Annabel for a split second. Annabel gave him an almost imperceptible nod, telling him the deed was done. He nodded back, but then had a confused look on his face when he realized Annabel was not coming down the stairs. 

Annabel’s eyes went wide, partly in fear, partly in anticipation. She turned around and disappeared back into the hallway.

Constantin almost opened his mouth to call her name, but he would be giving away his daughter’s position. So far, no one had noticed she was missing. But it was only a matter of time . . . so where was she going?

“That’s enough, everyone!” a voice called from the middle of the ballroom. It was a loud, booming voice, and everyone turned toward the sound.

Overseer Malachite raised his hands and said, “Tensions are flaring. I understand that. But today is a special day, is it not? Can we not celebrate this occasion before we tear each other’s throats out?”

Constantin replied. “The day in question is celebrating my family’s Naming Day, Overseer. How can we celebrate something that should not even be taking place?” He wanted to mention it was also celebrating Annabel’s marriage, but that would call attention to her whereabouts. He wanted to buy her a little more time to do whatever it was she was doing. He also didn’t want to mention that the Naming Day was only taking place because of the marriage.

But someone wasn’t going to let that be forgotten.

“As it stands, Lord Constantin, your daughter’s marriage is still in effect,” Overseer Malachite said. “You are still a member of the Brethren Council because of that, as is your wife.”

The shouting died down as Jareth Reynolds stepped forward from the crowd. “This is a matter that should be discussed at our next Council meeting, my lord.” 

Constantin gritted his teeth. He wanted to argue. But that would just bring them back to square one. It was clear he wasn’t going to get the marriage annulled on the spot, as he’d hoped. He would have to accommodate these fools for a little while longer. Maybe he could gain some friends within the Council who would support him . . . then he could make his move to break apart Sybil and Tiberius’ marriage.

“Hey,” another voice said, confused. “Where is my wife, anyway?” 

Constantin felt his stomach drop. He turned and faced Tiberius, who was looking around the ballroom for Annabel.

As Tiberius scratched his head, Constantin opened his mouth to say something, but he was cut off.

“Guests and friends!” Lady Nersi called from the stage. All eyes turned to her. She sashayed down the steps of the stage and came to stand within the group of people. The lower-born folk ogled and gawked at her, while the Council members eyed her bemusedly. A few of them had suspicious looks on their faces.

“If we can get back on track, I’d like to hold a private, intimate song and dance for our illustrious Overseer. In return for his gracious hospitality and invitation.”

A few chuckles broke through the stuffy tension. It was clear the siren was trying to alleviate the situation.

Constantin raised a single eyebrow at Nersi. He tried to gauge her loyalties. To him, it seemed she had saved him from the danger of having to explain where his daughter was. She was trying to focus the attention back on herself . . . almost as if she knew what Annabel was up to.

But how could she?

On the other hand, she could have simply been trying to calm the fiery moods of the partygoers.

“I like this idea,” the Overseer said, his eye twinkling with lust as he stared at the siren. 

“Does that mean everyone should leave the room?” Constantin asked.

“Of course not,” Nersi said, shaking her head. Her golden hair swayed back and forth, mesmerizing half the crowd. “But if everyone would spread apart from this center aisle.” She put her palms together and then separated them, indicating where the crowd should split. 

A few Council members grumbled their disapproval at being told what to do, especially by a woman. They glanced at Overseer Malachite. He gave a nod. The crowd split in the middle, without rhyme or reason, and formed a circle with an empty center walkway. 
Charlene came to stand a bit behind Nersi, a flute in her hands. No one had paid much attention to the blue-haired girl. 

“Gentlemen, something cheery, please.” Nersi inclined her head toward the musicians in the corner. After a few head scratches, they started playing, trying to get into the rhythm of things. 

The song started with a single violin line. It was a high, upbeat melody. Before long, the other instrumentalists had entered the fray to play notes over it. The song was beautiful and modern, an escape from the classical and jazzy tunes they’d been playing up until then.

Almost immediately as the music started, Nersi struck a pose. Her sudden movement brought a few delighted yelps from the crowd. She gyrated her hips and ambled down the walkway, her arms and body weaving along with the tune. If anyone in the room had seen Terrus before, they’d have known what she was doing: belly dancing. But she doubted anyone in this room had experienced belly dancing before.

Overseer Malachite smiled and took his chair on the raised platform in front of Nersi. He leaned back, enjoying the pleasurable sight of a beautiful woman dancing seductively toward him.

Charlene put her flute to her mouth and started popping in notes along the edges of the musicians’ song. A few women in the audience held their hands together in glee, eager to see what would happen next.

It didn’t take long for Nersi to have the whole room mesmerized by her swaying hips and shoulders and arms. Her full, red lips curved upward in a small, satisfied smile. She didn’t take her eyes away from Overseer Malachite the entire time. 

When she made it to one end of the clearing, she would pirouette or gyrate a certain way in the other direction. She did this a few times, all while the music accompanied her.

With the exception of the upbeat music and the pitter-patter of Nersi’s feet against the floor, the ballroom had fallen still and quiet.

Nersi worked the stage masterfully. It was a true testament to her ability to be able to defuse the volatile situation with song and dance. 

Even Constantin was entranced.

At one point, the music died down and came toward its natural conclusion. As it did, Nersi drew closer to the raised dais and glanced up at the Overseer. 

As the music stopped, she crouched. The last note rang out, then cut to silence. Before anyone could clap or cheer, Nersi leaped from the ground, landing on the dais effortlessly. More startled sounds rose from the bystanders.

Once she was on the dais, in dancing formation, the musicians abruptly broke into another tune. It was clearly not time to let the music die. 

Nersi was just getting started.

She danced like a possessed pixie, winding her body around like a snake. Her smile grew more pronounced as she neared Malachite and the music got louder.

And louder.

By the time she turned and faced the crowd, her arms spread out like an eagle’s wings, the music had reached a voluminous crescendo. The beautiful sounds occupied the entire space of the room.

Nersi spun back around to the Overseer, took a few steps, and was standing directly in front of him. It drew a few idle chuckles from the crowd. He was a single widow, after all . . . 

At the other end of the walkway, Charlene’s eyes were closed. She was completely lost in the moment as she played along with her flute.

In a flash, something appeared in Nersi’s hand. She smiled wide and leaned forward, toward the Overseer. Her curvy backside stuck out for the crowd to see. She got a few cheers for the provocative move. Some of the women had to slap their lordly husbands’ arms. 

She whispered sweet nothings to the Overseer, something only he could hear . . .

The smug, languid expression on Malachite’s face slowly disappeared. He squinted up at Nersi again.

Something flashed in Nersi’s hand again, in front of the Overseer. The light from the candlelit fixtures above glinted silver, reflecting out toward the crowd.

Overseer Malachite’s eyes bulged. 

Nersi twisted to her full height, shaking her ass as she rose. Then she backpedaled.

Overseer Malachite coughed. It wasn’t enough to break the reverie en masse. 

Then he made a strange, inhuman sound. People finally glanced away from the siren and looked to him.

A few shocked cries rang out.

A confused expression overtook Overseer Malachite’s face. Baffled, his hand shot up to his neck, where he felt a spider bite or something similar.

From the small wound, blood spilled in rivulets down his neck. 

The shocked cries grew louder and the music abruptly stopped.

Nersi’s coquettish face changed in an instant, becoming hard and focused on the crowd below her. She tried to cover whatever she held with her palm, but a few droplets of blood fell onto the wooden floor. 

She took one look down the empty walkway, at Charlene, who seemed shocked and dumbfounded. The walkway closed as bodies competed for space. She lost sight of her blue-haired friend.

She turned around and faced Malachite. She was less than five feet from him, while the nearest blackguard or lord would have to leap up to the dais to get to her.

They’d never get there in time.

Lifting her finger, she pointed the thin, almost invisible dagger at the Overseer of Soreltris. 

By now, the blood rushing down his neck had pooled in his hand as he held pressure on the tiny wound and tried to stop the incessant bleeding.

Malachite opened his mouth to say something, but no words came out. He was mute, either from shock or from blood loss. 

“This is for what you’ve done to my people, you wicked monster!” Nersi announced, taking a step forward. She raised her hand and prepared to finish the deed, thus ending the reign of Overseer Malachite, Richard Remington.

A cold sensation touched her outstretched hand as she brought the dagger down to slice Malachite across the throat.

The coldness turned to warmth, then astounding heat, in an instant. She cried out and dropped her dagger, lest it burn right through her hand. 

She heard a whoosh and furrowed her brow confusedly as she gazed at her hand. It was turning blue and she could smell burning flesh. 

It wasn’t turning blue, though—that was the oxygen sucking away. 

In a moment of clarity, she realized her hand was on fire.

She screamed and took her hand to her white dress, trying to smother the flame.

Another whoosh sounded to her side and she turned to see where the sound came from. 

Jareth Reynolds was at the side of the dais, running up the stairs, his hand outstretched. His fingers glowed red and orange from the flames emanating from within. He pushed his hand out and another fireball erupted from his fingers and palm, like a living thing, flying toward Nersi.

When it reached her, it didn’t explode—it made a soft sound, like gas and wind catching a burning kindle. The fire caught around her and before she knew it her dress was aflame, burning from the hems up.

Tears stung Nersi’s eyes as she cried out and tried to step back to flee. Her tears boiled and the streaks were burnt on her face, embedded in her skin. Her vision went blurry, as if she was staring into a roaring bonfire.

When Jareth reached the top of the dais, his face twisted and melted away. In its place was a demonic countenance straight from the depths of Hell itself. His entire body erupted in flames, engulfing his clothes. His hands became blackened and clawed. 

He reached out to touch Nersi with his fiery, clawed hand. She yelled as he took hold of her wrist. The flesh sizzled, until Jareth held onto bone. Then the bone melted under the intense pressure of the flame. 

Handless and cauterized, Nersi took one look at her newly formed stump. She opened her mouth to scream again.

Jareth shoved his blazing hand into her mouth like a striking snake. The inside of her face lit up. For a moment, the stunned audience could see every vein and piece of bone and muscle in her skull. Her eyes shined orange, then her pupils went to the back of her head and smoke billowed from her eyes, ears, and nose. 

Jareth yanked his hand from her throat and she screamed no more. She’d been burned from the inside out, her brain and skull sufficiently melted. 

Jareth’s hand was no longer on fire—the wetness in Nersi’s mouth had dampened the savage burning. 

Dosira made it to the dais and was standing behind Jareth’s flaming, demonic body. She was unafraid of the heat emanating from him. She reached out and touched his back. In an instant the flames sputtered and died away, like she’d splashed water on a burning twig.  

Jareth stood on the dais stark naked, his back turned to the crowd. 

The audience in front of the dais watched the event unfold in horrified silence. 

Overseer Malachite’s eyes had bulged as he realized his lifeforce was slipping away. His face had paled, but his red hand hadn’t moved from the wound on his neck.

Jareth stepped forward and examined the Overseer. He moved Malachite’s hand away from the wound. Malachite fought and tried to swat Jareth’s hand away, but it was no use. He was too weak from the blood loss.

Fearing for his life, Malachite whimpered.

Jareth frowned. He clenched his teeth and stuck the pointer finger of his right hand to the wound. His finger lit up—the color of the sun at twilight. 

He pressed his shiny finger on Malachite’s neck and the Overseer cried out as his skin burned.

Then Jareth moved his hand away, putting his hand on his hips to examine his handiwork.

A black, ashy dot was the only evidence of the bloody wound on Malachite’s neck. Jareth had cauterized the wound shut.

Almost instantly color started coming back to Malachite’s face.

“Where’s the assassin’s friend?” a voice cried from the stunned audience. It was Tiberius. He scanned the room while the audience stared at the poor, smoldering body of Nersi Magdalin, the siren, now a black heap on the dais. 

“And where the hell is my wife?” Tiberius voiced again.

Jareth snapped his fingers angrily at two blackguards standing at the foot of the dais. They hadn’t been able to react as quickly as Lord Onyx. They looked shamefaced at letting their Overseer down.

“You two, snap to it. Go find her,” Jareth commanded.

One of the guards nodded. Then the other asked sheepishly, “W-Which one, my lord?”

Jareth scoffed. “The blue-haired girl, you idiot! Bring her to me alive!”

The two guards took off running.

“What about Annabel?” Tiberius called out to his father.

“She’ll turn up, my son. She isn’t going anywhere while her father and mother are here . . .” Jareth trailed off and locked eyes on Constantin, who stood in the corner of the room next to the pull-cart.

Overseer Malachite croaked as he attempted to speak. It took him a moment, but he eventually managed. “You . . . saved my life, Lord Onyx.” He sounded very weak. 

Jareth turned to his master. “Well, I wouldn’t say that, my lord . . .”

––––––––
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ANNABEL FOUND THE ROOM after much trial and error. She was surprised she only had to avoid a few blackguards. None of them had given her much trouble. They were not very adept guardsmen. 

She ran across hallways and even scaled a small wall—all in her dress. Now she believed she was at her destination. 

She took a deep breath and tried the handle on the wooden door. 

It didn’t budge.

She looked around at her surroundings: a small nightstand next to the door; a lit candelabrum on the nightstand. She took a step back, hiking up her dress.

With all the power she could muster, she kicked at the door, near the handle. Her foot thudded and jarred against the wood. She thought she heard a crack from somewhere within, but the door didn’t move.

She stepped back and tried again.

And again. A fissure appeared near the frame of the door. 

By now, she was sure she’d called the attention of every blackguard in the castle. 

She kicked one more time. The lock gave way and the door burst open.

Without pause, she grabbed the candelabrum from the nightstand and went into the room. She didn’t bother closing the fractured door behind her. 

The candles gave her a flickering of orange flame, and she could see a silvery reflection toward the back of the room:

The Parallel Reflector, resting on a stand. 

The rest of the room was adorned with the usual amenities: a large bed made for a king, a few desk drawers, a writing table, a jewelry box, a locked chest, and a closet.

She placed the candelabrum on a nearby table. She sat on the bed and closed her eyes. She used all the inner power and reached out with her mind, trying to grapple something . . .

She thought of Steve, the man she loved, somewhere out there in another world, patiently waiting for her. While on the journey back from exhuming her brother, Lig had told her what Steve had said inside his mind.

Go to the Reflector. I’ll be waiting for you. Reach me, my love.

And here she was.

Sweat beaded her forehead. Despite her astute knowledge of dream-leaping, she’d never been great at actually doing it. She had always felt a twinge of jealousy that Steve had been able to leap so effortlessly. 

But she tried. 

When she opened her eyes, she was still sitting in the same room, but it looked different. The ancient candelabrum was gone. The kingly bed looked modern. Everything in the room was dusty and untouched, as if no one had lived there for years.

That’s because, on Terrus, no one had.

Steve stood in front of her. 

She fought to hold on to her concentration—to focus—while Steve still stood in front of her. He was looking right through her. She hadn’t made a connection with him. She knew she was on his Ethereus plane, in the spirit world of his mind, but didn’t know how to reach out. He couldn’t see her. 

She did the only thing she could think of to get his attention, before she lost control. She shouted: “I’m here!”

Then she felt dizzy and fell on the bed, back on Mythicus, sweat pouring down her face and arms. 

A moment later, Steve was standing in front of her. Aiden the leprechaun was with him, too, holding onto his shoulder.

“Well done, my love,” Steve said, smiling. “A bit rudimentary, but it worked. I heard your voice like an echo called from a mountaintop.”

Annabel let out a deep gasp. She was both exhausted and excited. Steve had jumped to her own Ethereus plane. 

Steve’s eyes grew large. 

“What is it?” Annabel asked, sitting up. 

A shadow passed over the light the candelabrum was giving off. Fear took hold of her as she craned her neck.

A figure stood in the doorway, silhouetted against the dim hallway.

Steve turned to the Parallel Reflector behind him, taking hold of Aiden’s hand. They were still in Ethereus and he could see what Annabel faced, but could do nothing about it.

As Steve stepped forward into the mirror, the figure at the door stepped forward into the room.

It was a blackguard, armed with a spear. 

Annabel shrieked—not with fear, though she was scared—with determined practice. 

The figure stumbled and went to his knees as Annabel’s piercing, banshee howl reached him. He dropped his spear and both hands went to cup his ears, which bled.

At that moment, Steve and Aiden stepped through the mirror, simultaneously. Steve reached for Annabel’s arm. 

They connected. Their hands didn’t pass through like ghosts trying to touch. 

He was on Mythicus. 

Annabel’s shriek had subsided. The blackguard struggled to his feet, trying to regain his equilibrium.

Aiden reached in his pocket and something flashed gold. He flicked his wrist and threw a coin as hard as he could—a metallic projectile whistling through the air.

The coin struck the rising blackguard in the neck, implanting itself in his carotid artery. For a moment, the blackguard looked annoyed at whatever had hit him. He reached for the coin and removed the annoyance from his neck . . .

Blood spurted from the wound immediately after. Within ten seconds he was writhing on the floor in a pool of his own gore.

“We must go,” Steve whispered to Annabel. He was still in a bit of a daze—they all were—but he knew enough to know they were in grave danger.

He didn’t expect Annabel’s next words:

“I have to make sure my parents are all right!”

Steve stuttered. He wanted to say, “Your parents? Since when do you care about them?! Do you know how long I’ve been trying to reach you? How will you escape them this time? I don’t know how many more jailbreaks I have in me!” 

But he didn’t say any of that.

“Okay,” he said. He knew better than to argue with Bel once she got an idea in her mind. “We’ll go with you.”

“No,” she said. “Have you gone mental? You’ll be instantly recognized and jailed. Then I really don’t know how I’ll get you out.”

Steve tried to retort, but she cut him off. “Look, dear, you’re here now. You’re in Mythicus. You’ve made it. That means I’ll be able to find you, but I have something I need you to do for me.”

“What?” 

“Escape into the woods and don’t get caught. Go to my house, where you’ll find Lig. Hopefully Geddon and Selestria will be there, too.”

“Why would I want to have anything to do with those fuckers?” Steve asked incredulously.

“Selestria never did anything to you, my—”

“Why would I want to have anything to do with that fucker, Geddon?” Steve amended.

“We have no time to argue. Every blackguard in the keep must have heard my wail.”

“That’s why you must come with us!” Steve argued. “You’ll be taken captive!”

Annabel shook her head. “Just do as I say, please, Steve. The moment I know my parents are safe, I’ll escape from here and meet you at the household. Plus, I don’t want the Overseer to know of my deeds up here.”

“What am I supposed to do with Geddon and Sela?”

“Keep them there. My father is going to use them for his mischievous plot to overthrow the Brethren.”

Aiden spoke for the first time. “Well, why didn’t you say that to begin with, lass? I’m game.”

Steve still didn’t like it, but now it was two against one. I can’t believe she’s being so . . . so . . . stubborn!

At the same time, Steve admired her tenacity. It was the most courageous and in control she’d ever acted. She was making the moves, not letting people make them for her. He respected that. So, he said, “I don’t like this, but I’ll do it. For you, Bel, I’ll do it.”

Annabel smiled. “Thank you, my love.” She embraced him and kissed him, then pushed him away. “Now go!”

“How do we get out of here?” 

Annabel pointed behind them, at the Parallel Reflector.

“I think it only works from Ethereus,” Steve said. “I don’t want to chance it.”

Annabel’s finger moved to a window next to the reflector. 

Steve sighed. He bent down and picked up the bloody gold coin Aiden had thrown. He tossed it to the leprechaun. Aiden caught it in midair with a snap of his wrist. 

Steve nodded to the window.

Annabel stepped over the dead blackguard and left the room. She shut the half-broken door behind her. 

Aiden cocked his arm back, preparing to throw the coin at the window. As he did, the blackguard’s blood began to flow underneath the door, into the hallway.  
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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“What is the meaning of this, Jareth?” Overseer Malachite bellowed. He had regained his strength from the cut to his neck. He’d lost quite a bit of blood, but the wound had missed the mark: an inch in either direction and Nersi probably would have struck an artery. As it stood the flesh wound was now a blackened dot. 

A few people in the crowd gasped at Malachite’s words, calling Lord Onyx “Jareth.” It was taboo to use a Council member’s real name in a formal setting with other Council members. Even something as informal as a party still dictated proper decorum. 

Jareth, still naked as the day he was born, shrugged. He stood with his hands on his hips, his buttocks facing the crowd behind him. 

“Step down, man,” Malachite added, standing up from his chair. He hobbled as the blood rushed to his head, and reached a hand out to grasp the arm of the chair. Then he stood, less than a foot from Jareth. He was a tallish man, taller than Jareth, but the senior lord didn’t seem intimidated.

“I’m afraid not, Malachite.” The fact he didn’t use his master’s own title of “Overseer” spoke volumes. He said, “I couldn’t let you die, but it is time for you to relinquish control over the Brethren. I’ve been waiting a long time for this moment.”

“This is madness!” Malachite said through gritted teeth. His eyes lingered to his right and he saw a cat scampering into the ballroom, limping along. “Misty, why did you not warn me about this treasonous insurgence?” 

The cat meowed. 

“Lady Opal,” Jareth said, motioning for her.

Dosira walked to him. “You’re lucky I held onto it, husband, or else it would have burned in your fury . . . like the rest of your belongings.” She handed her husband a folded piece of parchment. She gave Jareth’s naked body a quick up-and-down look and a smirk showed on the corner of her lips.

Jareth unfolded the paper and cleared his throat. He showed Malachite the official letterhead of the Brethren Council as a header. He said, “What I have here, Malachite, is a Council vote. It decrees your immediate expulsion from leadership.” He turned the paper so it faced Malachite. “As you can see, it has seven signatures for ‘aye,’ and six signatures for ‘nay.’ The ‘aye’ vote wins, which in this case means the end of your Overseer career.”

Malachite sputtered, unable to believe what he was hearing and seeing. He snatched the paper from Jareth. For an instant, he considered the juvenile reaction of ripping it to shreds. He read each name on the ‘aye’ half of the page, committing the names to memory. He would have his vengeance . . . 

Lord Obsidian and Lady Chalcedony, Lord Onyx and Lady Opal, Lord Constantin and Lady Mariana, and Lady Jade. They all voted to expel Malachite from his duties. In a moment of epiphany, the puzzle came together. He realized why Jareth Reynolds had been so adamant about continuing the marriage between his son and Constantin’s daughter. Without the votes of Lord Constantin and Lady Mariana, the ‘nay’ vote would have carried one more tally than the ‘aye’ vote. Jareth would have lost.

The marriage was Jareth’s way of solidifying the result he desired. But what could he have promised the Lees to get them to vote with him? Malachite wondered. They hate each other!

Maybe it was the position on the Council itself, and the power it brings.

Malachite seethed. He balled his hands into fists, crumpling the paper, watching as Jareth refused to show any worry on his face. 

The tricky bastard is so smug . . .

“Everything on the form is legitimate, whether you rip up the contract or not,” Jareth said.

“I’ll have your head for this,” Malachite growled. His eyes snapped left and right. He noticed a few blackguards standing erect and idle, awaiting orders. “Guards, seize this buffoon and carry him off!” he shouted.

The blackguards didn’t move.

Malachite shook his fists with anger. He stomped away from Jareth and plopped onto his chair, unable to decide what to do with himself. Everyone in the audience stared at him, wide-eyed with disbelief.

Malachite said, “It was your idea to interrogate Geddon and Selestria. Your idea to pursue the Kinsmen leaders.” He realized he was treading a thin line, speaking about things that were secrets to other Council members. He didn’t mention the word “assassinate,” but he didn’t need to. 

The thing that angered him most was that he had confided in Jareth. He could now see it was all a ruse to foment rebellion, but how could he harbor such betrayal and deceit? 

How could I be such a fool not to see it?

“Yes, those were my ideas,” Jareth said. Dosira came to his side with a black cloak in her hand, taken from one of the blackguards below. She threw it over her husband’s shoulders, so at least his ass wasn’t displayed for the entire gentry any longer.

Jareth gave his wife a nod and continued. “Yes, I helped you make those decisions. And if it weren’t for me, nothing would have come from them. You see, Malachite, that’s precisely why you must go. You are weak. It’s not your fault—you are human, after all. But you have no place leading the Brethren of Soreltris.”

“You helped me get to this position!” Malachite cried. His voice started wavering, the more he spoke. A few bystanders looked away, embarrassed for him.

Jareth nodded. “I know. It was my mistake, which is why I take responsibility in delivering you from the position now. You were a good mascot for a time, but no longer.”

After a short pause, Malachite said, “How am I weak, you bastard?”

“You lack the drive to rid yourself of your enemies,” Jareth said. He wrapped the cloak around his body, tired of the windy draft. “What have you done to dispatch the Vagrant Kinsmen? They are a threat to your rule, yet you keep their leaders locked away in your castle, imprisoned but out of danger. They’re on vacation. A more industrious ruler would have been rid of them by now. Eradicated them.”

Malachite’s face blanched. “They’ve already led us to multiple Vagrant leaders—”

“Which we could have found on our own, I’m sure.” Jareth squinted one eye at the frightened face of his former lord. There was something else eating away at that pale skin. “There’s something you’re not telling me,” Jareth said, “why you’re keeping them alive. It isn’t to find the Vagrants . . .”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Jareth scoffed and waved a hand nonchalantly. “Tell me, or I’ll have them brought into this room and executed this instant.”

“You don’t have the power.”

“But I do.”

Malachite gritted his teeth and brooded in silence. His fear turned to rage, but he had no one to direct that rage toward. After a moment, it simmered, and he realized with utter contempt that he’d lost. 

Leaning forward in his chair, he murmured, “Geddon is still Bound with my son on Terrus. I use him and Selestria to keep track of Steve, hoping I might bring him to me some day.”

“Your care that much for your foolish, liar of a son? The same son who refused to join you?”

Malachite snarled and pointed past Jareth, toward Constantin and the pull-cart with his son’s body. “He wasn’t lying about that. You did kill Charles Lee. And, if I had believed him, maybe I wouldn’t be in this predicament.”

Jareth turned and faced Constantin, who had a stony, dark look on his face. Then he shrugged. “Charles Lee was killed, but not for sport. It was no accident we killed him—he had been eating my family’s livestock. It was not known to me at the time that he was a werewolf of some importance.”

The blue veins on Constantin’s neck bulged. He had to be held back by his wife. “You savage,” the vampire said, baring his teeth.

“So, what, you will become Overseer? You will usurp my rightful rule and become the monarch of the three regions?” Malachite asked, changing the subject and drawing Jareth’s attention back to him. He looked past Jareth, at the lords and ladies in the audience. He locked eyes with Lord Obsidian, but the dwarf maintained a stony expression. Moving onto Lady Jade, the beautiful, widowed yōkai demon, she averted her gaze, unable to meet his eyes.  

“You’ve all agreed to this? To allow this madman to rule you?” Malachite received no response. He was amazed at how easily they were folding and falling into line.

Then again, they had done the same thing when he had become Overseer. Maybe it was time to put the women back in charge, after all. This egotistical dick-measuring contest seemed to be tearing the Council apart.

“We’ve all agreed it is temporary,” Jareth said. “I will take the burden upon myself to make the decisions of the Overseer, day by day. And if I can lead the Brethren to prosperity, why not?”

Malachite said, “And what is prosperity, in your mind, Lord Onyx?”

“Terrus.” Jareth’s voice had a hard edge to it as he spat out the word. 

Malachite stifled a chuckle. “What about Terrus? Tell me, you would invade the parallel plane?”

Jareth nodded.

“Ha! You are truly a madman. I believe in the commingling of humans and Mythics, like any good Brethren. But to force ourselves upon them will only result in vicious backlash. You will see, Jareth. You will see. All the work we’ve done to create relationships with the leaders of Terrus will fall away like dust in the wind.”

Jareth frowned. He was tired of being berated like a toddler. He said, “Kansas?”

“What?” 

“Never mind. I know what is at stake, Malachite. And I will not ruin the relationships we’ve built over the years. I will make them stronger. Don’t you see? I’ll give them roots—blood bonds that can never be broken.”

“You’ll breed with the humans.”

“Why not?” Jareth said. “It’s already being done on a small scale. We will create more Seekers and Makers—”

“My people will dilute your people’s magical blood,” Malachite warned. “You’re making a grave mistake, all because you’re intrigued by humans. Like they’re your pets.”

Jareth smiled. “Once we have enough of them Bound to us, they will be just that, Malachite. I’m impressed at your awareness, despite your lack of it up until this point.”

Malachite frowned and slumped back in his chair. He was a defeated man, uncaring about the insults any longer. With a flat voice, he said, “What will you do with me now? Kill me? Will I at least be allowed to choose the manner of my death?”

Jareth’s smile grew wider. It was unnerving. “Don’t be foolish, Malachite . . . or should I call you Richard? You’re much too important to have killed. I have plans for you yet.”

“What do these plans involve?”

“You’ll have to wait and see.” Jareth snapped his fingers and two blackguards at the bottom of the steps came to attention. He said, “For now, I’ll have you share a room with your favorite prisoners. Guards, lead them up to Geddon and Selestria’s prison room.”

One of the blackguards bowed his head. “Y-Yes, my lord . . . Your Grace . . .” It was clear he didn’t know what to call Jareth, so he went to stand next to Malachite. “My lord, may I help you to your feet?”

Malachite slapped the blackguard’s hand away as he stood. With anger pulsing in his eyes, he said, “I know the way, buffoon. This is my castle.”

Malachite walked in front of the blackguards, down the steps, his dignity shot. 

Jareth yelled out to him: “It won’t be yours for much longer, so you know!”

If the barb was meant to get a rise out of Malachite, it failed. The deposed Overseer waved a weary hand at Jareth and disappeared from the ballroom.

Once gone, a low murmur of voices carried through the room as the crowd started speaking to one other. The party was clearly over. The musicians began packing up their instruments. 

“Jareth,” Constantin called from the corner of the room. His voice was cool and collected, but on the verge of righteous indignation. “You’ve just admitted to murdering my son in front of all these lords and ladies. What will you do about the marriage between your son and my daughter?”

Jareth snorted in annoyance. “Yes, I did do that, didn’t I? Well, I’m afraid it’s too late for all that, my friend. The marriage will go on, since I have the capacity to say so. You two want to remain on the Council, don’t you? Don’t you wish to continue being important?”

Constantin said nothing. The disappointment was clear on his face. He’d lost a lot this day—his nemesis had started out more powerful than he had, but now he was exponentially entitled. There would be no convincing the Council to aid him now, not against a man as powerful as Jareth Reynolds . . .

Mariana stepped forward from her husband’s side. “As long as our daughter is safe in your son’s hands, we will allow it . . . for the time being.” She spoke as if she had a say in the matter.

Her words stung Tiberius, who was standing on the other side of the ballroom. He had been gawking at his father, astounded that his family had just gained so much power. Now he turned on Constantin and Mariana. “I do not treat her poorly, you saps, and even if I did, she is obligated to obey me, correct?”

Hushed voices came from the audience. Speaking about women in such a way, in a society that was recently run by women, was frowned upon. That was a wound that would sting the women in the Council. Even Jareth winced at his son’s foolishness. 

“You do not have the temper of your father, you’re telling me?” Mariana asked, remaining calm despite the pain she felt inside her cold, dead heart.

Tiberius smirked. “I suppose only time will tell.”

Jareth tried to divert the attention away from his son. “And while we’re here,” he said, “at the Naming Day ceremony, why don’t we complete it?”

Constantin furrowed his brow.

“You will henceforth be known as . . .” Jareth trailed off and waved his finger around a bit, pointing near Constantin. “Lord Bloodstone,” he said. “And your wife will be Lady Tourmaline.” He paused for a while longer, then smiled. “And I suppose while we’re in the spirit of things . . . I will be Overseer Onyx.”

No one dared dispute the ruling. Not now. Not while a pile of ash and bones sat next to him, all that remained of the siren assassin, Nersi Magdalin. It was too soon to question the Ifrit’s motives or legitimacy. 

As conversation picked up in the ballroom again, heavy footsteps sounded overhead. The newly anointed Overseer Onyx stepped off the dais and watched the top of the stairs. Two blackguards were running down a hall.

Before they made it halfway down the stairs, Jareth called out: “What is the problem, gentlemen? Why are you perspiring?”

The blackguards stopped mid-stride and glanced at each other. One of them gulped loudly, while the other cleared his throat. 

“We have a problem, my lord,” the braver of the two men said.

Jareth arched his eyebrows.

“Geddon and Selestria are not in their room. They’ve escaped their holding, my lord. Overseer—er, Lord Malachite is the only one inhabiting the room, currently.”

“Goddammit,” Jareth said, enjoying the Terrusian term he’d heard so many others use. If he was going to assimilate the humans, he might as well start speaking like them.

“What should we do, my lord?” the blackguard asked.

Jareth snorted. “What do you think, fool? Search for them! I want the entire premises searched. There has to be hidden hideaways in this place. Then you will search the surrounding woods. You won’t stop until they’re are found!”

The blackguards nodded and barreled down the rest of the stairs, heading for another room.

Dosira walked up beside Jareth, putting a hand on his shoulder and rubbing his back. “A minute ago you chastised Malachite for keeping those two as pets, my sweet,” she whispered in his ear. “Why do you care what happens to them now? What’s changed?”

“It’s the principal, my love. I can’t let two rebel fugitives escape under my watch. It’s the first thing people will remember me by.” Jareth shook his head and sighed. He glanced at Dosira.

She still didn’t seem convinced.

He added, “I wasn’t Overseer when I said those things. Now I am.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Steve and Aiden peeked over the edge of the balcony. It was about a ten-foot drop to the ground from the second level of the castle. Steve wasn’t excited about making the leap. Painful flashbacks came back to him, jumping from the art gallery balcony with Geddon and Kaiko. He’d twisted his ankle then and expected the same result here. To make matters worse, a lone blackguard stood directly below them, facing outward, watching for enemies.

Steve looked over his shoulder, at the window they’d smashed to get to the balcony. 

“There’s no going back, Steve,” Aiden whispered to him.

“No shit.”

“We have to make a move. Preferably before we’re discovered.”

Steve took a deep breath. He held the candelabrum Annabel had used for light. The candles had gone out, but it was still a big hunk of metal.

“I’ll go first,” Steve said. Aiden looked at him with raised eyebrows and a smirk.

“Follow my lead,” Steve said.

“Roger that, Batman.”

Steve scowled at the leprechaun. At least he wasn’t Robin. He peered over the edge again and watched the top of the blackguard’s helmet. A crazy, stupid idea came over him.

Without another word, Steve stood up. He positioned himself over the blackguard and then let himself fall . . .

It felt like eons as the wind rushed past him.

He kicked out as he landed, using the unsuspecting blackguard as a cushion. He connected with the blackguard’s shoulder—a sidelong glance. His airborne weight was enough to bring the confused guard to the ground. 

The blackguard grunted as he rolled on the ground. He quickly got his bearings and stumbled to his feet.

But Steve was quicker, using the moment of impact to begin rolling. As the blackguard stood, his helmet dislodged and covering his eyes, Steve was already standing in front of him, his arms cocked back.  

Steve swung the candelabrum as hard as he could. It slammed into the side of the blackguard’s face with a tinny clank, and down he went. He moaned on the ground, grappling for his crushed helmet. 

Steve brought the candelabrum down again, hard. This time the blackguard made no more noise. Steve hoped he hadn’t killed him. 

A moment later, Aiden landed on the ground awkwardly and fell over. He stood and brushed himself off, trying to act like nothing had happened. He said, “Good work,” and took off away from the castle.

Steve followed him. Together, they ran as hard and fast as they could, not bothering to look back. They headed toward the gate of the castle, downhill. Already they could see there would be trouble there.

But the blackguards at the gate weren’t looking in. They were looking out toward the surrounding, hilly landscape.

Steve and Aiden ran down the hill, picking up speed. They cut away when they were less than a hundred yards from the gate. They ran into a wooded area that surrounded the road on both sides. They would have to make their way to an unguarded part of the gate at the edge of the woods.

Steve wondered if this was how immigrants felt when they tried to escape into America, trying to avoid the Border Patrol. He glanced at Aiden and figured his observation would be lost on the leprechaun.

They pushed past trees, moving as quickly and quietly as possible. Every time a dry leaf crackled underfoot, Steve winced.

When they reached the outer edge of the woods, Steve glanced to the right and saw the gate was at least fifty yards away. They’d made a good shortcut, unknowingly. Steve felt confident they could escape this place without being seen. The wall in front of them wasn’t very tall—less than ten feet high.

Steve dropped the candelabrum and sped to the gate. Aiden followed, then crouched and put his palms on top of each other, giving Steve a footrest. Steve jumped and Aiden pushed upward simultaneously. Steve shot into the sky. He grabbed the top of the wall and pulled himself over. Resting on the rampart, he knew he was vulnerable. All the blackguards had to do was look left and they’d see him clear as day.

Steve crawled on his stomach, then turned and extended his hand down. Aiden first passed up the candelabrum. Then he used the bottom of the wall as a launching off point and grabbed Steve’s hand. Steve heaved and immediately felt how his lack of exercising over the last year affected him. His arm burned as Aiden struggled to grab the side of the wall.

Aiden almost inadvertently pulled Steve back over the wall. The smaller man managed to squirm and grab hold of the top. He pulled himself over and thirty seconds later they were both on the other side of the estate. 

Steve thought, If those were Border Patrol agents, they’d be fired. 

They ran out from the estate, feeling slightly giddy at their masterful escape. 

“Where do we go now?” Aiden asked.

“South.”

“What’s there?”

“Everything we know and love,” Steve said. Aiden gave him an unconvinced look. Steve added, “less blackguards, your house, Scarlet, Dale, and Shepherd.”

“Right.” Aiden said it like he’d forgotten there were people they were supposed to be meeting. 

They were in the Mythicus equivalent of Laguna Hills. Once they were out of eyesight from the gate, they merged onto a road that headed south. Woods dotted the hills on either side of the road. 

“Let’s stick to the trees,” Steve said, “in case we see any blackguards patrolling the road.” 

Aiden concurred.

Once sufficiently hidden in the trees, they stopped running. Both of them panted, out of breath and out of shape. They kept the road nearby, about twenty feet from where they walked. It was far enough away so no one on the road could see them, but close enough so they could keep their bearings.  

They moved parallel to the road, pushing past the trees. It was hot inside the woods, as the canopies of the trees didn’t allow much wind to pass through. They both slapped mosquitoes sucking their blood. Better than vampires, I guess, Steve thought, slapping his own shoulder. He was trying to make light of the situation, but his heart was still beating hard in his chest.

About ten minutes into their southerly sojourn, they both froze. 

A leaf crackled in the distance, echoing through the woods. It didn’t come from beneath either of their feet.

Steve was afraid to turn around. They both looked at each other, wide-eyed, unsure what to do. Without needing to converse, their options were clear. Either make a run for it and give their position away, or try to hide.

They chose the latter, finding a nearby tree trunk that was a bit wider than the rest. They both comically tried to hide behind it. In effect, the trunk hid neither of them. They waited for whatever was behind them to show itself.  

Though the sun was waning, it was still daytime. Otherwise, Steve would have been scared shitless. Even so, his hands trembled. He white-knuckled the candelabrum as another leaf crunched in the distance, closer this time.

Then they could hear the soft pitter-patter of footsteps.

When the pursuer was about ten feet away, Steve leaped out from the tree with his candelabrum raised high.

“Ahh!” a voice screamed.

Steve saw a flash of blue before he could bring his weapon down. A look of recognition passed over his face.

Charlene had her hands up in a protective stance, trying to hide her face from a metallic destruction.

“Jesus, it’s you!” Steve said, still shaking. His adrenaline was ramped up.

Charlene let her hands fall as she recognized Steve and Aiden. She said, “I’m not Jesus.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I don’t even believe in him.” 

“What are you doing here?” Steve lowered his weaponized candlestick.

It appeared they were talking in two different conversations. Aiden tried to steer the ship in the right direction. “Who is this?” he asked Steve.

“This is Charlene, from Balboa Park.”

Aiden raised an orange eyebrow. “I recognize you from the Casbah.”  

“She also Seared our friends,” Steve said. 

Aiden gave the girl a once over. “I hadn’t realized you . . . have blue hair.”

Charlene put her arms over her chest. “And you’re Irish. Quite the eagle eye you have.”

“What on God’s green earth are you doing here?” Steve asked. “Last time I saw you, you were over a hundred miles from this place.”

“So were you, Steve Remington,” Charlene replied.

A moment of silence passed over them. Steve slapped the top of his hand as another mosquito molested him. 

“You have business here, lass?” Aiden asked.

Charlene gulped and a frightened expression came over her. She suddenly seemed quite young and vulnerable, like a teen that’d been rejected by her crush for the first time. Steve felt bad for the poor girl.

“I . . . did,” Charlene replied, her voice breaking with sorrow. She lowered her head.

“What happened?” Steve asked. When he took a step toward the girl, she instinctively took a step back.

Tears welled in Charlene’s eyes. She tried to speak but couldn’t get the words out. She sniffled, then tried again. “Nersi is dead!”

Steve lurched. “What are you talking about?”

“I-I came here to support her. I didn’t know her plans. Or maybe I did and just didn’t want to believe it . . .”

Aiden said, “The good looking lass from the Casbah?”

Steve and Charlene nodded in unison.

Aiden frowned. “She will be missed. Especially her music.”

“What happened, Charlene?” Steve asked.

“She was the main spectacle at the wedding ceremony. Then she tried to kill the Overseer and—”

Steve put his hand up, stopping her. “She tried to kill the Overseer?” He felt his heart sink. As much as he disliked his father, this was not welcome news.

“That’s what I said.” 

“Did she succeed?”

“I don’t know. He was bleeding from his neck and I was petrified! Then a flaming monster came out of nowhere and burned her to a crisp!”

Aiden and Steve shared a look.

“Jareth,” Steve said, remembering the time when Barns had been subjected to the Ifrit’s same fiery punishment. 

Charlene ignored Steve and continued. “I was about to leave, before they noticed me, but then I saw something else was happening.”

“What?”

Something whipped through the wind, like a loud breeze. 

“The monster turned into a naked man and put his hand on the Overseer’s neck and . . . and . . .” Charlene stuttered as she tried to finish her sentence.

Abruptly, she tensed and screwed up her face. Her eyes looked distant and faraway. 

“Charlene?” Steve asked worriedly. 

Charlene made a choking sound and Steve backpedaled.

When Charlene opened her mouth and gurgled, Steve gasped. Blood seeped out of her mouth, down her chin. Her wild eyes grew larger as she realized something was terribly wrong.

Charlene slowly turned around.

That’s when Steve saw it—an arrow sticking from her upper back. 

“Fuck!” Steve cried. He peered over Charlene’s shoulder and saw black-garbed men in the distance. They snaked their way through the trees.

“There they are!” one of the blackguards yelled, his voice carrying over the quietness of the woods. 

“Run!” Aiden cried. 

Steve and Charlene both turned to follow the leprechaun. As soon as they did, another arrow whistled through the air. It caught Charlene in the back of the neck and she went down face-first. The arrowhead protruded from her throat. 

Steve glanced over his shoulder as he ran. Charlene’s blue hair fluttered in the breeze as they distanced themselves from the Myth Maker. She wasn’t moving. 

Steve’s adrenaline drove him on. He and Aiden zigzagged around trees, separating from each other. They headed in the same southerly direction.

An arrow whizzed past Steve and stuck in a tree trunk next to him. He hurtled past the tree and his heart beat in his throat.

This is it! This is how I die!

He almost tripped numerous times over outstretched roots and branches. Still, he kept running.

Another arrow passed harmlessly to his side. He chanced another look behind him and saw the blackguards weren’t gaining on them. There were at least six of them—moving, pausing, shooting. Moving, pausing, shooting. Their modus operandi was predictable and slowed them down. 

Eventually, they gave up the arrows as Steve and Aiden added distance.  

The blackguards were skilled in all types of terrain and they quickly gained on their prey. 

Steve felt his legs losing strength. He couldn’t sprint for much longer. Not on this soft dirt.  

He eyed the road and beelined for it. No point in hiding now. It would be easier to run on flat, hard cement. 

A roar reverberated through the woods, bouncing off the trees and billowing into the sky. Birds cawed and soared off their perches en masse, clouding the canopies.

Steve stutter-stepped and almost fell. He scanned the woods before he reached the road and saw Aiden far off, deeper in the woods, still running. The leprechaun was also slowing down at the sound of the ominous roar.

Steve dared to look behind him one more time, worried he’d catch an arrow in the throat like poor Charlene . . .

Fifty feet in front of him, a large figure tore through the woods and blasted through the trees. Branches broke from his savagery, a cloud of dirt kicking up behind him.

The blackguards were yelling at each other, moving around chaotically. They formed up as the figure charged through the trees, heading right for them.

It looked like a bear or a gorilla.

His eyes glued to the scene, Steve stopped moving.

The large figure reached the blackguards and tossed one of the soldiers impossibly high. The blackguard never came down, finding himself stuck on the side of a tree, his cloak caught in a thick branch. He struggled to remove his cloak but it tugged and tightened around his neck. It choked him like a noose as his legs waggled.

Another blackguard stabbed the large figure with a spear. The creature didn’t register or recognize the pain. Instead, it backhanded its huge gorilla fist and caught the blackguard on the jaw. His neck snapped and Steve recoiled as he heard the unsettling sound carry over the wind.

The blackguards were screaming their own words now, but more in fright than anything else.

A flurry of short whizzing sounds caught the air. 

The rest of the blackguards dropped, their bodies filled with arrows, like pincushions.

Steve exhaled. He’d been holding his breath the whole time, confused and angry. His legs started taking him toward the mayhem, even though his brain told him the street was five feet away. He could maybe outrun whatever it was that had ravaged those blackguards.

All he needed to do was make it there . . .

But he was too curious. Or stupid.

Furrowing his brow, he stepped forward.

Bodies appeared from behind the trees like ghosts out of thin air. That gave Steve pause. He felt his knees shaking.

He squinted to try to see clearer.

The figures in the trees were ambling toward him.

Steve’s flight or fight response kicked in again. Every muscle in his body was telling him to flee.

His heart leaped as he recognized the brown skin of the approaching men and women.

The Nawao warriors. 

At their rear was Pua Kila, striding to the front to greet Steve. 

Steve looked over his shoulder and saw Aiden was heading toward him. If the leprechaun had not looked back, he’d have been out of sight by now, off into the horizon to save himself. 

Steve couldn’t blame him.

And what is that giant thing . . . Steve’s thoughts trailed off as the black fur of the giant creature faded away.

To reveal Geddon. Beside him stood Selestria, handing the big man a cloak to cover himself.

“What . . . the fuck,” Steve muttered. Geddon was walking toward him with a grin on his face. All Steve wanted to do was swing the stupid candelabrum into his stupid, dumb face. 

“Steve Remington,” Geddon said, his grin disappearing as he neared. “I thought I might never see you again.”

“I hoped so,” Steve said, frowning. “Do you know what kind of hell you put me through?”

Geddon had the decency to look ashamed. He averted his gaze until Selestria came up beside him. But Selestria did not defend his actions. Geddon had betrayed Steve to the Brethren of Soreltris and could never be trusted again. 

When Steve saw Pua Kila approach, gratitude showed on his face. But not for Geddon or Selestria—even if Selestria hadn’t played a part in Geddon’s betrayal. Steve’s heartwarming smile was reserved for the Nawao queen.

“Pua Kila, I’m glad to see you,” he said.

She nodded formally. “As am I, Koa Steve. It is good to hear your voice without that little goblin man to speak for you.”

Steve chuckled. The thought of Charlene’s blue hair flashed in his mind and all joviality was lost. Sternly, he said, “What are you all doing here? And why have you teamed up with this . . . man?” He nudged his chin toward Geddon.

Geddon started. “We’ve come to—”

He didn’t make it any further than that. Steve’s raised palm stopped him.

“I asked my friend,” Steve said, a bit childishly.

Pua Kila said, “As much as you dislike this one, Koa Steve, he helped us get here. We were following the Brethren lords and ladies to the castle, trying to see what was amiss. Then we ran into these two, fleeing the other way.”

Steve creased his brow. 

“The Myth Hunter,” Pua Kila clarified, motioning to Selestria.

“Even though you hate me, Steve, the fact remains that we are still Bound,” Geddon said. “That’s how we found you.”

Steve sighed. He didn’t want to hear Geddon’s voice. But an important question had popped into his head that only Geddon could answer. 

“What if you died?” he asked. 

Geddon was taken aback. “If I were to die, you would be stuck here.”

Steve nodded and turned. “Then they’re still here,” he said to Aiden, who had approached from behind. 

Aiden looked puzzled. 

“Scarlet, Dale, and Shepherd,” Steve said. “When Charlene died, I thought they might get sent home. But instead they’re . . . stuck here.”

That was worse, in Steve’s mind. How would he ever get Dale back to Terrus if he never saw the Parallel Reflector again? Scarlet and Shepherd were Mythicus natives, but not Dale.

Oh well, Steve thought. A problem for another time.

Steve walked away from the group. He’d had enough conversation for the day. He needed to think.

Aiden said to Geddon, “Where will you go?”

“Does it matter?” Geddon asked.

“As long as you don’t follow us, traitor.” And with that, Aiden fell in step behind Steve. 

“Pua Kila,” Steve called from over his shoulder.

“Yes, Koa Steve?”

“Will you lead me to Charles Lee’s burial ground behind the waterfall in the woods?”

“Yes,” she said. “But why?”

“I’ve had an itching desire to speak with the Spirit Watcher. I must find out who she is.”

It was a sensation he’d been trying to hide ever since he’d been cast out from Lig’s body by that menacing, pointing finger. Steve knew the Spirit Watcher played an important part in whatever was happening here on Mythicus. 

She wasn’t only “watching.” 

He needed to find out her purpose and whose side she was on.

“When will we meet up with the other three?” Aiden asked Steve as they walked.

“When we get back to San Diego—er, you know what I mean—you can split off from me if you want. You’ll be close to your house.”

Geddon called from behind: “If anyone cares, me and Selestria will be at Charles Lee’s house. As we promised we would.” He emphasized the last sentence, as if trying to prove that his word could be trusted.

Steve knew better than that. He waved the big man away. “No one cares.” Inside, something ate at him. He’d promised Annabel he’d watch over Geddon and Selestria at Constantin’s house.

I’ll have to do that after this . . . 

Together, Steve, Aiden, Pua Kila, and her ten or so Nawao warriors headed toward Central Soreltris. Night would be upon them before they reached the outskirts of the place.

It gave Steve plenty of time to think.

He thought of Nersi’s mesmerizing voice and full, red lips; Charlene’s confidence at such a young age, the blue hair and all the studs in her face. 

He wished he’d known them better.

But that would make the hurt of losing them that much worse.

No, he thought, shaking his head. It’s better that I didn’t know them well. It’s best that I put them behind me and move on. 

There are other people I need to save.  
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Richard Remington paced the small room, chewing on his fingernails. It took three steps in either direction before he faced a wall and had to turn around. He was disgusted, sad, enraged. He hardly had time to feel an emotion before it fluttered away to be replaced by something else. In his own mind, he was still Overseer Malachite.

It was a cruel joke that the prisoners he’d kept in this very room now roamed free, while he was jailed like a common criminal. It was ironic that an actual murderer like Geddon could walk the world without repercussions, while a man like Richard rotted inside a cage. 

He knew he wouldn’t last long in this cellar. He’d been in the room for a couple hours and already felt he was losing his mind. 

He had been the most powerful person in Soreltris. He had risen fast, very fast, but fallen even faster. 

How could it have happened so fast? he wondered. He thought he’d had the ear of the Council. There had been no talks of dissension—Misty would have told him. No one even looked at him the wrong way. Perhaps those were signs . . . the quiet before the storm.

But Misty hadn’t warned him. How had Jareth been able to amass the entire thirteen-member Council? How had he been able to do it without me knowing?

It must have been at the most recent meeting, or else Jareth wouldn’t have had the votes possible to overthrow me.  

They had gathered in his house, under his roof, and betrayed him. They all deserved to die. No one had had the decency to warn him about the usurpation. Misty must have been there. 

Why did my spy fail to warn me?

Richard felt his blood pressure rising. His anger was at risk of boiling over like water on a hot stove. He grunted as he paced, eager to make an escape plan. 

If no one helped me then, why would they help me now? No, I’m on my own.

What did I do to deserve this? I was not a tyrant. I did not taunt my Council or play favorites. No one had a reason to hate me—much less seven of them!

All I wanted was to figure out the secrets of the Parallel Reflector, so I could send envoys to Terrus. I’m sure the people of Earth would have been hesitant to welcome Mythics to the fold, but they would have come around. At least enough of them to make my assimilation project worthwhile.

He felt a headache behind his eyes and stopped pacing, knowing he was driving himself mad. The thought of the Parallel Reflector sitting in his bedroom, unguarded, drove him up the wall. 

Then, in a moment of clarity, he realized something. 

How did this happen so fast? If what Jareth said was true, then it didn’t. This was not a spur of the moment. If that’s the case, then why now?

His mind came back to the Parallel Reflector. 

Of course. It was obvious.

Jareth coaxed me into interrogating Geddon and Selestria. He expected me to find the Vagrant leaders. And I did. But it was the interrogation before that that must have truly interested him. 

The question regarding my son: how had he escaped through the Parallel Reflector during the wedding? 

As I learned Steve had had his Conveyor on his person and had traveled via Ethereus to go through the Reflector, so did Jareth. Then Jareth could plan his betrayal.  

Richard also knew Jareth had wanted Geddon and Selestria dead. They were minor annoyances, but they could become so much more if freed. They could rebuild the Kinship. So, when Geddon gave up the location of the Kinship leaders, that’s why Jareth had so strongly suggested killing them. They had no use any longer.

But they were useful to Richard, which was why he’d kept them alive. 

Geddon was Bound to Steve. Selestria was a Myth Hunter. Together, they could locate Richard’s son at any given moment, on either plane. That in itself was valuable to the former Overseer. Despite everything that had happened, he still loved his son.  

Maybe it’s not such a bad thing Geddon and Selestria escaped, Richard thought, biting his bottom lip. He tapped his chin and leaned against the wall. They still live . . . hopefully. 

If they rebuild the Kinship, they might be able to overthrow Jareth!

He is a diabolical man. The Council will see. They’ll soon understand the mistake they’ve made, and say to themselves, “Hey, maybe Malachite wasn’t such a bad guy.” Jareth wants to force his way onto Terrus and its people. He has no qualms about slavery, treachery, and the things that still pain Terrusians today. He doesn’t understand the history of my world. 

And if Geddon and Selestria overthrow Jareth, then I could be back on the throne!

And when I am, I will execute my entire Council before starting anew.

He nodded, feeling pleased with himself. It was a long shot, but it could happen. Richard was convinced he could get his throne back. He wondered how many usurped leaders in history had made triumphant returns to their throne. The number was likely small. 

Then I will be a legend in the Brethren annals. The Once and Future King!

He giggled at the thought. 

His smirk disappeared as a knock came at the door. His head shot in that direction and he spat, “Who is it?”

No voice responded. 

Sighing, Richard thought of his options. When he realized he had none, he strode to the door and rapped his knuckles on the wood. 

The door opened.

Richard took a step back, puzzled at who stood before him.

Dosira Reynolds rushed into the room, shutting the door behind her. She wore a silky blue dress that reached her ankles. She hadn’t changed since the debacle in the ballroom.

“What are you doing here?” Richard demanded at once. He gave her a once over and noted how beautiful she looked. No, there was something else in her face. She was tense, on edge, the veins in her neck tightening. She looked . . . vulnerable. 

Richard’s hard gaze softened at the worried expression on Dosira’s face. She had dark, tumbling hair and the broad features of an Eastern European woman.  

Dosira refused to look him in the eye. It was only after he grunted that she looked up.

“Well?” Richard asked.

The words tumbled out of her as she snapped back to reality. “I feel terrible for what my husband has done,” she said. “It was not a worthy exit of an Overseer. If anything, it will bring hostility between the Council members. His actions have tarnished the reputation of the Overseer office and have sown the seeds of discord. The split decision has put the Council into two camps.”

Richard gaped. For a moment, thoughts rolled around his head unbidden. He was unable to focus. He couldn’t believe Jareth’s own wife was speaking this way about him.

Then he remembered something. The hardness returned to his face, before he gave himself away. 

“You were one of the seven who voted against me, Lady Opal,” he sneered.

She nodded and averted her gaze once more. “I know. And I regret it. You must understand, to vote against my husband would be to invite death. You know how his temper . . . flares.”

Richard scoffed. “I’ll pardon the pun,” he said, shaking his head at the memory of Nersi Magdalin burning to ashes. He took a step toward the wall and leaned against it, trying to straighten his mind out. How can I use this newfound knowledge to my favor? This is the scandal of all scandals!  

He noticed Dosira had taken a step toward him as he’d taken a step back. In fact, she’d seemed very close ever since she’d come into the room. Almost like her vulnerability needed a body nearby, or she’d fall apart completely. 

Richard pitied the fragile woman. How a delicate thing like her could have ever coupled with a fiery one like Jareth was beyond understanding.

“Why are you telling me this?” Richard asked. Of course he agreed with everything Dosira had said. Jareth was a cold-hearted traitor. He had no doubt Jareth’s rise would fracture the Council—but what was her purpose in coming here? 

Dosira gave a small shrug. She joined her hands together at her stomach and fiddled her fingers like an adolescent girl. 

Richard narrowed his eyes on the woman. He felt his own temper “flaring,” in a way, and his mouth went dry. He took a step forward, but remained a fair distance from the woman.

“I suppose I . . . wish to repay you in some way. You could have made things much more difficult for my husband, if you’d wanted. That was very brave and gallant of you.”

Actually, no, I had no grand scheme up my sleeve and don’t know what else I could have done, he thought. He accepted her compliments, though, and went with it. When his own blackguards had refused to arrest Jareth, he’d known his time was up. If it had been in his power, he would have struck down every smug face in that ballroom, then and there. But he was only a lowly human. The moment he lost his throne showed him the futility of trying to rule a foreign race in a foreign place. Especially as an outsider. 

Still, he would try again, if given the chance.

Maybe I am braver and more gallant than I realize, he thought, feeling a bit of self-righteousness. 

Dosira reached out and gently brushed her hand against his. His eyes widened in alarm.

“What are you doing, Lady Opal?” he asked foolishly. His face turned scarlet and he felt a warmth cycle through him like he hadn’t felt in a long time. 

Not since he’d been with April, in fact. Overseeress Garnet had been the last woman he’d made love to. 

His courting skills were a bit rusty, to say the least.

When Dosira’s hand moved up his forearm, goosebumps formed all over his body. Without thinking, he took a step forward into Dosira’s space, resting his free hand on her back. He ran the hand up and down her bare spine—the blue dress was open-backed. Her skin was soft, inviting, tantalizing . . .

Dosira tipped her head and kissed Richard. 

Richard’s hand moved to the back of her head. He gripped the root of her hair and held her head as he held the kiss, wanting the moment to last as long as possible. 

Then the heat coursing through his body could no longer be contained.

When he parted his lips away from Dosira’s, he could hear her breath was heavy. His was, too. They gazed into each other’s eyes. Richard thought he saw her eyes flash a cold, light blue, before reverting back to their natural green.

He had ignited the passion within her.

He looked to the door, then back to her. 

He fumbled around like a teenager. He felt foolish, but also free and happy for the first time in a long time. He held Dosira and took her with him as he moved forward, until her back was against the cold wall. He undid the straps of her dress and his hands plunged into her dress. He felt her warm breasts as she let out a slight gasp and tensed.

It all happened so fast.

Dosira hiked up her dress. At the same time, Richard’s hands went to his belt and he pulled his pants down just far enough. It was too cold in the room to disrobe completely. 

Richard steadied himself. Without looking at Dosira, hearing only her breathless panting, he entered her and grunted. 

Still standing, he grabbed her ass and pulled her closer as he thrust with mad abandon. He tried to force out all the anger he’d been feeling. 

He sped, unable to slow himself, and listened as she quietly moaned in his ear, urging him on. He wrapped one hand around her neck and she tensed. 

Red-faced, he felt himself losing control in pure bliss and ecstasy. He gave one last triumphant thrust and cry and held it long and snorted through flared nostrils. 

He pulled himself out of her with a last sigh of satisfaction. He stumbled as he took two steps back and chuckled at his own clumsiness.

Dosira’s dress fell back over her legs. She smoothed it and watched him.

Feeling his heart racing in his chest, Richard put his back against the wall and tilted his head to rest. He pulled his pants up and slid down until he was sitting. 

After a silent moment, Richard smirked at her. “Same time tomo—” he cleared his throat, feeling his voice go out.

“What was that, Richard?” Dosira asked, cocking her head to the side. She had a peculiar look on her face. It was much different than the innocent, soft expression she’d had when she’d barged into the room . . .

“Tomorr . . .” Richard furrowed his brow. He was unable to get the word out. His heart was slowing, as it usually happened when the adrenaline wore off. But as his heart slowed, he felt it getting heavier and heavier. He put a hand to his neck and could hardly feel his heartbeat. 

In an instant, a feeling of despair washed over him. It wasn’t the usual postcoital lethargy. It was something deeper.

“What?” Dosira asked when Richard stared up at her confusedly. His eyes had gone wild. He clawed at his throat, trying to make her understand that he couldn’t speak—could hardly breathe!

“I’m afraid there won’t be another time, Richard,” Dosira said calmly.  

The sinking feeling in Richard’s chest got worse. He clutched at his heart. He pulled his knees to his chest and whimpered. He felt ten years older, in an instant. 

Dosira breathed in deeply and stretched her arms out wide, as if she were an asthmatic who’d just learned she no longer needed her inhaler. She said, “So, this is what a human soul feels like?” Bobbing her head back and forth, she came to a decision. 

“I like it!” she said happily. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this, Richard. Thank you for your help.” She waggled her fingers at him as she left. “Bye-bye now!”
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Steve and Aiden trailed behind Pua Kila and her Nawao warriors. They galloped down the freeway, their horses’ hooves turning heads as they passed.  

A few hours into their journey, they had stopped at a large stable on the side of the freeway. The structure was giant—a warehouse for steeds—and Aiden had conjured up a small pouch of gold from his pocket. The gold was enough to purchase eight horses for the group, almost enough for everyone to ride. A couple of the Nawao warriors doubled up. The stablemaster was ecstatic, realizing he’d become one of the richest stablemen in Soreltris. 

After the purchase, Aiden mentioned his funds were depleted until they returned to his house. 

With the horses in tow, the three-day journey turned into just over three hours. They shifted between a trot and a gallop to make their way down the freeway. During one of the lulls, when the horses were allowed to rest and drink, Steve tried to reach out to his other friends.

He took hold of Aiden’s gold coin and closed his eyes. His eyes flickered underneath his lids as he swept through his mind’s tunnels. When he opened his eyes, he was in Aiden’s house. The dream-leap was a success.

Steve stood in a large room, surrounded by bookshelves. The walls were painted black and gold. He walked away from the shelves and came to an empty space. Dale sat at the end of the room, on a chair, actually reading a book.

Steve studied his friend for a moment with a bemused expression. He’d never known Dale to be a reader. 

He said, “Fats,” in a low voice. 

Startled, his friend dropped the book and jumped in his seat, clearly not expecting a voice to come out of thin air. And why would he, when he’d heard no footsteps entering the room? 

Dale squinted and turned left, then right. He stared back at Steve and said, “Steve-o? Are you really here?”

Steve shook his head. “No, I’m en route to the Spirit Watcher in Central Soreltris.”

“The who in the what?”

“Never mind.”

“How . . . can I see you?” Dale asked.

“I’m in your mind.” 

Dale looked alarmed. “I’m going crazy?”

“No,” Steve said with a chuckle. “I’m in Ethereus. It’s a long story; one I’ll explain when I see you in person. I don’t have much time. How are things getting along there?”

Dale shrugged. “I’m deathly bored. The fairy land isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, man.”

“I think your opinion will change before too long.”

“I hope so.”

“Besides,” Steve added, “boring is better than barbaric. You should enjoy your leisure time while you have it.”

“I guess,” Dale said. He didn’t sound convinced boredom was better than excitement. His ADHD must have been rampant, Steve figured.

Steve paused. When he spoke, he nudged his chin toward the book on the ground. “What were you reading?” 

Dale shrugged. “It’s not in English.”

“You’re . . . reading something you don’t understand?”

“It has pictures.”

“Ah.”

“I think it’s a spellbook of some kind. There are lots of pictures of women burning and drowning folks. There are some hardcore chicks in this place.”

Steve chuckled again. “You’re telling me.” He hesitated, looking around the library, to the door. Then he asked, “Where’s Shepherd and Scarlet?”

“I think they’re ‘enjoying their leisure time.’ ”

“What does that mean?”

“They started fuckin’, I believe.”

Steve’s eyes bulged. Baffled, he said, “Scarlet is having sex with the former blackguard, Brethren defector?”

Dale half-nodded. “Based on the sounds I’ve been hearing, they aren’t having sex. They’re fuckin’.”

Steve scratched his scalp and ran a hand through his hair. “Jesus. That’s . . . unexpected.”

“I know,” Dale said. “But Scarlet is a succubus, right? I guess she can hardly help herself.”

“I’m not quite sure it works that way.”

“Either way,” Dale said, shrugging, “maybe she needs to put herself back in recovery. Last night, I offered to keep her company at a Sex Addicts Anonymous meeting when we get back home.” 

Steve felt his stomach sink. Dale’s words reminded him of something. But to prolong the inevitable, he said, “I have a feeling you have an ulterior motive for attending those meetings.”

Dale acted shocked, putting a palm to his chest and lurching back in his seat. “Me? Steve-o, you wound me. I’m happily besotted.”

Steve let out a snort of laughter. “Besotted? Jeez, Fats, sounds like you really have been reading.” Then his face got a bit more serious. “Do you think Shannon will be there when we return?”

Dale seemed to melt back in his seat a little, a telltale sign that he was feeling uncomfortable. “I hope so.”

A short pause followed. Dale stared at the ground in an introspective manner, and Steve stared at him. 

Dale lifted his head. “Hey, do you think they have Sex Addicts Anonymous meetings here?”

“In Mythicus? I, uh, doubt it.”

“Damn,” Dale replied, and Steve couldn’t tell if he was being serious or his usual goofy self. 

Another awkward pause followed. There weren’t too many times when a silence between Steve and Dale was awkward. But bringing up Shannon’s loyalty, Scarlet having sex with Shepherd, all while Steve was in another world, made for an uncomfortable moment.

“I guess I’ll have to wait ‘til we’re back home, then,” Dale added at last.

Steve had butterflies in his stomach again. I have to tell him, he thought, shaking his head.

“Tell me what?” Dale asked.

Steve fumbled for words. He’d forgotten his thoughts weren’t his own when he was occupying someone else’s mind. After stammering for a moment, he said, “It’s about . . . home.” 

Dale cocked his head to the side.

Steve took a deep breath and let the words fly. “I’m sorry to say, but Charlene was killed earlier today. It’s another long story. But you deserve to know.”

“The blue-haired girl?” Dale asked, not catching on.

Steve nodded. “And your Myth Maker.”

Dale tugged at the flabby skin under his chin. His voice grew stern. “What does that mean for us?”

“I’m not sure, Fats,” Steve said, trying to use a light, conversational tone. “I have it on semi-good authority that . . . well . . . it means you don’t have a ride home, so to speak.”

Dale’s mouth fell open. “Y-You mean . . . I’m stuck here?”

Steve slowly nodded. He shrugged, trying to lessen the sting. “Don’t throw away the Lego in your pocket just yet, though, man. I have a plan. Remember how I came crashing through your window that time, with Aiden?”

“You mean when I barged into the bathroom and almost panic-slapped you with my di—” he cut himself off and cleared his throat. “I told Shannon I’d try to speak less crudely, so I’m going to try that again. Yes, Steve-o, I remember that.”

“Well, I was able to do that through a magical mirror here. I’m hoping we can do it again, when this is all done. But you’ll need your Conveyor—the Lego piece—to do it. So don’t lose it.”

“Right. Scarlet told me a bit about the Parallel Reflector. It still doesn’t make sense to me, but I’ll take your word for it.”

Steve heard voices, but they weren’t coming from another room. They were inside his mind. He knew his time in Dale’s Ethereus plane was coming to an end. “Shit, I’ve got to go, Fats.”

Dale stood from the chair, slightly wobbly. He blinked twice in rapid succession. 

“Are you all right?” Steve asked, taking a step toward him.

Dale nodded. “I’ve been drinking all of Aiden’s . . . mead . . . I think it’s called? Well, whatever it is, it’s got me pretty tossed.”

Steve smiled. “I’d expect nothing less, Fats.”

The voices were getting louder in his head. One of them sounded like Pua Kila was trying to barge into his thoughts.

Dale could see Steve was distracted. With a bit of worry in his voice, he said, “When can I expect you here? I feel like we won’t be safe here forever, man.”

“Soon, Dale. As soon as I deal with this woman in the woods, I’ll be there. Expect me by tomorrow at the latest.”

“Right-o, Steve-o.” 

Dale presented Steve with a drunken military salute. 

As Steve disappeared from Dale’s sight, he couldn’t help but worry about the scared, lost look on Dale’s face. 

––––––––
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“IT’S TIME TO RIDE ONCE more,” Pua Kila told Steve. 

Steve rubbed his temples, trying to massage the dull headache away. The horses were fed and watered, and everyone except Steve had rested for nearly an hour. 

“From here,” Pua Kila added, “it will be a direct journey to the burial cave. We should be there as the sun sinks below the horizon.”

“Right,” Steve said.

Without exchanging any more words, they were off, mounting their horses and spurring them onward. 

Galloping down the road, the wind blew into his face and he held on for dear life. When the horses slowed to a trot, things became more relaxed.

At one point, Steve asked no one in particular, “I think I’ve figured out what Geddon turned into.” He’d been curious about Geddon’s Mythic status ever since seeing him. In the woods escaping the Overseer’s castle, he’d finally seen the first evidence of Geddon’s true self. He’d transformed into a giant, black-furred monster. 

Aiden raised his eyebrows as he bounced on his horse, riding alongside Steve. 

“A werebear?” Steve guessed. “Like a werewolf but . . . a bear.”

Aiden shrugged. “I didn’t get a good look at his face. I was busy trying to outrun you.”

Steve snorted. He remembered the old adage: if you’re running from a bear, you don’t have to be faster than the bear, just faster than your friends.

Pua Kila called from the front of the group. “No, Koa Steve, Geddon is not a werebear. But you’re close. He is a bugbear.”

Steve furrowed his brow. “Did you say a . . . bugbear? But he didn’t look anything like a bug.”

A gentle chuckle swept through the ranks of the Nawao warriors. Apparently, Steve had made a marvelous jest.  

But he simply felt like an idiot. 

“A bugbear is a type of hobgoblin,” Pua Kila said. She turned in her saddle to face Steve with an unsure expression on her face. “A, uh, bogeyman, I believe your people would call it.”

Steve scoffed, incredulous. “You mean a monster that hides under beds and scares children? That kind of bogeyman?” 

Pua Kila shook her head. “There are many types of bogeymen. Geddon is not that type.”

“Then what type is he?”

“I do not know,” Pua Kila said with a shrug. She turned back in her saddle, facing forward, and kicked the flanks of her steed. “Come on, let us move again.”

Just like that, the conversation was over. The horses were barreling down the freeway again.

Pua Kila was almost exact in her timing. The sun was setting as they reached the northern edge of the Central Soreltris forest. 

Steve admired the horizon for a moment—in fact, the entire party did. The great orange sun molded the sky into a brilliant pink and red painting. Then it disappeared behind the ocean in the distance.

With that signal, the group dismounted and led their horses by their bridles, into the forest.

Pua Kila and the men and women she traveled with were expert trackers. Only Steve and Aiden were out of their element here. But Steve had begun to learn little tricks of the trade, from his time working in the Reynolds household. 

They crept through the woods, making sure to take the paths most traveled. It made it easier for the horses to navigate through. They did not fear bandits or robbers, or even blackguards. No one would be foolish enough to attack an armed retinue of trained, heathen-looking, spear-wielding warriors.

Steve felt a moment of déjà vu as he trailed behind the barebacked Nawao warriors. He felt like he was in Apocalypto, the Mel Gibson film, following his tribe through the trees, heading toward prosperity. Or, in the case of the movie, certain death and subjugation to the conquistadors. 

Steve saw trees that leaned a certain way—rocks piled a certain way—and felt he was passing through familiar territory. He went up hills he thought he recognized. But as they went deeper into the woods, he lost track of all that and noticed he was lost once more. I was probably lost to begin with, he thought.

They came to the clearing by following a thin, trickling stream. The stream led them through underbrush and low-hanging branches. It widened, eventually passing underneath a natural bridge in the landscape. Then it opened up into a wider body of water. Steve noticed the waterfall at the back, spilling into the medium-sized pond. 

The waterfall poured over the mouth of a shallow cave. It had probably created the cave through centuries of erosion.

Steve understood where the déjà vu was coming from. He had been here before. He’d just been in Lig’s body during that time.

Pua Kila cautiously crept toward the cave. Steve and Aiden were close behind, and the superstitious Nawao warriors lagged a bit. The native Hawaiian soldiers had their spears leveled and were ready for anything to pop out at them. It was like they expected a dragon to come slithering out of the cave, so apprehensive did they seem. Maybe it’s superstition, Steve thought.

The group reached fifteen paces out from the mouth of the cave. The waterfall had built into a loud, continuous stream that stole the other noises of the forest from their ears. 

Then a howl erupted and shattered the smooth serenity.

Everyone’s eyes darted above the cave, to where the waterfall started about ten feet in the air. A wolf was perched on the bank, staring down at them with piercing yellow eyes.

The Nawao murmured to themselves and tightened into a military formation, unnerved by the eerie appearance of the wolf. 

Steve stepped forward. 

He said, “Fuscia, I know that’s you!” 

The wolf stared at him but made no sudden movements. 

In the sky, the red sheen had become purple. The moon had finally come out to play, shining murky light through the canopies in spidery tendrils that lit up the ground. 

It must have been serendipity, or tremendous timing on Pua Kila’s part, because at that very moment the wolf in front of them began to change. 

The hair on her four legs faded away and the fur became finer. Her hind legs shortened, making her misshapen, and her front legs followed. She howled and growled in rage as if she were fighting against the transformation. She put her forehead against the ground so no one could see the expression on her wolfish face. The entire shape of her head changed. It made grotesque cracks and snaps, like she was being subjected to the ultimate chiropractic treatment. 

When she slowly lifted her head, it was the head of a woman. Only her eyes remained yellow, to show the wolf underneath her skin of human flesh. She was on her belly, facedown, and took a moment to gather her bearings. 

Then Fuscia stood, naked as always, and said, “Steven Remington, you have come. The Spirit Watcher has been awaiting your arrival.”

Steve’s eyes were still huge in his head, unable to comprehend what he’d just seen. The transformation from wolf to woman had seemed excruciatingly painful. It had not been like he’d seen in the movies. Even now, Fuscia didn’t seem completely herself.

“Step forward,” Fuscia commanded, putting her hands on her hips.

At first, Steve’s eyes glanced at her unabashed, hairy pubic region. Then he looked away, embarrassed, and did as he was told. 

His eyes narrowed on the cave. He squinted. It took a moment, but before long, he noticed a humanoid shape in the reflection of the water. No, behind the water. 

A hand reached out and passed through the waterfall, beckoning Steve forward with a long-nailed finger. No water seemed to soak the person’s dark, black sleeves. 

Steve gulped and turned around.

Pua Kila, Aiden, and the Nawao warriors were nowhere to be seen.

He panicked. 

His eyes shot up overhead, to the top of the cave, but even Fuscia was gone from sight.

Where is everyone?!

Come forward, a voice said in his head. The voice sounded utterly familiar, but he couldn’t place where he’d known it. It was like he’d heard the voice in a dream, from when he was a child . . .

Steve stopped at the mouth of the cave, before the waterfall. He could see the spittle flying off the pond as the waterfall plunged into it. But he couldn’t feel any droplets of water.

Come, the voice said, into the waterfall.

Steve creased his brow and screwed up his face.

Trust me.

He took a deep breath and stepped forward. 

The water neither caressed nor touched him as he passed through the waterfall. 

Once inside the mouth of the cave, he stared at the black-veiled figure in front of him. She was shorter, coming up to his shoulders. Blonde hair poked out from the ends of her veil. He could almost see the outline of her face.

The light of the moon beamed onto the waterfall, which in turn reflected into the cave in a shadowy, Rorschach blotch. 

Steve found he was holding his breath.

The Spirit Watcher put her hands to her veil and pulled the mask up over her head.

Time seemed to slow down. 

With the veil removed, the Spirit Watcher lifted her face and locked eyes with Steve, studying his face for recognition. She had a very normal, pretty face. He’d been expecting a crone. It was wrinkled in a few places and her blonde hair was dashed with white. She seemed to be about fifty years old, give or take, and Steve thought—

His heart stopped in his chest. He couldn’t breathe. He uttered a gasp and took a step back, until he was against the rocky wall of the cave. 

Tears came to his eyes.  

“M-Mom?”
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The Spirit Watcher reached out and put a soft hand on Steve’s shoulder. Her tender touch caused his trembling body to calm, but in his mind, there was a glitch in the matrix. He couldn’t hold a complete thought—it was like he’d taken LSD and it had just kicked in. The shadowy, shifting blobs from the waterfall’s moonlit reflection didn’t help. 

Steve couldn’t get a grip. As soon as he felt his mind might be soothed, he took one glance at the Spirit Watcher’s face and chaos ensued once more. 

Echoing his thoughts, she said, “Steven, get a hold of yourself. Please.” Her tone was casual and soft, but her words were stern. There was hurt in her voice. Something else lingered in her tone that Steve couldn’t put his finger on.

He hadn’t seen his mother in . . . he couldn’t remember when. Since he was a child. The tears that threatened to fall weren’t tears of joy or happiness. 

They were tears of pain. Long-held abandonment issues, surfacing at last.

Because that’s exactly what Steve’s mother had done when he and his brother were children: she’d abandoned them. She’d left Steve and his brother to be raised by Richard. She’d never returned, never called, never written. She had vanished like a ghost chicken, never to be heard from again. Steve had built a brooding resentment for years. When he was old enough, the pain seemed to subside a bit. 

Time healed all. Even the cold feeling of hate.  

Steve had never gone to therapy to resolve his issues over his mother’s abandonment. But he knew he should have. Without having a female role model, he’d been a callous youth. He’d never been able to nurture relationships. He’d always looked for his mother in the girlfriends he’d had. It was some Freudian shit, but it was something Steve had always recognized in himself. He’d never known true womanly, nurturing love, because he’d never felt it. That is until he’d met Annabel.

Now all the dark, buried thoughts of anguish and sadness crept up into his mind and heart.  

His heart pounded in his chest and he breathed rapidly. He was aware he was having a panic attack. He closed his eyes, trying to control his anxiety. He tried to forget his mother’s hand was resting on his shoulder. He eventually exhaled deeply and pacified his fears. 

“W-What are you doing here?” he asked at last. His voice was filled with emotion, though he’d tried to sound cold and detached. He glanced outside the waterfall, where his friends should have been. They were still either invisible or gone. 

It suddenly dawned on him that he was in Ethereus. He could tell by the mystical, dreamy nature of the world around him. He hadn’t dream-leaped, but it was like he’d been forced to leap outside of his own mind. 

His mother said, “Is that really the first question you’d like to ask me, Steven?”

Steve gritted his teeth.

He paused, gathering his thoughts. His mind no longer seemed to be hurtling toward disaster. He turned and stared at her brown eyes. He could sense the sadness there, but it didn’t seem directed at him. 

“No,” Steve answered, “it isn’t.”

Another pause. Then she said, “Well?” and looked like a mother scolding a child. 

Steve’s lower lip trembled. “Where did you go?”

The Spirit Watcher sighed. She seemed regal and otherworldly. She belonged in this mythical cave beneath a waterfall in the middle of the woods.

“Before we speak about the important business at hand, I suppose it’s best that we begin there.” She removed her hand from his shoulder and stepped back. “I left because I thought I had to, my son. I left to protect you and your brother.”

Steve narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips. “Bullshit.”

“You may think that—and I don’t blame you, Steven. I don’t expect you to forgive me—”

“Good, because it’s not gonna happen.”

“But let me try to explain. Perhaps it will ease your conscience.”

“Maybe it will ease yours,” Steve snarled. “My conscience is golden.” He felt petty and vindictive. He tried to think of words that would sting, but then he let the thoughts die away. He knew he was being rash and childish. Maybe she did have a good reason . . .

No, he yelled to himself. Nothing she can say will ever make me forgive her.

Steve’s mother frowned and her eyes became glassy. She seemed on the verge of tears, like she’d been able to read Steve’s thoughts. And then Steve knew she could—he was probably in her Ethereus plane, after all.

“I realized I was a dream-leaper quite young, Steven. That is why you have such a powerful dream-leaping force. You received your mythical qualities from me, not your father. 

“I became adept at using my power. And obsessed. I became so strong I began to see the future in other people’s dreams. It terrified me and I had no one to help navigate my thoughts or curb my power.” She paused and glanced toward the rocky wall. 

Sniffling, she continued. “I thought if . . . maybe if I left, I would steer danger away from you and your brother. I thought you and your brother would have a chance at living normal lives. That you’d never realize your true nature. I was young and had no idea what you would become—how strong you would become. This was around the time I found out about your father’s affair . . .”

Steve snorted. He knew this part: Richard had cheated on his mother with January Amos. January had told him as much. But he didn’t want to bring the benevolent Druid into this, and he surely didn’t want to bring his father into it. 

“You thought I would never understand my power if you stayed away?” Steve asked, not quite believing her. It seemed too simple and naïve. 

“I hoped it would never come to fruition. Yes.”

“And where did you go?”

“Here. I met someone who brought me here and I’ve never left. I’ve lived a reclusive life, son, but it’s a life I can live without harming anyone.”

Steve frowned. “You’ve been in Mythicus for . . . almost twenty years?”

She smiled weakly. “Not Mythicus, my son. Ethereus.” 

Steve’s eyebrows jumped. “You mean you’ve . . . been trapped in Ethereus for that long?” Annabel had told him stories of people being captives of Ethereus—in a world that shaped people’s minds. 

She was shaking her head. “I came here voluntarily, son. First, yes, I went to Mythicus. I discovered I had no taste for the politics and bureaucracy. It was like Terrus. As I became more powerful and honed my craft, I found myself spending more and more time here. Before long, I was spending all my time here, traveling through the interconnected spirit world of the mind.”

Steve’s thoughts went blank. “How can that be? And . . . why, mom? Don’t you ever miss your family?”

“Of course I do,” she said, a bit harshly. “You don’t understand how long I’ve waited for this moment, son. I’ve been watching you. You and your brother both. But I noticed he had no taste for this sort of thing, while you burgeoned into a Mythical champion. I’m proud of you, Steven.” A small smile crept on her face. “What you’ve done for Annabel, for the Vagrant Kinship . . . you are a good man—”

“No thanks to you,” Steve snapped. A hurt look replaced the proud expression on her face. Steve regretted it immediately.

“I deserved that,” she said, bowing her head away from him. 

There was an awkward moment of silence, but Steve was determined to move past it. He said, “How do you know about all the things I’ve done here?”

“Like I said, I’ve been watching you.” She glanced back at him and sighed once more. “I don’t think you understand the scope of my abilities, son. It is partly why I left. I was scared what it might do to you. I can affect people’s lives just by conversing with them. I can shape their dreams and change their fates. It’s why I’ve lived as a hermit, so I would do as little damage as possible.”

Steve was flabbergasted. How could his mother be so powerful? Where did this all come from? He said, “Then why are you talking to me now?”

“Because it’s time. I’ve seen the shape of things, and it is not good. The war raging between the Brethren and the Vagrants is a blip on the radar for Mythicus. But even so, Soreltris has become a world stage. The rest of Mythicus is watching, and they disapprove of what the Brethren propose.”

Steve furrowed his brow. “What do the Brethren propose?”

“They wish to control Terrus. For centuries the Mythics and humans have lived peacefully, coexisting in separate worlds. The occasional Myth Seeker or Myth Maker would Sear people to and from the different worlds. Besides that, humans and Mythics lived without knowledge of each other. Now, the Brethren have realized the power of the Parallel Reflector. And their intentions are malicious.”

“You mean dad’s? He’s the one who discovered the Reflector—he’s the one who controls it.”

She shook her head. “No, Steven, it was you who led the Brethren to understand the power of the mirror. But it is not your fault. And it is not your father of whom I speak. Richard is not long for this world . . .”

When she trailed off and looked away, Steve tilted his head. “You mean he’s going back to Terrus?” 

“Not exactly . . .” she said in a low voice, trailing off again. “This is something you must deal with on your own, my son. I will speak no more about your father—neither good nor ill.”

Steve felt the color leave his cheeks. He was afraid of saying the words he knew to be true, regarding his father. So, instead, he changed the subject. “If Mythicus and Terrus are headed for a doomsday collision and all that, why don’t you do something about it? You just said you’re super strong.”

“Because I am the Spirit Watcher, son. I am not the catalyst of these events—I only chronicle them. I would be afraid of doing more harm than good. My power is not easily contained, and it is not up to me to pick sides.”

“Though if you did pick sides, it would be the side of humankind?”

She nodded. “As foolish and faulty as humans are, I do not wish to see them become subjugated by a ruthless, nefarious monarch. Many would die.”

“Who is the one instigating this subjugation, if not my father?”

“The new leader of the Brethren. The one you call Jareth Reynolds.”

Steve stifled a gasp. He should have guessed that fiery bastard would have something to do with this. Who would have thought Jareth would be so much more of a vicious, proactive leader than Richard?

“Is it too late to do anything?” Steve asked.

“Of course not. But you must act quickly. I have foreseen the dreamscape of the future and, though it’s webbed, there is a common thread. Humanity will prevail, my son . . . even if it’s not how you like.”

Steve scoffed. “What the hell is that supposed to mean, mom? Your riddles sound like January’s.”

She narrowed her eyes on her son, the first time she actually looked angry rather than wounded. Steve realized his mistake: it was not wise to mention the woman who caused the fissure between her and Richard. 

Steve faced the ground. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what you mean, and I’m stressed out.”

Her face became tranquil in an instant. “I know. This all must be very confusing. But when I mention a catalyst—and it isn’t just because you’re my son that I say this—I see the power of change within you. It is why I’m talking to you now, after so many years.”

“But what can I do?” Steve’s mind started racing again. “From what you’re saying, it seems like I have to choose: save dad, or save Annabel.”

She shook her head. “That is not the choice at your feet, Steven. I’m afraid those fates have already been decided. No, you must take the Parallel Reflector from Jareth’s hands. Until it is out of his possession, Terrus is not safe. And neither is Mythicus.”

Steve thought over those words. He wondered what was happening to his father, and why his mother wouldn’t tell him the details. When he glanced at her face, she had a knowing look in her eyes, like she’d read his thoughts but refused to elaborate. He sighed and clenched his jaw, exasperated.

Seeing the defeated expression on his face, she said, “You have allies, my son. Use them. You have powers. Use them. Use every little advantage at your disposal. You can defeat the Brethren of Soreltris and its leaders. But you must be headstrong. You must decide a course of action and you must attack it with everything you’ve got. Do you understand?”

For the first time since this dismal conversation had started, Steve felt his heart fill. His mother’s pep talk managed to strike true and he nodded firmly. He didn’t have a plan, or a scheme, but he knew what the outcome must be. 

It seemed like he was the only one who could stand up for humankind in their most dire need. And they didn’t even know about it. There would be no rewards or medals, if he even lived through this . . .

“Fuck it,” he said. “I’ll do it.”

The Spirit Watcher smiled. She said, “When this is all over, you will have a final decision to make. I trust it will be a difficult one, but I believe it’s one you can make.”

Steve squinted, unsure what she meant by that vague sentence. 

She said, “Your time on Mythicus is ending, my son. You must decide where you belong, as I did so many years ago.”

Ah, Steve thought, nodding. Now I understand. I have to choose between living on Mythicus with Annabel or living on Terrus with the rest of my people. I think I’ve always known it would come down to that.

“Yes,” she said, elaborating on his thoughts. “That is the decision you must make. However . . .” she trailed off and pulled the final piece of her black garb, the veil, over her face, shadowing her from Steve.  

“However?” Steve asked when he’d grown impatient.

“However, there is also a third option you haven’t taken into consideration . . .”
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Steve tried to clear his mind as his group stalked back through the woods. He couldn’t get his mother’s words out of his mind. The “third option” she’d spoken of was a decision he’d have to make alone, so he didn’t relay the message to Aiden or Pua Kila. 

He kept his head down and stayed quiet while the group walked through the woods. 

Aiden said, “So, your ma, huh?”

Steve nodded.  

“The surprises never stop coming.”

Steve said nothing. He was aware of a rustling behind him. He stole a glance over his shoulder and saw a bush flutter in the breeze. Except there was no breeze. It was a still, calm night.

“The wolf-woman is following us,” Pua Kila said without looking back. 

Aiden said, “Your ma probably told her to follow us.”

“Please don’t call her that,” Steve said quietly. 

Aiden screwed up his face. “Why not? That’s what she is, mate. Don’t deny her that much, at least.”

“Because I’m trying to keep things straight in my mind. It makes it difficult when you refer to her as my ‘ma.’ Just call her the Spirit Watcher, please, for my sake.”

Aiden shrugged. “Suit yourself, lad.”

The group headed through the forest the same way they’d come, through a well-traveled path. Every once in a while they had to veer off course to avoid hiking up a hill, or to move around a large boulder. For the most part, they kept a simple westerly path toward the Lee household.

Steve hoped with all his heart that Annabel would be there, like she’d promised. He still couldn’t believe he’d allowed her to separate from him once he’d gone through the Parallel Reflector. He had been so close to her, but she’d slipped through his grasp once again. A small part of him knew it wasn’t his decision to make—she’d needed to make sure her family was okay. But the majority of him felt like an idiot.

A dry leaf crackled under his feet. A plan was formulating in his mind and he tugged at the skin under his chin. 

Aiden gave him a sidelong glance. “What’s on your mind?”

“The Spirit Watcher made it clear: we’re on a serious timetable here. Jareth could send blackguards to Terrus at any minute—if he hasn’t already. The medieval terror of those bastards could be on the ten o’clock news tonight, for all we know.”

Aiden scratched his cheek. “What can we do about it?”

“That’s what I’m thinking about, Aiden. A plan.”

Steve stared ahead at Pua Kila’s muscled back. The Nawao queen ducked underneath a low branch and disappeared into the darkness. She moved methodically, deliberately, like she was afraid of waking up the trees. 

“Pua Kila,” Steve called out in a low voice. 

“Yes, Koa Steve?” she answered back, but didn’t turn. Her warriors kept pace behind Steve and Aiden. A few stragglers held the reins of their eight horses.

“You’ve been to Aiden’s house,” Steve said. When she did not reply, he added, “So you know the way.”

“Indeed,” Pua Kila said.

“I want you to go there.” Steve opened his mouth to keep talking, but then closed it. “Please.”

Pua Kila stopped in her tracks. She stood upright and the rest of the contingent stopped with her. When she turned around to face Steve, half of her face was covered in darkness, while the moon lit the other half. It gave her a menacing appearance. 

“When?” she asked.

“Now, preferably,” Steve said.

“Why?”

“I want you to retrieve our friends.” Before she could ask any other “W” questions, he said, “With your warriors and the horses, you should be able to carry the loot from the house.”

“What loot?” she asked, a “W” question Steve hadn’t thought to answer.

“Gold,” Aiden said, stepping forward. A grin flashed on his face. “This is a good idea.”

Pua Kila looked from Steve to Aiden. “I don’t understand.”

Steve pointed past her. “I know the way back to the Lee house from here,” he said, glancing around at the dark trees and foliage. He didn’t know if he was correct, but there was only one way to find out. “I’ve been through here before, if you remember, through Lig’s eyes.”

Pua Kila was nodding, but she seemed apprehensive. 

“What’s the problem?” Steve asked when she’d stayed quiet for too long.

Folding her arms over her chest, Pua Kila said, “Can you not dream-leap to your allies and beckon them?”

Steve said, “Yes, and I plan to.” He raised his pointer finger. “But they don’t know the way here.” He raised his middle finger. “They don’t have packhorses to carry the money we need.” He raised his ring finger. “And they don’t have protection.”

Pua Kila nodded again, this time a bit more firmly. “Very well,” she said, “I will do it, Koa Steve. ”

“Thank you,” he said, bowing his head slightly. 

“But tell me,” she said, “why do you need so much gold?”

Steve poked his temple. “It’s part of the plan I’m brewing up here.”

Pua Kila smiled. 

“When can we expect you at the Lee household?” Steve asked.

Pua Kila turned and peered through the woods. Her head bobbed from side to side. Then she came to a decision.

“From this distance . . . locating them, packing the items, traveling back . . . we’ll have to travel under cover to avoid any blackguards or scouts.” She continued bobbing her head, negotiating with herself. Then her faraway eyes cleared and she turned to Steve. “You can expect us to return by tomorrow evening, or the morning after at the latest.”

“Perfect,” Steve said. He knew he needed time to drum up his plan anyway. It would take quite a bit of convincing, but he was hopeful he’d be able to finagle it.

All it would take were three people who hated him—Constantin Lee, Geddon, and Selestria—to work with him.
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“JESUS, STEVE-O, YOU gotta stop doing that!” Dale bellowed, almost falling off his chair. 

“I swear you haven’t moved since I last saw you,” Steve said, shaking his head. He stood in Aiden’s library, again, as Dale flipped through a picture spellbook, again.

Dale shrugged. “You said you’d be here by now, but judging by your creepy, incognito approach, I’m guessing you’re not.”

Steve shook his head. 

“So, you’re a ghost again?”

Steve shook his head again. Ignoring that question, he said, “Someone else is coming for you, though.”

Dale slammed the book shut and brought it up to his chest. His face was a picture of abject terror.  

Steve pressed his palms out. “Don’t worry, man, they’re friends. You won’t be murdered.”

Dale let the book fall to his lap. He stood up and threw the book down on the chair. He walked out of the library and Steve followed him. They walked down a lavish hallway, over a red carpet, and came into the marble-tiled kitchen. 

Shepherd and Scarlet were standing in the kitchen, their faces mere inches apart. Shepherd said something and Scarlet giggled. She leaned forward and stole a kiss from the rugged, former blackguard. 

Shepherd had let his graying beard grow in the time since Steve had last seen him. He looked even more homeless than before, if that was possible. But his bushy hair wasn’t as unkempt as before, so it seemed he’d at least showered. 

In fact, both his and Scarlet’s hair were wet.

Steve guessed the succubus and blackguard had enjoyed a recent bath together. My, how close they’ve become in such a short time, he thought.

“I know,” Dale said with a chuckle, intercepting Steve’s inner monologue. 

At the sound of his voice, Scarlet and Shepherd spun around. The succubus pushed herself away from the blackguard. She looked legitimately surprised to see Dale. 

“You’ve emerged from your lair,” Scarlet said, frowning. “Come for more mead?”

“I think I finished it off earlier today,” Dale said. 

“Who were you talking to?” Shepherd asked, arching a single eyebrow. “I hope you’re not talking to yourself.”

“No, Shep, I’ll leave the solo dialoguing to you, my friend.”

Shepherd frowned.

Dale ignored the man’s offended expression and turned to Steve, who stood in the doorway. “Steve’s here,” Dale announced with a smile.

Shepherd and Scarlet both squinted and looked past Dale. 

“Where?” Scarlet asked.

Steve said, “I’m in your Ethereus plane, Fats, not theirs. They can’t see me unless I allow them to—or unless they’re skilled in the ways of dream-leaping.”

Dale scoffed and air-quoted: “The ways of dream-leaping. Jesus, man, you sound like Bruce Lee or something. Have you become the water?”

Steve furrowed his brow. He didn’t know what Dale meant by that, and he was taken aback that Dale would respond so ruthlessly. He realized Dale was probably angrier at him than he was letting on, for abandoning him at Aiden’s house.

“Ask him what the hell is taking him so long,” Shepherd said.

“Pua Kila will be there by the morning,” Steve said. “She’ll be with Nawao warriors to protect you, and horses to carry the gold. Do you have it all packed?”

“Of course,” Dale said. “It’s been packed since we got here. Why aren’t you coming with her?”

“I have other things I need to do, man. Plans that need to be set into motion. That sort of thing.”

“Is this about Annabel?”

Steve sighed. “Isn’t it always?”

“You’re hopeless, man.”

“Wouldn’t you do the same thing for Shannon?”

Dale reddened and looked away. “What does she look like, this Poo Poo Killer?”

“Like a little Hawaiian woman. But you’d better learn her name correctly. It’s Pua Kila. Say it with me: P-U-A—”

“Oh, fuck off,” Dale said in mock exasperation, flapping his hand at Steve. “Don’t you have things to do?”

Steve smiled and nodded. “I’ll see you soon, Fats.”
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STEVE AWOKE AND IMMEDIATELY went for a skin of water that hung from the saddle of the nearest horse. The sky was turning pale and gray, indicative of daytime fast approaching. He was leaning against a rock in the clearing with the pond, the one he recognized.

Aiden was refilling a skin of water in the pond. When he heard Steve jerk away, he turned and said, “Well, are we ready to move? Dawn’s almost here, lad. The vampires will be sleeping soon.”

“Shit,” Steve said. He hadn’t thought about that. Oh well, he thought. I can still make moves with Geddon and Selestria until Constantin is awake. That is if I can speak with Geddon without trying to kill him . . .

“Not quite,” Steve said, shaking his head. His thoughts cleared and he took a deep breath, taking in the crisp, forest air.

He steeled himself, wrapped his arms around his chest, and said, “There’s one more thing I have to do. I won’t be long.”

Aiden sighed, lifted the skin of water from the pond, and said, “Dammit, man.” He turned to Steve, but Steve’s head was already resting against the rock and his eyes were closed.

Steve’s mind swirled through a dark web of tunnels, like a blood cell traveling through a main artery. He twisted and turned and seemed to be swimming in the cosmos, unaware of space or time or direction. As his mind narrowed and tried to grasp at bits of information on this strange highway, he saw the piece he was looking for—a light at the end of the tunnel. He willed his mind to go in that direction, and as the light drew nearer, it grew bigger . . .

Then he was on the other side of the light. 

He stood in a small, dark room. He’d been here before, but it still came as a sudden shock to him. The room was filthy, cold, and damp. He hoped it was only Ethereus that was so cold, that the cell in Mythicus was room temperature. But when he looked down at a figure in the shadows, he could see a puff of breath coming from his mouth.

“Is that you, Steve?” the voice croaked from the shadows.

Steve recognized the voice. He frowned as his heart sank. “Yes, father, it’s me,” he said. His mother hadn’t been lying: Richard sounded like shit, like he was weak and not going to last much longer.

Rather than try standing up, the former Overseer scooted out of the shadows, but remained resting against the wall. When he came into the dim light, Steve yelped. He was appalled at what he saw.

Richard Remington was a shell of his former self—gaunt, his skin weathered and crackling. He had been a robust man a few days before. Now all that former muscle and sinew sagged from his bones like ribs on a hot grill. His eyes were yellow, the rims bloodshot, and his face was sallow and sickly. His thick salt-and-pepper hair seemed to be falling out in patches, covering the ground.

Steve almost couldn’t bear to see his father like that. He looked like a dead man that had been recently exhumed from a gravesite. Steve almost wished he’d stayed dead. 

“What the hell happened to you, dad?” Steve asked, his voice soft and sad.

Richard chuckled, a raspy, weak sound. “My stupid decisions and shitty deeds have finally caught up to me, son. It seems I am not long for this world . . .”

Steve creased his brow. In a low voice, he said, “That’s what mothe—I mean. Never mind. I feel like I’ve heard that before.”

Richard looked up at his son, squinting against the dim light. Terrified wonder plagued his face. “Why have you come, son? Not that I’m angry you did.”

“I wanted to . . . say goodbye. I guess.”

Richard’s face sunk—if it was possible to sink more than it naturally already had. He said, “I guess you won’t be joining me when I retrieve my throne, then?”

Steve leaned against the wall across from his father and lowered himself until he was sitting. He shook his head and sighed. He’s riddled with delusions now . . . great—

“They’re not delusions!” Richard snapped. His eyes bulged wildly, like he was lost. Then his body deflated and he fell back into a heap against the wall. He coughed, spat on the ground next to him, and sighed. 

Steve saw that the phlegm was dark and thick, as if his father had spit out part of his own being.

He desperately wanted to change the subject. He almost wanted to bring up his mother, but knew he couldn’t. He couldn’t even think about her, lest Richard read his thoughts. So, he said, “Who did this to you?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, son.”

“Try me.”

Richard breathed raggedly. He caught his breath and nodded. “It was that cold bitch, Dosira. I’ve always had a weakness for powerful, beautiful women, haven’t I?”

Steve realized he’d found an in to talk about his mother, if only in passing. He said, “I guess mom was never good enough for you, huh?”

Richard bared yellow teeth and chuckled. “Your mother was the only woman who ever scared me. Did you know that?” He looked away and shook his head. “I suppose I should have been more cautious and attentive of the other women I surrounded myself with . . .”

“Are you talking about Dosira Reynolds?” Steve asked dumbly once his father trailed off. He couldn’t believe she could have had something to do with his father’s dreadful state.

Richard nodded. He paused, and the silence built. For a moment, Steve wasn’t sure if his father was still breathing. He couldn’t open his mouth, from fear, and when he finally found the courage, Richard’s lulling head popped up.

“She stole my soul, son. I don’t know how—” he broke into a cackle and leaned his head against the wall, staring up at the ceiling. “Who am I fooling? Of course I know how. She fucked it out of me. I just didn’t know she could do that. I guess I should’ve expected something like that from these damn Mythics . . .”

Steve pursed his lips. “I’d heard of something like that. But I’d also heard it was only a folktale.” Shepherd had said something about undines—Dosira’s race—copulating with humans to steal their soul. And with that human soul, they could become immortal.

Something clicked in Steve’s mind. His eyebrows jumped as a look of shock overcame him.

“What is it?”

Steve didn’t want to torment his father with more pain, but he figured he had a right to know, especially in his dying days. 

“Do you think that’s why they kept you on the throne for so long?” Steve asked, gently as possible. He knew the words would likely raise the ire of his father.

But, surprisingly, Richard simply sighed. He’d given up. He was defeated, and that was even more painful to see. Steve missed the raging, unruly temper he used to show. At least then he’d shown a spark of life. 

“I suspect so,” Richard said. “It seems Jareth could have taken over anytime he wanted.” He ran a hand across his chin, which made a sound like wood going over sandpaper. “Then again, he didn’t have the votes to overthrow me until the Lees’ recent rise in the nobility . . .”

“Maybe this was happenstance, then,” Steve said.

“Does it matter?”

“I guess not.”

Another pause followed, and Steve felt like he was out of things to say. He knew there was nothing he could do to comfort his father. With his soul gone, his body would wither away. He quite possibly even deserved it, but Steve still felt his heart breaking. It was his father, after all. Even with the baggage from years past, he knew he’d never be the same when he left this room. 

So he stayed as long as possible. Even though it was painful to witness.

In fact, Richard seemed to be fading by the minute.

Maybe it was good, then, that Richard kept his dream alive: his hope of reclaiming his throne. Whatever it took to ease his passing . . .

Steve suddenly thought back to the first time he’d met Annabel, at the cemetery. She’d been playing guitar to “ease the passing” of a new tenant. Steve had been at his father’s funeral then, and had asked Annabel to “ease his passing” sometime, because he was a mean old man. 

Now, he really did want to ease his father’s passing. Because the moment was real. 

Tears came to his eyes for the second time that day, and for the second time over lost family.

“Do something for me, son,” Richard croaked, huddling beneath his blanket for warmth.

Steve’s glassy eyes opened wide.

“Get that girl you’re so fond of,” Richard said, “and take her away from here. Fuck the Reynoldses, fuck the Lees, fuck the Vagrants, fuck the Brethren, and fuck the Parallel fucking Reflector. Fuck Mythicus. Take Annabel and get her out of here. Don’t make the same mistake I did, son. This place will consume you. It’s a whole new world here, and I was foolish to fall for its wiles, but it’ll eat you up and spit you out. Can you do that for me?”

The tears welling in Steve’s eyes fell freely, tracking down his cheeks. He nodded and sniffled, but there was a lump in his throat and he was unable to speak. 

Somehow, some way—through familial bonds that ran deeper than blood, somehow part of his DNA—Richard had nailed it. The words he spoke were the gist of the Spirit Watcher’s “third option.” There was more to it, of course, but his words were enough to steer Steve in that direction, firmly and absolutely.

“Can you do that for me?” Richard repeated. No tears came to his eyes, but his voice was breaking now, like he was losing the will or ability to talk.

Steve nodded. “Yes, dad, I can do that. But what about the Parallel Reflector? Under Jareth’s control—”

“What did I just say about that fucking mirror? Jareth has moved it to his house—he’s moved the whole Brethren Overseer base from this castle to his place in the woods. He’s left me here to rot. He’s practically impenetrable there, so there’s no point in getting yourself killed trying to be a hero. I just told you, don’t make the same mistake I did!”

The word “mistake” stuck in Steve’s mind. As he nodded, he had a sudden urge to ask a question that had been bugging him. He wanted to know how Overseeress Garnet had died. It was a mystery to everyone, it seemed, but surely his dad—Garnet’s lover—had the inside scoop. 

But, then again, maybe some things were better off being taken to the grave. He didn’t want to upset his father any more than he already had. Bringing up past lovers would only stress his current, terrible predicament, no doubt.

Instead, Steve honed in on another thing he noticed. “How do you know Jareth moved the mirror if you’ve been stuck in here all this time?”

Richard smiled crookedly. “I thought Misty had betrayed me, but I was wrong. She’s been my ears and eyes while I’ve been stuck here. I’ll tell you, that witchy cat-woman knows some delicious secrets, my boy. Maybe when I leave this place, you can take her with you.”

Steve scoffed. “The same Cat-Sith that spied on my people and was responsible for many of their deaths? You don’t know the grief that fucking feline has caused, dad.”

Richard chuckled. “Oh, I’m aware. Fine then. Leave her here. I’m sure she can fend for herself. Maybe she’ll protect these halls from ghostly invaders. Did you know she can only change from a cat into a woman nine times, and the last time she stays a cat forever?”

Steve nodded. “I’ve heard. What’s your point?”

“I believe she’s made the transformation eight times. There’d better be a good reason for her to do it a ninth . . .”

Silence followed Richard’s words, and he started breathing shallowly. It hurt Steve too much to watch. For all the evil his father had done, none of it had actually been directed at him, so he could almost look past it. What was his crime with Steve, anyway? He’d only wanted to rule the Brethren with his son by his side. The problem, of course, was that he’d had hostages and had tried to start a war to get what he wanted.

“I’m going to miss you, dad,” Steve blurted out. He could feel his hold on Ethereus waning, the tether beginning to snap.

Richard closed his eyes. “Don’t worry about . . . me . . . son. I’m sure you’ll . . . see . . . me soon.” At his slow speech, Steve knew it was time to go. 

Standing, he looked down at his father one last time. He tried to get a lasting impression of the feeble man in front of him, if only so he could remember back to better times. Then again, he hadn’t really had “better” times with his father. 

This final image would have to do.

He watched his father’s chest gently rise and fall, his head lulling on a weak neck. Steve closed his eyes and leaped back into the cosmic abyss. 

He was keenly aware of something, too. Unbeknownst to Richard, he had said something important that stuck with Steve. 

In the midst of his rambling about getting the girl and getting out, he’d told Steve exactly where he needed to strike.  
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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It didn’t take Steve and Aiden much longer to reach the Lee estate. When Steve returned back to Mythicus from his foray into Ethereus, the sky was light blue and filled with clouds. The sun fought to push through the clouds. It brightened the forest floor as Steve and Aiden moved through it. 

Steve saw the long driveway in the distance, snaking through the trees, leading to the front of the house. He crept down the path, looking right and left over and over again. He feared blackguards would have the place surrounded, but his fears were unfounded.

Aiden had no time for Steve’s careful approach. He marched with his head held high. 

“You have little fear of a blackguard ambush, I see,” Steve whispered as Aiden passed him.

Aiden rolled his shoulders back, puffing out his chest. “If they’re there, I hope I don’t see my death coming. What’s the point of worrying about something you can’t change?”

Steve scratched his head, bewildered by Aiden’s lax attitude toward dying. He did stand a bit straighter, though. 

Aiden slowed his pace to allow Steve to catch up. Then he smiled wryly. “If there’s anything I’ve learned in my days of gambling, it’s that you can’t sweat the small stuff, mate.”

“Dying is ‘small stuff’?” 

“It’s better than being captured, I can tell you that. I wouldn’t do well in a prison cell, mate. Don’t think I’d last long.”

Steve sighed. “I guess we’ll have to agree to disagree.”

“Suit yourself,” Aiden said, spreading his arms out.

They made it the rest of the way to the big double doors. No enemies blocked their path. In fact, the forest morning was strangely serene. The chirping of birds and mating calls of small animals echoed through the trees. 

Steve put his fist up to knock, but before he could, both doors swung open.

Geddon stood in the way, holding both doors in a dramatic pose.

“How?” Steve asked.

“We’re Bound,” Geddon reminded him. “I knew you were en route.” He stepped aside and added, “Come in, come in.”

“Did you tell Constantin and Mariana we were coming?” Steve asked apprehensively. 

Geddon was slow to respond, but he eventually shook his head. “They’re headed off to bed soon, if they haven’t already. You have nothing to fear from them. They’re in a state.”

Steve gulped, afraid to pose his next question.

“What kind of . . . state?” he asked. In his heart, he already knew the answer to his unasked question.

“A . . . tizzy, might be most appropriate.”

Exhaling deeply, Steve felt his shoulders slump. “Annabel?” he croaked.

Geddon shook his head. “She hasn’t returned.” 

He didn’t give Steve any time to grieve or overanalyze the situation. He said, “Stay out there too long and you might attract unwanted attention, Steve.” Then he disappeared down a hallway.

Aiden took the hint first and waltzed in behind Geddon. Steve despaired and stood still. When Aiden nudged him hard in the shoulder as he walked by, Steve snapped out of it and followed the leprechaun.

He closed the door and they followed Geddon down the hall, into the main living room. He glanced to his right at the elegant stairs leading up to the bedrooms, and then did a double take.

Constantin stood at the top of the stairs, his arms crossed over his chest. He stared down at Steve and Aiden. When Steve locked eyes with the vampire, he felt his skin crawl: he seemed to be staring right into Steve’s soul.

“What are you doing here?” Constantin demanded.

In the past, Steve might have backed down. This time, though, he rounded on the vampire and mimicked his cross-armed stance. “Same thing I’m always trying to do, Constantin: save your daughter from disaster.”

Constantin scoffed. “Who says she needs saving? And what makes you think you’re up to the task?”

Steve narrowed his eyes and clenched his jaw. Even after the shenanigans with Tiberius and the Brethren, Constantin still didn’t approve of his and Annabel’s feelings for one another. It pissed Steve off. 

“Because I seem to be the only one who gives a shit about her,” Steve said in a low voice.

Constantin’s eyes widened. He bared his teeth and literally flew down the stairs, his feet hardly touching the carpeted steps. He moved so blindingly fast that his black cloak billowed behind him. 

Instinctively, Steve backpedaled. Then he caught himself and rooted himself to the ground. Constantin came to stand directly in font of him, a few inches from Steve’s face. It was reminiscent of the first time Steve had met Constantin, in his own Ethereus plane, when the vampire had woken him up by tearing out his throat.

Steve hoped this occasion played out a little better than that one.

Even as Constantin snarled in his face, Steve refused to back down or show his terror. He tightened his hands into fists at his side, awaiting whatever Constantin said or did. Aiden stood a few feet behind him, as did Geddon. Selestria arrived from a different room to witness the commotion. 

“You’re saying I don’t care about my own daughter, boy?” Constantin asked, seething.

Steve had to crane his neck to look up into the tall vampire’s face. He saw cold anger and ruthlessness there, but those qualities were always there. He also saw something else: fear, hiding behind his eyes. It gave Steve strength, knowing Constantin was losing control as much as he was.

“I know you care about Bel, Constantin,” Steve said, trying to play his hand softly. Constantin slightly relaxed.

Then Steve said, “Why did she not come back with you from the Overseer’s castle? How could that happen?”

There was a long pause as Constantin decided how much—if anything—he wanted to say. After a long pause, the vampire seemed to deflate. He said, “She was taken by her lawfully wedded husband. There was nothing I could do.”

“Surely by now you know Tiberius and that entire family are monsters.”

“Of course I do!” Constantin spat. He turned aside and got out of Steve’s face, wrapping his cloak around his body. “If I could take back my vote to overthrow your father, I would. But I can’t—”

“My father is dead,” Steve said, drawing a surprised look from the vampire. “Or at least close to it. He won’t be anyone’s problem soon.”

“Steve . . .” Geddon said from behind, taking a step forward. “I’m sorr—”

“I don’t need your sympathy or pity,” Steve snarled, spinning on his friend-turned-traitor. He walked away, pacing from one side of the room to the other. “I only need your aid, this one last time, and you’ll all hopefully never see me again.”

Selestria tilted her head to the side. “What do you plan to do, Steven?”

“I plan to get Annabel back and take down Jareth, of course.”

A short moment of quietness followed. Steve’s words lingered, and then a cackling from Constantin broke the peace. “With what army, boy?”

“With whatever remains of the Vagrant Kinship, Constantin.”

Steve couldn’t be sure if it was his surefire tone or his words that shut Constantin up and wiped the smirk off his face. But the vampire seemed genuinely curious.

Geddon said, “That’s why we’re here, Steve.” He motioned to Constantin. “Why else would we be seen with this guy? Selestria and I are only here because Annabel asked us to be.”

“Why?” Steve asked.

Selestria answered. “I only agreed because it was Annabel. I’m a prisoner in my own body, Steven, and if it were up to me, I’d be long gone from the presence of this one.” She nudged her chin toward Geddon.

Geddon frowned. “You wound me, dear—”

“I don’t give two shits. You’re a bastard, you killed my husband, and I’ll never forgive you. But for the greater good, I’m here.”

Constantin put his hands out to try and quell the argument before it erupted even more. He said, “With the help of these two, we’ve already sent forth for aid.”

“To whom?” Steve asked, turning to the vampire. He couldn’t stand to look at the disgusted face of Selestria any longer. “You don’t have allies within the Kinship.”

“No, but I’ve developed acquaintances with others—”

A loud knock came from the front door. 

“Speak of the devil,” Constantin said. He walked past the group, down the hallway. A moment later, Steve heard the creaking sound of the front door opening. 

Constantin returned with someone Steve had never seen before. She was quite young looking and beautiful, but with some wrinkles in her cheeks and near her eyes. She seemed tired, but her face still shined. She wore a plain green dress that reached the floor.  

Everyone in the room seemed bewildered at the new arrival. 

“Allow me to introduce Lady Moonstone,” Constantin said, stepping aside to allow the woman to pass. Her auburn hair was tangled and swept past her shoulders. She wore a crown of thorns balanced delicately on her brow.

Steve didn’t recognize the woman, but he recognized the importance of her name. A gemstone. Furrowing his brow, he said, “You’re part of the Brethren Council.”

The woman nodded. She had a regal aura surrounding her, as if she commanded respect wherever she went. 

“You’re a spy?” Aiden blurted out, shattering her royal air. 

Lady Moonstone said, “I no longer believe the Brethren ideals hold true. Not with the current leadership in place.”

Aiden shrugged. “Sounds like a turncoat to me.”

“Call me what you will, leprechaun,” the woman said defiantly. 

“What are you doing here?” Steve asked. 

“I have come to warn your people,” Moonstone said. “My spirits of the woods have spoken to me. They’ve told me an army is building. Near here, no less.”

Constantin put a hand to his chin. “At the Reynolds’ estate, no doubt.”

“Indeed, Lord Bloodstone,” Moonstone said. “Jareth Reynolds, or should I say Overseer Onyx, plans to root out the remnants of the Vagrant Kinship. He has a force dedicated to finding and eradicating the threat. He can’t allow his rule to go contested.”  

Steve said, “And you oppose this army?”

Lady Moonstone nodded. “I am a dryad, Steven Remington. My haven is here in these woods, and other woods besides. What Onyx proposes will bring chaos and fire to my people. I cannot allow that.” 

“How do you know my name?”

Lady Moonstone smiled, the lines on her face wrinkling a bit more. “Because I listen to the trees, who are my children. They have heard you speak quite often during your recent travels.” 

Constantin tipped his head forward, a concerned look on his face. Tapping his chin, he said, “What about your husband?” 

Lady Moonstone said, “I cannot control Lord Sunstone. He has done evil for the Brethren, committing fratricide against his own people. I can forgive him for that, but I cannot forgive him for his unwavering allegiance to the tyrant, Onyx.”

Steve said, “What is Lord Sunstone?”

“An elf who has killed his own people,” Moonstone replied, closing her eyes. When she opened them, they glowed green and brilliant. It seemed this decision to betray her husband was filled with inner conflict. Still, she had determination written on her face. Steve had no idea what she could be so sure about, in these unsure times.

“Is there anything else you can tell us, Lady Moonstone?” Constantin asked. 

The dryad nodded and turned her bright gaze to the vampire. “Overseer Onyx has begun sending blackguards and hellraisers to our sister world.”

Steve lunged forward. “To Terrus?!”

Lady Moonstone nodded again.

“For what purpose?” Constantin asked.

“I do not know, Lord Bloodstone. I left the Council before I received word.”

“Whatever it is, it can’t be good,” Steve said. “Jareth wouldn’t send blackguards to my world to make friends. He has some diabolical plan, no doubt.”

“I agree,” Lady Moonstone said. “Since the start it seems his strategy has been to subjugate everyone under his control. He has a lust for power that can’t be sated. He controls the Brethren, and when his army vanquishes the last of the Kinship, he’ll have all of Soreltris. Unopposed. I suspect his objective is to turn his conquest on Terrus next.”

Steve was baffled at the thought of Jareth Reynolds, the fiery Ifrit, trying to control Earth. Boy, was he in for a wild ride. He said, “Terrus won’t lay down quietly and let him walk all over them. There are billions of people there—how can he expect to conquer them all?”

“Perhaps he doesn’t,” Aiden said from the corner of the room, leaning against a wall. All eyes turned to him. He pushed himself off the wall. “Who was it that spoke about bringing weapons from Terrus to Mythicus? Humankind has much more devastating technology than our people. With the Parallel Reflector he can bring the limitless technology of your people, Steve, to this world.”

Steve spoke slowly. “There would be no stopping him if he brought the firepower and technology of humans here.”

The weight of that burden seemed to envelop the entire room. No one spoke for a long time, everyone lost within their own thoughts. 

“Perhaps he doesn’t even care about populating Terrus,” Selestria finally said. “But rather wants to mine its commodities for his purposes here.”

“He could destroy our world if he got his hands on the wrong things,” Constantin muttered. “Jareth Reynolds is reckless and must be stopped.”

“What can we do?” Steve asked.

Lady Moonstone spoke. “Two other members of the Brethren Council are en route, Lord Bloodstone, if you’ll have them.”

Constantin nodded. “Of course. Who are they?”

“Lord Jasper and Lady Amber, the leaders of the fauns. They are not strong in battle, but they command respect within nature. As do I. Together, we can have the full fury of Mother Nature on our side.” 

“Will it be enough?” Steve asked.

“Fire burns trees,” Aiden pointed out, speaking to the fact that Jareth was an Ifrit with a command over fire. 

“We don’t have the manpower to take the Brethren head-on,” Geddon said. “Not in our current state.” 

Constantin turned to Geddon. “Do you have any suggestions?” 

Geddon ran a hand through his hair. “I do, though I doubt I can do it alone.”

When all eyes were on him, he said, “I can try to send for help to Vagrant leaders. Perhaps we can raise a militia that way.”

“You actually believe any of our people will trust you? After what you’ve done?” Selestria spat through clenched teeth.

Steve narrowed his eyes on Geddon, who had gone red-faced. He doubted this all hinged on Geddon murdering Tetsuo. “What did you do?” 

Geddon opened his mouth to speak, but was too embarrassed to say the words.  

But Selestria had no such timidity. In fact, she seemed to be itching to air Geddon’s dirty laundry. In a disgusted voice, she said, “To avoid being tortured, he gave away the location of many Vagrant leaders. Krik, the leader of the imps, died because of his betrayal. As did Dakathiel, one of the most influential elves around.”

“Blackguards came to my house as well,” Constantin said. “But my wife impeded their plans.”   

Geddon was met with angry stares. He looked away. In a meek, small voice, he said, “Jareth would have killed you had I not—”

“I gladly would have died to prevent the slaughter of our allies!” Selestria shouted, taking a step toward him. “You’re a coward!”

When Selestria moved toward Geddon with clenched fists, Constantin stepped between the two. 

The vampire raised his hands. “We must not combat each other if we are to have any chance of defeating the Brethren army!”

Steve’s mouth was agape. He was astounded at what he witnessed: Constantin, the relentless, savage vampire, being the voice of reason. Before his mind had time to react, Steve found himself saying, “I agree with Constantin. What’s done is done. All we can do now is move forward.” He enjoyed seeing Geddon squirm. But now was not the time. He faced each person in the room, one by one, and said, “Anyone?”

Lady Moonstone said, “It was my husband who killed Dakathiel. That being the case, I doubt I will have much clout with the elves. They’ll think I’ve betrayed them, too.”

“Perhaps I can reach them,” Steve said, hope in his voice. “And the imps, too. Do we have any others?”

Aiden said, “Hell yes we do, mate.” He glanced at the shamefaced Geddon and said, “I know the Vagrant Kinship as well as this one. I can rattle off some names for you.”

“Good.”

“No,” Selestria interjected. “I will help with that. I was Tetsuo’s wife. The people will trust me. No offense, Aiden.”

The leprechaun shrugged. “None taken, m’lady.”

“It’s a start,” Constantin added. “But how can we possibly get the rebels to aid us? What do we have to offer?”

Aiden’s eyes flashed. “I was wondering when that question would arise. I can help with that, too, Lord Bloodstone.”

Constantin gave the leprechaun a baffled look. Aiden seemed intent on keeping him in the dark. He smiled mischievously, as leprechauns are wont to do.

Steve said, “We also have friends on the way, Constantin. I’ve alerted them to our need. They’re bringing gold with them.”

“How much gold?” Constantin asked.

“Lots of gold,” Aiden answered.

Constantin nodded. “Fair enough. I thank you, leprechaun.”

The mood in the room seemed to shift. There was a change in the air surrounding the revolutionaries. Things were chaotic and dangerous, but it seemed everyone had a part. 

To make sure, Steve said, “Lady Moonstone, you will bring forth the wrath of nature?” He didn’t know what that meant, but it sounded good.

The dryad nodded. “I will.”

Steve turned to Geddon and Selestria. “And you two will stay peaceful long enough for all this to happen?”

They both nodded. Selestria said, “I will help round up the Vagrant Kinship leaders for you, Steven. Together, we can dream-leap to them and call upon our allies.”

Steve turned to Aiden. “You focus on getting the gold here, so we can pay the soldiers in our army.”

“Right-o, mate.”

“This all needs to happen with haste, if we’re to have any chance of survival, much less victory,” Constantin said.

Steve said, “Indeed it does. So let’s get to work. But before we do, I’d like a word in private with you, Constantin.”

The vampire frowned and hesitated. Then he nodded solemnly. He walked toward the library near the stairs. Steve followed him into the room.

Once alone, Steve said, “Besides summoning the Kinship, I want a guarantee from you.”

“A guarantee?” Constantin asked incredulously. “What do I owe you, Steve Remington? You are doing this out of self-preservation as much as we all are.”

Steve buried his growing anger. Taking a deep breath, he said, “You will owe me, Constantin. My primary purpose in all this is to get your daughter out of the clutches of that family.”

Constantin narrowed his eyes.

Steve tried a different approach. “I am the best dream-leaper in this household. I can call on the Vagrants quicker and more efficiently than anyone else. You need me, Lord Bloodstone.” He used the vampire’s Brethren title, trying to prop him up a little bit.

It seemed to work. Constantin paused and took a moment to mull over Steve’s words. Then he said, “What is it you want, boy?”

Steve prepared himself. He was dead tired and needed sleep, probably as much as the vampire before him. But he couldn’t leave this room without getting the guarantee he’d been seeking for ages. He actually wished he’d brought someone in here to witness what he was about to say . . .

“Hmm?” Constantin asked, when it seemed Steve had dozed off.

Steve stared into the vampire’s piercing gray eyes. “When this is all said and done, I want you to allow Annabel to be with me.”

Constantin tried to hide his shock, but he was a poor actor. His jaws tightened and his neck went rigid. He slightly bared his teeth, enough so his sharp cuspids showed. 

Before the vampire could think of a response, Steve let the words flow like a torrential rain. “We love each other, Constantin. All she’s ever wanted was to make you proud of the woman she’s become. And you should be proud. She’s wonderful, intelligent, and most importantly, entirely capable of deciding what she wants in life. And she wants me. And I want her. Let us be together, as we’re meant to be, so we can escape the madness of this place, once and for all. You can’t contain her forever, even though I know you’d like to. She is too independent for that. As long as you restrain her, she will continue to rebel against you. Eventually, you’ll cross a line you didn’t intend to, and you may lose her forever. Is that what you want? You know the type of person I am, and the type of person Tiberius Reynolds is. Do you truly wish for her to be with him, rather than me? Simply because I’m a human?”

The fury on Constantin’s face shifted, slowly but surely. As Steve’s spiel wore on, Constantin’s eyes became softer. By the time Steve was done and out of breath, Constantin had a shadow of a smirk at the edge of his lips.

Steve panted and heaved, continuing to stare into the vampire’s eyes.  

The wait was excruciating. 

Finally, Constantin spoke.

“No, Steve Remington—”

Steve’s heart immediately sank.

The vampire continued. “No, I don’t wish for Annabel to be with Tiberius, and I don’t think he is a better man than you. If you can help us in all this, you will prove your gallantry. You already have shown it, if I’m being honest. By forsaking your own safety for a world that does not care for you, you have shown your valor and bravery. You are not the sniveling, lustful degenerate I originally thought you were, Steve Remington.” Finally, Constantin did smile. “You might even be close to becoming a good man.”

Steve’s mouth fell open. He couldn’t feel his own skin. All the debate points he’d stored in his head fluttered away, leaving his mind empty. He recovered, though, and smiled wistfully. “I wouldn’t go that far, Con.”

Constantin’s smile immediately vanished.

“Sorry,” Steve said, showing his palms. Maybe it wasn’t the time to start making up nicknames. “But . . . you’ll allow it?”

Constantin nodded. “I will.” The softness on his face fell away, and he seemed stern and serious once more. “How will you recover her, though?”

“I’ve had an idea brewing for a little while now . . . but I’ll need to speak with your house brownie, Lig, if that’s all right with you.”

Constantin arched his brow. “How could Lig possibly help you?” 

Steve smiled. “You underestimate the little fellow, my friend. That tiny dude might be the key to everything . . .”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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“Annabel’s marriage to Tiberius was supposed to stop the animosity between our families,” Jareth explained to his wife. She rolled her eyes at him. She didn’t need an explanation of the circumstances surrounding their son’s union. 

Jareth paced the master bedroom of his estate, one hand knuckled under his chin as he thought aloud. 

“You pushed too hard, husband,” Dosira said, shaking her head. 

Jareth stopped in his tracks and looked like he’d been struck. “Pushed too hard? I gave those ungrateful bastards seats on the Council!” His eyes flared orange in rage.

Dosira’s cold blue eyes met his red fury. “The Council seats were not yours to give, if you recall. Besides, that action benefited us as much as it did them, if not more. You would not have been able to usurp Overseer Malachite without the Lees’ help, in case you’ve forgotten.”

Jareth muttered something unintelligible under his breath. He waved her away, as if that would make her words less true. She sat on the edge of the bed, legs crossed, every bit the picture of calmness. Meanwhile, her husband stirred around like a firecracker ready to explode. Dosira had been in this predicament many times before. She’d married an Ifrit, by choice, and in the past she’d always been able to soothe his anger. It was partly what made them so compatible: she was the yen to his yang; the water to his fire.  

But this seemed different. 

Perhaps it was because Jareth was in control now, being the Brethren Overseer. With heightened responsibility came heightened anxiety. The issue with the Vagrant Kinship was the last obstacle before Jareth had total authority over Soreltris. 

But in Dosira’s heart she knew this wasn’t different because of anything concerning Jareth. It was her own mind and identity that gave her prudence. Her willingness to go along with Jareth’s schemes was waning. Her psyche had changed. 

She was learning to be human, she supposed, due to taking Richard Remington’s soul. It was a newfound well of empathy she wasn’t used to drinking from. It sprung from some spiritual place, deep inside her. 

Jareth’s plots seemed . . . trivial and petty. Getting rid of the Vagrants seemed like an insignificant, trifling matter. 

“What are you thinking?” Jareth asked suddenly, studying Dosira’s slack face. When Dosira glanced up at him, he narrowed his eyes and said, “You’re wearing a face I haven’t seen you wear before.” 

“Are you accusing me of something, husband?” she demanded, trying to bury the soft, benevolent voice inside her, before it shamed her. She hadn’t gotten to where she was because of her tenderness. 

“Should I be?” Jareth shot back.

The voice inside Dosira got a bit louder. She said, “I simply think you’re wasting your time on inconsequential matters. With the Vagrant Kinship’s leader dead and the rest of them in disarray, you should focus your attention on . . . the bigger picture.”

“Don’t tell me what I should focus on, woman,” Jareth snapped, beginning to pace the room again. “You forget yourself. I needn’t remind you that I am the Overseer. Not you.” 

Dosira squinted as she began to lose her calm demeanor. With Jareth’s fiery temper came the occasional outburst. But he was nearing an invisible line he didn’t want to cross. Jareth’s proclamation of his power was more than ego stroking: it was a painful reminder that men held the power. 

Not long ago, that wasn’t the case. Not long ago, the women had control over the Council and its constituents. But they’d handed that power over to their husbands and men, so the lords could go play at war and politics. Sometimes, that was all they seemed good for, men. And oftentimes, they even failed at those things! The matriarchy had nurtured and nursed Soreltris to peaceful times, over a span of decades. And now the men were threatening to destroy everything the women had built, in half the time.

Dosira found herself shaking her head. She refused to be talked down to like a subordinate, even if she technically was one. She was still the most powerful woman in Soreltris. She still had wisdom to bestow, if only she could make Jareth hear it.

Rather than succumb to her husband’s wishes, she doubled down. “Your principal concern should be the future of Soreltris, Jareth.”

Jareth beelined for the bed, stopping when he was just inches from her. He moved so quickly he caused Dosira to flinch. His eyes burned with passion and anger. “I know that!” he hissed. “And to do that, I must eradicate any and all nuisances. That’s what the Kinship is, Dosira: pests. They must be exterminated.” He took a deep breath and continued to pace as he stared at the ground.

A moment later, Dosira said, “What if they were just . . . fumigated?”

Jareth perked his head up. “What?”

“I daresay every Vagrant Kinship member is not equally impassioned to the cause. In fact, I’d wager there are many who see the dethroning of Overseer Malachite as a good thing. They’re not all zealots.”

“But the zealous ones infect the rest,” Jareth said, speaking slowly, as if he were talking to a child. 

“So you would kill them all?”

Jareth shrugged. “It’s the only way to be sure another resistance doesn’t spring up. Insurrection must be dealt with swiftly and surely.” 

Dosira frowned. Her head swam with the implications of Jareth’s decree. Sniffing out and eradicating every Vagrant member could take years. It could be a lifelong pursuit that could be futile, in the end. “I don’t think it’s wise to dedicate so much of your time and resources to this cause, husband. But if that is your will . . . I will support it.”

Jareth had been ready to pounce on her again, until the latter half of her sentence. Then he closed his mouth and nodded gravely. “Good,” he said.

She still didn’t agree with his idea—even though she might have in the past—but she was tired of arguing. Once Jareth’s mind was made up, there was no changing it. She knew part of Jareth’s stratagem was predicated on Overseer Malachite’s failure to do anything about the Vagrants. Jareth wanted to be better than his predecessor. Even if it was only being better at death and destruction.  

Someone knocked at the door.  

When Jareth opened it, a servant stood before him. He bowed low, then stepped aside and said, “Lady Jade and Lord Sunstone, my liege.”

“Where’s Lord Obsidian?” Jareth asked when the two Council members entered the room. 

Lord Sunstone’s eyes hovered over Jareth’s shoulders, at the Parallel Reflector behind him. The mirror was stashed behind the bed. 

The elf called Sunstone wore his long blond hair in a ponytail that reached the small of his back. He was slender, tall, and dressed in brown and green leather hide, typical garb of a forest dweller. A broach held his hair together, his namesake’s stone embedded in it, orange and bright. A beautiful wooden recurve bow was slung across his back.

Lady Jade wore a red and gold kimono that swept the ground. Her jet-black hair fell straight to her shoulders and her bangs nearly covered her eyes. Her face was painted white like a geisha’s. The beautiful yōkai demon folded her hands in front of her in a submissive gesture. But Dosira knew the widow Jade was anything but meek, which was why she had been called here in the middle of the night.

“Lord Obsidian is indisposed, Overseer,” Lord Sunstone said with a simple bow to his master. “His dwarven kinfolk informed me.” He turned to Dosira on the bed and gave her a deeper, more lavish bow of respect. 

Jareth growled to himself. “Dammit. I have tasks for all three of you.”

The elf said, “Well, I am here, my lord. And ready to serve.”

Lady Jade said nothing in response to that—neither agreeing nor disagreeing. It was telling, in Dosira’s estimation. She’d have to keep a close eye on the yōkai.

“Right,” Jareth said, crossing his arms over his chest. He opened his mouth to speak, but then closed it and furrowed his brow. “Where is your wife?” he asked, clearly not the first question on his mind. 

Lord Sunstone sighed, his fine, unwrinkled face creasing for the first time. He hesitated. “She . . . deserted us, my lord. I hoped to send her to the Vagrants as a spy, but it appears she has in fact switched sides.”

Jareth’s mouth fell open. “That bitch!” 

Sunstone’s golden eyes shot to Jareth and held, his face hardening. “She’s still my wife, Overseer Onyx,” he said in a low, warning voice.

“Why has she abandoned us?” the Overseer asked.

Lord Sunstone shrugged. “She does not agree with the war you propose, my lord. She believes it will be ill-suited for nature.”

“It isn’t a war,” Jareth said, scoffing. “It’s a cleansing. A . . . fumigation.” He glanced over to his wife on the bed, who eyed him strangely. She couldn’t be sure if his word choice was used to mock her, agree with her, or as a way to lightly say “massacre.”

Lord Sunstone shrugged. Eager to change the subject, he said, “And how may I be of assistance in this ‘fumigation’?”

“Your elves are the best trackers in Soreltris—”

“In Mythicus, my lord,” he interjected, pride beaming from his face.

“Yes . . . well. I would have you organize an outfit suited to tracking down the Vagrant stragglers.”

“And would you have me snuff them out?” Lord Sunstone asked nonchalantly. This was the same man who had killed a fellow elf when he’d found out he was a rebel. 

Jareth shook his head. “Lord Obsidian is to be my army’s general. He will take care of battle preparations. I only want you to root them out and pinpoint their locations.”

“Very well,” Sunstone said, slightly bowing. Then he paused. “However,” he began, “I believe you needn’t look far to find a flock of them.”

Jareth raised his eyebrows. 

Sunstone smiled devilishly. “I am Bound to my wife,” he said. “Even if she doesn’t wish to be an agent on our behalf, I know where she’s gone: to Lord Bloodstone and Lady Tourmaline’s abode.”

Jareth flared his nostrils at the mention of Constantin and Mariana Lee. “Don’t call them that, dammit. They are no longer part of this Council and aren’t deserving of their titles.”

Lord Sunstone looked confused. “Is their daughter not still married to your son?”

“Yes. But it’s no matter.” Jareth waved off the concerned look on the elf’s face. “While we have their daughter, those vampires wouldn’t dare attack my household. Regardless of their proximity to me.” 

“She is a hostage, then?” Lady Jade asked, speaking for the first time. She had a slight Japanese accent.  

Jareth shook his head profusely. “No, no,” he said, trying to backpedal. “I only mean they wouldn’t risk any harm coming to their beloved child.”

Lady Jade frowned. “You seemed to imply something else,” she said, unwilling to let the point go.

Dosira eyed Lady Jade. She remembered the slight woman never being one to back down. In the past, she’d been one of the most powerful members of the Council. As the only widow and the eleventh member, she’d muddled the balance of the court. Whenever a vote had been deadlocked, Lady Jade had always had the deciding call. She’d often make sure to withhold her casting until the end, so she could retain that power. A few astute members of the Council believed she’d had a hand in her husband’s death, but she was never publicly accused. 

Needless to say, she wasn’t easily reprimanded. She would stand her ground.

It infuriated Jareth. He tried to keep his composure, but Dosira could see he was coming apart at the seams. Through clenched teeth, he said, “I meant no such thing, Lady Jade. Though it’s not my prerogative to explain myself to you.”

“Quite right,” Lady Jade said easily. “You’ve explained Lord Sunstone’s mission, Overseer Onyx. What would you have me do?”  

Jareth was happy to change the subject. “You recall the recent letter I sent you, with names and addresses marked down.”

“I do,” Jade said. “Though I was a bit confused by the names.”

“Those are rendezvous points. They are Terrusian locales.”

Lade Jade’s eyes flickered wide. Jareth got immense satisfaction at seeing her momentarily flustered. 

“Terrus, you say . . .” she muttered, trailing off. Dosira noticed Jade had glanced at the Parallel Reflector behind Jareth. 

Jareth suppressed his smirk. Before he could say anything, Dosira interjected from the bed.

“Your task is perhaps most important of all, Lady Jade,” she said.  

The Overseer said, “My wife is correct. I would have you go to Terrus with an escort of blackguards, to meet with Brethren emissaries. You will meet these representatives at the rendezvous points in San Diego and Orange County—the bulk of Soreltris.”

Lady Jade waited for Jareth to continue, but he drew his pause longer and longer. Finally, she said, “What will I discuss with these . . . emissaries?” 

Jareth showed his smile. “You will discover that when you get there. They have been informed of my plans.”

“And you would keep me in the dark?”

“Not to anger you, my lady, but to protect you.”

Lady Jade snorted. It was all she could do to keep from rolling her eyes at her Overseer. “You would send me away during this dire time, my lord? Do you not wish to have my counsel in these trying days?” 

“Oh, I very much value your counsel,” Jareth lied. That was exactly what he was trying to do: get rid of the disruptive widow. He wanted to put her somewhere where she couldn’t be a problem. But he tried to sugarcoat it, saying, “That is why I’m sending you, because I cherish your negotiating skills. There are many deals that need to be brokered on Terrus if we are to create a foothold there for our people. You should take it as a great honor.”

Lady Jade stifled a groan. It was clear she was ready to say what was on her mind: how she thought Overseer Onyx was full of shit. But she held back, instead bowing her head. “I appreciate the privilege.”

“Excellent.” Jareth nodded to the Council members. He said, “Lord Sunstone, you are to raise my scouting regiment. Lord Obsidian is to raise my army—tell him to see me as soon as possible. And Lady Jade, you are to be my eyes and ears on Terrus. Is that all clear, then?”

Lady Jade and Lord Sunstone nodded and dipped their heads forward.

“Very well, then you are both dismissed.”

They shuffled out of the room without another word.

When they were gone, Jareth turned to his wife, who still sat cross-legged on the edge of the bed. Dosira stared at him with an icy look. Jareth hadn’t a clue what she could be angry about. It unnerved him.

“What is it?” he asked.

“If it was your daughter and you think she’d been wronged, would you not go to any length to protect her?” she asked, standing from the bed. 

Taken aback, Jareth scratched his cheek. “Er, well, of course I would, my dear. Why do you say?”

“Because that is precisely what the Lees believe is happening to their daughter. You seem unworried about them plotting against you, when they are our neighbors!”

Jareth was on the defensive and it jarred his brain. He said, “What would you have me do, woman?”

“Oh, I don’t know, maybe take the threat of your enemies seriously. How can you trust that . . . that demon woman to protect your interests on Terrus? Did you see the way she spoke to you? And while I’m on the subject of speaking: when was the last time you’ve spoken to your own daughter? When was the last time you’ve even seen Emilene?” She stormed toward the door.

Jareth had no idea where this sudden wrath was coming from. He felt barraged. He remembered his wife as being cold, detached, and shrill, like he liked her . . . 

So why the sudden sympathy and compassion? 

As he watched her march past him and open the door, he said, “W-Where are you going?”

She spun on him. “While you play your little war games, I’m going to make sure our children are all right. That Tiberius isn’t doing anything foolish to our prized hostage, and that Emilene doesn’t feel neglected.” She thrust a finger in his direction. “I swear, you men will be the death of everything the Brethren has worked so hard to achieve.”

Jareth watched his wife leave and slam the door behind her. He was left scratching his head. As he shook his head and took a much-needed seat on the bed, he muttered to himself: “She’s not a hostage . . .”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




[image: image]


People arrived at the Lee household throughout the day and into the night. Steve spent his time sitting on a chair with his eyes closed. Only the crackling sound of a hearth fire reached his ears. Geddon and Selestria stood beside him. 

Geddon would describe the Mythics Steve needed to reach. Selestria would use her Myth Hunting abilities to pinpoint their location. Steve would dream-leap to those areas—often finding himself in the wrong Mythic’s mind—and traverse the wild, cryptic tunnels of Ethereus. While he swam through a senseless nether, thoughts and memories assaulted him. They were not his thoughts or memories, but the minds of the people he sought.

The minds of the Mythics stuck out like buoys on a wide ocean, bobbing and begging to be reached. They were formless, shapeless things—auditory wavelengths he could run toward or escape from. 

The Ethereus buoys dotted the surface of Mythicus. He could travel through the Ethereus plane nearly at lightspeed. He didn’t travel in the normal sense, from point A to point B, but rather through a web of ideas and impressions that rang out to him like a pulse.

When he reached a voice, he would find himself grounded and transported into that person’s mind. His targets often didn’t know he had invaded their mind. He learned the thoughts of many creatures that day: elves, fauns, imps, goblins, and everything in between. 

His message to the people he overtook was simple: “The Vagrant Kinship rises again, to fight the Brethren tyrants. Your presence is requested to bolster our army, if you still believe in the dream of liberty. Travel to Constantin and Mariana Lee’s forest estate in Central Soreltris. You will know the way—I’ve imprinted directions in your mind.” From there, Steve would flee to move on to the next subject. 

He realized he could use his dream-leaping as an expert tool for subterfuge and reconnaissance. That was not the purpose for his frequent visits, at the moment, but it was something he put aside for later. A few times, he reached the wrong mind and found himself in the midst of a blackguard or Brethren scout. He had to escape before the enemies noticed their minds had been compromised. 

As the night dragged on, he grew weary, famished, and exhausted. He exerted tons of energy during his travels. Simply leaping outside of his own mind took some gas out of the tank.

The more he traveled, the more he understood how someone could get lost in this spiritual, makeshift world. The act of dream-leaping sparked his adrenaline and showered his body with endorphins. It was a feeling of extreme elation. When he returned to his own body, a withdrawal of sorts took hold—a dull headache and dehydration.

Every so often, Selestria escaped from the room to beggar refreshments for Steve. Other times, Geddon shifted and placed more logs in the hearth, to keep the room warm and cozy. They stayed by Steve’s side throughout the night. Their hard work paid off. 

The first Mythics to arrive at the Lees’ manor were the leaders already en route, Lord Jasper and Lady Amber. They were former Brethren Council members. They were fauns: half-human, half-goat bipedal creatures with hindquarters and hooved feet. The red and gold fabric of the Brethren covered the furry legs of the married couple. 

Though they wore the Brethren colors, Lady Moonstone greeted them warmly. She vouched for them, though Steve still had his reservations about her allegiances. It seemed too convenient for a Brethren leader to abandon her cause and turn coats while her husband remained one of Jareth’s confidants. 

But Steve’s opinion went unheard and, after a while, he felt his premonition was unjustified. Lady Moonstone had already helped the Vagrant revolution by bringing two more Council members into the fold. With the faun leaders came an army of forest dwellers and woodland creatures. 

Lady Moonstone, Lord Jasper, and Lady Amber had some control over the denizens of Central Soreltris. 

Moonstone was a powerful sprite, a dryad who conversed with trees and laughed with flowers. She was the consummate hippie. Steve imagined she would be a Deadhead if she traveled to Terrus.

If Moonstone directed the flora, Jasper and Amber had a connection with the fauna. The creatures that arrived with the fauns were the rebuffed citizens of Mythicus. They protected nature. On Terrus, they’d have been eco-friendly advocates, fighting deforestation and climate change. The squirrels and wolves and birds of the forests were the 99% of the Mythic realm. The Brethren were the 1%. 

Constantin and Mariana noticed they did not have enough floor space to accommodate all the woodland creatures. Nor did they want to bring the natural scents of the outdoors into their house. The fauns were given rooms, but their followers stayed outside, where they were most comfortable. 

Jasper and Amber had woodwind instruments they could blow to summon their allies. They could also speak with the animals and gain precious knowledge of what was going on in the woods. News traveled fast between birds and such.

After the fauns and animals came other members of Mythicus’ 99%. A group of incensed imps and goblins showed up. As did a small faction of elves who knew Lord Sunstone had killed their kinsman, Dakathiel. They refused to follow Sunstone to the Brethren side.

Every group of people that arrived had a bone to pick with the Brethren. The Vagrant Kinship 2.0 was off to a good start. 

One of the imps, a small woman named Zeta, was the leader of her crew and the most vocal about her disdain for the Brethren. 

During a simple dinner of soup and bread, Zeta screeched her contempt.

“Lord Obsidian himself came into our building and killed Krik, our chief officer, in cold blood!” She shook her little fist as she spoke, standing on a chair to make her voice even louder.

The mass of people surrounding the long dining table grumbled and slapped their palms on the wood. 

Zeta continued. “All the witnesses from that room have come in support of the Vagrant cause!” 

A cheer rose up. Beside her sat a bigger, muscled imp named Pigmar, whose eyes were starry as he watched Zeta. Next to him stood a trembling, skittish imp named Bilboo. Fifteen or so other imps stood behind them, squeezed together like sardines. 

Lady Moonstone finished her soup, pushed it aside, and folded her hands on the table. Calmly, she said, “Your support is treasured, Zeta of the imps. Know that we will protect you from the Brethren.”

Zeta scowled. “We don’t need protection, my lady, we need vengeance!” 

From the head of the table, Constantin said, “You would rise up against Lord Obsidian, then?”

Zeta and her two comrades nodded.

Constantin mulled that over. He valued the enthusiasm of the imps, but how useful were they in battle? He said, “Your people are renowned for their detective work. But can you fight?”

“Put a spear in my hands and you shall see, Lord Constantin.” 

A shadow of a smile played on Constantin’s lips. Yes, these people would do just fine. Their attitude would be a boon to the army’s morale. He said, “I’ve gotten word that Lord Obsidian will be leading Overseer Onyx’s primary army. You do not mind facing an army of dwarves?”

Zeta shook her head. “Not so long as we have allies at our back.”

“Very well,” Constantin said with a nod. “I will place you under Geddon and Selestria’s command. Their force will be the vanguard of our army—the spearhead that will break the walls of the Brethren forces.”

“No!” Zeta cried.

Everyone at the table eyed her curiously.

“With all due respect, Lord Bloodstone, we don’t trust Geddon. We have reason to believe he brought Lord Obsidian to our doorstep and we place Krik’s death at his feet . . .” Zeta trailed off and other imps booed.

Someone nestled deep in the throng of people yelled, “Wouldn’t be the first time!”

“Very well,” Constantin said, trying to regain control from the lapse of grumbles that erupted. “Then you will be placed with Pua Kila when—”

“What is our target?” Steve interrupted from the other end of the table. This was all news to him, as he’d been trapped inside the hearth room for hours. Since sitting at the table, he’d wolfed down two bowls of soup and half a loaf of bread. No one questioned him for it. He’d been the reason so many Mythics had shown up to support the uprising, after all.

Constantin turned to Steve. “Overseer Onyx has stationed himself at his household nearby. That is where we will strike. He has garrisoned and fortified his estate, expecting a bloody battle. We should expect the same.”

Steve nodded. He had had a conversation with Lig earlier in the day, before dream-leaping to the allies. He knew his role, and it wasn’t in the vanguard.

“And we will only have one ‘spearhead,’ as you call it, Lord Bloodstone?” He used Constantin’s honorific to show the crowd of fifty who was boss. Constantin smirked at the identification: earlier that day, Steve had called him “Con.” 

“One vanguard, Koa Steve,” Constantin said, returning the favor by using Pua Kila’s title for the man: “warrior.” She had not returned from her journey to retrieve Dale, Scarlet, Shepherd, and Aiden’s gold. She was expected soon. Her Nawao warriors were renowned across the forests. 

“But,” Constantin continued, raising a finger, “we’ll have many other points of attack. Once Pua Kila has returned from her mission, I will be placing her in command of the skirmishing arm of our force. They will be our flanking regiment, striking to cause confusion. If we’re lucky, we’ll destroy the Brethren morale and break their ranks.”

Steve put his hands into a steeple. It was clear Constantin had experience with this sort of thing. Probably during his time as an ancient Romanian general or something, Steve figured.

“Lord Jasper and Lady Amber will command our reserves. If our skirmishers must fall back, our reserves will sprout up like Mother Nature herself to defend their retreat.” He cleared his throat and turned to Lady Moonstone, who sat beside him. “I have spoken with Lady Moonstone and she has agreed to watch the battle from afar. When she can, she will command her woodland folk to do our bidding. If that doesn’t cause chaos within the Brethren ranks, I don’t know what will.”

“Seems you have this all planned out, mate,” Aiden quipped, sitting across from Steve. 

“Not entirely, Aiden O’Shaunessy. We have a fortuitous battlefield. Though it was picked for us, the forest is as good a ground as any, given the makeup of our army. But we still don’t know the plans of Jareth Reynolds and his people.” A few gasps rose at the mention of Overseer Onyx’s birth name, but Constantin ignored the gripes. “I can’t imagine every soldier in his militia will be entirely sold on his undertaking. The folk fighting for Jareth will see our people on the other side of the battlefield and they’ll see neighbors and acquaintances. Will they be able to stand with a tyrant, knowing he leads them to a bloodbath?”

Steve drummed the tabletop. He reached out for his bowl, pouring himself more soup so his hands would have something to do. He hesitated to speak, but clearing his throat drew the attention of the entire table.

Finally, he said, “Can we trust the same thing . . . from our side?”

Muttering voices rose in protest. Steve had questioned the loyalty of every person sitting at the table. His error became immediately apparent. 

Constantin flared his nostrils and clenched his jaw. It was all he could do to keep from shouting at Steve from across the table. He rose to his feet. 

The vampire tried to speak over the raised, angry voices of the rebels, but it was futile. They waved their hands in dismissal and loudly scoffed. The leaders at the table—who knew Steve’s loyalty—were quiet and observant of the bluster around them.

Constantin pounded the table with his fists like a judge striking a gavel. The boom quieted the crowd. 

As the voices died, he said, “You raise a valid question, Steve Remington. But remember, you are human, while your constituents at this table are Mythics. We are full-blooded natives of this world and will not see it overrun by despots and dictators. Am I correct in assuming that?”

A wave of cheers followed, fists banging the tabletop.

Aiden eyed Steve, and when they locked eyes, Steve shrugged. Leaning forward, now that attention was drawn away from him, Steve whispered, “I had to get a feel for the room.”

“That might be true, mate, but did you need to disrespect every man and woman at this table to do it?”

Steve said, “If anything, I think I’ve done them a service. Look how pumped up they all are.” His eyes scanned the table and saw Mythics patting each other on the back, smiling and yelling. “We could send them to the Reynolds house right now, surround the place, and likely overthrow the Overseer. All we need is the command.”

Aiden shook his head. “Nay, lad, not with the fortress he’s made. Jareth still has the weight of the Brethren army behind him. He outnumbers us. In comparison, we are a ragtag group of dirt farmers with a lot of heart. It’s not the worse thing, but we’ll be lucky to win.”

Steve frowned. He didn’t like hearing that. He raised his head and said, “Lord Constantin, what will you and your wife’s position be on the battlefield?”

Constantin scratched his cheek and sighed. With great reluctance, he said, “If the battle takes place during the day, I’m afraid we won’t be able to take part in the main attack, due to the sun—”

“Is that when we strike, tomorrow afternoon?” Geddon blurted.

Constantin gave him a woeful eye for interrupting. “No. I would have our army adequately reinforced, so we can understand our numbers and parts in this play. That being said, if the Brethren army strikes tomorrow, we must be ready. If that doesn’t happen, I would like to attack tomorrow evening, when Lady Mariana and myself can command the army. Furthermore, as stragglers arrive here, I have no doubt Onyx sees our army building. He’d be blind not to. We must protect the roadways and paths through the woods, so our people can get here safely. I would like Pua Kila’s skirmishing group to provide that protection, once she makes it—”

One of the many doors to the large dining room thundered open. The guests looked confused as it appeared no one stepped through the door—that it had opened by itself.

Then a few chuckles arose. Lig the house brownie stood in the doorway, his small frame dwarfed by the enormity of the doors and the room. Poor Lig seemed flustered and nervous, his hands fidgeting.

“Yes, Lig, do you have something to report?” Constantin asked.

Lig nodded his big, wrinkly head. His eyes bulged and jumped about the room. “Pua Kila and her Nawao warriors have arrived, master. As well as some odd friends.” 

“Speak of the devil,” Constantin said.

At that moment, the short, wiry woman entered the room, using her spear as a walking staff. Her taller, broader Hawaiian warriors stood behind her in perfect unison. It was an awesome sight, and more than a few people at the table gawked.

“I am not a devil, Lord Constantin,” Pua Kila said dryly, without a bit of humor in her voice.

Then a taller woman squeezed in through the crowd of Nawao beefcakes. She ran her hand along more than a few bared collars, shoulders, and abdomens. 

Scarlet smiled salaciously. More gasps came from the congregation, albeit for an entirely different reason.

“I am, though,” Scarlet said sweetly. 

It was clear more than a few men at the table instantly fell in love with the succubus in that moment. Her tone and appearance gave off a sexual energy that was hard to ignore. 

Constantin smiled. “You are a devil, aren’t you, Scarlet my dear?”

The succubus giggled. “You’re too kind, Conny. How long has it been?”

“Eons, it feels.”

Steve’s eyes darted from the succubus to the vampire. With a creased brow, he wondered how these two knew each other. Conny?! He glanced back to the head of the table and saw a none-too-pleased look on Mariana Lee’s face. 

Uh oh, Steve thought. Drama!

At that moment, another body pushed through the stoic wall of strapping Nawao fighters. 

Dale’s head popped through two well-muscled chests, his face a mix of surprise and excitement.

Steve’s heart swelled at seeing his best friend. He nearly leaped from the table to embrace him, but didn’t want to come across as undisciplined. 

And he didn’t need to, because Dale took care of that for him.

“Holy shit!” Dale exclaimed after scanning the packed room and seeing the multitude of races and mythical creatures. “It fuckin’ looks like FernGully in here!”
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Next morning, the first sounds of war broke the peaceful silence of the forest. Pua Kila returned to Manor Lee, as they called their base of operation, to give a report. 

She was straightforward and unbothered about what she’d seen. She was a bit out of breath, though. Constantin and Mariana Lee were sleeping for a couple hours. They hadn’t expected any conflicts to take place so early in the day. 

Pua Kila gave her report to Geddon, the de facto leader of the rebellion while the vampires slumbered. He’d finally gotten his wish: leadership of the Vagrant Kinship, even if it was only for a few hours. 

“We’ve made first contact with the Brethren scouts stalking through the woods,” Pua Kila said. They stood near the stable behind the house. Steve and Selestria stood beside Geddon. Ten of Pua Kila’s Nawao warriors were with her.

“It was inevitable we’d run into their lookout party,” Pua Kila continued. “If Overseer Onyx did not know our force was congregating at Manor Lee before, he certainly does now. I suspect all attention will be focused on this house.”

Geddon absorbed the intel with one hand tucked under his flabby neck, pulling at the skin under his chin. He nodded slowly while he mulled over Pua Kila’s words. He said, “It seems this battle will rely wholly on guerrilla warfare.”

“That could work to our advantage,” Selestria said, tapping her quarterstaff. “We own the forest, after all.”

“True,” Geddon replied. He turned to Pua Kila. “Were there any casualties on either side?”

She shook her head. “A few arrows were loosed from both sides, but we were much too far to engage. We retreated here. I still have seven scouts in various pathways and entry-points surrounding the manor.”

“So their scouts escaped and they’ll be gathering their main force,” Geddon muttered. He sighed. “It seems this battle comes to us much quicker than we anticipated.”

He was talking too slowly for Steve’s taste. Steve stepped forward and said, “We have to round up the troops and prepare to defend the estate. I don’t think we should attack without Constantin here to lead us.”

Geddon bristled at Steve’s words. “I’m perfectly capable of sounding the attack, Steve. Everyone knows his or her part already—”

“I didn’t mean to imply you weren’t capable, Geddon, but we must put our forces into action,” Steve clarified.

“We have multiple areas of contention blocked off by our forces,” Selestria said. “Steven is correct. We need to inform the leaders of our various regiments to be on the lookout. We have no excuse to be flat footed with this newfound information from Pua Kila.” 

“We don’t need to attack,” Steve added, “but we need to have our defenses ready.”

“We’ve had our defenses ready since dawn,” Geddon spat. He sighed again. Even if he wouldn’t listen to Steve, he would listen to the woman he loved—even if that love wasn’t reciprocated. He said, “Very well, we’ll do it your way, Sela. Pua Kila, thank you. Return to the trees and make sure we aren’t flanked. Sela, if you could go inform our reserve force, I’ll give our vanguard the news.”

Geddon turned to Steve with a single raised eyebrow. “What’s your purpose here, again?” he asked, though whether it was intended as an insult or not was anyone’s guess. “I didn’t hear Constantin give you command of a troop . . .”

Steve pursed his lips. “That’s because he didn’t. I have other plans, important—”

“What could be more important than this battle, Steve? The Vagrant Kinship’s very survival is at stake.”

“Winning, Geddy,” Steve said, hands on his hips. “My mission is covert, so you don’t need to worry about it.” He hoped his vague words might piss Geddon off a bit, in return for his barb. Steve knew it was petty, but he also didn’t like or trust Geddon. He’d been backstabbed by the Myth Maker once already. He wasn’t about to spill the beans about his task at hand. 

His words had the desired effect. The muscles in Geddon’s neck went taut as he tried to hide his swift anger. 

Steve smirked. 

None of the four people present said anything for a moment. 

When the silence started to feel awkward, Steve said, “Well then . . . two, four, six, eight, who do we appreciate?”

“What?” Geddon asked, tilting his head.

“Never mind,” Steve said. “Let’s break and get this ball rolling.”

The four parted in opposite directions.

Steve went back inside, to inform his small, “covert” group that it was nearly Go Time.

––––––––
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SCREAMS BROKE STEVE’S concentration. He whipped his head around and gazed out the window, looking down to the ground level outside. Trees stretched into the distance, to the horizon. Every once in a while he’d see canopies or branches shake, a telltale sign someone was moving underneath.

“What the hell was that?” he muttered under his breath. He stood in Annabel’s room, her dark curtains pulled aside. He impatiently tapped his feet. 

From behind him, Dale gulped and said, “This is so fucked up. What did you get me into Steve-o?”

“I’m sorry, Fats.”

“I didn’t sign up to the Rebel Alliance to take part in some intergalactic war, man. Is Darth Vader out there?”

Steve suppressed a chuckle. He was feeling giddy, but Dale was right: this was no laughing matter. He knew there was a high probability that by the end of this day, he’d be dead. Oh well, he thought, at least I’m trying to make a difference. I guess.

The first sounds of steel clashing against steel rang into the air. More shouting and screaming followed. Steve felt a chill crawl up his spine. The sound was like nails on a chalkboard. 

Scarlet joined Steve at the window, peering out. “Does that mean the main forces found each other?” she asked.

Steve shrugged. “Hell if I know. I can’t see shit through the trees.”

Aiden poked his head between Scarlet and Steve, resting his hands on their shoulders. “I studied our map a bit. We’re on the east side of the house, which means . . . no . . . we don’t have a big force stationed over there. Plus, it would be louder if hundreds of blackguards and rebels suddenly ran into each other.”

Steve could tell the leprechaun was right. At the moment, the shouts and clashes weren’t overbearing. They were infrequent and somewhat random. He said, “The scouting groups must be fighting each other.”

“Is that our cue?” Dale asked.

“We don’t have a cue, Fats.”

“Then how do we know when to go?”

A voice came from behind them. “Once our reserves draw the enemy to themselves and clear a path for you.” 

They all spun around to meet the gaze of Constantin Lee. He stood in the doorway with his arms crossed over his chest. The vampire took a step inside, but a short one. He couldn’t allow the sun peeking through the window to hit him. 

“You’re awake!” Steve said. “I never thought I’d say it, but thank God. It’s chaos out there.”

“It only looks and sounds chaotic, Steven,” Constantin said. “Everything is going according to plan, at the moment. We are drawing the enemy to the west side of the manor with our scouts. Our main force will join them shortly. Then the real battle will begin.”

“And us?” Steve asked.

“You will take your team and chart a path east, away from the conflict. Give yourselves a wide berth as you head to your destination.”

Steve nodded. It was reassuring to hear the confidence and calmness in Constantin’s voice. At least that made one of them who wasn’t currently losing his shit. 

“And our guide?” Steve asked.

“Preparing himself for the . . . adventure.”

Steve scoffed. “Good, because we can’t do it without him.”

“I know that, Steven.” Constantin took one hand away from his chest and tapped his chin. 

“What is it, Conny?” Scarlet asked.

Constantin’s eyes flickered to the succubus, then over to Steve. He seemed unsure of himself. Finally, he said, “If things go awry, and your adventure turns into a . . . misadventure . . . I want you to flee. There’s no point in everyone dying if it looks like you’re embarking on a suicide mission.”

The group standing before Constantin said nothing. 

“Is that understood, Steven?” Constantin asked. Clearly he considered him the “leader” of this ragtag operation. The vampire added, “Annabel would never forgive me if I sent you off to get yourself killed so carelessly.”

Steve nodded. “I appreciate the sentiment, Constantin. If only Annabel could hear you say it . . . that you care so much about me . . .”

“That’s enough of the antics, Steven.” Constantin shook his head, clearly not amused. “I’ve gathered weapons for you downstairs. Don’t forget them. Your rate of success will drop to dismal levels if you’re—”

“I got it . . . Conny,” Steve said with a wave of his hand.

Constantin frowned. He looked past Steve, to Scarlet. “Make sure you arm yourselves, yes?”

Scarlet’s lips curled. “I will, hun.”

“Don’t let this idiot get you all killed.”

“I won’t, hun.”

“Hey,” Steve said, stepping between them and turning on Constantin. “Don’t you have an army to lead or something?”

Constantin’s cold frown slowly vanished, replaced by a smirk. “Yes, and don’t you have a banshee to save?”

––––––––
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“THE THINGS I DO FOR you, wafer-man,” Lig muttered as he stomped along, his head bobbing. He wore a little backpack that was almost as big as him, apparently in case they had to camp out or something.

The sun reached its zenith and it was a hot day as the group traveled through the woods. 

Constantin’s plan must have gone off without a hitch, Steve ventured. It’s quiet in this part of the forest. Eerily quiet.

He kept pace behind Lig, with Aiden, Dale, Scarlet, and Shepherd making up the rest of the group. It was the “O.G. crew,” as Dale had exclaimed before they’d left Manor Lee. The big man had been excited to reunite with everyone. But Steve could tell it was a farce: he was scared shitless and his usual jokes were falling flat.

“I sure hope I get to see Shannon again,” Dale murmured. He swatted a fly away from his face and trudged on, stepping over a fallen branch. His eyes were on the ground.

Steve’s eyes were darting around the forest: between the trees and bushes, under and over the branches. He wanted to keep a continuous line of sight on everything around him.

The further they walked, the denser the forest became and the slower their journey became. He started to lose recognition of where he was, or what direction he was going. He hadn’t been to this part of the woods yet.

But Lig seemed to know where he was going. Despite being a “house” brownie, he was surprisingly capable in the wilderness.

Steve glanced down at the long knife that jumped and slapped against his thigh. He shook his head. He really hoped he wouldn’t have to use that. 

“What?” Steve said aloud, realizing Dale had said something within the last thirty seconds.

Dale scoffed. “You give me little hope, Steve-o. I said I hope I get to see Shannon again.”

“Oh.” Then, after a moment, “You will, Fats.” Steve didn’t entirely believe himself. Who knew what the future had in store for them?

Lig managed to create a gap between himself and the rest of the group. Even though he had tiny, short legs, he negotiated the bumpy forest floor better than anyone else. 

Steve heard shouting from across the forest, echoing through the trees. Even at this distance, the sounds didn’t seem to die down. It was as if the battle was taking place right next to them. Steve hated being in the dark, not knowing how the Vagrants were doing. 

But he knew he had to focus on the task at—

Lig abruptly stopped walking and held up a tiny fist. The five travelers halted, bumping into each other as they meandered to a stop. Steve’s eyes followed the tilt of Lig’s head. 

First he heard the rustling of branches—and not echoes from afar, but nearby. His stomach tightened into a knot and a wave of adrenaline nearly caused him to stumble.

Then he could hear voices. Two voices, murmuring to each other.

His eyes scanned around. A large tree, its trunk much bigger than those near it, was to his immediate left. 

Lig turned his hand around and waved backward, the universal sign for “hide.” 

Steve didn’t need to be told twice. Neither did his group. As patchwork as his team was, they knew how to make themselves invisible. 

All five of them scurried over to the tree, pushing each other to hide behind it. Ahead, Lig scattered behind a smaller tree—he didn’t need the same diameter to hide as the bigger people. 

As the voices grew nearer, Steve poked his head out and squinted. Through tree limbs he could see two people in the distance. They wore black cloaks and black helmets. 

Blackguards.

They walked nonchalantly, side by side, speaking to each other in loud voices. It was like they knew no enemies would be around this part of the forest, so they didn’t need to be quiet.

How wrong they were. 

With his heart thumping in his ears, Steve put his hand on the hilt of his knife. He unsheathed it, then felt a moment of intense alarm when he saw a shape moving to his right.

Scarlet was walking away from the tree, directly in the path of the blackguards.

“Scar, what the hell are you doing?” Steve whispered harshly. 

But it was too late. 

When the two blackguards spotted Scarlet, less than twenty paces away, they froze. They bent their knees in a battle stance and drew their spears from over their backs. 

“Name yourself!” one of the blackguards shouted. There was a bit of fear in his voice.

Scarlet, however, showed no fear. She smiled and put her hands on her hips. Then she bent one of her knees closer to the other and stuck out her hips. It was quite seductive. 

The blackguards stepped closer, until they were parallel with the tree Lig hid behind. Their eyes hadn’t moved from Scarlet. 

“Oh, boys, thank goodness you’re here,” she said innocently. Her voice seemed to float across the breeze, like pollen raining on flowers. She sounded different than Steve had ever heard her sound.

For the first time, the blackguards seemed to realize who they conversed with. The woman before them wasn’t a battle-hardened rebel. On the contrary, she was a beautiful woman, curvy and pale, with bright red lips.

And she was alone . . .

The blackguards glanced at each other. Then they straightened their knees and relaxed a bit.

“Who are you?” one of the blackguards demanded, trying to regain a semblance of order in the tense situation. 

Scarlet grinned wider. “I’m lost.”

“Are you a Vagrant?” the blackguard asked stupidly. His friend had yet to speak, and seemed entranced at the voluptuous woman before them. 

Scarlet shook her head. “I’m looking for Lord Obsidian.”

The blackguard chuckled and took a few more steps forward. They were now about ten paces from Scarlet. If they turned around, they’d see Lig. If they looked right, they’d see a smattering of limbs and body parts sticking out from the sides of a larger tree.

But they couldn’t turn. They were stuck.

“Oh, girl,” the blackguard said casually, “you really are lost. You’re on the complete wrong side of the forest.”

As the guards moved closer, Steve slid around to the other side of the tree, so he was now flanking the blackguards. He gripped his knife tightly in his hand. 

“And what are you two strong men doing way out here?” Scarlet asked, trying to prolong the conversation. 

The blackguard that hadn’t spoken looked shamefaced. The speaker’s proud expression melted. Then he said, “We’re . . . lost too. We got separated from our scouting group.”

The mute blackguard slung his spear over his shoulder and took another step toward Scarlet—a wider, more aggressive step.

“If you want, we can lead you—hey, Joss, what are you doing?” 

The quiet blackguard said, “She’s alone, Terrence,” and closed the gap in a few quick steps. 

Scarlet’s eyebrows went high on her forehead. She backpedaled and for the first time seemed legitimately concerned. But she had a good poker face. 

As Joss put one of his hands out to grab her, Scarlet slapped the hand away. “Oh, Joss, are you being silly?”

With his pride wounded from rejection, Joss growled. He reached out again, with both hands, aggressively grabbing Scarlet’s arms. His eyes were ablaze with lust.

Scarlet knew a moment of pure panic. She yelped and tried to withdraw from the stronger man’s grip, but he was determined.

“Dammit, Joss, this isn’t the time—”

Steve clenched his jaw and sprinted out from the tree, his knife held high.

Terrence heard the crackle of a leaf breaking underfoot and turned.

“Ahhh!” Steve screamed. All he could see were the wide, white eyes of Terrence peering at him from underneath his black helmet.  

Terrence reached back and fumbled with his spear.

Steve lunged and swung his arm around. He stabbed Terrence in the side, where he seemed to have the least amount of protection.

The blackguard grunted and ignored the pain, drawing his spear. 

Steve pulled back and thrust again, stabbing him higher in the side. Blood spurted in a small river as he pulled his hand away.

Unable to get the distance to use his spear, Terrence cocked back and punched Steve in the face with his gloved hand.

Steve’s vision went white and he felt his nose crunch. He stumbled back and tripped over his own feet, falling to the ground.

Terrence got a grip on his spear and reeled back.

Then bodies flew at Terrence from all directions.

Something hard struck him in the forehead. His head snapped back as the gold coin landed on the ground. Dazed, his knees knocked together. 

Joss awoke from his daze at the sound of the screaming. He tore his hands away from the struggling succubus and spun around to see his comrade getting mobbed.

He yelled, “Terr—grwahhh!” and his hand went to his neck. Coppery blood poured from his mouth and down his chin. He brought his hand away from his neck and saw more blood.

With a terrified expression on his face, Joss turned to Scarlet.

Just in time to watch her plunge the dagger into his neck a second time.

Lig jumped into the fray from behind, slicing his little sword across Terrence’s heel. The blackguard lost his balance and found himself dazed and tumbling backward.

Dale pulled Steve by the collar and slid him away from the blackguard.

Aiden was about to launch another gold coin, then he saw Terrence go down in a heap. He stashed the coin as Shepherd ran past him with a blade in his hand. 

Terrence groaned as Shepherd stood over him, straddling his torso.

“Wait!” Steve croaked.

Shepherd jammed his thin blade into the blackguard’s throat and sliced across. Arterial spray splattered him. He turned, his teeth bared, blood spilling down his face and mouth. He looked as crazed and maniacal as a demon.

“We could have interrogated him . . .” Steve muttered. He looked downwind to Scarlet, and saw she had taken care of herself and Joss. 

Steve’s head slumped backward and he groaned as it hit the leafy forest floor.  

Noticing both blackguards were dead, Lig tightened his fists and marched to Scarlet. “That was reckless, devil-woman!”

Scarlet shrugged, unperturbed. She brushed herself off. “You can always count on men to make the wrong decision.”

Lig scowled.

Dale picked Steve up by the shoulders and righted him on his feet. 

Steve wobbled for a moment, then leaned against the big tree. His nose felt broken and pulsed with pain. He tasted blood on his upper lip. “Goddamn,” he muttered to himself, spitting blood away and closing his eyes.

“Come, we must carry on,” Lig said as he stormed past. “There could be more behind.”

“We don’t need to hide the bodies or anything?” Dale asked.

“No time, fats-man. Ah!”

Lig froze in his tracks and held his breath.

Another body appeared through the trees.

Jesus, I didn’t even hear this one! Steve thought, his head pounding as he gripped his knife again.

Lig squealed like pig.

It was a squeal of delight.

Fueda stood in the clearing, a worried look on her face.

The two little brownies ran to each other, embraced, and pecked each other on the lips.

“Aww, cute little buggers,” Aiden murmured.  

Fueda pushed her lover to arm’s-length and scanned the bloody battleground. “I heard a commotion and came running as fast as I could,” she told Lig.

“We’re fine, my love,” Lig said, trying to wrap her in a hug again. “I knew you were close, but I didn’t think you were thi—”

Fueda pushed him away once more. She scanned the bloody battleground. When she found Steve leaning against the tree, her eyes lit up. “Ah, wafer-man! You’ve made it!”

Steve’s head hurt too bad to say anything. 

Fueda waved at him. “Well, come on you lazy oaf. We’re almost to the tunnels!”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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The battle raged throughout the forest as the sun was beginning to set. Orange light bathed the trees gold and yellow. Because of the wooded landscape, there was no way for the two forces to engage on the open field. 

When the Brethren’s main force found the Vagrant’s vanguard in the maze-like forest, the clash of steel and screams was horrific. Geddon and Selestria tried to keep hold of the operation from afar, but their line of sight was too impeded. If they wanted to get a better lay of the land and the scattered battlefield, they’d have to move closer. 

Geddon’s vanguard consisted of fifteen Nawao warriors, twenty imps, the same amount of elves, a mix of sixty goblins and brownies, and a few other creatures. 

Together, his force was two hundred men and women strong.

As the battle began, he feared the worst. The majority of his troop was not battle-hardened. The imps were detectives—people of intellect and inspection. The goblins were diminutive farmers and goatherders. The brownies were servants. Only the elves and Nawao gave him any hope, and they were few. 

Standing in a small clearing, he watched the scene unfold in front of him. Three elves stood to his right, behind a copse of bushes, unloading arrow after arrow into the mass of blackness beyond. Four Nawao warriors did the same thing from Geddon’s left. He couldn’t see where any of the arrows landed.

Pursing his lips, he leaned to the left and right, trying to find a nice vantagepoint. His attempts were fruitless. 

With closed eyes, Selestria used her Myth Hunting abilities to make sure their force was not getting surrounded. 

When she opened her eyes, Geddon was staring at her. “Well?” he asked.

“Their wall of men is wider than ours, but they do not yet flank us. However, on either end of the lines their men are curling around ours. It won’t be long before they engulf us and we’re no longer fighting back-to-back.”

“Dammit,” Geddon snarled, squeezing the pole of his spear. He ran over to the Nawao warriors and yelled, “You four, follow me.”

They glanced back at him, curious and a bit annoyed at having to move their position.

Geddon ran over to the elves. As he ran, he saw one of the elves poke his head up over the bushes. An arrow from the depths of the woods whizzed by Geddon’s face and stuck itself in the elf’s forehead. The elf let out an inhuman gurgle and toppled backward. 

Geddon’s eyes went wide. He’d had no idea the enemy’s arrows could reach his position. That meant one of two things: they had greater ranger than he’d thought, or they were closer than he’d thought. 

The two remaining elves went to their dying kinsman’s side. His eyes had rolled into the back of his head. 

“Leave him!” Geddon yelled. “We will find time to give him a proper burial. For now, you two must follow me.”

The elves scowled at Geddon, but they obliged him. He was their commander, after all. Though they didn’t like it. No one did. Every Vagrant Kinsman in Soreltris knew what Geddon had done to Tetsuo. He had killed in cold blood, they thought. Though in actuality Geddon had killed Tetsuo in very warm blood, in an act of passion.

As Geddon sped by Selestria, he said, “Keep yourself safe. Surround yourself with as many men as you can. I couldn’t bear to think what—”

“Just go, Geddon,” Selestria interrupted. She picked up her staff and, to Geddon’s horror, ran toward the clashing and screaming.

Geddon took off down a muddy pathway, his four Nawao and two elves in tow. 

“Where are we going?” one of the elves asked.

“To reinforce our left flank before it gets overrun,” Geddon said. He ran as he talked, around stumps and fallen branches. He was overweight and out of shape, but his adrenaline was keeping him going. 

As he moved, the fit Nawao and elven warriors fanned out behind him.

He ran alongside the treeline, following the path as long as it took him toward the battle. When it began to veer in the wrong direction, he cut away from the path and sprinted deeper into the woods. He saw the backs of his soldiers and announced his presence so he wouldn’t get shot or killed. 

A large part of the Vagrant vanguard had hunkered down in hand-built trenches or behind trees. 

He saw a small troop of goblins peeking through an opening in the greenery. They hopped through the opening and charged a pair of blackguards who had found themselves on the wrong side of the battle lines.

Geddon joined the goblins, leaping into the clearing, his spear leading the way.

With a grunt, Geddon stabbed as one of the blackguards was turning to face him. His spearhead punctured the man’s stomach, and the force of the charge sent the man sprawling a few feet back.

Geddon didn’t bother to confirm his kill. He kept running through the clearing, spinning his spear to send slick blood from the blade. He knew he was getting near to the heart of the battle, where his waning left flank would be holding back the enemy. 

When he reached the flank, he realized how dire the situation had become. 

His left flank was slowly retreating: sending arrows into the enemy, ducking from return fire, and then taking steps back. Geddon came up behind them.

“Hold your ground!” he shouted, pumping his spear into the air. 

Arrows whizzed past his face. He cursed and ducked, moving to find another tree to stand behind. His shouting had given his position away as an officer of the group, and now he knew he’d be a target.

“So be it,” he said to no one. The elves and Nawao were still following him.

He found an empty space between a few goblins and pointed. “Stick yourselves there and give them hell!”

The elves nodded, crouched, and reached into their quivers.

Geddon didn’t watch. He kept moving as another arrow whistled by him. The Nawao turned as they ran, shooting wildly to give their leader some breathing room.

Geddon’s eyes bulged. He skidded to a halt and leveled his spear.

Three blackguards were running in his direction. This was what he’d been afraid of: his allies should have been in those trees. The enemy was beginning to wrap around his forces. 

Geddon gritted his teeth and rushed the approaching blackguards. 

Two of the Nawao stopped and nocked their arrows, while two of them followed Geddon into the fray.

An arrow sunk harmlessly into one of the blackguard’s shoulder plates. Geddon swung his spear across his body and smacked the lunging blackguard’s sword aside. The parried sword opened up a gap between his armpit and side. 

Geddon gripped high and thrust, catching the blackguard in the side before he could react. His spear must have pierced the man’s heart, because he dropped immediately.

One of the other blackguards confronted the two Nawao and tackled one of them to the ground. As they went down and tumbled, the blackguard reached back and punched, crunching the Nawao’s throat. 

Geddon winced. He snapped to the blackguard in front of him and was able to leap back before his head would have been dislodged. Standing away from the blackguard, he now had reach. He slid his hands lower on the spear, toward the end, and stabbed wildly. 

The blackguard parried the spear and stepped forward into Geddon’s guard.

Geddon didn’t have room to use his spear in close quarters. Time slowed as he saw the blackguard’s sword rising to meet his belly.

Then an arrow took the blackguard in the neck. A second one took him in the eye. He fell wordlessly.

Geddon peeked over his shoulder to thank the Nawao archers, then he spun toward the grappling men on the ground. One of the Nawao was dead, the one whose throat had been crushed. His friend fought on the ground with mad abandon.

Geddon raised his spear to plunge it into the blackguard’s back.

An arrow hit Geddon’s exposed thigh and he cried out in pain. His gaze shifted forward.

Fear struck him as he saw five more blackguards heading in his direction. 

The two Nawao archers behind Geddon shot the blackguard on the ground. They shifted their aim to the approaching group.

Geddon was forced to sidestep behind a tree as another arrow went by him. He grimaced, found the arrow in his leg, and broke it off with a grunt. He growled and turned out from the tree, ready to meet the five charging blackguards and his inevitable fate.

A chorus of screams rose from the foliage to his left. It caused a moment of pause in the blackguard’s charge as they checked to see what awaited them.

A group of five imps burst from the greenery with their little weapons raised high.

The blackguards turned to defend against the enraged little people. The imps ran around the blackguards, bobbing and weaving against the slower enemy. 

While the blackguards were distracted, Geddon took the chance to run back into the melee.  

He positioned his spear over his shoulder and shoved it into a blackguard’s back.

Another blackguard spun and punched Geddon in the face. 

The leader of the imps, an angry female, hopped on one of the blackguard’s backs.

One of the imps went down from a lucky strike to his temple. 

“Bilboo!” Zeta cried, watching her timid, courageous friend fall. She latched onto the blackguard’s shoulders with all her might, then found his neck. The blackguard screamed like there was a rat in the house, spinning around, trying to get Zeta off his back.

A bigger imp, Pigmar, ran up and thrust his sword into the spinning blackguard’s groin.

The scene became madness—a full brawl with no rhyme or reason or strategy. 

Geddon’s head pounded but he kept moving, trying to avoid anything sharp that was headed in his direction.

The two Nawao archers were no longer able to shoot, lest they risk striking their allies.

As Geddon dropped his spear and threw a blackguard down with his bare hands, he glanced over the man and cursed. 

Another group of blackguards approached from the trees.

Geddon took two seconds to survey the battle: two of his four Nawao were dead; two of the five imps had fallen. He was limping along haphazardly from the arrow in his thigh. His group was still engaged with three blackguards, and five more were approaching . . . 

“Retreat!” Geddon called out in a hoarse voice. He knew anything else was folly. 

This was only one pocket of action. All throughout the forest similar scenes played out, as Mythics killed each other in civil war. 

Geddon gazed to his right, where he’d be retreating, and then he saw it—

A gold helmet whirred past some trees, a red cloak billowing behind. Brethren nobility colors. A leader of the Brethren was running deeper into the heart of his army.

Geddon chased the gold helmet and hoped his people followed.

They did—disengaging and tailing their commander.

The burly imp Pigmar took a tumble and somersaulted forward, landing to rest on his belly with an arrow sticking out of his back.

“No!” Zeta cried again. Tears whipped past her face as she ran behind Geddon.

In the distance, a new sound joined the raucous fray: a light, piercing melody. It seemed to envelop the entire forest. It was oddly serene and surreal—a tantalizing tune floating on the bloody breeze. 

Geddon looked over his shoulder as he ran and limped along. The blackguards were in close pursuit and gaining on them, due to his wound and the little legs of the imps. The two remaining Nawao stop-started to defend his retreat with arrows, but it was futile. They couldn’t get any clear shots through the trees.

Geddon’s left flank had fallen. More Mythics saw their commander and followed him away from enemy lines. 

The melody gained a harmony as it danced in Geddon’s ears. He could tell it came from some kind of flute.

He glanced back one more time as he ran, to see how close the blackguards were. At a certain point, he’d have to turn around or be run down . . .

Shapes moved on the trees around him. He squinted, trying to see what was running off the limbs and branches.

As the blackguard company ran past one of the trees, tiny shapes jumped from the branches. 

Squirrels and ferrets and other small animals of the woods lunged at the enemy. Half the blackguards stopped their pursuit as they were bombarded by suicidal rodents.

Geddon couldn’t help but laugh. He faced forward to see where he was going. His laugh stopped in his throat. 

A hornet’s nest hung from a tree ahead, the angry insects buzzing around, waiting.

As Geddon and his group passed under the nest, none of them were stung. But as the blackguards neared, the hornets unloaded their fury.

The forest animals were coming to the aid of the ailing Vagrant army, thanks to Lord Jasper and Lady Amber’s music.

Geddon sighted the gold helmet again, far in the distance. He finally got a good, clear view of whom it belonged to: Lord Obsidian, the dwarf commander of the Brethren army. He led a large group of blackguards and dwarves, charging deep into the Vagrant Kinship’s lines.

Geddon gritted his teeth and followed Lord Obsidian, unable to wait to see who would follow him.

As he ran, the forest itself started to come alive. Tree branches smacked into the faces of the enemy. Vines slithered and wrapped themselves around necks and legs, pulling screaming blackguards to the ground.  

Lady Moonstone had entered the battle. As she had promised, she brought the full fury of Mother Nature with her.

Footsteps surrounded Geddon. He realized many Vagrants were running alongside him—nearly twenty—as he bravely charged into Lord Obsidian’s company.

Geddon knew he had to take this opportunity. To kill the commander of the enemy’s army at a pivotal time like this would shake the Brethren to their core. They could very well retreat if Obsidian was dead . . .

“What’s he doing way out here?” Geddon asked. It dawned on him that Obsidian likely thought the same thing he’d been thinking: strike fast and hard at the heart of the Vagrants. If you kill their leaders, their army will crumble.

Out of the corner of his eye, Geddon caught a familiar face. 

Selestria.

Geddon gaped in horror. Lord Obsidian and his troop were headed right for Selestria and her ragtag team of Vagrants.

Geddon clenched his jaw and pressed on. As the blood pumped in him, he no longer felt the arrow wound in his thigh. 

He concentrated and roared. His clothes stretched and his arms and legs bulged, ripping his shirt and pants. Black fur sprouted all over his body. For a moment he lost vision as everything went white. Then he could see through an animal’s eyes.

In transit, he completed the transformation into his natural form, an ugly, gorilla-like bugbear. 

The Vagrants beside him gave their leader a wide berth as he roared and crashed into the back of the blackguard force.

Lord Obsidian spun around. He was separate from Geddon by a sea of dark helmets and cloaks. In front of him stood Selestria and her group of elves and Mythics.

The dwarf faced Selestria and pushed forward, swinging his hammer with expert accuracy. Sharp thuds collided with soft skulls and enemies went flying.

Geddon’s huge fist grabbed onto a blackguard’s helmet. He squeezed and yanked the helmet off, nearly taking the blackguard’s head with it. He flung the dead man aside and roared, punching his fists into the next nearest enemy. He ignored any and all weapons that made contact with him, lost in the tangle and umbrage of war.

Geddon cut a path through the blackguards and neared Lord Obsidian. At the same time, the dwarf found his way through Selestria’s bodyguards. 

The gold-helmeted dwarf charged at Selestria. 

She raised her quarterstaff and mumbled a few words under her breath. A yellow light weaved around the wooden staff, enchanting it with energy. 

Obsidian swung his hammer across his body like a bat. Selestria yelped and put her enchanted weapon out. The hammer jarred against her staff and sent her flying backward, to the ground. 

Geddon screamed at seeing the woman he loved knocked down. 

Obsidian meandered to Selestria, who was trying to regain her footing. She stumbled and fell again, her equilibrium shot from the rattling connection. 

Geddon kicked a blackguard out of the way. Obsidian was just ten feet from him—

Obsidian stood over the dazed Selestria and raised his hammer over his head. 

Geddon launched himself with his hands and feet, like a silverback gorilla.

Obsidian brought the hammer down. 

But it wouldn’t budge over his head. 

Geddon held the hammer sternly in his strong grip.

Lord Obsidian growled and turned, pulling at the handle of the hammer like he was playing a game of tug-a-war. 

Geddon felt the hammer give way—the smaller, stockier dwarf was very strong. So, Geddon abruptly let the hammer go from his grip.

Lord Obsidian stumbled, unbalanced from the momentum and shock of retrieving his weapon. He grinned devilishly.

Then Geddon clapped his hands as hard as he could on the dwarf’s head. The golden earguards caved and embedded themselves in the side of Obsidian’s face.

The dwarf wailed.

Geddon clapped again, this time with a sickening crack.

Lord Obsidian dropped, his skull crushed.

Selestria used her staff to help herself stand. She gazed into the ugly, sagging face of Geddon as a bugbear. He was a child’s nightmare come true. 

“You . . . saved me,” she muttered, as if she couldn’t believe it. 

War raged all around them, but they stared only into each other’s eyes. 

“The dwarf king has fallen!” a Nawao warrior bellowed across the field.

Geddon grinned, his yellow, crooked teeth showing. He nodded and held his hand out, to comfort Selestria.

He was already changing back into a human—his fur melting away into his body, his body shrinking to its normal size . . .

He glanced past Selestria and froze. His lank hand turned into a pointing finger. He opened his mouth just as he saw the turban fly off.

A man had somehow slunk behind Selestria’s group and headed their way, snakes writhing from his skull as the turban fell away.

“Sela!” Geddon cried, still pointing. Selestria reached out and took his hand, not realizing the warning cry for what it was. 

His eyes locked with Lord Topaz’s eyes. The gorgon.

Starting with his face, his gawking, screaming mouth became frozen in time. His eyes and ears and face crackled and became stone. Within moments Geddon’s entire body was encased in gray rock, until his form was stuck in the warning pose, pointing outward.

Geddon’s body had not completely morphed into his human avatar before the stony stare struck him. It made for a gruesome picture, stuck in mid-transformation.

Selestria’s heart sank. She heard hissing close behind her.

Gripping her shining, yellow staff, she spun around with her eyes closed, yelling like a crazed banshee. Her staff connected squarely into Lord Topaz’s neck, crushing bones and cartilage. 

The gorgon’s red eyes bulged as he flew to the ground. His snakes went silent. 

Selestria turned back to Geddon’s frozen, rocky body. She couldn’t find the will to cry. Blackguards had retreated. Other Vagrants were gawking at the grotesque statue. The gargoyle.  

He had saved her, yes, but he had also killed the man she truly loved. He had gotten a chance to lead the Vagrant Kinship, as he’d wanted. He’d even killed the commander of the opposing army.

Not a bad way to go for a man who hardly deserved praise.

Still, it hurt Selestria to know she’d never hear his voice again, his complaints, his grumbles, his bad jokes. 

Unless . . . she wondered if the death of a gorgon would reverse the effects of stone-turning. 

Selestria spun around, ready to strike at the fallen gorgon. 

But Lord Topaz was nowhere to be seen, his body imprint left in the ground. 

In the distance, bushes and plants shook as the gorgon no doubt made his injured escape. 

Selestria could have chased the wounded lord. She could have caught him, or easily had the Nawao track him down.

But did Geddon really deserve to be saved from his hard fate? 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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Fueda led Steve and his group through the dark tunnel underneath the Reynolds estate. Steve had been through this tunnel before. He had escaped the ire of Jareth and Constantin after spying on their clandestine dinner meeting. 

That meeting was when he first learned of Jareth’s plan to overthrow Steve’s father, with the help of Constantin and Mariana, by marrying their respective children together. It had almost resulted in Steve’s death, but Fueda had helped him escape into this very tunnel. That was the last night Steve had served as the Reynolds’ “servant.” 

At the time, Steve had hated his predicament. In hindsight, he realized what a blessing it had been meeting the Reynoldses. He’d gotten to learn what they were like—especially the young man who would be marrying Annabel. It was when he’d first gotten a taste of how despicable Tiberius could be. Steve had actually gotten along with Jareth, back then. He would’ve never guessed the extent of Jareth’s treachery. 

More importantly, Steve had gotten to know Fueda, the spunky, conflicted house brownie belonging to the Reynoldses. She was Lig’s lover or wife—Steve was never clear on that—and through those web of connections Steve now found himself invading the premises. 

The scheme had first come to him when he learned the Vagrant Kinship would be battling Overseer Onyx. The battleground would be between the two houses. Steve had been in the singular position of having frequented both houses. He knew Lig and Fueda well, and hoped he could use their friendship to aid him.

As they crept through the tunnel—Aiden, Dale, Scarlet, and Shepherd following—Fueda laid out the situation. “Master Reynolds was so quick to attack the Lees, the entire household emptied out. Master knows Constantin would be on the defensive. He didn’t leave a force behind to guard the estate.”

Steve said, “You’re saying the house is empty?”

“For the most part, yes. But you must time your excursion carefully, wafer-man. This is Master’s base of operation. He frequently returns here, to the map room, to lay out plans with his generals. If they hear you rummaging around . . .”

Steve was glad Fueda trailed off. He didn’t need to hear what would become of him were he caught. He knew. It would not be pretty. The only answer was to not get caught.

“Annabel is in there, though?” Steve asked hopefully.

Fueda nodded. “As is Tiberius. His father barred him from taking part in the battle, though I doubt Tiberius would have even if he’d been allowed.”

Steve chuckled. That meant he had only one man to go through to rescue his girl, so long as no blackguards were patrolling the place. Still, he knew how unpredictable Tiberius could be. 

He was glad he had his friends. He was eternally grateful for Dale’s loyalty. Through time, he’d even come to trust Aiden as a stalwart friend. Scarlet was rock solid, too. She’d had plenty of opportunities to betray his trust, and she hadn’t. He assumed she wouldn’t in this late hour. Shepherd was the only outlier—the person Steve knew the least—but he seemed legit. He’d given them vital information, preempting Steve’s return to Mythicus. Steve didn’t see a motive for betrayal in the renegade blackguard. 

They came to the decrepit door leading to the basement kitchen. Steve’s heart began to hammer. 

Fueda looked up at him. “You remember the layout of the house, yes?”

Steve nodded. 

“Then you’re on your own from here, wafer-man.”

Steve put his hand on Fueda’s shoulder. “You’re a true friend, Fueda. Thank you.” He understood Fueda’s obligation to part ways. Lig had done the same thing after leading the party to the tunnel. They both had lives to live outside this war. When the dust settled, who knew where Fueda and Lig would stand? What if their masters were dead? They’d have to find a way back to normalcy. Getting caught leading rebel agents into the heart of the Brethren foundation wouldn’t bode well for their futures. They’d already stuck their necks out for Steve and his friends, and for that he was thankful.

Fueda snorted and shrugged Steve’s hand off her shoulder. She’d never been a touchy-feely kind of brownie. 

Steve suppressed a smirk and opened the door. 

The kitchen was dark but immediately recognizable. To his right, he saw the large door that led to the walk-in freezer. The same freezer where Charles Lee’s body had been found, the inciting incident for this entire war. Doors at the end of the room led to deeper parts of the house.

The main door led to the upstairs dining room. Steve had climbed those stairs many times.  

At the door, Steve stopped to listen. In the past, he’d been able to hear every creaking floorboard and footfall from above. Holding his fist up to make sure his friends stopped moving, he focused.

After thirty seconds of complete silence, he continued on.

He hesitated to open the door in front of him. Far to his right, one of the doors opened to a hallway that traversed the arteries of the house. Somewhere in there was his nook—the place he’d sat to listen to Constantin and Jareth’s conversation. 

He thought for a moment, wondering if that door would keep his group hidden. The alternative was blasting through the house as quickly as possible, up the stairs, through the dining room, and up the main stairs to the second level. 

There, he hoped to find Annabel.

He weighed the options carefully.

“What’s your malfunction, Steve-o? You’re making me antsy,” Dale whispered to him.

Steve put a finger over his lips, quieting the big man. 

Finally, he sighed, having come to a decision. 

There was no one in the house, right? So what did hiding matter?

He opened the door. He took the first steps slowly, pressing down as lightly as possible with his feet. He grimaced at the creaking boards, then hurried up the stairs to try to minimize the sound. 

As he burst through the door at the top of the stairs, he put his hand on the hilt of his knife. 

He waited for his four companions to gain the stairs, then he ventured through the living room. His eyes darted around—at the paintings on the wall, the chandelier overhead, the tables and chairs. Nothing was too little a detail to remember. The paintings in particular were unnerving: it seemed as if the eyes on two of the portraits followed him as he walked. And they probably did. 

Out the corner of his eye, Steve thought he saw a small shape leap from shadow to shadow. Next, he thought he heard a purring sound.  

He didn’t have time to dally, so he kept moving. 

Before reaching the dining room, an idea came to him.

He veered from the hallway, stepping toward one of the portraits on the far wall. The man in the painting had wild, unkempt gray hair and a lax, yellow face.

Steve said, “How long have you lived here, sir?”

The man in the painting blinked. “I was built here, boy.”

Dale opened his mouth to shriek, but Aiden was quick to cover his mouth.  

“What,” Scarlet said in a sarcastic voice, “never seen a talking painting before?”  

Dale eyes were impossibly wide.

“Are you loyal to the members of this household?” Steve asked the painting.

“I’m a staple of this structure. I’m impartial to its current inhabitants. I know in a year or a hundred, the tenants will change.”

Steve pursed his lips. “Fair enough. Do you know Annabel Lee?”

“The new girl?” the painting asked. 

Steve nodded. 

“Of course. Everyone’s been making a fuss about her.”

“Do you know her location in this house?”

“Currently? No.” 

Steve scratched his cheek. “How about . . . in general? Where she sleeps at night.”

“Her room is the same as the young man’s.”

Steve turned to the stairs behind him. “Point me in the—er, tell me in which room she resides.”

“Second level, third door on the right.”

“Thank you,” Steve said. He didn’t want to reach out and touch the painting, so he awkwardly bowed. 

“I feel like I took acid in the room below, and it hit right when we walked through that damn door,” Dale said as the group wandered away from the painting.

Steve slapped a hand on Dale’s shoulder. “Get used to it, man.”

“I hope I don’t have to.”

They climbed the tall, winding staircase and came to the second level.

“I wonder how our friends are doing on the battlefield,” Aiden wondered aloud as they reached the top of the stairs. 

No one answered him. Steve turned to his right and looked down the dark hallway. Two lit torches flickered on the wall, giving off orbs of warm flame. 

Steve trudged down the hallway. He passed by the first two doors, then came to the third. He put his ear close to the door and could hear voices on the other side.

His hands spasmed with sudden fear. 

So far, this had been way too easy. 

Steve stuck up two fingers in a universal peace sign, signifying there were two people in the room. He listened harder, but didn’t want to move any closer, lest the floorboards creak underneath him.

After a moment, the timbre of the voices started to settle into his mind. He recognized them: Tiberius and Annabel. 

Steve closed his eyes, ready to dream-leap to Annabel.

Before he could focus, he felt a hand on his shoulder. He opened his eyes and turned to face Scarlet. The succubus shook her head solemnly at him.

Steve exaggeratedly lifted his brows, to ask what the hell she wanted. 

Scarlet pointed at her own bosom. 

Steve shook his head. He thought he knew what she meant. But before he could debate the issue, Scarlet pushed him out of the way. 

She mouthed the words, “Trust me. Let me do it.” Her eyes had that confident, don’t-fuck-with-me look. 

Steve sighed, resigned to whatever bewildering plan Scarlet had concocted. 

She mouthed words silently and pointed to the floor. “When Annabel comes out, take her and run.”

“What about you?” Steve mouthed. 

Scarlet smiled.

Then, abruptly, she put her hand on the doorknob.

Steve’s heart lurched in his chest. He and everyone else moved away from the door, so they wouldn’t be seen when it opened.

Scarlet turned and pushed . . .

“You’ll do what I say, woman, or else—” Tiberius’ voice was cut off mid-sentence. 

With every ounce of his being, Steve wanted to charge into the room and see what Tiberius was trying to do to Annabel. He only wanted to save her. But he put his trust in Scarlet and stood stone still. 

“Oh, hello, handsome.” Scarlet’s voice rang out, tinged with sugar and syrup. She sounded pleasantly surprised on what she’d walked in on. It sounded similar to when she’d lured the blackguards in the forest. 

Steve felt his mind twisting and shaping around her words, even from outside the room. 

He could only imagine how Tiberius must have felt, being the object of her desire. 

“W-What are you doing here?” 

Steve’s heart sank. It wasn’t Tiberius who spoke. It was Annabel.

Shit, Steve thought. She recognizes Scarlet from Terrus! The jig is up!

Scarlet said nothing. She stood in the doorway with her hands on her hips.

“Get the hell out of here, bitch!” Tiberius shouted. As he spoke, his voice waned. His next words sounded even weaker. “Y-You . . . shouldn’t be here.”

“Oh, but I should, Mister Reynolds.”

“Mister Reynolds?” Tiberius said. Now his voice sounded bewildered. “That’s what my wife calls me.”

There was laughter in Scarlet’s voice. “I can do things to you your little girl could only dream of doing . . .”

Silence. 

Steve imagined the tension building in the room, between the lover’s triangle. 

“Is . . . is that a challenge?” Tiberius asked. There was daring in his voice. He was clearly in a trance.

“It’s a bet, master,” Scarlet said.

“Then get your ass over here,” Tiberius said.

“My pleasure,” Scarlet said sweetly. “I like a man that takes control.”

“Tiberius!” Annabel yelled.

“Be silent, woman! Be gone!”

To Steve’s dismay, it almost sounded like Annabel was starting to cry. Say it isn’t so, Steve thought. Please tell me she hasn’t grown attached to this bastard . . .

Annabel complained. “B-But—”

“I think you should do what your husband tells you, girl,” Scarlet said. Her voice had a warning tone in it. Then it changed, back to sweetness. “No one likes a disobedient wife.”

Tiberius chuckled. “I like you, woman.” His voice grew quieter. “I like those tits even more . . .”

The door was left ajar as Scarlet’s footsteps plodded through the room. 

A moment later, the door opened.

Annabel stepped through, tears in her eyes. Then her eyes rose in shock at the people she saw surrounding the door.

Steve jumped at her from behind and clamped a hand over her mouth. At the same time, Dale reached out and gently shut the door.

Annabel mumbled into Steve’s hand, writhing in his grip and trying to wiggle free.

“Shh, Bel, Bel! It’s me,” Steve whispered in her ear. “It’s Steve.”

Her body became limp in his hands, deflating like a popped balloon. Steve gripped her by the waist so she wouldn’t fall, then he slowly removed his hand from her mouth. 

He spun her around to face him.

Annabel’s face registered a moment of shock. Anger and pity and confusion played in her gray eyes.

Steve reached a hand out and wiped the tears from underneath her eyes. He smiled.

“Oh, Steve!” Annabel finally said. She jumped into his arms, hugging him tightly. “What are you doing here?” she whispered. 

In a low voice, Steve said, “You remember Scarlet, right?”

“Of course,” Annabel said. “How could I forget the succubus that stole a kiss from the man I love?” 

Steve’s head pitched back. “You saw that?” It had happened the first night they’d met Scarlet, at an afterhours party at her house. They’d been talking in the garden when Scarlet had kissed him. Or had he kissed Scarlet? He couldn’t remember the order of events—he’d been very entranced by her wiles. 

Annabel smiled. “Of course, my love.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Hey, guys . . .” Dale whispered, tapping Annabel on the shoulder.

Then a louder voice startled them all. “Hey!” it cried, from down the hall near the top of the stairs.

They all faced the sound.

The first thing Steve saw was a blackguard’s cloak sweeping along the balcony railing. Then he saw Aiden’s hand move in a flash, reaching inside his green jacket.

“What are you doing, Lady Annabel?” the blackguard asked.

“Oh, Timble, it’s nothing—”

Aiden’s hand shot out from his jacket and something whipped through the air with blinding speed.

No more words came from Timble’s mouth. His hand grabbed at his throat as he choked and gurgled.

Aiden launched another coin, this one shooting into the blackguard’s open mouth. It made a dull thud as it struck the back of his throat. Timble dropped dead. 

Before Annabel could scream or make a fuss, Steve put his hand over her mouth again. She snorted into his palm, shaking her head violently.

“What the hell, Aiden,” Steve said.

Aiden shrugged. “Better safe than sorry.”

“Ahhh!” 

The scream was surreal. Steve was immediately confused: it couldn’t be coming out of Annabel, because he still had a hand over her mouth.

He turned, his eyes searching.

Emilene Reynolds stood at the end of the hall, emerged from an opened door. She looked pretty as ever, a thin shift covering her body. Her arms were bare and her curly hair floated softly above her shoulders.

Aiden reached a hand into his jacket again.

“No!” Steve cried, moving to stand in front of the leprechaun.

“Steven Remington, is that you?” Emilene asked dreamily, either because she was half-asleep or because she still had feelings for the one that got away. 

A new idea dawned on Steve.

“We have to go, man,” Dale said. “We just killed a dude.” 

Steve shook his head. “Not until we get the mirror.”

“She probably just woke up half the house!” Dale complained.

“Emilene,” Steve said confidently, taking a step toward her. “You’re not dreaming. It is me.”

“What are you doing here?” Emilene asked. Her voice was cautious but hopeful.

“Come with us and see,” Steve said. 

Annabel gasped. 

Dale said, “What in God’s name—”

“I’ve come for you, Emilene,” Steve said. His voice sounded strange, and inside his mind was reeling. This was the definition of “winging it,” and yet, somehow he knew Emilene would oblige him. He could see it in her eyes.

To his surprise, Annabel made no complaint. She must have heard the timbre of his voice, knowing that he was playing a part once more.

“I . . . I’m not supposed to,” Emilene said. “Father would get angry.”

“He doesn’t need to know.”

“Why is there a dead man in the hallway?” she asked.

Steve almost stuttered, but quickly recovered. “He . . . was trying to stop me from getting to you.”

“Annabel, what are you doing out here? It’s getting late.” Emilene was more confused than anything. She didn’t seem particularly scared—only startled at all the people in her hallway. But once she laid eyes on Steve, her fears seemed to vanish.

“Emmy, there is a war going on outside. How could you sleep during a time like this?” Annabel said, ignoring Emilene’s question.

Steve approved of Annabel’s quick wit, melding into the part. 

“Come,” Annabel said, reaching out her hand. “Follow us. You won’t be disappointed. Will she, Steve?” She spoke the last question flatly, as if she didn’t trust Steve to deliver on whatever promise he’d made.

“Of course,” Steve said. “Come on, Emilene. We’ve got to go. I’ll explain everything to your father.”

“Father hates you,” Emilene said. But she had taken three steps forward. Maybe it was the fact Father hated him that she obliged.

“Then I’ll explain,” Annabel said.

After a brief hesitation, Emilene shrugged. The youngest member of the Reynolds family walked forward and passed Tiberius’ door.

Steve’s heart leaped. Now he only needed to get to Jareth’s room, where he knew the Parallel Reflector would be kept. 

Then everything flew into chaos.

Emilene passed her brother’s door at the perfectly wrong time. As she did, a loud grunt bellowed from inside. Then Scarlet’s acting took over and she moaned, loud enough for everyone in the hall to hear.

“Annabel, what’s going on in there? Is that Tiberius?” Emilene reached for the handle.

Shepherd gritted his teeth at hearing Scarlet give way to her passions. There was no doubt in Steve’s mind that he wanted to barge into that room . . .

“Wait, Shep, no!”

Before Emilene could turn the doorknob, Shepherd’s hand shot out and caught her wrist.

“Hey!” Emilene cried out. “Unhand me!” Whatever trance she’d been in was severed.

“Come on!” Steve cried, no longer able to control the situation. He spun around and dashed across the hall, passing the top of the stairs to the other side of the balcony. He heard a strange hissing coming from downstairs, but didn’t bother to turn and look.

“Intruders!” a voice called from halfway down the stairs. It was a woman’s voice.

Everything happened so quickly. 

The majority of the group had passed the stairs. But as Shepherd ran with Emilene in tow, he turned to look downstairs.

A woman with a head full of snakes was tramping up the steps. 

Shepherd raised his eyes in surprise as they met the gorgon’s. 

Immediately Shepherd froze, his mouth agape. He still held on to Emilene’s hand as hard stone began to encase his body.

Steve and the rest of the group turned at the terrible sound: a knotted, twisted clashing of rock on skin. 

By the time the whole group had turned, Shepherd had become a statue, stuck in a shocked pose. 

Emilene struggled to slip her slender wrist from Shepherd’s tight, stony grip. Tears flew from her face as she cried out.

The gorgon was halfway up the steps, her snakes whistling in grim satisfaction.

Finally, Emilene freed herself. She glanced down at the person running up the stairs—it was a woman she’d never seen before.

Frightened and without thinking, Emilene clenched her jaw and put her hands on Shepherd’s back. Then she pushed as hard as she could.

“NO!” Steve cried. 

Shepherd’s body tipped forward—an already heavy person made heavier by stone. Unbalanced from the way he stood, it didn’t take much for Emilene to find the leverage to push him completely over.

Shepherd’s body flew through the air, in slow motion, down the stairs. 

At the last moment, the gorgon gaining the steps looked up at the whirling sound in the air. Her eyes bulged as she realized the statue of her own creation was hurtling directly toward her.

The stairs were not wide enough, and she was not quick enough, to dodge.

Shepherd’s stony body smashed into the gorgon and sent her tumbling backward, down the steps.

As Shepherd’s body landed, it crashed into a million fragments, exploding all over the steps. 

The gorgon tumbled headlong down the stairs. At a certain point during her long fall, a loud snap pierced the air.

She landed at the bottom of the stairs, a misshapen, twisted wreck, her head pointing at an odd angle. She didn’t move again.

Emilene put her hands to her mouth in astonishment at the carnage she’d caused. Then, without looking at the group, she made a run for it down the stairs.

Aiden was closest to the stairs and he’d had years of practice snapping his wrist out to launch gold coins. He made the same motion he’d made thousands of times and plucked her out of the air, into his firm grip.

Realizing he was losing everything, including his friends and his mind, Steve stormed down the hall. Coming to the door at the end of the hall, he had no inclination to stop his charge. He kicked out as hard as he could and the door burst open, breaking on its hinges.

He barreled into the large master bedroom—Jareth and Dosira Reynolds’ room.

A breeze wafted into Steve’s face. The room was chilly—the window was open on the other end.

Steve saw the Parallel Reflector leaning against the wall below the open window.

Jareth and Dosira Reynolds stood at the edge of their bed, between the mirror and Steve. They were standing in mute shock, baffled at Steve’s explosive entrance. 

Jareth’s orange eyes flared in rage. 

“You!” Steve screamed, thrusting a finger toward the Ifrit. “You orchestrated this hell!”

It seemed Jareth was on the verge of transforming into his fiery, demonic form. Then Steve’s finger drifted over to his undine wife.

Steve shouted at Dosira. “You killed my father! Prepare to die!”

“Okay, Inigo Montoya . . .” Dale muttered from behind. 

Jareth broke into a maniacal fit of laughter. “Your father was weak, Steve Remington. And what makes you think you’re any stronger?”

The Ifrit’s hands burned like the sun. Smoke billowed from his body. 

“Husband, wait . . .” Dosira said calmly, but her voice fell on deaf ears.

It was Aiden who stepped forward. He pushed through his group with Emilene in tow, pushing the girl in front of him with a firm grip on her shoulders. In one hand, he held a small knife. 

Dosira’s eyes bulged at seeing her captive daughter.

“You’ll want to listen to your wife, Overseer!” Aiden shouted.

Steve was alarmed at what he saw: Aiden threatening the Reynolds’ kidnapped daughter. But Steve had known all along what he was forcing her into. He had acted out of spite and anger, convincing her to come along with them.

It was all for show—all for a moment such as this. To use against the Reynoldses.

“You’ve kept Annabel here against her will for too long, Jareth,” Steve shouted. “Now you can see how it feels to have a loved one dangled in front of you . . .”

Have I become the very thing I’m fighting against? The thought flashed through Steve’s mind, and just as quickly, it was gone.

“Father!” Emilene cried. “Mother!”

“Don’t harm my daughter, you wretched fiend!” Dosira shrieked. Her eyes flashed icy blue.

“Tell your husband to stand down,” Steve said.

“Jareth!” Dosira cried. “Listen to him!”

Jareth struggled to come to grips with his powerlessness in the situation. 

At the same time, Steve furrowed his brow and glanced past both of them. A cat crept in through the window, crawling and perching on the windowsill above the Parallel Reflector. 

Before he could give away his surprise, Steve turned back to the situation at hand. 

Jareth burned like a smoldering ember. His clothes melted on his body, falling away to reveal a molten form underneath. He still hadn’t grown to his usual gigantic size, so Steve felt he had one last move to make before all was lost.

There was no doubt Jareth Reynolds would kill everyone in that room. He was simply too powerful.

Fear struck Steve’s heart like a spear thrust. He said, “Calm yourself, Jareth. Think of what you’re doing! Think of your daughter!”

The Overseer’s skin sizzled. Then he bellowed and surprised everyone. “Her sacrifice will drive my righteous mission and fuel me with the rage needed to complete my conquest! You are an utter fool, Steve Remington!”

Then the smoldering ember sparked to life. Flames leaped from his body, catching the edge of the bedsheets on fire. 

Steve’s heart sank. This is it, he thought, seeing his future flash before him. The flames burned his face, even from ten feet away. Sweat poured down his forehead.

I thought Emilene was the perfect scapegoat. I mistook the severity of Jareth’s self-righteous conviction . . .

Resigned to his fate and afraid for his life, Steve simply closed his eyes.

He opened them, and only he and Dosira stood in the room. Everyone else had faded away, including the flames, including the cat in the window, including the Parallel Reflector. 

Dosira stared at him strangely. There was pity in her eyes. And sadness.

“Look what your husband threatens to do,” Steve said to her. “He would sacrifice his own daughter for his cause. I challenge you to tell me he’s not a monster, Dosira Reynolds. You stole my father’s soul. Show me there is humanity in that spirit of his!”

Steve was whisked back to the present, out of Dosira’s Ethereus plane.

Dosira had a new look on her face. It was one of spite. She seemed to steel herself.

Behind her, the cat had its front paws on the edges of the mirror. Somehow, it was sliding the mirror up the wall, toward the window.

Jareth took a step forward and the entire building shook.

Steve stood his ground. He put himself in front of his group, shielding them from the leaping flames.

Jareth opened his wide, demonic maw. Fire spit from his tongue, dropping on the ground like burning marbles.

The cat had lifted the mirror to the windowsill. It sat precariously on the ledge, teetering into the room and out into the wild night.

Steve sighed and crossed his arms over his chest, awaiting his doom.

You’re right, a voice echoed in his mind.

Jareth swept his fiery hand across the room, toward Steve.

Rather than watch his demise, Steve closed his eyes again.

A violent sizzle showered the room.

Steve didn’t feel intense heat like he expected. He felt . . . wetness. Was it spittle? Water? Rain? Was he burning alive?

He opened his eyes.

Jareth’s flame had gone out. He was truly smoldering now, turning into a blackened husk of himself. His crazed, orange eyes were confused and listless.

The inferno lessened, until it became nothing. Even the blazing bedsheets were put out by the heavy condensation that filled the room. In an instant the room became a tropical rainforest, replacing the volcanic torrent.

Dosira had one hand on her husband’s wide back and another in the air, her palm outstretched. Her face was a mask of concentration and consternation.

Steve’s mouth fell open. Dosira had saved them.

Jareth looked weakened and dispirited. He was on his knees, naked and angry and afraid. He turned to his wife with a look of despair. 

Past Jareth and Dosira, the incognito cat kept a delicate grip on the wobbling mirror.

Steve almost warned his group and the Reynoldses what was happening at the window. No one else seemed to notice.

“Why, Dosira?” Jareth asked. He heaved and rolled his arms out.

“You’ve changed, husband. You’ve become a monster. You would kill your own daughter!”

“And you’ve become weak! Like a damned human!” Jareth spat. “Had I known you would turn out like this, I would’ve never allowed you to copulate with that rodent!”

Steve gritted his teeth. He didn’t want to hear these details.

Before he could say anything, Jareth lashed out. “Damn you!” the weakened Ifrit cried. He lunged at his wife and clamped his hands around her throat, trying to throttle her.

“Mother!” Emilene screamed.

Dosira’s eyes bulged. She fought to swipe her husband’s hands away, but he was too strong and too enraged. His muscles bulged as he tightened his grip.

Aiden was still holding Emilene hostage and could not act swiftly enough.

Dale was . . . well, useless.

Steve was stuck in place, hardly registering anything in his beaten mind. He couldn’t find the means to rush to Dosira’s aid.

An intense piercing noise split the night. It brought everyone to their knees, including Jareth.

Annabel wailed her banshee cry. 

Jareth covered his ears. He backed away from Dosira, toward the open window . . .

Annabel’s screaming ceased. The echo reverberated off the walls, through the window. 

The cat meowed hysterically at the sound and the Parallel Reflector seemed to wobble in the wrong direction, toward the night . . . 

“Gahh!” Dale cried after the echo died. He charged forward, the most unlikely of candidates. 

“Dale, no!” Steve yelled.

Dale barreled into Jareth, using his weight to knock the Mythic backward. As Jareth fell back, he stumbled into the edge of the window.

His body knocked the Parallel Reflector and the cat from the windowsill. Noiselessly, the cat and mirror tumbled over the ledge, two stories down, into the darkness of the night . . . 

Steve cried out at seeing the window now empty.

When Dale pulled away, Jareth crumpled to the ground, clutching his stomach.

Dale held a bloody knife by his side. 

Blood pooled around Jareth’s body. He crawled into a fetal position, trying to ignite his finger so he could solder the wound shut. He only got spritzes and sparks.

“Y-You . . . you’ve killed me, you fat, useless buffoon,” Jareth croaked.

Dale was panting. “Sorry, man, but someone had to. You’re a pretty big asshole.” He turned to Steve. “Right, Steve-o? I mean, I thought John Levi was terrible, but he’s got nothing on this guy.”

Steve’s face had paled.

“Steve . . . are you all right?” Dale asked.

“We’ve got to go!” Steve yelled. Unbeknownst to everyone else in the room, he’d witnessed the Parallel Reflector crash two stories to its utter destruction below. With Charlene the Myth Maker dead, that meant Dale and Scarlet and Aiden were stuck here. Forever. 

He turned on his heels and ran out of the room. 

Aiden threw Emilene toward her mother, turned, and followed Steve. So did Annabel. Dale was the last to leave the room, and he closed the door behind him. 

As Steve came to the top of the stairs, he almost ran into Scarlet, leaving Tiberius’ room. He raised an eyebrow.

“He won’t be bothering us anymore,” Scarlet said with a smirk.

Steve said, “I don’t want to know.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Scarlet said nonchalantly. “I had a change of heart. You were right—I’m tired of all the killing. I knocked him over the head with a paperweight. He’s probably still alive. What was all the ruckus I heard coming from the other room?”

“Not now,” Steve said. With that he whisked down the stairs, over the rocky fragments of Shepherd and the broken body of the gorgon. 

He didn’t bother heading to the underground tunnels. Instead, he pushed through the front door. 

“Steve-o, what’s the rush, man?” Dale asked as he huffed and puffed trying to keep up with his friend. “You heard the genie guy: ‘Argh, you’ve killed me!’ So—”

Steve rounded the side of the house.

The sight in front of him, on the grass, amazed him. 

A woman was on her back, unmoving. Then, when Steve got closer, he saw her hands twitch. She had straggly hair and a wrinkled face. 

The amazing part: on her body, balanced peacefully on her stomach, was the Parallel Reflector. Unbroken.

Steve ran to the woman’s side. He stared into her face. Blood trickled out the corner of her mouth.

“Why did you help us, Misty?” Steve asked. “You . . . used your last transformation to save the Parallel Reflector. Why?”

Misty smiled painfully. “I’ve done enough ill in this world, Steve Remington. It was time I carried out your father’s wishes and did something good. Now, before I croak, promise me you’ll never let this damned mirror get in the wrong hands again . . .”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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Word quickly spread of Jareth Reynolds’ downfall. Unable to spark his fiery abilities, he bled out in his own house while war raged all around him. Everyone was impressed with Steve’s covert assassination mission of the enemy leader, though that wasn’t what it was intended to be. With Overseer Onyx dead, as well as the commander of the Brethren forces, Lord Obsidian, the Brethren of Soreltris lost the heart to fight. Not a single Council member took up the mantle of command.  

Dosira Reynolds didn’t shed a tear over her husband’s death. Instead, she consoled her distraught daughter. All Emilene had ever known was her family’s love. Jareth’s neglect for her safety in the face of imminent death made her cast doubt on her family for the first time. Tiberius vowed vengeance, but realized he had no army to exact that revenge. The leaderless blackguards refused to mobilize under his self-proclaimed rule.  

Dale Thornton was the Vagrant Kinship hero no one expected.

The body count mounted and the fallen soldiers from both sides were brought to a single space, to be identified and honored. The Mythics of Soreltris realized their folly. Petty squabbles had been allowed to fester like a bad sore, until the wounds broke and negative energy wept from the lesion. For a brief period, the entirety of Soreltris was cast into uncertainty. 

Where did their futures lie? Who would lead them? Would someone take up the crown of rebellion and ignite bitter passion in the less fortunate once more? Who would they rebel against? Would the Brethren resume governance? No one knew the answers to those questions. The three regions were thrown into limbo.  

Before leaving the broken body of Misty, Steve Remington took the Parallel Reflector. He touched the mirror and, to his dismay, found that he only touched the reflective surface. His hand did not plunge into otherworldiness. 

What does it mean? he wondered, slightly panicked. Are Dale and Scarlet trapped here, too?

Aiden similarly ran his hand over the smooth surface of the mirror, then explained. “It means our Bond with our Myth Maker is severed.”

Steve eyed him. The implication of the leprechaun’s words hit him like a physical thing. Before he could say anything, Selestria arrived at the front gate of the Reynolds’ mansion. She confirmed his suspicions. 

“Geddon is dead,” she said. There was no emotion in her voice—neither sadness nor anger. She simply stated the fact. She had never cared for Geddon as much as he had cared for her.

“How?” Steve asked, though he regretted it. It truly didn’t matter how.

“Turned to stone by Lord Topaz, the gorgon. He was mid-transformation when it happened.” She snorted. “Perhaps one day a lonely traveler will run across him in the woods and pray to him. Then he can be the god he always thought he deserved to be.”

Steve thought that was an odd thing to say. Selestria had a vacant look in her eyes. She’s seen some shit during this battle, no doubt, he thought. Something was affecting her more than she let on.

“Our friend Shepherd was turned to stone also, by a female gorgon,” Steve said.

“That would be Lady Agate, then,” Selestria said. “Is she dead?”

Steve nodded.

Selestria caressed her chin thoughtfully. “Lord Topaz managed to escape, injured but alive. I suppose that means a gorgon’s death does not revert their stony gaze.” The nymph paused, then looked at Steve. “I see you gripping the Reflector like it’s going to run away. What are your plans for it?”

Steve looked down and realized he had been white-knuckling the inanimate object. Though it could not talk or make decisions, it had caused more grief than any living thing over the last few weeks. Everyone wanted to get his or her hands on the stupid thing. It held immense power. In the wrong hands, as Misty noted, it could prove an invaluable weapon. 

So, Steve was not about to loosen his hold on it. Not until he took it to its rightful place.

“I have somewhere to take it,” Steve told her. “Would you like to join us?”

Selestria glanced at the faces by his side: Aiden the leprechaun, Scarlet the succubus, Annabel the banshee, and Dale the hero. They had all stuck by Steve during his most dire tribulation. Looking at those faces and what they represented to the Myth Seeker, a thought came to her. “Do you plan to lead our people? Is that why you’re clutching it so?”

Steve furrowed his brow. Rather than answer her question, he said, “I think it’s best if you come with us.”

After a momentary silence, Selestria nodded. “Very well. Where are we going?”

“Deeper into the woods.”

“You know the way even though dawn hasn’t arrived?”

Steve smiled. The truth was, ever since he’d come into contact with his mother, the Spirit Watcher, he’d felt her presence in the back of his mind. It was like she was perched in his Ethereus plane, waiting to see what became of him. He said, rather cryptically, “I have a voice to guide me.”

Selestria scoffed. “How—”

“Ominous,” Steve finished. “I know.”

After bringing Misty into the house, where Fueda would decide her final resting place, the group left the estate. They roamed through the woods, passing Manor Lee and the largest congregation of Vagrants. The aftermath of the battle was apparent as they walked by the house: tears were shed for the fallen, cries raised at the moon.

Annabel and Steve held hands while they walked. Steve held the Parallel Reflector under his free arm like a briefcase. Aiden and Dale trailed behind the lovebirds, making ill-conceived jokes to one another. Selestria and Scarlet brought up the rear, both of the women silent and introspective. Like any other Mythic during this time, they had a lot to think about.

Even though the moon hardly lit the forest, Steve somehow knew where to go. An intuition in his mind carried him forward.

He heard the running stream before he saw it. When the thin river appeared, the party followed it. Every once in a while, Steve would hear the shaking of leaves and plants nearby. His eyes would dart toward the noise, in time to see the hind legs of a wolf disappear into the flora. He smiled, wondering if anyone else noticed Fuscia following them.  

After a time, the river widened. The banks became mossy and slick with microscopic life forms. The river snaked under an eroded, grass-covered bridge, then it widened into a pool. 

The waterfall at the other end of the pond splashed noisily into the pond, feeding the river. 

Steve halted when he saw Fuscia appear through the trees. She leaped from the forest floor to the hill where the waterfall fell from—the source of life in the forest. 

Fuscia perched regally atop the hill, staring down at them. Steve thought she was staring at him. Then he realized the yellow eyes were piercing through him and gazing at someone behind him. He turned. 

Scarlet stepped forward, her hands on her hips.

“Well, cousin, I was starting to think I’d never see you again,” the succubus said. 

The wolf stepped closer to the edge of the hill and sniffed. Then she howled. 

Steve furrowed his brow. “Cousin?”

Scarlet nodded. “I’d recognize that face anywhere. That is Fuscia.” She faced Steve with a wry smirk. “What, did our names not give our relationship away?”

Steve scratched his scalp. “I . . . never stopped to think about it.”

“Of course you didn’t, Steve Remington. You’re a doer, not a thinker.”

Steve frowned. He didn’t know whether to be offended or thankful. He ignored the slight and stared back at Fuscia. “Then she is . . .”

“Yes,” Scarlet said. “She is Fuscia Amos, the daughter of April Amos.”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Steve said, shaking his head. “She’s the offspring of Overseeress Garnet!”

“Now you’re getting it.”

A black-robed, veiled figure emerged from behind the waterfall, in the cave. She walked through the waterfall but remained dry. While everyone else tensed at the Grim Reaperish sight and backed up, Steve took a step forward.

The voice from underneath the veil was light and airy. “As you now see, Steven, Fuscia plays a bigger role in all this than you originally thought.”

“Yes, mom, just like you said.” 

“Mom?” Dale and Aiden said in unison. They glanced at each other, Dale shouldered the smaller man aside. “Jinx. You owe me a beer.”

Annabel squeezed Steve’s hand tighter, giving him courage he hadn’t known he needed.  

Steve raised his eyebrows and looked around. His friends were still surrounding him, unlike the first time he’d met the Spirit Watcher. He turned back to her as she neared them—seemingly floating on the ground—and said, “Everyone can see and hear you? Then you’re . . . on Mythicus?”

“Yes, Steven. Momentarily.”

“I’ve brought the Reflector,” Steve said, presenting the prize from under his arm.

“I see that.”

An awkward pause fell over mother and son. 

“What are you going to do with it?” Annabel asked, a bit skeptically. Her skepticism was understandable: she’d known plenty of shady parents in her day.

A shade of laughter surrounded the Spirit Watcher’s words. “That depends on what Steven does. And you, I suspect, Annabel Lee.”

Annabel gulped. “M-Me?” She turned to Steve with a frightened expression in her eyes. “What does she mean, Steve?”

Steve sighed. He had hoped he’d be given more time to think about this . . . about the three choices his mother had given him.

Reading his thoughts and the apprehension on his face, the Spirit Watcher said, “Mythicus is in turmoil, my son. But you can set things right. Although if that is not your decision, I will not slight you.”

“Decision?” Dale said. “What decision is she talking about, man?”

Steve wanted to say, “It’s complicated,” but he refrained. It really wasn’t complicated. 

The Spirit Watcher explained anyway. “Dale Thornton, you have been a good friend to my son. I’m sure Shannon Barton misses you and will give you a loving embrace when you return to her.”

Dale lurched backward. “You know Shannon?”

The black veil shook from side to side. “Only from what I’ve seen.”

Dale scratched his cheek. “Steve-o, man . . . your mom is pretty trippy.” 

“What can I say?” Steve said, shrugging. “I come from a pretty trippy family. A father who became a leader of a mythical realm, and a mother who became a riddling spirit woman. I guess it runs in the family.”

“What about your brother?” Dale asked.

“He’s the only normal one.”

The Spirit Watcher cleared her throat. “As much as I’m enjoying this, son, my time on this plane is running out. You must make a decision.”

“What are my choices again?” Steve asked, lost in the jovial moment. 

The Spirit Watcher scoffed and opened her mouth, but Steve held up his palm.

“I’m kidding, mom.”

“Will you tell us what the choices are?” Scarlet asked, her hands back on her hips.

“Yes, please,” Selestria said. “Especially if it’s going to affect our world.”

Steve turned to his party and looked at each of them in the face. Then he raised a finger. “Since my dad was Overseer, even for a short period of time, I guess that gives me a claim at the Brethren throne. My first option is to stay here and claim my throne. And probably start another civil war.”

He raised a second finger and turned to Dale. “My second option is to leave the mirror here, leave you all behind, and return home. I can use the mirror to return back to Terrus, I guess.”

Annabel said, “Could I go with you?”

Steve sighed. He gave a slight shake of his head. “She says you couldn’t.” He refused to meet her eyes. When he finally did, she was crestfallen. 

Then he paused and raised a third finger. He took Annabel’s hand in his once more. “And the third option . . . well . . .”  

Annabel looked at him hopefully, her shiny eyes wet with unshed tears.

Steve cleared his throat. He had thought long and hard about all this. He was only stalling because he didn’t know how his friends would react. 

“What is it?” Scarlet asked.

“The suspense is killing us, Steve-o,” Dale said.

“The third option is to remain here and take my mother’s place. But in doing so, I would never get to see you guys again.”

Dale cried out, “Why?!”

Steve felt a lump in his throat. 

The Spirit Watcher answered for him. “Because he would become the guardian of the Parallel Reflector. He would keep it protected and hidden from greedy, unwelcome hands.”

Dale’s mouth fell open. 

The tears rolled down Annabel’s cheeks, unbidden. She sniffled and dipped her head away from Steve. 

But Steve placed his hand gently under her chin and tipped her face toward him. In a low voice, he said, “Will you go with me, Bel?”

“What will happen to the rest of us?” Dale asked, throwing his hands up in the air. “This seems a little selfish, Steve-o!”

“You will of course travel back to Terrus where you belong, Dale Thornton,” the Spirit Watcher said. “Steven will take my place on Ethereus, where he’ll keep the mirror. And what happens here on Mythicus, well . . . that’s up to the Mythics, isn’t it?”

Steve turned from Annabel, who still hadn’t answered his question. Her wide eyes sparkled. 

“I have a suggestion, though, as the official ‘next in line’ guy, for the Brethren seat,” Steve said.

Scarlet put her hand on her hips. Her body posture said she was not happy Steve had an opinion. “And what suggestion would you have for us, human?” She said the last word not as a means of disrespect, but to make him understand that it was not his place to decide things for Mythicus. Not when he himself was not a Mythic. It would literally be like an alien coming to Earth and trying to become President of the United States. 

Steve understood where Scarlet’s anger stemmed from.

But he carried on anyway. “I suggest Fuscia Amos take the reins,” he said, shocking everyone—not least of all Fuscia, who still perched atop the waterfall. “If my father had never forced his way into position, and Jareth had never usurped him, Fuscia would be next in line, correct?”

Scarlet narrowed her eyes. “That’s . . . yes. That is correct.”

“And of course Tiberius Reynolds should have no claim after his father’s short-lived reign. I doubt the people of Mythicus would support him anyway.”

“You’re damn right they won’t,” Selestria spat. Then she calmed. “But, Steven, do you understand what you’re saying?”

Steve nodded. “I think the women should take control of the Brethren once more, Sela. The men have royally fucked it up, haven’t they? And what better advisers could Fuscia have than the two women standing before me? Her own cousin—the niece of Overseeress Garnet; and a leader of the Vagrant Kinship—the wife of Tetsuo? This could be the glue that brings Mythicus back together!” 

A thick silence fell over the group. Only the running waterfall in the distance made any noise.

Then Aiden clapped his hands once. “It’s bloody brilliant, mate!”

That opened the floodgate for everyone to talk at once. 

Scarlet said, “I’m shocked at your . . . practicality.”

Selestria said, “I’m impressed. You really have thought a lot about this, haven’t you?”

Dale said, “That means I get to go home to Shannon?”

Aiden clapped Dale on the shoudler. “If the women are taking over, I’m going back to Terrus with you. No offense, ladies.”

Steve raised both his palms to quiet his party. “Please, guys.” He turned to Scarlet. “You’d agree to help your niece? Even though I’ve heard your claimed hatred for this place?”

Scarlet hesitated. “I . . . only hated Mythicus because of what it had become. If I could help return it to its former glory . . . yes, I would stay.”

Steve smiled. He faced Selestria. “And you, Sela? Could you help the new Overseeress bridge the gap between the Brethren and the Vagrant Kinship?”

“It’s a fine idea, Steven. I think I could be of assistance.”

Steve clapped. “Then it’s settled!” 

Everyone chuckled and cheered.  

Steve sighed and turned back to Annabel. He said, “And you . . . my love. Will you join me on Ethereus, to guard the mirror and watch the spirits?”

Annabel was giddy. In her mind, it was as if Steve had just proposed to her. How could she say no to that?

Her arms shot out and she lunged, wrapping Steve in a tight hug. “Oh, you idiot, of course I will!”

The Spirit Watcher folded her palms together in front of her. She said, “Then it is settled. I believe all your individual decisions are true. Though you won’t see me, son, I will always be with you. In my eyes, you’ll always be the Spirit Watcher that saved Mythicus.” 

Steve thought he could see the outline of a smile underneath his mother’s veil. Before he could say “bye,” she became translucent, then vanished into thin air.

Annabel took Steve’s face and kissed him on the lips. When she pulled away, she said, “I’m so happy you’re taking me with you. And it’s a good thing you are, too!”

Steve grinned foolishly. “Why is that, my dear?”

“Because I forgot to tell you. I’m pregnant!”
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EPILOGUE
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Three months passed peacefully under Fuscia Amos’ reign. It was a reconstructive period in Soreltris. 

The Brethren was getting back to its roots. They helped the less fortunate when needed, and besides that—for the most part—stayed out of people’s lives.

The Vagrant Kinship disbanded, its members assimilating into normal life, without war. Without a tyrannical government, there was no need for insurrectionists. 

On a wintry night, Fuscia Amos gazed out from the edge of the peninsula surrounding the Bayfog Cliffs. She stared off at the Irenic Ocean—the Pacific Ocean, as it was called on Terrus. The waves toppled and broke on the rocks far below. Behind her stood the deserted, eroded structure known on Terrus as the Old Point Loma Lighthouse.

Alongside Fuscia stood her two most trusted advisors: Selestria and Scarlet. Selestria remained resolute in her solidarity, never taking up a husband after the loss of her beloved Tetsuo. She was the most able policymaker in Fuscia’s Council.

Once Scarlet Amos had become reacquainted with Mythicus, she’d invited an unsuspecting friend to join her, from Terrus. Michelangelo the cherub had come and the two had become ardent lovers. What better match than the angel who could never find love and the woman whose problem was finding too much love? Michelangelo calmed her lustful spirits. He enabled Scarlet to be the best friend and adviser to her cousin, the Overseeress. 

Behind the quartet stood two hundred grayguards in perfect formation, their spears and shields at their sides. Fuscia’s lead general, Captain Pua Kila, stood in front of them. After the Onyx Uprising—as the battle between the Reynolds Brethren and Lee Vagrants came to be known—the title “blackguard” had left a sour taste in the mouths of the citizenry. Thus, Fuscia had rebranded the military as grayguards—a neutral name, for their supposed neutral disposition.

There was a reason for the strong military presence at the Bayfog Cliffs in the dead of night. For one, that was when Fuscia was in human form.  

On the horizon, three large ships headed toward the bay. They were envoys from a different part of Mythicus. Fuscia had been expecting them.

She dreaded the question they came to ask.

When the ships landed at the harbor nearby, Fuscia was the first to greet the ambassador. He wore the garb of a military commander, and seemed at ease in his battle garb. Fuscia felt tense at meeting him.

“My lady,” the ambassador said with a low bow. “You must be the one they call the Feral Queen? The savior of these lands?” 

Fuscia had gotten a bit of a reputation due to her “state.” The people did not speak her epithet in anger or fear. They said it to distinguish her from other ladies. She had forgone the Gemstone Naming of her Brethren predecessors. 

She sighed and said, “Lady Fuscia is fine, my lord. And you are?”

The man was handsome, with long, dark hair flowing against the breeze, a thick mustache, and a strong jaw. He was a bit filthy in the face after being at sea for so long, but he kept up appearances well. His leather armor was spotless. He flashed her a disarming smile and said, “I am Commander Kaden of the Red Heaven Bridge, my lady. I hail from Norantris, five hundred miles north of here. My liege has chosen me as Ambassador to Soreltris, my lady. I hope we will become good friends.”

“Lady Fuscia already has plenty of friends, Commander,” Selestria said. She leaned on her quarterstaff like a wizened wizard. 

Scarlet said, “Yes, and as you’ll see, Commander, the Lady’s friends are of the fairer sex. Perhaps your liege did not know that when he chose his ambassador.”

Fuscia gave Commander Kaden the best fake smile she could, and stuck her hands out in surrender. “Please, ladies.” Scarlet and Selestria had become fiercely loyal in a short time, and she loved them for it. Also, she could see underneath this man’s façade. He spoke innocently and respectfully enough, but there was something about his voice that was . . . off. 

Fuscia didn’t like it. Neither did her advisers, apparently.

Commander Kaden smiled back at her, equally as fake. It was clear now: they were playing a game. It was only a question of who would break civility first. 

“Ah, very well, Lady Fuscia. I will defer to your fine ladies-in-waiting.”

Scarlet turned and peeked over her shoulder. Michelangelo stood with the grayguards and Pua Kila—only the three women had gone to meet the ambassador. She was clearly not a “lady-in-waiting.” When she faced the ambassador, her face was the color of her name. 

Before Scarlet could blurt anything out, Fuscia spoke up on her behalf. “I’m afraid you have this all wrong, Commander. These are not silly girls hoping to wed into nobility. They are my closest councilors. You’d do well to remember that, and show them the respect they deserve. They both fought in a war to get to where they are.”

Commander Kaden’s face flashed embarrassment. He quickly recovered and bowed again. “My apologies, Your Grace. If I may get to the primary reason for my visit, perhaps we can start again on a better foot . . .”

“I already know why you’re here, Commander,” Fuscia said, narrowing her eyes at the handsome man. “And I can tell you . . . your visit is preemptive.”

Now Commander Kaden seemed affronted. He frowned for the first time, showing deep lines above his beard. It was proof he probably frowned most of his life. Also proof that this was all for show, and Fuscia, Scarlet, and Selestria saw right through it.

“You haven’t even heard my liege’s most generous offer, my lady,” Kaden said in a low voice.

“Speak it, then.”

“I am here to nurture a relationship between our two nations. My liege wishes to connect our lineages by offering a most gracious betrothal to you. It is his hope Norantris and Soreltris might embark on a trade alliance together. That of course would begin with—”

“My betrothal to one of your leader’s people,” Fuscia interrupted.

Caught off guard, Commander Kaden simply nodded. 

“And let me guess . . . is it you?”

“Me?”

“Are you the man he offers so ‘generously’ to take my hand in marriage?”

Commander Kaden reddened. He waved a hand in front of his face and took a step back, shocked at Fuscia’s boldness. “I-I could never suppose, my lady! I am a simple military man, Your Grace. I could never guess my lord’s wishes—I can only issue his edicts.” 

Lady Fuscia had had enough. She shrugged. “Well, I’m sorry you wasted your time sailing all the way down here, Commander, but I must decline.” She still hadn’t gotten over the loss of her lover, Charles Lee, who was as gentle and kind a man and werewolf as there ever lived. Beyond that, she wasn’t about to be bullied by some neighboring country’s king into a marriage for his benefit. That time was over.

She knew Norantris must have been paying attention to what happened in Soreltris. Now that the dust had settled, they wished to move in on the territory. 

This was not a proposition of union, it was a threat of conquest.

Lady Fuscia bared her teeth and sneered, her protruding canines sinking over her bottom lip. “Besides, Commander, does your liege really want to promise one of his loved ones to the Feral Queen?”  

All the pleasantness left Commander Kaden’s face. Clenching his jaw, he said, “This is a shame, my lady. I was hoping we’d come to an agreement—you haven’t even heard what’s in it for you—”

“And I don’t wish to, Commander. Please. Have a safe trip home.” Fuscia spun around, while Scarlet and Selestria eyed the Commander one last time, burning the image of his face into their minds. Then Fuscia said, “Come, ladies,” and they both turned and followed her back to the formation of grayguards.

As they walked back to the army, Fuscia smiled to her advisers. Scarlet and Selestria returned the mischievous grin. 

“So, ladies,” Fuscia said, “who wants to wager that’ll come back to bite us in the ass?”

Selestria shrugged. “Have no fear. Even if it does, our people are united.”

“Yes, cousin,” Scarlet said, her plump red lips curling upward. “We’ll be ready.”

––––––––
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