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Chapter 1

I don't habitually bludgeon old women with moldy sticks, but in this case, an exception was in order.

Beneath the glass dome, the little old lady sat hunched on a mossy log. The wrinkles around her eyes creased in a warm smile, and her tasseled shawl shifted as her frail hand reached to pat me on the arm.

So I hit her hard.

Not with my fist—I didn't have a death wish. Rather, I swung the tree limb I'd picked off the mossy ground, wielding it like a club. The would-be gentleman in me protested the action, but my survival instinct covered the breech of decorum.

Splinters and bark scattered as the branch struck granny square on the nose and sent her toppling backwards, moth-eaten skirts and shawl flying, her ankles skyward. Soft, pitiable murmurs arose from behind the log. “Oh dear. Help me, please,” sputtered a scratchy, weak voice. I detected the scent of warm chocolate chip cookies wafting on the air.

Pheromone manipulation.

I maintained my distance, hefting the branch—which I held with my door-handle handkerchief—and keeping my eyes fixed on her kicking feet. Water dripped down my cheeks from sodden bangs and the damp plastered my clothing to my skin. My wet shoes squeaked against the glass floor. It irked me to ruin perfectly good, hand-seamed climbing shoes, but the task ahead was worth it.

Slowly, she rolled along the ground, her shawl catching pieces of bark and old leaves. She turned, face down, and huffed, sending a couple of orange leaves fluttering up past her cheeks. Then when I made no move to help her, she glared at me, the tears having vanished all of a sudden.

“Troll's knockers, that's how you treat an old lady?” she said, her voice still croaking and warbling. She didn't seem the least bit injured.

Around us, a translucent dome served as the main portion of the prison cell. Through the glass, and the water around it, I glimpsed other figures trapped in similar, translucent semi-spheres at the bottom of the lake. A shoal of silver fish swirled above us, and I eyed them nervously.

Inside the famish's cell, trees and a log had been tossed in, like a clay castle in a fish's aquarium.

A thin puddle from my sodden clothes had now formed at my feet. I shivered and pointed my branch at where she lay prostrate on the ground. Droplets tumbled from my upraised arm, tapping arrhythmically against the glass floor. “That's how I treat a soul-sucking famish.”

The old lady groaned, and then moved, twisting about until she was now sitting butterfly-legged in the leaves. She made a big deal of adjusting her bosom.

“Careful,” I warned, cautioning with my club.

“Or what?” the granny snapped, crossing her arms and causing her tasseled purple shawl to settle across her shoulders. “You'll bean me with that stick again? No skinting manners anymore. None at all.”

“My sincerest apologies for the inconvenience.” I paused, then worried I'd risked dishonesty, I added, “Well, perhaps not that sincere.”

The old lady's eyes rotated; for a moment, instead of irises in white, they looked pitch black. But once they'd settled again, they returned to their original hue: blue. Like mine. Exactly like mine. Another little trick of the famishes—mirroring.

I ran a hand along the scars hidden beneath my thick, dark beard.

Behind me, a flap of sticky sealing rubber, provided by black-marketer extraordinaire Kay Kelly, pressed against a cut portion in the wall of glass which had served as my entry point. Wet footprints led away from the sticky seal to the puddle I now stood in. The glass was reinforced, and it had taken a wereblade to cut through. Next to the seal sat two white painter's buckets with closed lids. One bucket exuded the nose-twitching odor of rotten fish.

I glanced up, through the glass dome of the prison, my eyes on the speedboat floating on the water above us, little more than a thin sliver of shadow against a backdrop of overwhelming blue.

Sunlight glimmered off the surface of the lake far above, sending streaks of gold through the liquid, down towards the underwater cell. I watched three other shadows, like the underbellies of whales, moving now to apprehend the small speedboat which carried my two friends, and—in legal parlance—accomplices. The speedboat churned froth in its wake, scything in the opposite direction. The three large shadows followed.

I winced. I was on my own now, stuck in a glass cage at the bottom of a lake, surrounded by a million tons of water with only a soul-sucking famish for company. The other cells around us, also pockmarking the lake floor like a cluster of unpopped zits, wouldn't provide any aid either. Only the most repulsive prisoners were sent to the Glass Lakes.

I glanced back at granny, making sure she wasn't trying to inch towards me.

I waved a hand in her direction. “The act—the appearance you take. Does that ever work?” I asked.

The famish plopped back down on the moldy log, crossing her arms again and rubbing her feet against the glass with small squeaking sounds. “You'd prefer I take the form of a small, snotty-nosed child, perhaps? An abandoned puppy with tics or leaking bowel?”

Once upon a time, it would have irritated me for someone to speak with me so. In my father's home, addressing any of his five sons with uncultured language would have been met with a harsh penalty. Now, though, I hid an amused smile at the inappropriate humor—it wasn't hard, as my nerves were still on end. “I'm not here to tell you how to lure victims.”

She tapped her long, wrinkled nose and pointed a finger at me. “So, why are you here, prison breaker?” She inched up her nearly non-existent eyebrows on grayish skin and studied me for a moment, perched on the log with a hungry look in her eyes. Suddenly, she leered, her lips twisting like moist wax and pulling back to reveal the same gap-toothed grin. The teeth seemed a bit sharper than when I'd first seen them.

“Oh, dear me, you want something from me, don't you, prison breaker? Is that why you're here? Yes—I can see it in your eyes. It is!” She began shaking her head, clicking her tongue. “Tut, tut, now imagine that. Knocking my bleedin' teeth out then asking a favor! Dear me. Oh, dear, dear me.”

I massaged the bridge of my nose. My fingers twitched against my left thigh as I forced myself to stay on task. “I need something, and you need something.”

The granny crossed her arms, scowling suddenly. “I don't need scat.”

“You're trapped under a lake.”

“It's quite scenic.”

“You've been down here for nearly fifty years.”

“I'm immortal.”

I huffed. “Fine then. Stay here. I'll find another famish.” I turned on my heel, moving back towards the rubber seal over the carved portion of glass. I was careful not to kick over either of the two painter's buckets I'd brought with me.

The famish coughed suddenly and called out in a voice that sounded far older now. “Wait. What, exactly, do you want, human?”

I turned back, careful not to spend much time motionless with my eyes anywhere but on the shriveled, shawl-covered form sitting on the log. She was picking at scraps of bark and crumbling them between her fingertips, allowing the dust to trickle between her toes onto the floor.

My lips felt dry, and I breathed a shallow little puff, refusing to let my anticipation show. Behind her, in another cell, a large, blubbery green thing floated amidst a churning swarm of bubbles.

I tapped my head. “I'm an eternal.”

She stared at me. “An Elementalist? You do look shriveled and wasted.”

I scowled. “No, not an Elementalist.” I was built like a gymnast, perhaps not as tall as most, but with steely and toned muscles beneath the tapestry of scars along my body.

She leaned in now, tossing a couple of pieces of bark at me. “A Blessed, then? To get down here would take a fair amount of luck.”

I shook my head again. “No, not a Blessed. It wasn't luck—it was planning and two allies. The skies are gray today, and the sight of the guardians is limited.”

“And the lady with the shiny sword,” said the famish delicately. “Where is she now?”

“So you did see us enter?”

“I see many things and forget even more. So what are you, then? A Potent?”

I shook my head, thinking briefly of my little brother Napoleon.

“A Kindred? An Alchemist? Not a Wit, surely?” She paused, hesitating, then frowned. “You're from that human travesty known as the Imperium, aren't you?”

I pulled up, a sudden prickle along my spine. “Why would you say that?”

She winked, tapping an ear. “I hear things. All sorts of things, even down here.” She waved a hand to the green blob floating across from us. “The sentient ectoplasm of a vengeful ghost—still in touch with some of its litter.”

My eyes narrowed, fixated on her. “What have you been hearing?”

She studied me, watchful. “You are Imperium, aren't you?”

I went cold and unblinking. How did she know that? Was she simply fishing? I refused to glance down at my collar, to see if my hated blue crown tattoo—the symbol of the once Grand Imperium—had migrated. Sometimes, out of sheer spite, the tattoo would move, no matter how many times I tried to gouge it or burnt it. She was fishing. The tattoo was now somewhere near my shoulder, hidden beneath the thin, breathable fabric of my work crew-neck. So instead of answering directly, but also careful not to lie, I replied, “I never said that.”

“Strange... Because I hear the Imperium are returning to this area—these forests... I wonder why...” She tapped a finger against her lips. “I hear,” she said, glancing off and out into the water now. “The long lost heir, Leonidas Rex himself, is nearby. They're looking for him.” She frowned briefly, shaking her head. “What I wouldn't do to get my hands on that whelp. Barter my freedom for near certain—could live like a queen. The Imperium was still in operation, you know, before I was shoved down here.”

I didn't blink. A cold shiver of dread crept up my spine. “Imperium is nearby, you say?”

“Mhmm. Looking for the heir.” She glanced back at me, annoyed now. “So what talent are you, then?”

But I wasn't ready to let this trail of thought go. “Hang on,” I murmured. “Who is looking for him?”

“Imperium. I told you.”

“No—which faction?”

She snorted, waving a hand. “Like I keep track of that hogwash. Scum-choke me if I know. I wouldn't—” She paused, then frowned suddenly. “Actually,” she murmured, “I take it back... Maybe I do remember. A name. Of course, everyone knows his name. Even my kin.”

I didn't breathe, not wanting to miss her next words. My question came out as a loose gasp, “Who?”

“Augustus Rex,” she said, nodding once. And for a moment, even the famish shivered, wincing and glancing to the side. She rubbed the back of her neck but then made a strange sighing sound of pleasure.

This didn't surprise me. The Hidden Kingdoms and its denizens often had a soft spot for my sibling. Augustus was the second eldest of us five brothers. He also was the scariest, by far. To him, the folk of the Hidden Kingdoms were useful allies in his pursuit to purge the world of anything untouched by talent or magic or knack.

If he was back in the area, looking for me, then maybe I was in more trouble than I'd first thought... I needed my abilities back and I needed to complete this job; I was beginning to experience the shiver along my back as a permanent fixture. I rolled my shoulders, trying to dislodge the sensation. Preacher's gestures and mannerisms were somewhat rubbing off on me—in my past life, such movement as twitching, fidgeting, shrugging, pointing, any of it would have been deemed uncivilized. Now, though, despite the unease from the gesture, I completed the motion with my shoulders, standing straight-postured still.

As I considered this news, the famish eyed me up and down. At last, she let out a little snort.

“Troll's knockers, you are a Wit, aren't you?” She giggled now, rocking back and forth on her log and slapping her knobby knee. “You didn't lie, did you?” she said, still giggling. “Oh my, oh my; bless my puckered hinders.”

I winced, wanting to do no such thing, forcing away thoughts of my brother and the fear he drew nearer even as we spoke.

Never trust a famish. Age old wisdom, which made this whole escapade inadvisable at best. But I'd been without my powers for nearly a month now, and it felt like walking around with an amputated leg.

The only way I knew to remove a lie's blight on a human soul was to extricate some of the soul itself. Hence where I stood, dripping wet, clutching a molded log, and staring at a shawl-wearing monster.

“You want me to tamper with your soul?” she said firmly.

“To remove the corruption of a lie. That's all. If I feel you're venturing any further than that...” I hefted the branch again.

“And in exchange, I get my freedom?”

“You get the Wilderness. Find your own people. Leave humans alone.”

She snorted, shaking her head, but then finally extended a finger towards me, wiggling it like a queen summoning a subject. Granted, the finger she used to summon wasn't very queenly at all.

I watched the ill-mannered soul-sucker and considered my options. I could still recall my mute friend Preacher's admonishments to me during the last two weeks of planning. I hadn't been able to hear his thoughts, so he'd only managed to communicate with sign language and fierce glares.

But this, in part, was why I needed to go through with the job.

I missed hearing Preacher's thoughts. I missed hearing thoughts in general. I felt naked, exposed, defenseless without my eternal talent. As one of the Wit, the rarest of the six eternals, I'd managed to survive a life on the run for more than a decade.

But now, it felt like I was flying blind in mountainous terrain through a cloud bank. No way to tell what was coming.

Besides... others were counting on me now. At least one other who needed my protection... And an entire world that needed protecting from what he carried.

My fingers tapped even more rapidly against my left thigh. “Fine, deal,” I said.

The famish grinned and stepped towards me.

“Not so fast!” I snapped, skipping back from the thing's wizened fingers. “Not here,” I said. “Not now.”

The famish's eyes narrowed. “Where?”

“Up there,” I said. “Once I get you out.”

Here, the famish crossed her arms over her shawl, wrinkling her nose. “Don't trust me?”

“Not even a little.”

The famish suddenly leered. “Good. I was going to drain you as dry as a skull in the desert.”

A sudden prickle crawled up my spine as something predatory, in the most basic sense, flashed in the famish's eyes.


Chapter 2

“Thought we—I thought we had a deal,” I murmured, my hand tapping towards my thigh again. The slit in my pocket allowed access to my thigh sheath, but I'd lost the knife last month and still hadn't found one I liked enough to replace it.

“Deals are nice. Souls are better,” said the famish. “Besides, I'll take what I can get. There's no skinting path to freedom for us both.”

I considered this, running through my options. I knew what Preacher would have advised; Annie, who had a much higher tolerance for fear, still would have cautioned me. But we'd come too far to back out now. An unruly famish wasn't unexpected. Famishes were all robustious, and entirely predictable in their desire to consume.

“We're getting out,” I said quietly, “if you think with something besides your stomach for a second.”

Granny burped. “Oh?” She pointed one spindly finger up at the ceiling of the glass dome, through the two trees, towards the swirling shoal of silver fish. “Know what those are?” she said, raising a nearly nonexistent eyebrow on a gray forehead.

Many small shadows refracted through the dome, twisting and whirling about.

“Big bad prison breaker didn't think about the jackers, hmm? Look like little bitty fish, don't they?”

I glimpsed a hundred little red eyes, a million needle-like teeth. Puffs of blank ink swirled behind the fish as they darted in the water. Poison, I knew. Twice as deadly as even the most venomous snake. A single bite from one jacker could instantly kill a Kindred in their beast form. Jackers were also called one-splashes. Implying, after a bite, one had enough time to make one final motion in the water before keeling over. Though, in order to prevent them ripping each other apart, they had to imprint with the scent of their targets. In this case, the prisoners. One of the reasons I was able to swim down without being accosted.

The swarm of jackers darted low, zipping angrily towards the famish's pointing finger, watching her through the domed glass.

A couple of the fish moved even closer and wedged into Kay's seal, half buried in the plastic, their little silver faces jawing and snapping inside the oxygenated dome.

I used my stick—which I still held with my lace-embroidered door-handle handkerchief—to pop them back out into the water.

The famish shivered. “See,” she muttered. “They're trained to smell my blood. Makes them frenzy. All us prisoners are marked. An intruder like yourself might be safe—they haven't tasted your blood. But me?” the famish muttered. “Big, droopy, dribbly fat chance I go anywhere with you, prison breaker. I've seen those things break through armor before.”

I shrugged one shoulder. “Do you want out or not?”

She blinked, then, in careful, slow words, she mouthed out, “Little fish bad. Nice famish die. Stupid savant.”

My fingers twitched around the stick I still carried, but I kicked one of the buckets. “This is our ticket out. No, stop, I heard you. I get it: Jackers down here, to kill any prisoners, and the whale-shaped golems up there to crush and destroy anything big enough that might stop the jackers' venom.”

The famish eyed me with the pure black eyes I'd seen earlier. The winking ebony spheres seemed, for a second, to widen, as if stretching a fleshy mask made of little more than rubber and blood.

I twisted the lid to the white, plastic paint bucket, and immediately an odor of dead fish guts filled the glass cell. “Here,” I said, “cover yourself in this.”

The famish wrinkled her nose, hissing. “I'm not covering my person in that wretched filth! Tomb's trove, savant, what do you take me for?”

I was too busy already reaching into the cold gloop. Pieces of dead fish skimmed my fingers—the contents resembled a strawberry slushy with odd fragments of bones and scales floating throughout, plus a couple of eyes for good measure. I shivered in revulsion.

Wincing, I smeared the cold, slimy substance along my arms, my face and down my clothing.

While planning, this part had been the hardest sell for me. I have a thing about using my body as a graveyard for guppies. I hadn't even worn my favorite newsboy cap. Already, I was envisioning—with sheer pleasure—the six or seven showers I would take when, or if, I got back to my R.V.

“Those things eat fish!” she screamed, pointing towards the metal and stone whale golems above. She sniffed a moment, and then spat in disgust. “Sardines? That's their favorite! Do you have a death wish? No—savant! No deal. Get out of my home.”

“This isn't your home, it's your cell,” I snapped as a particularly large chunk of gloop fell from my arm and landed on the ground. I was standing quite stiff, wincing, hoping that by not moving I wouldn't feel my new outfit. “And it will be your tomb if you don't come with me, famish.”  

“How does covering myself in fish guts and dangling my full moon out for the nibblers help me?” The famish demanded.

“Because,” I said, “those fish guts are going to get us past the jackers.” I scooped a handful of fish innards and chucked it at the famish, pegging her in the eye. A bit of pink goo and what looked like a tail dribbled down to her lips. Her mouth went rigid, her expression livid. “How dare—!”

I pegged her with another dollop, square on the nose.

After another couple of shots, I'd covered her good enough that it would have to do. Already, I was turning to the second bucket. The swirling, flickering shadows of the jackers above us continued to spin above the dome, just on the other side of the glass, their tiny eyes fixed on the famish.

She was right, of course. The fish guts wouldn't protect her at all. The jackers would rip her to pieces the moment she left the glass dome.

Which was why I'd brought the second bucket.

I opened this one, and it exuded a more pleasant, minty aroma.

Meanwhile, the famish was busy finishing up a muttered monologue. “...rip out your joy, suckle on your happiness, and leave you a shriveling husk of absolute terror!”

I gave her a long look while bent over the next bucket. “Bluster aside, have you quite yet expended yourself?” Sometimes, my old speech patterns came slinking back in moments of fear.

She glared.

“Good—lather all exposed skin with this.”

“What is it?” she growled

“It protects against acid.”

“Acid? The jackers don't have acid, imbecile. They're venomous. No cure, no antidote. None! They're faster than bullets and sharper than arrows. This won't stop them! They're missiles with minds. And there are thousands of them!”

“I know,” I said, before throwing a handful of the aromatic green gunk from the second bucket.

It was like watching the birth of a piece of modern art—green coloring splashed across her face, over her eye, down to her chin, dripping next to a few fish bones from the first round of gloop. I then reached in and began hastily scooping the aromatic green jelly along my nose, around my eyes, behind my ears, like sunscreen. I got my exposed hands, and arms, and ankles.

“Get out of here. Go! Or I'll make you!”

I frowned at her. “Only one last thing I need from you.”

“Last thing?” she scowled, glancing around as if looking for another bucket.

This time, though, delicately, I reached to my waist and pulled out the two oven mitts and the roll of duct tape I'd put in my leather satchel.

She stared at the oven mitts—bright yellow with stenciled pink and purple flowers. One had the word Kitchen. And the other, in cursive, glittering letters, read Grandma's.

The famish cursed me in a deep, guttural language I didn't understand. She gesticulated wildly, sending fish goop and green droplets flying, still screaming in her native tongue. I waited patiently and then extended the two oven mitts.

“Put these on.”

“I will suck out your memories of your mother, savant! I will rip away your favorite thoughts of your father! Do you hear me! You dare come in here. Dare—”

I flung some more green goop at her, splashing it across one of her hands this time, and streaking her shawl. She snarled and made to charge me, but I held up my stick, prodding her in the chest and keeping her back.

A famish was deadly if they could touch your skin, but as far as physical specimens, they were slow, weak, lethargic, even. Which was why they relied on deception and sympathetic forms to attract their victims.

She slapped at the end of my stick a couple of times, but then barred her teeth. I glimpsed sharper, darker fangs hidden behind the row of molars and incisors.

“Put them on,” I said.

“I won't!” she bellowed.

I shrugged, then reached out, grabbing the seal over the gap in the glass, pressing near the top, around a black rubber tube—just as Kay had shown me—and then ripped.

The seal collapsed suddenly, allowing a surge of water to start flooding through the gap in the glass. The famish yelped in horror, nearly knocked off her feet by the tide of lake water pouring into her cell. She shuffled back, stumbling and splashing, sending droplets of green goo and chunks of pureed sardines every which way.

“What are you doing!” she screamed. The flitting shadows of the jacker shoal above were now moving slowly around the glass dome towards the hole to investigate this strange new motion in their lake.

I braced myself against the surging water as it sloshed past my ankles and soaked my already sodden shoes. I wiggled the oven mitts towards the famish. “Put them on!” I yelled over the churning roar of the water gushing into the cell. “Or you'll drown.”

“Stop it! Stop that!” She screamed. “They'll kill me!”

The shoal was now swooping in circles above the glass, near enough to the spray of water that any moment one might be sucked in with us. I swallowed nervously. This was the tricky part. If the jackers got to us first, then the famish was dead in the water.

The water was now at my knees and the famish's thighs. “Stop it, savant!” she screamed. “Deadman's teeth, we'll both die!”

“Put them on,” I said. “And I'll get you out of here.”

I jammed the two sparkling mitts towards her again, and she gave me the most venomous of glares but finally reached out, snagging the mitts. Muttering darkly, while splashing around and keeping her gaze fixed in horror on the jacker shoal, she began to pull the mitts on.

I tossed the tape to her. Using her teeth, and a free hand, she found the edge, then taped the first mitt to her hand. Then, clumsily, she attached the second.

“This won't stop the jackers,” she said, wiggling her hands now completely encased in Grandma's Kitchen mitts.

“Just supposed to stop you,” I murmured. “This is supposed to stop the jackers...” I lifted the rest of the bucket of sardines and shoved it hard against the gap in the glass. For a moment, the water was cut off, spewing like a crimped hose. Most of the pureed fish landed on the ground or on me, but I angled the bucket and some spilled outside the glass, into the lake itself. Then, the pressure sent the bucket flying, along with a greater jet of liquid.

“What are you doing!” The famish yelled.

I could only hope Preacher was paying attention. By now, the jackers were inching closer and closer to the gap in the glass. As long as the famish stayed in the vicinity of the cell, she would remain somewhat protected. But the water was nearly at her neck. The famish was hyperventilating, her pure black eyes wide.

For my part, I just watched the three large shadows near the surface of the lake, fifty or more feet above us.

Then, faintly, I heard a soft boom. Followed by another. Then twin splashes. Preacher was on time, with perfect aim—just like always.

Two plastic bags landed in the water, launched from the shore. The bags ruptured behind the giant golem whales. A sudden streak of red and pink burst through the water, and began to drift, trailing down...

Down towards our cell.

A trail of breadcrumbs...

The swirling, swishing shadows of the jackers vanished, swallowed by a much bigger shadow. The famish glanced up and her eyes bugged. “Tomb's trove...” she murmured. “You're insane.”

I turned too, breathing in, out, slowly. I didn't have my powers to reduce my surging fear; it had been a long time since I'd experienced the full range of my emotions. I wasn't sure I much liked it. My stomach twisted as I stared at one giant shadow, then a second peel off from the guardians swimming above us.

The two, colossal stone and metal golems followed the trail of sardine puree, following the bloody breadcrumbs, bumping against each other in their hungered haste. The first bits and chunks of red were now hitting the top of our domed cell, landing amidst the jackers.

“It's bringing them right to us!” the famish screamed. “They're going to see us!”

“Come here,” I murmured, staring up at the enormous stone and metal whales. Golems are constructs without conscience. Little more than robots with enchantments instead of circuitry. Enchantments sometimes created unintended effects. For one, the whales had been created to ignore the jackers completely. They also had an appetite for sardines.

Sardine juice now cut a clear path through the water, directly to us. And we were both covered in the juices of the giant whales' favorite food.

“We couldn't use anything armored, no submarine, nothing,” I murmured. “Because they'd crush it, yes?”

“You're insane. You're bleeding batty!”

“We couldn't swim either, because of the jackers. The moment the water touches you and you leave the cell, they'll be on you as fast as bullets and kill you in a second.”

“Absolute bleeding maniac...”

“So,” I said, over the sound of the churning water, “we need a little help to get past the jackers without getting crushed by the golems.”

“Cuckoo. Crazed. Nutty.”

I glanced at the famish as the shadow of the golem nearest us became darker still and kept barreling towards us, following the trail of fish chunks.

All the blood left the famish's flesh suit face.

Then came a giant, splintering crack!


Chapter 3

Spiderwebs of white and fractures of blue cut through the dome where the golem struck. Up close, the stone and metal construct looked like a humpback whale in only the roughest of estimations. Really, it resembled the tailings of an excavation site, with a tail and two fins.

The teeth, though, seemed all too real. Large chunks of granite and iron ringed a mouth as large as a dump truck. I wasn't sure about the thing's own odor, but it could certainly smell the sardines on us. Delicately, I tossed my stick off to the side and pocketed my handkerchief.

The giant golem flapped its fins, cutting once more like a battering ram through the murk, kicking up dust and weeds and reducing my line of sight. Then...

Crash! Whoosh!

The whale slammed into the dome a final time, and the glass smashed completely. The fragments of ruptured glass were lost in the burst of pressurized water. I caught a horrifying glimpse of the whale swooping towards me, maw wide.

And then, my vision was stolen by water, and churning, and chaos.

I lashed out, blind, snagging the Famish's wrist where she'd been standing and yanked her hard towards me and into the scooping whale's mouth.

It felt like leaping into a shadow. The stone and metal construct was slow but the teeth were the size of my skull. The monster swallowed us in the same way the beast might have slurped a shoal.

An elbow struck my ear. Something slammed into my ribs. All around me, the foul, wretched odor of fish guts and stomach juices. My face scraped against something equal parts sticky and jagged. The water receded somewhat, sloshing around at my knees and ankles. I still couldn't see well in the dark, but my back pressed against the rough surface.

The stone and metal walls contracted, swallowing and pushing me deeper into the belly of the giant golem.

“Now you've bleeding done it,” the famish's voice protested shrilly, echoing in the dark. “You've gone and got us eaten!”

I didn't speak, keeping my lips sealed firmly as the whale's body jolted and jarred, suggesting it was turning and shifting about on the lake floor amidst the shattered glass, likely looking for more morsels to swallow.

After a moment of jarring, my head slamming against what felt like a mossy boulder, we finally settled. I heard a gurgling, sloshing sound, and winced, leaning with my back against a curved portion of the construct's enchanted innards. Not so much intestines or a stomach, but more like a mineshaft's wall, jutting with stone and ore.

I'd once heard, years ago, vermen miners had taken to extracting the ore and other precious metals found in the golems. Apparently, the vermen miners had been hired by the Jester—a notorious burglar who'd gone quiet ever since the Grimmest Jest. I'd heard stories the little rat men would swim down and intentionally allow themselves to be swallowed, mine what they could, then get out, selling their wares on the market like junkies with scored hubcaps or car radios.

I wasn't here for anything nearly so fancy.

Now, I was sitting upright, with moisture soaking through my pants. Air wouldn't last long. Only five minutes or so, according to Kay.

Breathing shallowly, I heard a popping, sizzling sound around me, suggesting perhaps, bits of the fish were being consumed by the potent, enchantment acid; I waited, wincing, but felt no pain. For now, it seemed, the green goo was working.

Then, I heard a sudden ting!

I frowned.

Another series of tings! reverberated throughout my temporary enclosure. I shifted, and more stomach juices seeped through my pants. I'd need to take ten showers. At least.

The ricocheting sounds grew louder, reminding me of bullets skipping off my RV, or pinging off my cursed Lancelot shield, or, perhaps, like the start to one of my favorite country songs.

“What's that?” the famish whispered.

More tinging noises.

I paused for a moment, then my eyebrows rose in the dark. “Jackers,” I whispered, “trying to reach you.”

The tinging sound only increased, followed by a low grumble emanating from our construct. In my imagination, I pictured the giant, floating stone and metal construct rising off the silty lake floor, while swarms of jackers tried to burrow through its flank, drawn to the famish's blood.

The famish snorted. “Have I mentioned I hate you?” For a moment, her voice dropped low again, echoing and ancient, filling the stomach of the stone whale that had swallowed us. I shivered, as a piece of sardine flopped from my forehead onto my cheek. I reached up, delicately, flicking it off and heard a soft splash then a sizzle.

For a moment, all thoughts of the jackers, of our dwindling oxygen, of the next step faded in the face of another realization:

Famishes fed on souls. They couldn't help themselves. And I'd just trapped myself in an enclosed space with one who'd been considered so dangerous she'd been locked at the bottom of the Glass Lakes for fifty years. On top of it, I was blind, and due to the acoustics of a golem belly, couldn't quite discern which direction the famish was coming from. I didn't have my talent, either.

I pictured fingers reaching in the dark. Pictured the leer of black teeth beneath ebony eyes in a shriveled, shrunken face. Pictured flesh and blood peeling off a famish, like a rubber mask, revealing what really lurked beneath.

In the dark, breathing shallowly, I thought I heard a soft splash. Thought I heard the motion of something coming nearer.

“Savant?” whispered the famish, her voice serpentine now.

She was definitely closer.

“Stay back!” I snapped, pressing even harder against the rigid wall behind me. Another slew of tinging noises echoed around us.

Was it just my imagination, or were those sounds getting louder too? Suggesting, perhaps, the jackers were wearing through the whale's belly.

“Where are you, human?” she murmured, her voice hissing in the dark. Another soft splashing sound, a sizzling noise. Then breathing; heavy, labored breathing. A chill puff of air against my cheek.

I yelped, lashing out with my foot and sending the famish flopping back with a snarl.

“Stay down!” I yelled. “Save air—we need it.”

And then, in the distance, muffled by the walls of stone and metal around us, I heard a faint Boom!

The whale suddenly shifted. I was sent tumbling, rolling through the thin layer of stomach acid with more splashing and sizzling. My knees scraped against a sharp piece of ore and what felt like a row of small bones.

“What's that?” the famish whispered, gasping and spluttering. “Savant!”

“That,” I said quietly, “is big bait for a big fish. Now stop being stupid and stay still. I told you I'd get us out of here...” I grit my teeth, iron in my words now. “And I plan on doing just that.”

My fingers scrambled towards my pocket, wiping away some gunk to pull out a small, water-sealed bag.

“How are we supposed to get out of here!” the famish screamed.

“The whale's heading to the surface,” I returned. “Just a moment longer. Now be quiet, you're annoying me.”

“Savant, I can't breathe!”

Then, in the distance, I heard a dull retort. Three gunshots in the air. The signal that our whale was close enough to the surface to act.

And so I did. Breathing heavily, trying not to inhale too deeply through my nose, I ripped the watertight seal off the bag, feeling the grains beneath my fingers.

The golem was made of stone and metal. Mined for the ore inside its belly by some. Metal was weak against Kay Kelly's alchemical thermite—the same compound I'd used a month ago to break my friend out of her handcuffs. Concentrated in a single spot, it would explode, breaking through the metal.

But... scattered everywhere? A million little ulcers all at once.

And scatter I did, ripping the alchemical pouch, grabbing a handful of thermite and scattering it in one, arching sweep of my arm. Still blind, sightless, sitting in stomach juices, I ducked my head and winced, waiting.

The thermite fell through the juices; then... I heard a popping sound. Another, and another. A hundred tiny little bubbling, bursting noises.

“Savant?” The famish whimpered, her voice carrying a note of fear now.

I winced, my arms out behind me now, braced against the wall. The whale was rumbling again, stones vibrating around us. “Hang on...” I cautioned, my teeth set.

The tinging sound had grown louder again, like hail blasting a tin roof. Soon, the jackers would break through. I breathed labored gulps now—our oxygen had nearly depleted.

More popping sounds emitted as the thermite powder scattered and swirled in the whale's stomach juices. More tinging noises as the jackers tried to break through. A sudden, gurgling swishing sound as stomach juices sloshed around us, and the whale's stomach contracted.

“Hang on!” I said, louder this time, my fingers scrabbling for desperate purchase against the stone wall behind me.

But it didn't matter. Staying put wasn't an option.

Preacher's gunfire had signaled the whale had surfaced again. The explosions, I knew, had distracted the attention of the giant construct, drawing it closer to shore. Nothing in such an attempt could be perfectly planned, though. One had to improvise in situations such as these.

The popping and fizzing continued around us, causing the whale's sudden indigestion. A sliver of light at the end of a small tunnel suggested the construct had opened its mouth. Then, the walls around us contracted hard. A sudden hissing sound warned of jetting bile and stomach juices. A veritable wave of the liquid swished towards us all of a sudden. I yelped, my arms ripped from the wall.

I sealed my mouth, my eyes tight, my fists gripping at my pockets to keep my arms contained. And then, the whale threw up.

I arched through the air, refusing to open my mouth and scream lest I swallow anything icky. I heard the scream of granny next to me, also tumbling head over heels.

A second later, two loud splashes!

Water in my eyes, my ears. A welcome change to the other liquids I'd been stewing in. Now, spluttering, wiping at my lips and clearing gunk and bile from my vision, I blinked desperately, my eyes stinging as I adjusted. My feet found sand, and, gasping, I labored to my feet, standing drenched and dripping in the shallows nearest the shore.

For a moment, blinking, gathering my thoughts, I stared at the remains of the speedboat, where it was now burning, spewing acrid fumes up to the sky, orange and yellow flames licking at the white paint and ash-streaked hull.

I stumbled in the shallows, gasping, and glanced over my shoulder.

There, the whale was thrashing about, even larger above water than it had seemed beneath.

But the golem wasn't the only creature making its presence known. I yelped, spotting a tidal wave of jackers rolling through the water to the portion of shore where the famish was struggling to her own feet.

“Watch out!” I yelled, spitting water again. I began trudging desperately towards her.

The famish was now on her hands and knees, crawling along the sand. The whale had projectile vomited the prisoner further than me, perhaps due to her small size or the sheer repulsion of holding her in its belly.

Prison break by whale vomit—that was a new one, even given my odd resume.

“Go!” I yelled as the small, silver, venomous fish jetted forward in a wave.

Covered in goo, fish guts and whale vomit, the famish's rump wiggled in the air as she crawled through the sand, gasping and wheezing. She pulled herself past the burning boat, desperate.

The jackers, though, weren't ready to be deterred by something so simple as land.

They vaulted from the water, pelting the sandy shore like arrows shot from an army of archers; the silver fish jammed into the sand. Tiny teeth flashed, trying to snag the famish.

She yelled, holding up her shawl, flailing with her oven mitts and duct-taped hands. One jacker was sent careening back into the water with a soft plop. But a hundred more little thumps and thuds rained down on the shore as the jackers tried to get at the famish. At last, she took refuge behind the burnt out, smoking hull of the speedboat. I heard her wheezing as I finally reached the shore too.

I kicked a couple of snapping fish out of my way, where they flopped and wiggled like eels on the sand, indifferent to the scent of a free man's blood.

Then, stumbling, my clothing damp and heavy around me, I kicked sand, circling the front of the speedboat. The scent of ash mingled with the other, less pleasant odors exuding from our persons as I examined the gasping, wheezing famish.

“Told you I'd get you out,” I muttered, breathing heavily and spitting something from my mouth I didn't want to examine too closely.

She regarded me with one tar-colored eye, which flickered blue for a moment, but settled on black. She adjusted some of the tassels on her shawl and then flashed a thumbs up, muttering, “I always believed in you, savant. Knew you had it in you.” And then, her eyes rolled in the back of her head, and she collapsed in the sand with a soft, dull thump audible over the sound of flopping, silver fish strewn across the beach.


Chapter 4

The famish awoke slowly, her skin even more gray and pale than while trapped at the bottom of the lake. One ebony eye opened beneath eyelashes fluttering like the prickles of a cactus.

Once again, she was sitting on a log.

This time, though, we were on the outskirts of a forest, far enough from the Glass Lakes that any patrols alerted to our presence would be hard pressed to track us in time.

A couple of leaves fluttered from the boughs above, swirling and drifting down, landing gently on the detritus at the famish's feet. Granted, her feet were out of sight as was most of the rest of her.

She was encased in a blue, roll-up sleeping bag zipped to the chin. Her eyes opened completely with one last flutter. One hand still protruded, the sparkling Kitchen oven mitt taped around her wrist. With only her head and hand jutting out of the fluffy blanket roll, she looked a bit like a stuffed potato with protuberances.

Once she took stock of her situation, though, her eyes darkened, and she snarled, “Really, savant? This is how you treat me? I'll suck you dry, you scum-choking—”

Someone cleared their throat behind her, and a large shadow fell over the famish. She glanced back, straining her neck, then loosed a little squeak.

At six-foot-nine, with more muscles than most people had thoughts, Preacher Gallows cut an intimidating figure. Not to mention his beaten, cauliflower ears—a gift from his days as a backwoods boxer—and the two six shooters jammed into leather holsters, visible just past his open duster. My large, gun-totting friend tilted his cattleman crease hat at the famish in way of greeting; the twin red feathers tucked in the brim fluttered on the quiet breeze moving through the forest fringe.

The famish winced, regarding Preacher's size, her eyes trailing to the weapons at his waist.

“Did they have those when you first went away?” I murmured, indicating the revolvers. “They're like bows and arrows, except faster.”

“I know what guns are, savant,” she snapped, some of the edge in her tone having faded. She looked quite ridiculous, jammed in the sleeping bag, her one hand still in a glittering oven mitt. But the glare in her dark, ebony eyes, a demonic tinge to her gaze, offset the comical nature of her get-up.

Which, of course, was why we'd opted for the precautions.

Famishes needed skin to skin contact. Fingers, for them, were the best medium for the use of their powers.

“Where's Annie?” I murmured, glancing to Preacher.

My large friend jammed a finger over his shoulder. Then signed with his fingers, crossing them and spreading the first two. Preacher and I had first intersected paths ten years ago, but he'd taken a vow of silence even before that. I'd never heard him break it, and to this day I didn't know the reason for his vow. The thumb he jutted over his shoulder was streaked with pink blush along the knuckle, the same sort of makeup adorning his features. Just another oddity about my large companion.

Some thought Preacher's makeup, like war paint, was the source of his deadly aim. Others, like myself, thought there was a far darker reason for the blush and eye shadow he applied every morning with trembling fingers. More than once, I'd walked in on him weeping while putting on lipstick.

“With Nap?” I asked. “The RV still hidden?”

Preacher nodded then tipped his head towards the famish. He gave me a long, searching look.

“I'm sure,” I said softly. “After all that, I'm sure.”

He sighed as if in resignation, then in a single, fluid motion, he pulled a six-shooter out of its holster and aimed it directly at the famish's skull.

This changed her tune instantly, and she started bleating. “Wait! Hold on, big fellow. Savant, are all your friends skinting insane? Just a second. Give me a second.”

I shook my head. “No seconds. Other guards, more sentient, will be approaching any time now. They're likely sweeping the forests as we speak. You'll want to be long gone by the time they arrive.”

The famish winced, trying to twist in the sleeping bag to glance around the woods, but this only jammed her own hand painfully against her neck.

Both her eyes landed on me again, twitching, the black balls rotating and reflecting the light in a way that suggested her attention was now fixated on my throat. “A lie removed from your soul?” she said softly, licking her lips with a gray tongue.

“Just the lie,” I whispered back. “Yours to do with what you want.”

She shivered, emitting a pleasurable, gurgling sound in her throat. “I love lying souls.”

“I'm warning you,” I said sternly, “he will blow your brains out if you try to take anything else. After you're done, I'll know.”

As if to emphasize the point, Preacher jammed the gun even harder into the famish's cheek. Preacher crossed himself with his other hand, murmuring a silent prayer beneath his breath to ward off evil. My large friend wasn't as comfortable as I was with the more... vile sorts of the Hidden Kingdoms of Pilfery.

The famish swallowed—a loud, wet sound. Then she smacked her lips and wagged her oven mitt in my direction. “Need my fingers if we're to proceed, dearie.”

Preacher wrinkled his nose at the smell of both of us, but then ripped the duct tape free and, delicately, pulled the mitt off the famish's fingers before stepping hurriedly back.

She wiggled her fingers, letting out a sigh of relief.

“Recollect with some urgency,” I said, scowling, speaking for a moment like my eighteen-year-old pompous self. “You're permitted only the lie. Cross me, and I'll exact your demise.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she waved dismissively with her free hand, “threats and violence, violence and threats. Now come here.”

“A moment,” I said quickly, a memory surfacing. My eyes narrowed. “Before we proceed, I have a question for you.”

Her gray eyebrow flicked up.

“On behalf of a friend,” I murmured. “Have you heard anything about the saboteurs recently? From that ghost friend of yours, perhaps.”

Now, the famish simply looked annoyed. “The saboteurs? Blast the lot of them. Heard two of them snuffed it—that's nice.” She flashed a wicked grin.

“And the rest?” I asked, cautiously.

She waved away my words. “Heard they're holed up, hiding in their shadow realm. Surrounding themselves with guards and defenses. They're scared,” the famish said, giggling now. “Real scared. Good riddance, I say!” Her tone hardened. “Now enough stalling. I won't hurt you, precious little savant. Come here!”

I supposed she was right; no stalling. My stomach twisted, and I eyed the famish as droplets continued to trace down my forehead and quiver on my eyebrows. I reached up with a steady hand—steady as possible, that is, given our situation—and wiped my brow.

Then, I stepped within reach of a soul-sucking fiend.

The moment I drew near, wincing as if against a blow, she let out a little shudder of delight, swallowing once.

“This won't hurt a bit, dearie,” she murmured. But even her words, now, seemed an echoing, distant thing.

Her eyes hooded, her throat purring, like a cat in sunlight, she reached out.

The moment her fingers touched my skin, I felt a spark—as if from static.

“Oh...” she murmured. “What a beautiful, scarred thing this is...” her eyes were pitch black, her tone deeper, older, rumbling. Shivers spread from my cheek in pulses.

“Only the lie,” I snapped. “I mean it.”

“My little savant,” she whispered, “there are so many scars. I could take them away. Help you—It would make you feel better. It isn't right for someone as young as you to live under such a mountain of trauma. Let me help you, hmm?”

I could actually see drool spilling down the side of her mouth. Her black eyes were even wider now, as if peeling back a portion of her fleshy eye-sockets, revealing even more of herself as she glimpsed more of me.

I considered her words for a moment. Considered the offer. She could take pieces of my soul, removing them entirely. Like a surgeon's scalpel. What she took wouldn't and couldn't be replaced. What I gave freely would be on my own conscience. But what if she could help? I thought of my memories, of my father's memories—of my childhood, of what I'd seen. Of the things I'd been party to. Of the things I'd done and been trained to do.

I loosed a shivering sob, even with my eyes locked on her, my cheek buzzing, the cold spreading down my spine, across my limbs. My fingers were numb now, trailing against my thigh. My spine felt like a rod of ice.

“What about this one, hmm? You don't need this one,” she murmured. And I could feel a memory surface. Could feel, in my mind's eye, but even deeper somehow, could feel the pain of blows being rained down. Glimpsed myself, at ten, being kicked down the stairs by my father while he screamed.

I'd refused to break into the mind of a teenage girl—she'd reminded me of Annie. I'd refused to extract information about her parents so my father could find them and hurt them. I'd nearly died after that beating. Mercifully, the girl had been killed before I'd recovered enough to try again. I wouldn't have refused a second time.

“Come on,” she wheedled. “Just a little nibble. Just a little—”

Preacher growled, pressing his six shooter against her head, and she went stiff.

“No,” I managed to gasp out, blinking and shaking my head. “Stick to the deal. Do it. Now.”

“If you insist,” she murmured, sounding somewhat disappointed. Encouraged by the gun to her temple, she said, “ah, here we are. Found it. A lie. A whopper, by the looks of it. I see here, surrounding the lie, all sorts of horrors.” She winced. “What was that thing?” Her black eyes widened further until I was worried they might swallow her face. “A thirteen-foot bear with red scales?” she shivered. “Glad I've never met that twisted blighter.”

The buzzing in my cheek intensified, and the fear I'd been trying to suppress seemed to be spreading, multiplying even. I could feel my knees threatening to give out beneath me. I forced my eyes closed now, hoping to find some sort of momentary solace in blind darkness.

But even there, the fear started playing pictures across my mind's eye.

“Get on with it, famish!” I yelled, perhaps too loudly.

There were patrols out searching for us, after all. I couldn't forget what she'd said about the Imperium in the area either... my brother was looking for me.

“You're no fun. Fine,” she snapped. Then, happily, she said, “This is going to hurt. Badly.”

And it felt like her fingers jammed through my face. My eyes snapped open, but I still couldn't see. Phantom images swirled across my mind and my memory. I glimpsed Annie lying in the RV back outside the Hollow. I glimpsed the dream I'd played for her. I watched as I lied to February, the lieutenant of the saboteurs.

I screamed as white-hot pain engulfed my cheek. I tried to yank back, but I was now frozen in place, at the famish's mercy.

I continued yelling as the pain pounded in my head, my hands. It felt like the tip of my tongue had been dipped in acid.

And then, almost, it felt like a ripping. A tearing. Not like a surgeon's scalpel at all, but more like a dumb, blunt troll, yanking the leg off a lamb.

I howled again as the pain flashed once more.

My vision swam, I fell to my knees, and could feel dust and pine needles against my legs. Gasping, I bent over and dry heaved...

The pain lessened. My yelling fell to steady, mute gasps.

I felt a strong arm on my shoulder, trying to help me up.

And then, I blinked a few more times, and I could see again. I was kneeling at the feet of the famish who remained stuffed into the sleeping bag. Her eyes had returned to their mirrored blue of my own, and she wore a contented smile, which fixed off into the trees now. Likely, she was enjoying whatever fragment of my soul she'd taken—what famishes did with them, I had no clue.

Gasping, spitting to the dirt ground and creating dark patches, I got shakily to my feet, rubbing one hand against my cheek.

No more buzzing, no more numbness. Like a sudden melting frost, the sensations had vanished.

I gave a pleasurable little gasp, not unlike the famish's own while feeding. I reached out again, probing towards my fear from earlier and dampening it. Muting.

It worked. Then, out of sheer spite, I reached out, placing a glimpsing in the famish's mind of a thousand little jackers flying through the air and pelting towards her.

She yelped, and fell off the log, feet trapped in the sleeping bag as she kicked to get back to her feet.

I dropped the image. Perfect.

I turned to the famish now, my fear gone, my talent back, my smile widening by the passing second. “Well then,” I said, as she rolled onto her side and looked up at me from over the log, scowling again. “You did it.”

“Told you I would!” she snapped.

“A deal is a deal,” I replied. “The Wilderness—that's where you're heading.”

“The Wilderness?” She groaned. “Take me to a city! Better yet, some crowded sport's stadium. Yes! Yes! Do they still have baseball games?” her eyes had a distant, wistful quality. “I can still remember shouldering through the ticketing booths.” She let out a little whisper of delight.

But I shook my head firmly. “Wilderness or nothing. I'm not letting you loose in society.”

And then, I reached out again, my mind descending on her own. I didn't stay too long; I couldn't imagine the defilement of rooting around in a famish's noggin for more than a few seconds.

Her thoughts and impulses played like shadow puppets in my mind, or more like a three-dimensional Rorschach test—a language all to itself, which I was fluent in. I found her impulse control. It took me a moment, like an athlete in their first game after a return from injury, but I managed to place the impulse after my second attempt.

The Wilderness is home. The Wilderness is safe. Everywhere else is terrifying.

Like an electrician, I took the strand of impulse and tied it off with her desire to feast on human souls. The two desires were now one. She could no more pursue one without the other.

It would have to do; she'd held up her end of the bargain.

I paused long enough to check her memories—only going back a couple of minutes. I watched as she tempted herself with pieces of my soul. I watched images I didn't quite understand, but then I saw myself collapse. I saw when she snatched a piece of me, ripping it from my spirit.

Only the lie, then.

A final, shuddering little breath left my lips, expanding to fill the space between us.

“You're free to go, famish. The Wilderness is your home now. No more preying on humans—that's your promise to me.”

“Pinky swear,” she muttered.

I reached out and unzipped the sleeping bag where she lay on the ground next to the log. She kicked and squirmed, but got back to her feet again with far more energy than most geriatrics.

“Good day, famish,” I murmured. “And thank you.”

She gave me a long look, swallowing once. “If ever you're nearby... do hesitate to come calling. In fact, avoid me completely. From the bottom of my heart, I hope I never see you again.”

Then she turned, still muttering darkly, and ripping the oven mitt off one hand. I did notice, however, instead of tossing it off into the trees, she tucked the mitt, marked Grandma's with sparkling glitter lettering, under one arm, and continued to shamble off into the forest, pulling her shawl tight around her shoulders, and moving slowly—likely practicing for the next innocent victim that came along.

I watched her leave, and could feel Preacher shifting uncomfortably next to me. He cleared his throat once.

I didn't even have to look at him. “I know. But she'll stay where we sent here. She won't leave the Wilderness. Not for a long time.”

Relief flooded me as I sensed my gigantic companion's thoughts once again. It felt like slipping into a warm bath, or putting on a comfortable and familiar shoe. She's a threat, I could hear him thinking.

I murmured, “It's a dangerous world, Preacher. Besides, I gave her my word. In our line of work, if we tried to take out every threat to the innocent, we wouldn't have any friends left.”

My tall companion nodded once and crossed himself, extending a hand towards the retreating famish and sending up a quick prayer in his mind. The top of my head came up to Preacher's chest, and so when he patted me on the back, I winced, but flashed a smile all the same. Preacher bent double, picking up the sleeping bag and any blue scraps of fabric from the forest floor. He hated litter, especially in the woods. As a serial rule-follower, Preacher was the sort in an empty move theater who would still sit in his assigned seat. I wished he spent half as much time cleaning up his side of the RV, but some habits were harder to change than others.

My powers were back, the lie removed. The crumpled sleeping bag lifted from the fallen log to sit on Preacher's shoulder, and the famish was still walking away, down the dirt path, through the trees, shaking her head and likely cursing my name a thousand different ways.

Above, sunlight brushed the treetops and winked at the path. Clouds teased the light, moving to and fro in some spontaneous celestial dance.

And there, beneath the sun and the clouds and the sky, I heard a piercing scream.

I went stiff, looking sharply off in the opposite direction of the famish.

Another scream, loud, desperate. A familiar voice—Napoleon. My fourteen-year-old, baby brother.

I didn't say a word—I didn't need to. Instantly, as if at the sound of a starter pistol, Preacher and I both bolted, kicking up dust and tearing up the road, sprinting in the direction of my decade old, C-class RV, where we'd left Annie and Napoleon.

A third scream split the air, and my heart beat even faster as I hotfooted through the forest, some of the terror from earlier returning to chill my blood.


Chapter 5

Pine needles scattered, and I puffed ragged breaths as I pulled ahead of Preacher. My old friend had grown up as an eagle scout and then a backwoods boxer, so he knew forest terrain better, but while my sharpshooting companion was built for size and power, I was designed for speed.

I ripped through a cluster of false lilies of the valley and ducked around the trunk of a western hemlock in the same motion as I bounded across a muddy creek.

The screaming had faded, but now, from the clearing where we'd parked the RV, I heard loud voices.

“...Release him, now!” Annie was shouting.

I broke the tree cover and came to a stumbling halt at the edge of the clearing, panting. My decade old RV sat in the shadow of a giant whitebark pine. Most of the bullet holes and damage from the previous month had been patched or—at the very least—covered with a smattering of tasteful decals displaying characters from Preacher's favorite comic books.

Annie stood framed in the door, her hands loose at her sides. She had green eyes which sometimes turned gray above a gently sloped nose crooked on the end from a poorly set break. Her head was shaved to little more than a prickle, and her olive complexion carried few scars, a testament to her brilliance with that wereblade of hers. Though the weapon, for now, was out of sight, shadows at her feet twitched and moved, starting to flutter and lift as if responding to her thoughts.

My friend wore a tank top, her peacoat draped over one arm. Her military, gray backpack could be glimpsed behind her, resting against the wall to the first bedroom.

Her emerald eyes, though, were fixated on the two figures by the doused campfire.

One of them, my little brother Napoleon, was struggling something fierce and kicking up dust as he tried to rip out of his assailant's grasp. A difficult task for my brother, as he was a small thing, only five foot on a good day, and only had one arm due to a birth defect.

His dirty blond mess of hair shifted about like spun gold above his gleaming spectacles as his good hand's fingers scrambled at the arm around his neck. “Please. Let me go, please!” Napoleon yelled.

As I drew nearer, quietly, on the balls of my feet, moving up from behind the struggling figures, I zeroed in on the assailant at last, and my blood went cold.

He wore a familiar black uniform with blue trim. As he shifted and struggled, I glimpsed a Roman numeral II in gold on his lapel—a low-ranking soldier, then. Little more than a scout.

But an Imperium scout who had my brother by the neck.

I only knew of one company remaining allegiant to the Dwindling Imperium who still wore those uniforms. The Gentle Hand.

The thought sent a shiver of horror down my spine. I should've known he'd come calling. I should've known I'd been raising too much of a stink. The famish had been right.

Vyle's teeth—was he here? I whipped around, briefly, glancing to the trees, but all I spotted was Preacher lagging, breathing heavily as he came up behind me through the undergrowth, still carrying the discarded sleeping bag and a fistful of litter.

No sign of Augustus. Not yet.

My eyes narrowed now, fixated on the back of the head of the scout gripping my brother. As the attacker glanced off, revealing his profile, I didn't recognize him. He had swarthy features and a blunt nose like a slab of stone. He wore two piercings in one of his ears, and, it took a moment to spot, but a golden ring hooped through his nose. His visible eye was narrowed and mean but flashing with eternal indigo.

All of my brother's human soldiers were eternals.

For now, the scout hadn't seemed to notice me—which meant he wasn't a Wit.

“I'll ask one more time,” he snarled, breathing heavily, “where is the heir? Bring him to me, and we can all go home, nice and snug.” He gave a little jerk with his arm around my brother's neck, causing Nap to gag.

Annie hadn't noticed me yet, and she kept her voice calm. My friend didn't seem to feel fear the same way most of us did. She wasn't a Wit, so she didn't suppress it like me, but rather it was almost as if she couldn't sense fear. Now, still standing in the doorway of my RV, the shadows at her feet shifting and moving, she murmured, “Your earrings are pretty...” For a moment, she almost sounded jealous, as if snatched by an errant thought and lifted from the scene in the clearing for a moment. A flicker of a frown crossed he countenance as one of her hands strayed to her own, unpierced ear. Her fingers hovered there for a moment, distracted by whatever prompting had aroused the initial comment.

But then she seemed to focus once more. Her hand fluttered from down from her ear to her side again. Her shadows swirled once more, and her voice went suddenly colder. The uninitiated might not have realized the slight shift in her posture, the angling of her features, the flash of her eyes. My friend Annie carried trauma of her own—it came in the form of a split personality, who I knew only as November. November now spoke, “But your attitude is not. I don't tend to harm mortals, but if you keep hurting my young friend, I'll intervene, pretty earrings or not.”

“The prince! Where is he!” The man yelled, raising a forearm all of a sudden. A second later, November lashed out with a projectile of shadow. A hundred little pine-needle shaped streaks of darkness rose from the ground and sped like quills towards the man.

November blinked in surprise at his reaction, though. The shadows struck the man's upraised arm, but didn't seem to pierce, ricocheting off and vanishing beneath the light above. The man's sleeve was now ripped in spots, but beneath it revealed a silky, metallic armor encasing his forearm.

The silky armor didn't alarm nearly so much as his reaction. He'd raised his arm before Annie had attacked, in the exact location where she'd been aiming.

A Blessed, then.

I grit my teeth. One of my least favorite of the eternals. They were unpredictable, and liars through and through. The Blessed claimed they had luck on their side, but I knew better. It was a feint, a pretense. Luck had nothing to do with it.

Rather, they could glimpse the future and sometimes manipulate it with a word or an action.

To a Blessed, the future wasn't linear, but rather a hundred, if not a thousand branching paths leading from each moment in time. Blessed were all, to a person, born with genius IQ. They had to be to avoid going mad while trying to track all the paths. I'd never yet met a Blessed who hadn't mastered the game of chess or enjoyed a vigorous debate over something pointless for the sheer sake of it. I'd learned the word “syllogism” from a Blessed, when I'd been younger, right before trying to punch the pompous prick on the nose. Of course, he'd seen it coming and ducked long before I connected.

Now, my anger was at full capacity. Genius minds were often the most confusing and exhausting to study due to the sheer amount of terrain. The connections their thoughts made were never usual, and often offensive. The level of neuroticism and negative emotion found in the minds of the highly intelligent was also disproportionate, making it even more unpleasant to navigate.

Add to that their ability to see the future, and play with it, forcing an outcome they wanted, and interacting with a Blessed often felt like playing checkers against a chess master.

The Blessed was still facing Annie, but as I drew nearer, his shoulders went stiff. I knew he hadn't heard me; I was moving too quietly.

“Hello, Leonidas,” said the man, slowly. And then in an equally lethargic pace to match his tone, he turned. His narrowed eyes stared over his blunt, pierced nose. The small, golden hoop through his nostrils had a tiny diamond skull I hadn't noticed before, dangling from the center. He had close-cut, dark hair, military-style, neatly shaved on the sides.

He tilted his head, watching me for a long while, his arm still wrapped around little Nap's neck. My brother tried stamping on the Blessed's foot, but the man moved before the strike landed, lazily, as if he'd done nothing more than catch a ball. He gave my brother's neck a little squeeze, and, choking, Nap stopped struggling, his pale face turning red.

My temper burned even brighter. I knew I ought to be cautious, careful. Blessed rarely came without backup or a plan. But I wasn't in the mood for games—chess or checkers or otherwise. And so I reached out with my thoughts, slamming my consciousness hard against his mind.

You can't dodge a skinting Wit.

Which was why the Blessed didn't like us much either.

This soldier had trained, hardened his mind. I could feel him, even now, focusing on a single pin-prick of a pine needle on his shirt, zeroing in on a solitary object, forcing his full mind to narrow in.

But this took focus.

I stomped towards him, stooped—picked up a stone—and chucked it at his head.

The Blessed gasped, ducking in time, but now this refocused his thoughts. I felt a glimmer of fear.

Nothing more devastating to a mental intrusion than fear itself. I managed to break through his defenses, briefly. I pillaged what I could: a name.

“Admiral Manthe,” I said, a growl in my tone. “I've never heard of you.”

“Hi, Leon!” Annie's voice spoke but solemn and energetic, her tone not quite matching the emotion of the moment. “He's an admiral?” Annie asked, her nose wrinkling in curiosity from where she still remained framed in my RV.

“No. That's his name. He's just a scout, aren't you, Admiral. Wait, before you answer, I think I should tell you something. Though knowing your kind, you already know what I'm about to say.” I pointed a finger, directly at his chest. “The last person to manhandle my baby brother ended up in an abyss. If you don't let Napoleon go, right now, I'm going to do worse to you.”

Admiral knew enough to take me at my word. He loosed my brother instantly, shaking his head, and raising his hands. “You've got it all wrong,” he said quickly. “No need for threats. I'm sufficiently horrified, terrified, flusterfied, all the fieds you can think of. I'm them and more. But I'm here to speak with you, heir, on Captain Augustus' behalf.”

“He goes by captain now?”

The scout rubbed at his jaw, watching as Napoleon scrambled away. My little brother murmured, “Thank you.”

I felt a jolt of relief at the sound of my baby brother's voice. “You don't have to thank him, Nap. Are you okay?”

My little brother winced and nodded. “Sorry,” he called.

“There's no need to apologize either.” I gave my little brother a once-over, and once I was sure he was unharmed, I returned my attention to Admiral. “We've been practicing manners,” I said coolly, in response to his raised eyebrow, feeling defensive. “Something you could use a lesson in.”

I felt a jolt of gratitude he was only a Blessed, not a Wit. Blessed had to know what sort of questions to ask to glean the information they wanted. A Wit, on the other hand, could root around in my little brother's head, and then...

I shivered. No one could learn what was hiding dormant in Nap's mind. Vigorously, over the last month, I'd been teaching my brother how to guard against mental intrusion. But it still was far from enough.

Admiral continued as if I hadn't said anything, “He goes by many names, some he chose, others given to him. Not all of them flattering.” Admiral shrugged, rolling his shoulders back—his posture open and at ease. “So it goes, as I'm sure you know well, Prince Leonidas.”

My neck prickled, and I wondered if I ought to deny it.

But what was the point? It made sense my brother would have sent a Blessed. Given enough time, they could glean whatever information they wanted. In their minds, they'd simply play out the thousand and one branching paths of the future. They'd try a hundred different questions, look through a hundred different possibilities and then glean information from the ones that gave them what they wanted, without having to so much as blink in actuality.

For instance, a Blessed might think to themselves, What if I tackled him right now and put a knife to his throat? Ninety-nine out of a hundred times, such a tactic would go horribly for the scout. But in that one percent chance of success, he might force me to divulge my true identity.

Thus, even in that one percent chance, he would be able to see it in the future—in all the potential futures. Which was why, spending time around a Blessed, for too long, was never a positive.

The Blessed were limited, too, of course. For one, they could usually only manage to glimpse a minute or two into the future—if they tried to look further, the many trails and paths might drive them mad. For another, they weren't gifted physically. Bullets and projectiles would eventually find a mark. Not because they couldn't see them coming, but because even if they could, sometimes they simply weren't fast enough to escape the inevitable. It was like being tied to train tracks. Just because someone knew the train was coming didn't mean they could do anything about it. In a thousand futures out of a thousand they would end up as a smear on the cold rails.

Admiral's hands, though, weren't bound. Rather, one hand probed the perforation on his sleeve. His eyes fixed on me, his blunt nose seemingly matching his temperament. He gave a little snort, like a bull, causing his diamond nose ring to twitch.

“You need to come with me, prince,” he said, in as polite a tone as he could muster.

“Where's Augustus,” I demanded. “Nearby? How far?” I looked over his shoulder to the trees. What sort of escape route had the Blessed already marked out a hundred different ways? Were there snipers in the branches? Ambushers in the forest?

I extended my thoughts, grazing any minds nearby. Besides my companions, Admiral, and a few woodland creatures, plus the tarantulas in my RV, I didn't sense anyone else.

I refocused on the present threat. The Blessed stood straight-backed, his bearing proud with that haircut and uniform. I'd never seen form-fitting armor like what he boasted beneath his blue and blacks, but I knew my brother, Augustus, was a tinkerer—much like Kay Kelly—in his own right, and would often outfit his soldiers with the best of his own inventions.

“You can tell Augustus I politely decline his request for an audience,” I said slowly.

“I see...” Admiral's posture became even more rigid, his hands at his side, his one tattered sleeve fluffing with a breeze. “So it's as they say. You're on the run.”

“Well, I'm not lost. That's for sure.”

“Your brother seems to think you're frightened. He believes if you two could meet up, he'd be able to assuage your hesitancy. I'm tasked to tell you, Leonidas, you ought not be afraid. Your brother will protect you. The Endeavor won't kill you as they did your father, or your middle brother, Julius.”

My lips felt dry all of a sudden, but I resisted the urge to wet them, lest I indicate nervousness.

“I appreciate his concern,” I murmured, then paused. “Or, well, perhaps I don't. I do accept it, though. But let me be clear: I want nothing to do with you, or my brother. Go tell Augustus I said no.”

Admiral gave a little shake of his head. “You're certain?”

“You have my answer.”

“No, not your answer. Your course of action. You intend to attack. You're not going to let me leave and tell your brother where you are.”

I didn't blink, but he was right. I couldn't let him leave. Not yet. Best-case scenario, we caught the Blessed, tied him to a tree, and gave ourselves ample time to move on from the Pacific Northwest. Argentina sounded nice this time of year. And most the unknowings there also hadn't heard of the eternal talents. Most of humankind went through their lives without realizing what took place in the million-acre forests, mountains, lakes and underground caves of the knowing.

Sometimes, I envied their ignorance.

“We heard about the Hollow,” Admiral said, his gaze still fixed on me, but his head tilting to the side just a bit, his eyes flashing with a strange intensity. “We heard you rescued your brother. Augustus saw this as proof you were ready to rejoin. He's coming. He'll be here in a day's time, Leonidas. You should meet with him. He has much to say.”

This time, I did wet my lips, if only to bite my tongue briefly. I couldn't say what I was thinking. Not to Admiral. For now, the Imperium considered me an asset, an heir to be restored.

If they knew I hated everything they stood for, I wasn't sure they'd be so gentle.

Already, they seemed to think it appropriate to manhandle Napoleon—a ticking time bomb in his own right.

It made sense, now, that Augustus was narrowing in. I'd made a name for myself by breaking into the Hollow. I'd kicked over the proverbial hornet's nest.

And now, my seven-foot, psychotic Elementalist brother was looking for me.

“The Grand Imperium has mobilized once again, Prince Leonidas,” said Admiral, his voice nearly a whisper.

“The Dwindling Imperium is dead,” I countered. “It died the night of the Grimmest Jest. There's no sense trying to resurrect a husk.”

“Don't call it that!” Admiral snapped, his face tinged with red now. He shook his finger at me. “Don't you call it that, sir. The Imperium isn't dwindling, nor is it dead. We're stronger than ever. Augustus hasn't been lazy. He's been rebuilding. If only you knew...” He cut himself off, though, and gave a little shake of his head. “Come with me. Speak with Augustus. He'll tell you everything.”

I felt a little shiver at the Blessed's words. He seemed to really believe what he was saying, but then again, all sycophants did. The Imperium was dead. Not quite buried yet, but soon enough. It was shattered into factions, all of them vying for control themselves. Many of them wishing to rally around me.

The Gentle Hand, led by my brother, was the smallest faction in number, but the most terrifying in impact. They were an elite unit of handpicked soldiers.

Before me, one of their lowest ranking members, nothing more than a scout, was looking me square in the eyes with the arrogance born of noble blood from a generation's deep family line. I wondered how many men and women this fellow had killed in the name of Rex.

As I considered it, I found my own temper rising.

I could still picture the way he'd wrapped his arm around Nap's neck. I could feel the cold rising in my chest, could feel the anger, the breaking taking over my body, for the briefest moment. My hands clenched into fists at my side.

Whatever the case, Admiral was right. I couldn't let him run off to Augustus and tell him where we were. I didn't need to kill him, but I did have to buy us all some time.

“So, that's how it is then?” Admiral said suddenly, frowning at me. His posture tensed, going from stiff and proud to prepared and poised.

“I guess so,” I murmured. I could feel Preacher behind me, in the trees, watching, waiting. Annie was standing in the doorway to my RV, her hands at her side, the shadows at her feet still flickering, one hand still touching delicately at her unpierced ear. She had her other hand on Napoleon, gently rubbing his shoulders and murmuring softly while he rested his head on her arm.

Nap was safe. I was ready—Preacher was behind me. Annie was backup.

No time like the present.

“One moment,” Admiral said, clearing his throat briefly. He bent over, slowly, and picked up a thick branch. He turned it lengthwise and then twisted it into the ground. He stared at the branch for a moment, which now jutted up like a fence post. He nodded once.

“Alright,” he said softly. “Go ahead.”


Chapter 6

I hesitated, only briefly. Wondering, if by his words, after checking the future, Admiral determined he could rouse me to action. Or, on the other hand, if he thought I'd second guess myself and give him time to escape.

I couldn't think like that, though. Trying to keep up with a Blessed was an undertaking in madness.

So, instead, I attacked. Preacher's guns retorted behind me.

And, miraculously, he missed.

Admiral jumped right before the shots, suggesting Preacher had been aiming for his legs. The bullets skimmed off the ground. At the same time, I sent my thoughts out like daggers, jamming my consciousness against his mental defenses with as much force of fury as I could muster.

I broke through his capacity for speech. But this was little use to me. I tried to place a glimpsing in his mind, but he anticipated the move and sent his full focus to protect against the tampering.

Again, another difficulty of combating a Blessed. As a Wit, I was used to probing, pushing, finding weaknesses even in the best defenses and figuring out a way through. But Blessed could anticipate where I would strike. So, instead of guarding all their mind, by reducing fear, or focusing on a single point of solid material, or simply meeting me in a battle of wills, he left everything unguarded that I wasn't attacking. This gave him even more strength to defend where I was.

Admiral ducked and Preacher fired again. Distracted now, Admiral sheltered behind a tree as the bullets skimmed off the bark, nearly hitting him.

I managed to send the glimpsing through.

Now, Admiral faced a row of six Endeavor Elementalists emerging from the trees. Phantoms in his own mind.

At first, he yelped in surprise, but then his own talent took over, and he ignored them completely. Lightning flashed forward—in his thoughts—but he ignored the smoke and mirrors, sprinting, now, towards the RV.

Annie had gently pushed Napoleon to the side and now joined in the fray. One thing I was certain the Gentle Hand scout hadn't been expecting was the eleventh saboteur in my RV.

November moved rapidly, lifting shadows from the ground beneath the trees. The darker the setting, the more powerful a saboteur. They were weakest in the height of daylight and strongest at night.

Now, the sunlight glimmered above, but the trees provided some cover. November leapt towards the Blessed, trying to tackle him as she lifted shadows from the ground and tried to wrap them around his ankles.

But the scout reacted with admirable quickness. He cursed and lurched to the side, slamming a shoulder into a tree. The shadows missed him; bark and dust scattered where he ricocheted off the tree, and he continued moving forward. He didn't try and face Annie. Smart. That wouldn't have lasted long; rather, he kept running.

November came from the left, I came from behind, Preacher aimed.

Admiral had nowhere left to go. And so, he took two quick steps backwards and went suddenly still.

Preacher fired in that moment. November and I converged from before and behind him.

The scout had come prepared, though.

Outwardly, it would have looked like the sheerest stroke of luck, which was why they were called the Blessed. But I knew he'd seen this far ahead. He'd moved like a dancer practicing a well-rehearsed choreography.

Admiral came to a full halt next to the bough he'd jammed in the dirt.

Preacher's bullet struck the branch dead center.

My friend's shot would have taken the scout in the thigh if not for the four-inch-thick blockade erected moments before. The bullet sent the bough jolting back into the scout's waiting hand.

He grabbed it, closing his hand in anticipation and gripping the thing like a club.

Then, he spun around in the same motion and struck Annie square across the jaw. Normally, she would have blocked such a blow, but he moved with a weird, hesitant, jerking motion, and it threw November off. Instead of protecting herself, she moved to protect me.

I ignored his feint, though, and tackled him around the waist.

Both of us tumbled into the dust and dirt. November massaged her jaw, growling and spitting blood. She reached down, picking up a length of shadow which formed into a spear in her hand. She pointed the shadow at Admiral's neck where he struggled beneath my weight.

“Stop moving!” she snapped.

But the scout wasn't done. I'd tackled him behind the tree, which meant now he wasn't in Preacher's line of fire. Had he meant to do that? Or sheer luck?

Vyle's teeth, one could never know with these skinting eternals. He squirmed out from under me, pushing against my face and wriggling with his back up against the tree trunk, using it like a cage fighter shimmying up the metal mesh.

Once he was free of my grip, he shoved me towards Annie's spear of shadow without even looking at her. She hesitated, worried she might strike me instead, and he bolted.

Instead of heading towards the trees, he ran alongside my RV, again in such a way the tree now blocked Preacher's line of fire.

Annie was sprinting after the Blessed, and she would have caught him, too, if, at that moment, he hadn't dove into my RV. He scrambled through the window, which I hadn't known was open.

As Annie reached the window, he slammed it shut, and a second later, I heard the sound of jangling keys.

It took him only half a second to find where I normally hid them beneath the seat. Another second passed and the engine grumbled, sputtering to life.

“Stop him!” I yelled.

“Napoleon!” Annie shouted.

My little brother had taken shelter behind the hood of the RV. But now, he was directly in front of the vehicle.

November gave up pursuit, launching herself over the nose of the vehicle as the RV began to move. November and Annie both seemed to have a soft spot for my baby brother. She snagged Napoleon up and onto the hood; then, as the RV began to pick up speed, she rolled onto the roof with my brother tucked in her arms.

The tires squealed; dirt kicked up with pine needles.

I heard a loud shout of triumph from the front of my home on wheels and felt a jolt of fury. At the same time, though, I watched in horror as Annie and my brother were swept by a branch and tumbled off the roof of the moving vehicle.

I let out my pent up breath as November's shadows, thicker beneath the tree cover, congealed, catching her and my brother as if in a bed of feathers before lowering them both to the ground.

My relief was short-lived, though.

The skinting scout was driving away in my RV. I heard a whoop out the window followed by a pumping fist as the tires churned dust and pine needles.

I growled in disgust, wiping a hand across my mouth and checking my lip for blood.

Annie, dusting Napoleon off, and double checking he was okay, looked over at me, across the clearing. She glanced back towards the fleeing RV and then shook her head in disbelief. “What was that?”

“A Blessed,” I muttered. “They're lucky. Or, at least, look like it. Smart too.”

She glanced after the RV and gave a little shake of her head. “Not that smart,” she murmured. “It's nearly on empty.”

I blinked. “We're out of gas?”

She winced. “I mean, well... I checked this morning. There's only a few dollars left in the locker beneath your bed, which is totally fine, by the way. But we didn't have enough to fill it.”

I huffed in frustration at just another thing gone wrong. We were dead broke. My brother had found me. The Dwindling Imperium was mobilizing once more.

And an annoying weasel had stolen my RV.

A few seconds passed, and then, in the distance, I heard a loud crash!

With it, my heart stopped.

“By the sound of things,” I growled, “he knows it's running on empty. Tomb's trove... Preacher,” I called over my shoulder, “can you keep an eye on my brother?” I gave Nap a once over and tousled his hair. “You okay?”

He shrugged off my hand, his fists clenched. “I could've taken him,” he said, jutting his chin, his glasses somewhat smudged and askew.

I refused to smile, not wanting to wound my baby brother's pride. Instead, I just nodded, adjusting his glasses. “Possibly. I was just trying to help.”

“Yes,” Nap said quickly. “You're welcome. Good job...” Then, blushing briefly, his own nature took over from fear and training and he added a quick, “Thanks.” His cheeks were now fully red and he stared at the ground between his feet.

I patted him on the back once more, and then, sharing a meaningful look with Annie, I broke into a jog, fearing the worst. A few hundred yards up the trail we found my RV. Abandoned now, no sign of the scout or his mind.

My home on wheels was bent around a tree.

“Skinting Gentle Hand,” I muttered beneath my breath. “Skinting Blessed,” I added for good measure. I loosed a growl of frustration, kicking a stone off the road.

Except the stone was embedded in the dirt and a jolt of pain shot up my foot.

I whirled around, cursing at the sky and collapsed on the dirt road, sitting cross-legged now, and massaging my toes.

Annie approached the front of the RV, wincing. “Think it'll run?” she said. She then hopped onto the front of my RV, swinging her legs as if she were poolside.

In answer to her question, a plume of white smoke began to drift up from the hood.

“Huh,” she said. She peeled at one of the little comic book character decals of Preacher's, examining the bullet hole beneath. “It's been through worse,” she said, in an attempt to encourage me.

I grunted, still sitting on the dirt road, legs crossed.

Annie turned away from the smoking RV, still swinging her legs. “We can't stay here,” she said. “Not if that guy is bringing friends.”

I grunted again.

“Your brother... Augustus...” She said slowly. “Not to be rude, but oh man, is he anything like what I remember?”

“Worse,” I replied. “He used to be a sadist. Now he's a sadist with soldiers and power.”

She wrinkled her nose, her mouth bunching up on one side of her face. She dipped a finger in some of the ash stains along the hood of my RV, and, with careful, meticulous motions, she drew a small smiley face on the hood, then nodded solemnly, hopping off and dusting her hands.

My friend was an odd combination of conflicting maturation—the skills of a killer with the mannerisms of someone young and naive. I didn't want to think what sort of damage had been done by the saboteurs. Not that I was one to talk.

“I asked the famish,” I murmured, softly, still staring at the ground. “About your mission.”

Annie went suddenly very still. “Oh?” she said simply, her voice hoarse.

“She didn't know much—trapped as she was. But the information she'd gleaned suggested you were right. Your order is holed up in the Twilight Citadel, hiding. It sounds like they're preparing defenses in the place.”

I looked up, wincing and shrugging at my friend.

“It's alright,” she murmured, her expression distracted. “Thanks for trying. Really.” She shook her head, frowning at her feet. She murmured something beneath her breath, and her shadows flickered across the dusty road. She paused, murmured again, as if holding a conversation with herself. Or, more likely, the second half of her split personality. November was colder, crueler, than my gregarious friend. But I'd learned to live with odd and unusual.

“They have my armor in there too,” Annie said softly.

I glanced at her. “Oh? You have your helmet, though.”

“I do...” She bit a lip and shook her head. “But my armor is still in the pocket realm. I wasn't able to bring it when I first fled.”

“I see,” I replied. “That leaves you at a bit of a disadvantage. Nine of them left, ready, defended, surrounding by cordials—their private guards—right? That's what they're called.”

Annie bobbed her head once.

I sighed. “Well, I'll keep an ear to the ground.”

Annie smiled at me, now, her cheeks dimpling as they so often did. “Thank you, Leon.”

I lowered my head, staring at the diamond of dirt between my crossed legs for a moment. A couple of ants were skittering about, trying to move one way, then the other, and not quite realizing, it seemed, why the very nature of their terrain had changed in an instant.

I got slowly to my feet, groaning, and dusting myself off. Not because I wanted to, so much, but because I felt bad for the ants. And also, because Annie was right.

We couldn't stay here. I never would have felt compassion for ants, before. Things had changed for me. But my brother, Augustus, had only worsened. He'd always been the crueler of us two. At twenty-seven, he was only a year younger than me, which meant he'd received the honed brunt of my father's training without the benefits of being the direct heir.

It had made him mean and hard and dangerous.

“We need to get somewhere safe,” I murmured. “But we need money to get out of here, maybe down to Argentina.”

“Oooh—Argentina?” Annie said excitedly. “I've never been there. It sounds lovely.”

I felt a flash of gratitude at her willingness to go with us. I'd grown accustomed, over the last month, to Annie's companionship. I would have hated to see her go. The saboteurs were lying low now. Annie had already killed two of their order, and she'd attempted to kill a third, failing only in order to save my life instead of fulfilling her mission.

The saboteurs had retreated back to the Twilight Citadel. Which meant Annie had to wait, plan, and watch. Soon, I was worried they'd come for her.

A cold shiver crept up my spine at the thought, but I forced the consideration from my mind. We'd have to face that threat when it came.

I flashed Annie a weary little smile. “Preacher should be able to get the RV running. At least enough to get us out of here.”

“We're low on fuel,” she reminded me. “We probably can't make it too far.”

“We'll use what's left to buy a few extra miles,” I said, wincing again. “Then... once we hunker down for a bit, we need to find a job.”

“Oh man, another job?”

“Yes. One final job in the area. Enough to get us paid so we can get out.”

She bunched her mouth to the side, fidgeting from one foot to the other. “It would have to be dangerous for the sort of pay you're talking about.”

I groaned, rubbing at the back of my neck. “I know,” I muttered. “And I can't go to my usual haunts to find one. For all I know, my brother already has scouts and soldiers waiting for me.”

“Is he really so very bad?”

“Worse.” I didn't expound. I didn't want to talk about Augustus. The less I thought of him, the better. The skeletal pendant around my neck felt heavy all of a sudden. I wouldn't have to wear it if not for Augustus' stupid curse.

“So, where to, then?” Annie said, watching me, her shadows still at her feet. “Where can we regroup if we're not even safe out here, in the woods? If your brother found us here, where can we go? Not the Loophole—though I really liked Kay.”

“No, not there.” I winced, rubbing at my chin, staring at my smoking RV. “I have a place in mind. But Preacher's not going to like it.”


Chapter 7

Preacher glowered through the windshield as he pulled the sputtering RV to a halt on the side of the road outside the long dirt driveway, one of his hands gripping his rubber stress ball so tight it flattened. The radio crackled, crooning More Than My Hometown by Morgan Wallen. Through the dusty windshield, I spotted an old, rusted mailbox nearly blocked from view by a stack of worn tires marking the entrance to the Gallows' farm.

The RV was in poor shape. Preacher had managed to get it running again but now acrid black fumes plumed over the windshield, obscuring my vision from the passenger seat. The engine emitted a long, whining noise, and the front of my home looked like it had gone twelve rounds with a sledgehammer.

“We may have to visit the mechanic in Picker's Lake,” I murmured.

Preacher ignored me, still scowling through the windshield and giving his rubber stress ball an extra squeeze before tossing it beneath his chair.

I sighed once. I'd known my giant friend wouldn't want to visit his father's farm. His sister and mother still lived there, but for some reason—which he'd never divulged to me—Preacher hated visiting his father. Granted, the old backwater preacher was a bit unusual, especially given his faith healing ministry which took place in a big, white revival tent not far from here. People and beings from all around the country would come visit in hopes of having their ailments healed by the blind faith healer.

Preacher turned to me now, leveling his glare. I wondered if this was how his targets felt right before he pulled the trigger.

I'll wait with the RV, he thought, loudly, in my direction.

I coughed and glanced at him. “You're sure? Sussanah would want to see you.”

I'll take the RV into Picker's and see if the mechanic is open.

I held up my hands but didn't say anything else. I'd long ago learned not to put myself between Preacher and his family. Besides, we needed the RV running smoothly again.

The Gallows family's dirty laundry aside, I was facing impending family drama of my own if we didn't get moving.

At the thought, I glanced out the passenger window, scanning the trees, the sky, the paths and roads...

No sign of onlookers. My brother still hadn't found me. Not yet.

“Leon?” said a small voice in my ear.

I jolted in my seat, and turned sharply, steadying my breathing a second later as I met the baby blue eyes of my little brother. The blue of his gaze was milder, lighter than my own. Now, those same eyes were glancing bashfully off to the side, his head dipping in a way that caused his blond hair to hang low past the top of his glasses.

“Are we... are we arrived yet?” said Nap, quietly. “I've been practi-cating, and my head is banging to hurt.”

I smiled at my little brother, and pushed out of the passenger seat, patting Nap on his shoulder. My little brother glanced up at me, then off to the side again. His hair was wavy and thin, where mine was curled and thick beneath my flat cap. When Nap spoke in longer sentences, it almost seemed like he chose words that didn't belong, fitting them where he best approximated their place.

He'd been allowed books down in that horrible cage of his in the Hollow. He still carried around his favorite story: a copy of East of Eden, which he kept tucked in his waistband.

More than once, at night, I'd overheard him, in whispered tones, talking to the book as if somehow it might hear him back. Like a child with an imaginary friend or a pet rock.

I shivered.

Ten years in a pit of darkness did a number on a young boy's mind. Oftentimes, he used words I didn't even understand, but I was nearly positive he pronounced them incorrectly. I'd heard him enunciate the word, “Prologue” as Pra-la-goo.

I'd never been much of a reader myself, but I imagined, in the Hollow, he'd never been given the benefit of conversation. Or friendship.

I felt a pang of guilt and sadness, but I grit my teeth and looked my brother in the eyes. “You've been practicing the mental exercises?”

“Mhmm. Thank you.”

“You don't have to say thank you all the time, Nap.”

“Sorry.”

“Or sorry.”

“Oh. Umm...”

I could see I was stretching his capacity, so I smiled, instead, to let him know I wasn't upset. “Want to show me what you've learned?” I reached out, adjusting his collar and straightening his sleeve.

Nap shifted uncomfortably, wrapping his one good arm around his body in a sort of self-assuaging hug. He gave me a long look with serious, blue eyes and then nodded once. “I'm already.” I noticed his hand shift down to his waistband, gripping the edge of the well-worn book tucked there, as if seeking some sort of strength, or bracing himself against a blow.

In as gentle a tone as I could muster, I said, “Alright. Guard up. Here I come.”

Nap winced, gritting his teeth and gripping the edge of his book. My five-foot-nothing little brother tilted his head, staring up at me, his chin jutting. Not in a defiant posture, but in the stance of a soul braced against the inevitability of a storm. The posture of someone prepared for pain, without considering, for even a moment, perhaps the pain could be avoided altogether.

Some people were scared of pain. Others avoided it all cost. And still others, like my little brother, had never known life without it. Pain, to Nap, was as reliably present as breath.

Of course, I went out of my way to avoid hurting Nap. But he'd known me most at a different stage in our lives. He'd known my father, he'd seen me kill Grendel, pushing him into an abyss. And so he braced, wincing, waiting.

I reached out, as gently as I could, my consciousness light and airy, like feathers. I touched against my little brother's mind.

As I did, my own fear came trickling in. I didn't want to go too deep, to see too much.

To see him.

The dormant mind of Grand Imperial Maximus Rex himself lived inside my brother's thoughts, tethered to Nap's subconscious.

Hidden where I'd placed him.

I was the one who cursed my brother, so it was now up to me to help him train, to prepare, to defend his mind against intrusion. Against any Wit that might stumble upon the secret.

Against my father himself, if ever he woke from his slumber.

Nap had to be strong.

I could feel he'd been practicing. Some of his thoughts were outside the boundaries of his protection. But my brother's imagination was strong, powerful. I could see where he was focusing on one of the tarantulas on my ceiling, focusing on a single point of thought. I could see where he was repressing fear by only considering happy memories...

There were very few of those.

I watched where he reached for happiness... I glimpsed only two images. One—my little brother leaning against cold, iron bars, nibbling on some stale food and reading a book. In the memory, I heard the sound of rapid footfalls. Then a voice, “Leonidas. Is that you?” My throat suddenly constricted as I realized he was drawing on the recollection of the first time I'd come to kill him. Two years before. He hadn't known why I was there. He'd thought I'd come to save him...

I felt a shudder of nausea in my stomach which lifted to my throat like icy fingers. Napoleon hadn't asked me about the last time I'd come. I dreaded that conversation, and, in a way, he seemed to sense this—for my sake, he avoided the subject. Now, though, he used the memory of my failed attempt at murder as one of his happy thoughts.

Second, I glimpsed my own form, bent over him, sobbing, tears fleeing my eyes, down my cheeks.

I felt my throat tighten at the images and refocused, shoving back my own shame, my own sense of horror at what might have been. I forced myself to focus on something besides myself, on Nap himself, and the strength of his defenses.

He was doing well. My brother's eyes were now closed tight from how hard he was trying to focus. But focus could be broken. I leaned in, my nose an inch from his, and I blew hard. His nose twitched, and his eyes opened. He blinked in surprise.

I slipped through his mental barricade and gave him a Wit's version of a poke in the ribs.

“Ouch,” he said, rubbing at his head. “Sorry,” he added, instinctively.

“No need to be sorry, Napoleon,” I said, my voice hoarse. “You did alright. Are you practicing before bed, like I told you?”

He bobbed his head quickly, wide-eyed, as if worried I might think he'd disobeyed me. “Yes, yes! Yes, Leon! I promise! I pinks in ware.”

“Pinky swear.”

“Alright, that too. I promise, I've been doing it. Yes.”

I reached out, sighing and combing my brother's golden hair to the side. “I believe you, buddy. Just keep it up, alright? It's important. Good job.”

Nap nodded, tucking his tongue inside his cheek but not speaking further. He smiled softly at the praise, and turned around, a bit of a skip in his step as he moved back towards the rear passenger seat.

“Hey, Nap,” I said, as an afterthought, “Want to come with me? There are other children on the farm. Some of them your age.”

He turned, frowning, his hand as white as snow where it gripped tight against the binding of his book outlined against the secondhand t-shirt Preacher had picked up from a thrift store.

He considered his words carefully, and then, enunciating clearly, he said, “No, thank you.”

“Come on, Nap. It'll be fun. You could make some friends.”

“I have friends,” he said instinctively.

I glanced at his book tucked in his waistband. “Really?”

“Mhmm. Annie is my friend. Preacher is a companion, too.” He pronounced it 'Comp-Onion.'

“I see. Well, Preacher is going to get the RV fixed.”

“I'll go with him, please.”

“I'd like you to come with me,” I said, a bit more insistently. I wasn't sure, at first, why it mattered so much. We needed to hurry things along. But as I considered it, I realized the pulsing guilt in my stomach.

My insides twisted as I looked at my little one-armed brother. He seemed so defenseless. His eyes weren't tinged indigo, though I knew he was an eternal talent. But dormant, helpless, left in the Hollow, he hadn't used his gift in nearly a decade.

I wasn't sure he even remembered how. Or... perhaps more importantly, if he wanted to.

I felt another tingle along my back, towards the nape of my neck, and I tried to shove down the rising sense of guilt. I wanted my brother to come with me so he could meet some kids his age, so he could make some friends...

If he had friends, his life wouldn't be one of such deprivation, would it?

But even then, I knew this wouldn't let my conscience off the hook. Meeting other children wasn't going to heal all the damage I'd done.

“Alright,” I murmured. “You can go with Preacher. Just keep an eye on him, alright?”

“Thank you,” he said, reflexively, then paused and frowned. “Sorry.”

“No, thank you was appropriate there.”

“Thank you.” He bobbed his head once and turned to head back into the bedroom where Preacher had allowed him to store a couple of the gunman's comic books.

Annie, who was sharing the other half of Preacher's room, while Nap shared mine, emerged from the doorway, stretching and glancing towards the front of the stalled RV.

“Oh yay, we're here?” she said.

I nodded. “Preacher's going to fix the RV while we speak with Mr. Gallows.”

Annie beamed and flashed her dimples towards Nap. “Hey Nap, want to come with us? Whadaya say?” she said, her eyes twinkling.

Immediately, my little brother nodded. “Yes, please.”

I spluttered. “What, just like that? I thought you said you didn't want to!”

Napoleon looked at me now as if confused. “No, thank you,” he said. And then, he turned, pushed open the RV door and hopped out onto the dirt.

“Just gotta know how to ask,” Annie said, patting me on the back as she moved after my little brother. She gave my shoulder an affectionate squeeze. “It's in the smile, Leon. Not the words.” She wore her peacoat, and her gray backpack—which carried her helmet and wereblade—was slung over one shoulder.

Grumbling to myself, I followed Annie and Nap past the stacked rubber tires next to the old, rusted mailbox and onto the long, dirt driveway.


Chapter 8

I couldn't allow myself to be sidetracked. We needed a place to lay low while Preacher fixed the RV, and a contract for one last big job before going into hiding. I'd heard the more clandestine communities in Argentina hosted some of the most luxurious beach hideouts and resorts for the knowing—establishments that made the Loophole, my go-to watering hole, seem like a vending machine in comparison.

Our need for a contract was the reason I'd chosen Paul Gallows' farm as our stop. If anyone had connections to the knowing world, or knew of people who might hire a savant on the sly, it was the old faith healer.

I could only hope my hunch would pay off.

If not, then we'd have to risk the Loophole after all, though The Gentle Hand would undoubtedly be waiting for us. I puffed a breath, wondering if I'd have to pull out my old paints and prosthetics to create a disguise or two.

“One thing at a time,” I muttered to myself.

As we moved away from the smoking RV, and Preacher's glower, I found I could breathe easier. There was something about the Gallows' farm that made me feel lighter, younger and refreshed.

We moved beneath prickling branches of old, towering firs, and I could smell the odor of blackberries wafting on the air.

Nap, wide-eyed and delighted, approached the berries, staring at them, his nose brushing the leaves, but his fingers at his side, hesitant.

“They're edible,” I called out, stepping across a wooden bridge over a stream.

Nap seemed suspicious, though, and poked a finger at one of the juicy clusters. It fell from the leaves and splattered on the dirt. Nap went stiff, as if he'd heard a gunshot, and then he glanced in my direction. “I'm so sorry. So, so sorry. please—I'm sorry. I didn't mean—I wasn't trying—”

“It's fine,” I said quickly. “You didn't do anything wrong. They're just berries.”

I glanced towards Annie, who was miming something with her hand next to her mouth. I frowned in confusion and she actually rolled her eyes at me. She mouthed the word, 'smile.' And then added a second word that looked suspiciously like, 'doofus.'

I scowled even more deeply.

I realized Nap was watching me closely, though, and I forced a smile, deciding this wasn't the same thing as dishonesty. My connection to the Wit maintained, seemingly agreeing with my assessment. I coughed delicately and said, “It's fine. Really. Try one—you'll like it.”

Nap hesitantly reached for a second berry. This time, he made a scoop out of his only hand, careful to catch anything that might fall, and he pulled a berry off the stem. He eyed it for a second, then licked it and wrinkled his nose.

At an encouraging nod from me, he popped it into his mouth and bit, and his eyes widened in delight. A second later, though, he spat. “Biting!”

“Bitter,” I corrected. “Some are sweeter than others.”

Napoleon pulled two more blackberries with his good hand, and then jogged over to where Annie and I stood on the bridge, handing them to each of us in turn.

Compliantly, I ate the semi-sweet berry and nodded in gratitude.

Annie, though, took a sip from her silver flask, which she kept at her hip, and gave a soft, sad smile. “I can't eat those. Sorry, Nap.”

“You're welcome.”

“You're welcome is in response to thank you, not sorry,” I said, only half paying attention.

Annie suppressed a giggle, but then reached out, taking my little brother's berry-stained fingers in her hand and leading him across the wooden bridge with a skip in her step.

The other side of the bridge swirled with a low-hanging white mist, like cloud cover on a mountain.

“What's this?” Nap asked, excitedly, sticking his tongue out as if to lick the mist.

“A veil,” I replied. “It protects the farm from bad guys.”

“Oh...” Nap shot a look at me. “Are we bad guys?”

“I... Well. I guess it depends who you ask. You're not, Nap. Don't worry. You're safe.” This time I smiled and meant it.

The three of us, under the spell of blackberry fragrance and shivering pine needles and low-hanging mist, moved up the hill and crested the top.

Below, I spotted an idyllic scene. Two small ponds were connected by a single wooden bridge spanning the land. A two-story white farmhouse overlooked the ponds, and a large, red barn was tucked behind the trees near the closest pond, a big, green rider mower visible through the open doors.

In the barn, I spotted children playing in the hay. Other, older children, were tending to a chicken hutch by the barn, gathering eggs and avoiding pecking hens.

Other children were on the lake, sitting on a makeshift raft that seemed constructed from fallen tree branches and deadwood. The four kids on the raft had makeshift fishing lines made of baseball bats and twine, which were dangling over the water.

“Oh,” Nap said, surprised, staring at the scene below. “Huh.”

“What do you think?” I said, nudging my little brother. “Nice, isn't it?”

“Mhmm. Thank you.”

“You're welcome.”

“Sorry.”

“No that's—we'll work on that. Alright, come along. I must speak with Preacher's father. You may introduce yourself to the other kids if you like.”

“No, thank you. I'll come with you. Please.”

“You sure? Annie, maybe if you ask him, he'll—”

“Wow—Leon, look! That one's huge! It's the largest I've ever seen!”

I frowned, glancing at my friend who was staring in the direction of the two-story white farmhouse. Her normally green eyes had turned gray now. I still wasn't quite sure what this gift of Annie's was. It wasn't one of the recognized eternal talents, and—from what I understood—it wasn't a gift associated with the saboteurs either.

This was something else. But ever since I'd known Annie, since we'd been friends as children, she could see things others couldn't. Spirits and angels, and terrors and freaks. The substance of old gospel songs and horror flicks. The sorts of things best left to the imagination, and—if possible—not even there.

Now, though, Annie was staring with her eyes so wide, I thought she might pop something. Her mouth took on a similar circular shape.

“It's... it's glowing—it's so bright!” She was shaking her head and beginning to shift back and forth from foot to foot.

“What is it?” I asked, hesitantly.

“An angel,” Nap replied.

I blinked, staring at him. “You can see them too?”

He shook his head quickly. “Er, no, umm, sorry. Annie told me about what she sees. When she looks happy it's an angel. Or some nice spirit. When she's mad... because she doesn't get sca-red—”

“Scared.”

“Right. She doesn't get that. Well, then it's something else.”

“I see. You're pretty observant, aren't you?”

Nap blushed, glancing off to the side, but Annie, if she'd overheard us, didn't show it, her gaze still fixed off into the distance. “Wow,” she murmured, beneath her breath. “Wow.” At last, she blinked, her eyes fading back to green, the gray receding like retreating thunderclouds. She turned to me and shook her head once. “It’s at least twenty feet tall, Leon. I've never seen one that big before.”

“One what?”

“A guardian angel, Leon. A princess of a realm, probably. Wow. I hope I get to speak with her before we leave. Oh, Jeez Louise! She's got a spear the size of a telephone pole!”

My mouth felt dry as I blinked in the direction of the two-story ranch-style home. But whatever Annie could see, my eyes didn't catch so much as a pixel.

“Her name is Alessia,” came a creaking voice brimming with contained laughter. A figure emerged from a forest path, stepping off onto the main trail. The man had a tin pail dangling from one arm. His other arm looped through the elbow of a young girl with pig-tails who couldn't have been much older than Napoleon. She was carrying two tin pails, both of them full to the brim with picked blackberries. The man, who was wearing dark glasses, murmured, “Alessia is the guardian of my farm. She's an old ally. It's nice to hear the three of you. One of you, I know, but the other two are a blessing of new friends. Mind introducing us, Mr. Rex?”

I turned to face Paul Gallows, the faith healer himself. His eyes were closed, barely visible behind his thin-framed, dark glasses. His choir-boy hair was parted on top, and his wrinkled, leathery features were creased in a gentle smile. He wore a neat, fleece sweater, brand unknown. This was strange—I knew most clothing brands, even those of the unknowing. Still, I wouldn't have been surprised if someone on the farm had made it themselves.

I glanced to the sky once more, peering through the low-hanging mist, and then, softly, I said, “Paul, it's a pleasure to see you again. This is my friend, Annie, and this is my little brother, Napoleon. I don't mean to rush things, but I have a big favor to ask. I wonder if there's some place we could talk away from the children.”


Chapter 9

The blind faith healer wasn't a man to be hurried. He gave a little smile to show he'd heard me, but, polite as always, he first turned to Annie and Napoleon. He folded his rough, work-calloused fingers, causing the tin pail over his arm to tilt. Despite his disability, Paul was a man who valued working with his hands.

“A pleasure to meet you both. You're welcome in our home.” He didn't quite look at them, but his face angled in their direction.

Nap studied the man for a moment, but then blurted out, “Are you blind?”

I winced.

Paul, though, chuckled. “I am, child. Are you?”

“Umm. No, er, thank you.” Nap's cheeks were blushing a deeper shade of red than I'd yet seen. Except, instead of glancing sheepishly towards Mr. Gallows, he kept shooting looks towards Sussanah, the girl with the two tin pails of blackberries.

Sussanah's fingers were similarly stained with juice, and she wore old, muddy overalls. Her feet were both bare and she had a yellow flower braided into her dark hair. She frowned towards Nap. “Why do you keep looking at me, boy? Dad,” she said, tugging at her father's arms. “He keeps staring!”

Now, Nap's face was mostly blush with only a bit of cheek remaining. He squirmed uncomfortably.

Mr. Gallows patted his daughter's arm. “How about you take Napoleon and bring the berries to the house? Maybe he'd like to help make crisp.”

“But I want to play on the pond with the others!” Sussanah protested.

“Chores first, dear,” Mr. Gallows replied, softly.

“But there won't be any time!”

“If the young boy helps, maybe it will speed it along, hmm?”

Sussanah eyed Nap grudgingly, but then she huffed, grabbed the third pail of berries from her father's arm and flounced over to Nap. “Come with me,” she commanded.

Nap's eyes widened, and he glanced back at me, panicked. I hid a grin and made a shooing motion with my fingers.

Sussanah shoved two of the pails into Nap's one good hand, didn't so much as comment on his missing limb—I imagined she'd seen far stranger on her father's farm—and then hurried off, setting the pace down the dirt trail back towards the farmhouse. “Don't spill any!” she called over her shoulder. “And stop staring at me. It's weird.”

I heard a stuttered, “S-sorry. Thank you. Please,” as if my little brother were short-circuiting.

I waited for the two children to get out of earshot, watching as Sussanah pilfered a couple of berries and encouraged my brother to do the same as they hurried off beneath the mist. Then I turned to Mr. Gallows.

“Good afternoon, Paul, apologies for stopping by like this.”

He folded his arms, slowly, his choir-boy hair ruffling in a breeze. He seemed at ease, a natural beneath the trees, against the backdrop of the two ponds and the arching bridge beyond. “You're always welcome, Mr. Rex. You too, Ms. Annie. This gift of yours,” he added, watching Annie. “You were able to see Alessia. It's been a long while since I was given that gift. It's quite...” He snapped his fingers against his leg. “What's the word, wondrous? Is that it?”

“Wondrous is a good word, sir,” I murmured.

Some of Annie's usual cheer faded to caution while discussing her penchant. “Oh man, I can see a lot of things.”

Instead of responding to the ominous undertone, Paul simply nodded happily. “I'd love to hear about it. Perhaps over blackberry crumble.”

“I don't think we can stay for dessert, Paul,” I shot back. “Look, we're here to lay low for a day or two. And...” I bit my lip, wincing and glancing off towards a stream by the trees. The water tumbled over stone and disappeared beneath a toppled mossy log. I wasn't quite sure how to say it, but my abilities, as they were, didn't allow room for hedging or dishonesty. So in the end, I simply stated, “I'm wondering if you know of anyone in your, er, congregation who's in need of a masterpiece.”

Paul frowned briefly. And I felt my stomach twist. Some people in the world, most, in fact, were thermometers. We gauge the temperature, the atmosphere around us and respond accordingly. But others, a very few, were true leaders. They were thermostats instead of thermometers. Paul Gallows was one such man.

I didn't always notice, because he was usually smiling, and because of the trees, the rivers, the scent of blackberries and mist—but Paul carried an aura with him apart from all of that. He emanated a true tranquility.

He could feel fear, horror, sadness, just like everyone else. I didn't make it a habit of reading my friends' minds, but sometimes it was hard to avoid picking up the errant thought. Old habits died hard.

But one thing was consistent: his air of peace.

Now, though, at my words, and at his brief frown, the aura shifted. I felt a bit chillier, and my own mind began racing.

Paul pressed his lips together. “A prison break? I suppose it's a fair question. The Lord is the one who sets the captives free, after all.”

“I—yes. Well, not so much in the metaphorical sense, sir. I'm in need of cash. A job.”

“I can give you what I have,” Paul said. “Crops were a bit on the meager side, though.”

I blanched at the thought. “No, sir, never. You need your money to take care of the farm and the children. No. Besides, what I need is a bit more than that. Enough to take care of,” I swallowed, “four of us for a few months, laying low, out of sight. Travel too.”

“I see. An expensive job, then, hmm?” Paul shook his head, sighing once. The puff of breath sent some of the mist swirling. “Dangerous, too, then, I imagine.”

“I'm afraid so. One last job. That's all. Then all of us,” I winced, “Preacher, too, will take a break. Some much-needed vacation time.”

For a moment, I considered mentioning Augustus drawing nearer, the Dwindling Imperium mobilizing. But then I nipped my lower lip. No need to complicate things. Omission, for a good reason, wasn't always the same thing as dishonesty. Truthful people, as my adopted sphinx mother often said, didn't tell everything that was true. They told only things that were true.

“Is my boy here?” Mr. Gallows said, making no effort at all to conceal the excitement in his tone. His bushy, white eyebrows arose on his dark forehead, and his expression held cautious hope.

“No, he's not.” I winced as his countenance fell. Again, I could feel a tremor in the aura of peace around us.

Mr. Gallows sighed, folding his hands in front and then extending an elbow towards Annie. “If you don't mind,” he said quietly. “I can't see the way.”

Annie paused, shifting from one foot to the next, examining Mr. Gallows quizzically. She didn't act at first, not at all swayed by the man's clear expectancy. I winced, considering this rude for a moment. I made a shooing motion with one of my hands, urgently bidding for her to hurry up. Wrinkling her nose in confusion, Annie grabbed my waving hand and shook it, unaware, it seemed, to my spout of fear Paul might think us ill-mannered guests. But then, in her own time, Annie bobbed her head, as if deciding for herself what to think of Paul. She skipped over to his side, shouldered her gray, military backpack, and extended her arm through his.

He patted her on the back of the hand, and said, “Just down the trail to the house, if you don't mind, dear.”

“I don't mind,” Annie said, and they weren't throwaway words.

The three of us set off at a careful pace, moving down the dirt trail and heading in the direction of the house. The children on the makeshift raft were now diving into the water, doing somersaults and backflips. Other, younger children, cheered and laughed on the side of the ponds. A couple of the kids were hitting each other with foam pool noodles.

Beneath the sunlight, illuminated as they were, it was difficult to make out the forms of the children. My eyes landed on a tall fellow, standing firmly in the center of the raft. He stood a head and shoulders above the others. For a faint moment, I thought I glimpsed a gray, rocky face. But just as quickly, his features swam as if from a heat mirage.

I blinked, trying to refocus, but only gave myself a headache.

All of this was just another benefit from the veil over the Gallows' farm. Some of the children Mr. Gallows took in were human. Others not so much. The veil protected them from prying eyes and predators. Something to do with “blessed water,” though I wasn't clear on the mechanics myself.

“So,” Mr. Gallows said quietly, as he strolled next to Annie, his arm hooked through hers, “you're looking for a job, Mr. Rex. With a big payout.”

I winced. “Yes, sir. Perhaps not that big. It's not, you know materialistic or any such thing.”

Mr. Gallows chuckled. “I wasn't trying to make you feel guilty Mr. Rex. All of us use money. Some of us wish we had more,” he said, giving a little shake of his head, but then smiling to show he was mostly kidding. “One of these days,” he added, patting Annie on the arm. “I can see it now.” He spread his fingers in front of his blind eyes as if revealing the horizon. “A silver Bentley Continental with leather seats.” He clicked his tongue and nodded. “That'll be the day, my dear.”

I eyed the faith healer out of the corner of my eye. “I didn't realize preachers were allowed fancy cars.”

“An old man can wish, Mr. Rex.” He shook his head as we continued down the dirt path, nearing the old, two-story white farmhouse. “I can't say I know of anyone in search of a prison breaker. I can keep my ear to the ground and ask around. But that'll take time. How long are you planning on staying?”

I glanced at the sun through the mist and felt a chill along my neck prickling down my spine. In my imagination, I glimpsed black uniforms with blue trim and golden numerals. I glimpsed indigo-eyed soldiers of the Gentle Hand, specially trained, under my brother's command.

We couldn't stay on the farm long. Not without leading Augustus here.

I murmured, “Is there any possibility you can get the word out before Sunday? With email, maybe?”

“Enamel what?”

“Umm. No. Email. Internet letters.”

Paul chuckled, and flashed a pearly white smile, showing he was kidding. “I'm joking, but no, Mr. Rex. Half my congregation doesn't use email or most human technology. We have a meeting on Friday—would that serve you?”

I hesitated. Friday was three days from now. I couldn't stay on the Gallows' farm for that long, acting like a signal fire. I needed money and needed to get out of the country.

Perhaps we'd have to risk the Loophole after all. I'd been wanting to try some new cheek prosthetics I'd picked up from a Halloween store in Seattle anyway.

“Well, this is my stop. Thank you very much, Ms. Annie,” Mr. Gallows said, patting my childhood friend affectionately on the back of the hand once more before turning and taking the stairs slowly. He seemed to know exactly where to place his hand on the rail, as familiar with the old farmhouse as his own fingers.

The cotton-haired, faith healer turned at the top of the stairs, his dark spectacles reflecting the sunlight off the ponds, and he smiled for a moment, inhaling wistfully.

Annie returned to my side, where I stood a few paces away from the steps, gnawing at my lip and considering my options.

The Gallows' farm was an oasis.

Being here threatened it.

As if sensing my thoughts, Annie murmured, beneath her breath, “It's so beautiful.” She was watching the children play, her eyes darting to the trees and the sunlight and the glistening water. A smile flickered across her lips, but it faded and she frowned, her brow darkening for a moment.

“Your home has wheels,” she murmured.

I coughed delicately. “I... umm... what?”

She looked at me, still quiet, her voice lost mostly in the distant sound of screaming laughter from two of the children with the pool noodles. She nodded her buzzed head towards the water. “It's all so magical, isn't it?”

I hesitated, unsure if she meant the scenery or the play and laughter. Annie and I had both been deprived of our childhoods. One of us brought up in a palace under a sadistic tyrant, the other tortured in a pocket realm, molded into a weapon by a clandestine order of assassins. We'd never had what these orphans were given.

I could see the smile tempting Mr. Gallows' lips, watching as the breeze lifted his cottony white, choir boy hair. He couldn't see what he'd built, what he'd provided for the children.

But he could hear the laughter, the play, the splashing, the giggling, the wallop of pool noodles. He could smell the odor of blackberries, the damp, the breeze from the trees and the mud. He could feel small hands in his, the smooth wood of his favorite rocking chair, the smallest of his charges snuggling on his lap and resting their small heads against his chest.

In that moment, staring across the farm, I supposed Annie was right.

My home did have wheels. I felt a pang of longing, staring across the scene.

I'd never considered a family of my own before. Perhaps, though, I wasn't suited for such things. I'd never had a childhood, but it would be worthwhile to provide it for others, wouldn't it?

As I considered this, though, I frowned for a moment and felt a flicker of anger.

Impossible.

I lived my life on the run, like a shark who could either swim or sink. Agustin coming after me was only further proof of that. Last month, it had been the Endeavor. No—there was no rest for the house of Rex.

As if to retreat from my thoughts, Mr. Gallows gave a final little wave towards us, then turned, moving through the patio screen door and into the house. The door shut with a bang!

Once he was gone, I allowed my frown to fully settle. “Regardless,” I muttered back to Annie, shaking my head. “Let's find Nap and then—”

Before I could finish my sentence, something landed on my foot.


Chapter 10

I glanced down to find a large brown and green toad squatting on my shoe. The unfortunate creature was wrapped in a sock, attached to three strings that led up to a paper bag in the shape of a parachute. I wrinkled my nose in disgust and wagged my foot, sending the toad tumbling.

“Don't hurt Nibbles!” a voice protested suddenly from the roof.

I glanced up to see a small child daintily clutching a second toad which also seemed to be wearing a parachute. I recognized the child from the last time I'd been to the Gallows' farm. She had pure blue orbs for eyes, which seemed to glow over the white gutter circling the top of the farmhouse. Her pale skin, colored like the glow of the moon, was patterned with pearlescent designs and swirls, which, I knew from experience, weren't from ink or pen but rather the nature of her skin itself.

Though she looked no older than six, the girl had three golden bands piercing one ear, and a nose stud in her tiny left nostril. The telltale eyes, skin patterns and piercings declared her as a wishmaker—a genie. She wasn't hazy to look at like the other orphans, suggesting she'd been avoiding the blessed water which helped conceal them.

I blinked, trying to remember her name, and then clicked my tongue. “Grace?” I said, staring up at the child.

She had chipmunk features, with large cheeks and oversized front teeth. Her eyes shifted about, both playful and nervous beneath the glistening purple barrette in her pale blue hair. The left side of her bangs had been left long, while the rest seemed in the form of a bowl cut. The little girl had braided the long side into what looked like a swing upon which a small stick beetle sat near her cheek. Every so often, while still balancing the toad in the parachute with one hand, her other, small hand would reach up and pet at the stick beetle as if trying to sooth it.

It was an odd thing, to see the tiny being on top of the roof and realize she was likely older than me. Genies matured at a seventh a mortal's rate. The girl on the roof appeared no older than six among her own kind, but in mortal years she would have been forty-two.

Annie stared up at the girl, looking quizzical but amused. Grace looked off to the side, not quite meeting Annie's gaze. I remembered from my last visit that the small genie often grew nervous and clammed up around people she didn't know too well.

Grace looked over at me, her cheeks reddening over the swirling, vine-shaped patterns in her skin, but her eyes rebounded back to her toad, focusing once more on the task at hand.

She tucked her tongue in her small cheek and then whispered beneath her breath, “Are you sure, Methuselah? You don't have to just because Nibbles did.”

The fat toad clutched gently in her hand looked bored. Its bulbous eyes stared out either side of its head, and its long, green-gray legs dangled towards the ceiling tiles. Its pudgy belly swelled and it let out a little croak.

“Fine then,” Grace murmured, not quite looking at me or Annie. Then, she tossed the toad off the roof.

I watched, blinking once, as the thing swayed and swished back and forth, caught by the makeshift paper-bag parachute. Then it landed on the side of the dirt road, mercifully not sliming up my other shoe.

Grace threw her legs over the edge of the roof, the vine-patterns on her skin standing out as she swung her small feet back and forth. She looked down at me with her curious blue eyes and gnawed at the corner of her lip. I'd once resurrected a spider for her, so she didn't seem too off-put by me.

But Annie, I supposed, was a complete stranger, and Grace kept refusing to look in her direction. For a moment, it looked as if Grace was about to burst, her face reddening, her eyes wide, her cheeks puffed as if holding a breath. But then, she let out a little whimpering sigh, as if summoning some hidden courage, and she declared, “I know a job for you!”

And then she gasped as if she'd run a long race, and hid her head in her hands, trembling for a moment where she dangled from the roof.

I winced, glancing at Annie. “Umm, do you mind looking away for a second?”

Annie blinked owlishly. “Excuse me?” she said.

I waved a hand to the genie on the roof. “She's uncomfortable when strangers are looking at her. Makes it hard for her to talk. Really shy.”

Annie, for a moment, looked hesitant and, oddly, uneasy, but then she turned, staring off towards the pond. I noticed her shadow shifting and swishing behind her, agitated it seemed. Some of the earlier look of awe and delight I'd spotted on Annie's face had faded now. The saboteur November seemed upset by something, but now wasn't the time for me to fish.

I returned my attention to Grace once Annie was no longer looking.

“You have a job?” I said. I glanced towards the patio door where Mr. Gallows had disappeared, wondering if he'd reemerge. But the door remained shut. I felt uncomfortable talking to one of his orphans about work without him around.

But desperate times...

Besides, genies were known for two things: granting wishes... and accumulating massive hoards of treasure.

I rubbed at the inside of my left hand. “What sort of job, Grace?”

The genie's blue eyes emerged once more from behind her hands. She glanced bashfully at the roof but then said, “You like spiders, too. I remember that.”

“I do,” I said. “I like toads a little less, if I'm honest.”

She shrugged. “It's okay. They can't understand you. But Nibbles and Methuselah aren't toads. They're lions in disguise.”

“Hmm,” I said. I took a cautionary step away from one of the toads in its parachute. With genies, one could never tell what was an exaggeration. It wouldn't have surprised me in the least for one of the older wishmakers to have turned a couple of ferocious man-eaters into harmless toads. From the race that had invented the rizzles—the dream imps—it would have been exactly their brand of humor. In stories, human kisses turned frogs into princes. In reality, genie mischief turned the kings of the jungle into toads.

“Don't worry,” Grace said, smiling now and wagging her head, causing her stick beetle braid to swish. “They won't bite.”

“Hmm. What sort of job, though, Grace?” Remembering Annie's advice from earlier, I flashed a smile.

Grace rubbed at her arm, shifting about, simply enjoying the attention of an adult for a moment as children were oft to do. Then she turned, kicking her legs and sliding on her belly until she was dangling from the gutter.

I winced and hurried forward, but before I could help her, she let go, landing—with practiced balance—on the splintered, white rail. With a skip and a hop, she hit the steps, and took them all in one giant leap, stumbling towards where Methuselah and Nibbles were both looking bored again.

She scooped her pets up, one in each arm. “We have treasure,” she said. “Come. Follow me.”

Then, she turned and began to walk away.

I stood rooted to the road, uncertain all of a sudden. Genies were tricksters. It was in their nature. Even the youngest among them could prove a threat to the uninitiated. I'd fallen for more than one barter gone wrong in my day... Then again, Grace seemed so innocent, harmless...

I glanced at the two toads beneath her arms. Lions or amphibians?

I sighed. It was always so hard to tell.

Grace, meanwhile, had paused at the edge of the road near mossy stones and was gently extricating her pets from their parachute harnesses. She kissed each one on the head before placing them in the shade of the mossy boulders. “You can brag to the lizards now,” she whispered to them both. “They'll never fly!”

She turned towards me and the toads remained exactly where they'd been placed, croaking a couple more times, but sensing—it seemed—no threat from the small genie.

“Judah said my idea was crazier than wings on a bullfrog,” she declared.

I blinked.

She paused, as if considering a serious train of thought. Then, she dipped her head once. “Wings are better than parachutes. But the toads did fly. For a little bit, at least. You saw them. You need to tell Judah.”

“I—I'm afraid I don't know a Judah.”

“He's my older brother. Not my oldest brother. But like a bit older. You know? Like one brother older.”

This was a girl who marched to the beat of her own drum. Or, more likely, she'd use the drum as a soup bowl and the drumsticks for toy swords.

“Well?” Grace said, extending the vowel and placing her fists on her hips. “Are you coming or what?”

“You want us to follow you?”

Grace glanced nervously past me towards where Annie was still looking off into the distance. The small genie sighed and shrugged. “We have treasure. Come. Follow.” She turned again.

But when I proved hesitant once more. She huffed in frustration, took a skipping start and hurried towards me. For a moment, I braced, wondering if she was about to kick me. But then, she darted past me, reached out and snagged Annie's backpack off her shoulder.

Then, giving a squeal of laughter, Grace bolted.

Annie whirled around, and I yelled out, “Hey—give that back!”

But Grace continued to laugh, calling out, “Follow! Come on, humans!” And then, she disappeared into the first row of trees, Annie's backpack slung over one small shoulder.

Annie was already moving, shooting a confused look from me towards the trees.

“I didn't tell her to do that,” I insisted.

Annie began to pick up pace, breaking into a jog towards where little Grace had vanished with her backpack. “Come back here!” Annie called. Her shadow was even more agitated than before, like an inflatable tube man shifting wildly in a high wind. “Leon! She stole my backpack!” Annie paused on the forest border, shooting me a hard look.

I winced, still considering. “She's a genie,” I cautioned. “They're tricky. By the sound of things she has brothers with her.”

“She took my backpack.”

“I know,” I said, flinching. “But... I'm just saying. With genies, we have to be very care—”

“Leon!”

“Fine, fine...” I sighed, shaking my head and massaging the bridge of my nose. Frankly, I was tired of chasing people through the woods. Though, at least this time, the culprit hadn't stolen my RV.

I broke into a jog, following after Annie as she ducked through the low-hanging boughs. I winced against the prickling needles of the lowest branches, ducking my head, and feeling the pine bark scrape past my cheeks. I raised a forearm, clearing my path as I followed into the darkened forest behind the farmhouse.

Chasing a genie into unknown terrain was a good way to get one's self cursed. Or turned into something odd.

Still, Grace had promised treasure... What sort of job might a genie offer? Was she just teasing, like a child? Or did she, and maybe her family, have something they needed?

I picked up my pace, peering through the darkened woods, trying to track the small form of Grace beneath the branches, and through the moss.

I could smell the moldered detritus and sticky mud and could hear the bubbling sound and croak of toads as we drew through the forest and emerged on the edge of a swampy marsh. Tall grass and brown cattails protruded in clumps around us. The mud squelched beneath my shoes, sending an uncomfortable shiver up my spine with each rapid step.

I found myself slowing as we entered the swamp, my eyes narrowed, my hand waving against a sudden onset of swarming gnats rising from the reeds.

“See her?” I called out, breathing heavily now and wiping my forearm against my brow.

Annie was further along the edge of the swamp, standing amidst a clump of grass and cattails taller than she was.

The shadows about her feet moved through the reeds and swamp grass like black adders slithering along the ground in search of prey. My friend's eyes blazed, staring off across the mud, one hand gripping her silver flask.

“Annie?” I murmured, softly. “Are you okay? I'm sure she'll bring it back, you know. Genies are tricksters. They like poking fun at humankind, but they're not vicious. Especially not Smiths.”

She looked at me. “Smiths?” she demanded.

“That girl's clan. She's a Smith, judging by the blue eyes and the tattoo of the two foxes on her wrist.”

“There are clans of genies? Like those dead-eyed monsters back in the Hollow?” Annie shivered, rubbing her arms, her eyes still blazing, her jaw set. Then her tone went colder, the shadows wild, and November spat, “That little thing should not have taken my bag!”

It took me a moment to piece together why my friend was reacting so harshly. At first, I thought it was due to her helmet and her wereblade, both of which she kept in that backpack.

But now, at her tone, I realized the truth. I stood in the swamp, inhaling the odor of moss and mold and listening to the glooping bubble of mud through the weeds. I watched November for a moment, my eyes tracing her silhouette—the gentle slope of her nose ending in a slight crook from a poorly set break, the flashing of her green eyes and the bunching of her fists at her side. She removed her peacoat, slowly, wiping sweat from her forehead beneath the stray strands of branch-filtered sunlight, and then folded her coat across her arm.

“I see,” I murmured. “You're uncomfortable around magical beings aren't you?”

November glanced at me, then snorted, looking off again and standing on her tiptoes as if to scan the opposite side of the swamp. The motion, however, only gouged her shoes deeper in the mud.

“That's what the saboteurs do,” I said softly. “As November, you were trained to loathe everything outside humankind. Trained to fear them, trained how to kill them.”

“Not everything,” November murmured, still not quite meeting my eyes. “I had a friend, once, who wasn't human.”

I thought back to Annie's guardian angel. Her order, the saboteurs, had killed the angel while Annie had watched. I didn't know how one even went about harming a spirit being, but if anyone knew how, it would be the saboteurs. The Shademaker's order, founded in the Twilight Citadel, erected themselves as the defenders of humankind against all things magical and mystical and other. My father's own interactions with the assassins had proved costly to his ranks.

“She's just a little girl,” I said. “She's having some fun. That's all.”

“She's not a girl,” November snapped. “She's a genie.”

“Regardless, she's still a person... She's sort of cute, too, isn't she? Did you see that stick beetle?”

November looked at me now, frowning completely. She let out a whisper of a sigh, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. “These are dangerous creatures, Leonidas. Not friends.”

I wrinkled my brow. “You get along great with Napoleon. She's just a kid, like him.”

“Your brother isn't a monster,” November retorted, firmly.

Here, I bristled. “Hang on,” I said. “Monster? She's not a monster. Annie,” I crossed my arms, “you know I have friends among the Hidden Kingdoms, right? Good friends.” I thought of Nimue, my sphinx mother. It had been more than a month since I'd had cause to visit her since she'd returned from her pack's gathering. I felt a jolt of guilt at my neglect and made a mental note to stop by as soon as possible.

“Age doesn't reduce danger, it conceals it. Buck teeth and big eyes might strike you as cute, but to me they're simply features. I don't know anything about what lurks behind those features until I see how they act.” November jutted a finger towards the general direction of the swamp. “And she stole my bag!” November turned, raising her voice at the sky. “Bring it back!” she yelled.

At the same time, her shoulders ducked and her head tilted. A much softer voice whispered from Annie's lips. “Maybe you're overreacting,” she said to herself, tentatively.

Her head straightened, her eyes hardened. “Don't concern yourself, child, I will handle this!”

Another shift of posture, of tone. “Oh man... I get you're mad. That's okay. It's okay to be mad. But she's just a little girl. Remember when we first met?”

November snarled, upright now.

I watched, a jolt of grief in my heart as my friend argued with herself. I watched the physical manifestations of her personalities in conflict, the changing of her tone, her demeanor, the way her shadows roiled like boiling water or went suddenly still like calm seas.

My heart went out to Annie. But also to November. I just watched, quiet, allowing her words to carry through the trees.

No answer came to her earlier shout from the trees or the swamp, though. Annie's shoulders slumped again, and she took a sip from her flask. She closed her eyes briefly, and for a moment, it seemed like she forgot I was even there.

I was beginning to wonder why we'd come into this blasted swamp at all.

Treasure, a small voice in my mind reminded me. Augustus.

Skinting Augustus. Always showing up at the least opportune moments. He'd missed the Grimmest Jest entirely, avoiding—by sheer luck—the attack of the Endeavor that assassinated my father and most his generals. If I remembered correctly, Augustus had been off dallying with his sweetheart.

And now, he was hunting me.

And here I stood in a swamp: broke, smelly, sweaty, standing with my old childhood friend who was weighed down by more trauma and baggage than I knew what to do with. Sometimes she was Annie. Other times, I couldn't think of her as anything less or other than the saboteur November.

We'd kicked in our mothers' bellies when in the same room, as if somehow we knew our fates were bound even prior to birth.

Now, my old friend stood in the mud a moment longer, beneath the sun, eyes closed. For a brief moment, her swirling shadow seemed to relax. Quietly, she said, beneath her breath, “She is kind of cute. I'm sorry for insulting what you love, Leon.” Annie glanced at me. And I was stunned to see tears in her eyes. “This is harder for me than I thought it would be. The world is different. So very different than I remember. Or maybe I just don't remember at all.”

I approached, hesitantly, my shoes squelching in the mud and somewhat ruining the moment. I reached out, but didn't quite touch her shoulder. “It's fine,” I said. “It's going to be okay. All of us need a break, some time off. Look—let's just do this one job. One big job. And we can all go down to the nicest resorts and beaches you've ever seen.”

“I've never touched the ocean.”

“Well, there you go then...” I trailed off, something catching my eye through the trees. I frowned for a moment, but then my eyes widened, and I pointed. “I bet that's where our little backpack thief has scampered.”

Annie followed my gaze. Her eyebrows suddenly shot up, though, as she too picked out the structure on the edge of the swamp. She murmured, “Oh boy, what on earth is that?”


Chapter 11

Over the bulrushes and weeds, past a large boulder on the edge of the swamp, I glimpsed an odd structure.

Wedged between two giant oak trees, three boxcars piled on top of each other at uneven angles, pattered with mushrooms and tangled with ivy. A giant willow protruded from the middle of the top boxcar, its branches extending like an umbrella. The strange building also boasted a railing and a porch.

I frowned in the direction of the odd home on the edge of the swamp and felt a nervous tingle along my spine.

Genies were a private folk, and coming too close to one's lair could be perceived as a threat. Then, the wishmakers would turn from playful and mischievous to downright dangerous.

A nervous tremor tickled my spine. Perhaps we'd already strayed too far off the beaten path. I shot a quick look back over my shoulder. I could no longer see the farmhouse or the two ponds connected by the wooden bridge. I couldn't hear the laughter of children or the sound of splashing and play.

Slowly, I reached out with my mind, probing towards the darkness. I detected all manner of creature and critter in the swamp and trees and beneath the muddy ground.

But also, a playful, cheerful mind hiding behind the edge of the boxcar house.

“Grace,” I called out, my voice stern. “Bring back Annie's backpack, please.”

The mind jolted in surprise.

“I know you're there,” I said firmly. “Standing with your back pressed to the ivy in that little patch of mushrooms.”

I heard a quiet gasp and then two pure blue eyes poked from behind the edge of the house, staring at me with no small amount of suspicion.

“How'd you see me!” her small voice piped up. Grace glanced sheepishly in Annie's direction and then back to me again.

“I didn't. Grace, where's the bag?” I tried to keep my tone even. I'd had my share of dealings with the wishmakers before and so it wasn't difficult to maintain my patience. Rather, the quavering in my tone was due more in part to worries of what other djinn were lurking in the surrounding woods.

“I don't have it,” she declared.

I blinked in surprise. “You... did you drop it?”

“Leon,” Annie was saying through tight lips. “The cute monster lost my bag! I need what's in that bag, Leonidas!”

“Did she call me a monster?” Grace piped up, standing beneath a particularly large leaf of ivy.

“I'm sure she didn't mean—”

“Thank you!” Grace beamed, wagging her head in appreciation. “You're nice,” she said to Annie, seeming more relaxed now.

I didn't try to make sense of the child genie's line of reasoning. Not all wishmakers had her affinity for spiders and toads and creepy-crawlies. Grace was an unusual girl, even for a genie.

“If you don't have it now,” I said, in an even tone, “where did you leave it?” I tried to flash the smile Annie had encouraged earlier.

“The odd ones wanted to see it,” Grace said. “They're twins.”

Here, Annie's frown deepened, and I glanced sharply off to the trees. “There are other genies here with you?” I murmured.

As if in answer to my question, I heard a sudden scraping sound. My eyes darted to the lowest level of the boxcar, past the porch railing. Grace, whose features were now cast in shadow by the thick ivy leaves above her, also turned, nibbling her lower lip and watching the front of the house.

The door to the home, however, remained sealed.

Instead, the scraping sound came from a window overlooking the forest next to the door. The window lifted from the inside and then someone pulled themselves from inside the house with a quick shimmy, before rolling onto the patio. Before I could focus, my attention was caught by a second someone also sliding out the window and also depositing themselves in a sort of somersault roll on the wooden patio.

As one, the two figures pulled themselves upright, their wide, blue eyes glinting in the orange glow emanating through the window.

Both of them dusted themselves off, and one reached out a hand, which the other high-fived. The new genies in question looked to be in their mid-teens. Both of them were stunningly good-looking. The girl had long, silky blue hair, and sharp features set in a serious face. The boy who'd come through the window first had curly hair and the swirling patterns along his arms and legs were visible in the orange glow behind him.

“Elison, Valentine,” Grace said, in manner of introduction, “these are the nice humans I was telling you about. They might want to help us with,” she lowered her voice and put a hand to her lips, “the G-O-B.”

I hesitated but then interjected, “Greetings to both of you. I do believe she means J-O-B,” I said, feeling my nerves rising. The older the genie, the more dangerous they were. I knew Paul Gallows only took in the young and the orphaned. Still, in human years, these djinn were both over a hundred. I summoned my courage and said, “Grace mentioned you might have work.”

“We,” Valentine declared, tilting her nose a bit, and then hopping onto the railing and sitting with her long, patterned legs dangling towards the mossy ground. “Came through the window!”

The boy named Elison nodded as well and then hopped onto the railing next to his sister. “Strategy,” he said in manner of explanation. He reached out a hand which his sister high-fived.

I let out a soft little breath, trying to keep my nerves under control. Though they only looked like teenage kids, with strange skin and lots of piercings—plus long, slanted ears poking from their vibrant, blue hair—I knew I was walking on shaky ground. Still, Augustus wouldn't wait for my nerves to settle.

And so I reached up, found my fear receptors and muted them. It wasn't the same as peace, but rather the absence of fear. I felt numb, briefly, blinking aside a fluttering headache, and then refocused.

“You,” Valentine called out, her feet—which had been swinging over the rail—going suddenly still, “chased our little sister through the swamp.”

Elison nodded as well. The two of them hopped off the rail suddenly, approaching. As they neared, I noted just how tall they were. Genies were larger than humans, and even among their adolescents it was rare to find someone shorter than six foot.

As the twins neared me, I found my head tilting back. My fear threatened to return, but I kept it numb. Annie, who couldn't seem to feel fear anyway, was still scowling at the approaching djinn.

Both the genies, like their little sister, wore ill-fitting clothing with holes and frays. The odd ones' trousers were stained with ash and, in a couple of places, marks that looked suspiciously like dried blood.

“She took something from my friend,” I murmured. “We only wanted it back. She said she gave it to you.”

“Eli!” Grace called out, “Tell the nice human about the job! He can help. He once made a spider come back to life! I saw him do it!”

“Is this true, human?” Val asked. “You grant wishes also?”

“I don't grant wishes. But,” I added, quickly, at a frown on Elison's face. “I do use my imagination. That's how genies do it, too, isn't it? Treasure activated by imagination with proper ingredients, like ruby for fire, or pearl for vanishing. Plus time,” I added quickly. “The thing most humans don't know, isn't it? Just how long it takes to grant a wish.”

“I'm fast,” Val snorted. “I helped create The Mansion,” she said, nodding over her shoulder at the odd home. “Only took six weeks.” She tilted her chin in a prideful gesture.

“Admirable,” I murmured. “That is... ah, that is something. Yes. Good on you.”

I glanced towards Elison and Valentine's wrists.

Both boasted swirling B's with long tails. Betas. Powerful wishgranters, then. The odd ones also had the blue foxes in addition to a simple tattoo of a coin on both their left wrists. The coin tattoo was currently mud brown.

“You can help us,” Elison said quietly. “Hmm?”

“I—what's the job?”

I watched as Eli pulled out a small purple sphere. It was no larger than a golf ball and seemed made of pure glass with a trapped, violet energy pulsing inside. He held the strange thing for a moment and then opened his palm. The small purple sphere hovered above his hand for a brief moment, and the violet reflected in his pupilless, blue eyes.

“Do you know what this is?” Valentine murmured.

My spine tingled. “That's a flickerflint, isn't it?”

She looked impressed. Elison said, “No, it is not. A flickerflint is red. Does that look red to you, human?”

“I—no?”

“That is the correct answer, human. It is not red. This,” he said, bouncing the small sphere in his palm, “is a gabberloo.” As he said it, he gave a little flick of his wrist and the sparkling, purple sphere suddenly jerked off his hand, hovering two inches above his skin and spinning as if caught on a string.

I resisted the urge to take a cautionary step back. “And this gabberloo, it has something to do with this job?” My eyes narrowed, and I glanced past the genies towards their strange home on the edge of the swamp.

“Our brother,” said Elison, quietly, “was taken.”

“Not this brother,” Val added, helpfully, patting Eli on the shoulder. “Our oldest brother, Barnaby.”

“How many of you are there?” I asked.

Grace piped up from her place amidst the mushrooms, “Five,” she said. “There's me, then Judah, then the odd ones, then Barnaby.” She nodded earnestly. “He takes care of us ever since...” her voice trailed off, and a small little sob crept from her lips.

“Our parents are dead,” Val said, her tone emotionless.

Grace, though, yelled at this, “No they're not, either! They're just gone for a bit! They'll come back! I know it!”

I felt a lance of sympathy, but forced it aside. “You want me to find your brother and your parents?” I said.

“Not our parents,” Eli interjected, shaking his head. He moved over to his little sister, standing awkwardly in front of her. Tears wet Grace's eyes now, and she hugged her small arms around her body in a gesture of self-comfort. Awkwardly, Elison reached out, palm as flat as a piece of wood and patted his sister twice on the head. “There, there,” he muttered. “Do not be sad,” he added as if recommending something on a menu.

Grace sobbed and flung her arms around Elison, hugging him tightly. The taller boy went very stiff, his arms stuck out, away from his sister's embrace. “There... there?” he repeated.

“Not our parents, no,” Val said quietly, shaking her head. “They have been gone for years. Perhaps Grace is right,” she added, glancing at her sister. “Perhaps they still live. But none of us know. Barnaby, our oldest brother has taken care of us since then. Now, though, he is gone too.”

“He's still alive?”

“Yes, human. He is.”

“You're wishmakers, aren't you? Can't you just wish him back?”

“We are not wealthy.” She tapped the brown coin tattoo on her wrist, which, if I wasn't mistaken, was even darker than when I'd first arrived. “Our vault is nearly empty. We have enough junkstuff and halfthing to pay a human well enough, but not enough to invoke a proper-sized wish.”

“Alright, so you don't have the resources to get your brother back yourself. But you think you have enough to hire a savant?” I knew genies classified treasure in three categories: junkstuff for silver and trinkets, half-thing for lesser stones, and purenice for the more luxurious items. They didn't classify gold at all, since gold was poison to genies.

I considered my position for a moment. A job was a job. Also, because genies and their clans had so much treasure, inflation was ridiculous. A bag of silver in their world might purchase a meal, where in ours it could fund a year of groceries.

I tried not to let my imagination get ahead of me. As I watched Grace crying, her arms wrapped around Eli, and the way her awkward brother tried to comfort her, stiff and uncomfortable, I felt a pang of something else that had nothing to do with payment at all.

The djinn needed help. Not everyone was so fortunate to have a family like theirs. The house on the edge of the swamp, with the willow tree protruding out the top was an idyllic thing, as if off some sort of postcard. Their parents were dead or missing, which was tragic in its own right. But they still had their brothers and sisters—and by the looks of things, they'd been scraping by well enough on their own, thanks, in part, to Mr. Gallows' generosity of land and protection.

As I watched Elison move his hand, patting Grace on the ear, now, as if deciding the head-patting wasn't working properly, I felt a surge of certainty. My home had wheels... But not everyone's had to.

I needed to help this family. One way or another, I would do what I could. The payment, whatever it was, would just have to be enough.


Chapter 12

Instead of asking how much they were offering—which normally would have been my very first question—I said, “Tell me what I need to know.”

“See!” Grace exclaimed, between tears, “I told you he could help!”

I smiled at Grace for a moment and looked back to Val. “Your brother is in one of the prisons? Which one?”

“Barnaby,” Val said delicately, “was stealing.”

“Purloining!” Elison called. “Strategically!”

“Yes, strategically. Our brother works for Alifair's Repo Agency, repossessing broken and malfunctioning wishes,” she said, the words rolling off her tongue.

“A repo genie,” I said.

“Yes. That. He took the minivan three days ago, flying to work.”

“Your family's flying car pet?”

“Yes. He took it and never came back. It turns out, he had been,” she coughed, “Borrowing some of the lesser repo orders on the side. To help support the rest of us. But he was found out.”

I winced. “I see. So because he's one of the Hidden Kingdoms, they sent him straight to a minor prison, no doubt.”

“That is just it,” she said, “we do not know where they took him.”

Grace began sobbing again, and Elison had given up patting portions of her head, and instead was tossing the gabberloo from hand to hand, where it hovered a finger's width off his palm and illuminated his face in a deep, purplish glow.

Originally, the many clandestine prisons of war dotting the region—throughout the more than two million acres of forests, mountains, lakes and underground caverns in the misty Northwest—had been intended as a solution for the Accords of Preservation, an attempt by both Endeavor and Imperium to curtail the rapidly dwindling number of magically inclined. But in recent years, the prisons had expanded their jurisdiction—what had once been meant to hold powerful warriors and soldiers was being used for minor crimes and petty infractions.

Some of the horrors and abuses I'd seen didn't bear mentioning.

“Well, human,” said Valentine, “do you think you can find our brother and,” she coughed, glancing towards Annie, “F-R-E-E him,” she murmured.

“I know how to spell,” Annie murmured.

Eli flashed her a congratulatory thumbs up, his arm completely straight.

I considered my position a moment longer, but I already knew what I was going to do. This small family of genies had survived the loss of their parents and now their oldest brother had been taken as well.

“I'll take the deal,” I said. “Payment upon completion,” I added, forcing myself not to glance towards the brown coin tattoo on their wrists. I would just have to hope that genies were true to their nature, and the success of the masterpiece would be compensated.

At my words, Valentine seemed confused for a moment and her hand moved towards her pocket. She pulled out a small leather journal and opened it. She then glanced at the book then at my face. For a second, we just stood there like that. The unusual wishmaker glancing at her little journal, while I stood hesitantly in the dirt, inhaling the odor of mushrooms and stream water, and feeling the soft breeze through the trees against my exposed skin.

“Are you...” Valentine murmured, studying her book, “Are you being sarcastic?” she ventured.

Eli clicked his tongue. “No,” he muttered, finally extricating from Grace's embrace and hurrying over to his twin sister's side. He flipped a couple of pages and pointed, jabbing a finger at the page. “See,” the genie murmured, “There—he's angry! I'm sure of it.”

They both lowered the book and looked at me, as if waiting expectantly for an answer. By now, I was thoroughly confused. Even for genies, this family was particularly strange. I glimpsed a couple of fluttering pages of their journal; each page displayed a cartoon picture of a yellow face forming some sort of expression. Words on top of the pages read: “Sad” and “Embarrassed” among other emotions.

“I'm not angry or sarcastic,” I said. “I was being serious. I'll take payment after the job. That book of yours, it's interesting. I've never seen it before.”

“Val and Eli need it to help them understand emotions!” Grace piped up, still sniffling. Then, some of her usual excitement returned, and she declared, “I like emotions, too! Try me, try me!” She made a big frown, creasing her forehead, and wrinkling her nose.

Eli and Val both looked at their sister, and then bobbed their heads, speaking as one, “Hungry,” they said, simultaneously.

Eli reached out a hand, which Val high-fived.

I hid a smile. “I'll take payment on completion,” I continued, “But I have two requests.” I held up the same number of fingers.

“Go on,” Valentine said, watching my face. Her hand inched towards her notebook of emotions.

“I'm earnest,” I said, if only to help her.

“Oh,” she replied, nodding. “I know that one.”

Eli nodded too. “I know that one as well!”

By the way they said it, I guessed neither did.

“I'll find what I can about your brother. I'll make a plan then execute. But I need you to keep an eye on my own brother. His name is Napoleon and he'll be staying on the farm for a few days.”

I felt Annie shift uncomfortably next to me, and I glanced at her. “Paul won't mind. He never turns away a charge from someone he trusts.”

“Do you think Nap will mind?” she said softly, some of her usual concern returning to her gaze.

“I think he'll do what we have to in order to keep everyone safe. Besides, did you see the way he was looking at Sussanah? I'd be surprised if he wasn't begging me to stay.” I forced a smile, but then allowed it to drift from my lips. “Secondly,” I said, turning from Val to Eli. “I need you to—”

“Give the bald human her bag back?” Valentine said.

I nodded once and Eli hurried back up the patio steps to the door of the odd home. He reached through the window, rummaged around for a moment, and then re-emerged with a gray backpack.

Annie's shadows flared. “Give that to me!” November snapped. “Now!”

Elison didn't seem to register the anger in her voice. He hurried over, one hand holding the backpack, the other beneath the hovering sphere.

He handed the bag to Annie, which she snatched back, hastily scanning the contents. Elison turned to me, extending the gabberloo. “Here,” he said. “You could use this imagem more than us. Remember, it is an insta-wish.”

“No time component. I know.” I reached out delicately. “What does it do?”

“Use it to free Barnaby.”

“I understand the purpose. But what does it do exactly?”

“It creates a battlebrute,” Elison said, speaking slowly as if worried I was too stupid to keep up. “Everyone knows that.”

“They do,” Val said. “Everyone.”

“It is second hand,” Eli added, as if I wasn't hesitant already. “We got it from the discount store.” He pushed the hovering sphere towards me. “Take it. It is mostly made of amethyst. The battlebrute should be helpful to you.”

“Right.” I sighed once, but then reached out, accepting the small sphere. I couldn't turn down help when it was offered.

The sphere was smooth and cool beneath my fingers. When I allowed it to rest on my palm, it remained flat against my hand instead of hovering as it had in Eli's. Carefully, I pocketed the imagem and nodded my gratitude.

“I'll do what I can for your brother.” I shot a look to Annie, and she had her backpack zipped again, thrown once more over her shoulder, suggesting everything that she'd expected to find in the bag was still there.

“Where will you start?” Valentine asked, quietly.

At this, I felt a slow chill along my back, but I forced the emotion back. “A drakin bank,” I said. “They tend to keep track of this sort of thing.”

The tall adolescent genie wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Drakins,” she spat. “You cannot trust them.”

“They are part dragon,” Elison added. “They are creepy. You need to be careful, human. If you die, no one will be able to help our brother.”

“I appreciate the concern... I think. But I'll be fine. I've been there before.” I gave each of the genies one last look and then I extended a hand to Valentine. “Deal?”

She looked at my extended palm, frowning.

“Deal,” she said, jabbing both her hands in her pockets as if to keep them as far from me as possible. “You help our brother, bring him back to us, and we will give you the remainder of the treasure we have in our vault.”

“Sounds good by me.”

I gave little Grace a small wave and a smile, but she was busy picking at ivy leaves and trying to feed them to the stick beetle in her hair. I felt an odd pang in my chest. I wondered, for a moment, what it might have been like to have brothers and sisters like this growing up.

My own family was hunting me.

I began to move back through the swamp, gesturing at Annie to follow. I'd have to coach her a bit on how to behave around beings and creatures from the Hidden Kingdoms. Especially where we were going next.

I was already rapidly running out of options. Augustus and the Gentle Hand was closing in. We needed pay to get out. And drakin banks were run by one of the more merciless races in the Hidden Kingdoms, but if anyone would be able to keep track of prisoner assignments, it would be those bloodthirsty part-humans. I would simply have to remember to keep my fingers and toes to myself.

All sorts of things went missing in the drakin banks.


Chapter 13

The drive South towards Seattle passed in silence. Annie was still upset at the genies and hugged her bag tight against her knees where she sat behind the front seat, facing the window. Preacher was upset by the visit to his father's farm, now taking out his frustrations on his rubber stress ball while he drove. I was upset at the way Napoleon had cried when I'd told him he'd be staying on the farm for a few days.

I tried to assure him I'd be back. But he hadn't believed me. Then again, could I blame him? The last time I'd left, it had taken two years for me to return.

The silence allowed for rumination, and I rolled down the window if only to allow the noise of the swishing breeze to fill the front of my RV. At least the engine was no longer smoking thanks to Preacher's mechanic connection in Picker's Lake.

Every time a car passed us on the highway, I felt my pulse quicken.

I was on edge. Augustus Rex was a strategist, a battle tactician. Usually, his tactics were simple: come, see, conquer and kill.

Where I was concerned, though, he had more nefarious plans in mind.

My hand moved to my neck, and I frowned as my fingers touched the ashen chain of the skull pendant resting inside my shirt. I hated the cursed thing, but removing it—as long as my brother was still alive—wasn't an option.

Another vehicle passed us in the slow lane as our RV chugged gamely along, trying not to dip too far below the posted speed limit. It irked my old friend to do anything but follow the exact rules of the road.

I glanced sidelong at Preacher, who kept his eyes fixed on the road. He always resented me whenever we visited his father's farm. Still, I valued his insight, even when given grudgingly.

“They're genies,” I murmured.

He nodded once, squeezing the red rubber stress ball and holding it.

“It's a good job.”

He tapped his wrist, still looking out the windshield.

“I'm not sure how much. They said they'd give whatever was left in their vault.”

Preacher looked at me now, raising an eyebrow and sighing through his nose beneath his hat.

“I know, I know,” I muttered. “You should've seen them, though. They needed the help.”

Preacher shrugged his large shoulders and returned his attention to the road. “The only thing,” I said, “the drakin banks have upped the price of entry.”

Here, Preacher's expression hardened. He pointed at me and raised an eyebrow. I pointed right back and did the same.

“You know you're our best bet for that sort of thing,” I muttered.

Preacher snorted, and rolled his fingers against the steering wheel, bunching his hand into a fist.

“What's the matter?” Annie asked from where she sat behind the driver's seat. “What's the price of entry?”

I looked back at her. “Violence. Drakins and draykes are hot-tempered curators.”

“Oh jeez, okay—and they run this bank?”

“One of the few banks in the knowing world that doesn't ask any questions of its customers. They aren't as secure as some of the genie vaults, but they appeal to a more... guileful clientele. But...” I hesitated. “Their means of entry are unconventional. They're a deeply superstitious lot. They believe only those tried and tested in combat are worthy of their custodial space.”

“Combat?” Annie asked, hesitantly, shifting in her seat.

“No weapons,” I added. “Like I said, deeply superstitious, with cultural roots that go back thousands of years. Trial by combat to gain entry.” I shook my head. “It weeds out anyone attempting to store an item of less than extreme value.”

“I see... And this combat—”

“Only one combatant for visitors,” I said. “Preacher tends to do the job. Magic and talents aren't allowed anyway.”

Annie looked troubled at this, while Preacher seemed poised, his hands still tight on the steering wheel, his neck muscles strained as if he were already bracing himself.

***

The premier drakin bank in the Pacific Northwest—safehaven for the loot of mobsters, murderers and the Union—was known as Sheeba's Lair. The sons and daughters of Sheeba had purchased an old, run-down skyscraper on the outskirts of the city near Fobes Hill. A large fence, topped with barbed wire, circled the construction zone. The skyscraper had technically been in renovation for over twenty years.

As we pulled our RV up the dusty, tire-worn roads leading to Sheeba's Lair, I watched the gray clouds pull across the misty horizon. Seattle itself sprawled over to the South, with the Space Needle standing out like an accusing finger. From our elevated position, I even spotted the floating bridge with traffic moving in the evening beneath the fading sunlight.

I stifled a yawn, holding a hand to my mouth and blinking against the sudden rush of lethargy. I had a trick or two that could convince my body I was wide awake, but I would be cashing in on tomorrow's energy and wanted to avoid extreme measures unless absolutely necessary.

The old construction zone was lined with traffic cones and warning signs which read, “Trespassers will be Violated.” “Violators will be Trespassed.”

I'd heard of more than one story of unknowing vandals or copper thieves attempting excursions through the barbed wire and into the construction zone for the half-finished skyscraper. They never returned. Though, I had it on good authority, the children of Sheeba dined well on such nights.

“That's pretty scary, isn't it,” Annie said as if commenting on the weather while peering over the back of Preacher's chair. “It seems kinda abandoned though, huh?”

I glanced at her, then looked ahead once more, adjusting my newsboy cap. “Looks can be deceiving. Especially where the drakin are concerned.” I pointed towards a three-story parking structure ahead. “There we are,” I murmured.

The parking structure was wedged directly against the tall, unfinished skyscraper. Glass windows gave way to metal balconies with stone trim. A more cynical part of me wondered if the drakin had bought the skyscraper out of sentimentality—getting in touch with their roots of trapping princesses in towers. When I'd asked, once, I'd simply been told the real estate price at the time had been a steal.

One thing, however, completely taboo on drakin premises was theft of any kind. While they ate trespassers, what they did to sneak-thieves and burglars didn't bear repeating.

As we neared the three-story parking structure, my gaze darted around the construction site, keeping an eye out for black uniforms with blue trim. Constant vigilance was the only way to stay a step ahead of my brother.

The RV moved slower than ever, but still managed the small incline into the first level of the parking lot.

Ahead of us, other vehicles were parked between crisp, freshly painted yellow lines.

Above us, on the ceiling, a bright red eye inside a triangle stared down at us. I shivered as we passed under the painting of the watchful eye and pulled between two of the other parked vehicles: an orange Lamborghini Gallardo on our left and a five-horse carriage with golden doors on our right. I wrinkled my nose and rolled up the window at the odor coming from the horses.

“Right,” I said, looking at Preacher. “Are you ready?”

He sighed.

“I can if you don't want to,” I added, cautiously. “But remember last time?”

Preached frowned.

“The way he tossed me around like a rag doll?”

Preacher's frown turned into a scowl.

“I mean, we could count on me. But if I get beaten to a bloody pulp, not only won't they allow us entry, but we'll have to wait for me to recover to even think of—”

Preacher cut the engine and hopped out into the parking lot, slamming the door behind him and severing off any further comment.

Feeling pleased with myself, I slipped out of the passenger seat as well, keeping the door open long enough for Annie.

Once I was sure we'd locked the RV, I turned towards the darkest portion of the parking structure. There, tucked against the wall adjoining the skyscraper, I spotted a single, silver rope stretched between two golden stanchions. Behind the rope was a sheer, metal door.

I fidgeted nervously and shot an uneasy glance towards Preacher who was cracking his knuckles and glaring from beneath his brimmed hat. His jacket stretched across his massive shoulders, and my six-foot-nine companion's long legs outpaced mine

The three of us reached the silver rope blocking the entrance. Annie tried to step over, whistling as she did, but I caught her arm and gave a quick shake of my head. “They'll come to us.”

Dangling over the top of the entrance, above the silver cordoning rope, I spotted a little silver bell. Preacher reached up, grabbing the cord and jangling it.

The metallic noise echoed in the parking lot for a moment, and then I heard the sound of footsteps from behind the metal door.

Thud, thud, the footsteps grew louder.

Another moment passed where I could feel my nerves twisting. Sheeba's Lair had a reputation for safeguarding their clients' possession—the clients themselves, however, didn't always fare as well. But if anyone could help us track where Barnaby Smith had been taken, it would be the drakins. In order to speak with the drakin curators, though, we'd have to first complete the entry ceremony.

The thudding footsteps came to a halt. I heard the sound of shifting chains, twisting locks. Then, a sudden groan of exertion from a deep voice, and the metal door began to swing inwards. The door, as it swung, looked to be at least a foot thick of solid metal, laced with some glinting, ruby-colored substance.

“Welcome to Sheeba's Lair,” murmured a voice as the door opened fully.

In the doorway, there stood one of the drakin bankers. He was shorter than Preacher by a head, but taller than me by a couple of inches.

At first glance, he looked much like a man, with sun-kissed skin, tanned and worn. He wore his long, ash-black hair in a braid which rested over his shoulders. His arms crossed a seamlessly stitched, modern suit with squared-off shoulders and flat front pants without a single wrinkle or crease. That's where the similarities ended, however. The drakin's eyes appeared orange at first, but then twisted from yellow to black, like flickering candlelight. His pupils never stopped moving and only faintly held a circular form as if they were trapped in his skull, trying to flee skywards like smoke. It looked painful.

His feet suggested the source of the loud thumping from earlier. He didn't wear shoes—they wouldn't have fit. Rather, he had two thick clawed and scaled feet. The feet were three times the size they ought to have been, with reflective, indigo scales and curving claws larger than daggers. If one looked closely, beneath make-up on the man's tanned face, one might find a patch of scales, or, when he smiled, a couple of teeth that looked more like fangs.

Drakin were all offspring of Sheeba—an ancient dragon who had once terrorized these mountains. The dragon had long since been killed by the knight Lancelot of the Round Table, the same knight whose shield was now in my possession. Drakin were mostly human, as the bloodline had waned, but all of them, some more than others, shared Sheeba's blood.

The banker in front of us tilted his head, clearing his throat softly. He spoke in a rich, velvety voice, his accent like a mixture of Iroquois and Portuguese.

“Have you banked with us before?” he said.

I shot another uncomfortable glance towards Preacher. But taught never to overlook a proper greeting, I stood straight-postured and spoke clearly and precisely, “Good day to you, friend. Look,” I continued, “we're not here to withdraw or deposit. I have a couple of queries for one of your commissioners.”

The drakin nodded once, smiling and flashing his sharp fangs again. The scales on his cheek glinted. “I'm afraid only those worthy of entrance into mother's lair may correspond.” He nodded to each of us in turn. “We have two other clients just within, waiting for their turn. You may wait with them if you wish.”

He stepped aside, his giant, clawed feet shifting against the marble-tiled ground. Behind him, there wasn't a carpet in sight, likely due to the risk of tearing and gouging.

The drakin banker removed the silver cord between the two stanchions. He then gestured with a flourish of a hand over his immaculate suit sleeve. “Please take a seat until it is your turn. May mother smile on you.”

I caught the urge to grunt in disappointment and instead nodded politely as my reluctant response. Preacher was already moving, brushing past the drakin, his boots squeaking against the marble tiles as he walked. Annie and I fell into step behind him, and I could feel the flickering, orange and yellow and black gaze of the banker behind us fixated between my shoulder blades as we moved on.

We passed between two rows of marble pillars, along a straight hallway without painting or ornamentation on the naked walls. Rather, behind the pillars, along the ebony walls, white words etched in the stone.

The first phrase we passed, read: Always honor the mother, this is one.

The next read: Always lead with your left, this is five.

Preacher was moving along the hall too quickly for me to read the rest, but the final etching I glimpsed, before ushering into the waiting room, simply read, It is a waste of a death to do so naturally, this is two.

Annie stared in wonder at the words, mouthing them to herself, and twisting uncomfortably. I could tell she was uneasy, the same way she'd been when confronting the genies back on the Gallows' farm. This time, at least, she hadn't called the drakin banker a monster. I wasn't sure he would've taken it as a compliment like Grace Smith.

My eyes lifted from my childhood friend and fell on the waiting room beyond; a chill erupted up my spine and my hands went suddenly very cold.


Chapter 14

Along with the frigid terror, though, a slow prickle of heat caused sweat drops to form across my forehead.

The source of the heat was obvious.

There, in a circular room, a large X carved the floor. Along this X, twin rivers of molten magma swished through the ground, glugging as they moved towards fireproof grates at opposite ends of the room to only be recycled and sent back through the arms of the X.

Around the X, encircling it, was more silver rope, attached from what looked like stone hitching posts. It had the vague appearance of a boxing ring with two streaks of lava in the floor.

Currently, a single drakin banker was standing on a small podium at the intersection of the X. He faced two men in plastic folding chairs outside the ring.

“We require only one participant,” the banker was saying. This fellow had the same fiery eyes, and the same long, black hair and tanned skin. His feet, however, were normal and clad in cap-toed shoes with soft, calfskin uppers. Dangling from his back, however, through a slit in his suit, a single purple wing drooped uselessly towards the ground. The drakin on the podium shifted and moved, though, in such a way that displayed his drooping, underdeveloped wing, as if he were proud of the leathery thing.

His chin was sharp, with a single red spike jutting out from the skin. And the top of his head was speckled with small purple scales, that, in a way, reminded me of the Kindred Grendel's beast form.

The drakin continued in a similar accent to the first one, “Always honor the mother, this is one,” he said. “And in offering effort and blood, we honor Sheeba, the matron. Any questions?”

The two men who'd been sitting in the chairs, facing the ring didn't react at first. Then, the taller of the two, cleared his throat delicately and shook his head. “I appreciate the sentiment, Courtois, but we've been here before.” He spoke in a charming, deep Alabaman accent which I recognized nearly instantly. “I reckon it oughta be some sorta fun, shouldn't it? Meadowfax—you feelin' rarin' to go?”

Annie leaned in. “Uh-oh. Isn't that the guy who owns the Loophole?”

I winced and nodded once.

At her words, though she'd spoken quietly, Baron O'Shea, mob boss and illicit potion dealer turned slowly in his plastic chair. The moment his eyes rested on us, his eyebrows rose and a crocodile smile stretched his face.

Baron had wild, silver hair jutting in every direction and eyes the color of gunpowder. Funnily enough, he dressed in a way that made him look like a banker, though his sleeves and cuffs were often stained with ash—a side-effect, I assumed, from his fondness for all things that went boom. At least this time he wasn't chucking grenades at us in his own establishment. He also carried an ornate walking stick, with intricate carvings and a painter's sheath at his hip with a cap.

I recognized the second man as well, though he had no conspicuous features. Mr. Meadowfax was a calm, quiet fellow often found reading a book. He was currently perusing a detective novel while only half listening to the drakin banker. Meadowfax, it was rumored, was an actual dragon, though I'd never seen any signs of the rumors. He often carried around a long guitar case, which, currently, was absent—perhaps left back in their vehicle.

The man was of average stature with average features and an average build. He wore glasses and a cheap, breathable outfit. I watched as Meadowfax reacted to his boss's question by folding a page, closing the book, and placing it delicately on the empty seat next to him. He adjusted the rims of his glasses, clearing his throat. “I am,” he said.

His voice, like his appearance, didn't stand out in any way. It wasn't too deep, nor too high, nor was it accented. A dull, straightforward voice—like the tone of a bored librarian.

Meadowfax glanced towards us briefly, but then didn't seem to note anything of interest and returned his attention to the mob boss.

Baron looked back towards the drakin standing on the X. “We're ready.”

The banker frowned. “Which of you will complete the trial?”

“Suppose both ain't an option.”

The drakin frowned. “Only one contender. The number of opponents will be determined upon entrance.”

Baron maintained his seat but cleared his throat. “Pardon my recollectin', but it does seem to me that your own code nudges otherwise.” He shrugged and then, as if quoting, said, “Two is stronger than one. Four stronger than two. This is eight.” He paused as if weighing his delivery of the phrase, but then nodded once in satisfaction. “I figure that's about the sum of it. Ain't that one o' your own musin's?”

The banker looked stunned for a moment, shifting and causing his drooping wing to flutter above the criss-crossed rivers of magma in the fighting ring. “How do you know eight? That isn't written on the wall.”

“No?” Baron smiled slightly. “I must have picked her up somewhere else, hmm?”

The banker scowled. “We guard our omitted code closely. A drakin wouldn't have surrendered that information to you willingly.”

Baron didn't smile this time. But he folded his hands over his knees and nodded to Meadowfax. “Willingness is a matter o' perspective. Well, Courtois, we're good to go. My compatriot here—you know that word—compatriot? Means pal. He's ready for a ruckus. Looks like we have a bit of an audience as well.” He waved towards the rest of us. “That'll suit Meadowfax just fine. Isn't that right?”

The bodyguard just nodded politely, standing now and beginning to stretch his arms and twist at his waist. The mild-mannered fellow eyed the banker in the center of the ring and sighed softly. “Well?” he said. “I am ready, sir.”

The banker seemed flustered for a moment, shooting uncomfortable glances towards where Baron sat primly, his legs crossed, his eyes on his bodyguard. Then, the drakin shrugged once and sneered, “It is true. Two is better than one. This is eight.” He held two fingers up in the air, pointing them towards the ceiling and then twisting that same hand into a wave over his shoulder. A couple of his fingers twisted like talons, and three of his fingernails were blackened with soot.

I heard the clink of chains and the sound of grating. Then two marble doors behind the banker opened slowly, one on either end of the molten rivers. Emerging from the doors came two more drakin. Instead of wearing banker suits and black braids, though, these beings wore light-fitting, loose, cream-colored clothing.

They both had tightly bound dark hair. They both had the same flickering, fiery pupils, and they both had glimpses and glimmers of Sheeba's blood visible on their persons. One had a fist with three thick, scaled fingers and black claws. The other limped, his leg dragging in such a way that made it seem heavier.

Both of them were scowling. Both of them paused outside the silver rope on the opposite end of the room. They nodded towards the banker on the podium. In unison, they declared, “Always honor the mother, this is one!”

The banker nodded in return. “May Sheeba smile,” he replied.

The two drakins bowed across the ring now in the direction of Mr. Meadowfax. Then, both of them ducked under the silver cordoning rope, entering the ring.

Now, my nerves twisted. Annie shifted energetically from foot to foot next to me, watching the spectacle in eager fascination. Preacher watched carefully, gauging, studying, thinking. My friend was already rehearsing his own fight in his mind.

All other eyes in the room, however, were glued to the mild-mannered Mr. Meadowfax.

Baron glanced over at me and frowned. “The strangest thing, Three,” he murmured.

I winced at the use of my nickname from the Loophole. Most the denizens of the Baron's establishment thought I wore my name “Leonidas Rex” as a joke. Little more than John Doe to the knowing of the arcane world. I was the third pretender among the savants of the Loophole.

I wondered how he'd react, however, if he knew the truth.

“What's strange?” I returned, not quite meeting his gaze, my own attention riveted by the two young drakin fighters on the other side of the ring. Their skin was tanned and sun-stained, but not nearly as weather worn or wrinkled as the banker's. Their movements also communicated their youth, shoulders strained, fists and talons clenched as they eyed up Baron's bodyguard.

“On the way in,” he replied, softly. “I was asked about you.”

At this, my attention shifted sharply. “What?”

“I was approached and asked about you.”

“Back at the Loophole?” I held my breath.

But at Baron's next words, my stomach did a barrel roll. “No,” he said simply, waving a dismissive hand airily back down the hallway we'd come from. “Out in the parking lot. Two soldiers in black uniforms,” he said. He paused, frowning and biting his lip. “I might be horrendously mistaken, Three, but seemed almost...” He shook his head as if he couldn't quite believe it. “As if them were members of the Gentle Hand.” He let the words rest for a moment, and then his eyes narrowed suddenly, his carefree gaze turning icy and piercing, fixating on me like a snake zeroing on a field mouse. “What does the skinting Gentle Hand want with you, Three?”

I mumbled something incoherent, trying to gather my own thoughts. Preacher and Annie, at the direction of the banker, were already taking their seats in the plastic chairs. For the moment, it seemed as if they hadn't heard.

For my part, though, it felt like I'd been kicked in the ribs. It took a moment for me to gather my breath. And when I did, I shot a panicked look over my shoulder. I extended my thoughts, reaching out, trying to discern any minds from the direction of the parking lot.

I picked up earthy, bloody thoughts of other drakin around me and further in, out of sight, but nothing else stood out. I closed my eyes for a moment, extending my mind back, reaching out further. I couldn't sense human thoughts at such distances, but the minds of the tarantulas back in my RV, clinging to the ceiling, served as my security system with built in pincers.

My eyes closed—I found the familiar pulsing of my eight-legged, fuzzy pets. It took a moment, but then my vision swam, and I found myself watching my RV from the ceiling.

Empty. As we'd left it.

Then...

Was that a shoulder through the window? I frowned—movement? But the movement disappeared, and though I maintained my connection a few seconds longer, nothing else happened.

Shivering now, I dropped the connection, feeling my panic rise as I fixated on Baron. “What did they look like?” I demanded.

He replied quietly, “Indigo eyes, black and blue uniforms. And mean,” he added as an afterthought. “They sure seemed mighty interested in finding you.”

“What did you tell them?” I demanded, a squeak in my voice.

Baron didn't reply right away. It wasn't so much that he hadn't heard my question, or even that he was trying to make a point. Rather, Baron was a man who didn't care a lick about the opinions of others. He was polite and fair in his own way—at least, as fair as a mob boss could be. But when he sniffed out something awry, that big brain of his would start spinning, and no amount of distraction could derail him from hunting down the answer to his question.

“What do they want with you, Three?” he pressed again.

I just shook my head, glancing off, my mind spinning. The Gentle Hand had found me already. I thought I would've had more time since leaving the veiled Gallows' farm. But they were tracking me somehow. My hand moved into my shirt, resting against the skeletal pendant dangling there. I couldn't remove it—not without risking...

Everything.

I grit my teeth in frustration and began to reach back towards the tarantulas again. Baron seemed annoyed now that I was ignoring him.

But our attention was redirected a second later, when the banker called out, “Well? We're waiting!”

For a brief moment, considerations of my brother, of the Gentle Hand, of the Imperium faded as I watched the mild-mannered bodyguard step carefully under the silver rope. He stretched a bit more, bending over and touching his toes with both hands to one foot, then shifting and bobbing up and down as he stretched towards the other.

He seemed entirely indifferent to the two young drakin warriors now hastily approaching him across the fighting ring. Both hopped the molten rivers simultaneously and approached on the balls of their feet. Fiery eyes glinted wildly; nostrils flared as they drew breath.


Chapter 15

Meadowfax turned his back to his opponents for a moment, facing Baron. He tapped his glasses and murmured, “Do you mind, sir?”

Baron shot me one last annoyed look but returned his attention to his bodyguard. “My pleasure,” he murmured. He reached out, his plastic chair creaking as he extended a hand towards the silver ropes.

The two fighters were now rushing Meadowfax from behind, snarling as they came. Meadowfax carefully pulled off his glasses as if he had all the time in the world. He sniffed once, handed the spectacles to Baron, and then the strangest thing happened.

The moment the glasses left his face, a transformation seemed to come over him.

Not so much physical... Though, perhaps in a way it was.

His posture straightened a bit. His eyes brightened. His normally solemn countenance, matching November's, twisted into a brilliant smile—more a leer, really.

He let out a huffing little breath. Then, even his voice seemed to change. Instead of the dull quiet of his normal cadence, Meadowfax tilted his head back, let out a pleasurable little sigh, and then screamed at the ceiling.

“You all want a piece of the skinting champ?”

He was wild-eyed and grinning. And then, he ducked just as a taloned fist swept through the space where his head had been moments before.

He moved with blistering speed. His neatly combed, gelled hair shifted across his forehead as he spun around, his foot shooting out and hooking the ankle of the other oncoming drakin.

The being was sent tumbling into the silver ropes then ricocheted back onto the ground. For a moment, the two fighters gathered themselves, stunned by the speed of the average-sized man. Meadowfax was still grinning. Now, he beat his chest wildly, like a gorilla, crowing at the ceiling. “I'm the best!” he howled. “I'm the bloody best. Come on—well? Come on my little peaches. Let's play! Let's play!”

He clapped his hands together three times with each shout as if applauding himself. The two drakin had recovered now, and approached more cautiously. I shot Preacher a look, and my tall companion's eyebrows inched up in mild surprise. We both returned our attention to the combat.

One of the drakin sent out a tentative punch, but Meadowfax ducked it just as quickly as before. He had an open shot to the drakin's face, but instead of taking it, he buried his fist in the fighter's ribs.

The drakin gasped, bending over. Meadowfax chuckled. “That's one to the bread-basket, my peach. You want some too?” he crowed, cackling now as he lunged for the second fighter. Instead of punching, though, he kicked hard.

The drakin didn't seem to be expecting this blow, and he caught the smaller man's leg straight in the abdomen. He wheezed and bent double. Meadowfax reached out, but instead of punching the guy, he simply gave him a noogie, rubbing his knuckles into the bent drakin's head. “Atta boy!” Meadowfax cheered. He turned away from the gasping drakin, facing Baron and the others. He gave a little bow, then danced a jig. “Told you I'm the skinting best,” he said with a showy little waggle of his head.

The two fighters tried to tackle him now, not wanting—it seemed—to deal with the small man's speed. One grabbed him around the waist and began to slam him to the floor. But in a blur of motion, Meadowfax suddenly had him in full guard, wrapping his legs around the man's waist, and clinging his arms to the drakin's neck.

As he hit the ground, he used the momentum to suddenly spin his body, trapping, in a move too fast for me to spot, the arm of his attacker against his neck and squeezing hard. His attacker began to choke, his face reddening.

At the same time, the other fighter howled, kicking once, twice, but missing both times as Meadowfax adjusted his position. I knew the drakin fighters were no slouches, but to Baron's bodyguard they seemed little more threatening than children.

Meadowfax had now shifted to grip the fighter who'd tackled him by the arm. He'd locked his legs over the being's shoulder and stretched his clawed arm back until the elbow hyperextended.

The drakin screamed in pain, his eyes bulging. But though he tried to rise, Meadowfax's body weight held him trapped against the ground, gripped in an armbar.

The second attacker tried to rip Meadowfax off, but the smaller bodyguard lifted his hips and twisted his arms hard.

There came a loud crack! And the drakin's arm snapped.

The fighter screamed in pain, but the sound died just as quickly, his fiery eyes rolling once, fluttering before he fell unconsciousness.

Meadowfax wasn't done, though. He rolled past two stomping blows of the second attacker and regained his own feet.

Then the bodyguard began to flap his arms and crow like a chicken. He hollered at the ceiling. “You can't catch this lightning. You can't see this thunder!” he declared, his face stretched into an even wider leer, flashing perfectly maintained teeth.

He tapped his chin with a fist, jutting it towards the drakin. “Come on,” he muttered. “Go for it. Free shot!”

The fighter roared, lashing out, striking Meadowfax on the chin.

The smaller man stumbled back, blinking, nodding his head wildly and laughing. “Holy skinting knuckles—that was a good one,” he said, still chortling. He tapped his chin again, steadying himself and standing firm once more. “Go on,” he said. “Round two.” He extended his chin, waiting expectantly, his hands low at his sides.

The drakin lashed out again with another shout.

This time, though, Meadowfax ducked under the blow and sent another shot of his own, once more avoiding the attacker's head and preferring to punch him in the kidney. He then kicked twice more, both shots to the ribs. He followed up with a push kick, sending the drakin wheezing backwards and stumbling to his knees.

Meadowfax's hair was out of place—though not quite as wild as Baron's—and he licked at his lower lip, breathing heavily. “That was fun,” he said. He looked over his shoulder in Annie's direction and winked. “I'll catch you later, sweetheart. Dinner and a movie?”

Instead of offended, Annie simply looked confused. “What does he mean?” she asked, leaning towards me.

“I—umm, I think it’s just bravado,” I muttered. “Or he's asking you out.”

“Out?”

“On a date.”

Annie's eyes widened and she blushed suddenly. “Oh?” she said, twisting in her seat, her hands clasped in front of her. She glanced up at Meadowfax who was still watching her with a grin. “I... I don't know,” she said carefully. She frowned as if deep in thought, her cheeks still tinged red. Then, she shrugged. “I don't see why not,” she called out over the silver rope.

Meadowfax cackled, nodding again and then sending a fist into the chest of the remaining fighter. The part-dragon fellow stumbled back, slipping into the magma river. His foot was engulfed in flames, but instead of shouting in pain, the drakin adjusted himself and regained his footing on the other side.

His pant-leg was burned completely, and his flesh stained with ash, but he seemed unharmed.

“Fireproof,” Meadowfax muttered. “Neat.” He gave a little wiggle of his finger towards the fighter. “Come on, peach. Let's play some more.”

But the fighter seemed to have had enough. He was clutching at his ribs, wheezing and gasping, and shooting the occasional glance towards the form of his fallen comrade, whose arm was oddly angled beneath him.

The drakin winced then dropped to a knee, bowing his head.

The banker, who'd remained on the podium in the center of the fighting ring, looked disgusted. He shook his head, scoffing once. “It is a waste of a death to do so naturally,” he snapped. “This is two.”

The young fighter winced but kept his head bowed.

Annie was examining Meadowfax with an even more interested look. I hoped she'd only been joking about going on a date with Baron's bodyguard, but with my old friend, one could never be sure. Meadowfax hopped up and down, stretching out his arms and hands, wiggling his fingers. “Come on!” he moaned. “I was just getting started.”

Baron was rising to his feet, slowly, Meadowfax' glasses in his hand. The drakin banker in the center of the ring seemed frustrated, but he kept his tone in check as he snarled out, “Entrance granted. Sheeba is honored by your speed and skill.”

He raised two fingers again and closed them into a fist.

There was a grating sound, and a small whirring noise accompanied a raised platform lowering slowly down the wall towards the center of the ring. It looked like a painter's platform, except with two bankers standing inside, waiting patiently.

Baron slipped under the silver rope. And only once he retrieved it from beneath his seat, did I notice the bulging black backpack in his arm. He carried the thing cautiously and approached his bodyguard.

Meadowfax was busy doing a little victory dance around the unconscious form of the drakin with the broken arm.

As Baron handed him his glasses, though, Meadowfax straightened, frowned, and then put the glasses on.

The instant he did, he went still. He blinked a few times, as if waking from a nap. He swallowed once, then, in his usual dull voice, he murmured, “Did we pass?”

Baron patted the smaller man on the shoulder. “You did wonderfully. Let's go.”

Meadowfax glanced towards the fallen drakin at his feet and cringed. He straightened his suit, brushing his bangs back into place. He looked sheepishly over his shoulder towards us for a moment. Annie blushed, glancing off to the side again.

As for me, I had a dilemma to consider. We'd come here to find out where Barnaby Smith had been taken, to complete the job for the genie children on the Gallows' farm. But now, it seemed as if the Gentle Hand had beaten us to Sheeba's Lair. The longer we stayed, the greater chance they'd find my RV. If Admiral, the Blessed scout, was with them, they would already have it staked out.

We'd come so far, though—turning back now seemed a mistake. Besides, I'd given Grace, Val and Eli my word. I needed to find their brother.

I reached into my pocket, fiddling with the small gabberloo they'd given me. I might have to use it to summon this battlebrute sooner rather than later.

Still, as long as we were inside the drakin bank, we were safe from the Gentle Hand. This place was swarming with Sheeba's children, and even my brother wasn't reckless enough to tangle with the warriors of the lair.

I sighed quietly, watching as Baron and Meadowfax stepped onto the platform. The chains from the ceiling rattled, and the platform began to rise. Baron gave a little wave towards us. He hefted the backpack with the bulge, and for a moment, I wondered what could possibly be so valuable Baron himself hand delivered it.

I supposed I'd never have the chance to find out.

As the platform lifted, Baron called out. “Three, I'd like to speak with you before you leave.”

I blinked and began to shake my head. The platform was nearly out of sight back towards the opening in the ceiling. Baron frowned though, over the rail, just before it vanished. “Don't let it slip your mind,” he said, “you owe me one for that deal with Percival Twelftree. I will collect, Leonidas.”

And then the platform reached the ceiling—the sounds of chains ceased, and the elevator's occupants disappeared.

Baron's words sent a shiver down my spine, though. I already had enough trouble to deal with back in the parking lot. I didn't need to contend with mobsters as well. Then again, he was right; he'd paid a debt I'd owed to the ogre-eared man. Now, it seemed, was time to collect.

I turned my attention to figures more hapless than me; the two defeated fighters were now both on their feet. The one with the broken arm seethed in pain, teeth grit, allowing the other to lead him, limping, towards the two doors in the back of the room. The banker watched them depart in silence, standing on his podium; once they'd vanished, though, and the doors closed behind them, he turned towards the rest of us.

“And who will be your volunteer?”

Preacher got slowly up from his plastic chair, stretching his arms. He ducked under the silver rope and planted his booted feet firmly in the fighting ring, his hands raised into an old boxer's pose, turning his body and setting his feet to present as small a target as possible.

“We heard the spiel from before,” I called out, quickly. “Can we just get to the fighting, please?”

I shot another look over my shoulder—still no one down the hall. I reached out for the tarantulas again, but my RV was empty, still. My vision snapped back to the banker on the podium. He twisted, his limp, dragon wing twirling behind him like a cape.

“Always honor the mother,” he murmured. “This is one.”

“I understand,” I said quickly. “But we're on a tight schedule.”

The banker sighed, massaging the bridge of his nose. Then, he gave Preacher a long look, taking in his size, his musculature, his posture. He certainly cut an intimidating form, especially compared to Mr. Meadowfax's physique.

After surveying my friend a moment longer, the banker extended his fingers towards the sky. He pointed three up at the ceiling. I winced. Two, Preacher could beat. But a third?

The two marble doors behind the fighting ring groaned as they opened once more. A third, centering the two, also opened—initially invisible against the marble.

Three fresh fighters emerged from the walls, already flexing as they approached. They eyed Preacher warily, and my friend tilted his cowboy hat back, giving them a long look.

The banker cleared his throat and began to speak, but before he could, and before the fighters could enter the ring, I heard the sound of thumping footsteps and voices. Everyone turned, even Preacher, looking over his massive shoulder, out into the long hall with the marble pillars and the white words gouged in black stone.

And then I spotted seven figures, moving in a stiff, marching rhythm.

My heart leapt into my throat. I recognized the black uniforms with the blue trim. I recognized the golden numerals on the lapels. And, most of all, I recognized seven sets of indigo-flecked eyes. All of them, to a person, were eternal talents.

All of them members of the Gentle Hand.

And all of them staring straight at me.


Chapter 16

My first instinct was to run. I grabbed at Annie's shoulder, practically dragging her out of her plastic chair. My friend frowned even as she allowed me to guide her to her feet. Her eyes landed on the eternals behind us, tracing the uniforms. And then her hands went rigid at her side. Her shadow began to shake and shift.

I pushed her in front of me towards where Preacher stood inside the silver ring. The drakin banker called out, “Hold on there! Only one client volunteer at a time!”

I ignored him, ducking under the silver rope and grabbing at Preacher's arm. My sharpshooting giant of a companion was also staring over the silver ropes towards the approaching procession.

The banker realized the source of our consternation, and his eyes narrowed. His wing went suddenly rigid and spread out like a flag. The three drakin fighters behind him, who'd entered through the marble doors were all glancing uncertainly from Preacher to Annie and me.

“The code of Sheeba must not be breached!” The banker called out, frowning at me once again. “Always honor the mother, this is one.”

I jerked my thumb towards the approaching band of killers, so on edge I didn't refrain from the blunt gesture. “They're after me,” I stuttered, my voice stretched. My heart clattered in my chest, and I felt like vomiting.

I extended my mind, reaching towards the drakin banker. I slipped into his thoughts through his sense of rising offense. I could feel him simmering in righteous indignation and a quickly heating temper. Instead of quieting his temper, I redirected it, suggesting—as hurriedly as I could to his subconscious—the true source of his fury had just walked into the waiting room.

“Halt!” the drakin banker called out, his teeth set. He shook his head, patches of scale glinting across his face. “Only one entrance ceremony at a time. You'll have to wait your turn.”

“I will wait,” said the figure in front of the soldiers.

At the back of the procession, I spotted Admiral—the scout from before had the same roman numeral II on his shirt, but his sleeve no longer showed signs of perforation where Annie had hit him with shadow needles; a new uniform, then. Not surprising giving the vast wealth funding the Gentle Hand. The Blessed was smiling in my direction and gave a little wave.

Admiral's expression suddenly changed for no reason, and he glanced sharply towards the banker. I wasn't sure what he was glimpsing in the future, but he leaned in and whispered to the soldier in front of him.

Five of the eternals I didn't recognize. Though a couple I couldn't make out where they stood in the back of the procession. None of them were tall enough to be Augustus, thankfully. They all had a similar look—mean, tough with indigo-flecked eyes and black uniforms trimmed in blue.

Threats, all of them.

Besides Admiral, though, I did recognize one other.

As my eyes landed on her, a faint little squeak crept from my lips. Hastily, I reached up, suppressing my own fear. Annie, sensing my emotion, reached out, putting a hand against my elbow, her fingers strangely cold and light on my skin.

“Who is that?” she whispered in my ear.

For a moment, all I could do was stare at the small-statured woman leading the Gentle Hand team.

She was only four-foot-ten with frail, brittle fingers visible where they rested against her thighs. Her hair stood out, pure white, like fallen snow, though her features couldn't have been too far past her early forties.

She was a very plain woman with homely features, a large nose and squinting eyes. She didn't wear a fleck of makeup. And yet, the plain-faced, short woman with white hair scared me more than the rest combined.

“That's Bleach Viddagost,” I whispered to Annie, my eyes still fixed on the new arrivals where I stood inside the silver ring with my friends. “Second in command of the Gentle Hand—ranked only under my brother.”

“She doesn't look like much,” Annie said quietly.

Bleach's eyes flickered indigo beneath her straight, split-end bangs. She came to a halt behind the plastic chairs we'd abandoned, pausing long enough to survey the scene. She had a cold, dispassionate look about her, and her eyes were as warm as slabs of ice.

“Hello, Sergeant Viddagost,” I called out, if only to break the silence. Inwardly, my mind was spinning. I needed to get out of here fast. But the elevator in the ceiling wouldn't lower until Preacher beat the three drakin fighters. That wouldn't happen, though, while we still stood in the fighting ring.

We couldn't head back the other way, either. Bleach, Admiral and the five other special forces soldiers all blocked our exit.

“Prince Leonidas,” said Bleach, nodding her head stiffly in greeting as if she had a steel rod in her spine.

“You ought to depart in haste,” I snapped. “I'm not coming with you.” I pointed over my shoulder towards the drakin banker, “And he's not about to let you break Sheeba's code. Only sanctioned violence on the premises.”

Bleach didn't blink, didn't smile, didn't frown. She didn't shrug. She just replied, like a robot, “You should come with us, Leonidas. Before anyone gets hurt.”

I could feel the way the drakin fighters were eyeing up the Imperium, and the way the Gentle Hand soldiers were similarly scoping the room. I knew not even Bleach was insane enough to attack one of the drakin in Sheeba's lair.

But just to be certain, I reached out again with my mind, using the same entrance into the banker's thoughts I had before. This time, I pressed heavily on his fear receptors, heightening them, and sending a surge of manufactured terror to accompany it.

Threat! I planted the single word in his subconscious. Threat! Threat!

Bleach was still watching me, but Admiral's frown only deepened. The drakin banker paled somewhat, and his wing, which had spread behind him like the sail on a ship, went limp again. He even took a hesitant step back towards the very edge of his podium. He swallowed, raised a hand, and spread all four of the thick, stumpy fingers he had, topped with talons. Then, he twisted the hand into a fist and made a sweeping motion.

Suddenly, the doors in the marble wall opened again. Not two, or three, but eight in total.

Through those eight doors, three rows of fighters emerged. Some of them were clad in loose clothing, but others wore strange, bone-colored armor and carried gleaming swords, the metal glowing red like the lava in the fighting ring.

The drakin in the armor, with the swords, were the bank guards. They didn't fight to bruise and bash but to kill on sight.

Nearly thirty of Sheeba's children now filled the back portion of the fighting ring—some of them with patches of scales, others with claws instead of toes, still others with bulging bellies, naturally armored with a thick bone-plating. And one, at the back, wearing armor and carrying the largest sword, had an angled, horned head and a serpentine tongue flickering out.

I tried not to stare, which wasn't difficult, given where my attention kept diverting.

Bleach frowned. “We will wait,” she repeated the phrase from earlier.

Already, I knew I was playing with fire. By infiltrating a banker's mind, I was dishonoring Sheeba and breaking the first of their codes. If they ever found out, I'd discover just how hot the pointy end of those swords got.

On the other hand, if we didn't get out of this room quickly, caught between the drakin warriors behind us, and the Gentle Hand in front, I wasn't sure any of us would make it.

Though the drakin unnerved me, I knew they wouldn't attack unprovoked. And for the moment, the show of force seemed to deter Sergeant Viddagost and her soldiers from rushing me.

My throat constricted at the thoughts of falling into the hands of someone like Bleach.

“You need to let us up,” I said, shooting a look over my shoulder towards the banker. I'd withdrawn my thoughts, lest my intrusion be discovered. The banker, though, returned his frown in my direction. “You and your friend will wait—the volunteer was the large one who entered the ring at the outset. Always honor the mother, this is one.” The drakin banker seemed on the verge of losing his patience again—I knew the drakin were known for having tempers that ran as hot as the magma in the floor.

My jaw clicked from how hard I clenched it, and I wondered if I ought to try a more potent suggestion. The more I guided or shepherded someone's thoughts, though, the greater the chance of detection. And if I tried to make them do something against their natural instincts, then my tampering would be noticed for certain. Suggesting the banker redirect his already forming anger, or pressing on his fear to create a show of force was one thing, but to try and make him break the drakin clan's code of conduct by allowing us entry without combat would fly in the face of his natural instinct. My intrusion would be noted; dishonoring Sheeba only carried one sentence among the drakin—death by incineration.

Still, we couldn't stay here, trapped in the fighting ring, with Bleach Viddagost eyeing us up and the drakin soldiers growing restless.

Preacher, who kept his cool throughout it all, gave Bleach a long look. He eyed her uniform and then tilted his head and let out a little sigh. I couldn't quite place the expression on my friend's face. Frowning, I reached out, grazing Preacher's thoughts.

I didn't go deep, as I wasn't trying to intrude, but my own curiosity gave me a glimpse into his surface emotions: anticipation... excitement... And a lancing, stabbing form of grief.

This last surge of feeling rushed through my chest and nearly took me to my knees. I felt my throat constrict, and let out a long breath, trying to recover as I withdrew my thoughts.

Why was Preacher feeling grief?

We weren't dead yet... I felt tempted to reach out again, to delve a bit deeper in my sharpshooting friend's thoughts, but that would have been a betrayal of trust. Unlike Bleach, Preacher had the capacity to display the contents of his heart across his features. For one, he had a heart, where Bleach only had a shriveled, rotten husk.

Preacher's jaw was set, his eyes brimming with tears. A couple of the tears traced down his cheeks. He pointed across the fighting pit towards Sergeant Viddagost. He opened his mouth, and for a moment, I thought he might even speak. But then his lips pressed together, and he turned away, facing the three drakin fighters who'd entered the ring.

I wasn't sure what was going on in my friend's mind but I reached out, placing a hand delicately on Preacher's arm. “We can't fight them,” I murmured. “Not here. We need to go. They're killers, Preacher. They're not like the soldiers we've faced before.”

My tall companion's muscles bunched, his fists both clenched. His six shooters still rested in his homemade leather holsters beneath his duster jacket.

Preacher turned, facing me fully, his shoulders squared. He looked me dead in the eyes and reached up a finger, tapping his forehead.

I licked my lips, glancing at the bankers and the fighters and the special forces killers. Then, I looked away, carefully, meeting my friend's gaze; I extended my thoughts, grazing his.

The grief was as pronounced and sharp, burbling up like hot tar. His sense of excitement, strangely, was also growing.

I wish to speak with the white-haired one, Preacher thought simply.

“I... do you know her?” I whispered and winced. “We need to get out of here. Get entrance to the bank and find another way to leave.”

Preacher just shook his head firmly. He tapped his forehead again. I need to speak with the white-haired one, he thought loudly.

“Do you know her?” I repeated, whispering back.

Again, the tension in the room, the attention of the killers around us weighed heavy on my shoulders, causing my small frame to hunch in on itself. But Preacher only stood taller, straight-backed, still indifferent to the threat.

In answer to my question, he simply shook his head and crossed himself, thumb to forehead, to sternum, then across his shoulders. He mouthed a silent prayer.

“Leonidas,” Bleach called out in her dry tone.

“Stifle your incessant nagging!” I snapped, not looking towards her now. They hadn't brought a Wit with them. We were the rarest talent after all. Endeavor, over the course of years, had spent a good chunk of time assassinating all the Imperium Wits they could find, thinning our ranks even further.

But just because they didn't have a Wit didn't mean the talents they possessed couldn't kill one.


Chapter 17

I held a finger towards Bleach, if only to buy some time, then, shielding my mouth with my shoulder and still facing Preacher where we both stood against the edge of the silver rope, I whispered, “Trust me, Preacher, you don't want to talk with her.”

He frowned and nodded.

“No, you don't,” I said more emphatically. “She's insane. A zealot, through and through.” This time, I raised my voice, hoping in part to redirect the rising anger of the children of Sheeba as well as to take a shot at Bleach herself.

“She murdered her own parents, you know. When she was only ten. Everyone knew about it.” I looked at her now, snarling, my lip curling back. “Isn't that right, Bleach? You were on a bridge, if I remember correctly. In your report, you said you'd been driving home with your parents.”

Bleach blinked. “It was my tenth birthday,” she said, dispassionately, completely unperturbed at my words.

“Raised in the Imperium's youth programs, weren't you? One of the most zealous of the children, even at that age. Stories about you still circled when I was growing up.”

For the first time since she'd entered the room, Bleach's features shifted. She didn't quite smile, and the expression looked like it pained her more than anything. But for the moment, her lips twitched, and her indigo-flecked eyes developed a far-off look.

“Disloyal traitors.” She shrugged. “I did what was right.”

I pointed at her now, turning away from Preacher, staring across the silver rope. “Vocal dissent—that's what you reported.”

“Indeed,” she replied. “But we're not here about my history, Prince Leonidas. Your brother wants to speak with you.”

I didn't respond to this part, preferring to stall for time, to think. To warn Preacher, if anything. I wasn't sure why he wanted to speak with her, but I knew it wouldn't end well if he did. I glanced back towards my tall companion, but he was now walking away from me, his back still rigid, his hands clenched at his side.

Before I could call after him, as he stepped over one of the magma rivers, my attention was once more caught by the leader of the team of special forces. Bleach continued, in her monotone voice, “Let us speak outside, dear Prince. There are too many prying eyes in this place.”

“You'd like that, wouldn't you,” I retorted. “Your parents were alone with you that night. Going home, on the bridge. You slammed your foot through the floor of the car. Puncturing metal—that's what Potents do, isn't it?”

The diminutive woman with her brittle fingers just smiled at me, clasping her hands in front of her.

“The car came to a screeching halt,” I said, swallowing and shaking my head. “But that didn't kill your parents, did it? They survived that.” My frown deepened. “They didn't, however, survive being dragged out of the front seats by their own daughter, screaming and begging and protesting. They didn't survive being taken to the edge of the bridge and thrown one at a time over the rail.”

“My mother first then my father,” Bleach said, matter-of-factly. “I'm impressed at your memory, Prince Leonidas. And honored you remember me.”

I felt a flicker of rage, my cold rising in my chest. “I'm not complimenting you!” I shouted. “You haven't changed.”

I knew the rest of the story also. After she had killed her own kin, she walked ten miles home and didn't tell anyone in the training programs what had happened for months.

Now, more to myself than anything, I murmured out loud, “When they found out, though, I remember what you were reported to have said...”

Bleach blinked once. Then, finally, she did smile, her lips turning ever so slightly. “I told them I hadn't said anything...” She stared at me. “...because I didn't want to brag.” She shrugged. “I was only doing my duty.”

Her smile remained affixed for a moment longer, and I could see the insanity deep in her eyes. Bleach Viddagost was a zealot. She was allegiant to my father's cause, to the Imperium, with every bone in her body. She'd made a name for herself in the youth programs and then quickly risen through the ranks—Bleach was known for never refusing an order, no matter what it entailed.

An ocean of bodies lay in her wake.

She'd been employed as my brother Augustus's bodyguard when he'd been a child. They'd become fast friends. And now she was second-in-command of the Gentle Hand, just under Augustus.

I knew there was no talking to her, no negotiating. She'd been given a command to bring me to Augustus, and she'd do everything in her power to see the task through.

I heard a sudden clamor behind me, and whirled about. A few of the drakin soldiers were pressing to the silver rope, scowling into the fighting ring. The drakin banker on the podium's face was nearly the same color as his flickering eyes now as he too spun around, his wing flopping uselessly.

There, standing on the drakin's side of the ring, Preacher Gallows was rubbing his knuckles.

The three drakin who'd entered the ring were all lying on the ground. Two of them were motionless, one of them was rubbing at his jaw, wincing and trying to rise.

Preacher watched the fighter slowly regain his feet. He had a perfect opportunity, while the drakin's hands were both on the ground to go for the knockout blow, but my friend was a boy scout in such things. Cheap shots were not in his nature.

So he waited until the drakin was fully to his feet. He waited for the being to dust himself off and take a wobbly step forward.

Then, Preacher sent a haymaker like a sledgehammer. His fist caught the drakin full on the side of the chin, sending his head whipping back, and the fighter tumbled once more to the ground like a gallows victim under a cut noose.

The drakin groaned and Preacher rubbed his knuckles, frowning at the three fallen foes.

The final fighter was made of sterner stuff and despite this last chin-smashing blow, he was once again twitching and trying to rise. He pushed up to his hands and knees, blinking and trying to regain his senses.

Preacher cleared his throat with the drakin still half bent.

The fighter looked up, a single, flaming eye glinting, while the other was already starting to seal shut. Preacher pointed at the kneeling fighter, then pointed at the ground.

The drakin hesitated, but at the look in my tall friend's face, he winced and lowered himself, slowly, back to the marble floor, one of his toes dipped in the flowing lava behind him.

Preacher turned to me and Annie; he scowled past us at Bleach, but then pointed a finger towards the platform in the ceiling and grunted a single time.

The banker on the podium swallowed, eyeing the fallen drakin. A few of the bone-armored soldiers behind the silver cordoning rope all stared at Preacher, some in rage and others in hastily concealed awe.

“They didn't even see you coming,” snapped the drakin banker. “You fight like the children of Solomas!” he spat off to the side, his chest puffed, his cheeks red.

I cleared my throat, calling, “It was three against one. He passed your test—now let us up!” The sooner the better.

The drakin grumbled a bit more, comparing Preacher once again to the children of Solomas, one of Sheeba's bitter rivals.

With a sigh, the drakin deflated, glaring towards Preacher and then waving a hand towards the ceiling. The sudden clatter of chains erupted in the room, and the rectangular platform in the ceiling began to lower.

I hooked my arm through Annie's, watching as her shadow shifted and darted around at her feet like churning water trying to flee a creek bed, and then, meeting Preacher at the platform, all three of us stepped through the small, metal swinging gate, joining the two bankers on the small elevator.

I gripped one of the chains for stability, the metal cold beneath my fingers.

I could feel Bleach watching me, along with the other soldiers from my brother's faction. But I didn't look back. For now, they were outnumbered five to one—besides, they too would have to pass the drakin ceremony to enter.

As the platform began to raise, I cast a resounding back in the mind of the banker on the podium. A small, barely noticeable effect. Even as I did it, I noticed Admiral flinch and frown. He reached out, tapping Bleach on the shoulder hurriedly and whispering in her ear.

But I was too focused on the resounding to pay much attention. In the drakin banker's mind, I caused him to hear one of the eternal talents whisper to another, “The children of Solomas are far wiser than Sheeba herself.”

Then, the chain in my hand rattled, and our platform began to lift. The fury of the being with one wing rounded on the Gentle Hand team once more. He began spluttering, pointing. Admiral went still, his face going white as he read the approaching futures.

Before I could see what happened, though, the platform shook and jolted then lifted out of the room and back into the ceiling, carrying us further up and deeper into Sheeba's Lair and the drakin bank.

I couldn't forget why we'd come here to begin with.

We still needed to find out where Barnaby Smith had been taken.

I'd given my word to the genie children. Plus, now more than ever, we needed to complete a job, get paid and expend every effort to leave the Pacific Northwest and flee to safer pastures.

Somewhere far, far away from the reach of Augustus and his far less than gentle hand.


Chapter 18

The platform came to a shuddering halt in a small cage. Keys rattled, and the cage was opened by another banker, also in an expensive suit. This being was taller with two wings. Half her face was covered in glinting ridges, and one arm was crooked and meaty with thick, dewdrop scales.

“Deposits or withdrawals?” the Sheeba's daughter said as we stepped off the platform and out of the welcoming cage.

“Information,” I replied, just as quickly. “We're looking to talk with asset management.”

She nodded her scaled head once and pointed with a clawed finger. She spoke in a pleasant voice that contrasted with her features. “Past the vaults—first counter on your left.”

I nodded in gratitude and glanced back. For now, the elevator remained stationary, suggesting Bleach hadn't yet found a way past the drakin. Hopefully, given how irritated the one-winged banker was, he'd assign ten combatants against the Gentle Hand volunteer.

Maybe they wouldn't be allowed entry at all. Even if they were, it would take some time. Ten minutes? Fifteen? We needed to get our information then bolt.

As I moved away from the cage, with Preacher and Annie following close behind, I took a moment to examine the second floor of the drakin bank. The room had a notably high-ceiling, almost as if the next two floors had been removed to allow for the giant space.

A spiraling, caged staircase made of gold and silver spun up from the center of the room towards the ceiling. The walls around us were ornamented with golden chandeliers, gem-studded light fixtures and more white words etched in black walls.

Most of the etched phrases were too high up for me to read. But the ones nearest me, against a pillar of ebony, extending along with the stairwell, read things like:

Wash your claws after feasting, this is twenty-five. And also, Kill the children of Solomas on sight, this is ten and seventeen.

Along the walls, there were doors in the marble—round, metallic vault doors with spin locks and ten drakin guards per entry.

All the guards up here wore bone armor, carried flaming weapons and had far more in common with a dragon than any of the bankers or fighters below.

I knew the higher we went in the skyscraper, the more draconic the denizens became. It was a matter of pride, privilege and birthright to resemble Sheeba.

I spotted ten of these tall, metallic vault doors set in the marble walls, glinting and glimmering beneath the chandelier lights and golden reflections from the towering staircase. Ten soldiers in front of ten doors, not to mention the scores of bankers and associates moving throughout the giant floorspace, or ascending and descending the staircase. There had to be more than a hundred drakin and customers visible throughout.

I spotted Baron O'Shea and Mr. Meadowfax somewhere near the third vault. The giant, metal door was marked with letters above that simply read “... This is three.”

Baron exchanged words with one of the bone-armored guards, and then handed, with utmost care, the bulging black backpack to the drakin.

“Oh gosh, there are so many of them,” Annie murmured next to me.

I turned away from Baron, quelling my mounting curiosity for a moment to look at my friend. Her cheeks were flushed and sweat beaded on her forehead. I knew Annie couldn't feel fear, but she could still clearly experience discomfort. Briefly, at her expression, I wondered if Bleach had found a way in.

But then I realized she was glancing sidelong at the bankers around us. The more draconic the being, the more fidgety Annie became.

“They're not our enemies,” I murmured beneath my breath. “Just take a deep breath, Annie.”

She leaned in next to me, her shoulder brushing mine as if seeking warmth. Her hand moved against my wrist, gripping it tight as a row of bone-armored guards passed us.

“They're so close,” she whispered. “What if they—what if—”

I moved my hand to give hers a quick squeeze. “You're fine,” I murmured back. I glanced off towards another one of the vaults. “They won't hurt us if we don't hurt them.”

Preacher grunted, picking up the pace. His boots squeaked against the tiled marble floors as he strode past a second, giant, ebony pillar as tall and wide as a redwood tree. We moved past the vaults and towards a row of ornate counters with glass windows. More bankers sat behind the counters, and short lines of customers and clients queued in front.

“There we are,” I said, pointing towards a counter with only one other customer. “Asset Management. They track all prisoners.”

“Assets?” Annie whispered. “Oh no—that's awful.”

I nodded grimly. “Prisoners of the Imperium and Endeavor all have a value attached to them. Some of the prisons trade their charges. Others purchase prisoners from other outposts.”

Annie wrinkled her nose and her shadow went very still beneath her feet. She cast another long look at a drakin guard who passed a bit too near us. His scaled shoulder bumped, ever so slightly against Preacher's. Preacher held up an apologetic hand and stepped aside.

But my friend snapped and darted forward, fast, her hand slipping inside her peacoat. “Get away from him!” She yelled, her shadow suddenly blossoming at her feet and extending out like an explosion of ink along the marble floor.

The drakin guard scowled, his own hand gripping the haft of a flaming spear. Two other bank guards noted the commotion and began to approach.

November didn't seem concerned, and her hand emerged with her wereblade. The genie-made, gemstone weapon was in the form of a dagger. But as she gripped it, the crystalline emerald material sparkled and then began to shift like melting and reforming ice. A long sword blossomed from the dagger, and November barred her teeth, chest shoved out, chin jutting as she stood between Preacher and the guard who'd bumped him.

Now, more guards and bankers were glancing in our direction.

I could feel the hot-tempered son of Sheeba beginning to grow enraged, staring at Annie, who was a full head shorter. The bone-armored warrior's own weapon was now clutched tightly in his hand. Two other soldiers arrived now, both of them bigger and burlier than the first. Annie's shadow extended, creeping towards their ankles.

“Hang on!” I yelled, suddenly. I darted forward. “Just a misunderstanding.” I patted Annie on the shoulder, but in the same motion, gently guided her behind me. A strange sight we must have been. Preacher behind both of us, the tallest and largest, Annie between us, armed and deadly and an inch taller than me. And the smallest of our trio, myself, in the front, holding up both my hands. “We mean nothing by it. Look,” I said quickly, pointing at the jeweled wereblade, “do you know what that is? Imagine the honor of having it in Sheeba's vault.”

I was careful not to lie and say we were here to put the weapon in the vault. I knew Annie would rather part with her hand than her weapon. But the drakin filled in the blanks. All three soldiers now fixated on the piece of—in their eyes—treasure in Annie's grip.

One of them poked out a forked tongue, licking his lips.

I kept my hand on Annie's shoulder, gently guiding her away from the drakin guards. “Just a misunderstanding,” I repeated. I reached out, pressing on the fury rising in the guards. It was like trying to cover a fire hydrant with a pinkie. So instead, I redirected the anger. I didn't have a lot of options, so I settled on placing a thought in the mind of the leading guard. See those two by vault three? They look mighty suspicious don't they?

The drakin glanced over my head now, frowning towards where Baron and Meadowfax were handing over the black backpack.

I didn't linger and instead pushed at Annie, guiding her away from the guards. Thankfully, their attention now redirected, they didn't prevent us from leaving towards the counter marked Asset Management.

Annie walked stiffly, breathing heavily, her face pale. “Sorry, Leon,” she murmured. “I—I thought they wanted to hurt Preacher.” I wanted to say something, to help calm her down, but I knew it would be no use.

A lifetime of training, of breaking, was hard to undo. Patience, kindness, and a giant mountain of understanding over the course of years was the only solution I'd ever found. Or, more accurately, Nimue the sphinx had found it, on my behalf.

So instead of saying anything, I just pressed my hand against Annie's shoulder. It felt cold beneath my fingers. I'd grown up in a palace where others had been forbidden from touching me. I hadn't been hugged by anyone except Annie until I was twelve. And even now, pressing my hand against her arm, I felt a familiar flicker of loneliness jolt through me.

I shook off the emotion though, focusing, keeping my hand on Annie's shoulder, and allowing Preacher to lead us to the glass counter. Whatever he'd meant by saying he needed to speak with Bleach had clearly been put on the back burner in order to help us.

We reached the window once it was our turn, and I left my hand on Annie's shoulder, like a mooring line anchoring a ship to the dock. Thankfully, the drakin behind the window looked mostly human, save a couple of strands of steam rising from her nostrils, which fogged up the window between us.

“Asset Management,” the drakin said in a crisp, clear voice. “How may I be of assistance?”

I leaned in, meeting her gaze. “I'm here about the prospect of acquiring a prisoner.”

The drakin didn't even blink at my words. She nodded once and turned towards an old, worn binder as thick as a brick. She flipped through a few of the pages to one marked with a yellow tab, then looked at me. Another puff of smoke rose from her nostrils. “Region?”

“Near Picker's Lake.”

“Previous contact?”

“No contracts, no association,” I rattled off. “I'm in an expeditionary capacity currently.”

“I see.” She looked me in the eyes. “It is protocol to ask the following: you don't intend to harm, damage or counterfeit the asset in any way prior to purchase, do you?”

I shook my head.

“Vocal affirmation required.”

I swallowed and shook my head. “No.”

She nodded. “To your knowledge, is the asset in any way associated with the children of Solomas?” The teller couldn't keep the sneer from her tone or the smoke from rising out of her nostrils.

“Not that I'm aware of,” I shot back.

“Yes or no, please.”

“No.”

“Good.” She watched me, a bored expression on her face. “Finally, do you in any way have association with or knowledge of savants in the area?”

I swallowed once. “Yes.”

She frowned. “As the children of Sheeba protect our assets, I'm afraid any compromising association in relation to an established asset precludes me from advising you to the acquisition of—”

“I just need information.”

She shook her head. “The code is the code. I can't help you if you're connected to a savant.”

I scowled at her. “I only need to know where the,” I coughed, “asset was taken.”

She pointed a long-nailed finger at me. “That,” she said, “Is exactly the sort of information a savant would want. You haven't hired a savant yourself, have you?” she said, glancing past me at Preacher then Annie. Her gaze settled on me again, staring through the smoke hovering on her side of the glass.

I frowned, considering this. Dodging the question would only be suspicious. Answering it, though, would get me kicked out of the bank, or worse. If I lied, I'd lose my powers again—perhaps permanently. There were only so many times one could subject themselves to the ministrations of a famish before things went sideways.

I sighed, massaging the bridge of my nose, then said, in a crisp, clear tone, “I am a savant. The name of the asset is Barnaby Smith. I intend to break him out of prison. Now, I need you to tell me where he is so I can do that.”

The daughter of Sheeba blinked at me, stunned. The smoke ceased rising from her nose for a moment as if she'd forgotten, momentarily, to breathe.

“I... I...” She stuttered, staring at me. Then, with a squeak, she began to raise her voice, “Guards—!”

So, I used glimpsing.

Only the teller saw the two bone-armored guards appear behind Preacher and step past him. In her mind, she glimpsed them grab me by the arms. I played my part, simply for her imagination's sake, and began spluttering, shaking my head. I even jerked my arm, causing the image in her mind to react by pulling back at me.

To anyone else watching it would have seemed like I'd gone quite mad. Already, our little trio had attracted a lot of attention, so I knew we were skating on thin ice, but I couldn't leave without the information we'd come for. So I doubled down.

Maintaining the glimpsing, I used resounding in the teller's mind. One of the made-up guards spoke, his imagined lips moving. “What seems to be the problem?”

The voice sounded a lot like the drakin banker from the first level.

“This man claims to be a savant. Claims he's after external assets,” she said, pointing an accusing finger through the glass in my direction. “Take him to the third floor.” She said this last part in a way that caused her voice to rattle and deepen.

I tried to look sufficiently terrified. Then, still directing the glimpsing, I had the imagined guard lean in. “Understood. Which asset was he after?”

“No,” I said quickly. “Please. Don't tell him.”

Annie and Preacher, who couldn't see any of this gave me a long, confused look which I ignored.

The teller didn't seem to notice, however. She gave me a smug glance and then said, “A Barnaby Smith.”

“Classification?” The imagined guard asked.

She responded to the prompting by returning her attention to the giant binder. She flipped through a couple of well-worn pages, then tapped a long-nailed finger against a line of text. “Ah,” she said, “here we are. Recent acquisitions. Not bank owned, however. Classification: genie. Region, Picker's Lake and surrounding area.”

I could feel my own excitement growing.

My head began to pulse a bit, a headache rising as I maintained the glimpsing. But I couldn't back out now. “Where was the asset taken?”

The teller paused at this, frowning at the guard. She leaned in, staring at him for a moment, through the glass. To anyone outside, it would have seemed like she was staring at the ebony pillar. Finally, though, she sighed, shrugged and said, “Transferred, actually.” Her eyebrows rose, and I realized they were painted on. “Originally intended for one of the vermen prisons in the Wilderness.”

“Now where?” I asked, my throat sore. A second later, I realized I was the one speaking.

She shot me a frown, but the guard in her mind quickly corrected my error. He slapped me across the back of the head, and I winced, ducking under the fake blow. The guard said, “Where is the asset now—so we can protect it further if needed.”

The teller shrugged. “Where all the recent transfers have gone, of course.”

“Of course,” I said.

“Of course,” said the glimpsing.

The teller nodded once. “To Ares' birthday party. Barnaby Smith is entering the gladiatorial tournament.” She shrugged, leaning back in her chair and sending up another contented puff of smoke. “You know how much the god of war enjoys bloody spectacles.” She sighed softly, glancing wistfully off. “I wish I could get an invitation to the party.”

Her words shocked me so badly I nearly dropped the glimpsing entirely.

“Barnaby Smith was taken to the god of war's birthday tournament?” I said, leaning against the glass until my nose hurt. “You're certain?”

She scowled at me. “Take the savant away,” she said to the apparition who was still standing behind me. “The third floor needs to speak with him.”

I reached out, desperately, and found—in her mind—no ounce of deception or confusion. She was telling the truth, or, at least, the truth as it was written in that binder of hers.

Barnaby Smith had been transferred into the care of Ares, the god of war, as a sacrificial combatant in his birthday tournament.

A prison was one thing.

But freeing someone from a murder competition under the watchful and violent gaze of some of the most powerful creatures, beings and beasts in all the Hidden Kingdoms?

That was another ask entirely

My headache began to pound. And I felt my glimpsing slipping. The teller seemed to notice something awry, though, as she leaned forward in her chair once more, frowning past me towards where I'd made the guard appear.

I checked and realized, in her mind, he was now see-through. The teller's eyes widened. She began to open her mouth and started to shout.

My heart leapt in my throat, and I began to turn, looking for the nearest exit.

We were surrounded by scores of drakin.

Before either the teller or I could react, though, I heard a sudden scream, followed by the sound of scraping metal.


Chapter 19

I turned sharply, along with half the occupants on the bank's second level.

The welcoming cage now housed seven newcomers in black uniforms. Bleach Viddagost's arm extended from where it had shoved open the metal door, shattering the lock. She paused, allowing Admiral Manthe to lean in and whisper in her ear.

Then, the Gentle Hand Sergeant stepped into the bank, extending her arms as if to embrace the room. This was the most gesticulation I'd seen from her up to this point.

Drakin guards' footsteps thundered against tile as they hurried over to the elevator. Hundreds of eyes were now fixed on the seven Gentle Hand team members.

Bleach's voice resounded in the space, her faint Swedish accent filling the chamber, “We don't mean to disrupt. However, we are in search of Prince Leonidas Rex.” She cleared her throat, lowered her arms and adjusted her uniform. “I really must insist.” She held up a finger. “We come bearing gifts in exchange for the prince.”

Two of the eternal talents stepped forward now. Between them, I spotted someone I'd initially mistaken for a member of their order. A dark uniform clad his oddly proportioned form with a hat tipped low over his face. The uniform, though, didn't have blue trim or a golden numeral. And what I'd initially taken for indigo-flecked eyes, were in fact similar hued sunglasses.

The sunglasses and the hat were removed, and the person in question was shoved forward until he was standing next to Bleach.

The being's features proved the necessity of the disguise. Bright red scales covered his face, and his eyes burned with a green and yellow flame, sputtering in their sockets. He had pale skin and pure blond hair cut short and close. A braided beard extended from his face, and I spotted twin, crimson spikes poking from his chin.

A drakin.

But not a child of Sheeba. The red scales and oddly colored eyes gave him away.

This was a child of Solomas, the sworn enemy of Sheeba. This drakin belonged to the clan the children of Sheeba had been feuding with for nearly a hundred years.

The surrounding bankers' and guards' looks of surprise, annoyance and concern were quickly replaced by sheer loathing, hissing and violent gestures.

“As I said,” Bleach called out, her voice echoing, “we come bearing gifts.” She patted the son of Solomas on his scaled arm. “And not just any gift. This,” she called out, “is clan leader Dugar's son. His name is—”

“Drakos Longtooth,” called a voice from near one of the vaults. “The last I saw you,” the voice continued, “you were feasting on my father's flesh.”

The eyes darted towards an approaching procession. Twenty guards, all in yellow and white bone armor and carrying flaming swords flanked a woman who stood a head and shoulders taller than the others. The upper half of her body was pure human, but the rest of her, from the waist down, was dragon.

She looked somewhat like a centaur, but instead of horse hair and a tail, she had a thick, scaled body, and a tail longer than a fencepost. She wasn't a very large dragon, perhaps only the size of a horse. Her clawed feet slammed into the tilted floor, making clicking sounds where nail met stone. Her eyes were fixated on Drakos Longtooth, and her head, human though it was—with deep-set eyes and dark hair in a wrinkled face—swayed like a serpent's.

“A queenly gift,” called out the woman, her arms crossed, her four legs thumping against the ground, carrying her scaled body forward.

A few of the guards pushed other customers or bankers aside, out of their path, allowing the half-dragon woman to draw nearer.

Bleach didn't smile, her lips didn't twitch. But she turned, stiffly, and gave a quick, respectful bow. “Clan leader Seyasha Ashen-Breeze,” she called in greeting. “I had hoped to speak with you.”

The half-dragon came to a halt in front of Bleach, towering over the smaller woman. She didn't regard Bleach, though, rather fixating her gaze on Drakos Longtooth. The son of Solomas seemed drugged, his eyes heavy laden, his arms drooping at his sides. The two eternal talents supported him from behind, preventing him from tumbling to the floor.

My own heart was pounding, and my warm palms felt damp. The teller behind me was staring bug-eyed, emitting a soft, rattling sound from her throat. It wouldn't be long before she called for guards again. My head was beginning to ache from the overuse of my ability.

But none of it compared to the threat now posed by Sergeant Viddagost.

She stood in the shattered elevator door, facing the clan leader of the children of Sheeba. She stood straight-backed, though the top of her pale head only reached Seyasha's waist. But why should she be worried?

She'd played her cards right. She knew she'd come with a gift Seyasha couldn't refuse.

If there was one thing the children of Sheeba hated more than they loved fine and luxurious items, it was the children of Solomas. And to bring one of their leader's sons?

I could feel the blood lust thrumming in the air around us.

I swallowed, stiff, as the teller's eyes burned in the back of my head. Bleach's gaze scanned the crowds, and I tried to duck, to make myself as small as possible. But the teller chose that moment to shout out. “Here—guards, over here! He's a meddler!”

Bleach looked in my direction, her eyes locking on me. She didn't smile, but her tongue darted, dabbing at her lips once before retreating into her mouth. Unblinking, expressionless, with a darting tongue, she reminded me of a lizard. Though a lizard's blood was far warmer.

Seyasha Ashen-Breeze followed Bleach's gaze, and the leader of Sheeba's offspring frowned. “This one?” she said, waving towards me. “He is who you wish in exchange?”

Bleach bobbed her head. “Accept our gift.”

Seyasha began to reach out towards Drakos Longtooth, but the two Gentle Hand soldiers yanked him back.

Bleach clicked her tongue. “Not so fast. Do we have a deal, Seyasha Ashen-Breeze? You give me that bearded man, and you get the son of your hated foe.”

Seyasha's claws tapped against the tiled floor. The twenty bone-armored soldiers around her watched their leader, occasionally shooting hungry glances towards the drugged, semi-conscious form of Longtooth.

For a moment, we all hovered in a pocket of indecision. I gulped, trying to reach out and place a thought in Seyasha's mind, but her ponderings were guarded like granite. She didn't feel an ounce of fear here in Sheeba's lair, surrounded by loyal soldiers. What was there to fear? She held all the cards.

And she seemed to realize this. I could see the pieces falling into place. Could see the wheels turning as she finally reached a conclusion.

Anxiety and worry slowly dissipated from my chest. The drakin bankers weren't the sort to allow someone to twist their arm. Certainly not in their own lair, in view of their vaults. Though they allowed (even invited) less than reputable sorts to stow loot in their vaults, they also had a reputation for sticking to their code. And one promise they made: on their premises, their clients were under Sheeba's protection.

Always honor the mother, this is one.

To give me up to Bleach would have been a dishonor. Not only in the eyes of Seyasha but also in the eyes of all her clientele.

I had to hand it to Bleach; it took guts to march into a drakin lair, having kidnapped a member of a feuding clan in order to make a trade for me. She'd come prepared. But preparation and guts wouldn't break Sheeba's business interests.

Hundreds of drakin around us watched. Scores of soldiers, all of them in bone armor, carrying molten weapons, stood attentive, waiting.

I was still safe—at least for now, and I felt a flash of relief as the clan leader's next words confirmed this.

“I'm afraid not,” Seyasha said, her voice silky smooth. “The bearded man,” she said, gesturing towards me, “is on bank premises. You know the code.”

Bleach's face flickered into a disproving frown. The expression, as slight as it was, sent shivers up my spine. “You refuse?” she said simply. “I must request you reconsider. I represent Captain—”

“I know who you represent,” snapped Seyasha. “But invoking his name won't compromise my honor. I will take the gift, however.” She reached out, snatching Longtooth and ripping him away from the two Imperium soldiers.

For my part, I felt a little glint of smug satisfaction. I watched as more drakin in bone armor hemmed in around Bleach and company. They were outnumbered now, eight to one. Sometimes, it was nice to be on the winning side for a change.

Granted, if the teller sold me out again, I'd have to figure a way out on the fly. I glanced at the spiral staircase in the center of the room beneath the giant chandeliers and the ebony pillars etched with white words rising to the ceiling.

I wondered, briefly, what was at the top of the stairs. I'd never made it that far before in Sheeba's lair.

Still, perhaps it wouldn't come to an escape route. The teller was confused; I could tell that much. Maybe she didn't realize I'd been tampering with her thoughts, maybe—if I was lucky—she'd assume the Gentle Hand had done it.

Already, my would-be kidnappers were in over their heads, surrounded, threatened. Their final card, Longtooth, taken by sheer intimidation. And in exchange, all they received were glares and smirks.

I half-wished Bleach was more expressive—it would've been nice to see her frustrated for a change. I'd have to content myself, though, with watching her and her small company turn, tails between their legs, and slink off to my brother.

They'd gotten close. And they'd continue to get closer if I wasn't careful. But for now, the only concern remaining was how to leave the bank unseen.

Seyasha rested a hand on Drakos' shoulder, and leaned down, bending at her scaled waist. She whispered something in the ear of the son of Solomas. The captured drakin revitalized for a moment, his eyes widening. He tried to jerk his arm out of Seyasha's grip, but he was still weakened by whatever they'd drugged him with.

Pity swelled in my chest. Drakos' fate was looking far grimmer than my own for now.

Bleach clicked her tongue, still standing straight-backed, her pale eyebrows flicking ever so slightly down. “It isn't polite,” she said, “to take a gift offered in good faith without honoring the proposed exchange.”

Seyasha snorted. “If it requires an exchange, it is no gift. And I will not dishonor Sheeba by allowing a son of the crooked one,” she sneered, “to leave this place alive. Now leave. You're beginning to bore me!”

She waved a fist and gestured it towards the Gentle Hand members. Ten of the nearest drakin guards approached, red-hot spears and swords swishing through the air and leaving trailing hisses of steam.

Bleach sighed, lifting her hands in defeat. She shot a long look towards Seyasha, but then started towards the elevator once more while whispering something to Admiral Manthe. The Blessed scout listened for a moment and then winced, his face going pale, whispering back.

He looked in my direction, held my gaze, then winked.

For a moment, it seemed as if all six of the Gentle Hand would enter the elevator, stepping into the cage with the now-shattered door. Though they'd broken the door, they'd brought a gift in the form of Drakos, so Seyasha was allowing safe passage.

A pity that.

Bleach stepped onto the elevator. Just before she allowed the others to follow, though, she glanced over her shoulder and fixed me with a piercing look.

She raised her voice, indifferent to the attention and called out. “Augustus commanded me to bring you to him. Save us all pain and come willingly, Prince Leonidas. Your brother has much to say.”

I snorted but didn't reply. I didn't need even more people to attach the word 'prince' to my name.

Bleach squeaked out a small sigh. Loud enough for me to hear, but quiet enough to suggest she was speaking mostly to herself, she said, “Augustus commanded me. A command is a command. Who am I to refuse it?”

A flicker of worry tingled up my spine, and I frowned.

Then, Sergeant Viddagost raised her voice once more, still perched half inside the elevator cage. She said, “I would like, before we leave, to introduce the sons and daughters of Sheeba to my subordinates. These two,” she said, indicating soldiers standing at the back of the group, “are brother and sister from the quaint town of Leavenworth. They were branded pyromaniacs by the unknowing police and sent to an asylum for the criminally insane most of their teenage years.”

I frowned as the two indicated operatives stepped forward. Both the woman and the man had close cut, neatly trimmed blonde hair. They were also gaunt-faced, and wire thin beneath their uniforms.

Elementalists, then, judging by their ghoulish features. The powers of Elementalists taxed them in mysterious ways. Elementalists were brutish and violent—they often mastered a single source of power. Sometimes energy-based, like fire or lighting, other times in the manipulation of some material, like metal or water. Some, I knew, even mastered sound or wind or weather.

Elementalists all had an affinity for their chosen element, an odd attraction bordering on the perverse, as if they found a physical gratification in spending time with their source of power. Some said the power source chose the Elementalist, others said it was the opposite.

The tingle along my spine intensified. Bleach extended a small, brittle finger in the direction of the two, wire-thin, blonde siblings.

“Hansel and Gretel,” she said. “Not their real names, but the captain enjoys ascribing monikers to his beloved subordinates.” She clicked her tongue. Seyasha, it seemed, was only half-listening, preferring for the moment to whisper more horrible things in Longtooth's ear, enjoying the way his skin turned pale at the muttered threats.

Bleach acknowledged this with a mild tilt of her head, her straightened bangs shifting past her left ear. Then, quietly, in nearly a murmur, she said, “I gave much thought as to whom I should bring with me. You see, I was given a direct order.” She shook her head and raised one of her small hands. One knuckle on the pinkie and two on the ring finger were missing. “In forty years of service, I have only failed three times.”

She shook her head, hair swishing as she spread her fingers and peered through the gaps like a prisoner staring through a cell's bars.

“I do remember my oath. My duty.” She nodded to the gaunt Elementalists. “They are masters of heat—both of them. See, I didn't want a master of flame. I know your skin is impervious to such things. But heat? Heat is different—a little.” Her tongue dabbed out again, wetting her lower lip. Then, in a ghost of a voice, she murmured, “I have heard your kind does run quite hot-blooded.”

At the phrase, it was as if someone fired a starter pistol.

The two Elementalists stepped forward, hands raised. Their eyes flashed and a faint shimmer appeared around their palms, like a mirage in a desert.

Two of the guards closest to them stiffened. One frowned, reaching towards his chest with a taloned hand.

But then the two Elementalists made ripping motions in the air.

Blood erupted from the two drakin. So much blood, in a webbed, crimson shape, like many rivers and tributaries on a map. The entire circulatory system of both drakin ripped from their skin.

Hansel and Gretel kept their hands extended as the two guards collapsed, their blood circling in the air in front of them.

Seyasha stared, stunned as if unable to believe what she was seeing.

A sudden, murmuring cry began to rise from the children of Sheeba. A keening, reverberating shout filled the bank.

Bleach murmured. “Shall we negotiate now?” She paused, then shook her head. “Perhaps not.” And then Bleach surged forward, fast. Her entire arm suddenly hardened, glazed at once by a white-silver metal. Her skin transformed in an instant from brittle flesh and small bones to a metal alloy.

Potents could transform their entire bodies into the hardened substance; it made them impervious to bullets, small weapons. To most forms of physical attack, in fact.

Bleach's metal arm jammed straight through Seyasha's abdomen. I heard a scream, then a ripping sound, and Bleach pulled Seyasha's spine out of her stomach. She lifted it for a moment, examining it. She then tossed the fractured segment of spine off to the side. Seyasha tottered for a moment, dead in an instant, but still upright from tightened muscles.

Bleach reached out, wiping her bloodied metal fingers on the drakin leader's shirt. “It is not proper to refuse a gift,” Bleach muttered.

Then, the clan leader of the children of Sheeba toppled over, dead before hitting the ground. Only then did the two Elementalists release the hovering pools of warm blood.

The crimson rained down, staining the three bodies at their feet.


Chapter 20

Disbelief and horror hovered in the bank. I just stared, stunned, unable and unwilling to believe my eyes.

“Insane...” I muttered. “She's insane. There's no way—there's too many—”

Before I could form a coherent thought, all chaos broke loose.

Bleach started screaming orders. The Elementalists retreated back, giving themselves distance to work their talent. The glowing hot weapons in the nearest guards' hands burned even brighter. Red-hot spears and swords were sent flying back, skewering their owners and slashing at anyone within reach.

The Elementalists waved their hands about, working their talent and cutting through the ranks of the nearest drakin.

The children of Sheeba, though, were recovering quickly. The closest group of ten charged in, shoulder to shoulder, weapons gleaming. As they drew near, though, Admiral Manthe gave a little chuckle, took two skipping steps forward and shoved Drakos Longtooth.

The Son of Solomos stumbled into the approaching drakin. At the same time, Admiral whipped his phone from his pocket and pressed a button. He twisted at the waist and shoved Hansel two steps to the left.

A loud beeping noise suddenly reverberated in the bank. Drakos Longtooth whimpered, rubbing his stomach once.

And then he exploded.

Eight of the charging drakin were caught in the blast, sent careening through the bank, toppling over desks and slamming into marble counters and pillars, their broken bodies slumped and twisted.

Screams emanated throughout the bank. Customers and clients bolted, fleeing behind desks or diving over counters. Binders and papers scattered with the rustling sound of sparrows taking flight. Furniture clattered, and one of the vault doors slammed shut. More drakin charged, weapons raised.

Hansel received a gash to the forearm. Gretel was nearly decapitated by another blow.

But now, the other Gentle Hand team members were on the move. Besides Admiral and Bleach, the two remaining members' indigo eyes swirled, but then seemed to calcify, changing in color and consistency.

Also Potents, by the look of things. Not surprising. The Gentle Hand paired teams for maximum strategic effect. Three Potents as the front line, two Elementalists in the back, blasting away like artillery, and a Blessed to shout instructions on the fly. Not to mention a surprise attack, in the form of a booby-trapped drakin, to kick things off.

Admiral took to his role with gusto, anticipating attacks and movements of the guards while barking out glimpses of the future to the other members of his team. The Gentle Hand worked seamlessly, moving like a well-oiled machine of carnage.

The two other Potents, besides Bleach, had different alloys to their bodies and bones. One, the tallest fellow, with a neck the size of some waists turned glistening black, like onyx from the top of his head down to his toes. A pure metal human met the blades and spears of the drakin warriors. Hot metal clanged off his armored flesh, and spears glanced away without leaving so much as a scratch.

The remaining Potent was smaller, but with skin like stainless steel swirled with moonore. Glinting, glistening speckles of white ore flashed in silver skin. This fellow moved rapidly, charging five drakin and pummeling them with fists like mauls.

Swords shattered, spears blunted and heads were crushed with single blows.

Shouts arose around the room as more drakin organized, preparing to assault. I heard more screaming from behind the teller's desk, but didn't look back, standing before the glass, frozen in place and in terror.

Bleach was truly insane. Augustus had given her a command. And she had determined to see it through.

No matter the cost.

We had to get out. Now. I grabbed at Preacher's arm, dragging him in the opposite direction of the elevator cage and Viddagost's team. Preacher's hands were moving towards his six-shooters. Annie stood stunned, rooted to the floor as she watched the attack.

“Come on!” I called out in a fierce whisper, my voice on the verge of panic. “We need to move!”

Annie looked towards me, her eyes holding a distant, haunted quality. She blinked as if trying to place me. With trembling fingers, she reached into her peacoat and pulled out a small, silver flask. She tipped the flask and took a drink.

I didn't wait for her to finish swallowing before gesturing wildly and breaking into a jog, heading away from the Gentle Hand and their violence.

Across the room, by the elevator, Bleach moved too, forming a wall with the other Potents and protecting the Elementalists who had backed into the elevator cage, using it as a protective outpost to unleash devastating manipulations of heat energy. The molten weapons of the drakin were a favorite tool, it seemed. But also their hot-blood was used against their own bodies.

“Manthe!” Bleach screamed, “The saboteur, if you please!”

Annie, I realized was beginning to stalk forward. I wasn't sure what she was thinking in that moment. My friend had been trained from a young age to distrust all things non-human. But here, in this place, the threat wasn't coming from the Hidden Kingdoms.

Humans and humans alone were causing the destruction.

But Annie's indecision didn't preclude her from protecting me. Shadows were swirling about her feet, rising. She was unshouldering her gray backpack, reaching for her wereblade.

But at Bleach's command, Admiral Manthe reached into his own satchel. He pulled out two glinting, glass things. It took me a second to realize they were the faces of thick flashlights.

He raised the lights, clicked them on, pointing them in Annie's direction. Bright beams shot towards her, illuminating my friend, and beating back the shadows at her feet. I'd done something similar once, to help Annie combat Saboteur February. Now, my childhood friend yelled, trying to drag shadows that were rapidly shoved behind her.

The Elementalists were helping too, suggesting they'd planned this attack thoroughly. They caused the heated weapons to glow brighter, the glistening lights in the chandeliers above to increase in intensity. I heard the sound of popping glass. Small tinkling noises suggested the bulbs were scattering and raining down on the bank floor below.

But the lights themselves didn't go out,

Annie's shadows were swallowed by the glow of the high-beam flashlights, the intensified chandeliers and the increasing glow of molten weapons around us.

More than twenty drakin soldiers were descending on the Gentle Hand, moving in formations of ten, their bone armor thick and heavy.

The Elementalists' foreheads beaded with sweat now. Like me, all eternal talents had limits to their abilities. Whenever we used our talents for a minute, it felt like sixty seconds of heavy sprinting. For five minutes, like a mile run. Some of us had trained for marathons. Others had far less endurance.

My brother's soldiers, though, were the cream of the crop. I wouldn't have been surprised if the Elementalists and Potents alike were better trained than I was. After all, my training had mostly stopped ten years ago.

The clash between the small contingent of eternal talents and the drakin caused more chaos. More bulbs shattered in the chandeliers above until it hailed glass fragments.

Six of the bone-armored soldiers tackled the onyx Potent at once. A suited banker even joined the fray. But the midnight-metaled soldier crushed two of the drakin like aluminum cans, and threw another couple towards a row of brandished spears, impaling them on their allies' own weapons.

The Elementalists continued to manipulate heat. One drakin was lifted from the ground entirely, his head slicked with sweat, his face reddened. Another Elementalist turned towards the elevator cage, pointed a hand at the ground and then made a swirling motion.

Ten drakin soldiers charged at once, hoping, it seemed, to use sheer numbers to overwhelm.

But Hansel, the one who'd pointed at the floor, raised his hand suddenly. It was as if a laser slashed through the floor. First, an etching of red circled the large area of ground where the drakin were running. Then, through the etching of red, hot molten lava began to fly upwards. I realized then Hansel was drawing on the material from the Waiting Room below us. A tidal wave of lava arose above the charging drakin. Fire and magma couldn't harm the flesh of the drakin.

But the marble floor wasn't so lucky.

Hansel had cut through it with the shaped magma as if using a cookie cutter. The floor fell out suddenly. The drakin who'd been charging fell through the ground with shouts of despair.

Hansel then dropped the magma, allowing it to fall back down. He was breathing heavily now, touching one hand to his ribs as if he now had a stitch from the exertion.

His sister's blonde hair was sweat-slicked, plastered to her forehead. She had more than one cut across her upraised arm where the odd spear swipe or sword slash had reached her.

The Potents, however, continued protecting their teammates.

Bodies littered the ground around them. The giant hole Hansel had created prevented further attack from the flank.

More clients and customers were hiding or fleeing towards adjoining doors which lead deeper into the second level of the bank.

I could no longer see Baron or Meadowfax—though this was hardly surprising. Those two had a knack for getting when the getting was good.

We were drawing near to the vaults. They were abandoned now, all of them sealed shut save the one marked This is Three... the same vault where Baron had stowed his black backpack. The drakin guards had pulled away from the vault, many of them now lying dead or dying on the ground.

“Where to?” Annie shouted, sounding eerily annoyed as opposed to frightened, wincing against the spotlights in her eyes as Admiral tracked her with his flashlights.

“The elevator is the only way down,” I countered. “I don't know of another exit!” I stared towards the guarded cage housing Hansel and Gretel. We couldn't go that direction. But the open vault door wasn't an option either. We'd only be sealing ourselves in Sheeba's Lair with six psychotic killers.

The scent of ash and blood wafted on the air, swirling beneath the shattered chandelier light. Preacher's six shooters were both in hand now—that's how you know things were serious—and he aimed towards the nearest Potent. He fired twice—both bullets struck dead center, between Bleach's eyes.

But the bullets ricocheted harmlessly off her metal forehead. She frowned, turning slightly to stare towards Preacher. In one hand, she was holding a drakin banker by the neck. She gave a quick, crunching squeeze then tossed the hapless victim off to the side, her gaze still blazing.

“Bring me the savant!” she snarled.

The Elementalists and Admiral retreated fully into the elevator cage now. The bodies and corpses around them created something of a wall, protecting them even further. Hansel and Gretel both gasped for breath, both drenched in sweat, their gaunt, bony faces pronounced beneath their thin skin.

By now, nearly half the drakin inside the bank were incapacitated. Most customers or clients cowered behind tellers' desks or in shadowed corners, trying to play dead.

At Bleach's command, though, the two other Potents broke away from the elevator cage. With Bleach in the lead, all three Potents began marching towards where I stood by the vault.

Two more gunshots retorted in my ear. This time, Preacher ignored the Potents, aiming instead towards the Elementalists.

Hansel let out a scream, collapsing. He'd been spared a kill shot by Admiral's sudden lunge and shove just before Preacher had fired—it was testament to my friend's aim that, even anticipated, his reflexes took over enough to adjust.

Hansel was bleeding now from a shoulder wound. Gretel was still fighting the pain from the sword marks along her forearm.

Admiral grit his teeth, standing before the two injured Elementalists.

For now, though, the remaining drakin who hadn't been crushed in the initial blitz seemed to be slinking away. A few of the braver ones, likely following rule two, tried to charge Bleach one last time.

“Dutiful to the end,” she said, nodding in approval. “Well done.” Her words were emphasized by a loud crunch. And the final drakin warrior fell, his bone armor slammed through his chest and out his back by a metal hand.


Chapter 21

Bleach's eyes were fixed on me, firm, cold and unyielding. She marched forward amidst the scene of carnage, across a floor lathered with blood and shattered glass. Ignoring whimpering and the faint mewls of pain rising in a battlefield groan about her.

She moved like a robot—her gaze fixed on me, a machine bent on fulfilling its programming.

“Come here, Prince Leonidas, please,” she said. Respectful of my station as ever. Proper as ever. But there would be no reasoning with her. She was loyal only to Augustus—only to the cause.

So we scattered. Preacher's weapons would be no use against the Potents. Annie's wereblade might help, but if I was wrong, I'd only be sending her to her death.

So instead, I reached out, shoving both my friends, sending them past me, stumbling forward. “Go,” I hissed. “Hide in the vault. I'll come and get you, after.”

Annie frowned at me, wincing against Admiral's flashlights. She held up a forearm, shielding her face. “Are you mad?” she said firmly. “I'm not leaving you—”

Preacher tackled her out of the way of a flying metal desk. The onyx-fleshed Potent rolled his shoulders and stooped, reaching for a couple of chairs and launched them as well.

Preacher avoided these too, barely. Annie dodged aside as well. I could see her reaching for shadows. Could see her wereblade clutched in one hand. But the bright lights weakened her.

By now, the bank echoed with the sound of moaning and the quiet but horrifying noise of dripping blood pooling down marble steps.

As I stood for a moment, rapidly processing my options, I was struck—for a brief moment—by the desire to let out a sobbing little laugh.

The sheer audacity of the attack on the bank was stunning to witness. Six of them against a horde of scaled, glinty-eyed soldiers. Six of them trampling over a staple of the knowing world, desecrating the vaults to treasures belonging to some of the most powerful players in the knowing's ranks.

Bleach Viddagost didn't seem to care. And her soldiers were insane enough to follow her. Sheeba's Lair had proven woefully under-prepared for my brother's soldiers... Would the rest of the knowing world be caught sleeping also? What was he up to?

I stood on one of the few portions of tiled floor clear of blood and gore. My hands rested against my thighs, and the fingers on my right hand scrambled halfheartedly for the slit in my pocket. My thigh strap was still there, out of custom, but the knife normally present had long since been discarded. I needed a new one.

But knives would be little use against metal flesh and indomitable wills.

The onyx Potent lowered his head now and charged Annie and Preacher. My saboteur friend's wereblade whipped out, forming a small, glistening pistol. Annie fired two shots, both of which struck the Potent in the chest. Two loud cracks reverberated around us. But the Potent kept coming, grunting once in response to the assault.

Preacher fired as well, aiming for the Potent's eyes. Even against a sprinting target, aiming for something as small as a pupil, Preacher found his mark, his duster whirling about him as he angled his body, aiming his second weapon and firing again. Four bullets struck the Potent's eyeballs.

But these didn't slow him either. Preacher growled, crossing himself with one smoking pistol.

November tried to lunge forward, propelling herself with shadows, but Admiral Manthe's bright beams weakened her purchase and she readjusted, somersaulting out of the way of the Potent's sweeping leg. Even weakened, November managed to swing her wereblade, which reformed into a scimitar, and slashed the Potent twice across his chest. The magical weapon of the saboteurs gouged in the metal but still didn't seem to slow the Potent.

I rushed to help November, but my path was cut off as Bleach and the smaller, steel-skinned Potent hastened to intercept me.

“Prince Leonidas,” Bleach said sternly, “I really must insist, please.”

I cursed, veering off, and moving away from her grasping, metal arm. Potents were powerful, stronger than ten men, but they were heavier and slower than a normal person. At a run, I had the advantage. If ever they got their hands on me, though...

Bleach broke into a full sprint, her metal feet smashing the tiles beneath her, leaving cracks in the ground as she pursued me. “Prince Leonidas!” she yelled. “Come here!” The second Potent, with the swirling moonore flecks in his silver skin also moved after me, faster than his commander. Both of them tried to pin me against one of the teller windows.

Beyond them, I spotted Preacher helping Annie to her feet. The two of them stumbled away from the smashing blow of the onyx Potent.

He nearly took Preacher's head clean off, but my backwoods boxing friend ducked the haymaker. My friends continued retreating, illuminated by Admiral Manthe's bright lights. November conjured enough shadow to catch Preacher as he fell, dodging another blow. He rebounded off the shadow ledge and was sent sprawling towards the open vault door beneath This is Three...

I didn't have time to watch further though; I had my own Potents to worry about. They now corralled me into a corner, fists smashing, skin gleaming. Bleach's lips were metal but still pursed like a disapproving nun. The stainless steel Potent lunged at my neck, gleaming fingers scrambling for my throat.

I jerked back, my shoulders slamming against the teller's window. Small bars pressed against my back. For a wild moment I twisted, looking through the glass. There, cowering on the floor, I spotted two drakin—one of them the lady who'd sold me out.

If I tried to smash the glass and climb over the window, then Bleach would find them. For now, hiding, they were safe.

I cursed. I couldn't endanger them. Another plan then.

I reached out, my thoughts skimming man-of-steel's mind. I waited, watching. I caught a glimpse of an inky Rorschach image. He tensed and then... three... two... one...

He lunged again, but I bolted, ducking under swiping arms. Bleach kicked out, catching my foot with hers. I howled in agony. It felt like someone had bludgeoned my ankle with a steel baseball bat. If she'd been swinging full force, my whole leg would have shattered, turning to goo and shards. Still, Bleach respected I was the prince in hiding, still the older brother of Augustus.

She'd treat me with kid gloves for now. Granted, coming from Viddagost, I wasn't sure this was much better.

I rolled back to my feet, struggling to regain my balance, cursing and gasping from the pain of the kick. My fingers scrambled into my pocket, searching desperately for a weapon. I still had the gabberloo the genie children had given me. But I wasn't sure what a second-hand wish would conjure. Genies were notorious for bamboozling humankind, even those inclined to help them.

Did I really want to risk it now? For all I knew, the imagem would conjure a battlebrute that started attacking me instead.

So I howled in frustration, reaching past the imagem and grabbing my silver watch instead. The moment my fingers touched the metal, cold tingled along my fingertips.

Limping as I ran, I hurried through a row of overturned desks and around a heap of bodies lacerated like filleted fish from where their circulatory systems had been ripped out.

I winced, ignoring the shouts of pursuit behind me, and the sound of loudly thumping footsteps crushing the floor as the two Potents gave chase.

No more sign of Annie or Preacher.

The Elementalists and Admiral waited in the elevator. Hansel and Gretel leaned against the cage mesh, wincing and gasping and bleeding while Admiral tried to tend to their wounds with one hand, and aim a flashlight with the other.

Couldn't go that way, then.

I needed to circle back for my friends but not before I lost my tails. So, I moved towards the one source of escape. If I couldn't go back down...

Maybe I could go up.

I hastened towards the spiraling staircase in the middle of Sheeba's lair. The curling, glinting stairs reflected the light from the bright chandeliers. Gasping, I slammed into the gate at the bottom of the steps. Mercifully, it was unlocked. Someone else, in all the chaos, had likely plotted a similar escape route.

I ripped the gate aside, and, wincing against my bruised shin, I hastened into the staircase. My feet clanged against the metal rungs.

Over my shoulder, as I twisted around the stairs, I spotted Bleach and the silver surfer reach the bottom of the steps simultaneously. Bleach allowed her soldier to go first. He glared up at me—a horrible, bright silver face with metal lips, steel eyes, steel nose and cheeks. Then, eyelashes, also steel, fluttered as the cheeks strained in a frown and the eyes narrowed. The metallic human gave chase, footsteps slamming loudly against the stairs like tolling bells.

Bleach, not to be outdone, latched onto the outside of the staircase.

I stared in horror as Bleach scaled the protective cage like a little, platinum spider. I redoubled my pace, cursing desperately. Bleach's fingers slammed through the cage, ripping one of the stairs beneath my feet fully free. I stumbled but kept going.

The steelman behind me wasn't tiring. He kept coming like an engine, slow but steady. Potents were built for endurance and often trained in more than one martial art.

The steel Potent reached out both hands and shook the stairwell. My teeth jarred and I tumbled, bouncing off the guardrail. Bleach nearly caught up, still scaling the outside cage, her fingers ripping through the metal bars and guardrail, trying to grab my leg.

This time, though, I was ready. I swung my wrist around, still wearing my silver watch. At the same time, desperately, my other fingers scrambled for the button on the side.

A large, metal shield erupted from the watch. The shield clanged off Bleach's arm, but—at least for the moment—protected my ankle. She tried to punch a hole through the shield. And though her fingers left three knuckle sized dents in the base of the thing, she couldn't reach me.

I scrambled back, feeling a cold tingle along my arm.

My Lancelot shield was useful in a pinch, but I'd bought it on the cheap from Kay Kelly, inventor extraordinaire. He'd managed to make the thing more pocket-sized, but had failed to remove the curse.

The shield's etching displayed two twirling fig leaves fluttering to the floor.

A curse of infidelity. Already, I could feel my arm tingling with the dark power. Could feel my eyes wandering, moving back towards Bleach, admiring her features, which were deadpan as ever, as she stared at me through the guardrail she'd shattered.

I blinked, shaking my head, then scrambled back as she lunged again. Her fingers ricocheted off the shield again in a shower of sparks. I continued up, spinning and twisting about on the stairs. I was running out of space and running out of options.

For a moment, as I ran, I could feel my instincts taking over. I wanted to pause, to turn back, to see if Bleach was okay. What if I'd hurt her poor hand when she'd tried to shatter my ankle? She didn't deserve such callous treatment. A jolt of worry twisted my stomach and I half-turned before I realized the effect of the shield.

I cursed, frozen in place—twisted at the waist—like a statue. The steel Potent was now gaining, reaching the same portion of stairwell as me. He began to lunge up. Bleach was regaining, crawling faster on the outside of the stair cage and reaching a higher level than me. I heard a shattering sound and looked up in horror to realize she was now on the steps above me.

The steel Potent below. Bleach above.

And me in the middle trapped.

I cursed, clicking the button on the shield and watching it rapidly fold in on itself like an umbrella. Hastily, I pocketed the cursed device and could feel my hesitation, my concern for Bleach, diminishing rapidly.

The concern I now felt for myself, however, was at an all-time high. Run. Duck. Hide. That was my motto. One must improvise in situations such as these.

I could hear Bleach's footsteps clanging above as she hastened down in a pincer. The steel Potent grabbed at me from where he raced up the steps. Portions of the steps above and below bent and bowed under the sheer weight of my aggressors. I couldn't go up. Couldn't go down.

Tomb's trove.


Chapter 22

I leapt through the hole Bleach had smashed in the guard rail and protective cage. I felt something grab at my foot but miss. Bleach howled. “Up! Up!” I pulled myself onto the outside of the cage, the same way Bleach had. Then I began to climb, rapidly, hurrying towards the second hole, ten feet above me, where she'd broken in again.

“He's going up!” Bleach screamed, losing some of her cool.

The man of steel tried to grab me, but I was too fast—a savant like myself was built for climbing and crawling and maneuvering through tight spaces. And though the Potents were strong and powerful, they sacrificed speed.

I avoided the Potent and reached the second hole Bleach had broken. She'd gone back down to pincer me, but now scrambled up once more. Avoiding the sharp portions of the broken chain as much as possible, I slipped back onto the spiraling staircase, falling onto the bent and bowed metal steps.

Now, Bleach and her soldier were both neck and neck, curling up after me, within five steps of where I'd landed.

I let out a little yelp, wincing against the continued agony in my ankle, and pushed upright, hastening in a curve up the stairs.

Now, we were in line with the chandeliers. I winced against the bright glare—both the Potents glimmered and shone below me, reflecting light like chrome hubcaps on the highway. Above me, through a gap in the rail, I spotted a thick, wooden door with ornate trim.

I was quickly running out of stairs. And unlike the Potents, a door for me was only accessible if it was unlocked. What were the odds this one was?

I couldn't jump either—we were nearly fifty feet in the air now, near the top of the high-ceilinged bank floor. I'd smash every bone in my body. Bleach seemed to realize they had me cornered. She slowed, glancing side to side as if double-checking I didn't have some escape route.

“Come now, Prince Leonidas,” she said, her voice sterner than before. “You've wasted my time. Captain Augustus wanted you hours ago. This impropriety must stop.”

I breathed heavily, circling the final steps, sweating and gasping. My legs felt like lead—though I wasn't sure this comparison would bear out under another shin kick.

I reached back with my thoughts, grazing Bleach's mind—but it was as I'd expected. Her thoughts were guarded like the vaults below. A flicker of consciousness next to Bleach, though, diverted my attention towards the steelman eager to catch me.

I reached the top of the staircase, facing a sealed, wooden door. Desperately, my fingers scrambled at the brass knob.

Locked.

I cursed, shoving at the door with my shoulder. But I only rebounded, and my shoulder ached. A slow trickle of dread spilled down my spine, and I turned, emitting a shuddering breath.

Two metal faces appeared over the top step. Loud clangs of footsteps echoed through the space near the ceiling.

My mouth went suddenly dry, but I resisted the urge to swallow, staring at my attackers with horror in my eyes.

“Far enough, Prince Leonidas,” Bleach Viddagost said, frowning at me. “Come here,” she snapped, beckoning at me with a crooked finger.

My own hand scrambled in my pocket, desperately. I considered the imagem for a moment, or the shield—but then settled on the third and final item.

The very last of Kay Kelly's alchemical thermite.

The packet was already ripped, half-used on a whale golem's guts. Now, though, like a drowning man reaching for a rope, my fingers scraped at the alchemical dust, gathering a small handful.

I waited, staring Bleach dead in her soulless eyes.

Another metal step bent beneath the weight of the two Potents.

Bleach's own eyes narrowed, but her accomplice didn't seem to pick up on her hesitation. He kept coming, eyes on me, an eagerness to his movements, like a wolf with a whiff of a wounded rabbit.

“I have no wish to amend my previous response,” I said, through gritted teeth.

Bleach returned my glare. “You are the heir of the Imperium. It is your duty to come with me!”

“My duty,” I said, breathing slowly, feeling cold sweat down my neck, dampening my collar, “is to avoid metallic nutjobs.”

She frowned, tilting her head slightly, her fingers still thin and twiggy but now as hard as metal. I didn't want to imagine what one of those things jammed hard could do to my chest or skull. Each of her fingers was like a knife. Each of her legs like a bludgeon.

She seemed to realize, though, I was goading her. Her eyes narrowed as she came up the final step. At the same time, I flung my fistful of thermite with a desperate howl.

Bleach reacted with lightning speed, grabbing the second Potent and lifting him bodily in front of her.

The thermite speckled his chest and eyes.

Immediately, the Potent began to scream, clawing at his face and his chest. He dropped to the ground, writhing as small, acidic burn marks spread across his skin. Puffs of ash and smoke twirled up from his writhing form. Bleach stared at the agonized man, her eyebrows tilted down for a moment. Then, while he was still mewling and screaming, she looked over him at me.

“Fascinating,” she murmured. “Get up, Dawes,” she insisted. “Bring the prince to me.”

The Potent on the ground was still whimpering—I glimpsed large holes in his cheek, chest and across his stomach where the thermite had burned through. One of his eyes was completely gone.

But at the command, with a huff, he pushed shakily to his feet, gasping at the ground. As he shoved up, the metal beneath him groaned in protest.

He fixed me with a crazed look, one good eye staring out from a metallic face, half-eaten with thermite.

Then, he snarled and charged.

I didn't have long to react. Bleach's mind was guarded like a vault, but this fellow? Too much fear; too much pain.

He was trained—all my brother's soldiers were. But he was distracted.

And so my consciousness slipped into his thoughts like a thief in twilight.

I didn't have long. The air resounded with clanging steps as he covered the distance from the top step to the wooden door.

One fist was already swiping through the air. If it connected, it would snap my head clean off.

And so, reeling back until my shoulders pressed against the wooden door, I reached for the first thing I could think of: muscle memory.

Not quite a ripping; I wasn't focused enough for that. Not a full mirroring either. Not enough time.

Just glimpses and glimmers. I tapped into his exact thoughts, tapped into his muscle memory. And for a moment, borrowed his decision-making.

He punched, and I ducked.

He kicked, and I jumped. He lunged, and I dove backwards. Every blow he sent was anticipated and avoided with fluid ease. He simply couldn't land a strike.

Whatever martial art he'd trained in, I now had full access to. Decades of his hard work, early morning training and hours in the gym were now pulsing from my thoughts, through my nervous system and demanding a response. In a few hours, my body would ache like fire, but for now, I was a master martial artist, using the Potent's own skills against him.

He cursed me, sending a combination of five punches and a kick. But I dodged each one, landing on the ground in the final move—feet and back straight, head against metal. Then, as he swept with his leg, I kicked my own feet. It was like a sickle scything through wheat; as his foot swept under me, my body kicked up and over the blow. I could feel it graze from my heels, down my back, up towards my head. Could feel the swish and chill metal.

But also, could feel my muscles bunching and reacting to the effort in perfect synchronization, as if we were two pieces in some mechanical creation. Even so, my limbs felt heavy, sweat pouring down my face. I began to reach out with my mind, but a sudden wave of nausea rolled through me, twisting my stomach. I gasped, reeling back, my muscles reacting to borrowed instincts. My head banged off the thick wooden door, my arms scraped against the varnished surface, the combination of slick wood and sweat creating a sticky sensation.

My own breathing echoed loudly in my ears. I tried to reach out again, but my vision swam once more and black spots danced across my eyes.

Every eternal talent has a limit, and I was quickly approaching mine.

I didn't have many options left. I needed space to think, to move. Leonidas Rex—heir to the throne, always running away. I winced, but knew it was true. My favorite form of offense was solid defense. But now, I had nowhere left to go.

Another fist came swishing towards my head, nearly decapitating me. The instincts I'd pillaged bent me double though, arching my back and scraping my head along the door. The fist gouged into the wood, sending splinters and sawdust flying.

“Enough!” Bleach was shouting. “Stop this time-wasting, prince. Your brother isn't a patient man.”

“Don't,” I snarled, dodging another blow. “Tell me...” I lurched to the side in a feint, but then bolted the other way, “about my brother!” I shouted.

I stood stock still.

The only play I had—not a solution, but enough to buy some more time. Now, I'd moved away from the door, and the metal bars were behind me. In a wild hope, I thought perhaps the sheer speed and ferocity of the steel Potent would send him through the cage sheathing the stairs.

He slammed into the bars with a clang, bending them wide enough that his head jutted through. But he was quick and caught himself, pushing off the bars—and causing them to bend some more, before rounding on me, metal eyes staring dispassionately, but his entire face creased with fury.

I didn't risk reaching out again. I had very little left in the way of mental energy.

Bleach stood on the stairs, blocking any descent. Blood dripped down her features, smearing along her metallic jaw. She wore an expression like a mother waiting to pick her children up from school. The wooden door behind me was sealed shut. Steelman was now rushing me again.

I couldn't allow myself to be taken. Desperation arose within me, filling me with a slow, blood-chilling sense of resignation.

I let out a little sigh, bloodied, battered and scared. I was out of options. Out of talent. My mind felt lethargic and slow. Part of me, in that moment, wanted nothing more than to curl up and take a nap.

I closed my eyes briefly, hearing the clang as the Potent planted his foot, preparing to send a pile driver through my chest.

Against the lids of my closed eyes, I glimpsed the Gallows' farm of all things. For a moment, I was transported. The fragrance of blackberries drifted over the shimmering pools beneath caressing sunlight. I heard the laughter of children, the smile along Paul Gallows' wizened features.

I sometimes wondered what kept a man like that going. Why would he put everything on the line for others the way he did?

Even as I thought it, I glimpsed my little brother, Napoleon. Glimpsed Sussanah, Preacher's sister. I pictured Annie, Paul, Preacher himself. And then, in my thoughts, the final image was of little Grace Smith, tears in her eyes. She'd protested at the thought her parents weren't coming back. She still held hope they were alive, though they'd been missing for years.

And now, Barnaby, her oldest brother was gone too.

A surrogate parent, in a way.

I could only imagine what it would feel like to lose my own surrogate mother—Nimue. I still needed to visit the sphinx, if I ever had the chance again.

All these thoughts flashed through my mind as I stood there, arms at my side, breathing a shallow puff in resignation. I sensed the fist speeding towards my jaw before I saw it.

My muscle memory took over, but instead of ducking this time, I jumped up. Rolling shoulder to shoulder across the Potent's back and landing on the other side. He snarled, swiping at me.

“Leonidas, there's nowhere to go,” Bleach said with a weary sigh. She reached up, carefully wiping some blood from her cheek. “Your subordinates aren't here to help you. Stop struggling. It isn't proper.”

I skipped a few steps away from the Potent, back towards the smashed portion of the cage. I was still breathing heavily, my eyes open now.

I didn't know exactly what kept someone like Paul Gallows going, but I was starting to get a hazy glimpse. Maybe just a taste...

Besides, I'd given my word to Grace, Elison and Valentine. I'd told them I'd bring their brother back. Even now, by the sound of things, he was being carted off to Ares' birthday tournament. I could feel my blood boiling at the thought.

I pointed a shaking finger at Bleach, jamming it towards one of her dull, silver eyes. “They're not my subordinates,” I snarled. “They're friends.”

And then, I shoved backwards, squeezing through the bars bent by the steelman moments before.

Bleach's eyes widened and she yelled, lurching forward. I wiggled my hips, pulling completely through as she reached me. Her hand jolted towards my neck, but I had already made up my mind.

Desperate times called for stupid measures.

I had only a moment to organize my thoughts and then, in my mind, I reached out. As I did, the same headache jolted painfully. But I shot out a thought, desperate—only enough time for a single word. Annie!

I projected the thought as loudly as I could, throughout the bank. Then I jumped off the cage, my eyes still fixed on Bleach.

We were nearly fifty feet in the air. The plummet would break every bone in my body.

I tumbled backwards, kicking. Bleach, to her credit, didn't even hesitate. She had a mission to fulfill. If I died, Augustus would be displeased.

So she dove after me with a shout.

Her metal form plummeted from the stairwell like a torpedo, jolting after my kicking form.

And then, I hit the ground.

Except... as I did, something came up to meet me.

Shadows coalesced, rising from the floor, catching my shoulders, cushioning me before I shattered every bone in my body. Annie.

In the same way the shadows had caught Annie and Nap when Admiral had hit them with the RV, I was lowered to the tiled floor behind a row of desks.

I couldn't see my friend—couldn't see November, but I heard a shout in the distance. “Get her, she's moving!” I heard the rapid sound of retreating footsteps, and then more shouts from Admiral Manthe.

I didn't have time to listen or watch.

Bleach Viddagost was plummeting towards me like a missile.


Chapter 23

I cursed, rolling rapidly to the side, under a desk; at the same time, Bleach struck the floor with a loud smashing sound. Her heavy form went straight through. Dust puffed around me for a second, swirling.

I placed a hand to my chest, feeling my heart pounding wildly. In the distance I could still hear Admiral shouting. I glimpsed, above the edge of the desk, two beams of bright light moving with even more frantic motions. Annie was a saboteur. And while beams of concentrated light could sap their powers, what was protecting Admiral more than anything was his nature.

He was a human.

Annie had been trained, for more than two decades: protect humans, kill unnaturals. Eternal talents were a gray area where that order was concerned. She'd fought eternals before, but at the time, the Kindred had been in the shape and form of monsters. A familiar enemy.

She'd combated a saboteur once, too. But then she'd been driven by hatred, not training.

I remained tucked beneath the desk for a moment, groaning, grateful for my friend's reaction. I didn't want to think what would've happened if she hadn't heard me or if she'd been out of reach.

Still, this wasn't over yet.

I could hear Bleach, dazed, one floor below, likely covered in concrete and dust, rising to her feet. But worse, I could hear the clang of heavy footsteps sprinting down the staircase, and then the sound of an approaching Potent outside my desk.

“Sergeant?” The steel Potent's voice ventured. “Sergeant, is that you?”

If I had to guess, steelman hadn't seen his boss plummet through the floor. Perhaps he'd been too busy rushing down the stairs.

I let out a shuddering breath of resignation at the approaching sound of heavy footsteps. A shadow cast along the ground in front of me. I heard more dazed movement from the floor below.

Then, closing my eyes to focus, I pulled on the very last of my concentration. I did throw up a bit this time, and white spots danced inside my eyelids. If I tried any more talent after this, I'd knock myself out.

But I'd already been inside the steel Potent's mind. Which meant I had a familiarity.

And so, in his mind, I projected glimpsing. I placed a picture-perfect representation of Bleach Viddagost where I was.

And then, carefully, to allow the glimpsing to keep up with my movements in my weakened state, I emerged from beneath the desk.

In his mind, he saw his Sergeant, covered in dust, metallic and unbreakable as ever, straightening to her feet, dusting off her sleeves. I even scowled, and the glimpsing scowled too.

Bleach Viddagost pointed towards the smashed hole in the floor. I couldn't lie, but my glimpsing could. I kept my lips sealed, but Bleach, in the mind of the Potent, snapped, “He's down there! Quick, cover him so he can't escape.”

The Potent blinked a couple of times in confusion, scratching at his chin. “C-cover him, ma'am? Pardon?”

“Cover him!” I screamed. “Now! Don't defy my order, subordinate!”

The Potent blinked a few times, wild-eyed. In a hurt voice, beneath his breath, he muttered, “My name is Dawes.”

But Dawes the Potent, while apparently accustomed to a more respectful approach from his boss, knew better than to avoid a direct command. He began to drag a thick, metal chair and tipped it towards the hole, watching me with a questioning look for a moment.

I flashed a weary thumbs up, and he pushed the chair through the hole.

Below, I heard a thunk then a grunt. Bullseye. I could only hope Bleach had been knocked over again.

“Like that?” he said, hesitant.

I wagged my head, the glimpsing mirroring the motion. “Yes, yes. Perfect. Now here, the desk, too.”

The Potent's good eyebrow rose, and I tried not to look too long at the mangled, thermite-eaten portion of his face. Obedient as ever, he grabbed the entire desk with one hand, and casually tossed it into the wide hole.

I heard another thunk and a loud series of cursing.

I reached out, patting the Potent on the shoulder. “Good—keep that up for a half hour or so. We'll bury him down there!”

“Sergeant? Are you sure it's the best—”

“Do it, Dawes!” I screamed.

He sighed, but nodded, reaching for a file cabinet next.

I was already moving, limping away, trying to maintain the glimpsing. My movements were slower, lethargic, even, as if under the influence.

I winced against a pounding headache, looking up, across the blood and ash-streaked bank, and over the scene of chaos.

No sign of Annie, anymore. Admiral and the two Elementalists were once more sheltered in the elevator cage.

I ducked behind some more desks, giving the cage a wide berth. Behind me, I heard another loud thunk followed by a stream of cursing.

I couldn't count on my ruse with the Potent to keep up for long, though. Still, the idea of one of her subordinates diligently dropping furniture on her for the foreseeable future gave me an odd sense of satisfaction.

I kept low and only dropped my glimpsing as I rounded a row of teller desks and cash trolleys. A couple of the trolleys, in their lower compartments, had safety boxes. One of them was open, and within, I glimpsed a shrunken head glittering with a strange, dark light. I stared, mesmerized at the head for a moment, wondering, briefly what sort of price Kay might pay for a piece like this.

I paused, still crouched low behind the desks, extending my fingers. But as my hand drew nearer, a slow, chill shiver erupted up my spine, followed by a sense of sheer dread.

I dropped my fingers, staring at the item once destined for someone else's security locker.

Perhaps it was best I simply try and find my friends.

The chills continued along my spine, and—briefly—it felt as if the shrunken head were watching me as I hastened towards the only other place in the bank where my friends might be hidden.

This is Three. The open vault where Baron had stowed his mysterious black backpack. No sign of Annie or Preacher in the vault—last I'd seen Preacher, he'd been moving in this direction.

Still, low, shooting nervous glances over my shoulder, I followed the marble edge of the information counter until I reached an open patch of floor. I glanced off along the counter, towards the elevator's cage where Admiral and the Elementalists still moved within. In the opposite direction, the scraping sound of furniture suggested Dawes was still following his orders.

For the moment, it seemed as if even Admiral was busy tending to the wounds of Hansel and Gretel. I made sure to not even think harmful thoughts in his direction. I didn't want to pop up on his future-watching radar.

One of my hands pressed to the marble floor, feeling the chill against my fingers. My shoulder brushed something slick. I swallowed back a yelp as I realized I'd rubbed against a streak of blood splashed across the counter.

Hyperventilating now, I moved on hands and knees, carefully, across the open space between the teller counter and the vault.

My shoulder blades itched. Any moment, I expected a sudden shout behind me or the burning pain of molten metal burying in my neck.

I couldn't extend my thoughts; I was on empty.

So, crawling on hands and knees across blood-slicked tiles, I moved from cover.

The open vault door in front of me gaped like the gullet of some beast, reminding me, briefly of the whale golems back in the Glass Lakes. At least this time, I hoped, the darkness wouldn't be nearly so smelly.

Only fifteen feet left.

Still no shouts.

Ten feet.

For a brief moment, a chill wind emanated from the vault itself. I shivered, pausing and glancing along my blood-stained flank towards the elevator cage.

Three figures were still inside, two of them leaning wearily against the metal. I heard the sound of shouting—Bleach's voice. Then another loud thunk.

I grit my teeth and reached the vault.

For a moment, still on my knees, one hand raised, I paused.

Perhaps this wasn't the most noble posture for the heir to the Imperium. And now, crawling around like a babe, I could feel my own uncertainties rising.

I hadn't seen anyone enter the vault.

Besides, the onyx Potent was still out there, somewhere. He'd been chasing Preacher... What if I found him inside? What if he'd hurt my friends?

I felt a jolt of terror.

This obliterated any unease at entering a drakin vault without permission. I pushed, shakily to my feet, wincing and limping into the vault.

I moved under the words This is Three, feeling the wind go colder still.


Chapter 24

“Hello?” I murmured, my voice like mist in the darkness.

A lingering sensation of nausea twisted my stomach and my heart pounded rapidly. In the dark, and the chill, it took me a second to acclimate. The ground beneath my feet was slick, and I frowned, blinking as my eyes slowly adjusted to the low, glow of blue light emanating from protrusions in the ceiling.

It took a second to place the protrusions as icicles, some the size of ogre tusks, dangling towards the slick floor. The ground itself was covered in ice, and the walls dappled with frost. My breath fogged over my shoulder as I continued further in...

Strange... I'd never been inside one of the vaults before. I wondered if they were all this cold. A defense mechanism against any itchy-fingered children of Sheeba? Perhaps the cold was offensive to the warm blood of would-be burglars. Or was it for the storage of the treasures within? Perhaps different vaults had different climates.

As I moved, hesitantly, my feet nearly slipped out from under me. Throughout the vault, I spotted gated stalls, like those found in a stable. Frost covered the gates, the bars also buzzing with an odd, blue energy, similar to the glow from the icicles in the ceiling.

“Hello?” I called, louder now.

Briefly, I thought I heard muffled sounds from further in. My eyes strained in the dark, seeking the source of the noise.

“Annie? Preacher?” I kept my voice as low as possible, trying not to imagine the onyx Potent hiding out of sight, waiting for me to step within reach. Even now, I wondered if Bleach had made her way back to the bank floor. I shivered at the thought.

I needed to find my friends and get out.

I passed another stall with crisscrossing bars blocking the entrance—it also buzzed with a blue energy. This time, unlike with the shrunken head, I decided it was perhaps best not to investigate the stalls with my fingers.

I reached a bend at the end of the long hall and turned, breathing shallowly towards the circle of light marking the entrance. I loosed a sigh, steeling myself, then continued deeper into the vault.

A few seconds later, my eyes adjusting to the low blue glow, I went still.

Though, perhaps, not as still as the person before me.

I'd found the onyx Potent.

I stood poised, ready to bolt, staring hard at the back of the Potent's head. “Hey!” I called, shakily. “Hey, you!”

But the tall, dark-skinned fellow stood frozen in spot, one hand extended, touching the nearest stall door. The door was bent—the Potent's doing, evidently. But his hand, where it wrapped around the bars, had turned blue instead of onyx. All across his metallic body spread a haze of ice.

His feet were rooted to the floor with patches of ice like small anthills swallowing his ankles. His head pressed against an icicle which had extended from the ceiling like a tentacle.

The Potent was frozen solid, stuck with one hand braced against the bent metal door.

I swallowed, approaching tentatively from behind.

“Hey, you!” I said, trying to make my voice threatening.

But the man didn't move.

I took another hesitant step. Then, cautiously, I moved past him, giving a wide berth, and my gaze fell on his face.

His expression was also frozen, frosted over in an inquisitive, open-mouthed look of mild surprise. I wondered if he'd even realized what had happened.

I sidled past the frozen Potent, into the darkness of the vault. As I did, though, my eyes slipped past him, moving towards the bent bars of the stall. The blue glow on this gate had died, thanks, no doubt, to the Potent's meddling. The gap between the bent, metal bars was wide enough for a wiry man to slip through...

And there, sitting on a plinth in the middle of the floor, I spotted a familiar item.

Baron O'Shea's black backpack.

I licked my lips hesitantly, feeling the saliva go rigid from the cold. Fog misted past my lips, rising on the air, my eyes glued to the package on the plinth.

“Don't be a dummy,” I muttered to myself. “Find your friends and get out...”

But if I'd expected vocalizing my thoughts to lead me to sanity, I'd been mistaken. My curiosity was rising now. What had Baron brought here? What was important enough to O'Shea for him to hide it in a drakin bank?

I shivered and took a hesitant step past the frozen Potent towards the bent bars. What could it hurt to take a little peek? Hmm? Nothing, really.

Just a look...

I took another step forward.

Sucking in my gut, I slipped through the bent bars and reached out a hesitant hand towards the backpack.

Aching, bloodied, tired, I tried to think straight. But it was a difficult task. Baron had me wrapped around his finger. He knew as much—he'd paid my debt to Percy and now he wanted to collect.

Baron was a dangerous enemy but an even more dangerous friend.

For the moment, I didn't think he fit in either category. But a good way to get on the bad side of a mob boss was to go rooting through his things. Still... I'd like to say it was out of a sense of justice, like Robin Hood, robbing from the rich and all that. Or, perhaps, a sense of survival, trying to get a leg up on the man who had me in his debt. I didn't know what Baron wanted from me, but a bargaining chip would certainly help.

Really, though, at least part of me was driven by sheer curiosity. I was Leon, after all. Curiosity often killed the cat.

And sometimes...

Not always. But sometimes...

Curiosity led to something entirely unexpected.

I picked up the black backpack, shivering as I did. The bag felt like a bag, the straps like straps.

I hefted the thing for a moment and frowned. It was heavy—very heavy. I pictured gold and jewels and bricks of silver... Maybe this would solve all my problems. I swallowed once, reached down to a zipper and slowly, carefully unzipped the bag.

A quiet buzz followed the motion of my fingers. I paused long enough to glance back. The frozen statue of the onyx Potent was the only witness, his eyes angled off towards the bars he'd bent.

I shivered again, and then, wishing I had Paul Gallows nearby to offer up a useful prayer, I pried open the single compartment and looked inside.

My head tilted. My eyebrows dropped.

No gold. No jewels. No silver.

“What in the world...” I murmured, softly.

A single, basketball-sized item sat in the bag. A seer stone? It had the texture and color of a crystal ball, but with odd, bluish fragments within. I touched the item, my fingers grazing the surface—smooth as imaginable without even a fleck of indentation.

It felt oddly warm beneath my fingers, especially given the chill room. I stared at the crystal ball, not blinking, wondering if I'd see images playing within. But no luck. The odd thing was textured with blue sapphire against white crystal. Maybe Kay would know what to do with it...

I slowly began to reach into the bag, pulling out the round item.

I lifted it, glancing in the backpack once more—but besides the odd crystal ball, it was empty. I hefted the warm sphere, holding it against my chest and wincing for a moment. It was heavier than it looked. For the faintest moment, as I stared at the polished surface, I thought I glimpsed two blue eyes staring up and out at me. I thought I saw small lips form a cruel smile.

I nearly dropped the ball, cursing as I stabilized it and caught my balance.

I blinked and stared at the surface again.

No more eyes, except for my own distorted reflection.

“Skinting poltergeist,” I muttered to myself. The last thing I needed now was a run-in with my fractured soul.

Just then, a voice spoke behind me. “Leon? Are you alright?”

My heart leapt in my throat, and I whirled around, biting back a yelp of fright.

There, standing in the doorway, Annie and Preacher were supporting each other. Preacher's right arm looked scraped and bruised. Annie was limping, though not quite as badly as me. The two of them steadied the other for a moment.

My first reaction was sheer relief, and I felt my shoulders sag a bit, as if dropping a heavy burden. But then, I felt my cheeks warm like a child with their hand caught in a cookie jar.

“You're alive! Yay!” Annie said, her cheeks dimpling, her eyes full of light. She paused, though, her nose wrinkling, one hand half extended towards me as if to snare me in an embrace. “What in the world is that?” Annie said, nodding towards the item in my hand.

“I'm going to be honest with you,” I replied, which, in my case, was somewhat redundant. I glanced down at the thing once more, then back at Annie. “I don't have a clue. Is there room for it in your bag?”

Annie paused but then nodded, unshouldering her own gray backpack as I approached. Preacher looked relieved also as I drew near, reaching out and ruffling my curly hair. Annie leaned in, gave me a quick hug, which I returned, then withdrew.

“I'm glad you're both okay,” I said, feeling strangely giddy all of a sudden.

With careful motions, we stowed the crystal ball next to her horned helmet. Annie zipped back up again, and Preacher let go of her, preferring to step back and examine the onyx Potent.

Annie murmured, “Oh dear... So, that's what happened to him. He chased us in here, but then we lost track.” She waved an arm further down the corridor. “Were you followed?”

I shook my head. For a moment, beneath the sheer relief they were both still kicking, I felt a flicker of gratitude Annie and Preacher had worked together. I still wasn't sure either of my friends fully trusted the other.

Of course, bonding experiences aside, we were still inside a vault in a massacred bank.

Annie shouldered her backpack again, frowning a bit at the new weight, but then allowing her expression to settle. She fidgeted from one foot to the other, then reached out, poking a finger at the frozen Potent.

She giggled and removed her hand. “He's cold,” she observed, nodding once. Her expression sobered a moment later, and she said, “A lot of dead out there.”

“We still need to leave,” I murmured. “The only way I know out is that elevator cage. But it's currently occupied.” I winced and glanced at Preacher. “Any bullets left?”

Preacher nodded, flashing two fingers.

Annie murmured. “I need to avoid those flashlights. If I can get in close before he spots me...”

“Admiral sees the future,” I cautioned. “We can't catch him by surprise.”

Annie trailed off.

“We can't stay here either, though,” I murmured. “Let's just take a peek, see if anything has changed out there.”

The three of us, injured, limping, bludgeoned and bruised began to move down the dark tunnels, towards the vault exit which faced the bloodied bank floor.

I could feel my heart hammering as we reached the mouth of the vault, and I peered, carefully out into the battlefield.

I went still.

“What is it?” Annie asked suddenly, from where she stood in the darkness, reluctant to leave the embrace of shadows.

I stared a moment longer, making sure, and then, I let out a gusting breath and stepped from the vault. “They're gone,” I called over my shoulder.

Indeed, amidst the dead and bloodied, there was no movement in the bank. The children of Sheeba would send reinforcements soon enough, but for now, the bank was abandoned. No sign of Admiral, Bleach, or the rest.

I stood in front of the open vault door, examining the scene around me of bodies, blood, ash and ruin.

My stomach churned. So much death. This was Augustus's legacy. Bleach was only his second in command. Only six Gentle Hand had done all of this. They were trained experts in their field—fanatics.

The massacre of the bank had taken six.

But Augustus commanded a company of nearly two hundred.

I shivered again.

What was my brother planning? Admiral's words still echoed in my mind. Augustus was up to something—some new scheme. And I was a part of it. Did I want to know any more than that?

Did I have a choice? I still had Ares' birthday tournament to face—I didn't need distractions.

I grit my teeth, still scanning the bank floor. No more movement. The Gentle Hand had left. The cage was open.

“Think they're waiting in ambush below?” Annie murmured behind me.

I hesitated, considering it, but then shook my head. “If they'd known we were still here, they would have ambushed the vault door.” I glanced back over my shoulder where my two friends were emerging from the dark.

“No... I think...” I swallowed, looking at Annie's backpack, then back towards the cage. “I think they're gone for now.” I took a tentative step towards the cage. “Still,” I added, “Let's stay on guard. We need to reach my RV—make sure they're not watching it.”

“Think they will be?”

“Maybe. I know Sheeba's reinforcements will arrive soon. I doubt Bleach will want to stick around for that—then again, I clearly underestimated her.”

Annie frowned, shaking her head, and hop-skipping over a pool of blood, light and graceful on her feet.

I followed after her, moving quietly towards the cage. More than ever, now, I needed to get out of the Pacific Northwest. I wondered if I could sell Baron's strange crystal ball. I'd never seen its like before. Kay would know.

But also, seeing all this, the death, the violence... I couldn't leave Barnaby Smith without help.

In here, the rampage would undoubtedly have pleased someone like Ares. The god of war was not known for his mercy.

And Barnaby Smith was in his clutches.

I called the elevator, and chains rattled as it lifted. One by one, we entered the bent and stained compartment. The door wouldn't close, but at least the lever seemed to work.

Preacher, Annie and I huddled together as the elevator dropped through the floor once more. I wanted to close my eyes, but couldn't seem to manage it as we slowly, so painfully slowly, left the scene of destruction behind us in a sluggish descent.

No ambush—no one below either.

I'd been right. Perhaps Bleach had thought we'd escaped, or perhaps, she knew—like I did—that a surprise attack on the drakin was one thing, but a furious host of the warriors returning would be another.

Her two Elementalists were spent, Admiral was exhausted, the onyx Potent was missing and she'd fallen four floors.

Maybe even Viddagost knew when to think strategically.

Still, as we moved out into the parking lot, chills erupted along my spine. Every few seconds, I wondered if someone would leap out at us.

As we neared my RV, there was still no sign of the Gentle Hand.

I reached the door, glancing at all my windows. None of them shattered—none broken. Maybe Admiral hadn't recognized it... Though it was a hard thing to misplace. I frowned at the tires—none of them slashed.

No one watching us...

Peculiar...

Maybe they'd simply decided to regroup to try again—or, perhaps—more likely, they thought I'd abandoned my RV and escaped some other way.

As I considered it, this made the most sense. Likely, they didn't think Prince Leonidas, heir to the Imperium would allow himself to be caught dead in an RV. Maybe they thought it belonged to one of my “subordinates”. Likely, they thought I owned a fleet of sports cars or my own procession of tanks.

To someone like Bleach, it never would have crossed her mind to picture Augustus in a beaten down, decade-old, bullet-perforated home on wheels.

Still, I'd have to sweep the place for bugs. My tarantulas would help.

Exhausted, but still on guard, I reached for the door to my RV. I paused, momentarily, hesitating. I stared at the closed door, then, cautiously, I began to extend my thoughts through the RV.

As I did, the door swung open before I could touch the handle.

My earlier sense of relief vanished, and a chill erupted across my spine.

A gun jutted out, pressed against my forehead.

“Pardon the intrusion, Three, but we have some communicatin' to do. Bad business back there. But you still owe me somethin'...”

I swallowed, hands in the air as my gaze leveled on Mr. Meadowfax, the triggerman, and, behind him, sitting at my pieced-together circular table was Baron O'Shea himself. The table had once been blasted to pieces by lightning, but now, with duct tape and spit and prayers, it sat crooked, but assembled beneath the window.

The mob boss didn't seem bothered by the appearance. He wore suits, but had wild hair. He struck me as the sort of man familiar with the rougher, less forgiving aspects life had to offer, much like a wolf pretending to be civilized. And while the sheep's clothing looked good, if one watched Baron closely, they could see glimpses of his nature, like the distant grumbling of a storm heard beneath clear skies. He bent a finger, gesturing at me. “If you'd join me, Three, I'd be much obliged.”

Meadowfax stared at me from behind his spectacles, his expression impassive. He kept his gun pressed to my neck and gave a quick shake of his head towards Preacher. “I'm sure you're fast on the draw,” he said, in his dull voice, his gray, and pallid features nearly motionless. “But you're not faster than a bullet.”

My mouth dry, I gave a faint shake of my head. “It's fine, Preacher,” I said quickly. “You and Annie can... Just wait for me. Alright?”

I glanced back and met my friend's glare. Dark and bruised, like the rest of us, Preacher's scowl only pronounced the situation. I wanted to extend my thoughts, to reassure my friend, but I was still so mentally exhausted, I didn't want to risk it.

Preacher pointed towards Meadowfax, and made a directional sign with downward fingers, then a jutting thumb.

I began to translate, “He says that—”

“He'll kill me if I harm you,” Meadowfax replied, primly. “I'm aware. You'll forgive me if I don't respond in sign language.” He gave a little wiggle of his gun.

“Enough dawdling, folks. And Leon, your friends can sit up front. Probably best for all of us if we get while we are still able, don't you think?”

Hesitantly, I nodded back at Preacher. He seemed happier with these terms. At least this way, driving the RV, he'd be able to keep an eye on me.

Baron pointed at Annie and gave a little wave. “I've been hearing things about you, my lady,” he said with a nod. I remembered how he'd recognized Annie for what she was the last time we'd spoken. Now, though, he seemed less on edge. “I'm human,” he said simply. “And I only meant to have a little chat, hear me?”

Annie looked at him for a moment, but then nodded, as if giving some sort of promise or permission. She followed Preacher, moving towards the front passenger seat. As she passed, she frowned at Meadowfax. “You can consider our date canceled,” she snapped, her cheeks flushed.

He blinked in confusion and stammered, “My apologies, miss,” but then he looked at me again and his expression hardened. He beckoned at me with his gun.

Slowly, bloodied and bruised, with the movements of a man facing the electric chair, I stepped into the RV to speak with Baron.


Chapter 25

“Is the gun really necessary?” I murmured as I stepped into my own RV.

My eyes flicked to the ceiling, noting where the tarantulas sat motionless against the aluminum. Baron glanced up as well, frowning towards the fuzzy biters. His expression flickered for a moment, shifting from resolute to taken-aback, but then his features settled again, and he fixed me with a long look.

“Guns not for you,” he said, gesturing at the chair across from him. “It's for the saboteur. She seems fond of you. I'd like to think she'd sit still for a bit while we chat. Think of the weapon as my insurance policy.”

I could feel Meadowfax nudging the gun against my spine, pushing me towards the indicated chair. I glimpsed where Preacher settled in the driver's seat, keeping an eye fixed on me while turning the keys. Annie twisted her hands in her lap, and she refused to buckle her seat belt as she settled passenger side.

“Eyes ahead, please,” Baron snapped towards Preacher. I noticed he didn't address Annie.

Reluctantly, my tall companion reverted his attention towards the road.

Baron folded his hands, his banker suit pressed and neat as ever, but for the first time, I spotted a couple of wrinkles on his sleeve, a stain over his jacket pocket—blood.

“What happened back there?” Baron insisted.

I didn't answer at first, settling in the chair, and watching as Preacher guided the RV carefully out of the parking lot. No ambush, no attack. Bleach and the Gentle Hand were nowhere to be seen, having abandoned their homemade crypt.

“An attack,” I said carefully.

“The little lady with the white hair said somethin' 'bout you, didn't she?” He frowned even more deeply, his gunpowder eyes fixed on my lips, as if hoping to catch my words the moment they were uttered.

I felt my lips buzz, and I swallowed. Bleach had said a lot of things before the attack. Amidst the shouts, the screaming, the violence, I wasn't sure Baron could've heard much.

But beforehand?

Had he heard her call me Prince? Did he know who I was?

“What are you asking?”

“I was in the vault,” Baron murmured. “When it all started.” He reached absentmindedly beneath the table and pulled out his ornate, carved walking stick. The bark had been stripped away, and a single piece of twine wrapped around the thing. He placed the long stick on the table and began to trace some of the carvings with his fingers. They were curious designs: images like cave drawings of hunters chasing buffalo, of bears charging a camp, of snakes moving through tall grass.

I shivered at the last one.

Baron's finger trailed near the head of one of the carved snakes on the wooden stick. “She wanted you, Three... That woman massacred a bank to get to you.” I looked up, and for a moment I saw something in Baron's eyes that gave me pause.

Caution.

Normally, Baron wasn't one to consider the opinions or thoughts of someone beneath him. He didn't see me as a threat.

Or, at least, hadn't.

Now, though, there was something careful, calculated about the way he watched me. His wild, jutting hair received a gentle pat from one of his hands. The hair sprang up the moment his fingers left.

“She's someone from my past,” I said simply. Lying wasn't an option, but revealing everything was just as much folly. If Baron didn't know who I was, still, then it meant he wouldn't try to ransom me to the highest bidder.

To a man like this, everything had a price tag.

“She wore the duds of an Imperium officer.”

“I suppose she did.”

Baron studied me a moment longer. Then he glanced off to the side and let out a long breath. His fingers stopped moving, resting on the stick across my table. “She's trouble. But I suppose savants often find themselves in trouble. Three, I'm going to have to ask you steer wide of the Loophole.” He nodded at his own words. “At least for a couple of weeks, or until all of this blows over. Are we understood?”

“I understand.”

“I don't know what these sorts are, or why they'd cut through a drakin bank to get at you...” His eyes narrowed. “And if they've even touched anythin' of mine in there, then there will be blood to pay.” He clicked his tongue. “Isn't right to be thievin' from a man like me. Catch my drift?”

“Consider it caught,” I said, without blinking. “What do you want from me, Baron?”

Baron adjusted the sleeves of his suit, and then shrugged once. “I thought that'd be obvious, Three. I want the favor you owe me.”

I winced. “After all that back there, aren't there more important things to worry about?”

Here, Baron looked me dead in the eyes. I realized my mistake. He wasn't a wolf in sheep's clothing. He was a lion in a sheep pen who'd already eaten his fill for the moment. The sheep felt safe only so long as there was a large enough flock left that the lion's next meal would likely be someone else. The lion was an inevitability, the sheep pen was locked, and the shepherds were clueless.

He stared at me with those gunpowder eyes and said crisply, “As far as I know, my items of value are safe. The drakin don't work for me. The bloodshed is regrettable, but outside my sphere of influence. No, Leonidas. This, I think, is the perfect time to balance them books.”

A shiver dabbed my spine, but I concealed it by stretching my back and giving a little cough. “I see,” I muttered. I refused to look in Annie's direction or towards the backpack sitting on her lap. The backpack containing Baron's crystal ball. Did he know I'd taken it? It didn't seem so. I was pretty sure this conversation would've been a lot more painful for me if he'd known. I certainly wasn't about to volunteer the information.

“How can I help you, Baron, precisely,” I said.

“Simple,” he replied. “I may have been too far to hear what that crazed Potent was saying about you. But I was close enough to the teller's counter to hear you ask about Ares' birthday tournament.”

I felt a jolt of terror. “What about it?”

Baron leaned back, the chair creaking. One of the duct taped legs of the table squeaked as he rested his feet on top. He wore cowboy boots with clean soles—thank gods—and crossed his hands behind his head.

The lion was gone once more. Now, he just looked like a man in a suit on lunch break.

“You know about Ares' birthday, yes?”

“I know a thing or two,” I said cautiously. “I have my own concerns with it.”

“A job?”

I didn't see the point in denying it. “Yes. A masterpiece.”

Here, to my surprise, Baron suddenly grinned. He slapped the table with an open palm. “Alright!” he declared. “Now we're cookin' with peanut oil. I was hoping you'd say that, Three. See, it just so happens, I need somethin' from Ares also.”

Baron was happy, which only made me more nervous. I could feel Preacher watching me again in the rearview mirror. Could feel Meadowfax behind me, weapon still in hand.

“Is it a bet?” I asked.

“A bet?” Baron snorted. “Of course I have a bet. More than one. But that's not what I need from you.”

I winced. “What then?” My brain was racing, trying to keep up. Clandestine prisons of war dotted the mountain passes and valleys of the two million acres of forest in the Pacific Northwest. These prisons, built to preserve the arcane species in the eternal wars, would often use prisoners for sport, betting ridiculous sums on the outcomes.

Ares' birthday tournament would be stocked by the prisons with illegal and unwilling gladiators.

“Before I tell you, let's be clear, Three, if you succeed, I'll consider your debt settled.”

I felt another jolt of unease. The last thing I needed was to be burdened with something in addition to the nearly impossible task at hand. Already, busting someone out of Ares' birthday tournament would prove next to impossible.

“You do know the defenses Ares puts in place, yes?” I said carefully. “I don't know what you want, but maybe it's best you don't tell me.”

“Why shouldn't I?”

“Because—my own masterpiece will be difficult enough.”

Baron winked. “Ah, come on, Leon. You're up for the challenge. I believe in you. Besides, I know all about the Stifled Window.”

As he said it, I felt a gust of chill wind through the cracked window over the table. Preacher was maneuvering further away from the drakin bank, and Annie twisted in her seat, listening curiously.

“I see,” I said.

“I'm glad. But the way I see it, is if you already have a contract, then you'll know how to get past the Stifled Window.”

“So, you're saying you don't?”

Baron snorted. “A time field frozen in the center of Seattle? No, Leonidas,” he chuckled. “I don't. But then again, I don't need to.” He tapped his forehead. “I already have an invitation to the party. Ares is an old business partner.”

Things were going from bad to worse.

“You have an invitation?” Not that this surprised me in the least. “Then perhaps you can get me entrance.”

“Ah, now, Three, it seems apparent you haven't been to one of these old god soirées, have you?” He looked at me, then, before I could answer, shook his head. “No, I suppose you haven't. See, Leonidas, an invitation to the party won't help you. The prisoners are kept separate. Not in space, but in time.”

“So, that's why he uses the Stifled Window,” I said. I could feel my heart sinking to my toes.

“What's that?” Annie called out from the front seat, rocking back and forth in her chair, she tilted her head inquisitively. She glanced towards Meadowfax for a moment, but then returned her attention to Baron. “What's that?” she insisted.

Baron paused, and for a moment I wasn't sure if he would be irritated at the interruption. But after a moment, he only looked amused.

“A Stifled Window, my lady, is a pocket of the world frozen in time for everything, everyone and every power not directly tied to the originator or his minions. In this case, Ares and the Sons of Ares. They'll be the only ones that can move, think or act in the Stifled Window. Anyone they touch can join them in sweet, sweet motion and flowing time. Anyone who tries to break in, creep out, or crash the party uninvited will instantly freeze in time the moment they enter the Window.”

“Wow—Ares stops time?” Annie said, frowning.

“Only in a certain space,” I called back, still mulling over what Baron wanted. “Wherever his party is taking place.”

“The Climbing Pledge Arena,” Baron said. “And some surrounding area. Nearly a square mile radius of Seattle is frozen.” He clicked his tongue. “Some unfortunate people often get caught inside. Janitors, or pedestrians, or some commuters.”

“What happens to them?” Annie asked, frowning now.

“Nothing nice,” I replied. “Some of them are left untouched and when the Window lifts they continue their lives in a bit of a haze, unsure where the time has gone, but well enough.”

“Other times...” Baron said, “let's just say Ares' birthday guests can get hungry. Freezing humans in place? It's like a plate of hors d'oeuvres.”

Annie grit her teeth now, and her shadow was moving against the floor. Baron adjusted his posture a bit, but seemed to think the gun to my shoulders would keep Annie in check. He turned back to me.

“But, Leonidas, if you're entering the arena for a masterpiece, then you won't be able to use an invitation. The gladiators are separated by a barrier of space and time from the spectators. You'll need to find another way into the tournament.” He continued, “Not that this will be easier. As I'm sure you know, Ares' party guests consider it an honor and a privilege to kill anyone who enters the tournament without an invitation.”

I swallowed and nodded. I had heard this before.

“For what I have in mind, though,” he said delicately, “I do have a plus one. Meadowfax as well.”

I glanced back and, realized with relief, Meadowfax had lowered his gun, though it was still clutched in his hand.

“I see,” I said. “If the spectators are separated by a barrier from the gladiators, then I need another way in.” I shook my head. “But look, Stifled Window aside, frozen time aside, what is it you want from me?”

Baron grinned his crocodile grin. “That's easy, Leonidas. I need you to steal the helmet of Ares. Do that, and our debt is settled.”

I gaped at him, my jaw drooping across the table. For a moment, I blinked, certain I was in a bad dream. Then, I let out a croaking sound somewhere between a gasp and blurt of laughter. “You're mad,” I said.

Baron frowned. “Careful.”

I quickly amended. “That's not doable. You want me to steal the god of war's helmet? There's no way.” I hesitated, careful with absolutes. Exaggeration bordered dishonesty. I amended, “It has never been done. I don't believe it's possible. At all.”

“You're a resourceful fellow, Leonidas. I believe if anyone can, it's you. You're known for taking jobs others refuse.”

I could feel my mind spinning, my stomach churning. Ares helmet. Skinting insane. I couldn't see any way. For one, the god of war would be wearing the blasted thing. I couldn't just walk up and steal his helmet.

Besides, I needed to get to Barnaby Smith. My own mission couldn't be derailed by Baron's insane plan. Who knew what sorts of powers Ares' helmet might possess. The last person I'd trust with something like that was the Hillbilly Godfather.

“It's not feasible,” I said. “I don't even know how to get into the party, or get that close.”

“Ah, but here we are of an alike mind,” said Baron, smiling. “Only the gladiators are ever within reaching distance of both the god of war and each other, see.”

I blinked.

He smiled, all teeth, no warmth. “And like you said, you already need to rescue a prisoner.” He raised a hand, extending a single finger. “Anyone without an invitation is killed on sight. Only the gladiators themselves are ever within touching distance of both Ares and the other prisoners, and only then in another dimension.” He extended another finger. “Finally,” he said, raising a third, “If you try to enter or leave the stadium without Ares himself or one of his minions, you'll instantly be frozen, and, eventually, probably eaten or tortured to death.” He shrugged. “And so, Leonidas, without my help, you won't be able to get into the stadium to begin with.”

I swallowed. “It's not feasible,” I repeated.

His tone hardened. “Stop pretending like you have a choice.”

My skin crawled and I stared at the table. I could feel Preacher, Annie, Meadowfax and Baron all watching me. I could even feel the tarantulas above keeping their eyes on us. “You've just made it clear; without an invitation, I'll be hunted on sight or frozen in time. Without an escort of Ares or the Sons of Ares, I won't be able to pass the Stifled Window.” I shrugged. “Like an ant walking across molasses. I'll get stuck the moment I touch it. You've also made it clear the only people who ever get near Ares and also the gladiators are the prisoners themselves. Who,” I added, “Are separated from the spectators by a barrier of time and space.”

“Yes,” Baron nodded.

My eyes snapped open. “So, how in the skinting world am I supposed to get near Ares' helmet?”

For that matter, I thought, how was I supposed to get near Barnaby Smith?

Baron didn't smile this time. He simply nodded once. “Because, Leonidas, guests aren't the only ones invited to Ares' birthday tournament.”

“I don't under—”

I froze, the word dying on my lips. If I completed the sentence, it would have turned a lie halfway through. I did understand. It slowly dawned on me, chills speeding up my spine all at once.

I croaked out in a hoarse voice, “One of the gladiators? You want me to enter the tournament?”

Baron patted the wooden staff on the table, lowering his feet, where they thudded to the floor. He leaned towards me, eyes eager, searching.

“Exactly,” he said. “I'll help you enter the tournament as a prisoner—a gladiator. You'll be able to have access to your contract to rescue whatever poor, hapless soul you're helping this time. You always did have a soft heart, Three.”

“And in exchange,” I murmured, “you want me to steal Ares' helmet... on his birthday?”

Baron made his hands scales, weighing them up and down. “If you think about it,” he murmured, “I'm actually providin' you two favors for the price of one. I already paid off Percy, and now I'm helpin' you into the tournament for your contract. Consider me generous, I suppose. As I said, Leonidas, ponderin' this as a choice is a delusion. You know that word, delusion? Means not real.”

I leaned back in my own chair, indifferent to Meadowfax behind me. Mobsters and their bodyguards were one thing; the god of war? Something else entirely. Ares used to run with my father back in the day—more an alliance than service, really. The gods served no man. My father had befriended Ares, after a fashion—so much bloodshed and torment couldn't be without reward in Ares' mind.

I didn't want anything to do with him.

Not to mention, Augustus was on the hunt for me. Bleach had massacred a bank to find me. What else might she do?

I winced, thinking of the Gallows' farm, thinking of Nimue, my adopted mother. I needed to speak with the sphinx, and soon.

But the walls were closing in, and I was quickly running out of time.

Baron wasn't a man to take no for an answer. He was right. If I wanted access to both Ares and the prisoners, I'd have to enter the tournament myself. I couldn't be sequestered and safe—after a fashion—with the spectators and guests.

I needed to be on the battlefield.

But to steal his helmet? Impossible. Even now.

Still...

Did I have a choice? I needed access to the tournament, and Baron was offering just that.

“Well, Three?” Baron said, tilting his head. “Do we have an accord?”

This time, I didn't have to close my eyes. I glimpsed a flash of blue in the window above him. My poltergeist?

Perhaps.

Or perhaps a memory of little Grace Smith. Of the odd ones, Elison and Valentine.

I'd given them my word. I needed the treasure they had in their vault to escape, to put all this behind me for a while.

I swallowed once more. “On one condition,” I said.

“Name it.”

“You lift that two week ban from the Loophole just for the afternoon.”

Baron wrinkled his nose. “The Loophole?”

I nodded. “I have to visit Kay Kelly and resupply. He's the only one who has what I need.”

Baron gave me an even longer look. If he could read minds, he'd likely order Meadowfax to shoot me where I sat. I needed supplies, I needed help. Kay knew more about the magical realm and the Hidden Kingdoms than anyone I knew.

But also, I hoped, he might have an idea what it was in Annie's bag that I'd stolen from Baron's vault.

I needed all the leverage I could get.

Baron nodded slowly, his head tilting with a motion as if to look at me from another perspective. “Fair is fair, Three. In fact, I'll do you one better. Anything you buy from Kay, I'll pay for.”

I instantly shook my head. Hell no, I thought. “No, thank you,” I said. “I'm not owing you another cent.”

Baron grinned at me now, tapping his nose. “Now you're catching on, Leonidas. Good on ya. Alright then, a pit stop first. Then, after Kay's, we can talk about exactly how we're going to get you into that tournament.”


Chapter 26

Outside the Loophole, the giant cedars stretched to the sky, the canopy so high that branches the size of sewer pipes resembled toothpicks; the leaves themselves were indiscernible save their collective green tapestry invading vast swathes of the horizon. I craned my neck while following steadily after the Hillbilly Godfather. His bodyguard remained behind with the RV and my friends, keeping an eye on things.

The clearing outside the Loophole contained all manner of odd transportation. There were the expected flying car pets of the djinn, a Bugatti with a giant skull painted in splashes on the hood, and an honest-to-goodness frigate with mechanical, metallic wings attached to a complex pulley system. I eyed the ship nervously, my gaze slipping along the many cannon ports.

“Relax,” Baron murmured behind me, “no one will recognize you like this.”

At his words, I wiggled my nose but refused to reach up and scratch the sudden itch. Baron had lifted his moratorium on my access to the Loophole under the condition that I disguise myself. Even the Hillbilly Godfather took a couple of glances through the trees, casting about for any watchful eyes.

Clearly, the massacre at the bank was still fresh on his mind, and he wanted to avoid a similar calamity in his own business.

Leaves crunched beneath my feet and I readjusted my prosthetic nose with careful fingers. The dyes and plastic features I used had become somewhat of an art form. A savant like myself didn't often have access to creative expression save the twelve-string acoustic guitar in my bedroom and my small, plastic kit of inks and prosthetics.

I'd trimmed my beard back and wore colored contact lenses. My normally blue eyes were now mauve. Instead of a newsboy cap, I wore a baseball hat, the brim low over my features. My cheeks were pronounced, but the flesh tone blended neatly into the rest of my face. I now had a hooked nose, and I pressed my lips to make them seem smaller.

My nose itched, suggesting I'd used too much silicone adhesive, but it would have to do for now.

“Is there a back entrance to Kay's?” I murmured as I moved along next to the proprietor of the Loophole.

Baron snorted. “Secret entrances are for people I trust. I don't trust you.”

I held my leather satchel a bit closer while Baron picked up the pace, marching towards the tallest and widest tree in the clearing. He clicked his tongue as he approached and barked out, “Contrua, quickly if you don't mind.”

I watched a circular gap in the tree where bark had been stripped away to reveal the naked wood beneath. Letters gouged into the pale circle, seeping with sap.

On closer inspection, the sap looked crimson.

I shivered, but kept my eyes on the guardian tree of the Loophole. The sharp letters suddenly twisted and swam, reforming the question, “What do you offer?”

I glanced at Baron, but he murmured, “Savants first.”

I felt a flicker of disappointment; I'd often wondered what sorts of nefarious secrets Baron O'Shea might whisper to the guardian tree, but he clearly wasn't in the sharing mood.

So, I stepped forward, cleared my throat and, in a low, rasping voice, said, “I stole something of great value from a dangerous man.”

I didn't even blink in Baron's direction. At my hip, in my satchel, I now carried that very item. The crystal ball I'd taken from the vault rested heavy against my side, and the leather strap across my chest pressed my skull pendant into my skin.

Baron gave me a look, but it seemed more amused than suspicious.

The letters in the tree swam, the gouge marks twisting about and then settled, in thorny marks, forming the words, “Excellent Malfeasance.”

The knothole twisted, suddenly opening like a widening mouth. I faced a dark entrance into the tree, glanced back at Baron and said, “I'll wait just inside, shall I?”

In response, Baron reached into his pocket and pulled out a small piece of string that looked suspiciously like a dynamite wick and began twisting it absentmindedly.

I swallowed, but then hurried forward before the tree dryad could close the entrance and cut me in two. As I slipped into the Loophole, I heard a sucking, groaning sound behind me as the light faded and the knothole spun, closing again. I paused in the dark, listening to Baron's muffled voice and the doorway to the Loophole sprang open once more, faster and wider than it had for me.

In no rush at all, Baron dusted at his sleeves, adjusted his banker suit and entered the Loophole. He reached out, giving the wooden arch around us an affectionate pat before turning towards me with a raised eyebrow.

“Ready? Best make it quick, savant. Time is a'tickin. The tournament starts tomorrow.”

“That soon?”

“As I said, tick-tock.”

I was already turning. The scent of lake water and damp wood met me as I angled down the slanted floor towards the main hub of the Loophole. The establishment resembled a small, wooden island centering an underground lake, surrounded by other, smaller floating platforms in the darker recesses of the cavern.

Everything was illuminated by Christmas lights wrapped around stalactites. Millions of the tiny bulbs ornamented the underground cavern's ceiling, reflecting pricks of greens and reds and blues and yellows off the dark waters below.

Business was booming, and this time there were no grenades involved. The Loophole often made me nervous, as one of the big deterrents to my abilities was inebriation. Something about drunkenness, even greater than mental defense, prevented my abilities.

Still, I wasn't here to read anyone's mind. Patrons lounged around the circular tables in front of the lacquered bar. A bartender with sharp features, spiky hair and pure, red eyes was serving a row of burly bikers in leathers and bandannas. Each time she extended a hand, there was a puff of smoke and various drinks appeared on the counter in front of the customers. One such drink flickered with a blue flame over the lip of the glass, and a biker yelped when he tried to take a sip, his mustache smoking from the cold.

Other patrons were playing darts, aiming for floating targets over the rail, while still others seemed gearing up to head in the direction of the “aquarium,” the site of a sport that involved water combat and treacherous obstacles. I recognized a beautiful woman in a skin-tight, black outfit, leading the charge of fifteen others; she waved a hand, and speaking in an Eastern European accent, said, “I get to go first, of course. Bianca, hurry, please!”

The second Sven sister, Bianca, was busy dangling a large man over the rail by his heels. From here, I could hear her muttering, “I do not try to pickpocket Margarita or Bianca—say it, please.”

The man, blubbering, his head and arms dangling towards the dark liquid gasped a few times. “S-sorry, Bianca,” he whimpered. “I—I'm sorry!”

“No, this is not what I say,” Bianca objected, her “what” sounding more like “vat.” She gave a little shake of the large man's ankles, and he yelped in fright. I didn't blame him; in the dark water, I spotted a thick, garbage-lid sized dorsal fin moving quickly towards him.

Baron kept sharks in the water, among other, far more dangerous things. Merfolk also lived below the Loophole, it was said, serving patrons with more indecent desires.

“Bianca!” Margarita Sven called, waving a hand. “Hurry, please!” Among the group gathered to play in the aquarium, I recognized a few other savants, and some Union boys. Thankfully, Percival Twelftree wasn't anywhere in sight.

“I'm coming!” Bianca replied. She gave the man's ankle a pat, and then she turned, letting him go. “Oops,” she muttered, wearing a wicked grin.

The man yelped, and then came a loud splash!

I watched as Bianca rejoined her sister and moved towards the back of the largest wooden platform, towards what looked like a boxing ring beneath dark openings dotting the cavern wall. The man who'd taken a dip desperately scrambled out of the water, and two of his drunk friends hurried over from the nearest table, ducked low, sheepishly trying not to glance in Bianca Sven's direction.

The dorsal fin in the murk drew nearer, but then dipped back below the liquid, disappearing from view as the large man was dragged to safety by his friends, and left like a gasping trout, wet and drenched on the wooden deck.

“No time for sightseeing, Three,” Baron murmured. “I'll await your return here, I reckon, to avoid unwanted attention.”

His gaze scanned the Loophole, darting among the many customers encircling the tables. His features flashed with worry, but thankfully, for now, there was no sign of the Gentle Hand.

Wearing my disguise, I moved across the wooden platform towards where the small canoes were roped off. Kay Kelly's black-marketing business operated out of one of the smaller platforms, beneath a particularly thick arrangement of Christmas lights and stalactites, at the back of the cavern.

I avoided attention, my eyes low, hoping my disguise would do the trick, as I hastened towards the nearest canoe. I untied the thing, settled with nimble movements in the vessel and determined the coast was clear of dorsal fins; then, with one last look across the main portion of the Loophole, my gaze landed on Baron.

The mob boss stood in the shadows of the entryway, arms crossed, feet at shoulder width as he watched me. A little chill shivered up my spine, and I wondered if this was how field mice felt when eyed by a hawk.

Still, Baron and his impossible job aside, I needed to resupply, and I needed Kay's help to rescue Barnaby Smith. Plus, if anyone could identify what I'd stolen from Baron, it would be my black-marketing friend.

I extricated my door-handle handkerchief, using it against the rough wood. My small satchel felt heavy against my hip as I began to paddle, cutting with practiced ease through the liquid. As I left, I heard a bottle smash, a raucous song break out among those heading to the aquarium, and I could still feel Baron's predatory gaze watching my every movement.


Chapter 27

My canoe angled through the dark water, towards one of the smallest platforms at the back of the large cavern. The scent of the lake hung heavy around me, and the humid air felt thick against my cheeks, but the swish of the water was soon overwhelmed by a quiet humming.

It didn't take long to place the origin of the noise.

Floating skulls. Ten of them, to be precise, all upside-down with sputtering lights emanating from their neck-holes and eye sockets. The hovering, multi-colored skulls did a couple of loop-de-loops around the nearest row of stalagmites, circling the stone teeth with laissez-faire disregard.

I didn't stare at the floating skulls too long, though, hoping I'd caught Kay before the pixies needed feeding. Strangely, I'd never heard them hum before. As my canoe dipped under the floating skulls, bumping against the dock, I thought I made out a couple of harmonized Christmas carols drifting down from the skulls above. I roped off my canoe and stepped onto the dock to a buzzing chorus of We Wish You a Merry Christmas followed by a festive rendition of Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer. Even more odd, coming from the floating skulls, as we were only halfway through summer.

I sighed, rubbing my hands against my pants and wiggling my itching, prosthetic nose once more, before stepping between two large stalagmites that served as Kay's doorway.

I emerged in a shop with glass counters, podiums and wall-to-wall refrigerators containing all manner of odd items, alchemical creations and deadly inventions. Magical artifacts lay in unsorted piles by the glass counters, while weapons lined the racks behind the display cases.

Most the potions and bottled wishes were kept locked in the refrigerators, and a few of the more specialty items pockmarked the various podiums, beneath glass cases with padlocks. A few of the items I recognized from previous trips.

Nearest me, though, I looked into a small case where a ball of yellow yarn rested on a tasseled pillow. The small plaque inside the case simply read Weaver's Yarn; Ten percent discount.

“Hoping to find that big ol' path to your destiny?” Called a voice from behind the counter. “I'll knock off another five, just because I like the look of—tomb's trove, is that you, Three?”

I looked up from the odd yarn and glanced in Kay Kelly's direction.

My black-marketing contact, and part-time friend, had spiky brown hair and wore chains like a hip-hop artist. He had features as if on the verge of a smile, eager to beat the world at large to a punchline at his own expense. He wore an oversized black t-shirt with an image of two kissing skeletons and small cartoon hearts floating over their fleshless heads. A single tattoo, which read Oops centered his forehead.

“Deadman's teeth, it is you, isn't it?” Kay snapped in his strange accent. Part Boston, part Alaskan and part speech impediment. He stared over the counter, leaning his scrawny frame against the glass until a couple of the chains around his neck clinked on the counter. He watched me a moment longer, then snorted, waving a hand. “Think you got me, hmm? You ain't got me, Leon! Skinting savants—poking fun, are you? Are you! I'll gouge your bleedin' eyes out, Three! I'll do it!”

I still hadn't said a word, but Kay had already gotten himself into a lather. In a spurt of anger at some unseen offense, he snatched a glass bowl behind his counter and flung it towards me.

I ducked, and the thing smashed on the stalagmite behind me, sending a couple of the carol-humming skeletons into a spinning frenzy.

“Calm down, Kay,” I snapped. “I didn't dress up for you.” I approached, cautiously, making sure he hadn't picked up any more projectiles.

Kay Kelly's face was red and he was breathing heavily. With trembling fingers, following his mini tantrum, he reached into his pocket and pulled out an inhaler with a silver skull on the button. He turned away, sheepishly, hiding the thing from view as he took a couple of quick puffs. His fingers, scrabbling at the thing, were stained with odd colors and a couple of scars.

It was testament to just how good Kay was, as both an inventor and magical shopkeeper, that he still had all his fingers. But while Kay was a genius when it came to inventions and restoration projects on artifacts, he was also prone to outbursts of anger followed by sheepish apologies. In my opinion, Kay Kelly was a Napoleon Complex trapped inside a six-foot-three man's bony body.

“Calm down,” I repeated, reaching the glass counter and waiting for Kay to hide his inhaler and glance back at me again. His cheeks were still tinged red, but, at least for the moment, he wasn't throwing things.

“I'm not trying to trick you.” I paused, taken a bit aback. “Hang on—how did you know it was me?”

Kay snorted. “Too much prosthetic adhesive—makes your nose rigid. You always do that. Plus you walk a certain way, Leon. Like you own the place.”

“Are you implying I swagger?” I said, scandalized.

“Nope,” said Kay, shrugging. “I'm saying you ain't used to nobody telling you no.”

I rubbed at my chin, trying not to streak the blended foundation. “Hmm. Well. What's got you so high strung? The Sven sisters fill one of your skulls with raccoon droppings again?”

Kay Kelly crossed his arms, causing some of his thick chains to clink against each other over the kissing skeletons on his wrinkled and stained t-shirt. “Nah,” he said, with a dismissive flick of his fingers, rolling them against his crossed arm. “Bibi and Margi can do whatever they want—you hear them mention me?” He sounded eager all of a sudden, his temper receding as predictably as the tide, the flush of fury in his cheeks turning to one of mild embarrassment.

I sighed, but reached out, trailing a finger over a glass case carrying a row of pocket watches. “Ever think you might want to fish in less dangerous waters, Kay?” My eyes flicked to the Oops tattoo on his forehead, then back down to his laugh-line creased gaze. “Also, never let them hear you caught dead calling them Bibi or Margi,” I added, dropping my voice and shooting a precautionary glance over my shoulder.

Kay sat on the glass counter, swinging his long legs and folding his hands in his lap. He looked me up and down once, then said, “You catch those big fish you was after?”

I waved a hand. “They nibbled.” I pressed at my nose briefly, frowning at my reflection in his glass display case. Unfamiliar features scowled back from a man with a beak-shaped nose and high cheekbones.

“Use too much adhesive,” I muttered beneath my breath, both offended and annoyed because I knew it was true. I glanced around the shop one more time, then said quietly, “I'm in need of a few items of interest; plus an extra heap of mum's the word.”

Kay made a zipping motion over his lips then mimed throwing away a key in a mixed pantomimed metaphor.

Behind the counter, I spotted a large magnifying lens attached to a steel arm. A row of uncut gemstones glinted dully beneath the floating skulls which had followed me into the shop, still humming their songs.

Kay glanced up then wrinkled his nose. “Don't mind them buggers,” he said in that odd accent of his. “They been bugging me to let them try some of my old man's whiskey. I told 'em I'd think about it as a Christmas gift. Ever since, they been followin' me around trying to convince me the seasons have changed.” He absentmindedly tossed an uncut ruby towards one of the heads. It plinged off, but before it hit the ground, another one of the pixies darted low, catching the gem in the neck-hole of its floating skull. “Been two bloody weeks,” Kay said, sniffing. He then pointed across the room at the skull who'd snatched his gem, “You better bring that back, hear, or I'll concuss you!”

I ignored it all, preferring to peer through the glass display case and examine some of the more familiar items of Kay's shop. Once he had calmed, I looked up and said, “I'll need a line of credit, Kay.”

Kelly snorted, crossing his arms. “Fat chance. I'd trade maybe but no credit.”

I leaned back on my heels. “Trade for what?”

He indicated his workbench and then the magnifying lens with a shrug. “Been looking for gemmy garnets, big enough to facet. Got some of those?”

I sighed, massaging my nose. “I don't have, er, gemmy garnets. Come on, you know I'm good for it.”

“I know you're broke.”

I gasped in mock offense. “How dare—how dare—”

“Three, you're always broke. You ain't good for it. We both know that. Besides, only a couple hours past, I got hollered at you wouldn't be visiting around for a couple of weeks. Was told you'd been banned from the Loophole. Put on cooler for the fortnight.”

I blinked, realizing Baron must have called ahead to his employees. “No,” I said, waving a hand. “That ban was lifted for the afternoon. Baron's own permission.”

Kay wrinkled his nose and scratched at his sharp chin. “I wasn't gonna refuse you service no how, Three. Just, you know, if you get stabbed or fed to something unnatural by the ol' Hillbilly Godfather, I'm thinking I won't see anything I front you, catch me?”

“I do catch you, Kay. But you have my word, as a Wit, I'll pay what I owe.”

“Not good enough, Leon. If you're dead, you can't repay me. Things are tight around here. Daddy's got it in his head to start gold mining—bought himself a parcel up in the Klondike of all places.” Kay shook his head, wincing, “Nah, can't do it.”

I felt a flicker of frustration, but then I allowed my hand to move down to the bag at my hip. I slipped my fingers past the crystal ball and emerged with a smaller, violet sphere with swirling energy.

I held up the imagem for Kay's inspection, tilting my eyebrows. “What if I sold you this, Kay? A genie's wish.”

Kelly frowned, his eyes widening for a moment. As he stared at the amethyst gabberloo, his mouth formed a small circle. Then, though, he leaned in, the purple glow emanating off his features, and he snorted.

“Trying to have me, hmm?” He snapped. “Fleecing me in my own shop, is that what it's come to?”

I blinked. “What do you mean?”

“Don't play batting eyes with me,” he said, wagging a finger beneath my nose. “This is a secondhand wish. Isn't it?”

I hesitated, but then nodded slowly. “Is that—bad? I mean, I suppose it's bad. But is it really bad?”

Kay shrugged. “It's unpredictable, Leon. That there is a gabberloo.”

“Correct... It's supposed to summon a warrior to fight for me.”

Kay leaned in again, studying it, sniffed and nodded. “Probably will—a big monster, with armor and a giant sword nearly as big as its body.” He nodded, stroking his chin, but leaning back again. “A good imagem, really. If firsthand. But discount magic? Especially from the genies?” He snorted. “Can barely trust that stuff. No deal.”

I could feel my frustration at an all-time high now. My fingers closed around my satchel strap, and I could feel the weight of the crystal ball shifting. A final tactic struck me, and I swallowed a lump in my throat. “I'll tell you what, Kay, if you advance me, I'll let you see what's in this bag.”

He snorted as I put my imagem away. “Not interested in your snotty napkins or pack o' gum, Leon.”

“Trust me—you'll want to see it. It comes from Sheeba's Lair.”

Kay's eyebrows shot up, and his gaze darted past me as he ducked his head and began to pretend to clean the glass with his sleeve. “Tomb's trove, you want to get me wasted? You weren't skinting involved in that scene, were you?”

“So you heard what happened?”

“Everyone's heard. The dream imps have been showing up in even the quickest cat naps. Dozing off is now a date with a rizzle—news is going haywire.” He continued pretending to wipe at the glass, his shoulders hunched. “Bad business, Three. Who massacres a skinting drakin bank?” He looked up again, his mouth forming a circle. “You saying what's in that bag is from one of the vaults?”

I swallowed now, trying to quiet the churning in my own gut. I knew I couldn't trust Kay with some things, but with others he'd proven reliable. Kay wasn't a coward, though he sometimes acted like one. Besides, an inventor and tinkerer like the younger Kelly boy couldn't resist a puzzle. It's why I'd brought the crystal ball to him, after all. I wanted answers just as much as he liked questions.

The look on Kay's face twisted. He knew I wouldn't lie. His Adam's apple bobbed. “What is it?” he asked, his voice hoarse.

“I'll show you, and,” I added, “let you keep it for a few days—safekeeping and all while I'm on a job.”

“I can keep it?” he said, staring at the bag. He looked up at me, frowning. “I swear, if that's just some moldy rag or a bunch of sugar cookies, I'm going to spit.”

I placed my hand to my heart.

Kay examined me a bit longer, his eyes still on the bag, but then he raised his palms and shrugged. “You don't gotta beg me twice. Fine, fine—look, I can call it at two stacks. That work?”

“Two thousand dollars?”

“Or six ounces of halfthing. An ounce of purenice if you have it.”

“Might work better. In fact, I'm coming into some genie treasure soon.”

“Oh?” Kay said, his eyes darting towards the satchel at my hip again and he took another quick huff of his skull inhaler. “Good for you,” he said. “But I'm capping it at two stacks, that's final.”

I felt a flicker of frustration, but then nodded. “Right, well—in that case, do you have any more tiger's eye?”

“Gonna be teleporting around again, hmm? Two bags of eight?”

“Best just make it the one for now,” I said.

“Alright, bag of eight. So, what are you lugging around?”

I shook my head. “I'll show you in a second, Kay. Another thing, that shield you gave me last time still has its curse.”

Kay looked shocked for a moment, hand to his mouth. “Truly? That's horrible, Three.” He held up a long finger. “I might posit, though, before any of us get red'n heated and start accusing tinkerers and inventors for their efforts, we might consider perhaps said tinkerer did youse a favor, right? Knew the job was a five-stack venture. Knew you didn't have squat, see.”

I waved away his objections. “I don't have five thousand, Kay. I'll have to live with it for now. What I am in the market for, however,” my hand moved to my thigh. “Is a new knife. Got anything on hand?”

“A naked blade? Or something with a bit more pizzazz?”

“What are you offering?”

Kay hesitated for a moment, and then he tapped a finger against his teeth. “You know, I think I got just the item for you... Discounted too!” he turned and began to rummage through a pile of blades in a wooden wine barrel.

I waited patiently, tapping my fingers against the glass counter, then quickly wiping away a smudge as Kay turned back around, a small, sheathed dagger clutched in his hand.

“Not that wereblade of yours is it?” I teased.

He met my eyes and pointed a finger straight at my nose. “If you ever steal my skinting wereblade, I'll carve out your spleen, hear me?”

I snorted, overlooking the insult in the way a dog lover might overlook a grumpy growl. “I'm not going to steal your wereblade, Kay. But I still think it's dangerous for you to hang on to it.”

“More dangerous than taking something from a massacred bank?” he asked, an eyebrow quirking up towards his Oops tattoo.

I winced against the images of blood and carnage. In a soft voice, I muttered, “fair point.”

“Right, well,” Kay continued, placing the knife on the table, “this fella is a cutie.” The blade in question was made of blackened carbon steel. Everything from the hilt to the sharp tip was dark.

“May I?”

He nodded.

I picked up the thing, hefting it in my hand. I'd have to adjust my thigh strap a bit, but the knife looked like it might fit well enough. “Good weight,” I said. “Nice build.”

“Yeah. Twist the hilt.”

“Come again?”

Kay grinned at me. “Twist the hilt.”

I frowned, but then reached down, gripping the ashen hilt and twisting.

There was a sudden sparking sound, and then, instantly, I went blind. I blinked a few times, but couldn't see a thing.


Chapter 28

My pulse began to quicken. My chest heaved as I blinked without sight. Momentarily, above me, I spotted the floating multi-hued skulls hovering, but the light cast by the pixies didn't emanate far.

“Kay!” I shouted. “What'd you do!”

“Twist it again!”

With trembling fingers, careful not to cut myself, I rotated the handle a second time. My vision returned as quick as a blink, and I released a breath I hadn't realized I'd pent up. Kay was also blinking, rubbing at his eyes before fixing me with a wide grin. “It's a douser,” he said. “Like it?”

I tried to keep the growl in my voice to a minimum. “You blinded me.”

“No, you dolt. It turned off the lights. All of them in a fifty-foot radius!” He was beaming now. “Just the sort of thing a fellow in your line of work could get a heck of a mile or two out of.”

I hesitated, some of my ill temper receding at this suggestion. “I could still see the pixies, vaguely.”

He waved away my objection. “Doesn't work great on magical blinkers... If it did, I wouldn't be selling it to you for a measly stack.”

“A grand, for a knife?”

“A magic knife.”

“It basically just blinds me, Kay.”

“No, Three, it blinds everyone.”

I wrinkled my nose. “I'm part of everyone.”

He grinned. “You like it, don't you? Yeah—you do. Price is set. A grand. That's it.”

I looked at the knife a moment longer, considering my options. A grand for a knife that turned off the lights. It couldn't hurt.

“Alright,” I said. “I'll take the eight pack of tiger's eye and the knife.”

“That it?” he said eagerly, now openly staring at my satchel.

“Guess so. Unless...” I trailed off, wincing. “Can you think of anything that might affect a god?”

Kay's face transformed, going suddenly still, expressionless. He watched me for a moment, and then, in a careful voice, said, “That douser works on weak human eyes. Not on a spirit, certainly not a god.” He tilted his head, but then, his inner salesman drowned out any rising concern, and he continued, some of his energy returning, “I do have a couple of Passing Parcels.” He waved a hand towards the back wall where two matching bags dangled from a hook. The bags didn't look like much, made of thick leather. “Seen those used to trick a demon at a crossroads once,” he said. “If that's what you're thinking.”

In demonstration, Kay jumped up, caught one of the floating skeletons and shook it violently. A small humming squeak followed a buzzing green light, so bright I winced, which burst from the skeleton and dove into a mason jar next to some old-fashioned buttons. In the green light, I thought I discerned a vaguely humanoid shape, but it was like staring directly into a high beam flashlight.

Kay, ignoring the squeaking pixie, took the skeleton and tossed it in one of the bags. Then he opened that same bag, showing it was empty. “Vanished, see,” he said. He reached his hand in the other bag, fiddled around a bit, then pulled out a tiny, miniature version of the same skull. He lifted up the acorn-sized shrunken head for me to see. The moment it left the confines of the second bag, though, the skull began to grow until it returned to its original size.

“Passing Parcels,” he declared, with a satisfied nod. He looked off into the distance for a moment, sighing. “The dame I bought these from was a real fine woman, if you know my meaning. At least, before she went into hiding.” Kay gave a soft, sad sigh, and for a moment, I saw true longing in his eyes. His gaze drifted and he smiled as if caught in some memory, one of his hands straying to his own arm, stroking up and down.

I cleared my throat uncomfortably. “I'm not trying to rob a demon,” I said. “I'm thinking something a bit bigger.”

Kay's hand fell and he frowned. “What sort of job are you working anyway?”

I waved breezily. “Oh, just got something in the wings. I...” I wasn't sure how much to say. Kay could be trusted, up to a point. But the more I told him, the more I told anyone, the more danger I put them in. Barnaby Smith needed my help, but that didn't give me an excuse to put others in harm's way.

“I... Specifically Ares,” I ventured slowly, swallowing once. I pressed my fingers together, studying my knuckles intently. “Know anything about him?”

Kay's voice went up three octaves. “The skinting god of war, Leon? Are you bleeding from the ears?” He reached across the counter and slapped me, hard.

“Hey!” I yelped, hand leaping to my stinging cheek.

“That hurt? Good, just checking you're awake. Deadman's teeth, you're not trying to pull anything on the god of war, are you? I thought you were gabbing about one of the little guys. Maybe Cloacina the goddess of sewers or something. But Ares—you can't mess with him.”

I winced. “Right now, I'm just asking.”

For a moment, it looked like Kay might kick me out of his shop right there. I shifted my shoulder, causing the leather satchel to tilt. A bit of the crystal ball was visible for a second, but then I readjusted the bag, shouldering it once more.

Kay's eyes darted from the bag to me again. “You're a real prick, you know that?”

“Love you, too,” I said, scowling at him and still massaging my cheek. “Don't slap me again. There was a time you'd lose a hand for that.”

“See, that's what I mean. It's not a swagger, it's an air. It bleeds out of your pours like garlic. You say tripe like that and it gets a fellow thinking, you know?”

“Don't think too hard. I just need some help. So, do you know anything about Ares?”

“He's. The. God. of. War.” Kay said, biting off each word. “What more do you need to know? He lives between spaces—in times of ancient battles past and calamitous carnage to come. He's a Raven-eater, a Nightbreaker, the son of the stars and steel, a soul taker, a bloodthirsty ghoul of a god that might slit my throat just for saying this stuff.” He glanced up at the pixies, wincing as they hummed a refrain to Jingle Bells. “You can't hurt Ares, Three.”

My hand closed around the ashen knife and I shook my head. “I have no intention of hurting him. I just need to survive, for a bit.”

“Then steer clear,” Kay snapped. “I know his birthday is coming up. Got an invitation, too—because of some of the work I did for the Sons of Ares once. Made them spears that could fly. But you better believe, invitation or not, I'm not going.” He gesticulated wildly, his finger finally ending up pointing towards a red-plumed helmet behind him on a scarred and burnt workbench. The helmet was silver, with curving, ornate eyeholes and a low, metal brim. The red bristle out of the top, arched back like close-trimmed horsehair.

“That's the invitation?” I said, staring at the thing.

“You can't have it,” Kay snapped. “It's mine. I'm keeping it.”

“You just said you're not going,” I protested.

“I'm not getting involved. I have half a mind to kick you out now. No sale.”

“Hang on,” I snapped before he actually followed through on the threat. “I get it. I don't need the helmet.”

“You don't get it. The gods are as powerful as the archangels and the dominions. Especially Ares. He's cruel, dangerous. He'll kill you, just to resurrect you, to kill you again, then revive you, to kill you, to resurrect you, to kill you, so he can resurrect you to—”

“Point taken.”

Kay stopped long enough to take a deep breath from his inhaler. He was still shaking his head, his fingertips trembling around his breathing apparatus. “You've gone and got me in a state. Listen, Leon, stay away from Ares. If you know what's good for you, stay away from that birthday tournament. If you get in, and that's a huge if, you're not going to get out.”

I examined the invitation behind Kay, staring at the silver helmet but then decided it was best not to request it again—I didn't want to lose out on the other items. Besides, an invitation would only get me in with the spectators. I needed access to the gladiators.

They would be in a different dimension, visible and viewable, of course, for the watching pleasure of the guests. But I didn't need to watch. If I wanted access to Barnaby Smith, I needed to actually be on the show. No couch-sitting, potato-chip eating for Leonidas Rex. Baron's plan was the only way. I'd have to use his connections to get myself placed smack-dab in the middle of the tournament.

I swallowed once, then said, “Any idea how many survivors there are?”

Kay frowned. “What? From attacking a god? None.”

“No, from the tournament.”

Kay snorted. “Survivors? Right. One. Only one. The winner gets to live. Sometimes.”

A cold shiver trembled up my spine. “And everyone else?”

Kay took another puff of his inhaler. “Dead. Dead. Dead. Only one survivor, Three. Like that book from a few years ago, except monsters instead of kiddos. Like I said, stay away.”

I felt the shiver move from my spine to my lungs and puffed a long breath. The math wasn't adding up. If Kay was right, and only one gladiator was allowed to survive the tournament, then that meant Barnaby Smith and I couldn't both make it.

But if I didn't enter the tournament, I couldn't get past the Stifled Window. A mile radius of frozen time and space.

So I had to enter the tournament. And I had to figure out a way for both of us to survive under the watchful eye of a sadistic god of war.

“Enough of this gloom and doom talk,” Kay said quickly, extending a hand towards me and wiggling his fingers. “I have to hope the best—hope you aren't really stupid enough to tangle with a god. Now, deal's a deal. Show me what you got.”

I exhaled, wincing as my mind spun. Absentmindedly, almost, I opened my satchel, reached inside, and grunted from the weight as I pulled out the vibrant crystal ball flecked with sapphire streaks.

I placed the thing carefully on Kay's counter, holding it in place. It was still warm to the touch, but I was only half paying attention, my mind spinning in jolting spurts: Barnaby needed to survive. I needed to survive. The tournament only allowed one survivor.

The math really wasn't adding up.

“So,” I said, clearing my throat, and straightening my crisp sleeves. “What is it?”

Kay stared at the item beneath my fingers, his eyes wide. He twisted his head one way then the other. He reached out, hesitantly, pressing fingers against the smooth surface. Then, he looked up at me, wearing a stunned expression. In a stuttering voice, he murmured, “I... I don't know.”

Both Kay and I stared at the item again, and I felt my throat go suddenly dry.

Of all the things I'd been expecting to hear—from Kay Kelly of all people—this wasn't it.

“What do you mean you don't know?” I snapped.

He glowered. “Exactly what I said. I. Don't. Know.” He shook his head, and then a grin split his face like a jack-o'-lantern, and he leaned in, ripping the magnifying lens behind the counter and raising it to his eye. He studied a couple of the sapphire streaks, muttering beneath his breath, “Embedded, but organic. Strange. Peculiar—the heat... Doesn't make sense. A seer stone? Hmm... Doubtful.”

“Kay,” I said, quietly. “What is it?”

“You said you'd let me keep it for a few days, right? I'll hang on to it.” One of his long-fingered hands was out, caressing the crystal ball now as he flashed a would-be assuring smile in my direction. The effect was somewhat lost as he returned his attention to the crystal sphere, rolling it across the counter beneath his hand, and watching the way it moved. “Flawless,” he breathed, grinning. He looked up at me. “You selling?”

“Trust me; you don't want this. And Kay, listen it's more important than I can tell you: don't tell anyone about this. Don't show it to anyone at all. Hear me?” Especially Baron.

I'd disputed this with myself. If Baron found I'd stolen his item, I'd be a dead man. But on the other hand, I didn't know what it was, and I trusted Kay, after a fashion. One didn't make it far on the black market by flapping loose lips.

Besides, by the sound of things, Baron was already sending me to my death. Not only did I have to rescue Barnaby Smith and make it out in one piece, but now, in order to appease the Hillbilly Godfather, I had to steal Ares' skinting helmet.

It felt like a bit of satisfying retribution to stow my stolen item right under Baron's nose. So, I lifted my hand, nodding once. “Hold on to it for a few days. Tell me what you find out. And show no one.”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it. But I can keep it for a bit, you sure?” Kay grinned like a child at Christmas. Fitting given the carols being hummed above him. “Of course you're sure,” he added quickly, as if worried I'd change my mind. “I'm on it.” He lifted his hand from the sphere and began rubbing his fingers together, nodding his head up and down like a goblin over a bowl of thumb soup. “Yes, yes,” Kay murmured. “I'll figure you out yet.”

I sighed, then hefting my dousing knife and the small bag of tiger's eye, I turned, moving back towards the canoe. As I left, Kay called out after me. “I'm serious, Three. Stay away from that tournament. Nothing good will come of it. Find an easier job!”

I didn't look back. Didn't respond. I simply raised my hand and gave a little wave before moving through the stalagmites and towards the waiting canoe.

A shiver trembled up my spine. The water looked darker as I stepped back into my boat. The air felt colder. I wrapped my arms around myself, fiddling with my new, ashen dousing knife.

Ares wouldn't show mercy if he caught a whiff of my intentions. That was assuming Baron's contacts were reliable and I found a way into the tournament. Then, I'd be alone, surrounded by gladiators all intent on surviving—which meant, with only a sole survivor allowed—they'd have to kill me first.

I scowled at the thought, my lips pressed so tightly they hurt.

If I tried to break in, or escape, I'd be frozen in time, caught in that mile-radius Stifled Window. Ares would be watching. The spectators would be watching. I'd be surrounded by thousands of eyes.

I'd never tried a masterpiece with an audience before. It went against everything I knew. But I supposed I'd just have to improvise...

The canoe trip back to the main hub went quickly. I could hear the hum of Christmas carols fade to the shouts and splashing of savants playing in the aquarium. I kept my head low, my hand on my new knife as I hastened across the wooden deck and back up the slanted floor towards where Baron awaited me in the shadows.

His arms were still crossed, and as I drew nearer, he didn't blink. He did, however, smile.

“Got everythin' you need?” he said softly.

My heart hammered a mile a minute. Was there another way? Had I missed something? We were running out of time. The tournament was tomorrow. Barnaby Smith didn't have time for me to explain things.

Besides, the one place Augustus Rex couldn't reach me: a pocket of frozen time.

Perhaps this was the best bet. Or, perhaps, I was being stupid. Ares had been a friend of my father's, after a fashion. What if Augustus was invited to the tournament? What if he was in the audience?

This horrible thought jolted through me like a lance of white-hot pain. But I shook my head. I couldn't build a masterpiece with what-ifs. My brother was reclusive, careful. His soldiers had just massacred a drakin bank filled with the possessions of many of those invited to the tournament. I doubted Augustus would show up.

At least, so I hoped.

“Ready?” Baron said, watching me. “We're on a tight schedule. The tournament starts tomorrow morning.”

“This contact of yours,” I replied. “He can get me in as a gladiator? Can he help me smuggle my items also?”

Baron looked amused for a moment, but nodded once, his wild, jutting hair dipping in the shadows. “Anything is possible, Three. The vermen prison is already lined up. You'll be replacin' one of their own gladiators.”

I shivered, glancing up the slanted floor. “So... do we just go there? To this prison? The tournament is in the Climbing Pledge Arena, you said. Where is that, exactly?”

“Where?” Baron gave me another look and then tilted his head. “It's going to have to look real. The ruse will only go so far, otherwise.”

“Look real? What do you—”

Baron gave me an affectionate pat on the arm then turned away, whistling as he did.

Suddenly, I felt the presence of two minds appear behind me. I spun, sharply, but before I could do anything, four more minds emerged from the shadows of the tree entrance. Six of Baron's mobsters, all of them large, thick-necked and burly converged at once.

I yelped, lashing out with my knife and slashing a man across the chest. I began to bolt, trying to dodge the grasping hands of the nearest mobster. But they'd taken me by surprise. I'd been so focused on Baron, I hadn't been paying attention.

A thick fist slammed into my gut, and I doubled over. Another blow caught me on the side of the temple. I blinked, but dark spots crossed my vision. I tried to shout, but another blow caught me painfully in the mouth, sending me reeling to the ground.

It had to look real, he'd said.

Blows rained down on me. Dark spots pockmarked my vision.

I heard Baron clear his throat. As my senses left me, I heard him say, “To answer your question, Three, it isn't so much where. It's when. He is the god of all wars, after all. Good luck.”

Another fist connected with my skull and blackness took me.


Chapter 29

I roused with trembling. My back jarred against something metal, and a sharp pain jolted up my spine. My eyelids fluttered, accompanying pulses from a splitting headache. I groaned, the sound of my own voice rattling in my ears.

Something wet dripped down my neck, and as I blinked, allowing flashes of light across my vision, I realized I was lying on the ground.

Except the ground was moving.

It trembled and shook and jarred and jounced, causing my jaw to clench and a hiss of pain to breeze between my teeth. Slowly, with painstaking motions, I shimmied my back up what felt like metal bars. Still blinking, my vision slowly adjusted.

I found myself in a prison cart.

A familiar cart, in fact, as I'd seen its type before. Thick, iron bars surrounded me, and my back pressed against the rigid, cold metal. I swallowed, tasting the coppery tint of blood on my tongue. I spat off to the side, my head still splitting, and dabbed my fingers at a busted lip.

“Skinting mobster,” I groaned, my head rolling against the metal bars at my back. Then and there any remaining sense of guilt at having robbed Baron's vault vanished like mist beneath sunlight.

I had to gather my wits.

The horse-drawn prison wagon trundled up concrete streets through the heart of a city. Tall, looming glass buildings stared down at me. We passed an unknowing coffee shop and a few restaurants behind a bus stop. The streets were conspicuously empty. No pedestrians moved to and fro. No one watched out the window to witness the strange, horse-drawn prison wagon roll past.

The prison cart had a single, padlocked door. The lock itself was larger than my head. The key to the lock was also in view, dangling from the neck of the creature driving the cart.

I winced, staring at the being with its skeletal hands on the reigns. The creature was as dark as my new dousing knife, made of bones and absent muscle or sinew or flesh. Little more than an animated black skeleton with odd, gouging patterns etched into its very bones.

A Son of Ares.

I'd seen such creatures before. The skeleton's face stared straight ahead, the back of its smooth, ebony skull glinting beneath the sunlight above. The creature snapped the reigns, and two horses—also skeletal—nickered, their hooves clopping against the asphalt as they picked up the pace.

“Hey, you, stormfolk,” I said, hissing through the bars. “What day is it?”

The Son of Ares snapped the reigns again, ignoring me as we continued up the city streets. The buildings were quiet, the traffic absent. I frowned, feeling a cold shiver up my spine. How long had I been out? An hour? Longer?

“Hey,” I whispered again, snapping my fingers, and wincing as I shifted my shoulders against the bars. My clothing smelled stale, and sweat stained my shirt. “Hey, you—smooth-head, where are we?”

The Son of Ares continued to ignore me, snapping the reigns once more and guiding the cart and its skeletal stallions across the asphalt and down a street marked W Thomas St.

Then, in the distance, I spotted the stadium.

My stomach clenched, and my eyes bulged in my head. The arena, so soon? Ares' birthday party wasn't until tomorrow... Unless Baron had drugged me after knocking me out. Had I slept the entire day?

It would have taken him time to make arrangements and place me in the tournament... A cold, pulsing shiver sped up my spine, tingling across my skin as reality struck. A day had passed. Baron had knocked me unconscious, and now a day had passed.

Ares' birthday was today.

We were nearly at the stadium already.

“Psst!” I said, waving my hand, and glancing over my shoulder. “How long until—”

The Son of Ares spun around suddenly, his gaping eye sockets peering at me, one of his bony fingers jamming through the bars, nearly gouging into my eye. I stumbled back, startled. His blackened, leering grin flashed beneath sparse sunlight. “You can't kill bloody death,” he whispered in a voice like a bone rattle. A strange liquid like spittle dripped down his chin, and his head tilted, his neck bones emitting a creaking sound like a door hinge. “It comes for you all,” he said, his teeth chattering.

My chest heaved as I leaned back against the bars, staring at the skeleton's bony face. The perpetual grin twisted as if it were rolling its jaw. Then, with the same hand jammed through the bars, the Son of Ares reached up, poking his own fingers through his eye sockets. He gripped the front of his face, looping both fingers behind his cheeks. He let out a hissing sound which soon turned into a loud crack!

I stared, horrified as the skeleton snapped off the front of its own face. The nose hole, and parts of the cheek came away. The eyes now bled together in shadow, the face, for a moment, was little more than one gaping hole.

The skeleton chuckled, teeth chattering and then it tossed the ripped bone segment into my cage.

I yelped, struggling back further until my head was level with the thick padlock on the back door. The bone fragment from the driver's face lay on the dusty ground for a moment, and then it began to shift and move and grow.

The thing wriggled like a worm on a hook, sprouting protuberances and unnatural forms. Limbs sprouted like spider legs, and the thing emitted clicking, cracking and scraping sounds. Moments passed and I watched, breathing shallowly as a second, identical Son of Ares was born in my cell. This new skeleton stood up all at once, like a string pulled taut. The ripped section of bone from the driver's face had now reformed too.

Two Sons of Ares leered at me, one in the driver's seat, safely on the other side of the bars, one inside with me.

“You can't kill bloody death,” they both murmured. “It comes for you all.”

I waited, tensed, breathing rapidly through my nostrils and only after a moment remembering to reach out and dampen my fear. The two skeletons were mindless servants of Ares—even from a cursory brush with my talent, I knew they possessed no mind at all.

As a Wit, trying to manipulate them would be as useful as reading a couple of boulders.

The skeleton inside the prison cart approached, spindly fingers jutting, momentarily reminding me of Bleach Viddagost's hands.

“No, no!” I yelped. I tried to kick. “Get back!”

The skeleton's shin bone shattered. Its brittle leg fell out beneath it, but the skeleton's hands clanged against the bars next to it, holding itself upright, and twisting its head, leering at me as its leg bone grew back. At the same time, a shattered piece of femur also began to regrow, slowly at first, but then speeding up, in the same way the cheek fragments had.

A new Son of Ares was born.

The cart was now crowded. Both of these skeletons reached for me, their ebony bones, etched with mysterious patterns and strange carvings glinting and as unyielding as the metal bars at my back.

I didn't kick out this time, simply freezing, wincing and waiting. Cold fingers rolled as they gripped my wrists. The bones felt like twigs against my skin, caressing my flesh for a moment, then holding me firm.

Both Sons of Ares just waited like that, gripping my left wrist, their skulls twisting on their neck bones to peer through the bars out the front as we approached the stadium.

My skin crawled where they held me, and I resisted the urge to scream. I could feel my heart pounding like frantic footfalls, could feel every part of me wanting to slip out of my own skin and run screaming. But I had nowhere to go—I was trapped in the cage with these things, and someone had confiscated all my recent purchases from Kay. As I realized my pockets were empty, another flash of horror filled me.

For the moment, the skellies seemed content to just hold me in place. They weren't breathing—they smelled of nothing at all. The only sounds they made were the crick and creak of bones as they rattled with the movement of the cart.

After I managed to control my panic, breathing through my nose, dampening my fear even further, I managed to sit cross-legged, back against the bars, two skeletons gripping my wrist with one hand and gripping the cage with their other.

As my mind calmed, I realized what Baron had told me the day before, and what Kay had confirmed.

Ares' birthday was protected by a Stifled Window. Only Ares himself and his minions could enter the window without freezing in time. And also those they touched.

I glanced down at the skeletal fingers around my wrist, and, shivering in revulsion, I realized we were getting closer. I also realized another thing. We weren't alone.

Occasionally, on the sidewalk, or sitting on a park bench, or entering a vehicle, I spotted people. Normal, everyday people. Unknowings, most likely. Locals.

Every one of them was frozen stiff. One man had dropped a bag of groceries, eggs shattered on the sidewalk, his face creased in a scowl, red and sweat-slicked as he bent over to pick it up. He was frozen bent. Frozen scowling. Even the egg yolk on the sidewalk, which had slipped over the edge, hung suspended, a yellow bulge abnormally jutting over the curb but never slipping free.

A woman with two small children had been crossing the street. She stood motionless, stiff, smiling at the sky. The two kids on either side of her had been lagging. One of them looked to be in mid-skip. The other was staring up at a large neon sign. They were also frozen in place, like some three-dimensional photograph.

I spotted more pedestrians caught in time, more humans motionless as they went about their day.

My heart pounded more, and my stomach twisted as I watched them. Humans weren't the only frozen thing. I spotted pigeons darting from tree to tree caught mid-flight. I spotted smoke and exhaust out of a truck tailpipe stiffened on the air. A car door, mid-slam. A small puppy on a leash with a jet of urine extending towards a fire hydrant. Near the bus stop, I noted a young man with his hand in a woman's purse, her wallet caught between his fingers, the woman's placid expression staring off, one hand pressed to her ear as she fixed an earbud in place.

Nothing moved, nothing blinked, nothing so much as twitched except our cart and the two black skeletons.

“You can't kill bloody death,” whispered one of the Sons of Ares.

“It comes for you all,” whispered another.

The cart moved around a delivery truck also frozen in place, angling towards a cleared section of a parking lot outside the large stadium.

As we drew closer, I realized perhaps it wasn't entirely accurate to claim no one else was moving.

Through the frozen portion of the city, amidst the pedestrians and the unknowing, I spotted Ares' esteemed, and awful, guests.


Chapter 30

They emerged like ghosts from the heart of midnight, stepping out of alleys, moving down side streets. Many of them arrived by chariot, or luxurious automobiles from a previous century. Others flew in, on their own wings, or on griffins or hippogryphs or pegasi.

All of them wore silver, Spartan helmets with red plumes like the invitation I'd spotted back at Kay's place. And all of them, to a person, had their arms looped through the skeletal elbow of a Son of Ares. The stormfolk escorted the guests through the streets, away from their vehicles, towards the front doors of the stadium.

Though the guests were accompanied by their creepy guides, none of them seemed put off. It took me a split second to realize why. The only thing scarier than the skeletons at Ares' party were the guests themselves.

I'd wondered, briefly, besides people like Baron O'Shea, what sorts of creatures would attend the birthday bash. As my cage cart drew nearer, and I acclimated, somewhat, to the cold, brittle grip of my escorts, I caught glimpses of the guests and my heart pounded even more loudly.

The vermen steward was there; I spotted him first. Rats the size of children snuffled and jutted their long noses out as they scurried through the streets, two of them assigned to every one Son of Ares. Pieces of the rats were cut off, limbs, tails, gouged eyes and ears. Each missing body part, however, had been replaced by an ornate, jewel-encrusted replacement. The vermen were lauded for their skills at mining and scavenging, but also known for the great lengths they went to beautify their twitchy appearances.

One of the vermen had cut off her tail, replacing it with a length of golden chain, which scraped against the ground as she scurried forward. Another of the ratmen had a missing ear replaced by an ornate fan made of golden leaf. In the very back of the procession, behind all the others—in a verman's place of honor—the steward of the vermen stood ancient and wizened, with old, flecked skin, wrinkled and stubbled. Out of his angled, whiskered face, he was missing both eyes, replaced by vibrant, golf-ball-sized pearls. He had also removed both of his hands. The hands, curiously, moved and flexed like flesh and bone, except they were made of what appeared to be silver and platinum gauntlets encrusted with diamonds and rubies.

I shivered as the creatures were escorted away from one of the sewers, a manhole cover rolled to the side. For a moment, I thought I could smell the mining folk from here. Perhaps it was my own bias, but I'd never been fond of the Kingdom of Gnash.

There were many fractured kingdoms of Pilfery, but the five main Hidden Kingdoms were Stormer, Lavish, Potence, Semper and Gnash.

The Kingdom of Gnash, comprising the vermen, the ghouls, the arachnors and most things creepy-crawly hated the Queendom of Stormer. My sphinx mother, Nimue, belonged to Stormer. The vermen and the sphinx had a long standing and bitter loathing of each other going all the way back to a feud over an Egyptian Pharaoh's tomb. The vermen had attempted to rob it for its precious stones and artifacts, but Sphinx were door-keepers, gate-closers. They were loyal to their pets and friends. Most humans don't think of themselves as anyone's pet, but this denial to a sphinx was nothing more than the barks of a puppy at its owner demanding to be fed. They tolerate it because they find humans amusing. Not all of them enjoy pets, but those who take humans into their homes, to feed, care for and teach tricks, are loyal till the end... And even after that.

The vermen who'd invaded the pharaoh's tomb were mauled by the guardian sphinx. Things had only escalated from there over the course of millennia.

I had a soft spot for the sphinx and a dislike for the vermen; frankly, the little self-mutilating runts gave me the creeps.

Besides the vermen, I also spotted ten-foot giants, minor gods, flashes of light, suggesting even some angels had shown up, though they weren't showing themselves just yet, save the glinting, fiery, golden hands wrapped around the wrists of escorting Sons of Ares. Other gods and greater angels would perhaps attend, too, but they'd arrive fashionably late.

The first being I knew personally was Satyr Chief Magrub. His dung and blood-laced fur was combed, at least, this time. The last time I'd run into him, I'd threatened to shoot him and then faked my own death. Now, the eight-foot-tall monster was striding through the streets. Annoyed by how slow his skeleton was, the satyr king stopped long enough to pick the Son of Ares up and tuck him under his fuzzy, muscular arm.

The satyr had curved horns arching around the front of his head in twisted, violent forms through holes in his invitation helmet. Bright, too-yellow flowers, like the skin of some poisoned amphibian protruded from behind his leathery ears.

Thick, ropy scars criss-crossed a chest like the leathery, creased flesh of some gorilla. The satyr stalked forward, a sort of drunken sway to his movements, his hooves clopping against the asphalt, a quiet bleating echoing from his lips. In one hand, he carried the Son of Ares beneath his arm, the other, though, extended a black umbrella over his head.

He used the umbrella to block out any of the safety lights or headlight beams, protecting himself from a satyr's greatest fear: unnatural, fluorescent light. Normally, satyrs would avoid cities and highways simply out of their detestation of artificial illumination.

Now, though, umbrella in one hand, and six bodyguards, smaller satyrs—only seven foot or so—behind him, Chief Magrub seemed to have found courage to brave the heart of Seattle. All of his bodyguards also carried umbrellas, protecting both themselves and their chief. They were, each one, escorted by another Son of Ares.

I ducked low, trying to hide my face as the cart trundled through the street, nearing Chief Magrub and his procession. He raised his head, stretching to his full height and bleated out in a nasally tone, “Skinteye, sniff the child over yonder. If he smells delectable, maybe we stop and snack.” A few of his henchgoats tittered and chuckled, glancing in the direction of the mother frozen in time gripping the hands of the two children.

My stomach twisted as one of the satyrs veered off, dragging his Son of Ares towards the defenseless humans.

I watched as a satyr paused, stooping to sniff the hair of the little boy crossing the street. Panic flooded me, my eyes on the small child's delicate features. Indignation welled in my gut.

I knew I wasn't supposed to intervene. But I couldn't just watch.

So I reached out, extending my thoughts, my mind. I'd need my powers, my energy for the tournament, but I couldn't just sit by and do nothing.

My consciousness grazed the satyr's mind, and the moment I entered his thoughts, I was surrounded by images and shadowy projections of trees and mountains and rivers. I felt a sudden fear originating from the direction of every streetlamp or headlight. I felt a hunger in my belly, a wild, untamed passion rising in me. I pictured myself dancing naked in the glades, flowers in my hair. Pictured myself feasting on the snapped and broken ribs of some poor, unfortunate human that had wandered too far into the untamed wilderness. I pictured myself making love in wild, wine-filled orgies in the mud-caves and tunnels under chasm slopes and snowbound mountains. All of it rushed through me and I inhaled deeply, detecting the scent of flowers, of mountain roses with thick thorns, of mariposa lilies in green fields. For a moment, it felt like I'd plunged myself in a river with no chance at escape. Gasping, desperately, I scrambled for the nearest portion of the satyr's mind I recognized. The seven-foot, scarred honor guard for Chief Magrub went stiff all of a sudden.

I placed a glimpsing in his mind as my prison cart trundled past. If the Sons of Ares could sense anything, they didn't show it. Their hands still wrapped around mine, but they remained motionless, rocking with the sway of the cart.

The satyr blinked, then glanced over. He let out a little yelp. A vibrant, bright light shone from the skeleton escort's hand which was gripping the monster's fuzzy wrist. I doubled down on the glimpsing, causing the light to shine brighter, hotter, not like a fire, nor like the sun, but like a flashlight, an artificial, high-beam, human creation.

The satyr yelped and jerked back suddenly. The moment he did, though, his arm slipped from the Son of Ares' grip.

The satyr went stiff as a board, freezing in place, the silver helmet he wore going suddenly rigid, his head tilted back, a wide-eyed look of horror on his face.

For a moment, the other satyrs snickered and brayed, pointing. One of the monsters bleated loudly, reached down, snapping a finger off a Son of Ares and tossing it at the frozen satyr, pegging him in the eye.

The Son of Ares with the broken finger didn't react. Another guardian began to grow from the fallen finger. The satyrs all bleated laughter as the frozen monster's skeletal servant reached out again, grabbing his fuzzy wrist once more. The moment the blackened bony fingers touched the satyr's furry, scarred skin, the creature jolted back upright, blinking as if in a daze. Then cursing in a wheezing voice, he pressed a hand to his finger-poked eye.

“Piss n' grime,” the satyr snapped. “Blood n' stool. Nah, nah!” he bleated. “No meat on these bones.” He shoved the child hard, sending the poor boy toppling to the street like a mannequin. But though he'd wake with bruises, for now, the boy was unharmed.

It would simply have to do—there was no other way for me to help. Our cart continued along, now moving into the shadow of the giant stadium.

I muttered darkly beneath my breath, looking through the bars until I was certain the satyr had left the children. I was sure other frozen humans wouldn't be so lucky. More than one would vanish from the public eye in this frozen field, ending in the belly of some monster.

I couldn't solve all the world's ills. I was here for one soul—Barnaby Smith. I'd given my word. Baron may have been right. The only way to access Barnaby would be to join the tournament myself.

But there was only one survivor allowed according to Kay.

“Cross that bridge when you come to it...” I muttered beneath my breath, trailing off as we moved under a couple of frozen sparrows whirling above us. Chief Magrub hadn't spotted me, at least there was that silver lining.

My mind moved, for a moment, to consider the sheer amount of power required to maintain a spell like the Stifled Window over a square mile in the heart of a knowing city. I knew Ares had power—each of his sons had an army trapped in every part of their bones. Shattering a skeleton only spawned two more, then five, then twenty. I'd seen as many as a hundred of the skeletons form in a matter of minutes. I supposed when compared to such power, freezing part of a city didn't seem so impossible.

The Stifled Window was for secrecy, but also for sheer spectacle. All the ancient gods liked to make an impression.

Even as I thought this, I heard a sudden buzz of distant trumpets.

All the ebony heads in my line of sight turned suddenly. Gaping eyes faced to the east, looking beneath the horizon, examining something emerging along the largest, widest street.

Guests and others paused, staring. Some of the guests, even the more powerful ones went rigid, standing still out of sheer respect. Others even bowed, dipping their heads. Still others ducked behind cars or slipped into shadows.

Only the strongest, the most resolute or prideful, like Chief Magrub, like some of the unseen angels, remained where they were.

All eyes, both empty sockets and full, fixated on the arrival of Ares.

My pulse quickened and my mouth went dry. I'd interacted with the gods before, but never one of the big guys. The closest I'd come was a run in with Hermes, but compared to Ares, Hermes was Mother Theresa with a raunchy sense of humor.

The god of war sat on a throne made of chains and flesh. Broken and ruined bodies were wrapped in metal bands and thick, metallic links. The chains stretched through the corpses, forming the back of the enormous throne.

The throne itself was carried on a palanquin. Beneath the litter, a hundred Sons of Ares moved and rolled, like a thick cloud of beetles, all scrambling over each other as if spilling from a toppled nest. In their fervor to keep the platform aloft, the Sons of Ares broke and dropped bones.

Fragments of toes and fingers and legs and even skulls scattered as an inky, dark trail beneath and behind the horrible throne. From these bones, more skeletons were born and they scampered forward, racing to keep the platform aloft and carry Ares up the highway. A car was in the way of the procession, and twenty Sons of Ares burst forward ahead of the procession, shoving and rolling the Buick out of the way and toppling it upside down onto a sidewalk. The path was cleared of pedestrians in the crosswalk as well. The skeletons tossed the humans off to the side as if they were simply taking out the trash.

The sound of trumpets faded, and I couldn't find the source—but the noise was soon replaced by screaming. Wretched, wild, desperate screaming emanated from Ares' throne.

My stomach turned and I tried not to look too closely at the chained corpses comprising the god of war's favored seat.

“Chairete!” cried a thundering voice from the throne. “I did bid thee welcometh.” A figure arose from the Screaming Throne, standing upright, and proud. “Cater-cousins, what cheer? Any dalliance only to further darking. Blood and spoil await; so hearken prithee!”

I knew the gods often tried to keep up with the latest trends, especially the languages of contemporary world powers. Granted, for them, they only managed to stay trendy give or take a few hundred years. In Ares' case, he sounded a few centuries behind on human language studies. Not that I would dare mention it. As an Ancient Greek, he made the expected mistakes with old English grammar.

I'd never heard Archaic English-second-language before, and the odd combination of old words and poor grammar grated my ears.

I winced as Ares' voice shook the streets. Car windows smashed—it would be attributed to vandals, most likely, on the unknowing news when the window was lifted. A couple of the frozen birds in the sky plummeted, knocked out of the air by the sheer sound of the voice. Clouds rolled above, and dark grays stretched across the blue horizon.

I exhaled slow and soft as I stared at the god of war.

He looked like a pristine marble statue sculpted by one of the great Renaissance artists. The statue of David had nothing on the god Ares. Perfect, smooth, sculpted features moved in a marble countenance. His limbs looked heavy, every motion cumbersome.

But the motions were also fluid, like a statue with all its strength, but no rigidity. Unlike the metallic features of the Potents, Ares had no wrinkles, no blemishes, no flaws at all. He was bare-chested, his pale, abdominal muscles also perfectly symmetrical like the sketchings of some fanciful artist.

The powder white skin of the statuesque being only approximated human form, but no attempts were made to display creases or veins or muscle strands. Everything seemed a cold, precise approximation.

The perfect, moving marble statue was also twenty feet tall. His Screaming Throne behind him continued to howl and screech and Ares' powder white arms extended as if to embrace the sky, then went suddenly still. He scowled suddenly. “Speakest low!” He pulled a marble sword from his hip in one rapid motion and jammed it through his throne. The blade had to have been at least six feet in length, taller than me.

The screaming died suddenly. A spurt of blood poured from the back of the throne, spilling to the raised platform. Sons of Ares scrambled onto the dais, desperately collecting the blood with their spindly fingers and smearing it back onto the throne with wild and rapid motions.

Ares watched them scurry about, like a boy with a magnifying glass watching ants. In that moment, I noticed his helmet. He wore it in such a way it almost seemed a part of his flesh, as if the helmet belonged to his stony head. The thing was made of bone and studded with gemstones which glimmered dully in the light. The bone helmet had a short fin which jutted forward at an angle, also streaked with many gemstones. I swallowed, staring at the protective gear, remembering what Baron wanted.

Then, Ares turned back to the gathered guests. “Thine attendance doth I note. Efharisto! 'twill beest rewarded. Thine eyes hath not glimpsed spectacle as these. Thy vision shall feast, thy flesh shall wail.” He paused, his voice going low and rigid for a moment. “Blood shall pour. Open the doors!” he shouted. “Allow the festivities commence!”


Chapter 31

Under the stadium, the prison cart dipped into a shadowed hall beneath arching stone walls. I glimpsed other metal cages ahead of me, other skeletal guardians and steeds leading their captives further in. In the darkness, it was difficult to discern the forms of the other gladiators, though my skin crawled as I felt their eyes straining at me in the gloom. One of the figures, in the cart directly in front of me, seemed as large as a small hill with pure, gray skin. The gladiator carried an odor to widen the nostrils and singe my nose hairs, and as I extended my thoughts, I felt a sudden headache.

Not so much from my powers taxing me, but because the mind was so small, it hurt to try and squeeze in. I dropped the connection, rubbing my temples. Stupid and big—spectacular. I could only hope I didn't have to face that thing first.

The carts trundled along, deeper and deeper, accompanying a cold prickle along my spine and a rising sense in my chest that I'd made a horrible mistake.

“Barnaby Smith?” I called out, my voice in the dark. “Barnaby?”

“Shut up!” screamed someone a few carts down.

The large creature in front of me let out a sound like a wet fart. It was difficult to move with the Sons of Ares around me, their hands like manacles around my wrists.

“Hang on, this one—stop it!” a voice said suddenly. I frowned as we jolted to a halt in the dark tunnel. I heard slapping footsteps, then, in the murk, I spotted a familiar face escorted by two Sons of Ares and two humans with looping emerald U's tattooed on their wrist.

I ignored the Union boys, fixating my gaze on the wild-haired man in the middle. A sneer curled my lips, and I didn't even care enough to hide the unbecoming expression. “Baron,” I said.

The Hillbilly Godfather looked up at me, standing in one of the nicer suits I'd seen him wear. A pure white number with a purple handkerchief jutting out of the front lapel pocket.

He met my gaze through the bars then glanced up at the three Sons of Ares watching me. “Union approved equipment,” Baron said quietly, gesturing towards one of the tattooed men.

The Sons of Ares looked to the indicated fellow who raised a brown bag. On the front of the bag was a big, yellow sticker with an emerald U in the center. Small words, which I could barely make out in the poor lightning read, Union Approved Contraband.

My heartbeat quickened as all three Sons of Ares nodded their heads in one smooth motion.

The Union boy stepped forward, a muscle-corded arm poking the small brown satchel through the bars towards my feet. Then, as Baron cleared his throat, the man retreated, nodding towards his accomplice, and the two of them, heads low, glancing surreptitiously side to side as if making sure no one was watching, hurried back up the tunnel.

“Remember,” one of them called over his shoulder. “The Chair wants a fifty-fifty split.”

“Sixty-forty,” Baron retorted. “Don't venture to haggle now. The deal is done and dusted.”

The Union boy snorted, but then shrugged. The two men slipped off into a side, maintenance door in the downwards tunnel, disappearing from view.

I glanced at the brown bag at my feet, then looked up, glaring at Baron. “You have a lot of nerve—”

“Cost us a lot to receive approval for that there bag,” Baron said, his hands folded across his white suit, the black fingers of his escort standing out against the material. “I'm here to help. That,” he said, tipping his head towards the bag, “contains the items you purchased from Kay, along with your silver watch, a skull necklace, and a small,” here he paused, frowning, “purple sphere... Lookin' like a genie's imagem.”

I winced, but felt my heartbeat quicken as I glanced at the bag again. At least I wouldn't be entering the arena completely naked. In all the spectacle and horror, that possibility had slipped my mind.

I winced as I moved, feeling a couple of the bruises on my cheek and a lump along the back of my head. “You didn't have to beat me,” I snapped back. “Or drug me! I lost a day.”

Baron snorted. “No drugs. Time is tricky in a Stifled Window. You should know this. The beatin',” he waved a hand, “like I said back there, it had to look real.” Here he lowered his voice. “Peepers are affixed on us folk,” he whispered, “powerful peepers. If they think in any way...” He trailed off, glancing towards the Sons of Ares... “Suffice it to say, I had nothin' to do with it. And I certainly didn't treat you gently—there is no love lost between us.”

“No deals made either, I'd guess,” I said, gritting my teeth and staring pointedly at him.

Here, Baron didn't even blink, he just shrugged, waving towards the bag. “Everyone bets on the outcomes of these fights, Three. Tampers with them too. It's part of the fun.”

I noticed how he mentioned nothing about Ares' bone helmet. Mentioned nothing about what he wanted from me.

Tampering with the outcome of the fights to win some money was fine, but if anyone found out about what he'd asked me to do... I shivered, glancing at the Sons of Ares. I didn't know how the betting worked, but imagined the state of the prisoner might affect the wager odds. On the other hand, I felt a needling suspicion that sending me off unconscious and bloody was more for his sake than mine. A sense of vengeance? Simply to show me who was boss?

Perhaps to protect the identity of his contact who managed to get me into the tournament.

I gave Baron one last look as my cart began to move again. His eyes never did blink, gunpowder gray, fixated on me as I trundled away. He called out after me, in a would-be cheerful tone. “Good luck, Leonidas. Your friend Annie accepted my invitation, by the way. She'll be in the stands with me. Both of us, for both our sakes, are rootin' for ya.”

I snarled, the cold flooding me as I leapt towards the bars, my arm nearly jerking out of its socket where the Son of Ares gripped me. “You stay away from Annie!” I snapped.

Baron didn't smile, he didn't taunt, he just nodded, grim. “I reckoned so,” he murmured. “You care for the saboteur. Good. I'll take care of the things that matter to you. If you do the same for me,” he said firmly. “During the intermission,” Baron added in an even quieter tone, “That's when he'll remove the item I need.” He didn't even dare mention the word “helmet.”

Then, he tipped his fingers to his forehead in a mock salute and turned, moving away stiff-backed, in that immaculate suit, accompanied by the remaining skeleton escort.

I growled, settling back in the cart, my heartbeat wild and unfettered as if it were trying to dig its way out of my chest.

Part of me felt glad Annie had come if only for the company. But another part was terrified. Not just for myself now, but for her.

Baron hadn't mentioned Preacher—had my gun-totting friend come too? Or had Baron refused to invite him?

I slid back down the bars, arm angled up now as I reached for the Union-sealed bag. I probed around inside, pulling out my Lancelot watch, pulling out the small eight-pack of teleporting tiger's eye. I removed the dousing knife and the gabberloo the odd ones had given me. The skull pendant came last, and I placed this quickly over my head, tucking the talisman back inside my shirt. At least Augustus' curse hadn't activated while the talisman had been absent.

Now, I possessed a meager supply to survive a tournament of monsters.

Amidst it all, I had to hope Annie could take care of herself—she was a saboteur after all. A young one, albeit, but dangerous. As for me, I needed to find Barnaby Smith. I needed to steal Ares' helmet or risk being exposed, and I needed to desperately hope Augustus and Bleach hadn't decided to stop by for a little entertainment of their own.

Then, all of that said, I needed to find a way for both me and my genie client to survive a tournament that allowed for only one survivor.

“Tomb's trove,” I muttered beneath my breath.

The cart kept going down, down, and then, ahead of me, I spotted branching paths in the darkness. Some carts went left, others right, others straight ahead. My own cart moved down a smaller tunnel, circling the main path.

“Where are we going?” I murmured through the bars, my fingers cold against the steel.

Not where, but when... Baron had spoken those words back in the Loophole. He is the god of all wars, after all.

When...

The tournament would take place in a when... What, exactly, had that meant?

Suddenly, my cart came to a stop in nearly complete darkness. Spindly fingers gripped me, rough motions dragged me upright. I gripped my satchel, hastily stowing the items in my pockets and the dousing knife on my thigh strap, through the slit in my pants. Then, careful to avoid leaving any evidence, I pocketed the small bag as well, pushing it past the cool glass of the imagem.

“You can't kill bloody death,” whispered the Sons of Ares, their voices soft, grating.

“It comes for us all,” I snapped, “I get it... Hang on—no, hang on don't.. Where—”

But my protests fell on deaf, non-existent ears. I heard the sound of bony feet on loose dirt. I smelled nothing at all. A clunk suggested the padlock had been opened, and a following creak suggested the door to my wagon was now open. If ever there was a time to try and make a break for it, it was now.

But whatever my father had raised me to be, it wasn't “coward.”

I steeled myself, chin held high, gritting my teeth as fingers poked and probed, thin-boned hands dragging me from the back of the cart. The Sons of Ares were chanting now, their same, echoing words. The sounds filled the tunnels, and, around me, from further in, and further back, I could hear similar chants.

The echoing words thrummed in my ears, and my heart quickened as sweat formed in my palms. My wrists ached from where the hands, like cuffs, dragged me through a tunnel, yanking me painfully forward.

And suddenly we emerged on a shelf of rock surrounded by bright lights. A rusted, thick-barred cage wrapped in a circular dome around the rock shelf.

I stumbled forward and the door clanged shut behind me.


Chapter 32

The Sons of Ares leered through the bars, locking the door with the same key around the driver's neck.

I blinked in my bird cage, on the rock shelf as my eyes adjusted once more. I gasped, breathing heavily, staring down, through the bars, towards the bleak darkness. I was standing on an outcrop over a giant, black pit.

Other rocky, caged outcrops circled the top of this chasm. And other prisoners, the gladiators, were shoved into these cages as well. I heard more clanging bars, more twisting keys. A couple of the prisoners were begging, pleading for release.

One was screaming. “I'm not supposed to be here—I'm not!” The voice sounded weak and pained. Barnaby Smith?

I glanced across the open, empty chasm, peering towards the source of the noise. A small child with wide doe-eyes was sobbing, tears spilling down her cheeks.

Except she hadn't completed the form; the famish's eyes were still pure black.

I stared at the black-eyed child, shivering as I did. A famish in the arena? I'd have to be even more careful... A shiver crept up my spine, and I glanced around at the other cages. Nearly thirty of them circling the rocky outcrops, all of them separated by a ten-foot gap in between, all of them dangled over the infinite drop into the endless pit.

On my right, I spotted a satyr—he was smaller, scrawnier and meaner-looking than the ones I'd seen outside. Also, clutched in a clawed hand, he carried a grubby bag with a big green U.

I wasn't the only one getting help.

On my left, a banshee was gnawing at the bars, growling and gurgling from her neck flap. The banshee stood with a slender, lithe form, like a young, buxom woman, but had a warty face with a chicken's beak and long strands of stringy, oily black hair.

She continued gnawing at the bars, the gurgling in her throat growing louder. I quickly began to raise my hands, to cover my ears—I'd seen what a banshee's scream could do to a man.

Before I could protect myself, though, above, thunder rumbled. I looked up, as did thirty other sets of eyes of varying number.

Above us, carved marble seats circled an enormous stadium. It was as if we were in a hole in the center of a valley, and the stadium was a mountain range circling us.

Figures sat in the stadium seating, staring down, watching, laughing, accepting fruit and delicacies on silver trays carried between their seats. A couple of the satyrs, no strangers to PDA, were going at it like... well, animals.

Hundreds, if not thousands of spectators lined the stadium seating. Briefly, I thought I spotted Baron, but then, the thundering continued, and my attention was captured by Ares.

The god of war's Screaming Throne was resettled closest to the chasm edge. His marble boots protruded only twenty feet above the cage of a thunder troll. The hunched, thick-armed beast had its arms around its legs, and looked miserable, crammed into the small cage. Inside, the stadium looked nothing like the Seattle bound arena. The moment we'd entered the doors, we'd entered something other. Even the air was colder. This, somehow, was Ares' domain.

The god of war regarded all the cages and the prisoners, his marble eyes peered past his long, roman nose. Then, in a deep voice that shook the arena, he shouted, “Words weigh weary. The time for talk hath ceased...” his chair was beginning to make a racket again, but this time, instead of stabbing it, he simply leaned back, reclining on his Screaming Throne, one, marble arm dangling over the edge.

Next to Ares, I spotted a creature glowing like a bright line and so large he took up nearly six rows of seats. Ares himself was smaller than he'd been outside, having shrunk to a mere ten feet, but this fellow next to him had to be twenty, maybe more.

I felt a shiver of fear. A dominion? An archangel? Something worse?

I couldn't quite make out the figure's features amidst all the bright light. The glow from the giant thing's skin illuminated off Ares as the god of war raised his hands skywards. The metal tusks of his helmet gleamed in the glow of his enormous companion.

My eyes grazed over a portion of seating where three noble-looking men were sitting, arms crossed over sword pommels. The middlemost fellow was handsome with a square jaw and long, blonde hair. He wore gleaming, handcrafted armor without so much as a dent or scratch. His two companions still wore their full suits of armor, their gauntlets tight, their chest plates strapped, the visors on their helmets low to protect their eyes, suggesting the middle knight's companions were perhaps a bit less bold surrounded by the monsters and beasts in the stands.

The blonde man, though, I knew: Lancelot, the Knight Commander of the Knights of the Round Table and a known proponent of trial by combat. The knights prided themselves on justice and glory. Mercy, however, especially mercy for prisoners, not so much. I did notice, though, King Arthur, the leader of their order, wasn't in attendance.

If I'd looked closely, I was sure I could pick out other gods and beings of immense interest amidst the spectators. But I could feel a rumbling in my chest—not just from Ares' voice. Something was about to happen.

Something bad.

I glanced over the edge of my cage, towards the darkness. Where was the arena? Why did it have no floor?

Ares wasn't exactly explaining things... A god of clear action, but confusing words.

My sense of impending doom spread, causing my stomach to twist, my knees to tremble. I thought I heard someone in the bleachers above me snicker. Something spilled on me, through the bars and I looked up to find a sticky and wet substance dripping through my cage. One of the audience had thrown their drink at me.

“Cry, cry, cry!” the person above me shouted. “Bleat for me, little pinkie!”

I winced, eyes down again. I needed to focus. I'd been expecting the tournament to occur one fight at a time... But what if I'd been mistaken? Where was Barnaby Smith? My eyes scanned the other cages, but their forms were still difficult to make out in the shadow of the outcropping rocks above. What if he wasn't here? What if the drakin teller had been wrong? What if Baron had meddled?

I felt a sinking, sickly sensation.

No going back now. Not even if I'd wanted.

Everyone... everything was watching.

My tongue dabbed at my dry and chapped lips. More shouting, crowing, laughter. The sounds of bets being placed as spectators got a good look at their options. I heard more than one muttered wager go in the direction of the thunder troll.

And then, I spotted him.

A small, dark shape slumped three cages away. I stared at the shadow, my eyes fixed in the darkness. The form looked so small, so haggard. Arms clutched around itself, shoulders slumped low. I glimpsed, in the flickering light from above, glinting blue eyes, downturned and facing the figure's feet. I couldn't make out much in the dark, but I whispered fiercely.

“Barnaby Smith?” I said, my voice strained. “Barnaby?”

A couple of stump trolls in the cage next to me jeered and made obnoxious sounds, but I ignored them.

“Barnaby!” I hissed.

“Barny! Barny!” the stump trolls parroted, their mossy hair flicking side to side as they wagged their faces. The cretins noticed the direction of my attention and both turned peering towards the small, trembling dark form. “Gonna eat ye, Barny,” the little trolls giggled. “Nom nom. Eat ya. Eat ya!” They slammed their pudgy, bark-textured fingers against the bars, catcalling and screeching towards my charge.

The genie in the cage opposite them huddled even smaller, sniffling in the dark, and tucking his arms around his body.

“Barnaby, I'm here to help you!” I called, desperately. “I'm here to—”

But the genie just ignored me as well, probably scared I was trying to bait him. Before I could continue, Ares' voice boomed out a final time in accented and jarring Archaic English. “Thirty stout, but this will whittle. Once eight of ye remaineth,” he cleared his throat, and gestured towards some of the silver platters being carted through the stands, “we shall host the briefest of intermissions. Proceedeth, and in finality see only one of conquest. A single herculean champion.”

The poor grammar was hard to follow, especially seeing as it was outdated by a few hundred years. But the essence was clear enough: A single champion... one survivor, then—confirmed by Ares' own mouth in his archaic way. But what had he meant about an intermission at eight? No time to question: the crowds went silent following Ares' words, their eyes fixated on the prisoners.

Then, I heard a sudden, creaking noise. I glanced sharply back, my heart hammering. The three Sons of Ares in the tunnel behind me were pulling a thick metal lever in the stone wall.

The floor beneath me began to tilt. My heart pounded as the ground retracted. The stone was being pulled back into the chasm wall, and I was like a canary with the bottom of its cage being removed, except I didn't know how to fly. My body pulsed with horror.

More shouts and cries arose from the gladiators. Some of them carried grim resolve, others, like the famish, continued weeping.

I still hadn't spotted Barnaby.

“No, no-hang on,” I protested, my feet scrabbling, my arms reaching for the bars to hold on. “This is a tournament, right? This is—what is this?”

The floor continued to pull back until I only had a foot of space left. Everything else in the cage was now open, gaping wide at the sheer drop below.

“Hang on!” I yelled. “hang on—what is this? Where's the battlefield? What—”

The floor retracted completely. I didn't have anything left to stand on. I yelped as I gripped the metal bars, tight. I held on, dangling now, my arms stretched above me, the rest of my body hanging towards the black pit and endless drop.

A mistake. This was a mistake. I'd thought this was a tournament. But it was just a public execution.

The laughter, the jeering, the sound of hunger of many varieties being satiated echoed around me, reverberating down the stone, chasm walls.

A mistake.

The Sons of Ares reached through the bars, jabbing at my fingers. My hand slipped and I gasped, dangling one-armed, feet poking towards the endless drop.

“No, no,” I protested. I could hear screams now as other prisoners fell, tumbling into the dark.

“No, don't!” I yelled.

A Son of Ares stabbed at my other hand.

I grit my teeth and it jabbed again, forcing my fingers to slip. A final jab and I let go completely, loosing a shout.

I tumbled head over heels, plummeting into the dark. A scream caught in my throat and wind whipped around me. I fell further, faster, deeper.

My yell resounded, echoing off the walls, the scream suddenly ripped from my lungs. I tried to tuck my head in, to avoid smashing into the stone chasm about me.

I fell faster—faster... faster...

Suddenly, the sounds of the crowds above me faded. The sounds of my own screaming stopped.

Another, louder sound echoed from below.

My eyes strained against the wind, against the dark... Below, now, I spotted something else. No longer just an endless black.

But... blue.

Blue skies, with gray clouds. The sound of rain... I was above the clouds, somehow, yet still falling, picking up speed.

I reached the clouds, still tumbling, confused, wide-eyed.

And then, I burst through the cloud cover. I began to slow, to drop at half the speed, then a quarter. Like a leaf in the breeze, or a feather, I began to float gently towards the ground.

Except there was nothing gentle about the scene below me.

Tanks moved over mud as barbed wire trenches were overrun. The sounds I'd heard before were the sounds of battle, of screaming, of gunfire from rifles and automatic weapons. Machine guns sprayed bullets at artillery outposts. I stared, stunned.

Not where. When.

It was as if I had fallen into a World War I documentary in scintillating color and 3D. Except there was nothing digital about the war below me.

“What is this...” I murmured as I continued to float down. Around me, I spotted some of the other gladiators, dispersed in the sky, also moving slowly towards the scene of battle below.

Tanks blasted, spurts of dust erupted, men screamed as they charged trenches but were mowed down by machine guns. A grenade went off below me, and dirt and mud spattered up, spitting into the air.

I caught some of the mud in my mouth, wincing. Bullets continued to spew, hot lead everywhere.

A row of ten tanks were moving over a hill.

Then, I heard a buzz... I frowned as it grew louder. Where was that—

I turned and yelled. A column of black smoke spewed behind it, as a flaming fighter plane, still spewing bullets, plummeted from the clouds, chased by two other planes. All three fighters were heading straight towards me.


Chapter 33

Panic set in, making it difficult to think quickly. I could feel the mud and dirt from the grenade. Which meant the bullets, the bombs, the tank fire—all of it could end me in a blink of an eye. The arena for Ares' birthday tournament was a battlefield snatched from some portion of history. This made a sort of grim sense.

But also, my odds of survival had suddenly shrunk exponentially. I yelled as the smoking plane screeched towards me and sharp jets of white lead spewed after it as the other planes chased down the tail end of the dogfight.

I was still drifting slowly, caught by whatever power had sent the rest of us towards the ground. I watched, across from me, as another gladiator—a small verman—was caught in the head by artillery shrapnel. The child-sized rat exploded like a pinata.

I yelped, reached into my pocket, ripping out a tiger's eye and flinging it down towards the ground.

The tiger's eye smashed in the mud, and I felt a jolting sensation in my gut as if I'd been hooked around the navel.

A second later, I teleported twenty feet down into the blood, mud and violence of the battle below. I hit the ground with a thud, my legs protesting the impact and giving out beneath me. At the same time, I heard the whine of the engines from the plane above. It zipped through the air where I'd been drifting seconds before, then slammed into a tank.

Orange and red fire spewed in a ball towards the sky. The sound of the explosion shook the ground around me. The two other planes pulled out of their dive, heading back to the clouds in search of more targets. I lay in the dirt, gasping, my face pressed to the ground, my hand trembling against my thigh.

Then, a tank nearly squashed me.

I heard it before I saw it, but my head rattled against the mud. My eyes widened in realization, and I yelled, rolling to the side, and staring up at the giant gun protruding from the front of the tank above me. The caterpillar tread rolled in the mud on either side of me, and the low, metal hull moved towards me like the blade of a sideways guillotine. I pictured my body being cut in two, then squashed.

With another yell, I rolled to the side, frantically, but knew I wouldn't make it.

So instead, I ripped another tiger's eye from my pocket—no time to aim—I flung it.

Again, my stomach twisted. Again, I teleported a short distance. Already two tiger's eye gone. Six left.

I missed the tank's tread by inches, but felt a sudden flare of pain up my arm. “Deadman's teeth!” I cursed, ripping at my arm, trying to disentangle from the smashed, barbed wire fence I'd landed in.

I exhaled in frantic gasps. A few hundred feet away, I spotted a full-grown minotaur finally reach the ground as well. The beast's yellow eyes widened, its horns jutted out glinting, massive and polished. The minotaur bellowed at the sky, its shaggy face shaking towards the clouds. Two soldiers on the ground ran towards him, and the minotaur braced for impact.

But the soldiers kept moving, ignoring the minotaur completely, as if they didn't notice him.

One of them bumped into the fleshy bullman, and shook his head quizzically as he stumbled, regaining his balance. The soldier glanced back, confusion across his face. He stared towards the bull, but his eyes peered right on through, as if he couldn't even see the minotaur. The soldier shouldered his weapon and continued the dash forward towards a trench and further cover.

As I lay in the barbed wire, wincing, gashed, and trying not to cut myself up too badly as I extricated my sleeve, I realized the soldiers around me didn't seem to notice me either. Five men with a mounted machine gun and boxes of bullets were yelling as they stepped over the smashed fence, following their tank. I heard them shouting vaguely, but then realized I couldn't make out their words, as if I were listening to them underwater.

“Hey, careful!” I yelled as they nearly trod on me.

But none of them seemed to hear me either. They continued on without hesitating, stepping over me as if I wasn't even there. One of the soldiers, with two bandoliers draped over either shoulder, tripped, his foot hitting my head. He also shot a confused look towards where my skull rested. He regained his balance and rubbed at one eye, shaking his head, but then stepped past me, racing after his brothers in arms.

The soldiers around us couldn't see us. Their bullets would kill us, their tanks would crush us, even their barbed wire would gouge us, but the soldiers in battle seemed oblivious to the arrival of the gladiators from the sky.

Ares had pulled out all the stops for his birthday party, choosing a trench line during WWI for the occasion.

The rest of the gladiators, though, were just now touching to the ground. At least, those of us who'd survived long enough to hit the mud and get to cover. Besides the minotaur, I spotted the banshee taking shelter behind a burning tank. The famish and satyr I'd spotted in the arena were nowhere to be seen.

But I did spot the thunder troll, facing one of the tanks. Instead of trying to avoid it, like I had, the thunder troll pulled itself to its full height. The size of a small garage, the thunder troll spread its four, gray, rocky arms. Flaps of skin extended between each of the arms, and the creature bellowed, shaking its lumpy, scaled head. Two, leathery, curled ears jutted out, one of them, though, hung mangled where it seemed to have been caught by a bullet.

None of the soldiers streaming around the troll seemed to notice it at all. Those who bumped into it looked momentarily confused, but then returned to their efforts of killing as if nothing had happened.

As the tank rolled towards the giant thunder troll, the creature bellowed again, arms extended fully now, flaps of skin spread like wings between its four, flabby arms.

Then it clapped its hands together.

Boom! Louder than the blast of tanks, a wave of sheer wind and energy caught the trundling tank like a bomb. The thing blasted back, the gun bending to the side as the tank was thrown ten feet through the air, tumbling before it hit the mud then rolling over a company of hunkered soldiers.

The soldiers were crushed, but none of them seemed to notice. Some lost heads, others arms. But they remained upright, guns in hand. A pair of legs arose from the ground and began marching after its commanding officer. Another soldier, half his body fleshless and bloodied, gripped a gun in one hand, and began hopping after the rest.

Tentatively, breathing heavily and staring at where the thunder troll was whacking soldiers about willy nilly like bowling pins, I extended my thoughts towards the soldiers streaming around me, stepping over me, and pressing further into the battle.

I found nothing. No thoughts, no minds. Just like the Sons of Ares, the soldiers, these constructs from history's maw were thoughtless robots fulfilling their programming with bayonet and blood lust.

Now, the clouds continued rolling in. Wincing, I finally managed to extricate my sleeve. Gasping, bleeding from my arm, I struggled to my feet, my shoes slipping in the mud. Above, I watched as planes dodged in and out of the clouds, machine guns peppering each other's wings. Another plane went down with a plume of ash and a subsequent explosion of fuel and fire.

And while it seemed the soldiers around me couldn't see me, couldn't hear me, the same couldn't be said for the other gladiators.

There was still no sign of Barnaby Smith, but the minotaur was breathing heavily, his nostrils flaring. The bullman scraped one foot against the mud, pounding his chest with thick, head-crushing fingers. His fur sprouted out, wiry and sharp, his dark, bullish eyes fixated on me across the mud and violence.

A grenade went off behind him and mud and debris rained down around the bull. A puff of smoke swept over him, and as the dark clouds rolled in above, a peel of thunder suddenly growled in the sky.

Rain began to fall, thick droplets the size of thumbs tapped on helmets and metal hulls with tinging sounds. The bull shook his shaggy mane, sending mud and droplets flying; he lowered his head, horns pointed towards me.

Only one survivor allowed.

With a ferocious, chest rattling bellow, the minotaur broke into a sprint, tearing across the ground and mud, flinging soldiers aside like ragdolls. He slammed past a smoking tank, ripping through one of the fallen plane's bullet-spattered wings.

“Come here, hooooo-man!” he bellowed.

I yelped, scrambling back in the mud. No sign of Barnaby Smith for the moment, but if I was gored by one of those horns, it wouldn't matter.

I cursed, slipping in the mud as more rain began to fall, pelting me. Cold, freezing droplets slicked my skin. The blood and mud swirled together. The distant sound of artillery continued to pound, and the tanks creaked and groaned as they tore through another line of barbed wire on the hill.

“Hooooo-man!” The bull yelled at me, hooves pounding into the mud as he kept coming, biceps as thick as yacht chains, a chest as heavy and strong as an anchor. “Come here. Bagoo stamp!”

“No—no, thank you!” I yelped, slipping again and nearly falling into a puddle where a body was floating face down. Some of the soldiers fell over, motionless, as if fulfilling some script. While others, that Bagoo the minotaur tossed aside, got back up from the ground with snapped necks and splintered bones and continued as if nothing had happened.

“Bagoo stamp!” the minotaur insisted, still charging. He leapt over the crushed barbed wire, slipped on the mud, but tucked into a roll and returned to his feet with a howl.

I heard more thunder, though perhaps this was just the troll. Lightning cut the clouds, and the rain picked up pace with increasing fervor. Briefly, as I struggled up a hill, mud-sloshing, my shoes squelching in the sucking grasp of the terrain, I thought I spotted other blue things in the sky. Many of them, in fact, like ghostly apparitions or faces.

I frowned, for a brief moment, confused, staring up. The forms were in a circle, surrounding the sky, all of them angled as if looking down.

Then I realized: those were the spectators in the stands. I couldn't hear them, could barely see them—they were near ghosts to me. But I'd been warned about this too by Baron—the spectators and the gladiators were separated by a barrier of time and space.

They could see us, no doubt, enjoying the spectacle. But wherever they were, I couldn't expect any help from my onlookers. I was truly on my own.

This realization came with a sickly, cloying sensation in my chest. I nearly tripped and yanked my foot free from the mud, leaving my boot behind. My sock pressed to the slick and damp, soaking instantly. I wrinkled my nose in disgust even as I stumbled.

But Bagoo the minotaur was more accustomed to moving through sloppy terrain, it seemed. He charged up the hill huffing and puffing like a steam engine.

“Bagoo stamp!” he insisted.

Then, lightning cracked. Thunder roared. Bagoo chose this moment to leap into the air, the crack of blue, pronged energy in the sky behind him illuminating his massive, furry form as he dove in a wrestling move towards my back, his elbow crooked, aiming towards my spine.

My fingers, trembling, pulled a tiger's eye and tossed it as fast as I could. It took me longer this time, from the rain, from slick fingers, from my disgust at the mud around me and now on me.

I could feel the hair on the minotaur's elbow just as my stomach twisted and I vanished from the muddy hill.

I blinked, reorienting, realizing I was now twenty feet away, standing next to the smoking and charred remains of the fighter plane that had struck the tank. The smell of ash and fuel hung thick and heavy.

Bagoo was mooing at the sky now, pounding his chest. He stamped the muddy hill in a sort of happy dance, waving his arms at the rain in celebration. I realized a second later, my boot had been left behind.

“Bagoo smash!” the minotaur bellowed at the boot, pointing a thick finger. “Har har har, Bagoo break shrimp man!” He slapped his chest and trampled my boot a bit more.

I tilted my head, confused for a moment. The minotaur seemed to think he'd slammed into me so hard he'd reduced me to a shoe.

As members of the kingdom of Potence, minotaur weren't exactly valued for their dizzying wit. The creature continued to dance and stamp and scream on my boot.

As he swirled around, waving his arms in delight, he didn't even see the flicker of shadow emerge behind him.

He didn't see as the small, black-eyed child reached out with tiny fingers, pressing a single digit against the minotaur's massive upper thigh—she couldn't reach any higher.

The moment the child touched him, though, Bagoo went still.

I watched, wincing as Bagoo's eyes bulged. He tried to reach back, but it was far too late for that.

The famish had him.


Chapter 34

The little girl giggled, her tar-colored eyes flashing as she inhaled through her nose and her eyes fluttered in delight. Then, her flesh mask began to melt away. She kept her hand touching the motionless minotaur. A sort of hazy, blackened smoke was rising off the beast's skin.

The minotaur began to gray—his dark, thick fur turning coarse and silver. His horns beginning to droop, his eyes turning white instead of vibrant and youthful. His muscles were eaten as if by age, his features wizened and stretched and wrinkled. Fur began to fall, his flesh turning to dust on his very bones.

Then, the bones themselves collapsed with a rattle beneath the flashing lighting against a backdrop of war.

The famish giggled, wiggling her shoulders and smiling to herself. She was nearly a foot taller than when she'd started. Instead of a child's face, a demonic, toad-looking creature with tar colored skin licked its jutting, pudgy lips.

The toad-faced thing burped, a long, suction-cup covered tongue licking its face in a circling slurp. Then, the famish, taller than it had been before, reinvigorated by the minotaur's youth, reached towards its neck. It began to pull and twist and kneed, like a baker with dough. Flesh sloughed back into place, features began to rearrange. Childish fingers continued to poke and prod until a little girl's face returned. The smile was crooked, one eye was drooping, and a cheek was missing.

My stomach protested the spectacle.

The little girl turned, looking me dead in the eyes. She began to pout, jutting out her lower lip. “P-pwease,” she stammered, sniffling. “I need your help, mistew. Pwease! Pwease!”

She began to move, breaking into a little hop-skipping jump. My flesh crawled as she made her way towards me. And, with a curse, I spun on my heel and sprinted away.

I flung another tiger's eye, well ahead of me this time.

I transported nearly fifty feet away from the battle. Hopefully, I wouldn't step on any mines. The famish was determined, but not fast. She kept coming, skipping, screaming “Puh-weaase! Help me. Pwetty pwease?”

I ignored her, moving in the opposite direction and trying to focus. I was here for a reason. I needed to find Barnaby Smith. What if he hadn't made it? What if he'd ended up like that verman, hit by a shell before even reaching the ground?

I growled, shaking my head. I couldn't think like that. Little Grace had faith her parents were still alive after years. I could afford a bit of hope for at least a few minutes.

“Barnaby Smith?” I shouted, my voice carrying across the bleak ground. I stumbled forward, my eyes casting one way then the other. The rain made it hard to see, and my mind spun wildly.

If I were a repo genie where would I hide?

“Puh-weaaase!” The voice called behind me. It sounded like she was getting close. A shiver erupted up my spine and I put on an extra burst of speed, running faster now, hoping beyond hope I didn't hit a trip mine.

Genies liked treasure. But Barnaby Smith's family was different from the others. I thought of his home in the swamp, of his family. Of his siblings... My eyes flitted over the horrible landscape, but then fell on a small pond.

I frowned...

Their home had been built on a swamp, near a pond... I thought of the pond at the Gallows' farm as well...

Was it a stretch? Definitely. But it wasn't like I had many options.

I stumbled towards the pond, determined to cross to the other side towards a small tunnel into the side of the trenches, shivering at the thought of what might be lurking in there.

As I neared the pond, though, it seemed more like a puddle. I frowned as I drew closer. I pressed against the mud, glancing over the water towards the tunnel in the side of the hill. I flinched, trying to steady myself, but then slipped, my foot splashing into the gray water. This time, thankfully, sans the corpses.

But it wasn't just a puddle.

I yelled as my foot kept falling. The puddle, from above, only looked an inch or so deep. But I tumbled into the water as if I'd stepped into a swimming pool. Water swallowed me. It tasted strangely salty on my tongue. I tried not to gasp, tried to reorient. I kicked once, twice, heading back towards the surface...

It was further away than I remember.

My lungs ached—I hadn't inhaled when I'd entered.

My body screamed for air and bubbles churned past my face, my lips. My clothing hung heavy around me as I kicked, trying to reach the surface, more desperate now than ever.

Above me, I spotted huge shadows.

For one wild moment, I thought I was back beneath the stone golems of the Glass Lakes. But as I kicked higher, flashes of orange and yellow lit the surface of the water above. I kicked a final time and my head broke the surface...

Another roar... not thunder this time, though.

Cannon fire.

I was in a choppy, storming sea, my head bobbing on the salt water, my arms flailing as I tried to remain upright. My fingers struck a piece of sharp, blackened driftwood, and I yelped, kicking away out of instinct. More driftwood floated past. More bodies.

Except these corpses weren't in the gray and green uniforms I'd seen in the battle. These soldiers wore bright scarlet tunics with white bluff leather straps across their chests. One of them stared sightless at the sky, arms splayed out next to him, an old-fashioned musket strapped across his chest.

Then, a wave suddenly rolled towards me, lifting me with the water. As I arose, out of the murky blue and black, beneath the storming skies, I spotted the source of the dark shapes I'd glimpsed from below.

Frigates.

Ships of war blasted each other with cannons in an all out sea battle. A shadow suddenly swallowed me, and my eyes darted up. My jaw unhinged for a moment as I tread water, kicking to stay afloat. I swallowed salt and sea, and spat, but my eyes were glued, wide and horrified at the monstrosity coming towards me.

The giant ship had three decks, bristling with at least eighty, jet-black cannons. Fire boomed from these ports, the sails themselves stretched so wide they nearly blotted out the sky.

The ship dipped on the water, falling low for a moment as my own wave took me higher with the splinters and debris surrounding me.

I glimpsed small forms moving rapidly about the wet and slick deck of the massive ship. I glimpsed muskets firing with small puffs of smoke, and I glimpsed crew moving about, reloading cannon balls or tending to powder supplies. I saw a tall man in a tricorn hat screaming at the top of his lungs, a silver saber in hand as he pointed it at the air then brought it down.

Another burst of cannons ripped the nighttime sea. A ship, fifty yards away was blasted by the barrage. Men screamed, bodies flung like ragdolls. Splinters and twisted hot metal was sent into the water. The ship in question lost its mast, and a giant sail came tumbling down, tipping towards the sea itself.

I heard cheering from the deck of the giant ship in front of me, the shadow swelling around me, across the water, swallowing me whole.

More ships were approaching from behind, more cannon fire erupted, blasting in my ears, more screams and shouts.

But I only had eyes for the vessel heading straight towards me. The hull itself was as wide as a hauling truck was long, made of unrelenting, unyielding wood and thick beams.

This floating battering ram of gunpowder and wood was going to crush me.


Chapter 35

I didn't have time to think, only to act. The wave lifted me, sending me jetting towards the prow of the dipping frigate. I ducked, diving under water again.

Everything muted as saltwater filled my nose, my mouth, my ears. I kicked desperately down. And even then, the bottom of the vessel came crashing against my back. I'd already been heading that direction and I'd made it far enough that the water cushioned the blow somewhat, and yet it still felt like having a truck dropped on my back.

I screamed in pain, my back arching, certain my spine had snapped. My head whipped back, slamming against the underside of the hull, feeling rough wood and barnacles scrape along my neck and ear.

Flesh ripped, and a numbness spread up my spine. The scream had caused bubbles to erupt from my mouth and flee my lips. The swirl of air pockets tickled my cheeks in their desperate bid to escape my lungs.

Wheezing, pressed down by the sheer weight of a floating battleship, I felt my head spinning... Darkness pressed in.

For a moment, I was taken back. Memories flitted, my half-conscious, broken form hovered under water, trapped beneath the frigate. I didn't struggle, I didn't fight.

No one expects much from a drowning man.

Briefly, as memories played across my mind, I spotted a child floating beneath me, face up, mirroring my motions. The child was smiling, his blue eyes fixated on me. For one horrible, half-unconscious moment, I thought the famish had found me.

But then through the haze, through the churning darkness, I just barely recognized the black uniform with blue trim. I recognized the parted hair, the olive features.

Of all the times for him to show up...

My skinting poltergeist was watching me drown. He seemed to enjoy the view. Through a half-hooded gaze, my eyes stinging with salt in black, dark water, I barely saw a thing. But those two blue eyes watched me, and I glimpsed the flash of white teeth as he smiled.

We'd been here before... Underwater, arms around a rock in a river.

I remembered fleeing the assassins the night of the Grimmest Jest. I remembered the sounds of gunshots from my father's palace. Remembered the way I'd dove off the balcony, barely escaping. I'd been shot twice, both times in the back.

I'd hit the river and broke my leg.

Then, carried tumbling in the white water, I was sent through the murk, through the choppy, churning liquid, carried further away from the palace, away from the Endeavor assassins.

I'd found comfort in a boulder. I remembered wrapping my arms around the thing, fire in my lower back—not dissimilar to the pain I was feeling now. I remembered my poltergeist showing up, sitting on top of the angled rock and watching me with amused features. That had been the first time I'd seen him.

I remembered simply holding onto the protruding boulder in the middle of the thrashing river as if the water itself were protesting the events of the night. My blood flowed from me, staining trails of white and blue with red. I remembered the storm clouds, remembered the way the water had lapped against me; I'd coughed, I'd choked, spluttering, gasping, holding on with some hidden strength. Where it came from, I still couldn't tell you.

I wasn't sure why I'd been so determined to survive. Everything I'd known, everyone I'd known had been killed. I hadn't known if my trick with Napoleon had worked at the time. I hadn't known Augustus had escaped with his sweetheart.

They'd killed Julius in front of me, my middle brother. Hannibal, our fourth brother, had been crushed by a stone-manipulating Elementalist. They'd shot my father, his generals.

And there, an hour later, I found myself, arms around the boulder, gasping, drowning. The same thought had struck me then, and with it came an oddly peculiar, unfamiliar sense of peace, of relief, even...

No one expects much from a drowning man.

A refrain that now, in Ares' tournament still echoed through my mind. Not much at all. No expectation. No crown for my head. Just water in my lungs, just desperation and panic and pain.

There was a relief to be found in pain.

People left you alone if you bled enough for them.

I hadn't rescued myself from the river. I would've drowned—I knew that then, and I knew it now.

She'd found me.

Nimue, showing up from the woods like some ghost, her pale yellow fur standing out in the night like a beam of moonlight taking a feline form. The sphinx hadn't hesitated; the moment she'd spotted me drowning, bleeding, she'd bounded into the water.

At the time, I'd thought she was going to eat me.

She dragged me to shore, and then I'd passed out.

And for a moment, as the darkness had taken me on that gritty riverbank, Nimue's form had blocked out the image of my poltergeist, her hazel-gold eyes taking my attention from the cold blues ones.

I still remembered her words, uttered in a deep, purring, gentle voice, “Do not perish, human. It is not your time, or so the wind whispers.” Her voice brought to mind images of a comforting hearth, of a small family of field mice burrowed together. It conjured thoughts of leather journals, of sunflowers in spring, and of rainy forests with quiet moments of contemplation.

Now, Nimue was nowhere.

I hadn't visited her in weeks; neglecting the one person who'd loved me as a parent ought.

She was gone.

And I was drowning.

But my poltergeist was still there, watching, smiling, waiting for the light to leave my eyes.

My lungs ached now, the pain straining in my chest. My heart hammered, beating a wild tempo. My back throbbed in agony, and my shoulders pressed against scraping barnacles like a hundred little knives jabbing at me.

No one expects much from a drowning man.

But hell would freeze over before I let my poltergeist watch me die. I didn't have the air to growl, to scream, anything. All I could do was probe limply with my hand in my pocket, with weakened fingers, drag out my dousing knife and jam it as hard as I could into the underbelly of the ship.

I began to wiggle and tear and gouge. It had to work. It had to! I ripped through splinters, gouged through wood.

Come on!

I wanted to scream but couldn't. I could no longer see, maybe from fleeing consciousness, maybe from the dark of the ship. Splinters swam past my cheeks, batting at my skin in the murk.

At least that was something; feeling meant I wasn't dead.

Not yet.

My legs fluttered beneath me, and I felt a twinge in my feet. I kicked out, waiting for the jolt of agony. But though my back throbbed, I could move my toes.

My spine wasn't broken then, either.

But I was still drowning, trapped beneath the giant frigate, worrying feverishly with the knife. I didn't have enough time to cut an escape hole through the thing. Didn't have enough time to try to swim out from under it, disoriented and weak as I was.

The only hope, the only plan...

My knife jabbed through a wooden plank in the belly of the ship. I found a slit in the wood where the barnacles were thickest, where mold was eating, and I tore, ripping, prying, gouging and...

A brief motion in the water. A swirling, a sucking.

I'd poked a hole in the vessel.

Something as large as this, it wouldn't matter. It would take weeks for such a small hole to sink the thing. Not that any of these automaton soldiers needed my concern.

The tiniest of holes, water spewing through. For a moment, I thought to try and suck air from the hole... But I'd likely only swallow a thin pool of saltwater already forming.

No... A different plan then.

I ripped out my fifth tiger's eye—only three left.

I jammed it against the hole, then, with as much force as my drowning body could muster, I poked it through.

With some squeezing, the detergent pack textured item popped through the hole in the bottom of the vessel.

A second passed. My arms were limp, my consciousness gone, death came to meet me...

And then a sucking, swirling sensation in my belly.

I felt a hook behind my navel, dragging me.

I was transported from the water into the ribbed belly of the ship.

Air, sweet, sweet air—though, perhaps more stale and sweaty than sweet.

Still, it met my lungs and I gasped greedily, sucking in on the precious resource that I took for granted so often.

I lay on my back, resting where the tiger's eye pack had burst against the hole I'd gouged. I blinked, glancing around, and saw stacks of crates and barrels. Some sort of storage in the very bottom deck. Water sloshed beneath me, already forming a thin puddle against my shoulders, my already soaked shirt.

I gasped some more, breathing heavily and coughing up water. I gagged on the bitter, saline taste and spat, strands of saliva falling down my cheek into the murk.

“Please...” I gasped at the ceiling. “Please...”

I wasn't sure who I was talking to. My poltergeist stood above me for a moment, arms crossed, watching me. He looked disappointed as he reached down, plucked one of my remaining tiger's eye from the bag and squished it while I watched, his lip forming a sneer. Then, with a flicker, the blue child vanished.

I didn't even have the energy to curse after him. My heart continued to beat wildly, my tongue seared by the salt around me.

It took a full minute before I mustered the strength to push to my feet, desperate, so very, very desperate.

Then, rasping breaths, sitting amidst crates and coils of moldered rope, I heard the sound of footsteps above. Indiscernible shouts followed the blast of cannon fire.

Finally, my throat still aching, I let out a long, whimpering gasp. Wincing, testing my back as I moved, I got slowly to my feet. My entire spine would bruise come morning...

But I could still walk.

If I could walk, I could walk quickly.

So, I did, gritting my teeth against pain, blinking saltwater from my eyes and moving towards wooden stairs in the bottom of the boat.

A sudden crash sent the door at the top of the stairs slamming into the wall. Two men in rough beards and even rougher, patchwork clothing hastened towards one of the barrels. They walked on either side of me, ignoring me completely as they grabbed their desired cargo and then turned, moving rapidly past me and back up the steps.

I winced as the barrel jammed against my thigh, but again, the robotic soldiers of some bygone war didn't notice me—didn't say a thing.

I followed them up the steps, followed them past a row of cannons up to another deck, and, circling the stairs one last time, leaving a scene of broken wood, ruined cannons and screaming crew, I rounded the final wooden steps, behind the powder monkeys, onto the main deck of the ship.

I followed them until a cannon ball suddenly whistled through the air, blasting both of them to pieces, and sending the barrel of powder crashing against the railing, splintering it as it spun over the deck.

I blinked, staring in horror at the remains of my two would-be guides, but then, more shouting filled the air. I turned, wide-eyed as another ship pulled alongside the vessel I found myself on. Grappling hooks hit the rails, ropes pulled taut.

Soldiers with muskets and swords stood jeering and shouting from the opposite deck. Soldiers on my ship quickly raced to the railing, their own weapons raised to face the onslaught.

For my part, I looked away, ducking low to avoid any errant musket fire and desperately seeking for anything that stood out.

“Barnaby?” I shouted at the top of my lungs. “Barnaby Smith?” I yelled louder now. Was this really my plan? Just to stumble from battlefield to battlefield, desperately seeking a genie who was either dead or hiding?

“Barnaby Smith!” I screamed at the top of my lungs.

Then, standing on a deck about to be boarded, I had an idea. I reached into my pocket, pulling out the small gabberloo and lifted the violet sphere above my head. Genies loved treasure... But treasure, after a fashion, also loved genies. It was drawn to them, like something magnetic.

While gold was poison to the djinn, all other forms of purenice, halfthing or junkstuff seemed to have an affinity for the wishmakers. They'd created Annie's wereblade, after all. The imagem in my hand was from a second-hand store, according to Eli Smith. I still wasn't sure what, exactly, it would do.

According to Kay, it would create an armored battlebrute willing to serve me on the field. At least, as long as nothing went wrong and it didn't start attacking me instead. Once again, genies couldn't always be trusted.

But again, I found myself running out of those pesky little things known as options.

Tiger's eye too. I only had a couple remaining. I huffed a quiet little breath, placing my dousing knife back in the sheath on my leg and then lifting the gabberloo above my head.

My skin prickled... Would it really lead me to Barnaby Smith, or was I just creating another monster that would chase me?

I hung in indecision as the first of the grappling hooks pulled fully taut. The first of the boarding party screamed—their words muffled and indeterminable as ever—as they struck first against the waiting defenders.

A series of popping accompanied smoke from musket muzzles. Two sailors were sent screaming into the water before they'd even reached the ship. A sudden clash of swords soon followed. Other ships on the water continued blasting away at each other, around us, behind us, before us.

Soon, this ship would sink.

Was there anything else... Anything at all...

A low growl rumbled behind me. My heart hammered, and I turned to find a white claw probing over the edge of the railing. Then a chicken-shaped beak followed, along with bright, cat eyes and long, greasy, stringy hair.

My stomach went into my toes as the banshee pulled her dripping form onto the deck. She shook herself, her curved, feminine form jiggling in all sorts of pleasant ways—only slightly offset by the chicken beak, warts and oversized eyes staring at me.

I began to retreat, slowly, but then picking up pace.

Before I got far, heading back towards two stairs curling up beneath an unmanned wooden wheel at the helm, I heard a sudden clatter. I turned sharply, and on the opposite side of the banshee, I spotted a familiar skeletal form.

A Son of Ares was clambering over the deck. This Son of Ares wasn't so sleek or polished as the others. Some of its bones were graying, old...

Was the skeleton a gladiator? Or was he just here to pick off survivors?

I cursed, glancing up at the sky, and—vaguely—glimpsed blue forms in ghostly stands amidst the clouds, all watching, some silently cheering as they witnessed the continued spectacle below.

The banshee broke into a sprint, on all fours, her long, clawed hands gouging into the wood and propelling her forward. The Son of Ares behind me leered in my direction and broke into a clattering sprint, ambling and tumbling towards me, down the stairs.

I was trapped between the two of them.

My hand went to my knife, but my other hand, gripping the gabberloo seemed to react of its own accord.

Perhaps I didn't trust the genies, perhaps they were pranksters, bamboozlers and flat out dangerous to humankind.

But also, I was about to be converged on by two creatures out of nightmares.

Maybe a little bamboozling would help. Besides, even if the battlebrute went wild, the armored warrior with his giant sword would have to provide some level of distraction.

Another round of musket fire exploded from the rail. More cannon shots blasted around us. The storm seemed to be picking up, along with the wind and churning sea. Waves were now as tall as the ships themselves. We were drifting down in our vessel on a mountain of water, with blue and gray liquid towering over us, not quite cresting yet, but threatening to smash us to smithereens soon enough.

“Tomb's trove,” I muttered. “Fine!”

I flung the gabberloo against the ground and it smashed on the wood. A puff of violet smoke, of sparkling amethyst dust erupted. For a moment, I coughed, blinking as smoke spewed out every which way.

And then, from the smoke, from the cloud of amethyst, my battlebrute emerged.


Chapter 36

Standing in the remnants of the purple imagem, with glittering grains beneath his metal feet, there stood a proud, armored, sword-wielding battlebrute. His helmet was like that of a Viking, iron and domed bands with rivets along brow ridges. His armor gleamed, hinting at a musculature to put most men to shame.

His head tilted back proudly, and he gave couple practice swings with his magnificent blade. He only had a single eye, centering his face, beneath his helmet. A cyclops, then, known for their tough, fire-resistant skin. A battlebrute to be feared...

...save one thing.

He was only twelve inches tall.

“Trollskull, marrow-licking, skinting djinn!” I screamed, forgetting, for the briefest moment, the monsters still converging on me.

Even they hesitated long enough to get an eyeful of the miniature battlebrute. The small thing craned his head back, staring up at me with one, bright eye the size of a shooting marble. He blinked, and I screamed some more.

Sheer frustration, fury, flooded through me. Had I been set up? Or had the secondhand wish malfunctioned?

The tiny, armored cyclops blinked again and glanced around in mild confusion, surrounded by giants. His expression flashed with horror, and his small, gauntleted fist tightened on his giant broadsword, which was nearly as long as he was tall. He raised the weapon, bellowing a war cry at the sky, though it sounded more like a squeak. Then, he turned, his back to me, his armor glinting in the flash of firing cannons, blazing muskets and pulsing lightning.

He gripped his sword, facing the charging banshee as she loped across the deck. The top of his Viking helmet only came up to my shin.

Despite the little guy's expression of terror, despite his size, surrounded by giants, he placed his feet solidly on the deck, and stood in a protective posture, prepared, it seemed, to guard me with his life.

My frustration melted with a jolt of odd gratitude, and I muttered beneath my breath, “Skinting genies,” one last time, before ducking and scooping the cyclops up in one hand, then lifting him and placing the small fellow on my shoulder.

The foot tall battlebrute gripped at my ear, steadying himself, and I winced against the pressure. The cyclops tried to stand on wobbly, armored legs, but I was running again, and the motion caused him to collapse, trembling now and gripping my neck as if he were hugging the trunk of a tree.

“Hang on,” I muttered. “Just hang tight.” I dove behind a thick, abandoned cannon, nearly tripping on a loose, black cannon ball now rolling with a grinding noise across the deck. Stumbling, I reached the rail, the cannon now between me and the banshee. The Son of Ares was still approaching down the steps—it would be on me in moments also.

“Come on then!” I yelled, shouting at the banshee. “Come on!”

The creature's momentum halted only as she slammed into the canon shoulder first, with a sickening crunch, undeterred by the object in her zeal to reach me. The canon swung around whacking into my gut and sending me tumbling back. Her powerful, taloned feet crushed the deck in splinters beneath her as she leapt into the air.

My battlebrute bellowed a war cry in the face of the lunging beak-faced monster. I winced as his screech vibrated in my ear, but at the same time, I rolled wildly to the side. The banshee slammed into the deck, her beak clicking, her wild, stringy hair whipping about like flails.

Banshees were violent, vile creatures. They were known for eating their own kind, pieces at a time, often leaving wounded creatures alive once they were satiated, just so they could feast again at a later date on fresher meat. Banshees usually lived in flocks, picking off the weakest among themselves, and so over centuries, their screams of pain and terror had turned into their primary defense mechanism.

As I rolled aside and tottered back to my feet, the Banshee opened her beak, drew in a deep breath and then...

She screamed.

The sound stopped me cold, and I could feel my eardrums fit to burst. My little cyclops nearly fell from my shoulder, clapping both his hands to his ears to drown out the noise. “Hey, Clappy, hang on,” I yelled, covering my own ears and distancing as best I could.

The soldiers around us on the boat didn't seem to hear a thing. But where the banshee faced, as she continued to scream, a peculiar thing happened.

Two soldiers, who'd been rushing towards the cannon she'd slammed into, began to stiffen. Then stop. Then go rigid. Then, as I watched, they froze completely in place, motionless and petrified.

Banshees would use their petrifying screams to incapacitate a live target so they could peck at their favorite juicy pieces without a struggle. Already, as she screamed after me, I could feel my legs beginning to slow, my hands growing rigid.

I howled in frustration, jamming one clenching fist into my pocket, ripping out one of my final two tiger's eye and throwing it towards the tallest mast in the center of the ship. The banshee screamed louder as I was ripped away and sent tumbling beneath the mast, thirty feet from where she stood.

Gasping, my legs moving once more, but my back still in agony, I whirled about. My fingers darted to my shoulder, and I felt an odd sense of relief as I realized little Clappy was still gripping my shirt, his small, thimble-sized hands like burs in my collar.

“You okay there?” I glanced down, briefly, still jogging away from the beaked creature. Clappy nodded once, solemn, stoic. The effect was somewhat lost by the way one of his legs got tangled in the skeleton pendant around my neck. He shook his armored legs a couple of times, extricating himself, and I felt his small, firm form push back onto my shoulder, resting his arm around the back of my neck.

A sudden series of small pops signaled more musket fire peppering the deck. Something hot zipped across my cheek, and I ducked instinctively. Clappy, seemingly sensing my concern, began waving his sword violently about, occasionally daring to remove his other hand and shake it in the air in an act of defiance at all unseen foes.

“Not sure that blade will be useful here, buddy. Look,” I said quickly, now ducking behind one of the tall masts, and peeking around to see where the banshee and the Son of Ares were fighting each other, forgetting me for a moment.

The banshee kept screaming and she froze the Son of Ares in place at the bottom of the stairwell. For a moment, she moved in, sniffing and making a gurgling sound of pleasure in the back of her throat, her neck flap wobbling.

As she drew nearer, though, to the petrified skeleton, there came a sudden blast. More cannon fire struck the ship, and this time, one of the balls of lead slammed straight into the Son of Ares, blasting its frozen form into a thousand little pieces.

For a moment, the Banshee almost looked amused, sniffing at the gunpowder in the air and tugging at strands of greasy hair as she began to turn, looking for me once more.

But then, the thousand little bone fragments began to move, to quiver and shake.

To sprout.

Bones grew bones. Arms grew ribs. Ribs grew legs. Skulls formed like horrible, blossoming flowers in fast motion. I watched as Sons of Ares snapped and cracked, reforming on the deck and then rising suddenly.

Hundreds of the blackened skeletons now littered the deck. The banshee let out a squawk of fright, but then was sent tumbling as twenty of the Sons of Ares piled on her, their sharp, jutting fingers stabbing, ripping, gripping.

She continued to yell, to scream. More Sons of Ares froze in place. More gunshots echoed around us. The other skeletons pushed aside their frozen brethren, reaching towards the screaming banshee all the same.

I watched as the skeletons grabbed the howling gladiator and dragged her to the edge of the ship, tossing her into the dark water.

By now, the ship was so covered in skeletons, it was nearly impossible for the cannon fire to miss them.

More balls of lead blasted bones apart. More Sons of Ares sprouted from these broken forms. Hundreds more... The ship was beginning to tip, the prow slowly lifting up. The frigate was now like a piece of bread swarmed by ants. The Sons of Ares were so thick on the deck, they were tumbling off and splashing into the water on either side. Soldiers were shoved overboard, cannons were knocked aside. More bones shattered, more Sons of Ares formed.

The rising tidal wave of skeletal figures were now coming towards me.

Hundreds of eye sockets and hundreds of leering gazes fixated on me.

“Clappy,” I murmured, my heart pounding, but trying my best to keep my tone in check. “I'm looking for a genie... A djinn—your creator. Do you have any idea where—”

Before I could finish the panicked, rattled off sentence, my small, twelve-inch battlebrute dove from my shoulder. The mini-monster hit the ground with a three-point landing, small gouts of dust shooting up beneath. He took long enough to strike a fierce pose, legs wide and braced, one gauntleted fist slammed into the ground, the other gripping his sword across his back.

And then, he straightened and broke into a sprint, racing towards the nearest mast.

“Hang on!” I yelled. “Barnaby Smith—I'm looking for a genie! Barnaby Smith!”

I wasn't even sure the small battlebrute could hear me. But my cyclops reached the mast, grabbed the low, wrap-around securing ropes and then...

He began to climb, rapidly, pulling himself hand over hand.

I watched dumbfounded as the cyclops clambered up the enormous mast. The Sons of Ares were chanting now, circling me, hands extended. “You can't kill bloody death! It comes for you all!”

My spine shivered. I could hear the ship splintering, snapping, falling apart all around me under the sheer skeletal weight.

Fingers grabbed at my shirt as I reeled back. Others snagged my wrist. I yelped, jerking my arm back and throwing myself at the mast as well. I still had my dousing knife. Still had one tiger's eye. But other than that, I was quickly running out of options.

As I also scrambled up the mast, I could feel fingers dragging at me, gouging into my legs, tearing through the fabric around my shin and cutting furrows in my flesh. I howled in pain as I continued to climb. My back throbbed in agony; my face was bruised, my lungs still ached and I could still taste salt on my tongue.

I heard a loud, horrible crack! And I nearly lost my purchase. I jarred, one hand losing its grip, my fingers ripping from rope. I dangled fifteen feet in the air, yelling wildly. What had caused the crash? Beneath me, a hundred skeletal hands reached up, groping towards me, wiggling fingers in the air like tendrils.

I yelped, desperately hanging on to the final jutting form of wood with my other hand. My arm strained, my stomach twisted. I wanted to scream, but what good would that do?

For a moment, as I dangled, trying to regain my purchase, I felt certain I would fall. Certain I would plummet into the waiting arms of the skeletal horde where they'd rip me to pieces, tearing my flesh from bone until I was nothing but a red and white and bloodied version of their own form.

This thought alone caused me to kick again, my slick boot, and still muddy sock scrambling for purchase and, mercifully, finding it. Gasping, wheezing, I clung to the mast for a moment in the same way Clappy had tried to wrap his arms around my neck.

Now, secured once more, I realized the Sons of Ares were trying to pile on top of each other. They didn't seem to know how to climb—perhaps they didn't have the musculature for it. But they were now dropping on the ground and letting the others clamber on top of them. Like this, they began to form a pile of bones, allowing others to reach higher... higher... Continuing to pile up, continuing to reach for me.

More splintering sounds filled the air. It was then I realized what had caused the sudden jolt.

The ship had snapped in two. My heart fled from my chest into my throat. I screamed now, gripping my arms tightly around the mast. “Eyes of the abyss,” I cursed, “Double-hexed fae, are you kidding me!”

The sheer weight of the skeletons had been too much for the frigate. Now, snapped in the center of the deck, the railings crushed, the boards of the deck itself shattered and ripped, the ship's two halves began to rise, slowly, and then tip. Cannons went sliding, Sons of Ares toppled into the water still chanting all the while, “You can't kill bloody death! It comes for you all!”

Skulls and leers disappeared beneath dark waves. The surrounding water was still storming. A wave the size of a hill slammed into the back half of the ship, ripping it apart the rest of the way and sweeping the entire thing into the water. Hundreds of Sons of Ares were swallowed by the sea, hundreds of automaton soldiers drowned. Cannons were now scraping, slipping down the newly angled deck.

The front portion of the ship which was attached to my mast was nearly perpendicular to the water, slipping rapidly beneath the tide.

I gasped desperately as my mast angled in such a way that I had to scramble around, circling to the other side until I was sitting with my legs dangling down. My mast was nearly parallel with the turning water now. In the distance, I spotted something that made my heart go still: another cresting wave as tall as some skyscrapers was now rolling towards this broken half of my ship.

I stared, forlorn, my mouth dry all of a sudden. The entire fleet of ships would be crushed in moments.

“Hexed luck and skint oaths!” I screamed in frustration.

Then, over the sound of the waves, of the screaming soldiers, the chanting skeletons, over the sound of brittle bones breaking, and gunfire still erupting from the other ships around us, I heard a tapping.

I frowned, glancing up towards where Clappy was snapping his broad blade against the tip of the mast just beneath the crow's nest. He was gesturing at me with one gauntleted fist, tapping even more insistently as he tried to snare my attention.

I looked at him, gasping wildly, and then looked back at the approaching wave. It was still far enough away we had a half a minute, maybe more, before it crushed us.

I glanced down where the Sons of Ares were all falling, scattering from the deck and plunging into the dark water below.

With a snarl, I began to clamber towards Clappy, my legs still wrapped around the mast, my hands pulling myself along with haste. I reached the underside of the crow's nest. Now, all sounds were drowned out by the sheer, overwhelming, oppressing roar of tumbling water.

The wave blocked out the moon, blocked out the clouds. The giant wall of liquid curled over. The sinking portion of my half ship began to lift, rising with the foot of the water mountain. The white crest at the top began to turn, to tumble.

Moments left.

Clappy grabbed my shin and tucked himself into my remaining footwear, arms draped over the tongue of my boot, hands on the laces like reigns. He even pulled at the laces and made a little gesture with a twirling finger as if to say 'giddy-up.'

From my new angle, crawling desperately, frantically over the top of the mast, I peered into the crow's nest, like some squirrel glancing into a treehouse.

There, trembling and shaking in the bottom of the wooden alcove, I spotted a young djinn with curling, cherubic, blue hair, and dimpled cheeks as if he were accustomed to smiling. Though he wasn't smiling now.

The genie looked up at me, blue eyes sparkling and wide. He met my gaze, swallowed once, and then tried to slap me.

“You'll never take me alive, demon!” he yelled.

I ducked his blow easily enough and the poor fellow spun himself like a top, slamming back into the course wood with a thud.

“Barnaby Smith?” I called, gasping heavily. “Is that you? Barnaby?”

He stared at me, stunned. The fellow was wearing silk pajamas and two fluffy slippers, both muddied and stained now. He was in his sleeping clothes, suggesting he'd been taken from his home at night.

I felt another flash of fury, but there was simply no time remaining.

The boat began to tip, caught in the wave, lifted to the top. A million tons of water was about to smash all of us to pieces.

At least I'd found the djinn.

I slipped off the edge of the tilted crow's nest, my back pressed to the wooden frame, my breath coming in ragged, wild puffs. I latched onto the wood, feeling Clappy wiggle in my shoe for a more secure purchase.

“Grace, Elison and Valentine sent me,” I said, my eyes closed for a moment as if hoping I could glimpse the Gallows' farm once more in my memories. Could maybe transport myself to a happier place in these final moments.

“Th—they did?” came his trembling voice, nearly lost in the roar, the echo of the water.

“My name is Leonidas. I... I'm here to rescue you,” I said, wincing and giving an apologetic little shrug. “I... Sorry, Barnaby.”

He looked at me for a moment, crestfallen and shivering, his teeth chattering. His pajama-clad arms wrapped around his form. He was a bit heftier than his siblings, but he carried his weight well enough. He looked more like a jolly artisan than a fighter.

Perhaps it was best things ended this way after all.

I still didn't have any clue how to get both of us out of this.

In that moment, carried at the top of the wave on half a ship, with little Clappy tucked in my shoe, Barnaby Smith shivering across from me, the crow's nest itself beginning to tip now, we all began to slide, slipping from our momentary alcove of safety.

And then, as we tumbled, as the ship sunk, as the wave crashed.

A deep booming voice bellowed all around us, even louder than the waves, or—almost—as if coming from the wave itself. From the cannon fire. From the screams of the dying and wounded. The Greek voice, speaking poorly formed Archaic English said, “The time hath arrived for interlude, I doth consider.”

Then...

Everything around me began to shimmer and shake. Wooden hues and dark grays slipped now, dribbling like melted wax or seeping paint. The scene around me flickered, sputtered then faded completely as if I were now waking from a bad dream.

My heart hammered, my stomach twisted and I bit back a shout. Of relief? Of fury? They were playing with us—we were here for their entertainment after all.

Interlude, he'd said. An intermission. Which meant Barnaby and I had survived until the final eight—that's what Ares said at the start, wasn't it? Once eight remained, there would be a small break...

Gasping, soaked to the bone, aching and bruised, I found myself standing on a polished, marble floor. Found myself surrounded by tall Greek columns and white statues. Fountains and flowers and ivy and grape vines tangled in the space around us. Barnaby was on the ground, dripping wet in the same, trembling posture he'd adopted back in the crow's nest.

Now, though, we'd been transported into what looked like a garden party.

And there, sitting directly in front of me on his Screaming Throne, his sculpted eyes fixated on me, Ares let out a purring little chuckle. He extended a single, thick, stony finger and wiggled it, gesturing at Barnaby and me. “Comest thou near, little ones,” he said. “Allowest us to admire.”


Chapter 37

The god of war gripped the armrests, rolling the fingers on his right hand with quiet clacks against the metal seat. His marble features peered from beneath his jewel-encrusted, bone helmet. He leaned forward, his shadow casting over where I stood shaking and dripping wet on the marble flagstones in the courtyard.

I didn't know where we were now, except that it resembled a garden party. Thick grapes the size of golf balls bunched in clusters from vibrant, lush vines, each of them running up the white columns placed throughout the hedges and flower beds and small fountains. A much larger fountain sprayed water from the mouths of two, golden grizzly bear statues. The water splashed back into the basin, arching up clear and translucent, then turning red when it hit the bowl, illuminated by submerged lights and flickering red candles ornamenting the garden paths.

Cobblestone trails cut through the path, weaving intricate and indescribable patterns through the statuary, the grapevines and the garden features.

Guests I recognized, including the vermen and the satyrs and even the Knights of the Round Table, moved about the garden, accepting chilled chalices from Sons of Ares carrying silver platters.

A long, wooden table with thick seats rested behind the grizzly bear fountain, reminding me of some warlord's feasting hall.

On the other side of the garden, further from the table, a clearing was surrounded by willow trees, but the trees had faces. Wide, knothole eyes, and opened, hollow mouths blinked and shuttered as the willows swayed in rhythm to the music pulsing from small pixies, little more than bright red and blue lights darting about the tree branches, and humming like the ones back at Kay's.

The scene was bucolic and almost quieted the soul.

But then, Ares' gruff voice snapped me back to reality. “Thou has't labored without pale to mine final eight,” he said, nodding in approval. “Thy lives equal the souls of many fallen.”

I winced, unsure what to make of this. I didn't quite look up to meet Ares' gaze. Even if I had, I wasn't sure what to say. His voice shook the garden though, echoing in my ears. It had a way of sending shivers down my back, causing me to stand stiff and tall. I could feel his eyes on me, feel his pupilless gaze fixated on my downturned face.

As he watched me, I could feel my temper mounting. Could feel my own anger rising up to meet whatever expectations he held in that stony countenance.

My temper went hot, my fists bunching at my side. The cold... the old breaking, the training came back... Quicker than usual though. Far faster. Like a glove slipping on familiar fingers.

I could hear Barnaby Smith's chattering teeth echoing off the marble flagstones next to me. Could see him, out of the corner of my downcast gaze, rocking back and forth, his arms wrapped around his legs.

Clappy was still in my remaining shoe, snug, tucked away, but even this made my temper boil. None of them deserved any of this. Perhaps I did... Perhaps I always had. But the genie? The battlebrute? They were innocents caught in the violent machinations of the ten-foot-tall god of war, in that brilliant, gem-crusted helmet.

It took me a moment to realize the way Ares' aura was rousing my emotions, fanning my temper. Unlike Paul Gallows, Ares' aura wasn't one of peace. I could feel rage, fury, hatred coursing through my veins. It was as if I'd spent the last hour reading the Ardent Gazette, forming new and unique hatreds and fears. New and unique outrage and deeper divisions in my soul.

The aura was strong. Far stronger than I knew what to do with. My knees were trembling now, and I let out a little gasp as I tried to steady myself.

Calm down! I thought, commanding my own mind.

I reached out with my talent, hastily erected shields of defense, hastily guarding my thoughts. I used all my training, all my talent to try and stem the tide...

But even then, it felt like holding back the ocean with a hug.

The god of war didn't seem to even notice my efforts. He leaned back now, his shadow lifting from me, and along with it some of the fury, some of the hatred.

I could still feel my blood bruiting, could feel the cold deep in my bones. But the effect lessened somewhat, and I found I could at least breathe a bit easier now.

As my own sanity returned, it wasn't a merry reunion. The god of war sat across from me, and Barnaby Smith and I were still trapped in this hellish celebration, our bodies used for sport.

It wasn't right. None of it was.

I knew, once upon a time, the Endeavor had promised to put an end to such things. They'd railed against my father, raged against the abuses of the knowing and the magical. But good intentions meant nothing. Zeal without knowledge only brought ruin.

And now, the Endeavor was chasing its tail, hunting shadows, fighting the remnants of the Imperium factions. And in the meantime, the likes of Ares, of many of his guests, flourished. Baron O'Shea, my own contact, thrived in war.

Violent people with violent intentions enjoyed the chaos.

But what could I do about it, anyway? I was nothing compared to Ares. Even my best efforts were paltry by comparison. This was a god who controlled time itself. Who manifested battles in this Stifled Window, creating scenes from history with his strange, violent powers. This god commanded skeletons who carried entire armies in their pinkies.

And he was only one threat.

All around me, moving through the gardens, there were others. I spotted the dryad queen, in her weeping gown and pure, poison-green skin beneath the swaying trees, feeding a squirrel to one of the willows. She wore a marvelous crown made of woven twigs stained with berry-juice and adorned with small flowers. Her fingers carried rings, and a talisman with a single acorn dangled from a stalk of grass tied around her neck.

I spotted the giant, golden being I'd noticed earlier. A dominion, I was nearly certain. A dark prince of the spirit realm. The dominion was standing off a ways from the others, arms crossed, taller than the trees as the spirit being looked to the sky, watching the sun and tilting its glowing, bright head as if listening to a response.

I shivered and felt my skin crawl at all of it. What could I do to beings like this? How could I stop them?

I felt a coward in that moment, my head bowed, my eyes on the flagstones and my own feet. I heard other shuffling movements behind me and was grateful for the excuse to look anywhere but at Ares.

To my right, I spotted another bedraggled, exhausted form. A child with black eyes.

I yelped, nearly jumping out of my skin as the small famish stepped onto the flagstones, also facing the throne.

A moment later, though, Ares' booming voice called, “During hearted interlude, there shall be nary the whiff of violence. Saveth thine spectacle for the feasting of all yonder eyes. Dare not disobey mine decree.” He'd used mine, instead of my before a consonant, not to mention the many other Archaic-English-second-language mistakes, but now I had bigger things to worry about than poor grammar give or take half a millennium.

The famish, whose fingers seemed to be wiggling in my direction, went suddenly still, folding her small hands together, and nodding demurely where she stood on the flagstone.

I realized a second later, the other survivors of the gladiatorial arena were also standing next to me on the flagstones.

Barnaby Smith was struggling to his feet now, rocking forward to get some momentum and huffing a breath. I reached down, quickly helping the young wishmaker to his feet. The smooth sleeve of his pajamas gave way to a wrist caked in dirt and a hand covered in scrapes.

“You alright?” I muttered, aiming surreptitious glances at the gladiators lined up on the flagstones with us.

Barnaby shot me a furtive, wincing look, but then bobbed his head. I grazed his surface thoughts. Distrust. Horror. Fear. Grief. I felt his mind spin, searching, desperately reaching for something to hold on to.

A phrase bobbed to the surface of his thoughts, my own words back in the crow's nest: “Grace, Elison and Valentine sent me...” Barnaby shivered once more, but stood a little taller. The memory of his siblings' names seemed to give him some hidden strength. I spotted tears forming in his eyes, trembling against his eyelashes. He blinked a few times, and the tears fled, dripping down his cheeks and mixing with the rain and seawater.

He wiped with his hand at his face, leaving a streak of dirt and mud along his cheek. I wanted to comfort him, wanted to tell him it would all be okay.

But then I'd lose my powers.

I couldn't lie.

Annie had said it wasn't what I said so much as how I said it. And while this was true at times, sometimes saying didn't matter at all. Words had no place here. I reached out a hand, patting Barnaby on the shoulder in what I hoped was a comforting gesture.

I could feel the genie of ample girth flinch as if expecting me to strike him, but when no blow came, he glanced at me, sniffing once. Beneath his curly hair, and accompanying his cherubic features, his dimples went shallow as he flashed an uneasy, uncertain smile. The expression vanished though as Ares bellowed, “Forbidden violence in thine intermission—thee dareth to disobey!” He screamed.

Ares didn't move, but he flicked a finger in my direction and I was sent cannon-balling backwards as if a mule had kicked me in the chest. I shouted once, but the sound died as my head struck the basin of a small, marble fountain. A crack! as the marble dish broke beneath me, and water pattered against my forehead where I lay dazed in the broken basin.

He'd flicked me thirty feet without so much as touching me.


Chapter 38

Trembling, gasping and trying to splutter out a protest, I spotted Sons of Ares moving quickly through the guests. These skeletons carried sharp, steel-pointed spears and were charging right at me.

“He wasn't!” Barnaby shouted, his voice quavering on the air. The genie commanded what bravery he had, his chest puffed and, still trembling, he insisted again, “He w-wasn't t-trying to hurt me. He—he was just m-making sure I was alright!” Even as he stuttered it, the genie glanced in my direction, the pearlescent patterns beneath his skin flashing in the lights cast by the humming pixies above and the red candles throughout the garden. Barnaby looked like he could scarcely believe he'd summoned the courage to speak at all.

Ares, though, lowered his hand, scowling, leaving deep furrows in his marble features. The god of war nodded once as if in realization. “Mine eyes flee darking,” he growled, “I see. An alliance!” He slapped a hand against the Screaming Throne, and a chorus of whimpers arose from the flesh and chain chair. “Tactically advantageous. I prithee, human, this aspiration, it struck thy mind in rampant thought?”

I stared at the god, gingerly regaining my feet, unable to keep the groan from my lips. My back was already one massive bruise now; I could feel a pronounced limp in my left leg, though no pain. Perhaps something had broken, or maybe I'd deadened a nerve.

Wheezing, limping, I returned towards where Barnaby stood. Now that I'd found him, I was loath to depart his side.

Ares waved a hand dismissively, gesturing towards the other gladiators. “Prithee,” he said, “Consider the human! A tactical alliance breaketh many an army... As I ought well know.” He nodded once. “A bounty of strength; a bounty of blood.” He looked downright giddy at this, nodding his helmed head once, his marble hair line rigid and motionless.

As I limped back towards my spot in the center of the garden party, I had a chance to get a better look at the other survivors around us.

Besides Barnaby, myself and the famish, there was an evil-looking satyr, standing tall and proud—the same satyr I'd seen slipped a Union bag. I couldn't see the bag on him, but I did notice he cupped one of his hands. I stared at the hand for a moment, wincing and wondering what help he'd been provided in the fight.

On the other side of the satyr, giving him a wide berth, was a sphinx. A male, kingly face, bearded, and furred, with the body of a lion. The being was small for its kind, and had a gash along his noble, golden-furred flank. I felt a flutter of sympathy as I stared at the sphinx. My heart went out to the creature, and I almost called to him. But I wasn't sure I could draw any more attention to myself, so I held my tongue. As my eyes moved along the broken and bloodied being of noble birthright, I wondered if he knew my mother. If even he might have been a member of Nimue's own pack.

The thought made me shudder, and I had to bite my lip to prevent a growl of anger from rising in my chest.

Further along the line, I spotted another creature I recognized. A Bane.

Bald, pale-skinned with pure white eyes, Banes were a banished clan of genies who'd gone insane. Where most genies dabbled in wishes and secret desires, Banes fed on fears and horrors. This Bane had two black manacles around her wrists attached to shattered lengths of chain. She wore silver earrings and an emerald piercing in one nostril. The Bane was twitching, rocking back and forth on her heels and giggling to herself. “Can you see?” she was muttering beneath her breath. “Of course we can see,” she responded to her own question in her high-pitched, hyena voice.

The tallest of the surviving gladiators stood a ways off from the rest of us due to space requirements alone.

An ogre—made of corpse flesh and stitched together skin. The ogre had crab-like pincer legs—four of them—and tusks jutting out from his pudgy, meat-strip lips. The ogre had scars cut in his fleshy forehead, which I knew ogres often did to number their kills. On his forehead now, crisscrossing old, faded scars, I spotted six new bright gashes.

I shivered, staring at the corpulent monster; the ogre wasn't as tall as Ares, but he was double as wide.

The final survivor was a human with indigo-flecked eyes. Imperium or Endeavor, I didn't know. He had no uniform and was bare-chested with fresh burn marks up his body and a bullet wound in his shoulder. Along with the flecks of indigo, he carried terror in his eyes and blood along his fingertips where he clutched at his gun-shot shoulder.

The eight of us made a wretched gathering, but even so, I felt a pang of grief as I limped to rejoin the line. I glanced at the sphinx, my eyes then darting to the human... I wished I could save them all.

No living creature deserved to be treated like this, forced to hunt each other under the eyes of cheering onlookers as coin passed from hand to hand, bets placed on our very lives, hopes roused for our termination, and others for our survival simply out of a desire for personal gain.

Wretched souls like this were why I'd become a prison breaker in the first place... At least, they were part of the reason.

I hated this place. I hated the people watching us. But, for now, I'd found Barnaby. We'd survived to the intermission...

Only eight left. Only one survivor allowed. Ares seemed to know when any of us perished—I couldn't have Barnaby fake dead, not with Ares' eyes and ears everywhere. So, how were we both going to get out, then?

I looked around, glancing from table to table, eyes shifting over the spectators moving about the garden, some of them giggling, many of them flaunting lavish gowns and brilliant ensembles with ribbons and shiny buttons and lace and frills and silk and far more skin than an unknowing gathering might permit. Some of the skin belonged to the guests, some of it having once belonged to another, but now fashioned into a shirt or a purse.

As I glanced around, I felt an odd sense of relief that amid the monsters, the gods, the kings and queens, the warriors and knights, and even the dominion, I didn't see any sign of Augustus or Bleach.

At this realization, even bruised and injured and limping as I was, I stood a bit straighter.

But Augustus wasn't the real threat. I needed to escape this battleground with a genie in tow. Could I barter? I had no treasure. Could I lie? Ares would know, and what would I say? He wasn't about to let me free; it was clear, after this momentary break for refreshments, we'd be returned to some new field of carnage until we whittled each other down to a final remaining champion.

Could I escape in this garden?

But I didn't know where or when we were. Besides, we were surrounded by onlookers, by Ares, by Sons of Ares.

If I got too far and somehow escaped the skeletons, escaped Ares' attention, escaped the guests—who I'd been warned took a casual delight in murdering anyone wandering about without an invitation—then, and only then, I'd find myself trapped in the Stifled Window, frozen in time and waiting to be found like that child crossing the street. Something would feast then and the only question would be if they ate me or Barnaby first.

I couldn't run—not now. I couldn't bluff. I couldn't barter.

I grit my teeth, feeling my frustration mounting again. I had no plan... Nothing now except survival. Outlasting another six corpses while keeping Barnaby safe.

What else could I do?

I grit my teeth, my temper flaring even hotter. It took me a moment to realize Ares was leaning forward again, his shadow cast over the eight of us. He seemed larger now, all of a sudden, reminding me, briefly, of the Lincoln monument in the way he sat on the throne, the way he looked imperiously down at us with his marble features.

“Now,” he declared, “we feast. And then, we doth sally forth.” He raised a hand, and a cup appeared in his fingers with a puff of red smoke. The goblet was as large as my head. “To the bitter end!” he bellowed.

“To the bitter end!” came the answering toast from the other guests. More chalices were raised, laughter followed clinking glasses and gulping throats.

And then, Ares rose to his feet, gesturing at all of us. He pointed towards the long table I'd spotted before. “Ye may feast!” Standing now, towering over us, he snapped his fingers.

The empty, long table was suddenly laden with foods and fruits and meats and pies and cremes and hundreds of bottles of different types of drinks. The food was nearly spilling over the table. The sudden scent of perfectly seasoned and sizzled meat met the faint odor of wine and ale and whiskey. I detected the scent of cheesecakes and strawberry preserves and baked goods with chocolate and vanilla and lemon frosting.

My mouth began to water as I stared at the food. Hesitantly, the sphinx with the injured flank moved first, boldest among us, stepping from the flagstones onto one of the garden paths and heading towards the spread.

When Ares didn't object, the rest of us, one at a time, began to sheepishly follow, limping or dragging our injured forms towards the mountain of delicacies.

“Remember,” Ares called, “Nary a violent thought... Disobey mine command at thy peril!” Then, he made a shooing motion and, as I watched, he plucked his helmet off and wiped at his marble brow with one hand, fingers scraping against forehead. He hefted the helmet beneath a massive arm, frowning across the clearing. I remembered now how Baron had mentioned Ares would only remove his helmet during the intermission. My throat suddenly constricted.

Just then, a voice, which sounded suspiciously like Baron's, called out from the gathered spectators, “Lord Ares! Your attention please!”

Ares turned sharply, one arm still bracing his helmet against his form. A Son of Ares clattered up the flagstones, a tray in one spindly hand. On the tray sat a giant, golden goblet.

Baron, standing by one of the tables, waved and nodded in deference.

Ares frowned, examining the drink.

“To your health!” Baron called.

Ares hesitated a moment, still frowning, but then, with slow, lazy movements like an alpha lion acknowledging a cub, he dipped his head. He still held his other chalice in one hand. He reached out with the arm gripping his helmet, his large fingers snaring the goblet, lifting it. As he did, I noted his grip slip on his helmet. Frowning, Ares placed the helmet on the seat of his Screaming Throne. Then, he threw back both drinks in one go, downing the red liquid with silent gulps.

A moment passed, and Ares' eyes flicked towards something in the tree grove, and he went suddenly still. He stepped down the dais, still swallowing the contents of his goblets, and began to move, with slow thumping footsteps, over towards the grove of trees, his eyes fixated on the shaggy hindquarters of the dryad queen. A marble tongue poked from his lips, licking the bottom one in a scraping, predatory sort of motion.

The queen of Stormer didn't look back, didn't look over, but she began to move in slower, flowing motions—clearly she knew she now had an audience. She fed something else to one of the tree faces and then turned, her eyes hooded, her perfect, poison-green skin and jaw-dropping features settling on the ten-foot statue walking towards her. She winked once at Ares, and a soft, sultry smile spread lazily across her lips.

She leaned back a bit, still swaying with the music coming from the pixies above. Her chest pressed against thin fabric, the light from the pixies also illuminating her sheer clothing, leaving little to the imagination. My eyes traced the dryad queen's perfect form, and I could feel my own mind wandering. Instead of the fury and anger of Ares, I was now feeling... other things.

With a growl, I ripped my gaze away, giving myself the Wit's version of a kick to the shin. I winced at the gouging sensation in my mind, but the pain called me back to the present.

Breathing heavily, refusing to look in the direction of the Stormer queen and god of war's flirtations, I moved in single-file line behind the child famish and the sphinx, heading towards the feasting table. Even as we traversed the garden path, though, away from the Screaming Throne, I shot surreptitious looks back, glancing over my shoulder towards the horrible seat.

Careful to avoid stepping too close to the famish, in that moment, I only had eyes for one thing:

The helmet resting on the throne.

“Move on,” snapped a voice behind me in a bleating bark. The scarred, evil-eyed satyr shoved me, and I stumbled forward wincing, but not retaliating.

I needed to find a way to separate myself from the other prisoners. I needed a way to reach that helmet. It was the one tactic I hadn't considered yet.

Baron wanted the helmet. Baron had also been the one to get me into this tournament.

It was possible, if not likely, but still possible, that the same person who got me in might have an idea of how to get me out. I shot a look towards Barnaby, who was standing close as we approached the fragrant table. I could only hope any exit ticket came with a plus one.

This wasn't over yet. But in order to entice Baron's aid, I needed that helmet.


Chapter 39

I settled between the tar-eyed famish and the babbling Bane, plopping on the wooden bench and facing a plate of seared, lemon-garlic salmon with perfectly roasted pink flesh. Beyond the fish, I spotted a bowl of wild, seasoned jasmine rice garnished with rose petals, and, above it, a three-layered lemon cake with streaks of cherry icing.

“Watch it,” I snapped at the famish, who was leaning too close.

The young girl looked up, her lower lip wobbling as she blinked back crocodile tears and stammered, “I'm sowwy, mistaw. Pwease don't huwt me—owww, you saggy, skinting, troll suckler!”

Her placations turned to a howl, and it took me a second to realize what had happened. Then, I felt movement in my shoe and glanced down to see Clappy wielding his sword, standing happily next to the famish's foot, where it looked as if he'd stabbed her big toe. Black tar blood burbled from the wound, and, cursing and hissing, she scooted along the wooden bench, giving me space to breathe. Thankfully, distracted now, Ares didn't seem to notice.

Next to me, the Bane was muttering to herself, and picking the eyes out of the salmon before popping them in each of her nostrils. Then, she snorted, caught the eyes and giggled before repeating the process.

“At least you won't rat me out,” I muttered, glancing at the Bane.

Her bright, moon eyes fixated on me. “Can you see?” she whispered.

I winced but didn't reply. I'd learned the hard way it was best not to engage with the Banes. They weren't the talkative types.

Across from me, the sphinx rested in the shade of a grape vine, ignoring the feast and licking his wounds. The giant ogre looked hungry and was salivating, but instead of examining the food, he kept glancing towards Barnaby.

I scowled at the beast and gestured for the genie to take a seat next to me. As the blue-eyed, curly haired djinn settled, I could hear his rapid breaths and, keeping my eyes on the table, I murmured out of the corner of my mouth, “They smell fear, Barnaby. Best you calm down a bit.”

Barnaby just shook his head, wincing as he did. He glanced at the ground at his own feet and let out a long moan. “They ruined my slippers, human. My slippers!”

Instantly, I knew I was going to like the guy.

“We'll find you new slippers. Don't worry. Right now,” I glanced at the salmon then back at the djinn, “we have bigger fish to fry, wouldn't you say?”

Barnaby Smith muttered a bit more, picking at the sleeve of his pajamas like plucking wet lettuce. He gave a forlorn little shake of his head, letting out a quivering sigh, but then he sat up, elbows on the table and reached for some of the fish.

“I wouldn't,” I advised. “There's no telling what that stuff is. Or where it's been.”

He pulled his hand back as if he'd been scalded. “You sure?” He asked, watching me. “You at least should eat something to keep your strength up.” There was a matronly quality about the words, and I was briefly reminded of Nimue. I shook my head, though, and as I did, he murmured, “You said back there my siblings sent you. How do you know them?”

I dropped my voice even lower now, shooting a slow look over my shoulder towards the throne. Ares was still chatting up the dryad queen; the helmet was still untended.

“I... we both know Paul Gallows,” I said quietly. “Your little sister Grace offered me a job.”

“A job?” his blue eyebrows swished up, his swirling skin patterns standing out in the pixie light and red candles throughout the garden.

“I'm a savant. Do you know what that is?”

“Prison breaker.” He wet his lips. “This... if you don't mind me saying, isn't exactly a prison.”

“No—I was a bit too late for that. This is the best I could manage.” I tried to flash a reassuring smile, but at that moment, the Bane next to me began slamming her fist into the fish's skull, laughing and cackling as she beat the salmon into mush.

Barnaby bent over, looking sick, staring at his knees now. “We're gonna die,” he said.

I paused, careful not to lie, even to spare his feelings. “Maybe. Maybe not.” At that moment, the salmon plate fell from the table. I watched as it struck my shoe and felt a sudden spurt of concern. But then, in a herculean show of strength, Clappy pushed the salmon plate bodily off him, shoving it toppling into the grass.

I stared at the small warrior, impressed, grateful for a distraction. I gathered my thoughts, wondering how to communicate strength to my new genie companion. At last, I just sighed and said, “Either way, I'm here to help you.” I was whispering so low now, I wasn't sure he'd heard me. At first, he didn't reply, and I began to repeat myself, but then, Barnaby stammered, his voice thick with emotion, “H-how are they? Grace and the odd ones? You didn't mention Judah. Is he alright after his Baffling?”

I felt a lump in my throat, and I wanted to reach out again, to give him a side hug as Preacher often did when my own worries and fears sent me reeling. The young djinn was asking about his family. Here we were, the two of us, strangers, staring death in the face and he asked about his family. Granted, he seemed to trust me with little more evidence than the names of his siblings. Was this stupidity? Naivety? Or did he know his family well enough to realize it would be just like them to hire a savant to find him?

I realized, after a passing moment—accompanied by a long burp from the Bane—that his trust wasn't in me. It was in Grace. Elison. Valentine. And Judah.

And he was asking me about them; worried for his family, worried for his younger siblings, like a hen inquiring of her chicks, her wings spread, desperately searching for the warm fuzzy critters that belonged nuzzled beneath her feathers.

“They were fine,” I said quickly. “Worried about you though.”

“And Grace, she must have chatted your ear off.”

I hesitated, then shot him a sly look. Maybe not quite as naive as I'd first assumed. “Grace was shy when I first met her,” I said softly. “But then I animated a dead spider and she seemed to soften.”

Now, Barnaby actually let out a little shuddering gasp. Tears formed in his eyes again, and he stammered, still staring at his knees, “They really did send you? God—how did they find you?” He looked at me suddenly, stunned. “How did they afford you?” He looked towards the brown coin tattoo on his wrist. “Our vault's nearly empty.”

I'd been hoping a genie's poverty would be a mortal's treasure. But the more I got to know these Smiths, the less sure I was. Still, I'd made a deal with Grace. I'd given my word to Elison and Valentine. And at this point, trapped in here as I was, I didn't have many options remaining.

“Don't worry about that,” I muttered.

Barnaby looked ready to respond, but then sniffled back some of his emotion and stared at the grass between his feet before doing a double take. “Is that... Is that a battlebrute?”

I followed his gaze towards where Clappy had tucked himself back inside my shoe and was playing with my laces, swinging them about above his head like lassos. He looked downright delighted.

“Umm, yes. A small fellow—I call him Clappy. Your brother, Elison gave the imagem that created him. He's the one who found you, actually, hiding in that crow's nest.”

At this last phrase, Barnaby shivered, his eyes distant and his face paled. Through clenched teeth, he said, “I barely made it. I almost died when we first landed—in that warfield, with all those humans killing each other.”

“They weren't humans. I don't know what they are. Physical memories, perhaps.”

“I barely got away. A troll chased me for a bit, but I was faster. I ruined my slippers stepping through m-mud,” he stammered, wincing, “but then I fell into a puddle.”

“That quickly?”

“Yes, only a minute or so after entering the battlefield.”

“I found that puddle too. It took you to the ships?”

Barnaby wrinkled his nose. “Actually, not at first. I was in a land filled with desert and spears and soldiers in helmets—a lot like the ones the guests are wearing.”

I shivered, realizing perhaps there had been even more battlegrounds I hadn't stumbled on. “Some sort of ancient war, then?” I asked. “Spears and swords?”

“Yes. Yes, but they couldn't seem to see me.”

I nodded. “Same here. Like I said, they're not human. They just look it. They ignore us as far as I can tell.”

I glanced up and realized the large ogre and the satyr were muttering to each other, both of them fixating their mean eyes on me and Barnaby. I picked out dark, harshly muttered words through thick lips like “...alliance...” and “... colluding...” I leaned a bit away from Barnaby so it didn't seem to the others we were too chummy.

Still... perhaps that cat was out of the bag. My eyes trailed towards the sphinx, who looked tired, his chin resting on his paws, his eyes half hooded as his injured flank slowly rose and fell.

“After that,” I murmured, “you reached the ships?”

“I fell into a well,” Barnaby said, “Trying to escape a stampeding line of horses with men in loose clothing carrying curved swords.”

“Cavalry,” I muttered. “Glad I wasn't in that battlefield. I'm just glad you made it.”

“Barely, like I said. I'm fast on my feet... At least, faster than I look when I need to be.” Now, absentmindedly, Barnaby was cleaning up the plate beneath the table, picking up small pieces of food, placing them on the plate and then returning it all to the surface of the table. He winced towards where the Bane was drooling and his hand moved towards a napkin, but then, he seemed to think better of it and folded his own hands back in his lap.

“I'm not a warrior, though,” he murmured a moment later, absentmindedly, dusting off the edge of the table. “I ran and hid, mostly. I—I didn't hurt anyone. I just... I just did what Grace would do,” he muttered. He placed his hands around his knees, clasping his fingers over his legs. “I climbed something high... then hid.” He smiled, but then let out a strangled little gasp.

“Climb something high and hide,” I repeated, my voice drifting into a nearly inaudible whisper. “Grace is wise beyond her years. Look, Barnaby, I think I have an idea. Something that might help us, but I'm going to need to create a distraction. So I need you to stay put. Don't talk to anyone. Don't go off with anyone. Can you do that?”

Barnaby took a deep breath, his cheeks puffing, but then he loosed the air in one long exhalation. “I don't think I have a choice.”

I patted him on the shoulder once more, then, carefully, stepped back over the bench and onto the cobblestone path. Technically, Ares hadn't told us we had to stay at the table... Besides, for the moment, he was still talking with the dryad queen, leaning back against one of the trees with faces. The eyes of the willow were wide, and the nose kept twitching as if itchy, but Ares didn't seem to notice.

What else would escape his notice?

I'd have to wait and see.

Carefully, with casual motions I began to stroll idly away from the feast table and the other gladiators. Clappy was now sitting in a more comfortable position on top of my shoe. At first, it slowed me as I did my best to avoid letting him fall. But after a bit, I realized, though the battlebrute was small, he was as dexterous as advertised. To Clappy, it seemed as if he were at a rodeo, having the time of his life, bucking his armored hips and gripping my laces with one gauntleted fist while the other pumped in the air in a show of bravado.

I stopped worrying about dislodging my battlebrute and picked up the space, moving towards two Sons of Ares carrying spears. Briefly, I remembered how Kay had mentioned he'd invented spears that could fly for the skeletons.

The two ebony skeletons stood stiff, motionless, much like the statuary in the gardens. As I drew in line with them, I sucked air, but neither moved to intercept me. Spindly fingers clacked against the hafts of their spears, but my presence aroused no further reaction.

Swallowing briefly, I stepped past the skeletons, feeling a cold shiver along my spine. I reemerged from the garden path onto the square of flagstones.

Other guards circled me, other skeletons leaned idly on spears, their leering eye-sockets impervious to the distraction known as 'blinking.' My own eyes began to water as I came to a halt in front of the Screaming Throne. The bone helmet still sat in the chair, gleaming, polished gems reflecting the pixie lights above.

I swallowed, taking a step closer, but then going still, staring at the jewels on the helmet. For a moment, I thought I saw faces in the gemstones. The precious rubies and emeralds and sapphires were each about the size of my thumbs, so the faces were small.

But as I watched, inky outlines of screaming men and women flashed across the gemstones. Unlike the throne, their shouts were inaudible. My fingertips trembled against my thigh, near the knife in the sheath.

“Tormented souls,” murmured an accented voice behind me.

I went stiff, whirling sharply around.


Chapter 40

Baron O'Shea strolled towards me, a leonine smile tilting his lips. His wild, silver-streaked hair contrasted sharply with his white dinner jacket—a dyed suede blazer with tonal leather trim. The silver invitation helmet was tucked under his left arm. This time, he wasn't being escorted by one of the Sons of Ares. I supposed now we were inside the arena, the guests could move unencumbered in Ares' presence.

Still, someone was on his arm, her elbow looped gracefully through his own. For a moment, my eyes flicked away from Baron and I forgot all about him as my gaze settled on his companion.

The woman stood tall, even as tall as Baron and wore the single most beautiful dress I'd ever laid my eyes on. It seemed a stitched masterpiece of flower petals swirling over a fabric of royal purple and indigo with soft, transparent sleeves like spiderweb lace. The neckline didn't plunge so much as command, primarily the attention of my eye. The dress was modest in that it left most to the imagination, and yet somehow this only further attracted my gaze; I studied even more closely as if seeking out hidden treasures. The dress flowed down to the woman's ankles, like a shimmer of moonlight, the purple transforming to a deep mauve as she stepped with confident motions at Baron's arm. The woman had raven-black hair, and sun-tanned features without a wrinkle in sight. She looked simultaneously fifty and twenty, displaying a mature beauty in the way her eyes flashed, studying me, the way her head tilted with a confidence born of birthright, but her smooth skin, her athletic, toned form suggested a vitality.

A simple circlet of copper looped around the woman's forehead, behind her ears, with six evenly distanced crystals, like teardrops, dangling from swirling gold wire. Her ears weren't pierced, nor did she wear makeup of any kind. Her lips turned in a sort of sly smile as she watched me. Then, in an accent I couldn't quite place, she murmured, “This is the savant you were telling me about, Baron?”

Though her arm was looped through Baron's, and though the hillbilly godfather often struck fear into anyone he encountered, I realized now, O'Shea was standing rigid, his elbow stiff, some of his usual charm and suave having been replaced by extreme caution. Still, he seemed proud enough to parade about the gardens on this woman's arm, and immediately, my curiosity was piqued.

“Leonidas, I introduce to you Miriam. Miriam, this is Leonidas.”

I swallowed, staring at the woman, trying to place the name, but nothing registered. “I—pleasure to meet you,” I said, wincing as I dragged one of my feet into a more comfortable position so my back didn't bend too much.

“You look in a poor way,” Miriam said, her voice like a zephyr. “Would you like me to help?”

I blinked, glancing over my shoulder towards where some of the ebony skeletons were watching. “Help?” I said. “How?”

She laughed, a clear, crystal note that sent some of the pixies above into a swirl before dropping closer to hear the woman better. Though the pixies responded, and the air seemed to sweeten in a flowery fragrance, I knew enough about my world to be certain this was no Disney princess.

“My family is somewhat... known for healing,” she said, her long-lashed eyes flashing for a moment, suggesting something hidden. Then, without waiting for my permission, she stepped forward, pressed two fingers to my forehead and murmured beneath her breath. “As you were...”

Her words slipped from her lips like notes of music, but it also somehow felt... wrong. Very wrong. I swallowed at the proximity of the gorgeous woman, but also felt a pit in my stomach, felt a sudden flush of... at first it was hard to place, but it seemed like vitality itself was being bled from me.

Just as quickly, the sensation faded, and along with it, so did the pain in my back.

I blinked in surprise, reaching back and probing at my spine. No bruises, no pain. As I shifted, I realized I was no longer limping either. The cuts along my hand and face seemed to have cleared a bit as well.

I stared at the woman, stunned. She looked me up and down, like a butcher eyeing a prized slice of meat and then sniffed once in satisfaction, stepping back with a haughty look in her gorgeous gaze.

“There you go,” she said, her nonchalant tone in no way matching the pride in her eyes. “I've enjoyed watching you,” she said. “I have a wager on you in fact.”

I tested my back again, wincing. The odd, slick, unctuous energy had faded and had taken my pain with it. I'd been healed before, by Paul Gallows. But while his power seemed to come from something other, noble even, this woman's strength seemed... darker. Far, far darker.

“You've bet on me?” I asked keeping my expression polite but impassive while glancing towards the table of surviving gladiators. “That seems a bold prediction.”

She flashed teeth which, like the rest of her, were perfectly maintained. “I know what you're capable of, Leonidas Rex. You survived my hound last month, after all. If I remember correctly, you threw him into an abyss.”

It took a moment for the horrible realization to fully settle, but then, I hissed, my hand going to my knife.

She waved with a flick of her wrist as if literally clearing the air, her spider lace sleeve shifting. “I'm not here to hurt you, Leon. Grendel ap Evelon failed me. I'm anything but a sore loser.”

The hound of the Carpenter's sister. One of Grendel's many names. Her family was known for healing... that's what she'd said. Miriam, the sister of the Nazarene. I glanced around, feeling my heartbeat pound a bit faster, and realizing now why Baron seemed a bit on edge.

This woman was more than two thousand years old and the sister of a resurrected god... or God as some people like Preacher and Paul Gallows claimed.

Instantly, any gratitude I'd been feeling at the healing was quickly replaced by a horror that went as deep as my bones. There were some beings in this world you simply avoided—beings you didn't want to catch the attention of. I knew the Carpenter's family hadn't all been in his favor. Miriam was one such sister, as the rumors went. She'd had a falling out with the miracle-worker from Nazareth.

And now there she stood before me, watching me with a mildly amused expression like a spider examining a mosquito trapped in its web.

“I—I should be going,” I said quickly. “Thank you, er, my lady.”

“Call me Miriam,” she murmured, the tear-drop crystals shifting in her hair. “Like I said, Leonidas, I have a wager on you. Baron does too, though he's too prideful to admit it.”

Baron O'Shea forced a smile, his lips tight and pale. “Let's just say,” he said, “that I have a vested interest in Leonidas here's success.” Baron's eyes also darted towards the throne. “In fact, that's why I done wandered over. I just wanted to remind our friend what exactly is at stake.”

He fixed me with a long look, some of the usual iron returning to his gunpowder gaze.

“I haven't forgotten,” I replied, grateful for an excuse to look away from Grendel's mistress. “In fact, some might say I was closer to success than ever before I was interrupted.” I looked pointedly in the direction of the throne, then raised my eyebrows at Baron.

O'Shea's tight-lipped smile returned. “Others, Three, might suggest that if you don't hurry this along, it might turn moods sour.” He shook his head, shrugging the shoulder on the opposite side of Miriam as if worried any motion from his other arm might rouse a hornet's nest. “And a soured mood?” He clicked his tongue, “No sayin' what one might consider doin' in the offin', if you catch my drift.”

I bit my lip. I didn't like being threatened, especially by a mobster who'd beaten me only a day before, but Baron held all the cards, and he knew it.

“Let's say I do succeed,” this time I didn't glance towards the helmet, “do you think you might aid my project?”

Baron suddenly released Miriam's arm, stepping towards me, his eyes blazing for a moment. Gone was his facade, gone was the charming southern gentleman he played, gone was any attempt at calm or control.

For a brief moment, I glimpsed Baron as he truly was, beneath the camouflage, beneath the pretense.

His eyes blazed with a rage I recognized; I'd seen it for years among the sorts of men who craved power, control, and the ability to form the world in their likeness.

But the fury was accompanied by something else, something I couldn't quite place. Baron's finger jabbed hard into my chest, and I stumbled back. But he closed the distance like water spilling into weathered terrain.

“Listen to me, Three,” he said in a hiss. “I'm not here to play games. You bring me what I want... Now while you still can, and I won't holler from the top of my lungs why you're really here. Understand? Consider that my help.” He breathed heavily for a moment, a wild, mad desperation in his eyes.

He really wanted that helmet. At first, I thought it was out of sheer greed, or a desire to profit. But Baron O'Shea wasn't a madman. He was smart, clever. He'd started as a mobster with power when he was only in his twenties. He hadn't made it two decades without catching a bullet or spell in his spine without huge amounts of clever.

This was a shrewd man, a calculated man. He wouldn't risk everything he'd built, everything he'd worked for just to piss off the god of war for a quick buck. No... Something about the helmet was important to him. Deeply important, and personal.

For a minute, I wished I'd thought to do a bit more homework before taking the job. But regrets wouldn't help me now. I could still picture the inky outlines of screaming faces in the gemstones of the helmet.

Tormented souls. That's what Baron had said.

What did Baron want with tormented souls?

For now, though, I glanced up, past Baron, even past Miriam, my eyes on the surrounding guests. I spotted Meadowfax near a round table, drinking from a pewter goblet, his dull, hooded eyes watching us from behind his spectacles. Annie was next to him, fidgeting uncomfortably and twisting pieces of grass together into a small chain necklace as she watched. Her elbows rested on the table, alarming a small, subconscious part of me, but what Annie lacked in table manners she more than made up for in concern.

Her eyes met mine, and she winced, dropping some of the grass to give me a little wave. She bit her lip, watching me intently as if waiting for the slightest signal.

I gave a faint shake of my head, and she swallowed, her frown deepening as she continued to pick at the grass. Her own goblet sat untouched on the table—I knew from the last month that my friend didn't eat food, didn't drink water. Her only sustenance came from a small silver flask she kept at her hip.

The unusual scene aside, at least my friend was still safe, still alive. Everyone around her wore dresses, gowns, suits and the like.

Annie was in her old, weather-worn peacoat, with her frayed military backpack slung over one shoulder. Her buzzed head kept bobbing in time with some of the pixie music, even as she waved in my direction.

“Yes,” Baron murmured, “I'm glad you spotted her. Your friend is with me, Leonidas. It's clear as daylight you care for her. If you'd like a guarantee of that girl's safety, you had best give me what I want.”

Miriam seemed bored all of a sudden. She turned, glancing towards where Ares and the queen of Stormer were now making out. Miriam let out a little cold laugh of excitement and then stalked away, moving closer to watch the spectacle without so much as an adieu.

As she left, Baron seemed mildly disappointed, but then jammed his finger against my chest again and snarled, “Do what you have to.”

“I'm here, aren't I?” I snapped. “I'm standing here.” I glanced meaningfully towards the throne. “You're distracting me.”

“I'm helpin' you,” he retorted. “I noticed you movin' this way. Let's just say if you try and touch that thing while them skellies are watching, they'll flay you livin'. Not that I care, mind. But if you're flayed, then I go home empty handed. That's one big ol' dilemma. You know this word? Dilemma? Means problem. Be smart, Three. It's the only good apple in the bucket.”

I shivered at his words, glancing towards the Sons of Ares circling the flagstones. Nearly ten of them, all watching us, all facing the throne. No wonder Ares had been confident enough to leave his helmet for a quickie.

How on earth was I supposed to snatch the thing with all of them watching?

“Be smart,” Baron repeated, still growling. Again, I glimpsed the desperation in his eyes. He didn't want that helmet. He needed it. Curious. But for the moment, I wasn't sure how I could use that to my advantage. Baron might be in a dealing mood once he got what he'd come for.

Now, though, it was my turn to jab Baron in the chest. His muscles went taut, and even in that suit, the wild man behind his eyes seemed ready to burst out, to beat me to a bloody pulp. I could feel the thought skimming his mind. But, in a show of restraint, he simply ground his teeth and glared daggers at me. “Don't touch me,” he snapped.

But I jabbed him again, my own anger flashing. “Now you listen to me,” I snarled. “Threaten Annie again, and I'll tell Ares why you're here. Barring that, I'll find a way, Baron. I'll get out of this thing some way, somehow and I'll spend the rest of my waking life hunting you and everything you love, though I suppose that's a redundancy. Hear me?” I could feel the cold gripping my chest. Could feel the anger lively within me. I shot a look towards Annie and she was still watching us. As I felt the cold rise, I saw her eyes widen. A hand darted to her lips in a sudden look of consternation. She winced and began to move towards us, but Meadowfax reached out, caught her arm and whispered something in her ear. He looked almost apologetic and Annie scowled furiously. But though her shadow swirled about her feet in agitation, she went still, remaining by the table.

I imagined they were threatening her with my well-being, the same way I was being threatened with hers.

“You're a skint, Baron,” I said, gritting my teeth. “You're lucky you're human, or Annie would have ripped you to shreds ages ago. You think I'm the one you have to worry about—she'll end you if anything happens to me.”

Baron stepped back now, some of his usual cool returning. He tilted his chin, adjusted the sleeves of his suit, and then dipped his head in a would-be polite bow. “All I'm worried about,” he said quietly, “is what I came here for. Please don't disappoint me, Three.”

Then, he turned and walked away, moving towards the table with Meadowfax and Annie. Between the two suit-wearing men, Annie looked a bit scruffy, a bit rough around the edges in her old, frayed peacoat. Somehow, this thought only filled me with an even greater sense of affection for my friend.

She and I were both broken in different ways. I wished Preacher was here, but clearly Baron hadn't wanted to worry about two of my allies.

Now, it was just up to me.

Baron wanted that helmet. Needed it. But he was also clear; if I was seen by anyone taking it, I'd be tortured to death. I needed a distraction, something to direct the attention of the guards. I glanced towards the table with feasting gladiators. The ogre was munching on a piece of wood he'd ripped from the table but watching Barnaby as if imagining it was djinn, not lumber, in his lips.

The satyr stood next to the ogre, passing his hand through the table, up and down like a fish darting through water. Satyrs could move through wood as if it were immaterial to them. Trees, doors, walls, anything made of lumber they could step through like ghosts.

My eyes moved back towards the throne, back towards the helmet with the screaming faces in the gemstones.

I needed a distraction, and for the moment, only one thing came to mind. I clenched my fists, my teeth set as I realized what I had to do.


Chapter 41

I stooped as if bending to tie my shoes; perhaps others would think I was simply kneeling in front of Ares' throne. Now that the Carpenter's sister had healed me, I moved spryly once again. As I bent, I gave Clappy a little poke with my finger. “Hey champ,” I muttered. “I need some help.”

The cyclops examined me with his one good eye. He'd managed to tangle one of his legs in my laces, but seemed too proud to ask for help undoing it. I realized, a second later, he'd been in the middle of cutting my lace with his blade.

I sighed but waited for Clappy to extricate himself. His small, booted feet clanked against the flagstones as he hopped up, pulled himself to his full height, nearly a foot, and then gave me a solemn look.

“See that big guy over there?” I murmured, pointing across the clearing towards Ares amidst the grove.

Clappy looked, but then shook his head.

“Right, oh, hang on. Mind if I? Good.” I picked him up, carefully, holding him in the palm of my hand and lifting him so he could see. “There, that one—no, the other one. Yes, I guess they're all big to you. The enormous one who looks like a moving statue.”

Clappy finally nodded his head once, gripping at his sword. He began to stride to the edge of my hand as if preparing to leap off in Ares' direction.

“No, hang on,” I said quickly, unsure exactly how much a battlebrute would understand. While I knew about genie magic, most of it had been theoretical up to this point. “I don't need you to hurt him.”

Clappy looked crestfallen, letting out a little deflating sigh which saw his chest-plate rise and fall.

“I have something else for you.”

He perked up again, standing on the tips of my fingers. I lowered him back to the ground again, my wrist stiff from the effort of holding him aloft.

I dropped my voice to a near whisper. “You're strong, right?” I said cautiously. “To carry that sword, to lift that plate of salmon... you're much stronger than you appear.”

Clappy looked suddenly offended, scowling at me.

“You look strong, too!” I added. “For your size.”

This time, he tilted his walnut-sized head, but decided I wasn't trying to insult him and just nodded.

“Okay,” I said, “good... Do you think, on my signal, you might be able to lift that?” I nodded towards the helmet on the throne.

Clappy didn't even hesitate, he nodded once from where I'd returned him to the ground.

I felt a flicker of excitement, but then paused cautiously. “I'm talking about that,” I said, nodding towards the helmet again. I didn't want to say it out loud lest any prying ears were nearby.

Clappy just nodded again. He began to march off with clinking steps towards the throne.

“Wait, wait,” I said desperately. I could feel the eye sockets of the Sons of Ares fixated on me. “Not yet,” I whispered. “Hang on.”

Clappy went still, turning back, his single eyebrow rising in question.

“You have to wait for my signal. And—and I'm sorry, I just need to be clear. You know what I'm talking about, right?”

Clappy nodded, then mimed armrests, and leaning back to sit in a chair. He flashed a thumbs up and began to move off again, spinning on his heel, sword over his shoulder.

“No, no, no!” I urged. “Hang on—not the throne. I'm not talking about the throne.” Even I knew Clappy wouldn't have a chance to lift something that large. It would be like me trying to pick up a skyscraper. He'd struggled with the salmon tray; though he'd lifted it, he'd broken out in little pinpricks of sweat. The helmet would be risky... I felt a flicker of doubt.

What if he couldn't lift the helmet? What if I was sending Clappy to his death?

A strange sense of concern filled my chest. The cyclops was made of gem dust and imagination. He was a battlebrute, a servant, nothing else. And yet I was finding myself oddly fond of the little guy. I didn't like the thought of sending him into danger. But where we were standing, a step in any direction wouldn't be much safer.

“Look I'm talking about that thing,” I whispered, still loathe to say the word. In a spurt of inspiration, I reached down and tapped Clappy's own, horned helmet. “That thing,” I said, nodding towards the helmet once more.

Clappy's eye widened in realization. He reached up, pulled off his helmet and handed it to me.

I leaned back, face up, neck tilted and let out a long, exhausted sigh. I summoned what inner patience I could and then turned back to my little friend. “No... the big one, over there,” I said. “On my signal, I need you to swipe it. Got me? And by swipe I mean grab it, don't—you know—hit it with your sword or something.”

Clappy frowned for a moment, slowly strapping his own helmet back on his head. At last, though, he paused and flashed a thumbs up. He began to turn to march off again, eager to fulfill his orders, but then he hesitated and looked back at me expectantly.

“There we go,” I said, sighing in relief. “Yes, wait for my signal, okay? I'm going to cause a bit of mischief.”

Clappy tapped his foot impatiently against the flagstone, shot a forlorn look towards Ares as if sad he wasn't being sent into combat, but at least remained where he was, watching me impatiently.

That settled, I straightened, turning towards the wooden table covered in food. A distraction... something that could help us. It was one thing to start slinging fireballs around Ares' garden. Another to stab or attack or punch or hit...

The beauty of the Wit, though, was it often went undetected. It wasn't a fool-proof plan; there were far more powerful beings and beasts in the garden now. Any one of them might sense what I was up to. But the time for caution had passed. Only risk remained.

I simply had to choose my poison. And in that moment, Baron O'Shea had me by the short and curlies. Too much was on the line to let my pride get in the way.

I began to move back in the direction of the wooden table, slow, careful. As I did, something suddenly flickered in front of me. I watched as a small head with neatly combed hair poked out of the flagstone. Like a ghost, the familiar, uniform-clad figure of my blue-eyed poltergeist emerged like a miniature mushroom cloud.

I grit my teeth, going suddenly still, my gaze focusing on the head of the poltergeist. He spread his arms against the flagstone, half his body still out of sight in the ground as if he were floating in an inner-tube.

He cocked his head then winked.

“Get out of here,” I snarled. “Go! I'm not in the mood.”

The apparition just smiled, tracing his ghostly finger around the flagstone and then huffing a soft little breath. He met my gaze before pointing at me and starting to giggle.

He started giggling louder and louder. I began glancing nervously around, but only the ten Sons of Ares guarding the throne were within ear shot, and none of them seemed interested. Maybe they couldn't see him, or maybe they were so accustomed to strange happenings they didn't care.

The gladiators were allowed to roam free among the party guests. Not out of any sense of mercy or kindness, but because the beings at this party, Ares' closest friends, simply didn't see any of us as enough of a threat to worry about. Kind of like allowing earthworms to wiggle about on the edge of a muddy shore before hooking them for bait.

We'd served our purpose of entertainment and we'd serve it again. Nothing we did would change that. At least, so Ares and his guests thought.

Now, though, as my little poltergeist pointed and laughed, I could feel my temper rising, could feel my heartbeat pounding. Fear began to flood my senses, to pulse through me. Fear I was familiar with. A fear I loathed.

The poltergeist seemed happy. Whenever he arrived, it often meant something from my past... something I'd left behind was about to rear its ugly head and return to my life.

Before, it had accompanied the cold. Sometimes, a face or a person I knew. The more he appeared, the more potent the event.

Last time, I'd reunited with Annie, and then after that with Napoleon and my father's dormant mind. Now, though, he was laughing; he was happy. Which meant whatever was coming was going to cause me to suffer.

I could only think of one obvious candidate.

I looked around the party again, my heartbeat pounding. But I still couldn't see any sign of Augustus. That seven-foot, red-haired pyromaniac didn't exactly blend in.

No dark uniforms with blue trim, no sign of the Gentle Hand. No sign of my brother.

But my poltergeist was still pointing at me and laughing. “Get out of here,” I snapped once more, my attention reverting. “Where is he? Where's Augustus?” I demanded.

The fractured portion of my soul, taking the form of my six-year-old self, just looked at me one time, his eyes carrying a hungry light, and then, slowly, he dipped back beneath the flagstones, tapping a tiny finger against his ghostly wrist.

Time... Time was running out.

For what? No sign of Augustus. No sign of Bleach. Something from my past was coming... but what?

For a sickening moment, I thought of Napoleon back on the Gallows' farm. What if my father was waking? What if a Wit had found him?

But no—the Gallows' farm was veiled, it was safe. I'd seen no sign of my father stirring, no evidence his dormant mind was waking.

So what then? What was coming?

As if I didn't have enough to worry about, now, as I stepped stiffly over the flagstone where my poltergeist had disappeared, I felt the weight of the world once more on my shoulders.

Something from my past was coming. Something bad. Barnaby Smith was still alive, but if I didn't find a two-man escape route, he wouldn't be for much longer.

On top of it, Baron was threatening Annie, threatening me if I didn't snatch that helmet.

I allowed a frustrated growl to rattle my throat.

One thing at a time.

I needed to snatch that helmet. And to do that, I needed to create a distraction.

I picked up my pace, feet slamming into the flagstones, hoping, briefly, if my poltergeist was still lurking around in the stone, I'd give him a headache. I moved off the courtyard onto the garden paths, near a couple of fountains and marble statues of small fauns at play, plucking stone flowers from the ground. Red wax from the candles melted down their backs, dripping onto the grass.

As I neared the other gladiators, I chose my targets. My eyes settled on the Bane, who was rocking back and forth and still babbling to herself.

The famish sitting next to the Bane was scooting closer, surreptitiously. Not so close she'd be accused of breaking Ares' command. But close enough she might be able to feed on a bit of the Bane's essence without being caught.

It would have to do.

A messy business, distractions.

But I'd already decided my course of action. I went still, standing near the marble statues and extending my thoughts. My mind grazed the Bane's and it felt like I had dropped into an icy river. The thoughts around me swished and swirled with no rhyme or reason, no pattern at all. Chaos and large images of shadow played across my vision as I tried to navigate the crazed mind.

I couldn't go too deep; I didn't want to, lest I risk being caught up in the chaos myself.

Instead, I placed a single glimpsing in the Bane's mind. Something innocuous enough. I'd encountered the Banes before on the same evening I'd pushed the Carpenter's sister's favorite hound into an abyss.

But I hadn't been the only one to best Grendel that day. The hundreds of Banes clambering and clawing out of their favorite mirrors had done so as well.

They'd been fascinated with our eyes. Fascinated, especially, with moonore.

Can you see? An often muttered refrain.

So, in the glimpsing, I caused the Bane to see a slightly altered image of the famish next to it. Instead of inky, tar-colored eyes, I made the image of the famish flash luminescent, white, pale orbs. I caused the eyes to widen, to brighten.

The Bane went suddenly stiff, sniffing out the glimpsing and turning to look at the famish. If the famish noticed anything awry, she didn't show it.

Then, in as loud a resounding as I could manage, I placed another thought in the Bane's mind. I practically screamed it. “She can see!” my thoughts bellowed.

The Bane's pale tongue probed at dry lips. “Can you see?” The Bane murmured, tilting her head. The glimpsing in her mind caused the eyes to glow even brighter now, like twin moons.

The Bane's fingers twitched. “Can you see?” she screamed now, agitated all at once.

The famish blinked in surprise. She began to shift, sliding back on the wooden bench. But by moving away, she was taking the glimpsing with her. Taking those two precious glowing orbs from the crazed djinn.

The Bane screamed like a scalded cat, howling at the top of her lungs.

Then she lunged, arms extended, fingers scrabbling for the famish's eyeballs. The famish squawked in horror and out of instinct slapped a small hand against the Bane's face. Skin to skin contact.

It seemed like a sudden haze of black and white smoke twirled about where the famish touched. The Bane stopped moving, her fingers inches from the famish's eyes.

“Can... you... see?” she murmured, a forlorn, heart-rending note of pain in her words.

The famish stared at the hand, stared at what she was doing, draining the soul from the Bane. If she'd had any amount of self-control, she might have been able to withdraw, to pull back.

But famishes weren't known for their restraint. The little child's true eyes, behind the glimpsing went wide as well, the tarry-swishing substance behind the flesh mask sloshed about now, as if losing some of its form in the excitement of consuming another soul.

A long, froggy tongue with suctions licked the famish's lips.

Other gladiators were stepping back now, and Barnaby had hidden himself beneath the table, arms around his legs, trembling.

The satyr, noticing this, noticing the distraction of the famish and Bane, looked under the table, its two curving, demonic horns flashing, its vibrant, jaundiced goat eyes finding the helpless djinn.

“Hello, porkie,” whispered the bleating goat. Then, the goat moved through the table, stepping through the wood as if slipping into a pool and submerging under water.


Chapter 42

Barnaby noted the satyr's approach, the way the wickedly curved claws of the thing moved towards his leg.

The genie yelped, scrambling back on his rump in the mud and dirt. The satyr kept coming, too large to completely remain hidden. His horns moved through the wood above, like twin dorsal fins cutting water. And while he could move through wood, food wasn't nearly so lucky.

Delicacies toppled, cakes and fruits smashed and scattered. Plates went tumbling, shattering in juices and shards on the ground. A thick pork butt got stuck to one of the horns and was carried along the length of the table.

“Help!” Barnaby yelped, still scrambling back.

And then, a deep, booming voice shook the gardens. “Thou darest disobey mine own command!”

Ares materialized at the head of the table, vanishing from the clearing and reemerging without the use of tiger's eye. He stood taller now, nearly fifteen feet in height. He breathed heavily, his marble chest rising and falling, his smooth, wrinkle-free stone features forming a scowl, his etched eyebrows low.

“I bid thee obey! But rapscallions evadeth iron obligation. Nothos!” He howled now, rage bubbling up. He reached to the marble belt at his hip and gripped the handle of the mace. He pulled the thing, slowly, and there came a grinding sound of stone against stone. The mace had been rigid before, but now, as Ares withdrew it, it began to shake and move, the many interlocking links rattling.

He pulled the mace free; it had a thick handle as large as a baseball bat, a length of chain and then, at the end of the chain, a nasty spiked ball of marble with jutting pricks and hooks like the claws of some wild beast. The end of the mace swished, swinging gently back and forth like the pendulum on a grandfather clock.

Ares bellowed louder now, “I did warn thee!”

The satyr yelped and jutted his hands up, darting from beneath the table and emerging on the grass, shaking his head and protesting his innocence, the pork butt still skewered to his horns. Barnaby escaped out the other side, crawling on his belly beneath a bench the indigo-eyed human had already left.

But the famish and the Bane were frozen in place. The famish's fingers were now in the Bane's cheek, pressing through the skin. The child flesh suit was melting away as the froggy looking pit fiend gurgled in sheer delight, growing a bit larger as it feasted on the Bane's soul.

I felt a flicker of regret, of guilt.

But sometimes, it pays to have a cold heart. I forced the emotions back, forced the thoughts down. Both the Bane and the famish would've killed Barnaby or me at a moment's notice. The famish had even tried.

For a moment, my eyes flicked to the sphinx beneath the tree. The emotions of guilt swirled back, and I bit my lip.

Nothing for it. I'd done what I had.

Ares was now distracted. His morning star suddenly whipped through the air, the boulder-sized, hooked end speeding towards the famish.

The Bane keeled over now, turning to dust and ash beneath the famish's fingers. I didn't stay to watch the fruit of my labors. Instead, I sprinted back up the flagstones. I screamed, “Violence in the garden! Protect Ares!” I was careful not to claim Ares himself was in danger—this would have been a lie, but my voice carried a pitch of manufactured terror.

The Sons of Ares looked over, their skeletal eyes peering past me. I figured if there was one thing they'd protect more than his helmet, it was the wearer of said helmet.

Seven of the skeletal soldiers moved now, darting past me, their bony feet clacking against flagstones and slabs, hastening through the garden path. Two spears were suddenly released from skeletal fingers. The spears darted forward, but then, like homing missiles redirected, headed straight for the famish who was still gurgling in pleasure, indifferent and unaware to the spears flying at her, the morning star swishing towards her, the looks of amusement on other guests' faces. Everyone was watching the feast table.

No one was watching the throne save the three remaining skeletons.

I reached the flagstones where Clappy was still waiting. “Now!” I whispered sharply.

My battlebrute burst into motion like a sprinter at the sound of a starter pistol. The little armored battlebrute raced across the flagstones making a beeline towards the throne. Did the little guy have magical sight? Would he see in the dark?

Would the remaining Sons of Ares?

Risk was risk. One simply had to improvise in situations such as these.

I snatched my dousing knife from my thigh sheath, pulling it rapidly through the slit in my pocket. I raised the ashen blade and twisted the hilt like Kay Kelly had shown me.

Suddenly, everything went dark.

I couldn't see. I could hear more shouts, more yelling, suggesting at least some of the guests were affected by the knife.

A fifty-foot radius of darkness—that's what Kay had said.

Would it be enough?

The distraction with the gladiators at the table, Ares himself moving to intercept, his rage rising like lava, the Sons of Ares distracted by their god.

And now Clappy, sprinting towards the throne.

Everything black, everything dark.

A moment passed, another. I heard a scream then sudden quiet. I heard more tittering, more laughter from some of the deeper, older voices in the garden. Amusement, humor—those skints thought this was all part of the fun.

I could feel my fury rising, could feel anger flood my chest.

And then, Ares bellowed. “My skies—obey mine own voice! Light!”

The darkness vanished. It didn't fade, it didn't slowly disappear, it simply left at Ares' command, reacting to his very whim.

We were in Ares' realm, after all. In his creation—whatever this garden was. He was a god. I was just a human with a stupid little knife.

With trembling fingers, I hastily poked the blade back into my pants pocket, through the slit into my thigh sheath.

A few of the guests were blinking, clearing their vision. Ares was standing on top of a cracked wooden bench where the famish had been moments before. Now, all I saw was a smear of black tar beneath his boot. The other gladiators stood to the side, trembling watching with wide eyes.

But also, we all probably were thinking the same thing. The famish had taken out the Bane and Ares had taken out the famish. Only six of us left: the corpse-flesh ogre on scuttling legs, the demon-horned satyr with ridged and warped skin, the helpless genie without treasure or imagem to speak of, the indigo-eyed man, the wounded sphinx and me.

Only one survivor. Six of us left.

As for myself, I was already moving hastily away from the throne, my hand in my pocket. The Sons of Ares near the throne didn't move to intercept me. Had they seen me? If they had, would they have even known what they'd seen?

Ares was sneering, wiping his marble foot against the grass and leaving streaks of tar. He hooked his morning star back on his belt. The Sons of Ares were surrounding their leader, spears out in a protective posture.

Other guests were returning to their beverages, their food, their own activities.

No one noticed the small lump moving along the dais, down the marble steps, away from the Screaming Throne.

No one except me.

To the casual observer, it would have simply seemed like Ares' jeweled helmet had grown two tiny feet of its own. Those feet scurried, carrying the helmet away from the throne, along the flagstones, between two Sons of Ares looking in opposite directions.

Unnoticed, unobserved, hastening towards one of the nearest hedges. Sometimes, being small had its advantages.

My skin prickled, my heart pounding as I moved quickly back towards the feast. I couldn't be seen missing; eventually, when the absence of the helmet was noticed, I needed a solid alibi.

I stepped surreptitiously next to Barnaby Smith, standing shoulder to shoulder with him. The genie was trembling, muttering beneath his breath, his voice weak and scratchy. “We're going to die,” he gasped in a shaky voice. “We're going to die...” Then, as if even more horrified, he squeaked out, “Who's going to take care of Grace? Who's going to look out for Judah...” Then, with a sob, he said, “Who's going to protect the odd ones f-from—from... themselves!” He looked at me, panicked and wild-eyed.

“Calm down,” I murmured. “Just a bit longer. Just hang on a bit longer. This isn't over yet, Barnaby.”

I looked surreptitiously back over my shoulder towards the bush where Clappy had disappeared with my helmet. A second later, a small form, no larger than the front half of an alley cat emerged from the leaves. Clappy moved lackadaisically away from the shrub, plucking some twigs from gaps in his armor, and holding a leaf beneath his elbow. He lifted the leaf in front of himself as he crept through the grass, further from the shrub, away from the throne, away from the Sons of Ares watching it all.

I felt a prickle of pride at my miniature battlebrute.

“You genies are something, you know that?” I muttered, feeling a flash of gratitude. I clapped Barnaby on the back, but just as quickly removed my hand, remembering the snarls of “colluding” from the satyr.

The ogre and the satyr were standing next to each other as well, glaring towards Barnaby and myself. They were getting mighty chummy, it seemed, likely taking Ares' admonishments about “alliance” seriously.

I shivered at the thought of tangling with either of those two.

My gazed moved from the monsters towards the circular, raised table where Annie, Meadowfax and Baron stood. Annie watched me nervously, her fingers twisting. She never sensed fear for herself.

But where I was concerned, she got downright protective. I forced a smile, nodding in what I hoped was a reassuring way.

Then, my eyes flicked to Baron.

The Hillbilly Godfather was standing nonchalant against the table, everything about his posture one of ease. But his eyes betrayed him; they didn't blink, fixated on the throne.

He turned, slowly, like a perched owl, and quirked an eyebrow.

I pretended to scratch at my chin, giving myself an excuse to move my head. I nodded, surreptitiously, towards the thick hedge behind the throne.

I'd done what I could to help.

O'Shea didn't react to my gesture, but he did lean in, whispering something in Meadowfax's ear.

The bespectacled bodyguard nodded politely to Annie, excusing himself from the table, and began to slink around the throne. He wasn't carrying the guitar case he normally did, but he did have a small black backpack, similar to the one Baron had used to stow the crystal ball in the drakin vault.

The backpack looked empty as Meadowfax moved inconspicuously around the hedge, disappearing from sight behind the shaved leaves and snipped branches.

I tried to catch Baron's eye now, tried to fix my gaze on him. I'd helped him, now I needed him to help me.

Six of us were left. Odds of survival had gone up, but our timeline had been shortened.

Baron, though, refused to look in my direction. He was now chatting with Annie, trying to make conversation. Occasionally, she'd reply, but her eyes were still fixed on me, wide and worried. Briefly, I spotted her gaze turn gray as she glanced at Baron. Whatever she saw caused her to wrinkle her nose and look sharply away.

But everywhere she glanced, it seemed to offend her further. A soldier built to protect humankind against the powers of the Hidden Kingdoms, now, on my behalf, surrounded by the very enemies she'd been trained to combat.

Her gray eyes turned back to green and she gave me a long, searching look.

This time, I couldn't find a smile.

“Come on, Baron,” I muttered. “I scratch yours... you scratch—”

But my desperate mutterings were lost a second later as Ares howled at the top of his lungs. “Enough... My blood thumps.” He shook a fist at the sky. “Let the tournament resume! One will victor's crown meet!” he said, addressing the remaining gladiators now. “Six of ye remaineth, but I shall only bequeath a smile on a single soul. Good fortune beest thine and god speed!” He pounded an enormous fist against his chest. Then, Ares lifted his hands to the sky, like Atlas, as if holding up the world. His eyes rolled back, and everything began to change, fading once more.

The feast table became a streak of brown, the garden itself turned to greens and grays. Everything like melting wax or dripping paint in the rain. It washed away as I looked around. I could feel a sucking sensation in my stomach, as if from tiger's eye—but far, far more powerful.

In a desperate move, my heart pounding, I lashed out, grabbing Barnaby Smith by the wrist. He was beginning to fade too. “Hold on!” I screamed. “We can't be separated.”

Barnaby squeaked, but he gripped me back. Then everything shifted and shimmered once more.

The scene changed, returning the remaining six of us to the final battlefield.


Chapter 43

Barnaby and I lurched forward as we emerged in a ruined city.

The twisting in my stomach faded, leaving me with a sense of mild nausea as I gasped at the ground, recovering my breath. My spine tingled as I steadied, my eyes adjusting once more to the new where Ares had sent us.

This wasn't a war from history.

Rather, around us, buildings of glass and concrete shot into the air, towering higher than any structures I'd seen. I didn't make a habit of visiting cities too often, but even I knew most buildings in the unknowing world weren't this tall.

The ones around us dwarfed most skyscrapers, spiraling up into the clouds. Columns of windows and intricate, metallic, curving architecture gleamed beneath a red sun.

The sun itself was larger than I was accustomed too, the light duller; I found I could look at the sun, as if wearing protective lenses, and my eyes didn't hurt. The star was blood red, low and thick on the sky like some infected thing, its crippled rays spreading over the enormous city.

“Wh-where are we?” Barnaby murmured.

I winced, rubbing at my head and glancing at the sky, picking out things moving between the buildings. “I think this is the future,” I muttered, slowly releasing Barnaby's hand and giving him a quick once-over to make sure he was unharmed. I dusted his shoulders and adjusted the collar of his pajama top.

I returned my attention the flying things I'd spotted. Triangular, flat, black objects glided through the air, whistling softly against the wind.

Drones. I watched as one of the drones suddenly dropped, swooping towards the ground a mile ahead of us. It struck the concrete and I heard a loud sucking sound, followed by a sudden detonation.

Instantly, a scream echoed in the air, and a car exploded in a ball of orange heat and fire.

More drones suddenly dipped, diving towards the ground. A row of glinting windows in one of the tallest skyscrapers suddenly shattered. Men and women with reflective body armor jammed unfamiliar weapons out these windows, pointing towards the tumbling drones. They squeezed the triggers on thick, shoulder-carried cannons.

Beams of heat and red light pulsed from their weapons and the drones suddenly went dead in the air, propelled backwards into another building.

Where the drones struck, there were more explosions and blasts of fire and smoke. The struck building showered the street with glass.

As my gaze adjusted, and I examined the streets, I spotted other buildings, which I'd taken for bridges, toppled across the street, crushing vast swathes of asphalt roads and cars. Other soldiers clambered over these fallen structures of molten steel, picking off each other from snipers' perches between the windows, as if the buildings themselves signified some sort of allegiance.

I watched, horrified, as one of the skyscrapers suddenly began to move with a loud churning, metallic screeching sound. I thought it had been struck and was about to topple, but then metal legs the size of aircraft carriers began to claw across the ground, carrying this building on legs away from the drones with slow, thumping, gouging steps. More drones tried to dive, more lasers struck the explosive devices, more plumes of smoke and ash filled the air. I shivered, hoping, briefly, this was just one of Ares' wet dreams rather than some horrible reality in the future.

In view of it all, Barnaby and I were standing in what seemed like the cratered hull of an old grocery store, with empty shelves long since ransacked, and old fridges, dead and dark, with smashed windows and broken shelves. My skin crawled as I tugged at my genie acquaintance and pushed him towards a low counter for refuge.

Barnaby allowed me to hastily pull him behind the counter and push him near a register covered in dust from neglect.

“What now, savant?” Barnaby murmured, his wide eyes fixed on the side of my face. Nervously, I watched him dust at the cash register with quick motions, his housekeeping instincts, it seemed, taking over in the face of imminent danger. He muttered beneath his breath, “I—I'll never see them again, will I? I won't... It's over... I'm going to die.”

I watched him for a moment, breathing in, out, not wanting to lie, but also not wanting him to panic. Panic wouldn't help us now.

“I'm here to help you,” I whispered.

Barnaby looked at me, his blue eyes wide. “I...I...” He let out a squeak, shaking his head, staring down at his pajamas, then back at me. “I shouldn't be here,” he whispered. “I—I made a mistake. I shouldn't have... shouldn't have taken that repo order.”

I didn't speak.

Barnaby winced, taking my silence as judgment, which it wasn't. “We needed the help. My family did... plus...” Now he glanced off, his cheeks reddening, shame written across his features. He sighed and waved a hand. “It's... I... There's just... It sounds so silly now, but...” He trailed off, mustering his courage, then, rapidly, as if ripping a bandaid, he said, “There's a woman I like... Edwidge... Edwidge Adelgrief.” As he said her name, his eyes looked off, distant. A small smile did cross his lips now. “She runs a secondhand shop called The Lamp. Likes telling stories about the Nimrods and their troveling creatures.”

I stared. “Their what?”

He waved a hand. “Just myths of our kind. It's not important... I thought it was. Well, thought she was... But now...” He gave a helpless little shrug. “She doesn't feel the same way about me, though. She thinks I'm a child.”

“Ah. I see. An older woman,” I said, coughing delicately.

Barnaby looked defensive for a moment. “Only ten years. That's not much... Is it?” Before I could reply, he answered his own question with a moan. “It's so much, isn't it? She'll never think of me as anything but a tyke. I thought—I thought if I had some treasure, maybe I could get her something nice, you know? She loves old collectibles and strange wishes. Especially the sort used to bamboozle humankind. She thinks they're funny.” Barnaby sniffed softly, his eyes going hazy. “But... But I never managed to give her anything. She... It's...” he sighed. “It's so embarrassing.”

“That you were caught?”

“Yes. That. But more so...” he looked at me, forlorn. “To love someone who doesn't love you back.” He gave a helpless little shrug of his shoulders, sending some dust drifting to the ground where his back scraped the old cash register.

I sighed, smiling at Barnaby and patted him on the shoulder. “I'm sure if you survive this, she'll be really impressed,” I murmured. “For now, though, we need to think our next step through.”

I tried not to think of Barnaby Smith's unrequited love for Edwidge Adelgrief. The more I knew about the genie, the more I liked him. But compassion and empathy could affect strategic choices. In the end, we both had to survive. Nothing else mattered. It was on the heads of tyrants and leaders to make the hard choices where others couldn't or wouldn't.

As I considered this, my own thoughts began churning rapidly, my mind spinning a mile a minute. I needed to think, to consider our options.

What now indeed.

I resisted the urge to bite my lip, to draw blood so I could focus.

I needed to find a way to survive with Barnaby. But unlike people, there was something resolute and unforgiving about numbers.

Math didn't change.

Two was greater than one.

The two of us wouldn't both be allowed to escape. Baron had refused to look in my direction once I'd secured his helmet. I felt a brief flicker of regret I hadn't had time to reunite with Clappy. I was growing quite fond of the small cyclops. I could only hope he'd manage to prove resourceful again and find his own way out of Ares' birthday tournament.

At least that way one of us would survive.

I slid down the dusty drawers, dispelling a puff of particles as I settled on my haunches, back to the counter, head out of sight.

I needed to think, to consider.

“The others will be nearby,” I murmured, refusing to meet Barnaby's gaze. “Not sure where, but they'll be here.”

Barnaby slumped down as well, his muddied and bloodied bunny rabbit slippers looking more miserable than ever. One of the button eyes was missing and strands of thread poked haphazardly every which way.

His pajamas were worse for wear also. I was also still missing a shoe, my muddy sock damp and offensive against my skin.

“Four others, right?” Barnaby Smith said, wetting his lips. “You heard Ares, though. Only one of us can survive.”

I winced. “I know. I'm working on that...”

But I wasn't getting anywhere. Baron wasn't going to help. Annie couldn't. Preacher was nowhere to be found, left outside the arena completely. I was alone, well and truly alone. Barnaby had no one to count on but me.

For a moment, a darker, cynical portion of myself wondered if the genie might turn on me. Would he use me to get to the end then cut my throat?

I shivered, feeling a familiar cold forming in my gut. I shot a surreptitious glance towards the genie in the bunny rabbit slippers. Not everything that looked like a frog was a lion, but some of them were.

Barnaby clearly cared about his family, very deeply. While this was touching, I also knew people who put family first in the worst ways.

My father had done this. I knew other Imperium officers also.

But not just the tyrants and the killers, also many normal folk. They would put their relatives, their loved ones above and beyond all else. Not just above people, but above things like conscience, right and wrong, justice, helping others...

Would Barnaby do the same? Just because someone loved their family didn't mean they were a good person.

My brother Augustus loved his family, after a fashion. It was the reason his soldiers still treated me with respect. Augustus loved his family so much he would do anything in his power to carve the world into a shape that would best allow us to fit in positions of wealth, influence and power. He'd loved my father too, though Maximus had treated him like a scorned pup. Everything Augustus did, in a way, was to please daddy dearest.

Still... as I looked sidelong at Barnaby, and these cynical thoughts swirled through me, I couldn't help but hope for better. Barnaby cared for his family, but nothing he'd said or done suggested it had even crossed his mind to kill me.

Then again, I was a Wit.

I turned sharply, dust scraping behind me, a cracked tile beneath my foot sliding across the grocery store's floor. I looked Barnaby dead in his pure, blue orb eyes and clapped a hand on his shoulder.


Chapter 44

“Will you kill me if only two of us remain?” I asked the djinn. No sense in mincing words, or pretense.

We didn't have time for me to do it the nice way.

The moment I asked the question, I reached out with my thoughts, my mind grazing his. I reached for his surface emotions, then went even deeper. I looked, careful to watch.

The moment I spoke, the first thing I sensed was horror. Barnaby stared at me, stunned, wide-eyed. His nostrils flared for a moment. His thoughts, his emotions played across my vision like a 3D hologram of shadows and moving pictures. I studied the images, reading the odd scene with practiced efficiency.

The horror gave way to consideration. I watched Barnaby weigh my words. I realized, a moment later, the thought was completely new to him, suggesting he hadn't even considered the possibility.

Was he stupid or just naive?

Or maybe he was still just too panicked to think straight.

Barnaby began to hyperventilate. I watched as he thought of Grace, of Judah, of the odd ones. I watched as his mind flitted to images of his swamp home, the three boxcars stacked on top of each other next to the small creek, pattered with mushrooms and tangled with ivy beneath the giant willow tree.

I watched him lick his lips, hesitantly, then loose a soft whimper. He imagined all of it being taken from him. His home, his family, his loved ones. I watched the way he thought of Grace, of Elison, of Valentine and Judah. The way he considered how they'd fare without him.

I then watched him, briefly, glimpse me, my body at his feet, his fist clutching a bloody rock. I saw Barnaby crying in the image, rocking back and forth then vomiting on the ground.

Then, I saw him walking a forest path, all of this playing out in his own imagination. It was a very strong imagination, even for a genie.

Barnaby approached the door to his home, bloody rock in hand. He couldn't seem to drop it in his imagination, his hand stained. I watched him reach out, knocking on the door. I watched as the window opened, the odd ones slipping out of the frame instead of the door in their own strange brand of 'strategy.' Grace jumped off the roof, diving into Barnaby's hands and snaring him in an embrace. Another genie, a young boy, was smiling in the door now, waving towards his brother.

Then, Barnaby's imagination went further.

He was trying to hide the bloody rock behind his back. My body was gone, lost in the recesses of his memories. Lost and left behind in Ares' birthday tournament.

His family was hugging him, his little sister squealing in delight, the odd ones trying to double-check their notebook of emotions to make sure their brother was happy. But Barnaby could only hug back with one arm, with one hand. The bloody rock was behind his back, still shielded from view.

Then... Grace saw it first.

Her smile faded, just a bit... She pointed and started asking.

Barnaby blanched, trying to drop the rock, but it was stuck to his fingers. Barnaby Smith began to sob in the memory, and in reality, where we crouched behind the counter, tears slipped down his cheeks, trembling at the tip of his nose.

Try as he might, he couldn't hide the bloody rock.

The odd ones were now asking him questions. So Barnaby lied. What else could he do? But the odd ones pressed harder, frowning deeply. Grace was no longer smiling. Judah looked stunned, staring at his oldest brother in disbelief, his mouth forming a small circle of horror.

Barnaby's imagination sped up now, and I saw him trying to protest, to explain. “No other way!” he was calling. “Nothing I could do!”

But I could see a light fizzle out of Grace Smith's eyes. Could see a curious gleam emerge in the odd ones. “You said we ought not hurt others,” Elison was muttering. “This has changed.”

“No,” Barnaby protested. “No—rules are the same. You and Val can't hurt anyone.”

Elison pointed at the rock. “You did.”

“No—no it's not like that.”

Val was nodding too now, though. “You lied also. You did. You hurt someone. You lied.” She nodded, bobbing her head. “You told us to not do things to hurt. But you did.”

“No,” Barnaby was protesting, louder.

Elison and Valentine looked eager now, their expressions morphing, becoming colder, crueler, seeing, somehow, in Barnaby's bloodied rock a sort of permission. His clean hands had guided them in a way he no longer could with crimson stains on his clenched fingers.

Judah was turning away now, shutting the door behind him to go lock himself in his room. Grace hadn't smiled since she'd spotted the rock.

“No,” Barnaby was yelling in his imagination. “I did it for us! I had to! I had to!”

Then... the shadows faded. I returned, my eyelids blinked wildly for a moment as I snapped back to the present.

Barnaby was crying, rocking back and forth on his feet, where he squatted, his pajama-clad arms still wrapped over his knees. “No,” he said simply, shaking his head with a sniff and a sob. “No, I won't hurt you. I promise.”

I tested his thoughts, looking for deception in his mind.

But he meant it. He'd considered it, because I'd told him to. He'd thought it. He'd seen merits. He'd even played it out, wondering if it might be worth it...

But his answer was true. “No.”

I knew I should let it go. He hadn't even been thinking that way until I'd said it, as if somehow I'd sullied his mind. I'd added a seed of corruption with my question.

But for now, I was all he had. And I needed to know.

“Why not?” I murmured.

I knew my why. I knew what Nimue had done. I knew I'd been a dead, drowning man. And she'd taken me from the water, nursed me back to health. If ever I hurt someone like Barnaby, I'd never be able to face her again. I'd be just like my father. Just like Augustus.

No. I couldn't. My fate was tied to this chubby genie. If he lived, I would. If he died, so would I.

And so be it.

But Barnaby considered my question, still rocking slightly on his heels. Then, he swallowed once, fixing me with a long look. “If I did,” he said quietly, “they wouldn't recognize me. It'd be worse than if I didn't return at all.”

“You could lie,” I said. “They wouldn't have to know.”

Barnaby shook his head. “I'm a bad liar. I haven't practiced much.” He sighed, shaking his head and adjusting a couple of dusty red solo cups back on the shelf behind the register. “Besides... I'd know. It wouldn't be the same. I'd know.”

I gave him another long look, but then dipped my head in a nod. “If you say so,” I murmured. Then, quickly, I added from the deepest part of my soul, “I'm sorry for asking.”

Barnaby didn't respond to this, breathing a bit heavier now, his chin still dangling a single dewdrop tear. But at least he was no longer crying.

“So, what now?” he said. “How are both of us going to make it?”

“The god of war won't let us free,” I said with a sigh. “Only one of us can survive... Or, at the very least appear to survive.”

Barnaby stared, wincing. “Appear?”

I rubbed at my head, puffing a breath skyward. I had my Lancelot shield, a single remaining tiger's eye and my dousing knife.

But I was also a Wit. I could hide thoughts—or at least try to. I could create images, glimpsings. Not enough to fool a god, perhaps.

But enough to draw his attention...

And then...

Then I'd have to ask him for a trade.

“You're thinking something, I can tell,” Barnaby murmured. “What is it?” he hissed. Then, as if on instinct, he held up a hand, blocking the sun behind him from glinting into my eyes. I cocked my head, and he muttered, “Sorry—bad habits. The odd ones used to like staring at the sun for fun when they were little...” he sighed. “Well, to be honest, they still think it’s fun.”

I wanted to smile, but my lips wouldn't form the motion. So instead, I murmured, “I have something the god of war wants,” I replied, quietly. “With beings like this, I'm not sure trickery will work. I'm a Wit, besides. We do best when we tell the truth.”

Barnaby wrinkled his nose. “What do you have?”

“I know who stole his helmet,” I said simply, my fist clenching against the broken tile floor in a gesture of resolution. “He cares about that helmet—it's valuable to him. And I saw who took it. I'll tell him where and tell him who. In exchange,” I shrugged, “Maybe, just maybe, he'll let both of us live.”

Barnaby stared at me, his eyes widening, a flicker of hope crossing his countenance.

I didn't tell Barnaby the other option. It was just as possible Ares would kill him instantly then torture me until I revealed the information. Mercy didn't seem to be in the god of war's MO.

But again, all we had left were bad choices. I'd just have to choose the best of the worst.

Baron had cornered me like a rat in a cage. He'd toyed with me. Beaten me. He'd refused to help me after he'd gotten what he wanted. He'd threatened Annie and threatened me.

I felt my lip curling in a sneer. Yes... It was the only play left. I'd turn Baron in for Barnaby. And I wouldn't lose a wink of sleep over it.

Barnaby watched me with that some hopeful look.

“First things first,” I muttered, “We're going to have to survive a bit longer. This play works best if no one else is left—if the tournament is ending. Then, we fake your death, just to appease some of his spectators, so they don't throw a fit or feel hoodwinked. It will allow Ares to save some face.”

“And then?”

“Then, I'm hoping, if I refuse to kill you, Ares himself will come calling. That's when I'll pitch him. I'll trade his helmet for both our lives. It isn't like either of us are valuable to him anyway.” I shrugged. “It just might work. But like I said, first things first: we have to survive to the final two. The more moving parts, the less likely Ares will trade.”

Even as I said it, a drone struck one of the buildings across the street. A gout of fire swept over the road, illuminating both Barnaby and me where we crouched behind the counter. I could feel the heat of the explosion against my cheek, could hear the distant sound of screams.

Barnaby Smith looked worried for a moment, but then he flashed me an uneasy look of gratitude.

“Thank you,” he murmured. “Th-thank you, savant. Leonidas—that's what you said your name was, yes?”

“Call me Leon,” I murmured, my expression softening.

“Right, Leon. Thank you.” He smiled shyly, pushing aside some of his curly blue bangs. I realized just how young he was, probably still a teenager himself in genie years and yet he behaved like a den mother. He'd been raising his family for years, protecting them, parenting them, providing for them.

In repayment, he'd been dragged off, taken to a cursed prison then sold into execution by gladiator.

It was all so wrong.

As Barnaby smiled bashfully, nodding his appreciation, my own expression flickered. I frowned briefly, watching the wooden counter behind my new friend. A nail was jutting out... No, two nails. Three.

My heart leapt. I sprang forward with a shout.

Not nails. Claws.

A fuzzy, clawed fist of a satyr reached through the wooden cabinet, moving through the solid material as if it were no more substantive than molasses. I heard a bleating little laugh, then a voice crow, “I found me a piggie!”

The clawed hand closed tight and sudden around Barnaby's shoulder, gouging into the boy's soft flesh.

Barnaby's expression of hope turned to one of horror and pain.


Chapter 45

My dousing knife ripped from my thigh strap, and in the same motion, I brought it gouging down against the fingers gripping my new friend.

Blood spurted from two of the satyr's digits—one of his clawed fingers severed completely, dropping like a bloody sausage to the ground. The being bleated in pain and stumbled out of the cabinet he'd been hiding in. He tripped backwards, over a metal shopping cart and landing in a tangle, clutching his hand.

I yanked at Barnaby Smith, shoving him in the back towards a row of dusty, ash-strewn stairs. “Run!” I yelled.

But as Barnaby made to comply, a second being emerged at the top of the steps.

Well, two beings in fact.

One of them, the tusked ogre with the stitched-together flaps of corpse flesh for its body. It scuttled on multiple, gouging, sickly-gray, crab-like legs. The legs were tough, armored and as thick as deep tree roots, keeping the corpulent shape of the ogre upright.

The ogre's face was a mess of approximated features: an eye drooping too low, a pig snout instead of a nose, bulging pustules along its chin and thick goiters across its neck. The ogre had no hair, but the six cut marks on its head, over the tapestry of older scars, gave him the look of having a thin, bloody comb over.

The ogre was reaching up with one long-nailed finger, cutting into his forehead and slicing a seventh mark.

The reason for this new accolade was also the third gladiator I'd seen.

At least, most of the third gladiator. It looked like the human. I could no longer see his indigo-eyes. I couldn't see any of his head, in fact, as by the looks of things the ogre had already eaten this. The monster had gulped down an arm and a foot too, judging by the body dangling from his mouth which was moving like cud chewed by a cow.

The ogre's jaw unhinged like a snake, allowing him to swallow more of the human's abdomen. The top torso was chomped, and the ogre swallowed, a thick bulge slipping down its throat. One remaining arm dangled limp and lifeless over the ogre's tusks, and the only remaining leg gave a bloody spurt, rolled down the ogre's ample belly and plopped on the ground with a sickening splat.

Barnaby froze in place, his eyes wide, a look of sheer horror splitting his expression. I grabbed at his arm, cursing and shoving Barnaby away from both the ogre and the satyr.

Clearly, the two monsters had taken all the alliance talk to heart. Even killers could be smart sometimes. But now, with the ogre blocking the stairs, and the satyr extricating himself from the bent shopping cart, only one path remained for Barnaby Smith.

Out the front glass doors and into the streets alight with fire and smoke and ash. Through the carnage and chaos, I spotted more buildings walking on more mechanical legs, moving through the city. I watched another enormous skyscraper tumble, thousands of little apartment units and windows smashing where they struck the ground in a crash that caused our shopping center to shake and tremble. I nearly lost my footing as I sent Barnaby stumbling towards the door.

“Run!” I yelled, “Go! Go! I'll find you!”

Barnaby yelped, hesitant. But then, the ogre on the stairs bent over, heaving a breath from the exertion before picking up the loose, bloody leg. The ogre sniffed it, savoring the scent for a moment, and then began to gnaw it like a chicken bone.

Barnaby nearly fainted. His eyes fluttered, his face paled.

“No you don't!” I snarled. I reached out on sheer instinct, jabbing my mind against his, finding his dwindling consciousness with instinct born from decades of training. I snatched his fleeing memories, his drifting thoughts, gripped it in my own mind and dragged it back to consciousness. “Stay awake and run!”

Barnaby blinked, queasy again. I heard him gag for a moment, unable to tear his gaze away from the ogre.

“Go!” I yelled a final time, shoving as hard as I could and propelling the genie towards the shopping center doors and the burning streets.

I wasn't certain the setting of a futuristic war would be any safer for my young friend. But on the other hand, at least the automaton soldiers outside couldn't seem to notice us. They wouldn't be aiming for Barnaby.

That didn't mean a drone wouldn't hit him, or a building wouldn't fall on him. But hopefully he'd have sense enough to duck into the nearest alley—as long as there weren't legs attached to that building, too—and hide.

Better the unknown than the certainty of two bloodthirsty monsters now moving in a pincer to intercept both of us.

“Hide!” I repeated, just in case he needed to hear the obvious.

Barnaby stumbled towards the glass doors, not looking back, hand to his mouth as if to hold back vomit.

I didn't blame him; as I turned to face the two monsters, my own heart pounded a mile a minute, my own stomach twisted and churned and I resisted the urge to let out a scream. The satyr was moving through the wooden cabinets again, clutching his bloody hand and fixing me with a malicious look of fury.

For the moment, Barnaby was forgotten.

The ogre, though, was eyeing Barnaby's form, a long, bumpy tongue reaching out and licking meat-strip lips. He gave one last swallow and a lump in his throat proceeded into his gullet.

Then, with quick, scuttling steps, the ogre began to move after Barnaby.

I needed both of them on me. So I reached out towards the satyr's mind, charging into the thoughts of blood and vengeance.

I knew the scent of a coward the moment I sniffed it. This goat man had only attacked with the benefit of surprise. Now that I'd cut him, his anger would only propel him towards me if he thought he had the upper hand.

So, facing the satyr, I pointed a finger at his yellowed eyes and snarled, “Think you can take me alone, Billy Bluff?”

The satyr faltered for a moment, wading through the wooden counter. He glanced sharply towards where the crab-ogre had now reached the bottom of the steps and was chasing after Barnaby.

“Oi!” the bleating monster called. “Come here you blood-guzzling freak! The human—the human tastes better. Trust me!” He giggled wildly, in a sort of nervous spasm. “Do him like you done the kitty-kat!”

I felt a lance of horror and grief at the thought of the sphinx I'd seen back in the intermission. By the sound of things, the noble creature hadn't fared well.

The ogre paused, glancing away from Barnaby—who had pried open the glass sliding doors—and was now slipping through into the street. He was safe; for now. A cloud of ash rolled through the street from the toppled buildings. Barnaby would have to hide.

But while he was making good his getaway, the same couldn't be said for me.

I stood behind the cashier's counter, one eye on the satyr pointing at me as the ogre rerouted, nearly toppling on its crab-like legs as he shifted his bulk mid-charge. He bellowed, tusks jutting in my direction as he came thundering towards me. The satyr giggled, then bounded through the rest of the wooden counter, hands reaching for my neck.

I moved fast, instincts taking over, ducking low. But even still, the satyrs claws gouged across my cheek, drawing blood and a shout of pain. The healing I'd received from Miriam allowed me to move rapidly, but the goatman was a seven-foot monster built for speed and rugged terrain, used to climbing mountain slopes and chasm tunnels.

As I tried to reel back, he reached out with both long arms, his ridged and leathery flesh straining beneath his fur as he shoved me hard. I stumbled in the direction of the ogre.

The corpulent, scuttling abomination was as wide as I was tall, his entire body blocked me, and I rebounded off his blood and gut slicked belly. A rancid odor reached my nose as I tried to use the momentum to duck beneath his crab legs.

But the ogre snared me with one meaty fist, ripping me from the ground with a triumphant cry and dangling me in the air in front of his face. His mouth opened, his jaw unhinged. Molars the size of my fist were slicked and blackened with cavities—pieces of human still gouged between teeth in stringy bits.

I howled, kicking desperately and catching the monster in the eye, but he didn't release me, his grip only tightening until I felt something crack in my wrist.

I screamed in pain, nearly blacking out myself. Again, instincts took over, I reached up and in, dragging my own consciousness back to attention.

I wasn't someone who looked fondly on puppeting or true ripping. These two tactics were the sorts my old Headinstructor Nicolas Arthurius Drego would have smiled on. But I'd often found them morally objectionable.

Now, though, dangling between two monsters, lifted towards an opening mouth with only seconds before I lost a foot or an arm or my head, I needed to bring out all the guns.

And so I kicked the monster in the eye again, receiving another howl of pain as he tried to steady me to get a good angle for a bite. I needed help, needed an extra pair of strong hands to pry the ogre's grip from me.

The ogre himself was a feeding machine, a monster. I hadn't checked his defenses, and I wasn't about to try. I'd already found access to the satyr's thoughts, though.

So I cast my mind towards the bleating goatman. I put my full force behind the attack, a tsunami of consciousness crashing against a sandcastle of thought.

As I did, as my thoughts descended on the goat man, hoping to enlist an unwilling ally by puppeting his body, the satyr suddenly smiled. He looked up at me, his jaundiced eyes flashing with a bit more intelligence than perhaps I'd given him credit for.

I realized my mistake a second too late.

He hadn't been massaging his wounded hand. He'd been holding something. An item in a small, brown bag marked with a Union seal.

The same sort of bag I'd been given with my items, and the same sort of bag I'd seen slipped through the bars of the satyr's cage when moving into the stadium for the first time.

It took me a second to realize what he had.

Something so simple... so stupidly simple.

Not a weapon, not a magic item, not even anything particularly useful.

Rather, he was carrying, in his brown satchel, a thick, auburn bottle of whiskey. Cheap stuff, not magical, not alchemical. Pure whiskey, though. Cheap and strong.

In that moment, I knew I'd been set up.

Tomb's trove... The bottle was half empty. Even as my thoughts descended, I watched as the satyr chugged the remaining contents of the container.

Alcohol—nothing so good to defend against the thoughts of a Wit than sheer drunkenness.

Someone had told him I was a Wit. Someone had given him help against me specifically. Who? Baron? A quick thought, but a likely one. Baron wouldn't want any witnesses. Wouldn't want anyone to tattle on him to Ares.

Tying off loose ends, and I was a big old, floppy, fraying piece of rope.

And the satyr was here to do some tying.


Chapter 46

The goatman bleated, grinning a wicked, gap-toothed smile at the look of horror on my face as he downed the rest of the bottle, winked, then chucked the glass container at my head.

My attempts to puppet him slipped like sand through fingers. I couldn't find a purchase, couldn't find an entry point. Even as I tried, I could feel the whiskey acting quickly, far too quickly, suggesting perhaps there were some alchemical components to it.

The satyr's mind was foggy to me, now, effervescent, nearly impossible to grasp. I couldn't puppet him; I couldn't even read him.

I screamed in frustration and found my foot dangling in the ogre's open mouth. He exhaled in satisfaction, sending a putrid gust of warm and wet air along my body. Then, he tried to chomp.

I yanked my foot, but he shoved me against his lips now.

I redirected my efforts, jamming my thoughts towards the ogre. It was a brutish, blunt affair. I didn't have much experience reading the minds of ogres. It had always seemed an unpleasant proposition.

As I did, leaving behind the satyr, I found my talent, my energy quickly dwindling. One couldn't attempt a puppeting without expending themselves, and if one failed, it sapped a Wit's strength as if after a sudden sprint.

Someone had set me up. Someone had warned the goat man, had even helped him.

I howled, shoving the remnants of my talent against the ogre's mind, breaking through into his pea-brained thoughts.

Perhaps predictably, the images, the thoughts, the glimpses of shadow around me made my stomach turn. The grizzly details didn't bear repeating. As the ogre chomped down, shoving me with thick, floppy arms against his lips, I found his muscle function, brute-forced myself in, and grabbed hold of his jaw.

For a moment, the briefest moment, it worked.

I was exhausted, though, my vision swimming, my heart pounding a mile a minute. I felt like puking, but couldn't even find the energy for this. I'd read Barnaby's mind, then maintained both our consciousnesses. I'd meddled with the satyr, briefly, then tried a full puppeting only to fail and brute force my way into the unfamiliar terrain of an ogre's mind and, last minute, grasp his jaw function.

More expending of my talent than I normally performed in a single day, but all of this had happened in minutes.

I was spent. I could feel my mind spinning, threatening to give in. The ogre's jaw was momentarily locked, held open by my sheer sense of will. In his confusion, the monster's eyes widened in horror, his pig snout snuffled, wet and wiggly beneath me. He loosed his grip on one of my arms to try and shove his mouth closed.

In that moment, he only gripped me with one hand.

But I was nearly done—black spots danced across my vision, sweat beading on my forehead, dripping down my cheeks. My willpower held his jaw open, but not for much longer. Like a closing door, his molars began to shut, slowly, so very slowly, aided by his own hand beneath his flappy, pustulated neck.

I screamed in exertion, suddenly dropping the puppeting of the jaw, swiping my knife from my pocket and jamming it into the ogre's other hand.

At the same time, as he screamed in pain, I was released for a brief moment. I kicked off one of his closing teeth, shoving myself tumbling backwards. I bounced off his protruding belly and slammed into the satyr.

The drunken monster tried to grab me, but what he'd gained in a defense against a Wit, he'd sacrificed in hand-eye coordination. I slipped free of his fumbling grasp, ducking under his fuzzy arm and whirling about to kick him in the back.

My head still throbbed as I sent the goatman tumbling into the waiting arms of his ogre accomplice.

For a brief, hopeful moment, I thought the ogre might be hungry enough to taste-test some mountain goat.

But showing an impressive amount of self-restraint, or simply angry at the human who'd slashed him, the ogre crawled over the satyr, his crab legs stepping around the drunken goat man.

The satyr, emboldened by liquid courage, howled and came at me also, ducking out the side of the scuttling legs and bounding over the counter with a single leap.

I rolled backwards, over the cash register. A little ding resounded as I accidentally opened the drawer.

My mind was swimming, black spots dancing across my vision. The two monsters swiped at me, charging within arm’s reach. If the ogre grabbed me again, I was toast... and jam, and anything else it wanted for breakfast.

I landed with a gasping thud on the other side of the counter, righted and broke into a sprint, leading both the monsters away from where Barnaby had slipped through the sliding door. I could still hear the sounds of futuristic battle outside as I bolted towards the stairs.

Some remnants from the leg slicked the top step, but I bounded over it. My wrist felt like fire, but my fingers were still moving. Pain I could manage.

The satyr, drunk and out of its element amidst a concrete jungle, slipped, tripping over the slick steps and, momentarily blocking the ogre's path, giving me precious seconds to widen my lead.

Bloodied knife in one hand, gasping and groaning, I hastened down a long, dark hall.  

Doors gaped on either side of me, but I kept going. I needed a way out—some escape. I wondered, perhaps, if I found a window...

At the end of the hall, I spotted two double-doors—the type in an office space like this that might lead to a board room.

I picked up my pace, racing onward.

I heard the scuttling of many legs behind me now reach the top of the stairs. The satyr bleated, gasping, drunk, but bloodthirsty as ever. As I sprinted down the hall, breathing heavily, I thought I glimpsed an open window, through one of the side doors. I tried to veer off, but nearly tripped in my desperation to reroute.

I cursed, reconsidering and pressing on. The scuttling grew louder, and my neck tingled with the heat of the satyr's puffing breath.

The board room—the room beyond the double doors, it would have windows. It had to!

I'd wasted precious time second guessing myself. A fuzzy hand reached out, but slipped from my shoulder due to blood-slicked fingers.

I yelled in terror, adrenaline pumping wildly, my legs like pistons, my eyes glued on the doors.

What if they were locked?

This horrible thought jolted through my chest like ice water.

No choice. I'd already made up my mind. My feet pounded against the tiled floor. Heavy breathing resounded behind me, accompanying loping hoofsteps and scuttling sounds.

And then... five feet. Four...

Another hand grabbed me, but I slashed it and it retracted.

Three...

Two...

I hit the door with a howl, my body slamming into the pressured length of the push bar. The device compressed, and...

The double doors swung inward.

Relief flooded me as I stumbled into the room beyond, still running. I heard a curse, and then a loud crunch. The two, much larger monsters, had a harder time navigating human-sized doorways.

But as I glanced around the bleak, gray room, I realized, to my horror, my mistake.

Not a board room. No windows at all.

In fact, the only door was behind me. Everything else was concrete, naked and stark, resolute and unyielding.

I'd stumbled into a half-finished rec room—a basketball court. One of the hoops was erected on the far end. The other hoop was on the ground, and I hurtled this, still running, but desperately looking for some escape path.

The ceiling was too high for me to reach, boasting thick metal beams directly attached to the roof itself; nowhere for me to throw my tiger's eye then.

No windows, no other doors. Only a water fountain in one corner, an old dusty bench, and the single erect basketball hoop.

I had just raced into a four-walled, high-ceilinged concrete prison. My eternal talent had already been stretched to its limit. I might have the energy for a faint glimpsing on the ogre, but nothing would work on the drunken satyr.

I was trapped. My only exit was blocked by my two pursuers, both of them ducking low, and in the ogre's case, sucking in his belly to slide through the entrance.

The monsters stepped onto the unfinished basketball court.

The satyr was eyeing me with a hateful gaze, both of his hands bloodied now. The monsters were no longer running, hesitant, glancing around as well and reaching the same conclusion I had.

We were in a dead end.

Or, at least, I was.

The door behind them still gaped. My fingers probed towards the final tiger's eye in my pocket. I glanced over the ogre, over the satyr, wondering if I had the aim to launch the small packet of transportive material out into the hall, past them. They'd still chase me, they were still faster. But at least that way, I'd buy myself a bit more time.

But the satyr's eyes darted towards my pocket. His gaze was foggy but cruel, confused but furious. As he looked at my hand, though, his lips mumbled something... His head suddenly snapped up, both of his curving horns standing to attention. He cocked his head as if remembering something, and then, with one bloodied hand, he reached back, grabbing both the doors and pulling them shut. He grunted, his muscles straining as he dragged the wooden bench, using it to barricade the only exit.

I swallowed, my skin prickling.

Baron had definitely set me up. The skinting goatman knew about my tiger's eye too.

I felt a fury as deep as my bones... But the fury was quickly replaced by a jolt of terror.

The way was shut.

The doors were blocked.

No escape that way then, either. Not even with tiger's eye.

I was locked in a concrete room with two monsters, and they were now stalking towards me, careful this time.

I was trapped.


Chapter 47

The two monsters stalked across the unfinished basketball court, the only exit blockaded behind them. Their heavy breathing echoed in the acoustics of the expansive space. My own breathing came in quick, rapid gasps as I tried to calm myself, to think.

I was trapped, the door was barricaded.

Even if I did manage to throw my tiger's eye, it would splatter against the door and I'd only make it as far as the exit. I wouldn't have time to move the bench before either of them pounced on me.

They were both too fast. I was exhausted, but satyrs, I knew, could often hunt through forests and mountains, sprinting for days at a time in their hunting packs, laughing and chanting and making wild music beneath the watchful night. They could go without sleep, without eating for days.

I wouldn't out-endure a satyr. On top of that, this one was inebriated, severely curtailing what I could do with my talent.

The satyr stumbled a bit over the toppled basketball hoop. It blinked blearily, rubbing at its eyes, and letting out a long burp. The ogre's pig snout snuffled, and its crab legs scuttled over the hoop in a skin-crawling motion.

I stepped back, slowly, desperately thinking...

Improvise... but I was nearly out of props...

I thought of Barnaby, of his family—maybe this would be the best way for him to survive. If I died, then Barnaby would live a bit longer.

But what about Napoleon? What about Annie and Preacher?

I winced, but try as I might I couldn't just think my way out of this. My talent was depleted, my eyes were still sparking with dark spots. I needed time... just a bit of time to think.

No intermissions were coming now. This was a one man survivor situation, and the monsters I was trapped with both wanted me dead. I felt a sudden weariness, a weightiness of sheer defeat.

Perhaps I could take one of them with me? But with just my knife? It seemed unlikely. I might be able to injure one, increasing Barnaby's odds of survival...

Yes... perhaps that was it.

I felt a flicker of pride at this thought. My sphinx mother would've been proud.

I snarled now, hiding the sob, the two monsters’ shadows stretching in front of them in the dark, gray room. The only illumination came from a single flickering safety light that had turned on when I'd pushed into the room. The light cast the shadows of the monsters towards me, the darkness swallowing my retreating form.

I glanced back and realized I'd stepped into the basketball hoop, the cold, white-painted metal bar firm against my spine.

The net had been taken. The backboard was worn and splintered. The ceiling was far above even the top of the hoop, completely out of reach.

The cold metal of the post reminded me briefly of Napoleon's cell back in the Hollow. I'd promised Nap I'd return for him. He hadn't believed me, but I'd promised him.

He'd never trust anyone again. Not after how many times I'd let him down.

I turned my back to the monsters now, a gesture of disrespect, of indifference. They didn't charge yet, perhaps expecting some sort of trick.

“Careful,” the satyr growled. “Careful... watch the door!”

I looked up the basketball hoop... I could survive a few more seconds. Just a few more. But what was the point?

Perhaps just those seconds. Perhaps just a second longer was all the point I needed.

I didn't know why I did it. It seemed pointless, but I reached out, back still to my would-be killers, and I began to climb.

I'd always been good at climbing. I shimmied up, legs against the post, arms braced, much like I'd scaled the mast back on the ship. I clambered up the basketball hoop, climbing higher and higher... It was taller than the crab, taller than the satyr. But not nearly tall enough to matter. Where would I go, anyway? The ceiling was thick and blocked by metal beams sealed directly against the roof. No exit that way.

Just a few more seconds.

The metal was grainy and cold beneath my fingers and I pulled myself to the top, slipping onto the L-angle of the post.

I clambered onto the backboard, plopping down on the top of the wooden frame, feeling it give a bit, splintered and moldered beneath me. I rested my feet, dangling them over the backboard, my toes grazing the metal hoop.

The satyr hadn't followed completely, scowling and standing near the half-court line. The ogre was directly beneath me, reaching up with long arms and gripping the hoop. He began to pull, grunting as he did. The backboard splintered, my heart jolted.

I'd bought a few seconds, it seemed, but only that.

The splintering turned to a ripping sound and the hoop came completely free, pulled off. The ogre glanced at the broken hoop, snarled and tossed it to the side.

I pulled my feet up where the ogre couldn't reach me, swallowing as I did, perched on the top of the backboard, trapped with nowhere left to go.

“I know what you have in your pocket,” The satyr bleated. “You won't reach that door,” he smirked, still standing on the half court line, body angled towards the double doors.

So, he did know about the tiger's eye.

“Who put you up to this?” I said. “Who told you about me?”

The satyr frowned, tugging at one horn with a bloody, furred paw. “You die now, human—scent of skunk leaves your lips. Fat crab, use the other pole. Knock the little bird from its perch.”

The satyr was clearly the brains behind the operation. The ogre, though, seemed willing to take directions if it meant another morsel. He skittered towards the second, toppled basketball hoop, gripped the white pole, and, in an alarming show of strength, ripped it from the ground, hefting it in both hands. Then, he turned, moving back towards me, snarling and snorting.

I watched him draw nearer, and nearer still. My eyes narrowed, briefly.

Such an impersonal object, a pole like that. A bludgeoning weapon. It would crush me—it would certainly knock me loose.

As the crab drew within ten feet, already reaching towards me, muscles straining, arms jiggling... A thought struck me.

Not much of a thought.

But... for that moment, my frown gouged deep into the lines of my face.

I had an idea.


Chapter 48

A faint, glinting, glimmer of an idea. Nothing more than a brief flicker of sunlight beneath tumultuous waters. Perhaps a piece of foil, maybe a flashing minnow, or maybe... maybe something worth reaching for.

But for this to work, I needed the satyr angry.

The crab was already poking the long pole in my direction, trying to knock me from my perch. I took shelter behind the headboard, arms upraised. “Hang on!” I shouted. “Wait, one second—I have something for the goat. Something important.”

The ogre hesitated; he seemed in the order taking mood.

“Don't forget,” the satyr sneered. “Our deal is the only way out.”

The ogre's eyes narrowed, but then nodded his blubbery face; he began to poke at me again, the bottom of the metal pole crushing the top of my wooden backboard. My shelter was quickly being worn away in splinters and dust.

“You're stupid,” I howled at the satyr.

The drunken goatman bleated. “Is that the best you have?” he slurred in his sneering voice. “Stupid mortal. You can't goad me!”

I paused, considering this, then tried a bit harder. Because he was right, that's exactly what I was doing. My goal was to goad the goat.

“You skinting, flee-bagged, mother-shagging, trollskull cretin!” I yelled. “Is your whining voice because your nose was shoved so far up Magrub's hind you blocked both passages? Or is it simply because you're a goat-suckling piece of soon-to-be ogre-bile!” I had to duck as another piece of backboard was smashed free and sent tumbling to the ground in another shower of splinters. The ogre's aim with that poll was impressively accurate. I swallowed in fright.

The goat's eyes narrowed, his drunken mind trying to keep up with the insults. A second later, his mouth widened, his shaggy expression forming a look of rage. “That's not nice!” He snarled.

I ducked as the ogre used his makeshift battering ram to knock another hole through the backboard. This time the pole caught me in the chest, my breath whooshing from my lungs and it took all my dexterity to remain atop the curved portion of metal post, my cracked wrist pulsing with pain.

“Ah, you don't like I when I pick at chief Magrub, huh? Even though you're in here, and he's up there, somewhere,” I screamed, waving a finger towards the sky. “Watching all of this! Or was he the one who sent you here?”

The satyr bleated, blinking, drunken. He might have protected himself from the Wit, but he'd left himself a halfwit. The satyr took a hesitant step forward. I quickly gauged distances. I didn't care to reach the blockaded door. The satyr would still chase me down. I needed the goatman out of commission. But the ogre seemed loyal enough and he was blocking my way with a giant, ten-foot metal post which he waved like a club.

More backboard broke off. I didn't have much in the way of cover remaining. My hands slipped, sweaty on the post beneath me. Only a few seconds left now, and then I was done.

“Goatman, I'm going to jump.” I howled. “I really am.”

The goat stared at me, wrinkling his nose. “Baaaad liar!” he bleated.

“I'm a Wit—you seem to know that though. We don't lie.”

“Baaad!” he bleated. But tilted his head as if confused.

“I am. Going to jump. Right there,” I said. And I was telling the complete truth. I just needed the satyr to believe it. I pointed towards a portion of floor behind the ogre. Even the crab-legged monster with his basketball hoop lance paused long enough to scratch his hind and sniff his fingers, momentarily distracted by all the noise.

“Knock the birdie free, fatcrab!” The goat shouted. But he took another step forward, towards the portion of floor I'd indicated.

I licked my lips. Just another step. Just a little closer.

I reached into my pocket, pulled out a small item and tossed it towards the floor, exactly where I'd pointed.

The goat screamed in triumph, pouncing instantly, moving a few steps closer.

Except, I hadn't thrown my tiger's eye. I'd thrown my watch. The Lancelot shield didn't spring out, as I hadn't hit the button. The goat man bent down, frowning, plucking up the silver watch.

At the same time, I lurched to my feet, took a wobbly step forward, then—exactly as I'd said—I jumped over the ogre, directly towards the spot on the floor I'd indicated. I made sure, the ogre was watching. The ogre, mid-swing, redirected the motion, bringing his thick metal poll around in a bludgeoning shot—he had better aim than I'd expected.

Like some baseball prodigy, the metal post came swishing directly towards my head. I briefly pictured images of brain chunks raining down around us.

But with my other hand, I flung the tiger's eye, whipping it towards the nearest wall—any direction would do.

The satyr leaned towards the indicated portion of floor, taking me at my word—I had jumped after all. The giant crab swung around, metal post twirling. And then, I turned off the lights.

I'd timed it perfectly—more out of fortune than skill.

The tiger's eye smashed right as I twisted the dousing knife's handle. My stomach twisted and I was sucked out of the spot. But, my attackers didn't know that, as they were now blind.

I heard the goatman bleat, the sound of hooves as he—anticipating my movement—dove through the air towards where he'd thought I would land.

But the ogre, blind as he was, continued his beautiful, perfectly executed swing of the giant metal post.

The satyr had allowed himself to be goaded just within reach.

No lights, a drunk goat, a stupid crab-legged monster and then...

A resounding metallic ring! Followed by a sickening crunch.

A second later, I twisted the dousing knife again and felt a sudden jolt of triumph, likely far greater than any athlete who'd ever wandered these halls.

The ogre, blind in the dark, unaware of the satyr's movements, had swung his metal post and struck the goatman square in the face. The satyr was now a bloody heap against the far wall where the full swing of the ogre's blow had sent the goatman's broken body tumbling like a rag doll.

The satyr was dead, bones sticking up every which way. The ogre blinked a few times, gurgling in his throat, and then glanced towards the end of his bloodied metal poll.

Even now, glancing at the satyr, then at the post, it seemed to take him a second to realize what had happened.

“Sheepy?” the ogre said, in his deep, gurgling voice.

His back was to me, exposed—he still didn't seem to have pieced it all together. Quietly, on the balls of my feet, I approached, knife in hand, teeth set.

The ogre, raised the metal post, tentatively licking at the blood on the end of the thing, then slurping it down with a satisfied little sigh as if it were an ice cream cone in summer heat.

Then the door to the gym blasted off its hinges.

I whirled about, and the ogre turned too.

A fiery circle of molten wood allowed a figure to step into the gym.

Barnaby Smith, breathing heavily, his face streaked with ash, carried an oversized, white hand cannon—the same sort I'd seen soldiers in the street using. Stunned, I watched as he pointed the futuristic weapon at the ogre, closed his eyes briefly, let out a little squeak saying, “Sorry... But you did try to eat me.” And then, he squeezed the trigger.

A burst of red light struck the ogre square in the chest, melting a hole the size of a manhole cover. The monster let out a final gurgle, and the metal pole hit the ground before he did.

The remnants of the ogre's body toppled back until his legs jutted skyward and the rest of his broken, corpulent form collapsed around him in rolls of blubber and blood.

I wrinkled my nose at the sudden stench rising from the monster.

Barnaby held the gun for a moment, staring at his work then closed his eyes, swallowing. He looked at me and briefly I could see him considering the thought I'd planted earlier...

But then, his eyes went hard, he jutted out his chin and he tossed the futuristic weapon far away from himself, allowing it to clatter against the wall.

I blinked, massaging my jaw. “I didn't realize we could use those,” I said.

Barnaby panted, a hand touched delicately to his lips. “I—I've worked wish repo jobs before... We've had to go after horrofiends as gross as that thing.” Then, with a little burp, he added, “I'm going to be sick.” Barnaby bent over, gasping with heaving breaths at the ground.

I glanced at the body of the ogre, then at the smear of the goatman. I stooped, picking up my watch, then straightening with a little sigh.

“Well?” Barnaby said, swallowing and looking around, sweat and char streaking down his face in gray lines. “Think—think we're it?” His bunny slippers were missing, his feet covered in dust and cuts. Part of his pajamas had been blasted away, and his chest was streaked with blood and nasty burn marks.

“Are you alright?” I asked, still breathing heavily. It's a difficult thing to go from facing imminent demise one moment to a tentative future the next. I blinked, wiggling my fingers just to make sure I wasn't dreaming.

Barnaby pressed his hand against his chest, but then sobbed, shaking his head. “No,” he gasped. “I'm not... I—I want to go home,” he said in a weary voice, flopping onto the ground.

“Right... Well,” I said, “remember what I talked about down below?”

He looked at me, looked at the knife, but then shrugged, nodding again as if in defeat.

I approached him, slowly.

I wet my lips with my tongue. I'd have to make it look good—at least good enough to allow Ares to save face with his guests. He'd promised them only one survivor after all. I wouldn't be able to fool a god, certainly not in his own playground, but I might fool enough of his guests to prime the conversation so we could barter.

The real card, the only real play I had left, after faking Barnaby's death, would be the helmet.

I'd tell Ares about Baron. Tell him he stole it. Baron would have it on him, or maybe Meadowfax would. Unless the two of them had already left... But even then, I could barter information. Perhaps even tell Ares where to find Baron at the Loophole. Clearly, Baron hadn't expected me to survive, given all the strings he'd pulled to the contrary.

I glanced towards the crushed goatman once more and let out a weary little sigh.

I took another step towards Barnaby, knife gripped tightly in my fingers.

And then, in the distance, I heard a roar. A thunderous, ear-splitting roar.

A jolt of worry shot up my spine. My hand went rigid around the knife. The scene began to swim like a mirage, colors bleeding away, images vanishing. The gray and stone walls and floor faded, like droplets slicked off a windshield.

And then, as my eyes adjusted once more and everything changed, I found myself standing on the flagstones in front of Ares' throne once more.

I'd thought it was a good plan. Thought I'd been clever.

But Baron O'Shea didn't get where he was by letting others double cross him first.

Ares was standing in front of his throne, scowling at me with a look of absolute loathing. All around him, his guests had gathered. The Queen of Stormer, Chief Magrub, the vermen steward, the Carpenter's sister, the giant, golden dominion, Lancelot and his helmed knights, and hundreds of others were staring straight at me.

Barnaby was at my side, cross-legged and shaking. Another little squeak of fright escaped his lips.

And standing next to Ares, arms crossed over his perfectly maintained white suit, Baron O'Shea, the Hillbilly Godfather wore a look of severe disappointment. He clicked his tongue, waved a hand towards me and said, loud enough for everyone to hear, “There's the man who I saw. He's the one who stole your helmet, my lord.” Baron nodded once, his gunpowder-colored eyes fixated on me for a moment. One of his eyebrows quirked ever so slightly up.

And then, louder still, he said, “And I have proof!”


Chapter 49

My heart pounded and my eyes felt so dry they hurt, but I couldn't close them; my gaze fixated on the horrible scene before me. Only Barnaby and I stood on the flagstones now, with a conspicuous emptiness on either side of us. I tried to swallow back the bile threatening my throat.

For a moment, I thought Barnaby was tapping me, but then I realized my own fingers were trembling against my thigh. I swallowed once, but before I could speak, Baron called out, his voice echoing in the courtyard, “I saw the human steal your helmet, Lord Ares. I watched with my own eyes as that there hoodlum placed the item on his person!”

I frowned at this, feeling my heart beat wilder. “Hang on,” I retorted, careful not to deny the accusation, but sidestepping it all the same. “He's the one who stole it!” I jammed an accusing finger, still trembling and stained with blood and ash, towards the mobster.

Meadowfax stood behind his boss, one hand clutching the black backpack I'd seen him carrying. It looked empty.

My mind whirred, trying to keep up, rapidly trying to make sense of it all. Ares' horrible, stony gaze pinned me to the floor; the giant, statuesque god of war bellowed, “Search him!”

Sons of Ares skittered forward, their bony feet clattering against the flagstones. For a moment, I flinched, poised to run, but what was the point? I wouldn't make it ten steps, surrounded as I was by gods and demigods and monsters. Hundreds of spectators watched, some expressions imperious, cold, others bored and tired, still others eager and poised.

I felt a lump in my throat, swallowing quickly as the Sons of Ares began to poke and prod at me.

There was no point in fighting, but I also didn't have anything to hide. The helmet was either in Baron's care or still behind that hedge next to the throne.

So I remained docile, shoulders slumped, trying to seem as small a threat as possible. Spindly fingers probed into my pockets, checked inside my shirt, my frayed trousers, my shoes. They found my thigh strap, ripping it and the dousing knife free. They found the empty pack of tiger's eye and pulled this out too, presenting it to Ares with eager motions. They found my Lancelot shield—still as a watch. I winced as this was passed along a row of skeletons towards the god of war. My eyes flicked towards Lancelot himself and his two escorts. All three of the proud knights watched, but none of them seemed to recognize the shield-turned-watch.

And lastly, the Sons of Ares removed the small bag marked with the Union seal.

The bag Baron had given me.

The moment I laid eyes on it, I felt a twinge in my chest. That same emotion began to spread, moving out along my arms, to my quivering fingertips.

I exhaled slowly, my lungs feeling heavy all of a sudden, as if someone had dropped a fifty-pound weight on my sternum. I stared at the little empty bag...

Empty.

It had to be empty. I'd checked it.

My eyes flitted to the bag in Meadowfax's hand, and my tongue darted out, touching my lips. I remembered the Passing Parcels back in Kay's shop; these bags looked different. But what if the same spell... Surely they hadn't... surely...

The skeletons shook the empty bag, and I watched as Baron's eyes flashed, and a small, satisfied smile stretched his features.

There was a soft, delicate little clink as something tumbled out of the miniature satchel. A helmet no larger than a walnut, crusted in gems and made of bone, rolled into a gap between the flagstones.

Everyone stared, and Ares leaned in for a closer look.

Then, shaken free of what I could only guess was a Passing Parcel, the helmet began to slowly grow.

Small gasps arose from the gathered spectators. Looks of curiosity turned to stunned shock. Murmurs broke out, even from some of the more esteemed guests as everyone watched the helmet teeter then topple against the flagstone, rolling once, twice before coming to a dramatic halt at Ares' own feet.

My blood went cold.

Baron had outwitted me.

Maybe he'd known from the very beginning I'd try to betray him. Maybe it hadn't mattered. No loose strings.

He'd sent the satyr to kill me, but then he'd set me up to finish the job.

But why? What was the point of the ruse? Why stick me in this tournament at all? Why...

I stared suddenly, my gaze fixated on an empty silver fixture—one of the smaller gemstones—in the center of the helmet. The rest of the gems around it still swam with inky outlines of screaming faces. The rest of the precious stones glinted and flickered beneath the pixie light above.

But that single, small fixture was empty. Absent a ruby? I couldn't remember what had been there...

And in that moment, my eyes darted up, piercing Baron O'Shea. My own horror gave way to a quick, dispassionate calculation.

“The gemstone,” I murmured... “That's what you were after. You wanted the stone...”

Baron watched me through hooded eyes, still adopting an expression of ease and comfort, but his arms were rigid at his side, the same way they'd been when interlocked with Miriam's.

He knew he was in danger too, but he also knew he held all the cards.

“See!” Baron called, pointing. “The scoundrel admits his pilferin'! He done taken a gemstone too. Look there—the thing is missin'. My lord, he stole it then broke it! The sheer impudence of it all. I can... can scarcely believe!”

“Liar!” I yelled back, desperate. “He stole the gemstone. Then he somehow managed to transfer the helmet from his bag,” I pointed to Meadowfax, “to mine! I didn't even know it was there!” I felt like a performer trapped in a floodlight, caught in the center of the stage, my lines entirely forgotten.

Anxiety swirled through me along with the sheer terror and startling realization of impending doom.

Barnaby had survived. The two of us were the final living contestants. I'd hoped to outwit Baron to gain our freedom.

But he'd beaten me to the punch.

One step ahead, all this time. And now the helmet had been found in my pocket, in my bag. The single missing gemstone didn't even rank in the eyes of the onlookers, or even Ares himself.

The enormous, marble form of the god stooped, slowly, his finger tapping against the bone helm before slowly lifting it and placing it back on his head. Then, he stared out at me, eyes dispassionate, motionless, as rigid as the substance they looked to be made of.

“It was him!” I said, desperately now.

Ares stepped forward, one hand moving slowly towards his belt. “Thou stealest from mine person?” he snarled, growling. “Then forswear, dastard?” His voice shook the air, and some of the guests took quick steps back.

“Kleptes! Thou stealest from me!” He roared, louder now, his chest puffing. He suddenly began to grow, taller—taller still. He was twenty feet, thirty. His shadow swallowed the entire garden; now a skyscraper of a being stretched into the sunlight, his head lost in the glow above. His voice shook the earth, and statuary tumbled, cracking, fountains shattered, tables toppled. Guests began to retreat, hurrying back.

The sheer blast of wind sent me stumbling back. Even Baron O'Shea had retreated now, hurrying back towards the hedge, standing near Meadowfax.

Annie was flanked by Sons of Ares. All of them with their fists gripped tightly around her arms. Her shadows were swirling though, her eyes wide and gray. I could see her fists curling and watched as she sent two of the skellies flying, tossing them like ragdolls through the air. Their bones smashed against the nearest tree, then the pieces began to regrow.

But Annie knew what I did.

I was as good as dead. Perhaps it would've been better if I'd perished before, to spare Annie the grisly spectacle.

Baron had tricked me. He'd won.

I'd been so busy looking over my shoulder for black uniforms with blue trim, I hadn't been paying attention to the threats in my own vicinity.

Annie snarled, sending another Son of Ares flying. Her wereblade emerged in her hand, and she severed the heads of three more, springing off the pieces of bone and launching herself into the air with light steps, propelled by her rising shadow.

Ares didn't seem to notice her as he stood forty feet tall now, staring down at me, blocking out the sun, his own shadow swallowing the earth, his feet shattering the flagstones and breaking them beneath him from the sheer weight of his bulk.

More guests beat hasty retreats, some of them trying to do so in a dignified fashion, others shooting grudging looks of disapproval both at me and the god of war. But the ring of spectators widened, giving us all room. Annie was being tackled by more skeletons now. She was screaming, slashing through them with that incredible, gemstone blade of hers.

I watched as the thing formed a shield and sent five of the Sons of Ares flying in pieces of bone. I watched as it reformed, gripped in her hand as she swung it around, turning into a scythe and cutting the heads off another three.

As the bones flew, and shattered, she jumped, using the shadows of the bones themselves as platforms to rise higher and higher, moving away from the grasping hands of the skeletons below.

“Don't!” I yelled, realizing Annie was now charging towards Ares' back.

The god still hadn't noticed her, as if she were little more than a fly to him.

“Don't do it!” I screamed.

Some of the satyrs giggled, likely thinking I was pleading with Ares.

Annie, though, faltered, caught by the sound of my voice. She stumbled mid-air, tears streaking her face. Her own shadow caught her and held her aloft for a moment, over a field of wiggling bones, hovering behind Ares like a butterfly in the shadow of a grizzly bear.

I just met Annie's gray gaze and held it. I wanted to look at her for a moment, to breathe in. I wished Preacher had been there... It would have been nice to see him one last time.

Ares was pulling his morning star from his belt now. The weapon was the size of a horse cart, the spike ball on the end large enough to crush ten of me in the same way he'd done the famish.

The marble chain rattled as he withdrew it, and the haft in his palm was nearly the size of a grain silo.

The medieval weapon dangled towards the grass and shattered flagstones. Ares' furious gaze fixated on me, piercing me to the ground like a pinned bug.

But as large as he was, as much of my field of vision as he encapsulated, I didn't want to watch the god of war. Why stare down the inevitable? In the horror, the sheer, stark, unrelenting terror, I reached in, quietly, and with a simple flick, just like turning off the lights, I shut down my fear. The numb started as a prickle, started to spread.

I tilted my head, more curious now than scared and my eyes fixed on Annie, watching where she hovered, her own weapon clutched in her fists. The Sons of Ares were climbing on top of each other now, the same way they'd done back on that frigate.

For a moment, though, the rattling, clacking sound of bones and scampering feet went unnoticed. Annie's shadow held her, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“You can't,” she said, shouting at me now, over the sound of the spectators, over the rattle of Ares' weapon and the growl from his chest. “You can't!” she repeated, clenching her jaw, her eyes narrowing in fury as more hot tears spilled from her cheeks. She pointed her wereblade at me where I stood motionless, exhausted and defeated on the flagstones. “You can't die! Not again!”

I closed my eyes for a moment, inhaling softly through my nose. I detected the odor of sweat and blood. The scent of char and fire... But also that of grass, of the hedges behind me. Of the trees in the grove. I detected the odor of stream water, burbling up from the cracked and fissured marble fountains now.

I breathed in deep, inhaling the blood and water, the ash and breeze, the sweat and leaves... I couldn't separate one from the other. Not here. Never again.

I allowed the breath to leave my lungs, and I looked Annie in the eyes once more, watching as she wept, her violence held back only by my words. With the fear numbed, it made room for other emotions... I felt a blossom of affection in my chest, and even then, in the shadow of my own demise, a smile turned my lips. I was so very proud of Annie. Proud I could call her friend. Proud we'd been born to bond. I was seconds from death, though. No sense in dragging her down with me.

I shook my head. “Please, don't,” I murmured, loud enough for her to hear. “Napoleon needs someone to watch out for him. Please.”

Annie snarled now, still standing on the platform of shadow, out of reach from the skellies below. Her hand was so tight around her crystalline weapon that I thought she might snap it. I gave her a final little nod, smiling once.

And then, I watched as Ares began to raise his horrible morning star. Watched as he lifted the giant ball of spikes and hooks.

It was a slow, grating move—like a wave rising, preparing to crest, but gathering every ounce of liquid it could before sending millions of tons of water crashing down on some poor, hapless fishing vessel unfortunate enough to be caught out in the storm.

Perhaps I could've tried to run... a bit.

But I was so skinting tired of running. I'd run enough for now... Always running, always on the move. Perhaps sometimes, all that remained was to stand one's ground.

But as Ares raised his weapon, as Barnaby sat in the dusty flagstones, crying, I heard sudden chanting. “You can't kill bloody death!” the voices howled. “It comes for you all!”

For a moment, I looked to the Sons of Ares, but I realized, to my surprise, they weren't the ones chanting. Rather, the sounds almost seemed to be coming from the earth itself. The cracked, fissured, broken earth.

Then, I watched as figures began to emerge from the dirt, from beneath the stones. I watched as forms dragged themselves out of the mud, their heads sprouting first, then arms, then bodies pushed and pulled out of the ground.

The soldiers from the battlefields were all chanting, rising as one. There were tank crews in dusty brown uniforms with thick leather belts and hip pistols chanting next to musketmen and powder monkeys, some of them hefting cannonballs, others wielding sabres. There were the laser-totting drone pilots also rising from the ground, wearing flashing, silver uniforms meant to blend in for urban warfare. There were sling-wielding warriors, men with thick jaws, loincloths and clubs. Archers, gunners, pilots, artillery crews.

All of them were dragging their forms out of the ground, all of them chanting, “You can't kill bloody death! It comes for you all!”

The soldiers who'd risen from the ground were now all looking at me. Gone was their temporary blindness, gone was their inability to see. I didn't even bother reaching out. I was too tired, but there were no minds to manipulate here anyway. These were machines, little more than memory and bone. Even if I'd been refreshed, my powers would be next to useless here.

Now, all of the soldiers' eyes were fixated, unblinking. Hundreds of them, still rising from crevices, cracks, and deep gouges in the earth. Then, I spotted a group of three soldiers clambering over the cracked grizzly fountain. Well, two of them clambered, one of the soldiers just hung limp, motionless.

I frowned, staring at the figure between a musketeer and a cavalry officer.

The man they carried was of medium stature, with a thick, black beard and vibrant blue eyes like winter frost on shattered glass.

It was me.

I stared, stunned as the two other soldiers dragged my motionless body out of the ground, and then lay him on the cracked earth, ten paces from me. They leered over the body, staring at me and glancing expectantly at my double. They seemed to be waiting for something...

A horrible thought struck me; when I died... would that thing start moving?

I shuddered in disgust and ripped my gaze away from my own motionless corpse.

“You can't kill bloody death!” the assembled soldiers howled, laughter now swelling their ranks. “It comes for you all!”

And they were right...

It did.


Chapter 50

Sometimes only seconds... all you could buy were seconds...

But sometimes, the price one paid wasn't worth it.

Even now, standing there, the sound of Barnaby's quiet sobs a refrain in my ears, the look of horror in Annie's eyes... even then I knew how to buy more seconds.

But the price was steeper than any I'd ever paid.

A price I'd been outrunning for more than a decade.

I couldn't pay it, could I? Just to live?

I glanced at Barnaby now, my eyes on him. And I realized my mistake. He wasn't sobbing at all. He was breathing shallow, rapid breaths, but also whispering. Whispering beneath his breath to the small battlebrute clutched in his hands.

I stared at where Clappy was scrambling, kicking, desperately trying to get out of Barnaby's hands. By his motions it became clear the cyclops wasn't trying to run away. The miniature little guy was trying to get to me... To protect me.

For some reason this brought a sudden lump to my throat. Beneath the shadow of impending doom, under the swish and rattle of the morning star chain propelled by an old god's fury, I just tilted my head.

Barnaby wasn't crying now, he was comforting. Trying to appease my battlebrute. Clappy wasn't crying, he was trying to get to me, to protect me against a god a million times larger than he was.

Annie wasn't crying anymore either. She was raising her wereblade, now having formed a crystalline pistol, taking aim at Ares' face.

So many people protecting me. So many people concerned for me...

The price to pay for a few more seconds was steep.

But those on whose behalf I paid it were more valuable still.

I reached my decision.

I straightened a bit, looked up, directly into Ares' gigantic face. His weapon was in mid-swing, moving like a meteor, picking up pace as it sped to crash into me.

I didn't care, though. Not now.

Just a few more seconds.

“Halt!” I yelled, plunging myself into the cold. Allowing it to consume me, to flood through me. Iron treated my words. “Ares, lord of the stormfolk, son of the Midnight Curse. I bid thee halt!” This last word puffed from my lips with a growl like dragon breath. I screamed at the top of my lungs, the cold flooding me fully now.

His swinging morning star faltered, slowing... Ares was a god... cold and cruel. But even gods honored their oaths. Honored their allegiances.

“You swore an oath, once!” I howled at the top of my lungs, facing the slowing meteor. “You owe your allegiance to thyself, but also, Lord Ares...” I paused, swallowing, and then my voice dropped to nearly a whisper. “Also to me.”

The blow fell completely still now, and Ares' look of fury shifted. He stopped for a second, morning star still lifted, head tilted. The giant ball of spikes spun on the end of the chain, wrapping once, then twice around the god of war's wrist, gouging chunks of marble and sending them scattering to the ground where they crushed a couple of skeletons.

The giant lord of war watched me, motionless, as if gauging something unseen. I could feel my rage rising, could feel the cold pulsing.

But then, there, in Ares' frigid expression, I spotted a flicker of recognition.

The god of war began to shrink, slowly, as if to get a better look. The whispering, the fierce muttering from the assembled spectators reached a fever pitch.

Ares frowned at me as I allowed the cold to swish through me. My blue eyes flashed. They'd often said we looked quite similar; both of us had the same olive skin, the same high cheekbones. They'd always said I looked more like him than her. Now, with the cold swishing through me, a part of him did show, blazing through my gaze.

“Do I know thee, human?” Ares said, frowning even more deeply. He had now shrunken to Preacher's height, leaning in for an even better look at my face.

I could feel a hundred sets of eyes on my face. Could feel recognition dawning in some. Could feel cold fear and fury rising in others.

Just a few more seconds...

I'd had a dream rising to the surface of the cold waters in my mind—I'd seen glimpses. It had been a nice dream. A family of my own, perhaps. Or a place of safety, of refuge for others. An orphanage maybe? Something like the Gallows' farm...

But the thing about dreams, they always cease when slumber fades, leaving only a bittersweet taste in one's mouth and frayed threads of hope slipping through covetous fingers.

And with my next words, not only did my dreams die...

I buried them.

“I am Leonidas Rex the Wit, the first of his name, and the first heir. My father was Maximus, the Keeper of the Five Kingdoms and the Binder of the Ancient Gateways. The Grandest Imperial of the Grand Imperium.” My eyes hardened like flint. “I am the heir to that empire. Heir to the throne you once swore allegiance to, Ares, lord of war.” I pointed a finger towards his marble-bound face, my teeth set, my chest heaving.

I could feel Barnaby at my side, watching me in sheer horror. Could feel Annie staring, her expression indiscernible.

But in that moment, as the cold flooded through me, I found I didn't care.

I didn't care what the little ones thought. Didn't care what even this marble form before me considered. He was a weapon suited for my hand, nothing else.

The cold was spreading wildly, like a forest fire. Soon, I knew, if I didn't suppress it, if I didn't stand against the training, the breaking, it would consume me completely.

But the moment I retreated, I knew it would be like stepping from a sauna into the snow. The reality of my choice would crash on me like a freezing river.

I'd survived a river before, though... But it had cost me everything.

Ares' hand lowered, his weapon dangling low, his thick eyelids narrowed above stony eyes. A slow, dawning sense of realization crested his features.

Behind him, I spotted Baron O'Shea. The sheer look of horror on the Hillbilly Godfather's face almost made all of it worth it. I'd never seen the mobster's mouth open so wide before. But he was staring at me, dumbfounded, his eyes filled with absolute, sickening realization.

I felt a spurt of humor, wondering how much Preacher would've laughed at Baron's expression.

The thought of my friend jolted something in me. The cold twisted in my belly, the reckless abandon to my basest instincts began to flit and flutter, challenged by something else.. something deeper still.

Not just Preacher, but Nimue, too...

I grit my teeth, closing my eyes for a moment, reaching within. It felt like trying to stop a trolley with momentum. I braced myself against the runaway emotions, the devastating thoughts. I braced against the inevitable cold, the deadly ambition.

And... with memories of Preacher, of Nimue, of Paul and Annie, I braced against the cold. I caught it mid motion, the same way Ares had caught his scything blow, and I reversed direction, shoving it back in place, pushing it deep, deep within, like a buoy held beneath dark waters.

My poltergeist had been right.

Something from my past was coming back...

Not just a person, though.

A legacy.

Now, as the cold began to recede, my breathing came more ragged, the prickle along my spine intensifying, bringing all manner of horror at my own words.

But I was in too far now. I'd already made up my mind.

I'd come this far; Barnaby would survive. Annie would leave unharmed. Clappy would be set free too.

A steep price for an even more valuable reward.

“My brother,” I said, continuing in a careful, warbling voice, “Augustus is looking for me, Lord Ares. If you have any honor in you, as witnessed by these many and varied guests of high esteem, you will respect the old allegiance and bring me to him.”

Ares lowered his morning star completely now, hooking it slowly back into his belt with creaking motions. He extended a hand and from nowhere, a puff of red smoke allowed a thin tankard to appear in his hand.

He looked me dead in the eyes, but then tipped his head, guzzling from the tankard. Red wine spilled down his lips, down his white chest, down his outline of clothing and weapons. At least, I hoped it was wine.

A passion flickered in Ares' soulless gaze. A delight.

“This,” he said at last, in a rumbling voice so quiet only I could hear. “shall lead to war.”

Ares smiled now, his marble face approximating 'giddy.' Even the odd ones could've spotted that emotion. The Sons of Ares joined in the chanting, their voices rising wildly around the cracked and broken garden. All signs of my corpse double had vanished, dragged back below ground somewhere. I felt a jolt of nausea, wondering if they'd keep that thing until they needed it.

“Well?” Ares said suddenly, louder now. It took me a moment to realize he wasn't addressing me. “As thou espoused, little lordling. He is just like thy sire.”

My blood went cold as I followed Ares' gaze.

The two knights on either side of Lancelot stepped forward. Now that they moved, I realized just what an odd pairing they both were. One of them tall—even taller than the blond-haired champion of the Round Table. The other very short. Dwarfed, comically almost, when compared to the tall knight.

My heart hammered, my throat constricted.

I could hear Baron already spluttering, trying to make his case. “He's lying,” O'Shea was saying. “He can't be telling the truth. He's a savant—a thief!”

But no one was listening to him now.

I watched as the two knights marched towards Ares and myself. The armor, now that I got a better look, seemed familiar all of a sudden. The same sort of silky, form-fitting metal I'd seen on Admiral Manthe back when Annie had tried to pierce him with needles.

An armor, I'd surmised then, that my brother had created.

I'd always known Augustus was a talented tinkerer; he'd even trained with Gildquail Lockwood, the renowned genie inventor, once upon a time. The armor these two knights wore was thinner, yet looked stronger than most metal.

The tallest of the two knights reached up, and the smaller one followed suit. One at a time, they both removed their metal, visored helmets, lowering the protective coverings to their hips.

The small knight had shocking white hair and pursed features like a disapproving nun. Bleach Viddagost's cold gaze peered out at me, her metal-clad arms clasped over her chest, her hands no longer soaked in drakin gore.

Then my gaze settled on the tall knight—a giant of a man. He couldn't have been less than seven foot.

His own helmet slowly lowered, and I found myself staring into a familiar gaze. My heart stopped for a moment, and I thought I might keel over from shock alone.

The tall man had vibrant, red hair, tied back loosely in a ponytail, with a single loose strand of the fiery bangs dipping towards his sculpted jawline. He was impossibly handsome, with movie-star good looks, razor-sharp cheekbones, a masculine jaw, and blue eyes, the same color as mine.

I shivered, and now no amount of talent could hold back the sudden icy sensation of sheer terror.


Chapter 51

Augustus Rex looked me up and down, then nodded once. He kept his gaze on me, as if scared he might lose sight. He murmured, though, directing the words in answer to Ares.

“Yes,” he said, in a lightly accented voice, a shade of lilting Swedish. The same sort of accent his childhood bodyguard, Bleach, possessed. We'd grown up in the same palace, but under different tutors. “It was as I said, Lord Ares. I knew my brother would see the light. It's as I told you, Bleach,” he said, glancing at the small woman whose head barely passed his stomach. He chuckled amiably and patted her on the shoulder. “Leonidas was playing the long game. I knew he'd come home, eventually.”

Then, as more whispering swelled from the onlookers, my brother stepped towards me, hands outstretched to embrace. He stared at me, tears of joy appearing in his eyes.

My brother Augustus was a sadist and a killer.

But he also loved me more dearly than life. He always had. This scared me more than anything. He loved me in a way most would never taste. An unconditional, passionate, blood-bound loyalty and affection.

Augustus was a psychopathic war criminal neck deep in the blood of the innocent. He was also my little brother.

Augustus was crying softly, his arms still spread to embrace, but his expression flickered. He looked mildly annoyed for a moment. “Pardon,” he said quickly. Manners maketh man; one of Bleach's other little influences on my brother.

Then he turned, ever so slowly, a faint frown on his gorgeous features. “I don't like it when people intend harm to my household.”

In a flash, his arm shot up; a hidden pistol sprang from a mechanism in his armored sleeve. He aimed at Baron O'Shea's head. Baron's eyes widened, Meadowfax yelled, lunging forward.

Too late.

The gun blasted. A puff of smoke erupted from my brother's sleeve.

Baron O'Shea, the Hillbilly Godfather, caught a bullet directly between his gunpowder gaze. He tottered for a moment, then tumbled backwards, dead before he hit the ground.

Augustus sighed, contented, as if he'd scratched an itch. He turned to me and reached out his massive arms, bending at the waist to grip me in a deep embrace. “Leonidas,” he said, crying softly, his shoulders shaking. “You're back, brother. You're back!” he kissed my cheek, nuzzled against my neck.

I stood rigid, horrified, staring over Augustus's shoulder towards where Baron O'Shea's lifeless eyes gazed up at the horizon. Blood pooled beneath his head on the flagstones. Meadowfax was at his boss' side, gasping, desperately trying to revive him, fingers to his pulse.

But it was no good.

Someone had tried to hurt me, and so Augustus had taken the same measures he always did. He always went out of his way to protect those he loved.

Bleach watched the way we embraced with a look of sheer delight, smiling now—a look that hardly suited her severe features.

Augustus rubbed my back, his massive hand moving over my bruised frame.

“You're back, brother... I knew you'd return to me. I apologize for Ares' behavior there. The lord of war has a frightful temper.”

I exhaled slowly, my breath shaking, my body still rigid. I could still feel Barnaby at my feet, staring up in horror and stunned disbelief. The look of fear in Barnaby's eyes was enough to rob me of my breath.

“I don't understand,” I murmured at last, finding my voice, gently trying to push Augustus away from me.

The enormous Elementalist with his flaming red hair stepped back, carefully dusting off my shirt and looking me up and down, frowning now. “Come now, someone—my brother needs help. He's hurt!” His voice began to rise when no one moved to respond. “Come now!” he howled. “My brother is hurt.”

“I can help him,” came a soft response.

I watched as Miriam moved from the crowd, beautiful as ever, her spider-lace sleeves ruffling in some breeze. She watched my handsome brother with a predatory look in her eyes as she approached, eyeing him up and down like some sort of plaything. If Augustus noticed, he didn't react.

My brother gave a polite little bow, and stepped aside, gesturing towards me. “Thank you, my lady,” he said, desperation in his voice. “Please, he's hurting.”

“I'm fine, Augie,” I replied, shaking my head, and trying to quell the tide of emotions. Fear, surprise, awe, horror, shock... “You were here the whole time? I don't understand...”

Augustus glanced at me, but then nodded once. “Yes, brother. I was here. I was watching. You did marvelously, as I knew you would.” He beamed now, between urgent gestures for Miriam to hurry up. Then, he paused, winced and said, “Apologies my, mistress, I don't mean to rush you or your magnanimity. Only, I worry for my big brother.”

Miriam just smiled. Her eyes lingered on his biceps, his chest, drifting lower. Her lips curved in a smirk, but she gave Augustus a polite nod. Not nearly as deeply as he'd nodded to her, but respectful all the same.

She wasn't just nodding to the son of Maximus. She wasn't nodding to the brother of Leonidas. Rather, she was nodding to Augustus of the Gentle Hand, Captain of the most feared order of indigo-eyed eternals in all the realm. More than two hundred soldiers served at my brother's beck and call, each of them more deadly than the last.

In a place like this, where the currency was blood and those who let it, Augustus was a very wealthy man.

Ares witnessed all of this, having returned to his throne, leaning back against the screaming seat. He wore a look of pleasure, his marble lips curved in a grotesque smile. His words haunted my thoughts... This shall lead to war.

And he was right. I knew it. Augustus knew it. Miriam knew it. Everyone assembled and gathered here knew it.

But I was still reeling, trying to understand. Augustus had been here the whole time...

“But why?” I murmured. “I don't get it.”

Augustus' expression flickered. “I—I'm sorry, Leon. Would you have liked me to help? I didn't—just...” he stammered a bit, flushing suddenly. Around most others he could carry himself like the prince, the warlord, he was. But often, around me and my father, and, sometimes, Headinstructor Nico Drego, he seemed to revert back to a chastised child with his hand caught in the cookie jar. Though, perhaps, in Augustus's case, it was more like a hand caught gripping a bloody knife over some small, hapless animal found on palace grounds.

He didn't always kill them. Sometimes, the mutilation was more fun for little Augie.

“Remember that foot race? Outside the old garage? I tried to help you and you punched me square on the nose.” Augustus chuckled at the memory. “I didn't want to offend you, big brother. I'm—I'm sorry,” he said quickly, wincing.

I massaged the bridge of my nose. “You helped me by breaking Julius' fingers. Besides, that was twenty years ago. I nearly died here.”

Augustus snorted as if I'd told a good joke, glancing at Bleach and sharing a quick chuckle. He then looked back at me and slapped me on the shoulder. “Funny as ever, Leon. You always were the clever one.”

I flinched beneath his touch, my mind still spinning. But it made sense. Augustus loved an idea of who he thought I was. Who my father had told him I was.

To Augustus, the idea that Leonidas Rex could ever lose a simple birthday tournament had never even crossed his mind. My brother would have helped, I knew, if he'd thought, for even a second I wouldn't survive on my own.

Blind faith of a kind—a faith entirely misplaced. But one, I knew, that went deep.

I'd never managed to relieve Augustus of his inflated perspective where I was concerned.

Granted, I'd never tried particularly hard either. Mostly, I'd just avoided Augustus and yet here he was. Still brimming with affection, with admiration.

It sickened me... but also...

We'd grown up together. For decades. He truly did love me. More than anyone had.

It hurt my soul that I didn't love him back.

My eyes flicked towards Baron's corpse, the blood no longer flowing as much, the pool of crimson dripping between the flagstones. Meadowfax still bent over his boss, his shoulders trembling. Was it grief? Something else? I thought, briefly, I glimpsed Meadowfax slip something out of Baron's chest pocket, sliding it into his jacket—something red and glinting.

Augustus studied my expression for a moment, then winced. He glanced towards Baron's body. “I—I forgot. I'm sorry, big brother. I know you don't like it when I do that.” He looked to Bleach and, beneath his breath, muttered, “hide the body, please. It offends Leonidas.”

Bleach nodded in deference, her expression as emotionless as ever, but her eyes glinting in delight at the command. Some people just liked to obey. Bleach hastened towards the body.

“I don't understand,” I repeated. “How did you know I was here?”

“Tracked you,” Augustus said with a shrug, not quite offended by uncouth gestures as I was taught to be. Bleach's influence on him had severe limits. Though, over the years, my own aversions were waning also. “After that business back at the bank. The violence against the drakins was approved, of course. By many of our friends here.” He spread his arms, smiling, some of his usual charm returning as he glanced around.

Miriam had her hand against me now, and I could feel the same oily, sucking sensation along my spine as her fingers grazed my shoulder. I could also feel the pain lifting, the bruises fading.

I winced, my teeth gritted.

“How did you track me?” I said.

Augustus waved a hand. “Bleach told me what transpired at the drakin bank. I knew you had your own reasons for not wanting to join her. And now I see why.” He clapped a hand against his leg, chuckling delightedly. “You wanted to surprise me, didn't you? You knew about my plans here. You knew about the assembly.” He laughed, nodding his head, his red ponytail shifting. “Like I said, you were always the cleverest of us, Leon. I'm just so,” his voice cracked suddenly, and tears formed in his eyes again, “So touched that you would go to such lengths just to give me this gift. On such a momentous day.”

Admiral Manthe's ominous words came back to mind. “Augustus hasn't been lazy. He's been rebuilding. If only you knew...”

Another horrible shiver chilled my spine. Augustus had sent Bleach to get me and allowed her to massacre a bank. I'd avoided them, spending every effort to get away. But in that deluded brain of his, in that inflated picture he had of me, I'd only done it so I could win this tournament and help him in some way... But how did winning this help him?

He'd tracked me from the bank, though. I winced, thinking to my RV.

Augustus studied my expression. He wasn't a mind reader. But we were brothers. He said quickly, “It was this. Admiral placed it in your mobile home,” he said, fishing into his pocket and procuring a tiny, black button of an item. Augustus clicked his tongue, and the button suddenly sprouted five mechanical legs and began to move back and forth over his finger.

He winked over the device at me. “One of my own designs,” he said. “If anyone tries to sweep for bugs, it can move, hiding as they search for it. Nice isn't it?” He said this last part nonchalantly, but I knew my answer would carry weight.

I shuddered but swallowed once and nodded. “Very nice.”

My brother beamed and gestured with his armored hand towards Lancelot. “I've been busy in my shop, actually. Made a deal with the Knights just last week, in fact. I'll supply their armor and weapons in exchange for their swords when the time comes.” He nodded towards Lancelot, and the noble knight returned the nod, standing a bit prouder in his smooth, form-fitting armor.

Augustus tossed the small button over his shoulder and it hit the flagstones. I watched as Barnaby, with trembling fingers, picked it up, looking, it seemed, in any direction but mine.

Again, my chest panged. But I'd already made up my mind. We were still alive, after all.

Barnaby handed the small button-sized device to Clappy, who held it like a shield, scowling up at Augustus and glancing carefully towards me as if making sure I was okay.

I gave Clappy a quick nod I meant to be reassuring.

But the small cyclops took this as a more aggressive command. He snarled, weapon raised, and tried to hop from Barnaby's fingers to charge my brother.

“It's fine,” I said quickly. “Don't hurt him.”

Clappy's energy fizzled and he collapsed, still sitting in the genie's cupped hands, clutching his sword and his new button.

Augustus, though, thinking I'd been addressing him, glanced towards Barnaby. “Him? Certainly not. I won't harm him—you're clever, Leon. I've been trying to find an in road with the djinn for years. And you, clearly, have already been building bridges.” He glanced over his shoulder towards Bleach. “I told you Leon had a plan, didn't I?”

Bleach nodded deferentially where she'd been busy dragging Baron's corpse behind the same hedge where I'd hidden that helmet. I shivered, my eyes darting towards where Meadowfax was standing, hands at his side, his teeth grit. He stared with downright murderous intent at Augustus's back.

My own stomach turned, but I forced myself to watch my brother for now. Annie was back on the ground, no longer accosted by the Sons of Ares. Barnaby was unharmed and my brother had promised him safe passage.

But other things were worrying me now. What had Admiral Manthe meant? What was my brother up to?

Why was he making armor deals with the Knights of the Round Table?

Why was Ares acting like he'd already spoken with my brother about me? Why, in fact, were so many of the esteemed guests at this party still watching, gathering as if waiting for some expected spectacle?

Augustus reached out, draping an arm over my much smaller shoulders. “Leon,” he said softly, “I can't wait to tell you what I've been working on. In fact,” he said, raising his voice now, “I can't think of a better time to assemble, hmm?”

Voices of assent arose from Chief Magrub, the vermen steward, from other beings and beasts throughout the ransacked garden. The many Sons of Ares, the many soldiers who'd arose from the ground stood to attention, as if waiting further command.

“What sort of assembly?” I asked, frowning. “Admiral mentioned you'd been busy... What makes you think I was in this tournament for you?”

“Oh, please, Leon, don't be modest. I know you know. You knew I needed to make an impression. For a moment, there, I'll admit, I was worried. But last month, when I heard about the Hollow... Heard you had a hand in defeating two saboteurs... I knew you were ready.” He beamed, somehow only making his handsome features even more good-looking. “And now, you even have an in-road with the genies. I'll be able to use that in negotiations for certain. And the way you bested all those others...” He chuckled, nodding. “Genius. A show of strength. Leon and Augie, reunited in power, just like the old days, hmm?”

I closed my eyes, breathing heavily. “What assembly, Augustus?” I repeated.

“An assembly for the alliance, of course,” he said, wrinkling his nose in confusion. “Are you testing me? I've thought it all through, Leon. Ought I call it a council instead? Alright, it's a council. I'm sorry, I was never as good with words. A council of war.”

I blinked, a cold horror flooding me all at once. I looked up and around, looked from the satyrs, to the vermen, to the dominion, to Ares most of all, who was sitting on his throne, still smiling.

Augustus raised his voice again, spreading his arms as if to embrace the crowd. Miriam stepped back, watching with a hungry look in her eyes. My body had once again knitted back together, but a deep pit now formed in my stomach.

At the top of his lungs, Augustus bellowed, “The first alliance is already formed. The Grand Imperium will rise again. This time with the Hidden Kingdoms no longer in hiding. With the beloved creatures and blessed beings of the old world at the forefront of the new one. Where the gifted, the talented and the arcane can live in unity and prosperity!”

Voices were now muttering in quiet grunts of affirmation. Small scatterings of applause spread.

“My brother has returned,” Augustus said, still shouting, pointing to me, stretching to his full height, looking every part the king he wanted me to be. “The fractured forces of my father will assemble around the rightful heir! But we have more now. More to push back the treachery of the so-called Endeavor. Rebels and traitors—only one fate for them. Just as we spoke, my lord.”

Ares nodded once, raising his hand. The Sons of Ares and the many soldiers began to chant again. “You can't kill bloody death!”

They went silent though as Ares dropped his hand. Augustus was the one to puff his chest, to point his finger at the sky. “It comes for you all,” he called. “For all of those opposed. Those of the new order—those who wish to see the throne ascend once more, those who have already sworn their bonds of fealty, please step forward.”

I watched, my stomach sinking even further as Chief Magrub and his satyr bodyguards emerged bleating, their horns curved, their ridged, calloused skin beneath their fur stretched taut as they bellowed in excitement.

The vermen steward, still behind the rest of his nest, also stepped from the line of spectators.

I watched a giant in the trees emerge, a deep rumbling in his throat. Miriam also moved, away from me, towards the others. Ares, last of all, arose from his throne, smiling wider than ever, his lips stretched in his marble face.

“Alliances have been formed,” Augustus called. “My own brother is back from the dead. He has proven to you what it is to vie with the house of Rex. Thirty gladiators all started, only him and the genie he chose remain. You saw him,” he bellowed now, pointing at me. “You watched with your own eyes. A traitor tried to harm Leon... And now look at where he is.” He pointed towards the hedge. Baron's lifeless feet could still be seen jutting out from behind the bush.

“My own soldiers now number more than three hundred,” he yelled, “each trained by my own hand and generals from my father's armies. We are rising to war, my friends. We are rising to face the Endeavor. Ares is no friend of traitors and scum. No friends of weak-kneed lies, pretenses and posturing. They won't be found here, my honored friends. You know my reputation. You've heard of me. You know I treat fairly with my allies; I treat my soldiers well. I honor the Hidden Kingdoms. Who has done more for the beasts and beings of the forests and mountains? Who among my realm has done more? Answer me that! I have minotaur and ogre, orc and goblin in my ranks, treated as princes and princesses. I have djinn and faun, famish and troll. All of them gathered together, all of them united against a common enemy.” He'd reached his crescendo now, the ringing of his voice given credence by the figures who'd stepped forward, by these members of this new alliance.

“The unknowing mortals corrupt your forests. Burn your lands. Pollute your rivers. It is time for the fulfillment of my father's vision. Time for the Grandest Imperium to rise to its full height. A house divided against itself cannot stand! The Hidden Kingdoms and the eternals must unite. Once and for all. Well? Who will toss their hat in the ring with us? Who will face this new order—who will stand with us?”

My brother's voice boomed out, but fell suddenly silent. His words itched in my ears, and his proud stance drew every eye in the clearing, especially given Ares' nod of acquiescence.

My brother had been working behind the scenes indeed. Not just working to build up the old alliances, but to form new ones too. The Corkers and Palmers were two groups in the Imperium; some approved of magical creatures and beings, others only cared for humankind.

My brother had always been loved by the hidden persons and critters in the world for this reason. He saw them as no less than he saw anyone else.

His soldiers adored him, the same way he did me. His leadership had seen them through many battles. My brother's generosity, his courage when his soldiers were involved, was the stuff of legends.

He'd single-handedly broken into an Endeavor outpost, sustaining more than one wound to rescue one of the least in his ranks. He shared all his plunder, taking very little for himself. Augustus's reputation preceded him.

And now, with my own stupid choice, I'd given him the final piece he needed to pull it all together. After ten years of me dodging, ducking, running, fleeing, he still thought of me as the heir. He'd been certain I would show up; certain I'd help his cause.

What better place than a pocket realm, hidden in time and space to hold a council of war?

Perhaps I didn't give him enough credit though. Perhaps he knew me better than I knew myself. I had claimed my title, I had claimed my father's name, my brothers'. I'd claimed the throne, just as he believed I would.

I shivered at the thought. Shivered as Augustus stepped towards the rest of his assembled generals. He paused long enough to look back at me and nod, gesturing I should follow.

I stood rooted to the ground for a moment, horror welling in my chest.

But what choice was there? I could no sooner flee than I could before... I'd staked my birthright. Everyone now knew who I was—knew the face that belonged to the name.

And so I took a hesitant, tottering step after Augustus.

I didn't look at Annie. I didn't look to Barnaby or Clappy. I didn't look to anyone, but to Augustus's bootprint in the grass.

I took another step after him.

Barnaby would live. Annie would too at my brother's say-so.

Baron was dead.

I tried to think of the Gallows' farm again, of Preacher.

But my mind was foggy, my thoughts clouded in a bleak gray.

Now, all that remained on the horizon, it seemed, was pain and pain alone. My brother was raising an army, and I, unwittingly, had just handed him the final piece he needed.

As much as he loved me, as much as he cared, Augustus was loyal to one thing more than me: a world of magic and talent.

If I got in his way, though he might do so with tears in his eyes, he'd cut my neck from my shoulders, and stick the crown on my severed head.

I couldn't back out now... Even if I tried to run, I wouldn't get far. But things were in motion, things I'd unwittingly helped. One thing was certain, if I left now, there would be no one to stop what my brother had planned. No one to stop blood from lathering the streets of cities and towns and suburbs. I was in too deep. They'd all heard me, Ares himself had heard me; I'd claimed the throne.

The factions would gather once more. Whether to a living king, or just the words of one, they would gather.

I took another step closer to a brother who terrified me. Another step closer to a crown I'd never wanted.

The End


The story continues with Book 3 – available now!
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A serial killer hunts Imperium special forces in a masquerade ball at the bottom of the ocean, a treasure ship falls within Leon's grasp, and old grudges come out to play...
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