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Chapter 1

The knothole in the heart of the thick tree closed shut with the force of a guillotine, and I stumbled into the Loophole—an underground tavern and black market operation frequented by savants and Union alike. Hastily, I cast about, desperately searching for my miniature battlebrute.

“Clappy?” I whispered down the dark, slanted floor. Towards the base of the descending tunnel, the ground was slick, stained with wet. I could already detect the faint bedewed odor of the underground lake.

But for now, I heard no screaming.

I winced, bracing and listening a moment longer. Only the usual sounds exuded up the tunnel. Clinking drinkware, the occasional splash, and the sound of echoing voices interspliced by intermittent guffaws of rambunctious shouts.

If people were laughing, talking, drinking, it meant the fury hadn't been released.

Yet.

I paused briefly, wiping at my forehead, exhaling shakily. My miniature battlebrute—a wish granted to me by genie magic—had come here with a primordial force trapped in a tea-kettle, intent on avenging my honor against my hated foe. Percival Twelftree, though, had been given such a thrashing back on the Gallows' farm that—if he'd survived—I doubted he would show himself in neutral territory any time soon.

At least, one could hope.

But I still had to find my battlebrute. And then...

Annie.

I bit my lip. Annie was here. She was the priority...

Well, first, saving the world.

Then Annie.

Though I knew which I would have preferred to prioritize. Grumbling to myself, I moved down the slanted floor. I wore a stained and tattered shirt. My usual newsboy cap was missing, and my dark, curling hair jutted every which way.

It wasn't fitting to appear in public dressed so, but I was—at least temporarily—beyond caring. Normally, tan, handsome and built like a gymnast, now I was mostly caked in mud and blood while half-limping. Though, like usual, a few strands of long cat fur did drape across my clothing.

As I moved down the ramp, the scent of the water lingered on the air. The Loophole stretched before me at the base of the aslant floor. A series of small, wooden islands pockmarked an underground lake. In the distance, from the direction of Kay Kelly's shop, I spotted floating human skulls casting colorful light in the dark.

The ceiling of the spacious, underground cavern sparkled with Christmas lights wrapped around stalactites, giving the appearance of a giant's mouth filled with vivid braces. A low counter stretched along one side of the largest wooden platform, behind which, a woman with short, spiky hair was serving drinks to the odd-looking patrons.

The Sven sisters were there. Clad in their favored leather, form-fitting outfits, guns the size of my forearm jammed into belts at their waists. They were waving their perfectly manicured fingers towards the back of the cavern. Both of them were flirting with a man who had a face like a troll's—not literally, otherwise he might have been gnawing on their arms instead of drooling on their hands with sloppy kisses.

Other figures were playing exploding darts or gearing up for a game of Bash'em in the Aquarium. Small, wooden boats floated on the dark water, moving between the different wooden platforms. Some of them carrying figures towards secretive sections of the underground hangout where pleasure could be found in the arms of mermen or mermaids.

A couple of dejected figures were moving back from a dark, shadowed island—where the floating skulls hovered—their expressions downcast. Likely, they'd been searching for Kay Kelly, but my black-marketing friend had also been involved with the defense of the Gallows' farm, and his illicit, second-hand shop was currently pocket-sized. I couldn't quite remember if the Jester—his glass-legged long lost lover—or Kay, the genius inventor with anger issues, still had possession of the pocket-realm.

I peered along my Roman nose, my blue eyes flecked with the telltale indigo of an eternity-toucher. I extended my thoughts cautiously, breathing heavily. No Wits I could detect.

Good thing, seeing as most Wits now belonged to the Imperium and after I'd sent my little brother into the depths of hell, I doubted an encounter with any of them would result in anything pleasant.

No sign of Percy either. Union was missing too. I knew where most of them were: limping away from the Gallows' farm.

But where was Clappy? I sighed, scowling as I moved closer towards the bar, desperately searching for—

I froze.

Two large men were tossing a tea kettle back and forth, giggling as it arched through the air. Occasionally, one of them would yelp as a finger jammed into the barbed wire wrapped around the kettle.

And then I spotted Clappy. He was riding the kettle, gripping barbed wire like the horns of some bull, his large sword strapped to his small, armored back. The battlebrute was mid-air, his single, glassy, thumb-sized cyclops eye widened. His helmet, a Viking-inspired cap with domed iron bands riveted along the brow ridge. His dark and glinting armor hinted at a muscled frame to rival my sharpshooting best friend, Preacher's.

He held on desperately, occasionally taking a swipe with his sword at one of the men's knuckles.

I didn't recognize the two brutes. They wore dark black suits and golden watches. Golden chains around their necks and reddish faces hinted at the type of materialistic lifestyle which culminated in late night benders. They also looked dangerous.

Then again, who didn't in the Loophole?

“Hey!” I snarled, stomping forward, a finger quavering in front of me, pointing in accusation at the two numskulls taunting my battlebrute.

“Three!” called the spiky haired, rosy-cheeked bartender, who recognized me from my frequent visits to Kay's shop. “Don't mess with them! Three! Three, they're lieutenants for—”

But I didn't hear the rest of the sentence. Clappy was now spinning about as the two goons had decided to start tossing the kettle upside down. If the thing fell and smashed, then the fury would be released.

We'd all likely die in seconds.

I stomped across the wooden floor, my footsteps thumping against the sodden ground. “Unhand him!” I snarled. Sometimes, old speech patterns came out when I was irritated. I'd been raised as a prince in a tyrant's palace, but a decade of dawdling with Preacher in our C-class RV had tempered some of my harsher predilections.

But sometimes... when people I cared about were put in danger...

The cold would come.

I could feel it now, rising in me, the icy fingers of complete apathy crawling up my chest, threatening to constrict my lungs. “Let him down!” I screamed.

A few other patrons glanced towards me. The seating was sparse tonight. Union absences, but also—perhaps—some of the more in-the-know sorts who'd kept their ears to the ground concerning Kindred and giant herd movements.

But the few that did look up didn't allow their gazes to linger long. In a place like the Loophole, anything short of a gunfight wasn't often worth much attention.

Hells, even as I approached the two thugs, another couple of men had gotten into a knife fight next to the exploding darts board. The rail at their side was beginning to smoke, and beyond them, a large fin cut through the dark water.

But my attention returned to the lunkheads playing hot-potato with my pocket-sized cyclops. The cold twisted in my gut, and I endeavored to suppress it but with meager success.

The two suit-wearing goons glanced in my direction, both cocking their equally hairy dark eyebrows. 

I didn't bother to threaten further. Clappy was losing his grip on one of the barbs, his small, armored form pressed to the lid, desperately attempting to hold it in place—at least the battlebrute was aware of the contents of the container.

I moved quick, with rapid and acrobatic motions. My mind enveloped the goon on the left. I found motor motion, using the Wit to shut down the use of his right arm. My own hand sprang out, catching the arching teapot before he could. I spotted the moment his hand shot out, attempting to snare the thing, but it collapsed suddenly as if strings had been snipped.

He yelled in surprise, eyes widening beneath those dark lashes. I snagged Clappy's teapot and pulled it close. The moment my fingers found purchase between the barbs, taking hold of the fury-laden device, a surge of relief flooded me.

I held the kettle close and Clappy, who'd been shaking like a leaf, suddenly stood upright, brandishing his small sword and bellowing at the two aggressors.

Both men were now reaching for their waistbands, eyes narrowed. One of them began to pull a gun.

I hated firearms—always had.

So with a snarl, I instinctively reached for my pocket. The tiger's eye knife Kay Kelly had created special was secured to a thigh sheath. I hadn't even remembered picking it up after my escape from the giants but had found it in my pocket. I wondered if Kay had somehow bound the thing to my person, or if my memory was simply failing me from sheer exhaustion.

Now, though, as the two weapons lifted, I extended my thoughts towards one of the thugs. I caught his mind, held him firm, keeping his muscles locked in place. His firearm pointed at the floor. I used his trigger multiple times, blasting a hole in the wooden floor at our feet.

As he struggled, inadvertently firing away at the ground, I flung my knife in a whipping motion towards the second man.

His own gun had raised. He pulled the trigger as my knife flashed between his legs and struck the ground behind him.

The glinting orange and brown knife was a special creation of Kay's. It had the same effect as teleporting stones. And now, as the second thug fired, my stomach twisted—as if a hook was behind my navel—and I was ripped forward.

I teleported ten feet, through the bullet, and out behind him. The shot missed, hitting the rail where I'd been standing moments before. Wood chips skyrocketed. Both men stared, confused.

But I was already picking the knife off the ground. I stepped behind the gunman, placing the knife against his neck from where I'd teleported into his shadow.

He tensed the moment the blade touched his throat. The second man had finally emptied his clip but was still repeating the motor-motion compulsion I'd tied into his mind. Click. Click. Click. The gun kept firing uselessly at the ground, empty.

“Clappy is under my protection,” I said simply, my voice tense, hissing in the thug's ear.

He was shaking rapidly, his own hands rising.

“Skint-all, do you know who the hells we are?” he whispered. He had tilted his head somewhat to speak towards me. His breath assailed me with the scent of stale beer.

“Do you know who I am?” I whispered in an iron voice.

The other thug was still pointing his weapon at the ground, caught up in his compulsion, but his eyes darted towards me, narrowed and mean but also flashing with fear. “My hand—the guy's a Wit, Dennis!”

Dennis coughed delicately. He dropped his own weapon. “Tomb's trove,” he muttered. “What the hells are you doing here, Wit?”

“That thing you were tossing back and forth?” I murmured in his ear, trying not to breathe through my nostrils. A couple of unkempt strands of his otherwise heavily gelled hair tickled the tip of my nose. “Not only was it carrying a friend of mine, but the thing itself has a fury trapped in it. Do you know what that is?”

The goon had gone still now. He swallowed slowly. The other man had finally regained use of his hand and was desperately searching his belt for an extra ammo clip.

“Let me explain,” I continued, my voice low. Now that Clappy was safe, some of the cold was fading. “It won't do anything nice, I can assure you of that.”

“We get it, man. We get—oww!” His hand leapt up, clapping to the side of his face where my miniature battlebrute had pierced his ear in vengeance.

Clappy danced back up my shoulder, sword on guard.

I sighed, giving him a quick look. The walnut-sized helmet twisted towards me, then back at the ear. Deciding my glance was one of approval, he gave a little bow.

“Go for that clip, and I'll empty it as well!” I snapped, pointing a finger towards the second man without looking at him. I could see him through the eyes of his compatriot.

Now, both figures were tense, frightened and clearly in over their heads. The cold had faded. No sign of my poltergeist either. He often used the cold as an excuse to make an appearance, but at least for the moment, he was a no show.

I pushed and prodded my temporary captive forward, sending him stumbling across the wooden ground. Bits of shattered wood, from where bullets had pelted, were sent skittering, or crunched underfoot. A few of the patrons were now watching with interest. Some had their own weapons in hand. One with the eyes of an eternity toucher was playing with a couple of purple flames over her fingers.

But no one intervened, preferring to settle in and watch the show.

“Hey man, it was just a joke!” the one man was saying now.

The second figure tried to slink away. But he wasn't drunk yet, which meant accessing his mind was easier than it might have been. In addition, there wasn't much in the way of computing skill going on upstairs.

And so I was able to press in his consciousness again. It took a second to control his legs. Fear, though, is the killer of the mind.

“What are you doing?” snapped the second man as he marched forward towards the railing. I guided the first thug at the tip of my knife.

Both of them were now spluttering, protesting. Neither of them put up much of a fight. It's hard to shoot a Wit. We always see it coming.

But I also didn't lie. To lie is to muddy the mind. To willingly speak an untruth is one of the best ways to compromise one's powers. My friend Preacher is an honest man out of principle. I, on the other hand, am one out of practicality.

And so I said, “I'm going to throw you in the lake then walk away and kiss a girl.”

This last part wasn't on a strictly need-to-know basis, but I said it anyway, if only to direct my own choices.

The men were now protesting. Likely having seen the dorsal fins cutting through the dark liquid. But my pity only went so far. It was a mercy I hadn't cut the one's neck. All he had to show for his torment of Clappy was a pierced ear.

And as the final vestiges of the cold sped through me, I remembered a time long ago where Annie had protested my treatment of two guards at my father's palace.

I'd been a child, and the security officers had treated her so poorly that I attempted to make them consume a splintered wooden handle from a mixing spoon.

Annie, the kinder of the two of us, had protested and begged for me not to harm them so.

And now, seeing as my intent in coming here had initially been to find my childhood friend... to tell her how I felt. To stake a claim, in the same way—perhaps—Mr. Gallows had done for me back on his land.

I faltered, lowering my knife. I stepped away from the trembling thug. We'd reached the rail, but I didn't shove him over.

“Please, man!” the fellow protested. “I didn't know. Didn't mean to... D-didn't.” He trembled horribly, shooting panicked glances over his shoulder.

When he realized I'd removed my knife, though, he calmed somewhat. He turned slowly, staring at me, wide-eyed.

I glared back. “I suppose I ought not,” I said quietly. “Don't come near me or my friends again!”

I began to turn, proud I'd shown mercy.

But just then. “Agh!” Splash!

The second man had still been marching forward under my compulsion. In the excitement, and my burgeoning spurt of conscience, I'd forgotten to sever the connection. I winced as he hit the water, shouting, splashing, sending spray arching. The first thug, who was still on the platform, yelled in horror. “Lenny!” he spun towards the rail, reaching through, trying to drag him to safety.

“I don't wanna be eaten!” the splashing man shouted between spitting dark water.

Dennis and Lenny struggled to grab one another's hands. The water lifted and fell. Lenny, trapped in the dark liquid, was now panicked. “I see it—that thing. That thing is coming towards me! Help! Help!”

“Grab my hand, Lenny! Grab my hand!” Dennis was saying.

It took them a couple of tries, but then their palms made contact. At first, Dennis nearly fell in as well—he was the smaller of the two. But after bracing his legs, Dennis managed to pull his soaked compatriot up the edge of the platform, allowing him to use the railing as a handhold. Water splashed. Sheets poured back into the dark murk. Both men were gasping now, panicked, and shaking.

I adjusted my tattered shirt with a dignified little flick of my wrists and then marched away, refusing to meet the prying gaze of anyone in attendance. As I passed the bartender, I called out. “Where's Annie?”

The spiky-haired woman was admiring her features in the reflection of a green bottle. Bored, she glanced up. “With the new boss.”

“And where is Meadowfax?”

She hesitated, then shrugged and waved a hand past me towards a tunnel cut into the side of the gray wall. I nodded in gratitude and approached a small, rickety, wooden boat that would cross the water between the main platform and the small cave.

I noticed a couple of men with heavy weapons standing outside the cave, watching across the water with threatening gazes.

“Probs don't wanna go back there,” the bartender said in a lazy drawl. “Probs'll get you shot. Meadowfax is meetin' folk.”

“I'll be fine,” I said. Then, in order to avoid dishonesty, I added, “I hope.”

She shrugged as I continued forward. I reached the small, wooden boat, allowing Clappy to clamber down onto one of the paddles.

The two men who'd managed to escape the sea monster were both laying on the wooden platform, amidst gunshots in the splintered planks, gasping and dripping. One of them kept placing his eye to different bullet holes, whispering, “I see it, Dennis. It's still there. Trollskull is lurking, man!”

At least they were no longer causing problems for me.

I slipped into the small wooden vessel, leaned back, took the paddles in both hands and, as Clappy served as my drill sergeant, tapping his sword against the wooden seat in the rhythm of the paddles, I began to pull away from the small dock, making my way towards the tunnel guarded by two sentries.

As I drew nearer, though, I noticed these sentries weren't the usual fare.

Both of them had indigo-flecked eyes and were staring directly at me as I scythed towards them.


Chapter 2

Guns prodded into my spine, marching me up the corridor. Clappy had been forced to remain back in the boat.

With the tea-kettle. And my knife. 

That was the requirement. And as a Wit, I hadn't been able to lie about the blade as a threat. One of the indigo-eyed guards was a Potent—which meant his skin could turn to metal when he desired. The other, though, a woman, was some sort of Elementalist. I didn't know her affinity yet.

Not that it mattered.

The two guns pressed into my spine, marching me forward, would have been more than sufficient to take care of me if I caused any trouble.

“I really am a friend of your boss,” I said through tight lips. And though I was speaking to my escorts through the cramped tunnel, much of my attention kept flitting back towards where I'd left Clappy with the tea-kettle. I'd been clear. No unleashing the fury. No vengeance on Percy. He'd promised to listen, and I could usually rely on Clappy to fulfill a direct order.

But it wasn't his intention that mattered nearly so much as his interpretation. When Clappy got bored, things got weird.

At least for now, he was staying put.

“Don't care,” grunted the Potent.

He was a round man, boasting a bit of a beer belly. 

His facial hair—or attempt at facial hair, patchy as it was in places—did little to disguise his double chin. His sheer size intimidated me as he waddled along at my side. I feared what a three hundred pounds—perhaps closer to a thousand pounds when transformed—of sheer metal might do, pinning me to one of the stony walls.

The woman, on the other hand, was stick-thin. Emaciated, ghoulish with haggard features and deep set eyes. Like most Elementalists, the use of her powers taxed her in extraordinary, physical ways. Her spindly fingers kept drumming against the barrel of her M16, which jabbed me every few steps.

“Stop dawdling!” she snapped. “Move it!”

I winced at the sharp pain between my ribs as she prodded me forward. Part of me would have liked to deal with the guards when I'd had the chance.

But I wasn't here to overthrow Meadowfax's tentative grip on power. Ever since the Hillbilly Godfather was shot—by my own brother Augustus—Meadowfax had set his eye on taking control of the old mobster's criminal empire.

Annie had gone along with him. The promise of resources to help her avenge herself on her hated foes, the saboteurs, had been too much to pass up.

Plus...

I scowled at the thought.

I hadn't given her much reason to stay behind, had I? 

Now, goaded down the hall by my two intimidating escorts, I tried to think through my aims in all of this.

I was here for Annie.

That much was clear.

Mr. Gallows' words were still ringing in my ears. He'd given me land. He'd known what I was. Known I didn't believe the way he did. Didn't think the things he did. He'd known I was a dangerous man, and yet he'd given me land.

He'd claimed that I didn't put people in harm's way. But rather I was a protector—I kept them safe.

I wasn't sure if this was true.

But... but I also knew something else. Home wasn't a place. Not even those ten acres. What made the Gallows' land special was because of the who not the where. Paul and Preacher had both wanted me to have it.

Preacher would one day inherit land surrounding the small parcel given to me. A legacy where our friendship now had roots.

But it signified something else. Home was the people in it. And Annie was the closest thing I'd ever had to a home for my childhood.

The idea that I'd sent her away...

That I'd denied her out of some desire to keep her safe.

I scowled at my own ineptitude. Determinedly walking forward, now, practically speedwalking and outpacing my escorts.

“Hey! Hey!” the woman snapped behind me.

But I was no longer paying attention. Busily, I rehearsed exactly what I would say to Annie. How I would convince her that I needed her back. I rehearsed as if preparing for some speech, and I'd given my share of those in my youth at banquets or balls.

My father had always wanted his eldest child to wow the audience. I'd had dance coaches, speech coaches, oratory experts.

But none of those public addresses terrified me half so much as the one I was determined to now give.

“Please forgive me...” I murmured, then I shook my head. “No, no. Stupid.” I cleared my throat, trying again. “I know how we left things...” But I trailed off again, sighing and feeling a heavy weight settle in my stomach.

None of it fit.

I scowled now.

A meaty hand latched onto my shoulder from behind, trying to drag me backwards, but I shrugged it off, soldiering on.

The woman hurried to keep up with me, from my other flank.

We were now approaching a widened opening at the end of the dark tunnel. The moist, moldered space gave way to a large antechamber with a carpeted floor and a large chandelier dangling from the ceiling. Baron O'Shea, the deceased owner of the Loophole, always did have a penchant for flair.

Now, as I marched forward, I detected minds in the room ahead of me. Voices trailed down the tunnel with a faint, tinny, echoing quality.

I tried to pick out Annie's voice but didn't hear it.

Part of me faltered as I considered November... the fractured portion of Annie's soul which kept her safe. A dark, primordial force. A killer through and through.

My childhood friend was now a saboteur, after all. Having been tormented for years in the Twilight Citadel.

My stomach twisted, recalling how I'd temporarily had access to the saboteurs' citadel. How they had been the ones to send the giants, searching for a key. How I'd given up that access in order to escape, to force the giants away from the Gallows' farm.

But I didn't need to tell her all of that, surely...

Still...

My stomach flipped.

I reached the red carpet.

I stepped from the cold, gray ground, finding my fingertips drumming nervously against my slacks. Caked in mud, bloodied, sleepless and eyes drooping, I stepped under the glow from the chandelier.

Figures surrounded a round table. Maps sat on those tables. And in the center was a white cushion, upon which sat a familiar, red, gleaming gemstone.

A gemstone I'd seen Baron O'Shea steal from Ares’—the god of war's—helmet. Meadowfax had taken the gem from his dead boss.

And now there it sat. I glimpsed shadows moving inside the gemstone. Occasionally pressing against the glassy surface as if trying to break free. Faces, too... Dark, shadowy faces, mouths open in incessant screams. All of it swirling and swimming inside the single gemstone.

Baron had paid his life for that item.

Meadowfax had risked his to recover it.

And now eight figures stood around a table staring at it. The direction of their attention confirmed the subject of their discussion before I'd arrived.

But now that I did, they all went quiet, still. They glanced towards me.

I froze in place, wincing.

I hadn't expected this many...

All of them looked important. I had an eye for power, having grown up around it. And the haughty looks in their eyes, the tilts of their chins, the expensive outfits, the arrogant postures... These were powerful figures.

Six men, two women.

Well, at least... seven of the figures were circling the table, cold and scrutinizing as they stared towards the gemstone. One of the eight figures, though, was busy playing with a candelabra.

She winced as she accidentally snuffed out one of the candles. And hastily, hoping no one was looking, she was trying to use some shadows to lift a second candle and relight the first.

When the room went quiet, though, and she glanced back, Annie spotted me. The whole candelabra fell off the wall. Wax dappled the floor and the item clanged against the stony ground. Annie winced, staring at it, then me, then back again.

Finally, though, deciding my presence was the greater surprise, she stared at me. “Umm... Hi, Leon!” she said in her usual cheerful voice. She bit her lip, winced, and shot a quick uncomfortable glance towards the others around the table.

A couple of the men, perhaps in their seventies, were seated. One of them was tapping fingers encased in golden rings against the table. The other woman stood closest to the gemstone, staring at it, a red pen clutched between dark fingers as she sketched out some sort of design on spare papers.

Vaguely, I thought I recognized this woman as a special arms dealer who'd supplied Imperium forces in hiding years ago.

An arms dealer... And there, a small, mousy-faced fellow I also recognized from a dinner my father had once hosted. I didn’t have to go far in my mind to place him. Gaspar was his name. He operated a chain of butcher shops in the knowing world.

A favorite of necromancers everywhere for the sort of wares that might be difficult to conjure elsewhere. 

As I glanced around the table, I realized I was sitting in a room full of criminal overlords. Mobsters, killers, purveyors of ill-gotten goods. I didn't recognize all of them, but it took very little intrusion on my part to sense their thoughts, to pick out their names, and then to run through my own mind—cycling through any conversation I'd ever had in the Loophole.

It happened at the speed of thought. At least... at the speed of my thoughts, which, given my training, was somewhat quicker than average.

And I realized the man in the golden armor was seven hundred years old, and the leader of an assassin guild that operated from Rome but had expanded to the Pacific Northwest. The small butcher I'd already pegged—Gaspar. The woman scribbling in red pen was an arm's dealer. Two men, who couldn't have looked more dissimilar—one of them ugly and wide, the other handsome and frail—were brothers who operated a rival business to Baron's. Talks of a merger had been rampant in recent years. If such a thing happened, the soldiers under Meadowfax's power would increase by as many as two hundred.

No small amount given the control the Union had in the area. Some were even gifted with penchants. And a couple of eternals as well.  

The others weren't as easily placed for me. But I knew now I'd wandered into a meeting of mobsters.

But I'd come for Annie.

Meadowfax stood directly across the table from me, watching me curiously. A normal-looking man of average height, average weight, with gray hair and glasses. He wasn't too muscular, though, he certainly was fit and athletic. He had superman hair—neat, gelled, with a single loose strand.

He also wore a charcoal gray pinstripe suit. His left hand was tucked in a pocket. He reached up, adjusting his glasses and studying me across the room. Mild-mannered, even tempered as ever, he spoke carefully. “Leonidas...” he trailed off, raising an eyebrow.

I nodded to him in greeting and glanced at Annie.

My speeches fluttered through my mind. I could feel one of my escorts trying to grab me, to pull me back. “He said he had an urgent message,” the woman said. “Said he was a friend.” She hesitated, her nose wrinkling as if realizing this wasn't an ironclad reason to disrupt her boss's meeting. But before she could piece together that I'd added a little oomph to my request in the form of meddling with her emotions, Meadowfax took it in his stride and murmured, “Friend? Hmm... I certainly hope so. We could use a friend of Mr. Rex's abilities.”

But I was already moving, having reached my decision. In a room full of mobsters, I ignored every one of them.

I was partly exhausted from my experience with the giants. Sleepless nights exacerbated by persistent combat and fear had a way of shifting one's priorities. Admittedly, I wasn't thinking straight. Over the last few days, during the siege on the farm, I'd also been tampering with my own emotions, often suppressing fear.

Annie had a way of pulling it out of me as well. She was ataraxic, which just meant she wasn't conditioned to experience fear. Of any kind. Social or otherwise.

The only times I'd ever seen her verge on the border of terror was when my life had been put in jeopardy. But even then, it wasn't so much fear she displayed as a type of emotional pain.

And now, immune to social norms, fearless under the scrutiny of a room full of criminals, propelled by some level of determination and an accompanying level of delirium, I marched directly up to my friend and looked her in the eyes.

She looked as she always did. Hair cut short, military-length. A gently crooked nose from a poorly set break—straight and imperious otherwise. A smooth olive complexion. How had I not noticed just how smooth my friend's skin was? I wanted to reach out, to cup her face in my hand. I wanted to lean forward, pressing my head against hers.

Her sea-green eyes studied me, quizzical and carrying small glimmers of pain. Embers of rejection that I'd ignited.

Her shadow moved at her feet as it so often did, ignoring the suggestion of the candlelight or the chandelier. Now that I stood under it, I realized the chandelier was flickering too, the many glass baubles carrying small flames rather than the spark of electricity.

Annie's shadow was moving back and forth, darting behind her, then moving towards me, then going back again. Like a tide pulling from shore and then crashing against the sand.

Standing there, facing my friend, ignorant of the spectators, I noticed things about her. Her ears, unpierced. Skin smooth. Her eyelashes so very feminine, though her short-cropped hair might not have been considered so.

She was an inch taller than me, flat-chested, and yet distinctly feminine in her bearing, in who she was. She wore gloves which had always been there. Wore the same pea-coat she so often did. 

I inhaled shakily and detected the scent of soap.

“Annie, I...” I started, trying to go through the rehearsed lines I'd practiced in the hall.

Her eyebrows inched up. Those gray eyes shifted green momentarily, glancing past me. Seeing. Annie had a strange gift. Not of the saboteurs' breaking, which came in shadows and the cursed wereblade—though Annie had lost her blade, her helmet and her weapon. Neither was her gift one of the six eternal talents. It wasn't Wit, Blessed, Alchemist, Kindred, Potent or Elementalist.

Knacks and penchants had existed throughout my father's kingdom. Small abilities or oddities that cropped up in the population. Never anything as powerful as one of the eternal talents but often close enough.

This, though... this gift of Annie's to see. It was stranger still than any of that.

She'd been born with it. Born on the same day as I had, both of us kicking in our mothers' bellies. Both of us destined to be friends. For years we'd traversed the palace grounds together, the only source of warmth the other had in such a cruel world.

And then Annie had been shipped off by my father. I'd thought she was dead.

For twenty years, I'd thought she'd perished.

And then I found her again.

More accurately, she found me.

We'd grown close once more. We'd traveled together. Each of us had taken turns saving the others' life. Granted, the first time, I'd been the one to jeopardize Annie's life by giving her into the arms of her hated foe. I'd hidden a spider in her ear.

I wrinkled my nose, wincing at the memories.

Time had passed. Annie and November had fought each other over me. Annie had always cared for me. November thought I was a danger. That I would break or harm my childhood friend.

I couldn't disagree.

Annie had then come to me. She'd wanted to be together. Had wanted...

Me.

No, no, not me.

She'd wanted us.

And I'd said no. I'd said it couldn't happen. November was right. I'd only cause pain.

But now there I stood. Broken, worn, bloody and tattered. Normally, I was known for my fondness of hygiene. Pearl was my favorite treasure of the djinn, which they used to create soap. I cared about appearance. Seamless suits, clean, Italian-cut lapels. Trousers to match. I had it all. Appearances mattered.

And yet there, mine was that of a ragged waif. A wanderer.

My time with Preacher really had tamed my harsher predilections.

I found I didn't care so much how I looked. Nor how I smelled—certainly not of soap. Nor the blood along my lip. The mud along my sleeves. The holes pockmarking the side of my shirt.

I also found something else.

I didn't know what to say.

How does one bridge twenty years of history with words? I'd always been one for words. Clever little Leon. The sphinx's adopted pet. Clever cub. Clever, witty, wordy...

And in that moment, I had nothing but utmost contempt for words.

They wouldn't do.

And so I did what I felt I must.

No...

Not must.

What I'd longed to do for so very, very long.

I leaned in, fast, awkward, too—certainly that—my hand against the back of Annie's head. I held her for a moment, our faces close.

And then I kissed her.

In front of a room full of mobsters, godfathers, arms dealers and assassins, I kissed my childhood sweetheart.


Chapter 3

The saboteur's shadows hesitated. I barely glimpsed them as our lips touched. But then the darkness at our feet swelled, swirling around us.

Annie's lips were cold—her skin was often frigid. But I leaned in. The warmth from my own lips good enough for the two of us.

I'd been with women before. Often pretty nobles' daughters I cavorted with after my father's parties. I'd felt my fair share of warm embraces.

But Annie's wasn't warm. Her hands, cold where they found my face. Her fingers soft, delicate against my skin. The same hand moving along my cheek, through my hair, touching the thick curls hidden beneath my flat cap.

She didn't pull back. Didn't retreat. She leaned in as well.

It was a cold kiss.

And it was ours.

Though we had spectators, though we were surrounded by men and women of ill intent, there was something pure about that moment.

I thought of sunshine. Thought of apple orchards. Of holding our hands as children, five-years-old, no more, strolling through palace gardens. Each of us having lived just as many hours, as many minutes, as many days and years and months as the other had. Both of us born on the same day, in the same room, as if God himself or his friend Fate had plucked at a string of destiny, allowing the reverberations to hum and keen in the form of the wailing of two children.

We'd been born together. Bound together.

And now there we stood, twenty years of pain later, broken roads and trails behind us, holding one another in that moment.

Annie didn't care that we were watched. I'd once seen her make a paper necklace in front of a psychotic killer during the height of a masquerade ball.

And I...

I didn't care either.

Not really. At first, it felt strange. I was in my head.

And then it all sort of melted away. And I didn't even remember them.

Just Annie. Her lips were soft. Her form strong, firm—tough. Her hand gentle on my cheek, in my hair. My own hand grazing the back of her head, touching the soft bristle. My eyes had closed. I didn't want to open them.

Didn't want to ever leave this moment.

I even found tears forming in my eyes, though, I could never say why.

I hadn't cried for nearly a decade either. Perhaps longer. I'd started weeping again over my baby brother Napoleon's broken form back in the heart of a prison.

And now tears came again.

As if something else had finally been released from bondage. Something else broken from a type of prison. My chest thrummed.

I could have stayed there forever.

It was Meadowfax who attempted to interrupt first. He cleared his throat delicately. I'd known the trollskull had been interested in Annie. Meadowfax had a sort of split personality of his own. When wearing those glasses, mild-mannered, patient, alert and attentive. But when sent into battle?

The glasses came off, and a far more brash and bombastic alter ego took its place.

He'd found himself drawn to Annie's own split—November, cold as ice, whereas Annie was strong as steel but gentle as sprinkling rain.

He cleared his throat again. Reluctantly, I opened my eyes, a growl caught in my throat. Annie, still kissing me, had already opened her eyes. She was studying me, up close, quite curious. Occasionally glancing down as if trying to look at exactly how our lips touched, as if taking notes for future reference.

Inquisitive, curious as a child at times, Annie had aspects of her emotional growth completely stunted by the torture of the saboteurs. And other parts of her were as weathered and wise as a sphinx.

Meadowfax said something now, but I couldn't quite make out what. When I withdrew, it was with an extreme air of reluctance.

I winced at Annie, wanting to apologize. Simply for ending the moment, for not carrying through.

But she just smiled at me, beaming happily. She patted me on the cheek. She whispered, “Well then.”

“Well,” I replied.

“Excuse me,” Meadowfax called out a final time.

Reluctantly, with a sigh, I turned to look at him. I didn't mean to allow defiance into my gaze, but if Meadowfax wanted to intrude, I was ready to throw myself across that table and wring his little neck.

As this dark and violent thought occurred to me, Annie suddenly flinched. She was looking over my shoulder, her eyes having changed hue again. “Shoo,” she whispered. “Shoo,” she said, fluttering her hands behind me as if to clear cobwebs over my shoulder.

Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted nothing.

I never did.

Annie claimed she could see spooks and ghouls, angels and demons. The invisible things that lurked in the unseen places of the world. The hidden forces of good, evil and the utterly indifferent. She had once spotted a giant angel back on the Gallows' farm which I had on good authority actually existed.

Not that I'd ever doubted Annie's visions. But it's hard to trust in something one can't also see.

As Annie made the shooing motion, I calmed a bit, but I stepped reflexively closer to her. I placed my hand in hers.

She didn't withdraw.

I allowed myself a small, contented smile. I hadn't meant it to be a gloating grin...

Well... at least... I hadn't completely meant it to be.

Meadowfax didn't frown. Didn't even blink. He just watched behind those glasses of his, adjusting the frames. He nodded once then said, “Perhaps... if you two would be so kind to provide some level of input.” He gestured towards the center of the table, though, his eyes were still fixed on me. “November here,” he said quietly, “has agreed to help the cause. Before she takes on the quest, we could use the counsel of a prison breaker.” He turned to the other leaders around the table. He waved a hand towards me. “Leonidas Rex,” he said simply, “the third to go by that name in the Loophole, is a savant. Not Union but with an impressive resume. I hear he's broken into the Glass Lakes. The Roost. The Chasm. Not to mention the Hollow.”

“Twice,” I said. “I broke into the Hollow twice.”

Annie pinched my hand. “Don't gloat,” she whispered.

I sighed and tried to adopt a more pleasant expression. Meadowfax's didn't change. “Yes... As I was saying...” He surveyed the others around the table who were all glaring at us. All except for the dark-skinned woman with the red pen who was still sketching out patterns on parchment. Meadowfax said, “Mr. Rex could be quite excellent at this little mission of ours.” He looked at me. “What do you say, Leonidas? Interested in a job?”

I blinked in surprise. Then frowned. “I'm leaving,” I said firmly. “Annie's coming with me.”

But here, my friend flinched. She leaned in close, whispering. “I can't,” she said.

I shot her a look. “What?”

“I can't. I already said I'd help.”

“Help what?” I glanced back at the room full of criminals.

The one in the golden armor was scowling even more deeply now. He had a face like an old military general. Clean-cut whiskers, an upturned goatee and haughty eyes. He was now scowling at Meadowfax. In one hand he held a smartphone which seemed completely out of place given the setting and his archaic outfit. But the golden armored mobster said, “Two of my lieutenants were nearly drowned by this cretin, Mr. Meadowfax.”

I winced. Annie leaned in again, whispering once more. “Did you drown two of his cretins?”

“Nearly,” I whispered. “Keyword: nearly.”

Meadowfax rubbed at his temples again. A few of the other mobsters around the table were also beginning to complain. Scowling at Meadowfax. At me.

One, taking this as a prime opportunity to settle some political score, was saying, “And this is what I meant. He's not Baron! We need a new presider. Meadowfax is a bodyguard at best!” This came from the small, weedy Gaspar. The butcher and provider of necromantic parts, though, was drowned out as the two brothers interjected. “And who do you think Baron's votes should go too, hmm?”

Protests broke around the table.

A few accusing fingers were pointed at me. But more than one barb or interjection was directed at Meadowfax, simply using my presence as a prop.

The man with the golden armor and the imperious face—who reminded me far too much of generals I'd once known—kept scowling. If I'd known that the two thugs back in the Loophole proper had been working for some seven-hundred-year-old assassin from Rome, I might have thought twice about tossing one of them into the underground lake.

Granted, I likely would have done it anyway. But at least I would have given it a proper think.

A faint clamor was now spreading around the table. Hands were gesticulating. Voices growing in volume. In the past, a man like Baron O'Shea, the Hillbilly Godfather, might have blown something up just to regain attention.

Once, he'd chucked a grenade at me to break up a bit of a spat with Percival.

But Meadowfax's tactics weren't as obtrusive.

He listened vaguely, and then, with an air of reluctance, one arm braced against his abdomen, to prevent his suit from unduly creasing, he bent over. When he reemerged, he was holding a black, velvet suitcase with golden locks and pearlescent swirls ornamenting the case.

As he straightened, placing the suitcase on the table, his other hand moved towards a white, wooden staff. Carved wood with designs cut up and down the haft. A single piece of twine wrapped around the staff, from top to bottom.

Baron had often carried this staff.

Now, Meadowfax held it. Eyes turned to him. A sort of silence slowly fell over those gathered. A nervous, uncomfortable silence.

The eyes landed on the black, velvet suitcase then moved to the wooden staff.

A quiet came full and complete.

Annie's shadows were slowly slinking away, as if with a mind of their own.

Meadowfax's fingers delicately held Baron's old staff. His other hand stroked the suitcase’s golden locks. Quietly, he said, “Do you know why it was that Baron unified the various families?”

No one replied.

Meadowfax nodded. “I was there when he did it.” He looked up, not frowning, not smiling. If anything, he looked mildly disappointed, like a schoolmaster chastising his pupils. He said, softly, “Some of you here may be under the assumption that I, as Baron's bodyguard, was weaker than him.” Meadowfax nodded once. “A fair assumption. In your various organizations,” he continued, his bleak eyes moving from one to the next, “Power is ascendancy. But Baron saved my life once. I served him out of love. Not ambition.” Meadowfax cleared his throat, squaring his shoulders. His eyes flashed, and they settled on me only briefly.

I felt a faint chill up my spine. I'd often heard rumors about Meadowfax.

Some had whispered he was a dragon in human form, hidden or trapped in a mortal chain.

I'd never known if this was true. Once, I'd seen Meadowfax pummel a drakin with his bare fists. But this was the closest I'd ever seen the man to some scaled heritage.

Now, though, as he stood there, average height, average features, calm as a placid lake, I wondered if I'd failed to properly gauge the man across the table.

He folded his hands neatly. “Those who believe I was weaker than my master may test this theory. I will admit, though,” he said, adjusting his glasses once more, lifting them higher than before but letting them settle once again, “that it might not be a learning you'd thank me for.” He shrugged simply. “Or...” his fingers tapped against the staff, “We may proceed with the rescue mission.” He glanced from one to the other. “We all know why she was trapped, don't we? We all know that she's the key to wealth forevermore. That is what we all want—the unifying principle, is it not? Each of us wealthier than our wildest dreams. Enough for all of us. And in exchange? She takes Baron's place. And I take my proper role at her right hand. The same as I did for her father.”

A slow murmur began to develop.

But I was frowning now. It was my turn to lean to Annie. To whisper. Others around the table were doing the same thing.

“What's he talking about?” I whispered.

Annie pointed towards the single gemstone sitting on the cushion. “She's in there,” Annie whispered.

“What? Who is?”

“It's some sort of gemstone prison,” Annie said. “A soul is trapped in there. Some type of labyrinth.”

At the word labyrinth, my skin prickled. We'd found that gemstone attached to Ares' helmet. I could only think of one such place a soulgem might lead to. The screaming faces in the magical stone, the flickering shadows now made sense.

This gem was a sort of prison. I'd broken into soulgems in the past, though never one this large, nor one previously owned by a Greek deity. The tricky thing with soulgems were the obstacles in place.

The architects and craftsmen of such creations took pride in manufacturing devices difficult to penetrate. It was considered an art form among many architects to properly create insurmountable guardians, hindrances, puzzles and the like. Soulgems had once been created as gifts for the riddling sphinx.

Playthings for leonine figures like Nimue, my adopted mother. Competitions were had, entering such puzzles and escaping. But sphinx were all geniuses compared to mortals. And over-time, especially during the wars, the soulgems were turned from escape rooms for magical creatures to something far more nefarious.

Prisons that could be held in the palm of one's hand.

And specifically...

Prisons that, once remade and secured, kept ensnared the most powerful of celestial things. Not just monsters or eternals... but gods. Arch-angels.

Prisons designed to keep the very substance of souls entrapped.

“You can't go in there,” I whispered back, frowning. “Annie, you don't know what that is.”

“True,” she said quietly. “But Meadowfax has agreed. If I rescue the girl, then he'll take me to the Twilight Citadel.”

I blinked. “He said that?”

Annie nodded simply.

“But... but... Annie—you don't even have your wereblade. Even if you do navigate a labyrinth... What point would it be to reach the Twilight Citadel? They'd just kill you!”

Annie frowned at me now. She said quietly, “I wouldn't go unarmed.” Her eyes flashed; she shook her head. “Forget it, Leon. I'm going.” She turned away from me now, looking directly and intently at Meadowfax, clearly waiting for him to continue.

I wanted to protest further. But it was no use.

Annie's vendetta against the saboteurs was a potent one. They'd killed her angel after all.

Murdered the celestial creature.

Suddenly, I shot a quick look at the gemstone.

Soulgems were specially designed to trap the celestial... Gods and angels... and demons. Was Annie searching for something... or someone?

I opened my mouth to ask, but she shushed me rather quickly. “Leon... I've gone to the depths of the ocean with you. It's your turn to help me.” 

I sighed. I closed my eyes. I had kissed her. But that hadn't meant... I didn't mean... I scowled, trying to think my way out of it. But Annie was determined.

“What do you think you'll find in there?” I whispered.

She looked at me again. Then shrugged. She tapped her head. I hesitated but reached out faintly. She'd seen Preacher do this same communicative trick in the past. Normally, Annie objected strongly to any intrusion from me into her mind.

Now, though, as I lingered, I felt a faint thought. So subtle, so quiet, that I nearly missed it. She didn't whisper it. Didn't speak it at all. Clearly, this part of her plans she wanted kept only between us.

There are angels in there, she whispered. Ones who can tell me things. I want to know if I can bring her back.

He blinked. Bring who back? I said.

But Annie just looked at me. Of course, I didn't need to ask. Annie's own murdered angel. She wanted to resurrect a celestial.

I fidgeted uncomfortably.

While it was true the best way to learn if this was even possible was to speak with an arch-angel, or a god... I wondered if Annie would barter with a demon prince. Or worse...

If desperate, people often went to extreme measures.

But I could see in my friend's gray eyes that she was intent, and so I held my tongue. Only briefly, though. After a moment, I cleared my throat, piped up and called out. “I've entered Level Three gemstones before,” I said, puffing my chest a bit. “Once, I attempted a level two. But we all know, that would have been suicide. Still—I managed to reach the atrium. The heart of the prison. And I escaped with my life.” As I spoke, more and more eyes turned to me.

Partially, this was due to Meadowfax's attention now being riveted once more on my face.

Annie watched me cautiously. But I knew what I was doing. I was a prison breaker after all... Annie wanted to enter a soulgem? She was right. She'd gone to the depths of the ocean with me. She'd entered Ares' tournament with me. She'd faced all manner of danger at my behest. The least I could do was return the favor.

I didn't believe there was a chance in hell she recovered the murdered angel.

But I also wouldn't stand idly by while she put herself in harm's way.

Plus... I'd made other promises.

“I'll go on this expedition,” I said simply. “I am a savant. I have been to the Hollow.”

“Twice,” Annie added.

I hid a smile.

Meadowfax studied me. “So you're offering your services, Mr. Rex?”

I nodded once, feeling a faint chill. It was perhaps the sleeplessness. Perhaps the effect Annie had on my inhibitions. The fearlessness she so readily lived out also impacted me.

I hesitated only briefly. “This job will be difficult,” I said simply. “What level is this soul gem?”

Meadowfax paused as if considering. He frowned, then said, “You've breached a level two?”

I nodded happily. Most soulgems were level five. Some level four. Level threes were created by true artisans. And the level two I'd once entered—escaping just as quickly—had been a masterpiece work.

Only one labyrinth-maker ever warranted a level one. And he'd long since been imprisoned himself. Ever since the death of his son, Icarus. There was only one Daedelus Soulgem in existence. The only level one.

I'd never encountered the thing. Never even heard of anyone encountering it. A level two had nearly killed me.

A level one would suck out my marrow and spit up my soul.

And so it was with some discomfort that I entertained Meadowfax's next sentence. “You have all heard it, ladies, gentlemen,” he said with a polite little bow. “The savant will help us.”

“Level two,” said the golden-armored assassin, contempt in his eyes. “This is humor, yes? As the ages pass, my amusement wanes.”

Meadowfax nodded politely at the Roman assassin. “Understandable, Master Bedoras.”

I hesitated now, feeling a tightness in my stomach. A couple of amused glances, the contempt in Master Bedoras' imperious face now gave me pause. I hesitated, realizing perhaps I'd jumped the gun. Carefully, I said, “This is a level three? No? Level two?” I said, my stomach sinking.

I didn't even ask about the premier ranking assigned to such prisons. Daedalus' master craftpiece. Not a labyrinth. But the Labyrinth. The prison of the Minotaur. But far, far more than that.

The everlasting prison of the god Pan.

No... No. Certainly they hadn't enticed Annie into entering a—

“In that case,” Meadowfax interrupted my train of thought. “You and the saboteur,” he smiled politely at Annie—she waved back, “Shall breech the soulgem, and rescue Baron's daughter from Pan's labyrinth prison.” He nodded respectfully. “Given the impossibility of the task, of course, we would happily negotiate an appropriate price.”

He was about to continue, but I was already shaking my head. I crossed my arms, if only to hide the trembling of my hands.

I was certain I hadn't heard him right.

“Hang on,” I said firmly. “This isn't the Labyrinth?” I waved a hand towards the gemstone on the cushion.

“Just so,” replied the woman with the red pen. She smiled at me, revealing a mouth full of ashen teeth. She looked down again, painting in red pen more circles and diagrams on the papers beneath her. As I studied the moving pen, it struck me that the ink seemed a bit too red for my comfort.

I shivered uncomfortably now.

Annie was smiling excitedly at my side, her shadow dancing about her feet in delight.

But my own heart twisted into odd shapes.

I shook my head. “It... It can't be the Labyrinth,” I said, more firmly.

“It is,” Meadowfax replied. He studied me. There wasn't anything mocking about his expression, and yet something in the eyes goaded me. He held my gaze for a moment, his eyes flicking to Annie, then back to me. “Of course,” he said quietly, “If you're frightened, there's no shame in backing out. It isn't as if we've put anything in writing.”

Yes! I back out.

This was what I should have said. I should have grabbed Annie's hand, dragged her behind me and left that cursed place. I would have happily fought a room full of killers and mobsters rather than facing even a tenth of what existed inside the master craftsman Daedalus' magnum opus. A prison so conniving, so cleverly constructed, so devastatingly dangerous, that even a million-year-old god hadn't been able to escape.

Pan was rumored to still be trapped.

But the monsters in there, as well, were things of absolute danger.

And Annie wanted to find an arch-angel? To resurrect the soul of her own celestial friend?

A suicide mission.

As sure as any I'd taken.

The reason I'd made it this far was by turning down offers like this.

But Meadowfax still held my gaze. A faint, little smile playing on the gray corners of his mouth. His eyebrows half-tilted as if double-checking with me. Will you quit, savant? In front of her...

Meadowfax said quietly, “If you don't go, I, of course, would be willing to go with November.”

“No!” I yelled suddenly. “No, you're not going with her!” 

Meadowfax leaned back, a look of satisfaction in his eyes. I felt like a mouse being played with.

Annie was the only one who was once more studying the candle wax on the ground and surreptitiously scraping it into floral patterns with her foot, clearly bored by our conversation.

“I'll do it!” I said firmly. “I'll break into a... no, the level one soulgem. I'll breech Daedalus' masterpiece. And rescue... Baron's daughter, you said?”

Meadowfax nodded.

I pointed at him. “But my price,” I said firmly, “is going to be exorbitant. And I mean absolutely wild.”

Meadowfax shrugged, leaning back now in his chair, placing the wooden staff against the backrest at his shoulder. He nodded at me, giving a little wiggle of his fingers. “Go on,” he said. “I'm listening. Name your price.”


Chapter 4

I hesitated, mouth half open, a sudden dryness in my throat.

Meadowfax had me. And he'd used Annie to do it. Had the little skint been planning this all along, or had I simply stumbled into it accidentally?

I scowled but could feel the cold eyes in the meeting place now fixate on me. The most hostile of the bunch, Master Bedoras, adjusted his golden chestplate, rubbing fingers against non-existent dust in a fastidious manner. Every so often he shot me a look of such contempt, it curdled my blood. This was not an ally.

I'd nearly fed a couple of his lieutenants to a big fish, after all. Getting along wasn't a likely outcome. I considered the open hostility when naming my price.

Meadowfax had cornered me by getting Annie to agree upfront. Even after my protests, she didn't seem any more likely to refuse the job.

Fearlessness had a cost associated, too.

One could bravely face a dreadful fate from which there was no return.

And if Annie entered that soulgem without me, her chance of survival would go from one in one thousand to none. She'd die in there, eaten by some crafted monster, incinerated or buried under some devilishly clever obstacle of the master craftsman, or—worst of all—succumbing to the influence of Pan himself. An imprisoned god. And after some thousand years in captivity; at the very least, as the stories went; the ancient god wasn't going to be in a particularly forgiving mood.

But just because Meadowfax had me cornered, using Annie as his leverage, didn't mean I wouldn't bleed him for what he was worth. Normally, I was paid a few grand per job. Sometimes ten. Sometimes more, depending on the client.

Since I wasn't Union, the more lucrative contracts were always snapped up by Percival's team of savants. I got the outliers. The budget contractors. Or the ones who wanted things so off books they went with an outsider.

I'd never join the Union. To Percival, and his father—one of the Chairs in the Union—people were little more than pieces and pawns to get what they desired.

I'd once heard of Percival freeing a prisoner in order to submit him to the torture of a previous adversary. He hadn't blinked at the thought.

No, under the Union, I wouldn't be able to reject contracts. I always asked clients up front, at least one question. Every time. Do you mean the prisoner any harm?

I would read them. If they refused to let me, I refused the job.

I only broke people free from the magical prisons if I knew they would be safer outside. I wasn't a charity, of course. I worked for profit. But that small question about harm helped assuage my conscience. Especially after how the first half of my life had been spent.

Now, as I studied Meadowfax, I reached a number in my head. Exorbitant enough that he'd likely refuse. But he'd wanted to trap me, so I decided to return the favor. If I could show Annie that Meadowfax wasn't willing to haggle, perhaps I could jar some sense into her as tempers and emotions calmed. If we had a night to mull it over, two, I could likely convince her to avoid the situation entirely.

So, with a nod and a small smile to match that of the bodyguard-turned-godfather, I said, “Thirty-two pounds of purenice.” I let the number linger. “That,” I said, playing with the words as I spoke them, drawing them out. “Is equal to one mi—”

“Million dollars,” Meadowfax said. He didn't even blink. “Deal. Done.” He extended a hand to shake on it.

I stared, paused, looked up again.

His eyes now twinkled with amusement behind those glasses.

“Wait...” I said slowly. “You—you're agreeing to pay me...”

“Yes,” Meadowfax said simply. “For a job of this difficulty that would provide this much value to us, yes. Agreed. Thirty-two pounds of purenice. Done.” He nodded.

None of the lieutenants gathered around the table protested. They all seemed to think this was a very reasonable offer.

Which struck me as somewhat strange.

Baron's daughter was trapped in there... but how was she worth a million dollars? What would an imprisoned woman have to offer these powerful criminals that they were willing to pony up such cash?

I didn't doubt that every person in this room made many times over the number in their annual incomes... but they hadn't gotten to such positions by wantonly tossing cash about.

Who, exactly, were we supposed to rescue? What made her so special?

I frowned, considering how to broach the subject.

Meadowfax, though, if only to cement his position—and mine—leaned forward, elbows on the table, chin pressed against the back of folded hands. In an innocent voice, he murmured, “Anything else, Leon?”

I blinked, glanced at Annie, then back again. I considered doubling the offer. But as if suspecting this, Meadowfax cut in, “The price you propose is exactly fair. I'm glad we reached the agreed on number with no displays of avarice. Dragon's greed—a curse if ever there was one, yes? For you, thirty-two pounds of purenice. For your lovely companion, he nodded politely at Annie, his eyes lingering on her for a second longer, “The funding and connections to enter the Twilight Citadel. But anything else, Leon? I would like this expedition to be properly motivated.”

“Annie's wereblade,” I said reflexively. I shrugged. “You said anything.”

Meadowfax frowned at me. Annie's wereblade, from what I knew, was trapped on an underwater Imperium submarine in a heavily guarded safe.

Meadowfax glanced around the table. His eyes landed on the butcher Gaspar. Then Meadowfax said, simply, “Done.”

I blinked. “Just like that?”

“It will take some time. Resources, but yes. Done. If we get what we want from this, it will be more than worth it.”

“And all you want is this woman?” I countered.

He nodded. “What else is there? I believe we've reached an appropriate agreement. Now for details.”

“Not yet,” I said, cutting in.

I wasn't panicking.

At least, I hoped no one could tell I was panicking. It isn't often a man willingly walks to his suicide for some money and a sparkling knife. Annie's wereblade alone was worth many times more than what I'd asked, but Meadowfax didn't even hesitate.

Who is this girl? I thought again to myself.

Out loud, though, I blurted out the only other thing on my mind, “A guardian for the Gallows' farm!” 

This boon had been lurking in the back of my mind ever since the prospect of taking a new job had materialized.

I'd already determined to ask Nimue to move near the farm. She'd always been a mother to me and had often displayed such nurturing tendencies, I sometimes forgot she could rip a man's throat out without much exertion.

My Sphinx mother, though, hadn't yet warmed to the idea.

But this? I'd promised Mr. Gallows as much. The veil around his farm had broken in the giant herd's attack. The protection for his many charges had waned. 

Currently, Preacher was back home, weapons in hand, likely sitting on the porch in a rocking chair, eyes on the road entering the land. But if my sharpshooting friend was all that stood between the Gallows orphans and their enemies, then tragedy wasn't just a possibility but a destiny.

No, they needed something stronger, far more powerful.

Something the likes of Meadowfax, with all his resources and connections could provide.

I nodded firmly now, doubling down.

Meadowfax's eyes flicked across the table once more, lingering on where the woman with the red pen had finished and was now straightening, smiling brightly. Her dark teeth gave her mouth the appearance of an open cavern.

Baron's bodyguard said simply, “Deal. But no more. The terms rest as is. The saboteur's wereblade recovered. Resources and connections to breach the Twilight Citadel. Thirty-two pounds of purenice for the savant. A guardian of sufficiently epic proportions for the revival preacher's farmette. And in return,” his eyes settled fully on me. “You, Leonidas, will breech Daedalus' labyrinth and rescue Baron's daughter. Do we have a deal?” He extended his hand, expressionless as before.

I stared at the fingers across the table. Then, I gave Annie the faintest of glances. She was smiling at me, though. Clearly impressed I'd managed to negotiate her wereblade back. Her only thoughts were on fulfilling her own quest.

Not just revenge against the saboteurs... but venturing into a soulgem, the possibility of secrets. The hope of resurrecting a dead angel...

No, I could see it in her eyes.

There would be no negotiating.

Annie had made up her mind.

Everyone else was simply waiting for my word. Even in that moment, I wouldn't have regretted backing out of the deal. Even if it cost me my powers, if it meant I could keep my friend and I from entering a soulgem of such deadly proportions, I would have risked it.

But Annie would go without me, then.

Worse... she might go with Meadowfax.

Besides, with that type of money... I could start making use of the land Mr. Gallows had given me. Could upgrade the old C-class RV. Could even buy Preacher a new hat. A guardian for the Gallows' farm would put my heart at ease.

And Annie's wereblade was a crucial instrument if she even wanted a chance of going head to head with her order of saboteurs.

I'd come here for her, after all, hadn't I?

And so I stepped around the table, skirting past the woman with the red pen and took Meadowfax's outstretched hand.

His palm was lukewarm, just like the rest of him.

“Deal,” I said simply. “Now what's so special about Baron's daughter?”

But Meadowfax shook his head. “Your oath, Wit.”

I scowled. “Fine, you have my oath. I'll complete this quest of yours in exchange for the agreed on sum.” Even as I said it, I felt my stomach twist. Felt my powers begin to ebb, to expand, to shift about.

A Wit's oath was a powerful thing. Breaking my word, I could lose my powers, could weaken myself. But breaking my oath?

My eternal talent would war against such a twisted mind. I'd find myself trapped in my own lie, likely going insane, and only then losing my powers forever. I'd broken my word in the past. I'd even lost my powers before. It had taken a daring heist to find a famish, a soul-sucking monster, to restore my soul.

The encounter had nearly cost my life.

And at the time, I'd still retained my mental acuity.

No... once an oath was given, a Wit was bound by it.

But now, the woman with the red pen had turned. She was smiling still, but the dark teeth flashing gave it a ghoulish expression. Long braids of dark hair with green and blue beads shifted about her face. She looked to be middle-aged, perhaps mid-forties. She said, softly, “Your blood, Wit.”

I frowned at her, then my eyes darted to her workings on the table.

Pentagrams, twisting marks, dark letters from old languages. I scowled at the witch's work and gave a quick shake of my head. “My blood, for what?”

“Your oath you can break,” she said simply, giving me a long look. She had a faint French accent which rolled her Rs and expressed itself from a higher portion of her airways, lifting both the cadence and the pitch. “But your blood you cannot...” She gave me a once-over. “This is only fair, no?”

I frowned. Then, before I could react, a knife appeared from the folds of her dark outfit. She wore a dark shawl with small tassels in the shape of silver bones. The knife in hand curved sharply, made of a yellowish substance, also reminiscent of bone.

I stepped quickly back, but before she could slice me, she pressed the knife to her own cheek. She dragged the blade, unblinking, entirely unphased. Droplets of red spilled down her cheek, and she caught them on the edge of a fingertip.

Then, as I watched, aghast, she placed the blood in the center of one sheet of paper, in the middle of an etching of a star. A purr caught in her throat, and she chuckled softly, then glanced at me. But I was too busy staring at the blood.

It hissed and sizzled on the paper, rising in quick puffs of steam, the twirling strands of vapor reached for the ceiling. Once the blood had faded completely, the paper was lifted, waved a couple of times then handed to Meadowfax.

He accepted it with a gallant little bow.

Then, the strange woman extended a second sheet to me, along with the knife. “You,” she said simply. Her eyes darted to Annie and lingered. Then the woman said, “A saboteur's blood is no good. But she will see this through. Her heart is in it.” She looked at me. “And your heart is in hers, no?” She flashed another grin. Her eyes shifted, rolling back faintly, revealing their whites. Then in a murmur, she said, “I see marbles... a lonely corridor. Fourth floor. I see laughter. You children were so deliciously sweet. So adorable!” She gave a little laugh. “I could just eat you up.”

By the look of her, I wasn't sure if she meant literally. I didn't feel the woman rooting around my head. Didn't feel anything. This bothered me most of all. I could feel her thoughts, her mind when I reached out. A mind of many, many branching paths.

Not quite the mind of a Blessed, though.

Something stranger... darker.

Something that hid itself inside the mundane. As if I'd discovered a small, trickling stream above a roaring river two feet lower, under stone.

This woman was speaking as if she saw me and Annie. We had, as children, often played marbles on the fourth floor of the palace. The way she said it, though, eyes rolled back—it made my skin crawl.

“Fine!” I yelled if only to snap her out of it.

Her eyes rolled once more, then settled on me. Each of them the hue of coal. She tilted an eyebrow, one finger playing with one of the silver, bone tassels on her shawl. She waved towards the knife. “Blood,” she said simply.

I bit my lip. “Is this going to do anything to harm me?”

“Not if you complete the quest,” she said simply.

I studied her thoughts, sensing her motives. No duplicity. She was telling me the truth.

And so I used the knife, wincing as I did, cutting my palm, letting blood dribble on the sheet she extended. Two, three, then five drops. The blood hissed when it met the sheet, interacting with the red pen shapes she'd left on the paper. After a few seconds, and more hissing, she took the sheet, waved it, and then handed it to Meadowfax.

“A guarantee, oui?” she murmured.

Meadowfax smiled blandly. “Mademoiselle Meuse will be going with you.”

I blinked. “She is?”

“Yes. The company can't be large. But we'll send enough for protection... and... to test any obstacles you encounter.”

I scowled at the gray man. Clearly, he knew what we were up against. In order to navigate the Labyrinth, we'd inevitably die. Some of us wouldn't make it.

“Enter the maze ahead of the rest. Just guarantee the success of the mission.” His eyes moved past me, lingering on Annie once more. “I have your word,” he added, waving the paper with my blood.

“To complete the quest, to find Baron's daughter,” I shot back. “Not to get anyone killed.”

“They're one and the same. And you know it.”

I scowled. Meadowfax didn't. He just watched me as if I was something interesting specimen in a jar.

All I could think to say was, “We'll see.”

As I spoke it, though, the witch extended a hand suddenly, gripping my chin painfully. She looked me in the eyes, and then whispered, “I see... death,” she murmured. “Before this is over, one whom you love will not return alive.”

I jerked my chin back, feeling a faint prickle along my spine. I wiped angrily at my face. Part of me wanted to shove the woman in the shawl. But instead, I extended my thoughts, fast. Essentially giving her the psychic version of a poke to the ribs. At the same time, though, I couldn't quell my curiosity. And I said, in her mind, so no one else could hear. Will Annie die?

The witch looked at me. She shook her had once. Her eyes fluttered in a strange way, as if her pupils were shaking. She murmured, “Annie will not die,” she said quietly. “But one whom you love will not return alive.”

“What does that mean?” I snarled. “Me? I'm going to die? Because you've fooled yourself if you think I love myself!” I spoke a bit too loudly now. Meadowfax had overheard. But the other lieutenants were distracted in conversation, in muttered conference.

The woman in the shawl though, said quietly, “I only speak what I hear.” She gave another ghastly smile. “I know nothing else.”

“A riddle? Hmm? Annie will live, but she won't return, is that it? Am I leading my friend into a trap?”

“No,” the witch said simply. “She will return. She won't die. A riddle, though?”

The old crone's smile froze for the briefest of moments then slipped in almost dreamy bemusement as she said, “Yes... it is.”


Chapter 5

I scowled, shaking my head at the shawled woman and her puzzling prophecies.  But, arms at my side, I moved stiffly back around the table, pressing my bleeding hand against my thigh and hoping I wouldn't come to regret the contract.

I could feel the witch watching me. The other lieutenants also staring.

When I had returned to Annie's side, my hand still pressed against my clothing, I said, “So what now? We have our deal; I've given my oath.” I resisted the urge to spit to the side. Not because of the uncouth nature of the gesture, but because I wanted to preserve my body fluids. A labyrinth could often take days to navigate. If we lost food or water along the way—there would be no place to find any.

There would be ample temptations, of course.

But partakers would find themselves dead... or worse. Fields of flowers that put sojourners to an infinite sleep. Streams to sip from that turned mother against daughter, brother against brother. The horrors to be found in the Labyrinth would make the others pale in comparison.

As I faced down Meadowfax, the witch's unwanted words burrowed into my mind like maggots through dead flesh.

One you love will not return alive...

I shot a look at Annie, feeling a cold swelling in my stomach. What had the witch meant? Mademoiselle Meuse. One fated to be a third companion in this suicide quest. One I loved wouldn't return alive?

But Annie would return. Annie wouldn't die.

It didn't make sense.

I wanted to press further, but now Meadowfax had spread his arms—briefly very much looking like his old boss. “On to business. We have the door, but we still need the key! Before we were interrupted by such a... dramatic entry,” he said, smiling dully in my direction, “We had been discussing the best way to find this key.”

“I spoke truth,” snapped the handsome brother, who I knew by the name of Carlos Ramos. He had deceptively soft eyes, but his mouth was pressed in an iron line. “My kin knows the key.” He pressed a hand on the shoulder of his far uglier, far wider brother.

But the wide man, who didn't have a single strand of hair to speak of, didn't allow his lips to speak either. He just sat there, squat and quiet, listening intently.

Meadowfax nodded. “I see it as an easy enough solution.”

“What's the matter?” I said, frowning. “We have the soulgem.”

Meadowfax waved a hand. “Nothing to concern yourself with. Except we do have some lead on the nature of this prison. A lead Baron found, in fact.”

“What lead?” I demanded, my bleeding hand tapping nervously against my leg.

“To enter or exit, there is an odd requirement. Only someone who has ever been in the Labyrinth may leave it. First, Daedalus... but we have good intelligence that the master craftsman had henchmen with him on his first sojourn. Even the architect needed protection from his own creation.”

I frowned. “You want me to find Daedalus?”

“No. No, he's unreachable. But someone else has been in that Labyrinth and was released along with his master. A bodyguard.” Meadowfax adjusted his suit.

“And this bodyguard of Daedalus'—he can be our key?”

“Mhmm. Lucky for us, Sergio here knows the location of the bodyguard. One of Sergio's operators heard tell of a prisoner being kept in Maximum Security. In an unknowing prison.”

A couple of figures around the table chuckled at the word unknowing.

I frowned. “Who?” I said.

“I won't tell you,” Meadowfax replied quietly.

“Why not?”

“Because if I did you wouldn't take the job. No, Wit, don't root around my skull. The memory is guarded, and I'll feel your intrusion.” He adjusted his glasses. The threat clear. Meddle with my mind, and I'll get violent.

I huffed now, realizing I already had too much to worry about from all angles. “So you need me to first find this person in a mortal prison? Should be easy enough.”

“Perfect,” said Carlos, nodding. His brother Sergio smiled but in a sleepy, distracted sort of way, as if he were high. The handsome man stood up, pulling himself to his full—and small—stature. “My own men have knacks in prison. But the population in the mortal space is mostly unknowing. Normal humans.” He shrugged.

Meadowfax glanced at me. “How long to breach an unknowing prison, enter solitary confinement and return with... this key.”

“And you still won't tell me who it is?” I reached for Carlos and Sergio's minds. But both of them were too focused on the possible recovery of Baron O'Shea's daughter to be thinking of whoever this “key” was.

I still couldn't discern why everyone was so excited about the recovery of this mobster princess... to give up so much for her, so many resources...

I shook my head. One issue at a time. I'd already agreed. With oath and blood.

I was in it.

And now Meadowfax was saying this key person was someone I wouldn't help escape if I knew their name?

Clearly, I'd gotten myself into the thick of it.

I sighed, closing my eyes briefly, massaging my temples. I reached out faintly, towards Meadowfax, hoping to catch him unawares. But my mind encountered granite focus. Meadowfax's eyes narrowed, glaring across the table. He began to remove his glasses and I beat a hasty retreat, having found nothing except a faint train of thought. I hope they don't kill each other...

Meadowfax didn't fling himself across the table. So at least there was that, but I also didn't know who his thoughts were in reference too.

Me and the key?

Why would we kill each other?

Meadowfax adjusted his glasses, his sleeves. He said, “How long for this preamble, Leonidas?”

I considered it. Shrugged, then said. “Should be easy enough. Maybe a night. Two.” I glanced at my fingernails, sniffing indifferently. “That good enough?”

“One night,” Carlos shouted. “This is good. No more dawdling. We do this, Meadow? No? You already take votes that aren't yours.”

Meadowfax tapped his fingers against the pale walking stick. “Have a little faith, Carlos. Leon is good at what he does. If he says he can do it in a day. He'll do it.”

I wanted to point out I'd said a day or two, but despite Meadowfax's calm disposition, clearly he was trying to make a point.

There were games within games being played. And all I really cared about was keeping Annie safe and getting the two of us out alive, with Baron's daughter in tow, so we could collect on the payment.

A million bucks would change a lot for Napoleon, me, Preacher, the Gallows' farm.

I shrugged. “I'm going to need plans for the prison,” I said.

The witch raised another sheet of paper, upon which she'd sketched in blood. She smiled. “Here,” she said softly. 

I hesitated, but then felt a cold prickle along my spine as I realized she'd sketched a red blueprint as if from memory. But the outline clearly connotated a building, and it was marked with small, cramped lettering designating areas like, outer fence, inner courtyard. Solitary units. Vents.

I studied the disconcerting image for a moment, taking a mental snapshot.

Once I'd committed it to my mind, though, I looked away distastefully.

“Well,” I said quietly. “I have what I need.” I adjusted my tattered outfit, cleared my throat and said, “I'm going to need a change of clothes.”

Meadowfax extended a hand towards me as if offering a lifeline. “That also can be arranged. Would you like a ride to the prison?”

I nodded once. “We'll go during meal-time.”

“You're sure? Not at night?”

“The fewer people to track, the easier to be spotted,” I said quickly. “No. Night isn't the play. During midday, sometime.” I hesitated, murmured, “What time is it?” then fished the information from the mind of Sergio, who'd glanced at his watch.

I pressed, “Three hours, then. Evening meal. I'll enter then.”

Meadowfax shrugged. “It's your business, savant. I'll leave the details to you.”

“I'm going with him,” Annie said firmly.

I shot her a look and gave a grateful little nod. My lips were still tingling. And some of the hurt, the spark of rejection I'd spotted earlier in her eyes had faded. Curiosity lingered in her eyes though as she studied me, her eyes searching me out as if seeing me in a different light for the first time.

I knew better than to read Annie's mind.

If anything, I kept my Wit in check and turned on my heel.

“The blueprints?” the witch called after me.

But I tapped a finger against my head and kept moving. The two soldiers who'd escorted me stepped aside hesitantly as I drew near, clearly unsure of my status.

Annie hurried after me, her shadow extending in front of her and leading the way.

As we moved, I felt a tightness forming in my gut and attempted to release the discomfort with a puff of air.

We entered the dark chute of a tunnel, heading away from the mafia's meeting room. Only as we picked up our pace, setting off towards the waiting boat, did Annie speak.

“Well,” she said quietly.

I paused, emerging in the darkness over the dingy lake. One foot hesitated as it pressed into the rocking boat, causing the water to sway. I studied my childhood sweetheart. “Well,” I replied, eyebrows up.

She wrinkled her nose. “You're a very strange man, Leonidas.”

“And you're a very beautiful woman, Annie.”

She smiled at this, shifting shyly in the tunnel. Her shadow swelled around her, protectively, as if November wanted to keep her safe from me.

But Annie just murmured, “Oh hush,” to herself.

Then, she leaned in, still standing on the rocky outcrop, over the boat. She touched my shoulder with one hand, and the boat beneath my foot rocked some more where I straddled the land and water.

This time, she kissed me.

Again, a sensation of cold. But a very pleasurable sensation at that. I again didn't want the moment to fade, as if I'd been waiting my entire life for that very thing. I held her for a moment, allowing her to lean over, partly bending to reach where I'd stepped into the boat.

I felt my cheeks warm, even as my lips chilled.

Annie's fingers lingered on my cheek for a second, tracing some of the scars inside my beard. “Hmm,” she said thoughtfully as she pulled back a fraction of an inch. Her breath blossomed on my cheek.

“Hmm?” I said, hesitantly, eyes hooded from sheer instinct.

“Kissing you isn't how I thought it would be.”

I frowned now. “Oh?”

“It's not bad!” she said quickly. “It's just... different.”

“Different how?” I demanded.

She giggled. “Look at you all sensitive all of a sudden. What happened to stoic Mr. Rex?”

I found myself blushing and cleared my throat, standing a bit straighter.

“Oh, no—don't!” she said quickly. “I don't mean to tease. Kissing isn't how I thought it would be, because I was scared it might change things between us. I've always cared for you, you know. Thinking about you, even in the Citadel...” She trailed off, grimacing, but then continued, “It was what kept me alive.”

“If I'd known you were there, I would have—”

“No, no, don't. I didn't mean that. I just... Kissing you doesn't feel like it changes anything.”

“Oh... Well... Hmm?”

“It...” She paused, considering this. “It feels like an inevitable destination... after a very long stroll.” She nodded slowly. “Like a sunrise after a night-time walk. Inevitable.” She nodded.

I paused, feeling some of my prickly response fading. “Kissing me was inevitable?”

“Yes,” she said simply. “At least, kissing you when you wanted to kiss me back. It feels... Like it was supposed to happen.” She smiled, cheeks dimpling suddenly, eyes flashing gray. “There are... other things I'd like to do. November's been telling me all sorts of things.” Her eyes flashed wickedly, and I felt my cheeks warm again.

I cleared my throat, nearly stumbling out of the rocking boat into the water. Thankfully, I managed to maintain my balance.

“Well,” I said hesitantly.

“Well,” she repeated.

I realized she was teasing me, and so I stepped into the boat, shaking my head and trying to get my bearings. “I have land now,” I said simply.

“Hmm?” She hopped into the boat and the thing nearly toppled, but she managed to conjure shadows beneath the prow, keeping it afloat. 

“I—I have land,” I said simply. “Paul Gallows gave me land. So... if you wanted...” I shook my head.

“Are you asking me to move in with you?” she said, clearly teasing again.

I bristled once more, which was only giving her what she was fishing for, but I didn't know how to navigate this sort of thing. Not with someone I actually cared for. Perhaps that was testament to how deep my scarring went.

I'd only ever, in the past, kissed those I didn't care for.

Now, though... I felt like a twitterpated youth all over again. I knew I'd just signed up for a suicide mission into an impenetrable labyrinth to recover Baron's mysterious daughter, but all I could really think about was the kiss.

The other stuff just didn't... seem to matter.

As if what Annie and I shared was somehow more than the storm ahead. The boat we both stood in, though, was a somewhat flimsy thing.

“I mean, you've already lived with me for months now,” I said with a frown.

“That's different,” Annie said. “The RV is different. I'm only teasing, Leon. We don't have to live together. Unless you want to.” She paused, considering it, frowning quizzically to herself. Again, all social decorum vanished where Annie was concerned. I'd kissed her, and now she was talking of moving in together.

Well... perhaps I was. I'd brought up the land, hadn't I? What for? To invite her? To give her a place to stay?

I didn't even know my own heart.

All I knew was that I wanted to kiss her. Again. And again.

But... Meadowfax had now appeared behind us, and I shot a quick look up to the open tunnel where the ex-bodyguard stood. He watched the two of us, his expression inscrutable. Was that a hint of jealousy?

Or was he simply watching.

“Clothing,” Meadowfax said, “ask the bartender. She can take you to the store room below the counter.”

I nodded.

We continued to float vaguely, the paddles still unused.

Meadowfax studied me. Then, quietly, he said, “Will you be needing anything else?”

I considered this, then shook my head. “No. Should be good for this evening.”

“Good,” he said simply. “One day, Leon. You have one day—that's what they're expecting.” He shot a quick look over his shoulder, and his eyes held something akin to panic. “Don't waste it,” he said quietly. “There are those in that room who would be happy to see you fail, who would prefer Baron's daughter remained buried. I'll do what I can,” he said, stiff now. He shrugged. “You do your part.”

“I already gave my word,” I said simply.

“You did, didn't you. Well... good luck. Clothes under the bar. Annie,” he added, nodding politely at her.

Then the gray man turned, moving back down the tunnel, adjusting his sleeves and staring straight ahead. Again, I wondered if he'd set all of this in motion intentionally. If so, the gray man was playing moves miles ahead of where I was even looking. The thought deeply unsettled me.


Chapter 6

Annie and I stood on the mountainside, surveying the maximum security prison in the valley below. It struck me as humorous that the town of Leavenworth had a prison only five miles from it. The Bavarian-inspired tourist trap, though, had no effect on the architecture of the prison itself.

Annie stood next to me, and it felt comforting to have her at my side.

Her arm brushed mine, and I was struck again at how cold she was. I was also reminded of the foreboding warning from the witch.

One whom you love will not return alive.

But Annie would.

This settled my soul... Annie would.

Then who wouldn't?

I frowned at the prison. “Do you know who this key is?” I murmured.

Annie shook her head. “Meadow didn't tell me.”

“Do you think it's someone I know?”

“Must be, mustn't it?” Annie fidgeted, her foot twisting through pine needles and sending them scattering. “I mean... if Meadowfax won't tell you, it's because he's scared how you'll react, right?”

I sighed. “I guess so...”

I tried to rack my brain, thinking through who might be trapped in that prison down there. An unknowing prison, and I didn't have particularly many unknowing acquaintances. Almost none, in fact.

I considered the prison, my eyes moving along the guard towers, watching the figures armed with heavy rifles leaning on rails.

“So,” Annie said slowly. “Are we going in subtle or loud?”

I shrugged. “Your choice, honestly. I know I shouldn't be overconfident just because it's an unknowing prison... but...”

I trailed off. Having run from gods, escaped soul-sucking monsters, and snuck past eye-eating djinn, the idea of a couple of rifles wasn't exactly threatening.

Now that I wore neat, loose-fitting clothing designed for rapid and acrobatic motion, I'd also had a chance to wash my extremities, my face. I'd have to wait for a full shower, which I was excited for. My new flat cap now settled high on my forehead and the tiger's eye knife from Kay pressed against my thigh, hidden in the strap on my leg.

“I think we go quietly,” Annie said. “I can hide us.”

I shook my head, having already studied the terrain. “No need,” I replied. “East tower guard is only watching the basketball game. No one can see the approach there.”

“Cameras,” Annie replied.

I shrugged. “Two blind spots. I can show you.”

She smiled at me. “Well, you are the professional. Lead the way.”

And so I did.

I didn't duck, didn't crouch, didn't keep low. Instead, I sauntered down the side of the mountain, a bit of a pep in my step as I moved. 

I had already pegged two of the guards closest to us. What they saw, I saw, playing their line of sight like movie screens in the corner of my mind. One of them glanced towards the basketball court, and I went left. Then I glanced back towards the trail, and I went right.

All the while, I avoided the two rotating cameras built into the anchor points in the chain link fence. Annie came after me, following in my footsteps, moving when I did, then sashaying the other way when I danced out of line of sight.

We reached the fence line in a matter of three minutes. No shouts of warning. No gunshots. No alarm.

Annie glanced at me, and I gestured at the fence, keeping my voice quiet. Some of the places like this had sound or vibration sensors. Annie conjured lily pads of shade, bringing them in front of us. Without missing a step, the two of us walked—as if upstairs—through the air to the guard tower.

It was only as I stepped off a lily pad of shadow, onto the metallic platform, that the guard turned sharply, looking at me.

His eyes widened, his gun swiveled, but I was already in.

Unknowings aren't trained to defend against a Wit. I slipped into his thoughts, found his source of consciousness and simply snuffed it out like a candle.

He collapsed, instantly unconscious. Annie caught his weapon on shadows as it fell. She lowered it, and him, quietly to the ground. The shadows, like tendrils, gave a couple of tugs, concealing the man deeper in the guard tower.

I glanced across the space towards the second, eastern tower.

I held up a finger to my lips. Annie nodded. Then, I reached into my pocket, pulled out my tiger's eye knife and flung it through the air.

My aim was true.

It skimmed over the curling row of barbed wire and instead struck the cement ceiling above the open doorway to the guard tower. I spotted two lookouts here.

The sucking sensation in my stomach catapulted me forward.

I appeared behind the two guards, who were leaning against the rail, peering into the yard below. The prisoners were absent, though.

The first guard succumbed to the same trick from the first tower. The second, though, I puppeted.

I was growing more comfortable with the use of this particular skill. A semi-puppeting only gave me temporary control of my subject, and wouldn't harm the person. Though the thought of a full puppetting often left a severe distaste in my mouth. Still... times were desperate.

As he rounded on me, panicked, his companion crumpled unconscious to the ground. His eyes widened as they settled on me, but my knife was already pressed to his throat. I pulled him roughly back, out of sight into the tower, away from the line of sight of any onlooking guards.

He raised his hands instantly, swallowing, a lump shifting past the knife in my hand. 

“Quiet, please,” I murmured. “Apologies,” I added. “I don't intend to hurt you.”

And then I took his lips. Not literally. But I controlled his speech. I raised the radio from his belt, pressed a button and put it to his mouth. The man's eyes widened in horror as he spoke against his will.

“Is that something on the northern peak? I think I see smoke!”

He yelled these words, flooding the radio chatter. A loud, panicked voice. A familiar voice. Also a lie—no smoke. But not a lie from my lips.

As he said it, I watched as three other guards swiveled, looking away from the courtyard and peering directly out at the northern peak.

At the same time, I extended my thoughts, placing a glimpsing in their minds.

Now, all three of the remaining conscious guards were staring at a rising column of smoke over the trees. A fascinating pyre of windswept ash.

I struck my temporary mouthpiece on the side of the head and let him collapse.

Without even looking, but sensing her nearness, I hopped over the edge of the railing.

Annie's shadows caught me before I hit the ground.

She also joined me a second later—both of us stepping off platforms of shade, moving side by side, walking across the very heart of the prison courtyard. Now, discs of shadow erupted from the ground, covering the cameras before we reached them.

I nodded in gratitude.

The three remaining, conscious guards were still staring, spellbound, watching fake smoke.

Annie and I passed under the basketball hoop, our stride never faltering, walking out in the sheer open, completely unnoticed.

Even the discs of shadow Annie covered the cameras with were removed just as quickly as we passed by. We kept close to the interior fence to avoid giving the cameras too wide a field of vision as we passed by, side by side, still moving in tandem as if we'd practiced our gait hundreds of times.

In a way, though, Annie and I had always shared a rhythm.

Often finding ourselves compelled by similar interests even when apart. Perhaps something as simple as a song stuck in one's head. Or, when I'd found her lurking in a burnt mansion's upper-floor, spinning a splinter in her hand the same way I'd been spinning a knife only seconds before. We had similar mannerisms at times, similar trains of thought.

This wasn't a product of the Wit but something deeper. Something on a soul level, birthed in the same room we'd been born in almost thirty years ago. The manner of our introduction into the world had sealed our fates together, for good or for poor.

Now, we marched side by side, hastening across the asphalt of the basketball court, avoiding the painted lines, avoiding the cameras. We reached large, metal doors—three of them. Each separated by bulletproof glass.

I hesitated briefly, frowning as I pulled up the image of the blueprints in my mind.

Then, I tapped a finger against my chin. “Over here,” I said suddenly, pointing.

Annie and I approached a section of concrete wall. I glanced at a vent blowing steam out into the courtyard. The metal fences surrounded us, barbed wire rising like the humps of mountains in looping circles. The guards in the towers watched the mountains to the north. The unconscious guards didn't stir.

Annie's latest plate of shadow was currently obscuring two cameras pointed directly at us.

She tapped her foot against the concrete, watching me patiently as I cycled through our options. In my mind's eye, I pictured the bloody sketch of the prison blueprints. The cells themselves were in the center of the structure, furthest from any potential egress. The cafeteria was beyond these three doors, and a narrow hall led out into the exercise yard.

Which meant...

I pointed off on the other side of the doors, to the right of the bulletproof glass. “The showers are there... Which makes this.” My finger leveled on the wall closest to us. “The walk-in freezer.” I nodded to myself, then reached out a hand towards Annie. “Hold on,” I said simply.

She didn't need a second invitation. She lurched forward, taking my hand in hers. As her fingers touched mine, I felt another prickle up my arm. Her hand was very cold, but despite Annie's insistence that nothing had changed between us. I didn't agree with the sentiment. Things were different.

Just touching her hand sent a pulse through my gut.

Odd. Very odd.

As I shook my head, refocusing, I zeroed my attention on the roof. “Ready?” I said.

“Mhmm.”

I pulled the tiger's eye knife from my pocket and tossed it towards the roof. A pause. A clatter. Then the sucking sensation, and Annie and I were both ripped from the courtyard and deposited on the roof. We stumbled but caught our balance. I retrieved my knife, but only in time to glance at the vents in the ceiling. Steam was pouring through one of the openings, and I tapped it with my foot.

“Can you puncture metal?” I said.

In answer, Annie took a ball of shadow in one hand, extended it into a spear and jammed it straight through the metal vent. I nodded, impressed.

Once she removed the spear, I took her hand again, the knife as well, aimed for the new opening, peering down to make sure we wouldn't get stuck in a vent.

Then, I dropped my knife through the punctured gap.

Another swirl, and we disappeared off the roof, emerging in the walk-in freezer.

Except...

It wasn't the freezer.

I did, however, freeze in place. The sound of water spraying around us. The sound of course laughter, shouting.

And suddenly, I realized I'd mixed up the wings of the prison. I hadn't teleported us into the freezer... but the showers. And they were currently occupied.

Annie's eyes were so wide they'd turned to dinner plates. She stared around the space, blinking. Water droplets sprayed through gaps in the floor. Given the nature of the prison, privacy was clearly a luxury. Most of the stalls were uncovered—no curtains, no doors. Annie studied the figures under the water with a look of extreme curiosity.

I cursed, took her by the arm, and bent to grab my knife. But before I could, a large, bare foot slapped on top of the weapon.

I slowly looked up, finding myself staring at a giant of a man with a double-sized towel wrapped around his impressive waistline.

The man was flanked by two other figures. One of them wore two towels—the prison's version of modesty, supposedly. One around his waist, one thrown over his shoulders. The other fellow hadn't opted for a towel at all. He boasted eight pack abs, thick muscles, and clearly spent a good amount of time being physically productive in prison.

The two men in towels, and the one boasting a buffed up birthday suit were all glaring at me. I straightened, frowning at the men. I pointed at the big one's foot. “I need that,” I said softly, adjusting my shirt sleeves.

The big fellow, shaped something like an avocado, was leering at me. “You're pretty,” he said. He wiggled his eyebrows. “And small,” he added.

I sighed, massaging the bridge of my nose.

“I swear it, boss,” said the buff one in the buff. “They just appeared, like wham!” He slammed a hand against his taut stomach.

The other one, with the two towels, was staring uncomfortably from me to Annie and back. “Damn, boss. That's a chic,” he said. “She's pretty!”

I cut in. “Pretty. We've established we're both pretty. Now get your foot off my knife, please.”

I shot a quick look over my shoulder. A metal door led out into a hall. A couple of other prisoners in the showers were glancing towards the door; the emotions projected this way were ones of unease, suggesting the guard overseeing them was currently in the hall.

Annie, meanwhile, was looking every which way, staring determinedly below the waist line at anyone she spotted, without an ounce of embarrassment. Her gaze kept moving back towards the musclebound thug flanking the avocado-shaped goon. “Wow,” she murmured, nodding appreciatively. Her shadow had gone rigid on the floor, though.

Clearly, though Annie was enjoying the sights and spectacle, November wasn't nearly so impressed.

Or perhaps it was simply that Annie's darker self could sense the imminent danger.

A couple more men, these ones still mostly dressed, had emerged from a changing area wearing sweats and t-shirts and attempting to sneak up behind us. I sensed them approach, though, tracking them carefully.

“What's your name, pretty man?” said the avocado.

But I wasn't listening. I whistled, snapping my fingers towards Double-towel. “Hey, creep,” I said stiffly. “Stop staring at my friend or I'll blind you.”

“I wasn't staring,” Annie protested.

“Umm, not you, sorry.”

Double-towel snorted though. “You'll what now?” He sauntered forward now, puffing out his chest. Three ahead of us. Two behind us.

Avocado was glancing at the two sneaking up from the rear, giving a quick nod. Clearly, he was the one calling the shots.

I decided I'd had enough. I'd tried polite. I hadn't meant to teleport us into the prison showers. And Annie was having far, far too much fun in my estimation. Plus, some of the leers being cast in our direction accompanied all forms of nasty thoughts, not only from the wolf pack surrounding us, but even some of the figures in the showers who couldn't quite seem to decide if we were guards, press or figments of their imagination.

“That's disgusting,” I said, pointing at Avocado. “Truly, gross.”

He frowned at me. But I pointed at him and said, “Does your towel-wearing friend know you're planning on killing him tomorrow? Hmm? No? Well, he is. And also, the one who cracked your bunkmate's skull? It was Mr. Eight pack here.”

There was a brief moment of confusion. Double-towel frowned. Avocado froze in place, staring at me stunned.


Chapter 7

Times like these, one has to improvise.

If I simply puppetted the avocado-shaped thug standing on my knife the way I had the guard, who knew how he'd react? But laying out a few choice truths to sow some discord? People could be quite predictable when their suspicions are confirmed. Even by a strange man appearing out of thin air in the shower.

The two men behind us, seemingly deciding the pause was their cue, lunged at Annie and me from behind.

But Annie fell through the floor, into a shadow at her feet.

She reappeared through the same shadow on the ceiling, dropping directly back into place. The man who'd tried to tackle her, though, went straight through the open space and slammed into the buff fellow.

The second man wasn't treated nearly so kindly. True, I was smaller than most.

But I was also trained. As the second figure lunged at me, I cast glimpsing. For a moment, as he lunged at me, he pictured his mother. A woman he'd murdered fifteen years ago. I drew a memory from his childhood, casting it in his mind, having the figment of his imagination screech, “I saw what you did! I saw it!”

The thug lunging at me yelped and tried to stumble back. He slipped on the wet ground.

And like that, Annie fell through the shadow in the ceiling, landing nimbly, I didn't even move, and the two thugs sneaking up behind us hit the floor, one going forward, one scrambling back.

Avocado opened his mouth to speak.

I pointed at his head again. “Gross,” I repeated. “Get help.” And then I kicked him between the legs. Given the direction of his thoughts, it seemed appropriate punishment. As he doubled over, Double-towel was busy yelling at buff-dude. “You did kill him! I knew it!”

The two of them were now distracted. Annie was still admiring the view. Unlike her, I hadn't been inhibited for twenty years. But I would have been lying if I'd said that her ogling didn't unsettle me.

As Avocado gasped, clutching at his midsection, I pushed him off my knife, picked it up and grabbed Annie forcefully by the arm. “Ready?” I said through gritted teeth.

“Wait, no... Do all men look like—”

I didn't want to hear the end of that sentence, so I cast the knife across the room. It hit the metal door leading to the showers with a loud ting, then a clatter. We teleported away from the steam, the spray, the bawling and the groaning.

These last two came from the man who was weeping over memories of his deceased mother and from Avocado, who was going to likely need some help to find where his second testicle had disappeared to.

Now, we stumbled forward, somewhat damp, but none the worse for wear.

In my haste to leave the showers, and with no small amount of body-image issues now, wondering exactly what Annie had learned in those brief minutes and perhaps what expectations she now had, I wasn't careful to determine where we were going.

It was as I stumbled through the open, metal doors leading to the showers but depositing back into a hall, that I ricocheted off a man in a blue uniform with a bulletproof vest.

He stared at me.

I stared back.

His eyes went wide.

“Sorry!” I yelped. I struck him in the neck. “Annie!” I called.

She moved fast, through another portal of shadow placed on the opposite wall, appearing behind the guard. She caught him from behind, arm around his neck. She winced as she deposited him slowly on the cold tiled ground. 

A few of the prisoners in the showers were now yelling, pointing at us. Avocado was still on the ground, groaning. Double-towel was using one of his temporary namesakes to try and throttle the downed thug.

In the chaos, as prisoners shouted, and as I turned to face up the corridor, my eyes landed on three other guards frozen behind a glass booth, staring directly at me, clearly confused.

“Annie!” I shouted.

She followed my gaze and burst into motion.

I flung my knife, she stepped through a shadow. The two of us emerged fifty feet down the hall in an instant. The moment the unknowing guards in the booth spotted the two intruders teleport across the hall in the blink of an eye, their panic reached a crescendo.

One of them slammed a button. Instantly, an alarm began to blare. A gated door began to lower, falling in front of me, blocking Annie and I from proceeding.

A second metal door closed in front of the bullet-proof booth. At the end of one hall, three guards in the glass cage. Behind us, the showers. Now the prisoners were yelling, many of them having dressed again. Two approached the fallen guard tentatively, where we'd left him in the open door.

I turned back, snarling. “Don't touch him!” I pointed at the two biggest men emerging from the showers. “Protect him!” I said stiffly, pointing at the man fallen on the ground.

It was a brute-force job. But I didn't have time to engage in more persuasive techniques. So instead, I simply crossed their wires. Both the men had the natural human tendency to protect their young. I amplified this, and instead of directing their protective capacity towards some unknown child beyond the prison walls, I placed that psycho-social connection directly on the unconscious guard.

The two big men who'd emerged from the showers first, dressed in orange prison uniforms, suddenly stepped near the fallen guard, making sure he was breathing. Concern in every motion.

It was a strange thing to see two men who—from my brief interlude in their minds—had been imprisoned for multiple homicide, drop by a guard and tenderly stroke his cheek, whispering comfortingly and trying to pull him off to the side of the hall to keep him safe from the sudden stampede of prisoners emerging from the showers.

A couple of angry inmates took cheap shots at the fallen guard, but the two fellows I'd assigned to protect him intervened, knocking the aggressors backward with sudden fury. Following this, most of the prisoners gave the fallen guard a wide berth.

But now, fifty half-dressed prisoners were charging towards Annie and me. Behind us, the metal doors had closed. Annie was tugging on my sleeve. “Leon,” she said conversationally, “Do you think they'll shoot us?”

I turned and went still. Five men had emerged in the corridor, all of them clad in riot gear.

Orange and red lights flashed above the guards, reflecting off bulletproof shields they carried in front of their body armor. I cast my mind and found another team of five hastening towards us, moving from a hallway behind the glass booth where the three initial guards were still gaping at Annie and me.

“Better not find out,” I muttered. I grabbed Annie and flung my knife through the small gap in the metal bars. It rattled against the floor behind the riot control team.

“Grenade!” one of them shouted.

The others stumbled back, shifting their shields to face the fallen knife. At the same time, Annie and I were sucked forward, my hand on her arm again.

The moment we appeared on the other side of the two metal gates, all hell broke loose. The prisoners behind us were squealing in delight and awe, stunned by what they were watching with their own eyes.

“What the hell!” one shouted. “You see that?”

“They're demons!” Another shouted.

Annie was shaking her head, eyes flashing gray as she muttered, “The demons are all in the second hall.”

I didn't have time to consider this comment.

Bullets were now flying. Rubber, riot-suppression rounds. They shot towards us. Annie, though, in her element, raised her shadow from the ground, creating a sort of shield in front of us. The bullets rained towards us but entered the open shadow.

At the same time, a second shadow conjured behind the riot team. Suddenly, the burst of rubber bullets shot towards us, through the shadow portal, and then emerged behind the guards through the second portal. Effectively, the riot team shot themselves in the back.

It would have been comical if not so devastating. A rain of rubber ended nearly instantly as the shooters all yelled in pain, stumbled forward, or fell to the ground, groaning and clutching at their heads or exposed necks.

Annie winced. “Sorry,” she muttered, stepping delicately over a clattering riot shield.

The three men inside the gate house, hidden behind the bulletproof glass, were now very pale, all of them gaping towards us. The prisoners were now rattling against the metal gate, trying to cut through. The fallen riot team groaned, twitched, trying to reach for Annie and me as we stepped over them.

I ignored the three men in the glass encasing. They could control the doors, the alarms, but for now I was headed towards solitary.

I pictured the bloody blueprint once more. Then pointed down the hall. “That way!” I yelled.

Annie and I broke into a sprint, leaving the fallen riot team behind us. Another group of five was coming down the hall off to our right. “Keep going!” I directed.

Annie never hesitated. The two of us moved in seamless synchronicity. As we hastened up a particularly long hall, about a hundred feet, two more riot teams appeared. Ten men, all clad in body armor, shields. And this time, by the look of things, they'd been instructed to use live rounds.

I nearly stumbled to a halt, but even as I did, Annie was already moving. “Throw when we land!” she yelled.

It took a second for me to discern what she meant.

But as bullets started flying, guns erupting, Annie cast a shadow beneath us. We dropped through, appearing behind the first group of gunmen.

Now, we were sandwiched between the two riot teams. But I'd already flung my knife the moment we'd appeared.

That way, like a skipping stone, we appeared behind the first team, their backs to us. As they rounded, yelling warnings, my knife hit the ground behind the second team, propelling us a second time in the span of a split second.

Like this we covered nearly a hundred feet, from Annie's shadow to my knife, all in a blink.

A burst of bullets from the two riot teams intercepted each other, both of them aiming where we'd appeared between them briefly. But once we blinked from existence again, the bullets started hitting shields, armor.

“Cease fire!” one commander was screaming. “Cease fire!”

In the chaos, they'd momentarily misplaced us. Annie and I slipped through the door at the end of the hall. This led to a guardhouse. Beds, bunks, some dirty magazines. An end table with discarded cards and hastily scattered green and blue poker chips. Past the room, an open armory.

I clicked my tongue, gesturing for Annie to come with me.

The two of us entered the armory, through an open, steel gate, the bars swinging faintly behind us as I brushed it aside, still marching purposefully forward.

The screaming from the hallway behind us continued. “Where did they go!” someone shouted. “What was that!”

Annie poked her head back through the armory, likely in order to be polite and answer the query, but I tugged her back towards me. “Here, grab that,” I said.

“What is—oh... Dear. You're sure?”

“Mhmm. Two of them. No vents here. Gotta go through the wall.”

“What's on the other side of the wall?” Annie asked conversationally as she picked up a second incendiary device from the stock I'd spotted in the armory.

Briefly, holding the metallic grenade, I was reminded once more of Baron O'Shea. I wasn't one to miss mobsters, but I felt something strangely like grief swirl through me. Baron and I hadn't been friends. But he'd been one of the friendliest enemies I'd had.

Still... no time to dawdle.

I stepped back with Annie, gesturing towards the wall. “Leads to solitary,” I said. “Pins, throw, then back. Got it?”

“Mhmm. You're very handsome when you're scared, Leon,” she said, smiling sweetly and patting me on the head like one might an excited puppy during a thunderstorm.

“I appreciate the compliment. Perhaps not the condescensio—”

She gave me a quick kiss. Just because she now could, I supposed. And then flung her grenade across the room. It bounced off the wall and went still.

I glanced at it, then her. We both waited, braced, wincing.

Nothing.

“Did you... did you remove the pin?”

“Yes!” she yelled at me.

A guard poked his head into the barracks. “Hey!” he screamed. “In here! They're in here!”

“We're busy!” Annie snapped. An angry arm of shadow slammed the door in the guard's face, sealing it shut.

“You know for a grenade to detonate you have to remove the—”

“I know Leon!” she snapped.

But I noticed a small finger of shadow creeping from the crevices beneath the thrown grenade, hastily tugging at the pin.

I flung my own grenade, pin pre-pulled.

A few seconds.

Annie conjured a blast shield of substantive shadow.

Then...

BOOM!

Pieces of concrete rained down around us, geysering in a cloud of dust from the small armory in the side of the barracks. Small chunks of stone speckled the ground. Loud voices in the hall, shouting guards. I didn't doubt we were running out of time. I pulled a couple of the beds, blockading the door as the last of the dust from the armory settled.

Annie helped by snapping off the door handle.

Then, the two of us turned to look at the damage.

A giant hole had cratered the opposite wall. Many of the remaining weapons left on the walls had been blasted to little, black bits of plastic, steel and rubber.

I shrugged, waving a hand in front of my face to clear the dust. I coughed briefly, smoothed my shirt, pausing long enough to dislodge the dust with hasty swipes. This done, blinking through swirling particles in the small space, I stepped into the armory, through the crater in the wall, sucking my gut to avoid scraping against jutting pieces of reinforcing rebar.

And then, the two of us emerged in a dark hallway.

No sirens here. No lights. Two cameras above us, staring directly down.

I sighed, adjusted my flat cap—some habits are hard to discard.

Annie pushed the cameras up with two fists of shade, pointing them away from us. “So,” she said brightly. “Where's this key of ours?”

I exhaled faintly, glancing left then right. Six doors centered one side of the wall, beyond reinforced steel doors. The cold, crude space brought to memory reasons why I'd gotten into the prison-breaking business to begin with. People weren't meant to be locked up.

At least... most of us weren't.

Some of the sick, twisted thoughts I'd sensed back in those showers perhaps ventured another proposition. But as for many of the prisoners taken in the Eternal Wars, lodged in the many prisons of war created by magical architects and arcanists, these folk were often treated brutally by the capturing side.

Endeavor, Imperium... it didn't matter. Neither side seemed concerned with humane treatment.

And standing there, facing the six, solid, windowless rooms, I remembered what it was that so bothered me about the prisons. Be it the Hollow, the Glass Lakes, the Roost, the Chasm, or any of the others I'd visited over the years...

Freedom was... like oxygen.

I lived my life on the move, in a house on wheels. The idea of ever being locked in a place like this... for years and years...

It chilled the bones.

But now, I only sensed one mind behind the doors. The middle door. I could feel it, could sense the thoughts piecing together recent events from sound cues.

At the far end of this hall, with the six steel doors, there was another, larger door, locked from the outside. No guards appeared through it, yet. Voices were shouting from the barracks, through the blasted in hole in the wall, suggesting we didn't have much time.

I exhaled briefly, frowning now.

“Well, Leon?” Annie said. “Is the key here?” she whispered.

I stared at the middle door on the left. I pointed at it, scowling, my mind still extended.

Annie held up a finger. A few seconds later there was a loud pop! And a sudden yell of pain. A flashbang had gone off on one of the guards' belts.

I shook my head. The unknowing didn't have a chance.

This was why my father had treated them the way he had. Using them like cattle—even less than cattle. There were some in the Imperium who hoped to subjugate the unknowing. Others in the Endeavor who wished to conscript them.

As for me, I felt as if the hiddenness of the eternal talents had always been a good thing.

And now...

Standing there, having blasted our way through a prison, in full sight of the guards, we'd broken decades-old rules. Endeavor and Imperium would demand blood for this breach in decorum.

The only problem...

They already wanted my blood.

As I stared at the middle-left door, though, my expression flickered in a frown. We'd come over the fence, through the guard towers, into a vent. Fought thugs in a shower, fought guards in the halls, teleported through the prison, then blown up a wall.

But none of it mattered.

I shook my head once.

“No. Hells no. We're leaving.” I turned, back to the steel door where the key was still hiding in the dark. I then marched away, stepping towards the crater in the concrete wall.


Chapter 8

Annie caught my arm, pulling it sharply. She spun me around, frowning. “What's wrong? Are they gone?”

I shook my head. “No,” I said, my voice a growl. I pointed towards the middle door. “He's there. Skulking in the dark!” I yelled, projecting my voice towards the metal.

The anger, though, disguised another emotion.

Fear. Not just fear... but surprise.

He was here... hidden. But how? I shivered, shaking my head and closing my eyes briefly. Now, though, the guards were clamoring behind us. Bullets suddenly sped towards us. One sliced across my cheek, but Annie pulled me away from the opening in the wall in time.

The pain along my face jarred me to my senses.

“Stop that!” Annie yelled, “Or I'll make you shoot each other again. I mean it... sorry!” she added with a wince.

Her shadow, though, had gone very still. The two of us were now pressed against the cold, concrete wall, both of us motionless, listening as the guards reconvened. Now, I heard movement from the other, actual entrance into solitary confinement. The larger, metal door was opening at the end of the hall.

Soon, we'd have two points of entry—the gap in the wall, and the metal door.

Eventually, even Annie and I wouldn't be able to outplay a room full of unknowings. This had always been the advantage of the unknowing. There were just so many of them.

I cursed beneath my breath now, my mind extended towards the opening door, towards the barracks behind us. A few bullets skimmed off the concrete. One ricocheted off a piece of rebar with a loud thwack!

“What?” Annie whispered. “What's wrong?”

“Twenty of them in the hall. Ten behind us,” I said, gritting my teeth.

“Oh. That's a lot.”

I sighed, closing my eyes, massaging the bridge of my nose. We didn't have much time. I knew I had to make a choice.

And there was only one option available, but I refused to take it. I would not work with that monster. He'd tried to kill me! Multiple times. Had tried to kill my brother.

Hells, the last time I'd seen him, I'd thought I'd killed him, tossing him into a chasm.

Now, though, a polite little knock on the other side of that prisoner's door caught my attention. A faint clearing of the throat, then, in a patient, cultured tone, a voice said into the hall, “Pardon any assumption, dear guests. Do mine ears fail, or, rather, do I detect familiar cadence?”

“Shut up, Grendel!” I snapped at the door.

Annie squealed in delight. “Oh, yay! Grendel!” she called. “Hello! Remember me?”

“Ah,” said the purring voice from behind the door. “It is with some pleasure I recount the nature of the mistress's dulcet voice. This second tone, though—that of a rapscallion.”

“I said shut up, Grendel!” I snapped.

It wasn't exactly witty repartee, but we were trapped, and I was cranky. This was, of course, why Meadowfax hadn't told me the name of the key.

Perhaps it was true. Perhaps Grendel really was the only way to enter the Labyrinth. Perhaps he had, once upon a time, escorted Daedalus himself, the master prison architect, through the man's own creation. That didn't mean I wanted to play nice with a face-eating monster. If I recalled correctly, one of the last times Grendel and I had shared a pleasant chat, he'd attempted to feed me liver.

From a human child.

“Why aren't you dead?” I snapped at the door.

“Forgive an assumptive response, little prince,” replied the dark voice in the dark space. “Time, though, seems fleeting. Perhaps a postponement to rejoinder.”

Suddenly, the door banged open. A flashbang arched into the hall. Six more followed.

I cursed, stepped forward, grabbed Annie's hand, and—not because I wanted to, but because I had to—slipped my knife through the slot in Grendel's door.

The grenades erupted just as we vanished.

My ears rang, my eyes throbbed, but we'd avoided most of the blast. Annie and I stumbled against each other in the cramped, small space of the claustrophobic room.

Guards behind us shouted. “Where are they?” someone was screaming. “Where'd they go!”

“Demons!” another was saying. “I swear they're demons.”

“Shut up, Jenkins,” another voice replied. “Search the cells. Now!”

“Won't open boss,” someone else replied. “Remember, you said to shut down remote access.”

“Dammit, well, where's a manual key? What was that, Jenkins? You sound like your mouth is full of marbles. Spit it out. In the what? Back where? GO GET IT THEN! NOW!”

More voices shouted, more bellowing. A sound of pattering footsteps as the hapless Jenkins beat a hasty retreat. His thoughts, ones of fear and anger and humiliation. He was going to fetch a manual key from a guardhouse.

Which meant soon, a room full of armed men would find us trapped in the most secured cell in the prison.

And yet most of my attention was now riveted by the single figure leaning casually against a wall, smiling in the dark, his eyes glittering gold.

Grendel leaned against the wall, a Cheshire-cat smirk twisting his features. He wasn't wearing the usual prisoner orange. And his small cell did not look as if it was up to official standards. For one, small mice heads were stacked in one corner.

In addition, instead of a cot, Grendel had been provided a bedding of leaves and underbrush, crammed in one corner. A small scented candle exuded the odor of a pine forest. And a miniature birdbath trickled with water perpetually, like a stream.

All of this, though, was secondary to his appearance.

Grendel, a notorious Kindred bounty hunter who'd chased Preacher and I for years, was wearing a top hat, tilted low over his golden eyes. He also still wore his Sunday best. A suit with a handkerchief in his pocket, slacks to match. But the suit was stained, ripped. The handkerchief similarly darkened, and the trousers completely worn at the knees.

He had the appearance of a child dressed for church who had taken a detour to play in some mud.

There was nothing childish about the Kindred's golden eyes, though.

Grendel's arms remained crossed. Dirty, chewed fingernails tapped against his thick forearms, fingerless gloves turning into a black blur as his fingers drummed. Also, a newly acquired, and somewhat jarring to look at peg leg tapped against the floor, where the Kindred's appendage was missing at the knee.

“Prince Leonidas,” said Grendel softly. “I've been hearing things about you. The pleasure I feel at seeing you in good health is a struggle to overstate.”

I rubbed at my temples. Like usual, communicating with Grendel was essentially a self-imposed headache. “We're here to get you out,” I said grimly. “Though I'm having second thoughts. If I'd known it was you, I wouldn't have come.”

“Isn't this nice,” Annie said, chipper. “Like a reunion.” She smiled at both of us, and plopped on Grendel's bed of leaves, leaning back and watching us with supreme interest.

I returned my attention to the bounty hunter. “You're looking... well.” This wasn't distinctly true, and so I amended. “Actually, you look awful. Did you lose the leg in the Hollow?”

Grendel forced a leering smile. “Would it pain you to hear an answer in the affirmative?”

I shook my head. My gaze moved down his form again, landing once more on the wooden peg leg he leaned on. Now it was all I could stare at.

“A gift from the Banes,” Grendel said softly. “You remember them, yes?”

I bobbed my head.

Voices in the hall were shouting now. “Hurry up!” a loud voice screeched. I thought I spotted shadows moving under the doors.

“Peek through,” someone was whispering.

“Hell no. Demon'll jab my eyes. You peek.”

A snort of derision.

I turned my attention back to Grendel, cool and collected. “We're here to help you out in return for a favor.”

He studied me. “I express my heartfelt gratitude but with some reluctance must decline.”

“You don't want to leave?”

He shook his head once, his top hat tilting against the wall.

“Why not?” I snapped.

Here, he didn't reply, his eyes hooded again under the brim of his hat.

My own mind was whirring, trying to piece it all together. Grendel was alive. He'd somehow managed to survive the plummet into the chasm back at the Hollow.

But now... he was trapped in a tiny room. Once a master of the outdoors, a prince of the forest, the Hound of the Carpenter's Sister was... skulking. I didn't even know how a Kindred could have been incarcerated by the unknowing...

Unless...

My eyes narrowed. “You're hiding,” I said slowly.

“Hmm?”

“You're not trapped, you're hidden. You're staying here to keep safe. Meadowfax must have brokered a deal with the warden. Hence the mice. The bedding. The stupid clothing.”

“Careful, Leonidas. Your cheek hastily brings offense.”

“You're hiding,” I repeated, more firmly. Then, with a frown, I said, “Where's Caliban? Normally your creepy pet hates to leave your side.”

Here a flash of grief crossed Grendel's eyes. He closed them briefly, and when he looked up again, his eyes were tinged with the indigo of an eternal. The golden pupils shimmered once more, though. “Caliban is well. He has taken occupancy in the Wilderness. Ever watchful. Concern yourself not with my household, Leon.”

I jabbed a finger at him. “Your household,” I snapped, “tried to eat a bunch of orphans. Nearly killed me.”

Grendel sniffed. “Pity.”

I glared. I didn't doubt that he meant it was a pity they'd failed to eat me. Not a pity they'd tried.

“What's got you so scared that you survive a plummet only to come hide in an unknowing prison?”

Grendel just watched me now, his eyes murderous. Annie seemed to sense the tension, but she was also frowning towards the door. “Guys,” she whispered. “They're trying to find which room we're hiding in. Listen!”

I heard the jangle of a key, suddenly. The sound of an opening door. A curse. “Next one!”

Boots on the ground. Closer now. We were in the middle, which meant the third door they tried from the left would reveal us.

“If you stay here, they'll shoot you,” I said urgently, having decided at this point that escaping a hall filled with nearly twenty frightened and armed men might not be so easy on the return trip.

But with Grendel?

Especially if he went beastmode?

In his... other form... I couldn't think of a more preferable shield.

The Kindred's second form was partly the reason for my discomfort. I remembered the nightmarish monster chasing me through the heart of the Hollow. Remembered the hot breath against my ankles, the speckling of warm saliva.

Now, though, I heard the second door clang open.

“Clear!” a voice called out.

I took a moment to cast my thoughts back, placing them in the open mind of a fearful rookie, who stood near the crater in the wall.

I took temporary use of his line of sight, scanning the hallway. I stiffened, my skin prickling. Through this borrowed gaze, I spotted at least thirty soldiers, weapons directed towards the steel door behind which the three of us congregated. Every finger trembled against the triggers. Not a safety clicked on as far as I could tell.

The moment the door opened, they would flood this small space with a hailstorm of bullets.

It would be very much like shooting fish in a barrel.

The figure with the key was moving shakily towards the third door. From their perspective, they had four more options, the other sealed doors to our right. A sort of reverse game of Russian roulette. Instead of waiting to find which chamber the bullet was in, they were waiting to find which chamber to flood with bullets.

Certain adages were often true but not always. For instance, if at first you don't succeed, try, try and try again, wasn't particularly helpful in a game of Russian roulette. Similarly, slow and steady wins the race. Certainly not in a hundred meter dash. Nor in the case of sperm. To add to the list, the three of us, trapped as we were, needed to hasten things up. Far more hare and much less tortoise.

“We need to leave,” I snapped, clicking my fingers at Grendel. The key was now in the lock. I could hear it jangling.

Grendel just studied me, eyes hooded. “You want my aid?”

“I want to save your life,” I snapped. “Are you interested in that?”

He shrugged. “If you request my help, then I require one thing, Leonidas. At least... one thing to bring me to the negotiating table.”

“Guys,” Annie said slowly. “Maybe... we should wait to negotiate?” She was now standing, shadows swirling about her feet.

“Hush, child, the fools bury themselves. We leave!” November's voice. The cold, harsh alter-ego of my childhood friend. It was so strange to hear such cold tones coming from those lips... Lips I was far more familiar with now than before.

But just as quickly, November vanished. The cold, resolute posture of my friend returned to fidgeting, energetic motions. Annie blushed faintly, dipping her head, and wincing apologetically at me. “Sorry,” she murmured. “She means well.”

But Grendel hadn't even noticed, as if the notion of two souls in one body was par for the course as far as he was concerned. His eyes held mine.

“What?” I snapped. “You want me to kiss and make up?”

He flicked a bit of dust off his jacket, glancing at his fingers. Then, he said, “I require an apology. For the leg.”

I stared at his leg then back at him. Then I scowled. “You tried to kill my brother!”

“I was hired to do a job,” he sniffed. “There was no call for your response!”

“I saved my brother—myself! You were going to rip my throat out.”

“No apology, no aid.”

The door clicked. Unlocked. Soon it would open. I could hear the bated breath on the other side of the metal barricade. Any second now, a stream of bullets would flood the cell, and I was too bitter to even react.

“Just say sorry, Leon,” Annie said urgently.

“No!” I snapped. “He tried to kill me.”

“Priorities, Leon!”

“No! He's a murderer. Grendel, here's my apology. I'm sorry I didn't finish the job and kill you proper. I apologize for leaving you with that other leg. There, happy?”

Grendel sniffed. “You said sorry.”

“Yes, but not like that!” I insisted.

Now the door flung open behind us. Annie rolled her eyes and a pool of shadow suddenly covered the ground. A shout.

“In here!”

A flash of muzzles. A hail of bullets. Annie, Grendel and I tumbled through the shadow portal, and a second later appeared in the ceiling above thirty heavily armed guards.

As we fell towards our aggressors, it was as if my mind tracked things in slow motion. A steady flash from the weapons below illuminated the dark hall, illuminated wide-eyed expressions of fright.

Grendel was mid-transformation as we plummeted. I watched as his face lengthened. Watched as fur sprouted across his form, melting the tattered Sunday's best. A roar erupted from his throat, and his legs stretched, his arms extended. Claws burst from his fingers.

All as we fell from the ceiling.

And then, we hit the ground.

More accurately, Annie and I hit the ground, managing to avoid the majority of the guards in the hall.

Grendel on the other hand, hit everything. Or... well.. everyone.

He was mid-transformation as he struck a row of gunmen. A second later, a thirteen-foot tall grizzly bear with pieces of red scale like from some dragon or demon, stretched itself to its full height, roaring. Golden eyes flashed horribly. Screams erupted in the hall.

The unknowing hadn't realized what they'd gotten themselves into.

I knew Grendel wouldn't forgive me for this, but we did need a way out of here. Besides, I'd never ridden a Kindred before.

I flung my knife, back in the air, grabbing Annie's arms. As the chaos erupted in the hall, gunfire redirecting, soldiers shouting for a cease fire while others shouted to blow the beast to bits, Annie and I landed on Grendel's back, both of us latching into fur.

For one wild moment, the monster's impossibly long claws attempted to slice at us over its shoulders. But then, the incessant bee sting of high-powered bullets slicing through its skin redirected its anger. Many of the soldiers who'd been crushed by a falling monster were groaning on the ground. Others, further back, held their fire in fear of shooting comrades.

Still others had turned and, with screaming, fled back out the open metal door. One man paused, trying to close the thing manually.

At least fifteen soldiers remained behind, though, shouting incoherent instructions, pummeling the giant monster with bullets. The scent of sulfur, of noxious gas, raised from Grendel's putrid fur. But I held on tight, pressing low. Annie at my side, both of us using the giant meat shield for cover.

A swipe of a claw. Three guards went flying through the air.

Another swipe, another two scythed back into the crowd. Gunfire peppered the monster, but they were little more than swats. Then, Grendel gave a deep, throaty below, lowered a shoulder and charged down the hall—

Through the concrete wall.

As if it was made of plywood, Grendel tore through the wall, doing more damage than two grenades had managed. I gasped and ducked low, chunks of concrete and jutting rebar attempting to scrape me loose.

Annie held firmly on at my side.

Grendel galloped away, through the exercise yard, across the basketball—through the basketball hoop. It toppled like a sapling, and he kept going.

More shouts. Screaming. Gunfire from the guard towers. A helicopter had been dispatched, and I watched as it flew overhead.

At least it wasn't a TV crew. The contained nature of a prison security system could be suppressed. Not that I considered this my primary duty.

I kept low, allowing Grendel's speed to keep us from gunfire. As we barreled towards—

Through a metal chain-link fence, I winced as projectiles skimmed across my back, along my arm. I hissed in pain as one nearly struck my ribs. Grendel barely grunted, though, as the bullet lodged into his skin—only penetrating an inch—then tumbled free. Other bullets littered the ground behind us where they'd failed to puncture Grendel's muscled, scaled frame.

“Leon!” Annie yelled.

“Yes?” I mouthed back, spitting as I accidentally swallowed some fur.

“So... does this mean we're dating?”

I blinked and stared at her. She peered through the fur, her gaze earnest. It was sometimes jarring to remember just how little fear registered in Annie's mind. We'd dashed from danger, and now she was returning to more important matters.

“Not now, Annie!”

She rolled her eyes. “There's never a good time with you. Jeez Louise.”

The girl I'd kissed was now giving me the cold shoulder where the two of us latched onto the back of a demonic monster, fleeing a Maximum security prison as bullets rained around us and a helicopter scythed overhead.

I would have sighed in exasperation if not for the risk of swallowing more fur. The stench from Grendel really was unbearable.

But the thirteen-foot monster moved fast. We left the prison in a matter of moments, disappearing in the trees. At first, branches above rained down, broken and splintered from bullets. But then, the gunfire ceased as we outpaced our pursuers.

The helicopter attempted desperately to track us through the foliage, but the further the Kindred raced, the deeper the woods became.

Soon, the greatest threat was that of branches swiping us free and sending us tumbling. But Grendel kept racing, pummeling detritus, kicking up old sticks and boughs. The stench of the monster mingled with the fragrant odor of deep forest and verdant undergrowth.

“I think we are,” Annie said, nodding.

“What?”

“Dating,” she said, leaning forward and smiling into Grendel's fur as if he were some large, plush pillow. “I think this counts.”

“This? A date?” I spat more fur. 

She looked downright giddy. I supposed to someone without a fearful bone in their body, breaking a monster out of prison was just as good as a trip to the movies or a nice candlelit dinner.

I decided perhaps she was right. This was our first date.

Dating... what a strange thought.

As if everything I'd known was attempting to reorient around the people in my life. Things I'd taken for granted, or perhaps discounted myself from, were now seeming strangely... normal.

I shook my head, holding on tight and hoping Grendel would stop running before we went too deep in the woods.


Chapter 9

It was heavy nightfall by the time the Kindred lagged. And now I stood on the forest floor, both hands outstretched, attempting to calm the golden-eyed monster.

I watched as he shrunk, slowly. The teeth disappearing, slipping back into pink gums. The talons vanishing in the fuzzy paws, then the paws turning to half-gloved hands again. The scales faded to skin. The large, golden eyes shrunk in size.

Then, Grendel returned, gasping at the forest floor, adjusting his top hat once again which sat askew on his bluish hair. He looked up slowly after another deep breath towards the ground. His eyes narrowed as he watched me, and a pink tongue darted out, wiping saliva from his lower lip.

Then, after a few more heavy, pained breaths, he straightened, adjusted his jacket, and frowned.

“You apologize,” he said firmly.

Nearly three hours of breakneck pace through treacherous wilderness had a way of softening a stubborn heart.

I said quietly, “I'm sorry for losing your leg, Grendel. Now we need your help.”

“What for?” Then he shook his head. “No, allow me. Meadowfax? He's the patron that stored me in such a place. I asked for his protection—he did provide it.”

“Protection from what?” I said quietly. “Not me, certainly?”

He scoffed, look at me, then snorted in derision. He didn't grace my comment with a response.

“We need you to help us enter the Labyrinth,” Annie called from where she sat in a low branch.

We both glanced up at her. Her legs swung back and forth, and she waved at Grendel.

He tipped his hat back at her. “Mistress,” he said quietly. “A pleasure. I hear your order has somewhat cooled in regard to you.”

“That's right,” Annie said slowly. A sudden flicker, a darker, lower voice. “Because we've killed them.”

Grendel studied November curiously then shrugged and turned to me.

“Which labyrinth?”

“The only one that needs a key like you,” I shot back.

“The Labyrinth?” he said, eyebrows ratcheting up towards the brim of his hat. He hesitated, took a couple of wobbly steps as if still adjusting to his wooden peg leg, pine needles crunching under foot. Out here, this deep in the woods, the undergrowth was nearly as thick as the forest itself. There would be no movement through the unexplored sections of the woods.

Only the trail Grendel had carved in his beast form. Besides, we'd traveled nearly three hours away from the prison.

No sign of the helicopter. No sign of pursuit.

But also... Meadowfax had wanted Grendel recovered within a day. He'd suggested politics in his criminal enterprise were getting feisty.

I didn't see it as my job to protect Baron O'Shea's outfit. But I also had given my oath and my blood. Annie was determined.

We'd have to see the job through.

And Grendel, quite literally, was the key to making this happen.

“You said you'd help if I apologized,” I added. But even as I said it, I realized how pathetic it sounded.

He snorted, eyes narrowed. A finger jabbed towards me. “I said,” he replied, testily, “an apology would bring me to the negotiating table. I've heard no negotiation, only trivial waffle.”

“Pecan waffles are more my taste,” I said.

Grendel winced at the attempted retort. Annie actually groaned from the tree branch. She dropped, landing next to Grendel, looking him in the eye. “What do you want?” she said simply.

The old pack-leader was a bit round around the belly. And yet strong in his form. His face flushed. “If I help you here... You must help me with my little issue.”

“What issue?” I demanded.

He just looked at me, silent now.

“Whatever has you scared, hiding in a prison cell? Willingly incarcerating yourself with mice for snacks, Caliban off in the Wilderness, also skulking about?”

Grendel examined his fingernails. “That's my offer.”

“Help you how?” I said.

He shook his head. “Nothing horrible. Just... a favor.”

Annie said, “Wait, Leon. I think I've got this. What favor?” she said, glancing at me and nodding. “Huh? See. I knew what you would ask.”

Grendel smile at Annie. He'd always had a strange fondness for the saboteur. A respect... a fear even. But without her wereblade, her helmet or her armor, Annie was far less of a threat. Running away... we'd done well enough against crowded corridors of confused unknowings. But against eternals? Against the guardians of the Labyrinth?

We'd need the help.

Grendel picked at his nails now, murmuring softly. At first, I thought he was replying to us. But then, I spotted the two mice who had poked their twitching, whiskered noses out from a gap in a tree root. Both sniffed at Grendel's boot and wooden peg leg. They then scampered forward at his murmuring, climbed up his shoe and disappeared under his trouser leg.

Grendel looked up as if this was the most normal thing in the world.

“I don't know,” he said simply. “Someone is trying to kill me. Not you. You already tried, prince. Someone else. I need to discover who. And why. If you discover this for me, then I'll help you enter the Labyrinth.”

I stared at him. “As easy as that?”

He nodded.

“You're lying.”

“Possibly. How, though? Mine was a contingent statement. If, then. Difficult to lie in such paradigms.”

“You know what the Labyrinth is?”

“I do.”

“You know we all might die. Probably will die.”

He nodded once. “Yes. I have considered this likelihood.”

“But—”

He cut me off, holding up a finger. “Have you considered, though, Leonidas, that if I go with you into the Labyrinth, the chances of witnessing your death, a very painful, delicious death...” he trailed off, his eyes vacant for a moment. Then he composed himself and quickly added, “would far outweigh any fear I might have of mine own demise.” He smiled at me. “For this potential merry moment, and the conciliation prize of your aid in discovering my nemesis, I agree to your terms.”

“I don't believe a word you say, Grendel.”

“An astute and wise assessment. And yet...” Another finger, another tilt of an eyebrow under the wide brim. A field mouse was now poking out of his collar, making me think of Clappy for some reason.

I wondered how my battlebrute was faring. I'd left him beneath the bar, keeping guard of the tea-kettle. He'd given me a solemn oath not to unleash the fury, not even to avenge us against Percy.

Grendel said. “Do you seek my aid or not, prince?”

I considered the cavalier way he spoke. His posture, arms crossed again. His missing leg... Something wasn't adding up. How had Grendel survived the tumble into the chasm? Who was hunting him? Someone who he feared enough to hide from in a pit of hell in the middle of an unknowing prison. At Meadowfax's behest by the sound of things.

Meadowfax likely had known what he was doing when offering Grendel protection in a prison cell. This had allowed him to keep an eye on the Kindred until he'd needed him.

I considered the possible angles, but none of them made sense.

I reached out slowly, extending my thoughts. I skimmed the surface of Grendel's mind. His defenses, as always, were like granite.

What I found lurking in the shallows of his consciousness, though, gave me pause.

Fear...

Stark terror.

Grendel wasn't agreeing to visit the Labyrinth out of altruism or even from a sense of vengeance.

Rather... he thought it would be a safer bet than a prison cell. I could watch the conclusions circling in his mind.

If I had been able to find him, to reach him in isolation. Then whoever had him so scared would also be able to.

But the Labyrinth?

Grendel wasn't intending on returning. I could see it now. A plan hatched. He would stay behind. A permanent hiding spot.

This sent chills up my arms.

What thing frightened Grendel so deeply that he would consider trapping himself for an eternity in a magical prison if only to avoid his would-be assassin.

“How did you survive the fall?” I said, voicing the question out loud now.

I tried to catch any other lingering, surface thoughts.

All I spotted was fear. A fall. Darkness. Then pain.

And then...

Laughter.

I shivered as the memory swelled over me. But then it vanished. Grendel's mind closed once more like a steel trap. He glared at me, eyes shrewd. “It isn't polite not to knock, prince,” he murmured.

It might have been my imagination, but part of his neck looked a bit scaly all of a sudden. I swallowed, held up my hands as if in surrender, and turned away, promptly severing any connection.

A mystery within a mystery.

Meadowfax, playing politics with mobsters.

Baron O'Shea's daughter, apparently so inherently valuable they'd risk much just to recover her.

Grendel, hunted by some unseen foe that had him terrified enough to confine himself to eternal imprisonment in a Labyrinth.

And the witch's murmurings. Someone I loved was going to die.

I felt a cold shiver, rubbing my hands against my arms.

“This is all so exciting,” Annie said, taking a couple of steps in my direction. “So what now?” Her eyes widened, glancing from Grendel to me.

I frowned, shooting a final look towards our new, unwelcome companion. “Now,” I murmured, “We go to see a witch, a mobster and their gemstone.”

***

We convened halfway, using an old, outdated payphone at a gas station in the mountains. I was reminded of a prior excursion into the mountains, also near a gas station where we'd encountered Kay Kelly, black marketer extraordinaire.

But our current rendezvous wasn't with nearly such prodigious company.

Still very much exhausted, I'd taken the interim to sleep in the back of the off-hours station. Grendel dealt with the security cameras, and Annie stood watch.

After a couple hours of rest, I found myself pushing through the gas station door, stepping out under the watchful night. The moon stared down at us. Occasionally, in the distance, I thought I heard the sound of sirens, but this could easily have been my imagination.

I had never enjoyed unknowing news, but I didn't doubt that some strange stories were currently circling the local channels.

I could only hope no one had been fatally injured during the escape.

Now, as I rubbed some small amount of sleep from my eyes, I resisted the urge to snatch a bag of pecans from over the register. This whole burgeoning conscience business was becoming somewhat of an obstacle.

Still, any thought of hunger pangs faded as I watched the sleek, black limousine pull up the old mountain roads, headlights flashing and reflecting off the windows of the remote gas station.

“At least they weren't inconspicuous,” I muttered sarcastically.

Annie was sitting cross-legged on a gas pump and watching curiously as the figures approached. Another thing I'd noticed about my childhood friend. Not only was she cold, not only did she bleed black, but occasionally... it almost seemed as if she didn't need sleep.

I'd seen her pretend to slumber in the past, even had her nodding off against my leg during a drive through the wilderness... But the more I watched her, the more I realized that it sometimes felt as if she was simply going through the motions.

Acting in a way.

Not as a deception. No...

More as... a memory. Like someone once in love playing through old habits once endeared to them but now turned to dross. 

I attributed these strange mannerisms to her past. To the way she'd grown up in captivity.

The limousine came to a halt by the gas pumps, but only a single figure emerged from the back seat. The dark, tinted glass gave no indication to the identity of the driver. A quick check suggested the thoughts were bored, sleepy and listless.

But the same was not true for Mademoiselle Meuse—the witch had changed her outfit now. Instead of a bone-tassled shawl, she wore a dark scarf over her head, the ends trailing down and tied together above her bosom. She also had chosen to wear a long, flowing black gown with gossamer sleeves and a more modest material along her figure.

The witch watched us all with those same haunted eyes, her gaze lingering far too long, unblinking as she glanced at each of us in turn. At first, she looked at me, her expression cold. Then at Annie, eliciting a faint, knowing smile. Then towards Grendel, culminating in a wide grin splitting her ghoulish face. Her deep set eyes roamed once more, and then she marched towards me. 

I frowned at the limousine, but before I could study the driver, it pulled away, completing a three point turn and moving down the mountain road once more, leaving the four of us gathered in the empty gas station.

And in that space, silence reigned.

I broke it first.

“Where's Meadowfax?” I called out.

She sniffed, studying me. “Do you always do that?” 

“Do what?”

“Greet a woman so callously?”

Annie nodded happily. “He does!”

Grendel stepped forward. “He is known to do so. I, however, am enchanted, my lady.” He took her hand, kissed the back of her knuckles and stepped back. The witch's smile lingered, and for a moment, I was left forgotten.

I bristled, clearing my throat. “Where is Meadowfax?” I repeated.

She glanced at me. “You really aren't accustomed to being out of control, are you savant?”

I blinked at this second reprimand. My scowl returned. I wasn't about to let a witch scorn me. I opened my mouth to retort, but she stepped in easily enough.

“You are in our employ, Mr. Rex,” she said simply with a shrug. He faint French accent lingered, but as she spoke, it seemed to fade a bit. Her fingernails, long and sharp, tapped against her arms. The dark scarf over her head shifted faintly as she adjusted it. She gave a little sniff as if such matters were beneath her attention but she deigned to condescend. “And as an employee, you will be under my supervision.”

“Your supervision? Where's Meadowfax? I've asked three times now. If we reach a fourth, I'll leave.”

“No, you won't,” she said coldly. Her gaze fell on me, pinning me like needles in moth wings. “Your blood says otherwise.”

I wrinkled my nose. I'd sensed the truth when she'd claimed the blood bond wouldn't harm me if I fulfilled my obligations.

But that left me in somewhat of a bind. My obligation had been to Meadowfax. Not to this... crone. I scowled at the witch. I knew her type. Not quite eternals but those with a penchant, a knack. Those who tethered themselves to darker, primordial powers. Some ventured forth with the best of intentions, but such powers were always unpredictable and found only in the darker corners of the world.  

Grendel broke the lingering silence by sauntering forward and sweeping his top hat off in a deep bow. His pale, blue hair caught the moonlight through slats in the ceiling above the gas pumps. “The savant is something of a headache, is he not?”

Meuse turned, smiling once more at the Kindred. “You have experience with him. I see you fall. I see your pain.” Her eyes flashed.

Grendel hesitated, clearing his throat faintly. He frowned. “You are also a Wit?”

“No, beastman,” she said, though the moniker was assigned as a compliment. “I simply see what others refuse to look at. Now. You are the key, yes?” Her French accent grew prominent along with the rising excitement in her tone. She smoothed the front of her shawl, her head creeping into the gossamer lace, like a black widow rummaging among spider silk. And then it emerged.

In the crevice of her palm, there rested the single, ruby soulgem.

She raised it up for Grendel to see.

I'd long grown used to Grendel's unsettling ways and monstrous appearance... but in that moment, the mixture of hate and lust that I saw in the Kindred's eyes sent a fresh shiver down my spine.


Chapter 10

The Kindred reached hesitantly out, his fingers probing. I instinctively followed his reach with my eyes, the screaming, swirling specters in the red jewel rushing across its surface in a fresh wave like fish swarming the surface of a pond, hoping to be fed. But at the last moment, the witch jerked it back. “Nay,” she whispered. “Not for impinging yet. Tell me, tell us of the Labyrinth, my key.”

Grendel's hat had returned to his head. His disheveled grubby appearance seemed strangely illuminated now, as if the light itself was retreating. It took a second for me to realize that the woman's form acted as something of a shadow.

Or, more accurately, an imbuing force—as if the light around her was sucked into her form. As for her own shadow, it didn't move or waver like Annie's did. The shadow was normal enough. It was the woman that affected the light—as if even the faintest glimmers had an aversion to her form.

Grendel didn't look perturbed by this, though. One of his titles was the Hound of the Carpenter's Sister. I'd met Miriam once. She'd carried a similar, cold aura to Meuse.

Grendel cleared his throat, nodding deferentially, then began. “What is it your ears itch to discern? Perhaps of the father of Icarus and Iapyx? The skillful architect and renown craftsman who wrought both wisdom and power into his creations...” Grendel scratched under one of the half-gloved fingers. “Pasiphae's wooden bull was created by Daedalus. The iron hearts of the shattered seas were overseen by his keen eye. But I stand here, witnessed by some powerful three, perhaps, for another mention.”

Grendel was smiling now but staring as if mesmerized by the red stone in the woman's outstretched hand. A faint groan escaped his lips, as if a sudden surge of longing had burst from his throat. His eyes held the lovesick look of a pining youth in search of one's first love. He had gone unusually still. Normally a creature of the woods, a man who danced by moonlight over whispering creeks, now he went as still as an upraised bridge.

Resolute and intractable. 

He leaned in, breathing quietly as he stared at the gemstone. “My fingers are forbidden, you say?” he whispered. “And yet watch.” He extended his hands towards Annie and me as if inviting us towards something. He glanced back, his eyes lingering on each of us, but it was only a flash of a moment. Because just as quickly, his gaze returned to the strange stone, as if loathe to leave it.

“This,” he whispered, his breath hoarse, “standing so close I can hear it... This is the act of sheer will. Witness me,” he whispered, nodding and patting his hands together as if congratulating himself. “One lesser than I, having tasted these shores, might very well snatch the stone and bid farewell upon my escape.”

The witch frowned, pulling her hand back faintly at these words.

“You long to return?” she asked. “We wish to go with you.”

“Ah... yes,” Grendel smiled now, leaning back again, arms crossed as if attempting to keep them contrite by sheer will. “I thought you might,” he said quietly. “Many would. King Minos of Crete was powerful in name and nature. This,” he said, waving his hand, “was a gift unto Crete. To Minos. And in it there is trapped the Minotaur. You know the fiend?”

“I do, Kindred,” said the witch softly in a faint purr of a voice. “Now answer me clearly. You have been here?” Something close to impatience had crept in her voice.

From where I stood, I watched as Grendel's eyes flashed gold. One of the things I'd always feared about the bounty hunter was his temperamental nature. One moment, polite and chivalrous. The next, ripping one's spleen from their nostrils.

And now, his hand shot out.

Not to take the stone. But to snatch the witch around the throat. Grendel grew in that moment.

Holding Meuse by the neck. He didn't raise his arm, and yet she was lifted off the ground as he grew taller. Not a flick of the arm, but an extending of the legs. Of the muscles. Even his face slowly morphing. A gristly crackle of bone and sinew. A snap of bones shifting to give way to thicker appendages.

And standing there, half man, half beast—not quite completing the transition—but not quite releasing it. Grendel's voice was no longer a singsong, lyrical purr. No more was there the round, cherubic-faced, top-hat wearing man of the forest.

But rather a monstrous beast as if dragged from hell itself and dropped wet and bloody on the tarmac. “Don't tempt me, witch!” he snarled, his voice low and throbbing and rumbling. It sounded of grizzlies in heat, of ancient trees finally felled.

The witch yelped, her hands shooting sparks along Grendel's fist. But it had no effect. At least not at first.

And then, Grendel lowered her. Again, not by moving his arm but by shifting his entire form.

Far more rapidly, even, than I'd known he was capable of.

He smiled politely once he'd resumed his original form—though, perhaps it was presumptuous of me to assume which form was natural. 

The witch, flustered, stumbled back, cursing and spitting. And for the briefest of moments, I spotted her shift. Gaunt eyes turned to sockets. Skin melted away. Her teeth turned sharp and brittle. Her hair stringy then fading. A snapshot, a glimpse of a dark, ebony, skeletal figure.

And then a second later, the image vanished. And the dark-skinned woman returned to normal, having snatched back the stone protectively and muttering a series of dark words beneath her breath as she stumbled away. Her other hand twisted like a bird's claw, swiping back and forth as if etching the ozone with symbols.

Grendel just watched her, chuckling. “Nay, nay, birdie, keep your spells. Just testing mettle.” He winked and stood a bit more straight-backed.

It was strange to sense the shift even in my own heart. The witch Meuse seemed a lesser thing, somehow. And Grendel, not so hapless as he'd begun to look in my mind.

I had to remember, the ancient Kindred didn't often rip the necks from his victims. Not unless he was hungry, or if Caliban—his cursed monster—was in the vicinity.

But that didn't mean he couldn't if he wanted to.

I considered my proximity back in the cell with him and weathered a faint shiver up my spine. Had he wanted to, Grendel might easily have crushed me.

I needed to remember who I was contending with.

He looked back at me now, smiling faintly. He winked once, and I stood cold and stony. “Looks like rain,” Grendel said simply.

And I knew what he meant. The stormfolk, the ebony skeletons of Ares, the god of war, looked exactly how the witch had in that brief instant of fear.

The stormfolk weren't known for possessing forms though. Only bones. And when the bones were snapped or broken, brittle as they were, other skeletons would spawn from the rotten husks.

In frightening the witch, Grendel had temporarily revealed something about our would-be sojourner which she'd likely have preferred kept secret. As for Annie, she was still, resolute, her shadow like cold iron, rigid on the ground.

November watched us all imperiously, and I felt more prickles up my spine.

It struck me now that I'd volunteered to enter into a cursed prison, to navigate an ancient Labyrinth surrounded by three deadly killers, in search of Baron's daughter—who, for whatever reason, was coveted to the tune of millions of dollars.

It made very little sense.

I frowned, and Annie laughed. I shot another look towards her. And now she was busy launching small paper airplanes at the back of Grendel's head, trying to use her shadows to stick them in his curly hair. He hadn't noticed yet.

When I looked at Annie, she straightened a bit, dropped an airplane and grinned at me. A wicked, mischievous smile.

I remembered it from our times in the palace kitchens. Often before stealing a couple of scones and absconding to the pillared terrace.

Some of the anxiety melted in my stomach, looking at my smiling friend, her cheeks dimpled, her eyes bright, I remembered exactly why I'd agreed to any of this.

It didn't increase our odds of survival.

Nor did it sit well what the witch had said about a loved one dying. But at least it helped knowing I hadn't had much of a choice. Vaguely, I wondered about Preacher, about the Gallows' farm. I was doing this for them as well—to secure a guardian for their home. Something that Paul and his son wouldn't be able to afford on their own.

Yes... Yes, there was only one path forward. Oath or not. Blood or not. Annie and the Gallows' needed this mission to be successful.

Grendel was now stalking back and forth, waving a finger about in the air like an admonishing school teacher. As he strode about, he shook his head side to side, his expression creased in a frown. “The Labyrinth isn't what most conjure in their limited imaginations.” He shot a look at me. Then continued walking back and forth. He didn't even glance towards where Meuse had retreated, standing near the road where the limousine had abandoned us, her eyes as dark as my father's soul.

“It isn't from things feared one ought to tremble. Nay, nay.” Grendel spoke in that soft accent of his, the residue of a bygone era and a since-vanished nation. “Rather, it is the allure one ought fear. You see even in mine eyes, these many years hence, the hex remains. The temptation lingers. Like the first sniff of a doe in heat.” He shivered, closing his eyes and letting out a little chuckle.

“Yuck,” Annie said.

I nodded.

The witch watched.

Grendel shrugged. “There are things within which will allure you. Beauties no eye has seen save mine own.” His peg-leg thumped against the ground. Each time, it reminded me that the Kindred had reason to want me dead.

“But,” he said, still waving that finger. “The true test is this.” He cleared his throat, then said. “One must face that which they fear most. Must kill that which they love most. Must sacrifice one's deepest desire.” He spoke it in a sort of sing-song rhythm, then shrugged. “The verse is better in the original Greek. But it stands as warning all the same.”

I frowned. “Face what we fear most, kill what we love most and sacrifice what we most desire? That doesn't sound pleasant. How exactly did you leave last time, Grendel?”

He looked at me, cold. “Painfully,” he replied, then he promptly turned to the witch. “Well? Entering isn't the difficult part. The stone will recognize me.” He paused, then held up a finger. “To be clear... There are four thousand chambers in the maze. Each of them as deadly as the last. Passing one portion of the trial, will propel us a thousand chambers ahead of the others.” He looked at us each in turn. “If you face what you fear most... we pass a thousand chambers. Kill what you love most? The same... We must skip these thousand chambers, or else linger here for centuries, with four thousand ways of dying... I hope I make myself clear.”

The witch frowned at him. Likely in part because he'd attempted to throttle her. Now, I spotted strange patterns of black, like very thin cobwebs, along her throat. I guessed that if Grendel tried again, it wouldn't go so easily this time. Whatever Meuse was, she cast spells. Used incantations. These, like djinn-magic, took time. Unless she knew what to cast, she would remain unprepared. But I also hadn't seen the extent of her magic. This troubled me equally.

Her words, though, only goaded the suspicion. “How did you convince him?” she said, pointing accusingly at Grendel. She no longer smiled.

“You really have a way with ladies, don't you, Kindred?” I muttered.

He flashed a pointy-toothed grin.

“He said,” I called back to the witch, “that he wants to watch me die painfully. The Labyrinth will let him. He also said I needed to find who is hunting him. He's been hiding in a prison cell out of sheer fear.”

Grendel frowned now, his fingernails scratching at his leg but certainly looking as if they wanted to scratch at my person.

I shrugged back. “What?” I said. “Secrecy wasn't the deal. Plus, I know you're lying.” I nodded, looking from him to the witch. “I don't know what you are, Meuse. But Grendel I know well enough. He's hunted me for years. And he's no coward. I give him that. However...” I looked back at the scowling, golden-eyed monster. “I also know you aren't taking this job for me to find your assassin. You're doing it to hide. Why hunker down in human solitary confinement when you can do so in the Labyrinth itself? It's a magical panic room for you. With no return trip. Am I right?”

He stood motionless, as if frozen, and for a moment I wondered if the witch had cursed him. But then he whispered, “You see much, lion man. You speak much.”

I shrugged again but felt a shiver up my spine. “Whatever. My point was, that he'll come. I don't know if he'll help. But at least he can get us in. Now... what are we waiting for?”

The witch gave me a final cursory glance, licked her lips hesitantly and then turned her attention back to the gemstone in hand. “Very few leave such a place,” she whispered. And for the first time, I detected uneasiness in her tone. “You truly are a prison breaker?” she said, looking sharply at me.

I bobbed my head a single time.

She sighed, closed her eyes, and then beckoned with a hand. As she waved it, strands of shadow circled around her dark fingers.

The three of us, as if drawn like moths to a flame, moved closer. Grendel first, a cocky, confident stride, reminding me of Percival. He was overcompensating—I noticed how he occasionally glanced off to the mountains, the trees. Watchful, scared.

Annie didn't know fear. But as she approached it was with halting, jarring steps. First November, stiff, resolute, strong, then Annie—energetic, excited, eager. Finally, her shadow swirling about her feet like a vortex, she reached the witch.

I came last, reluctant, but resigned.

“So,” Meuse whispered. “Beastman...” And this time she meant it as an insult. “What now?”

Grendel didn't even glance up. He gave another little sigh of longing. And then his hand shot out. At the same time, he grabbed me by the back of the neck—moving fast. And his arm wrapped around Annie.

He grabbed the gemstone. There was a flash of red light. Pain through my forehead.

And then everything vanished.

But I didn't.

And then it all came rushing back.


Chapter 11

I stood, frozen to the tarmac, watching wide-eyed as the pieces of the gas station rearranged. It was as if some giant child had picked up the various metal containers, stone slabs, glass windows and aluminum siding, shaken it all together, and then—with invisible hands—like some genius working a rubix-cube, put it all back together in new and intricate shapes.

I didn't move. I felt Grendel's hand still clutching my neck. Felt the way Annie shifted awkwardly between us.

Once upon a time, I'd been dragged by hellhounds into the domain of Hades himself.

But this was different.

It wasn't so much that we were being taken anywhere.

But rather that anywhere was coming to us.

The gas pumps were now reforming, taking on a gleaming, golden sheen instead of rust and steel and cheap plastic. The scent of motor fuel lingering on the air along with old refuse vanished in a heartbeat, swept away. No... no, that wasn't quite right.

Not swept away...

But... replaced.

The greater thing replaced the lesser, in the way a king might shoo some peasant from his throne, reclaiming his rightful seat.

And that was how it was before my eyes. The scent of fuel was submitted to that of redolence and spices and perfume.

Before my eyes, the shifting, rotating portions of the gas station and the gas pumps lifted, reforming, and then spreading like a glass of metal. This metal turned gold in parts, copper in others, and cold bronze as well. Spirals of floral design traced through the metal. But it wasn't the color of flowers.

Rather, the substance of them. Rose petals growing organically from the metal itself. Lilac and tulip sprouting in strange swirling shapes, as one large leaflet. Trees emerged too. Tangles of vines.

And like a tidal wave, cresting the horizon, threatening to come crashing down, this wall of gold and silver, bronze, copper, floral petals and vines extended above me—up, up, up it went, climbing the mountains, the sky, reaching towards the very moon.

And I stood at the foot of this rising wall of motion. Now, something like sense registered in my mind.

I was staring at a chasm wall of rotating partitions. A giant maze, like the sort a mouse might find or a flannel-wearing parents might take their sticky-fingered kids to in an apple orchard.

Except the walls of this maze were as tall as some skyscrapers, mountains even. Gaps in this maze were as deep and substantive as valleys, as chasms. I watched as, in a single, infinitesimal section of the amazing, moving contraption, an opening as large as the grand canyon spanned between two swiveling walls larger than the Niagara falls.

But this extraordinary trench was nothing compared to the rest of the tableau. I spotted cities in cliffs. Spotted orchards. Spotted mountainous terrain and deep valleys. Vineyards and cathedrals. Citadels and, even, one portion that had a hovering orb like the moon.

I wondered if, the closer we got, the moon would grow even larger before us.

All if the images shifting and moving about in an infinite, moving maze, made me think of Kay Kelly's pocket realm.

Small at first but when entered or tasted, enlarging ever more.

Where I stood, on marble tiles—though I hadn't seen the ground change or even felt it—it seemed as if I were now facing a box of chocolates waiting for selection. Except the box was the size of a city, and I was the size of half an ant.

The wall continued to grow, even as I watched. Building itself, it seemed. More walls shifting, attaching, connecting in places. Going up, gouging out to the sides.

The entire maze jutted forward from the side of this tidal wave, of this cliff. And so instead of stretching out, along the ground in front of me, it went up. Sideways, to my eyes. But always moving. Eventually, it built upon itself so much that the top disappeared into the clouds. The edges vanished into the dark.

A purr in my ear. “Well? Last chance, princeling,” whispered Grendel. “Set foot in the Labyrinth, and there is no return home.”

I felt a little nudge, a prod in my back from a thick-clawed hand.

Then, with a shrug, Grendel swept past us. “Enter or not. Step ten paces back and you may leave! But enter the maze...” He looked back at the three of us. “And there is no leaving without playing the game of Daedalus.” With a predatory leer, he then stepped forward.

The only chamber of the enormous, colossal, mind-numbing maze that remained motionless was a single atrium at the base, directly placed across from us. Inviting and warm. Faint elevator music extended from this room.

It reminded me of a hotel's atrium. I even spotted a counter with a figure standing behind it. But the figure looked shadowed and hidden, as if my eyes were blurred.

I shifted uncomfortably.

But then Annie skipped off. “Wait, Grendel! Wait for us—don't be rude.”

I sighed and took off after her. The witch followed last.

As we entered the atrium to the sole, stationary section of the Labyrinth, I risked a final glance back. The witch was scowling, little black mist puffs trailing behind her. But these were almost lost due to the darkness in our wake.

Before us, this mesmerizing, infinite creation.

Behind us, however?

Nothingness. Only black. Only darkness as far as I could see. Like an infinite ocean of ink.

Ten paces he'd said.

Perhaps truth... perhaps a final chance to leave this place before committing to an infinite prison sentence. But also... just as likely, knowing Grendel... a chance to lose oneself forever. Forgotten in the dark.

I shivered, my skin prickling, and, with a buzz along my fingertips, stepped a foot through the open, welcoming door, into the atrium.

I winced as I did, expecting at any moment the room to shift. The creature behind the desk to turn into some monster with armor and a sword. I half expected death himself to emerge.

But nothing changed...

Well, nothing except the door.

It was gone.

I stepped through. The witch followed.

And the door vanished. One moment, I'd been staring at the marble flagstones, the next I faced a blank wall. Floral paper, pale and pristine.

In fact, everything about the room was nearly perfect. Not a strand of the carpet out of place. Not a smudge on the desk.

Even the resplendent smile of the creature behind the counter seemed polished and intentional. An artisan's vision of the perfect hotel atrium.

The person behind the counter I called a creature. Not because they had horns or scales or some flicking tail behind them.

But because they were so very inhuman in their attempt to appear mortal.

She looked to be a twenty-something female. Perfect features, perfect skin. Perfect teeth. Perfectly dressed. Not a stitch of fabric out of place. Not too modest, nor too indecent. Her chest was pronounced and drew the eye, certainly intentionally. Her creamy-smooth skin had a warm, healthy sheen due to the intricate lighting of lamps stippling the wall. A soft, welcoming glow.

She had kindness in her eyes, and an ever-pleasant little smile that claimed not just her lips but also her demeanor.

The perfect hostess. The perfect attendant.

She wasn't frazzle, nor tired, nor grumpy from a long day with impossible working conditions.

She was happy to be there. Glad to. In fact, ecstatic to wait on us. She waited patiently, glancing at the bell next to her elbow as if inviting us to press it.

Which, of course, Annie obliged. Though, instead of pushing the bell, rather, she picked it up, examining the base. “Hmm,” she said. “I bet I could throw this and hit that painting. What do you think, Grendel?”

The beastman glanced over, “Hmm? Oh... well...”

He'd been distractedly eyeing the walls surrounding us, frowning as he glanced one way then the other. He took a step forward, paused, shook his mane of hair, retreated and went still. He reached out a hand, pressing it to one of the walls, tracing the floral paper, then withdrew the same hand, sighing slowly. “Well then...” he murmured.

Finally, Annie pressed the little bell.

The desk clerk brightened, and instantly started to speak in what I assumed was ancient Greek. “Aspádzomai! Anglistí laleís?”

I coughed delicately. “English, preferably.”

She nodded and continued as if I hadn't said a thing. “Welcome to the Pearl of Crete!” she declared, beaming that Colgate smile. “We are most certainly excited to have you. In this place of wonder, you'll find splendor forevermore.” She nodded at each of us in turn. “Venture deeper, and your heart’s desires will be yours. The Labyrinth is a place where the hopes of mortals are given voice and vice by masterful artistry. How many centuries will you be staying for?”

She hesitated, glancing behind the desk and then pulling out a small, black marker board with white chalk in one of her delicate hands. She waited expectantly.

“Centuries?” I said, frowning. “No—hopefully, in a day, two maybe.” Then, because it wasn't like I spotted any signs, I said, “Can you help us locate someone?”

She still stooped by the chalk tablet but nodded slowly. “I am here to aid and support all guests in any way they see fit.”

I gave a little huff of relief. “Alright—we're looking for Baron O'Shea's daughter.”

“She will call herself Gwyn,” said Meuse carefully.

I shifted uncomfortably. Briefly, I'd forgotten the witch was even standing there.

The desk attendant nodded carefully, folding her hands over the tablet. She lowered the small piece of chalk with a click. Then, she said, softly, “And so this is what you seek?”

Grendel went tense all of a sudden, looking towards the clerk. “Careful...” he murmured.

I went still, holding my tongue. Something had shifted in the clerk's posture. Now, instead of an eager helper, her features had someone shifted, freezing. A second passed... her head lolled.

I reached out tentatively but found no mind to speak of. This, whatever it was, certainly wasn't human.

But after a few seconds, voice began to issue from the tilted head. “Golden Gwyn,” said the voice. And flowers began to spread across the table, sprouting from the wood. Tulips, daisies, lilac, begonias... Orchids sprouted from the woman's face... her eyes... Roses with thorns crawled out of her mouth. Vines sprang from her arms, twisting about. The beauty of the redolent plants contrasted horribly with the image of the clerk being slowly ripped apart by vines and tangled root systems. Clumps of dirt fell, suggesting that she'd been made of earth all the while.

A type of golem, then, but an extraordinarily detailed one.

Now, though, the voice continued to emanate. Not from the missing lips, which had turned to flower petals shaped like butterfly wings—blue and azure. But from the space around this upright garden. “Golden Gwyn...” said the rumbling voice, shaking the room.

The floor beneath my feet began to tremble.

“Grendel?” I demanded.

“Don't move,” whispered the beast. “Don't anger him. Don't wake him!”

But suddenly, the voice said, even louder. “But I am woken, little tyke. I have slumbered for many years. And now, I wake to hear the name of this cursed foe? This hated fiend? This splinter in my paw?” A cackling sound, and I nearly went mad.

Something in the laughter twisted at my insides. Pulsed in my mind. The sort of laughter that shook the air. But there was a lunacy to the laughter. I glimpsed images of purple eyes now, as if darting between the plants, which continued to grow, spilling over the desk, over the counter, down onto the floor. Moss spread as well, reaching out.

And suddenly, the crazed laughter ceased. And a voice yelled out, “Birdies! Beasties! Field things and fauna! Flora and creatures of the night. Morning flutters and stream otters. Listen! Listen! Find me Golden Gwyn. Find me the mischief-maker. Find her and bring her heart to me. This is the hunt! The hunt!” A loud sound like a distant trumpet echoed through the space. The floor continued to tremble. The flowers were now growing even larger.

And I decided now was a good time to leave before we were choking in this foliage.

“Grendel!” I yelled.

“Curse you, Leonidas!” he hissed. “You woke him!”

“Woke who?” Annie said, conversationally.

“Pan!” Grendel and I yelled back. “The satyr god. The lord of the earth, of the woods.” Grendel's expression twisted. “The lord of all things I hold dear. And you've gone and woken him!”

“It was her name,” the witch said. “Gwyn. He wants Gwyn.”

“Why does he call her Golden Gwyn?” I shot back.

But now vines were twisting around my ankles as I stumbled back. Grendel cursed as well, and then, suddenly, he exclaimed, “Here! This mirror, here! Step through!” He was waving at the rest of us.

The room continued to rotate and shake.

The vines spreading, twisting. The flowers rising and turning, watching us. Every now and then I heard chuckling or glimpsed mad, purple eyes.

But in the distance, following the sound of the trumpets, I heard other sounds. More laughter. Flutes... harps. The sound of music. Of wildly dancing feet. Of a waking wood.

“Now!” Grendel roared.

And he was crawling through the mirror as if it were a window. His feet kicked and he disappeared. Annie went next. She didn't even touch the frame as she dove through in a perfectly executed leap.

The witch took longer, scrambling up. The gentleman in me might have helped had I not seen her bony self earlier. Best to keep my distance from the stormfolk.

The glass shimmered once more as I reached out towards it, pressing my fingers against it.

And then, as I rose to move through it as well...

The glass went solid.

I frowned. I tried to push harder as the others had done.

But no luck. The window remained motionless.


Chapter 12

“Hex-luck and skint-oaths,” I muttered under my breath.” I slammed my elbow into the window. It shattered. The glass fell around me, sparkling as it hit the floor.

And then I realized I was in a real bind.

I turned slowly, feeling my heart twist. Now, the vines, the flowers, the thorns, the brambles had all gathered together. Taking the form of sinew and bone. Branches for humerus, vines for muscle. Moss packed in flesh. And two purple flowers for eyes.

And suddenly, a ten-foot-tall thing made of vegetation stared down at me. The outline of the creature had twisting horns rising from its forehead. It had the hooves of a goat and the legs to match. But a muscle-bound chest. A proud tilt to its face.

Whatever this was, I wasn't staring at the real thing.

Only a temporary form. Like an avatar or some golem body. A temporary place of respite.

But the giant goat monster was staring at me. And then the same voice said, softly, “Leonidas Rex. I knew your father.”

And this, most certainly, was not what I'd wanted to hear.

A shiver crawled up my spine, and I shot a desperate look towards the wall where the glass had been. No visible exit, though. No sight of my companions.

I shivered again.

The witch had said someone I loved would die in this place. She'd suggested Annie would escape, though. I certainly didn't love the witch or the Kindred.

But what if she'd meant myself?

What if she'd seen me dying, and assumed I loved myself? 

Now, the ten foot floral monster took a step over the desk, landing nimbly on the other side. I stood with my back pressed to the wall, breathing heavily. In the distance, I heard the sound of horns, of laughter, yelling and braying.

The noise of hunting packs on the move.

“Why are you here, Leonidas Rex?” said the voice of the creature.

“Who are you, if you know my name?” I said slowly. I'd already guessed it, but I wanted to hear it from the being itself.

It whispered, “Mine to know, yours to find, like all things in the Labyrinth.”

I pointed a shaking finger towards the wall. “Why can't I leave?”

“I have held you. We will speak.”

It wasn't a question.

I swallowed hesitantly as the giant took another step towards me. The scent of flowers of earth was nearly overwhelming. “We speak,” he said, “as I know what you are.”

“You... you do?”

“My brother. He speaks.”

“What br...” I trailed off. “Ares?” I guessed.

A shake of the head.

I winced. “Not... not Hades?”

A nod.

I bit my lip. I'd once used the god of death as a battery, plugging him in to a magical wire to power a restorative spell. And in doing so, I'd made a deadly enemy for life.

“I didn't know... Hades was here,” I said.

“Death is everywhere.”

“So... so what does he say?”

“He says you break prisons.”

I paused now, swallowing. “I... I am a prison breaker,” I whispered.

“Yes,” came the reply. “And I am a prisoner.”

I let out a little huff of air. Some often accuse me of being slow on the uptake or failing in the realm of subtlety. But it didn't take a genius to discern what he wanted.

“Pan,” I said quietly. “You are the god Pan?”

“I am an animus. You must find Pan. I still sleep. Find him. Find me.”

I shivered. “And... and you want me to break you out of here?”

The purple eyes fixed on me. Roots landed on my shoulders, trailing along my arms. Not in a rough grip but in a cautious one, as if worried I might break.

“They hunt Gwyn,” he said simply. “They will bring her heart to me. And once I have her heart, I will leave. And you will do so.”

I bit my lip. It had been some time since I'd taken a job to break a god out of a prison. There was always more red tape when gods were involved. Plus, you could never be sure if they'd lose their temper and vaporize the next town they stumbled across.

I didn't want a vaporized town on my conscience.

As for the god Pan... he was known for revelry. For the dancing satyrs and the drinking nyads. He was known for cavorting with river nymphs. And with bedding the tree spirits. He was a wild, untamed god.

But certainly not as horrible a reputation as Ares or Hades.

I faced the animus. “And my pay?” I said simply, finding a bit more boldness in my words than in my chest.

A chuckle. A faint, grumbling chuckle. Then a guffaw, a laugh. Leaves fell, tumbling as the branchy shoulders shook. Those purple eyes blinked—if such a thing were possible—falling and rising like eyelashes.

I stared at the avatar, my throat constricted, my voice tight.

But then the thing replied, softly, “Your lives?”

“I have that already,” I replied.

“And yet it could be taken.”

“But if so, I won't be able to break you free of this, Lord Pan.”

A chuckle. Small little fireflies burst from those lips outlined by pine needles.

I could still hear the hunting parties in the distance and winced at the sound. Carefully, I ventured, “Gwyn—Baron O'Shea's daughter. Spare her? Call off your... hounds.”

“Will not!” the voice suddenly yelled. A burst of noise. The floor cracked beneath me, and I stumbled back. The walls shook, and dust fell. “Not!” the voice repeated. “Gwyn's heart is mine, mine, mine!” Another mad laugh. “They bring Golden to my sleeping form. Wake me, savant. Find me, wake me. Forget Gwyn. I will reward you better!”

But I knew this was impossible. I needed Gwyn in order to fulfill my contract to Meadowfax. Which meant, like always, I found myself in something of a bind.

On one hand, I needed Gwyn to live. To escape.

On the other, Pan was demanding I free him. And while I didn't know what he was trapped down here for, I'd heard he'd been in place for at least a couple thousand years, and so I couldn't quite blame him for being somewhat cranky.

“Why... why do you want her so badly?” I said.

A pause. A sniff. A quick glance to the side... and a rosy hue—literally—crawled up the animus' face. Then, it looked back at me, violet eyes flashing. “She stole my pet.”

“Excuse me?”

“She stole it. Mine. It was mine. I liked it first.”

“She...” I could only really think of one pet known for its value in a place like this. “The Minotaur?” I asked carefully. “She stole it from you?”

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” And suddenly the figure began to dance around the room, as if admitting such a thing had cost too much. It leapt over the table, landed, and pirouetted. Twigs and leaves fluttered. The floor shook.

I let out a shaky breath. “So this Golden Gwyn stole your Minotaur, and you want it back?”

“Her heart is mine!”

“I see... so you want her heart and the Minotaur back. And you also want me to break you out of here.” A nod, a smile.

“Alright,” I said slowly. “That is a steep ask.”

The pirouetting paused. The strange, giant, monstrous thing snorted—though it didn't really have nostrils. “Gwyn... My hunters will find Gwyn... Don't concern yourself, savant. You find me. Come to the sleeping king. Come, come, come.” The twiggy fingers beckoned. The branches waved about.

I huffed in frustration. Pan seemed confident his hunting parties would find Baron's daughter first.

And then...

Rip her heart out?

I wasn't entirely sure, but I felt confident Meadowfax might see it as a breach of contract if we brought Gwyn back dead.

Somehow, the mention of her name had triggered this fresh hunt for her. I was struggling to keep up with all the moving pieces now.

I knew I couldn't both rescue Gwyn and Pan from this labyrinth. Or... at least... it would take some serious doing. 

And I'd need a serious motive.

I felt moss crawling along my shoes and quickly stepped to the side towards a clear section of floor. But even this was starting to become overgrown with patchwork quilts of vegetation. I suppressed my fear, reaching into my mind and numbing my flight of fight impulse. Again, when I extended my thoughts towards the animus, I detected nothing.

This wasn't a mind in reach. It was more like a phone or a fax machine. A receptacle of a message being sent from elsewhere.

As my mind steadied, I said, “I would consider this option, my lord, but with one request.”

The head of wooden horns nodded at me. It wasn't an imperious bow of a lord to his subject. But rather the curious inclination of an inquisitive creature.

I swallowed and said, loud as I could manage, “If we were to find Gwyn first... might you not kill her?” I went on quickly. “To hunt her before your hounds, your teams... it would be feat of glory.” I exhaled with a puff of air.

The animus growled, though, “Golden Gwyn's heart is mine.”

“But you are the master hunter! Surely, Lord Pan, you would honor the hunter who finds the stag first!”

“Surely...” the voice said, but it sounded petulant.

“And,” I added quickly, “we will return to the Minotaur to you. Alive!”

Less petulance now as the ten-foot being rocked back. Now the ground was completely overgrown. There was nowhere to step without ensnaring my feet. But I stepped all the same, trying to avoid being entangled and held to the floor by vine or grass or flower. Everything wanted to crawl up my leg, to climb into my shoe. I felt moss starting to grow against my ankle and yelped, kicking free.

“The request is granted,” Pan said at last. “If you find Gwyn first, I will allow her to leave unharmed. But if my huntsmen do... her heart is mine.”

I winced. Good enough. We'd have to go after Gwyn fast, then. To find her first. By the distant sound of things, multiple hunting teams were moving through the Labyrinth. In what way, and consisting of what elements or members, I couldn't say.

Pan's animus, though, leaned forward now. A nose brushing against my cheek and sending prickles along my skin. “An offer, then,” it said. “A boon in pay for my freedom.”

“What boon?”

“To take what was once an enemy’s as a trophy. I am the lord of trophies, of bested foes.”

I just listened, stepping every now and then to free my foot. I also had to reach inward once in a while to, again, repress rising fear. A difficult task given my circumstances.

The animus continued, “Gwyn took my Minotaur. A trophy of hers. I would have her heart. What trophy might I bequeath to you, savant. In exchange for your skills.”

I tried to keep my expression passive, but all I really wanted to do was frown. Already, we were in over our heads.

We needed to find Gwyn, then get out alive.

Three challenges, Grendel said. Three reasons no one escaped the Labyrinth.

We had to face the thing we feared most.

Then kill the thing we loved most.

And finally sacrifice our deepest desire.

Three impossible tests.

Already difficult enough.

But now Pan wanted me to find his sleeping form and bring him with us... And not only that, but we still had to rescue Gwyn from this place, while the huntsmen roamed the maze.

In addition, I'd have to bring the Minotaur alive to Pan. As a show of good faith.

The list was piling up. The impossible tasks were becoming doubly so. I bit my lip, desperately considering some out.

But I was a prison breaker. And I did specialize in freeing the likes of Pan.

Plus... his offer was alluring.

And what he said next made it even more so.

“What about the Kindred's talent,” the animus said suddenly.

I froze. “The what?”

Pan seemed to realize he had me hooked and now sat on the clerk's desk, long legs touching the floor. “Yes... yes! Yes!” he exclaimed in sudden bursts of delight. Each time he shouted, dandelion fluff exploded off his shoulders, spreading throughout the room in waves.

“Yes what?” I said.

“You wish for it. The Kindred's power. I will make it yours!”

I stared now, my eyes wide. “You can do that?”

“Can the wind moan? Can the rivers rush? Can the doldrums sleep?”

“Y-yes?”

“Haha! Merry times we have. But what say you?”

He watched me without blinking those purple petals now. And my heart pounded. I could imagine it now... Grendel's ability.

Leonidas Rex. Wit... and Kindred. I could picture myself, perhaps aided even by the aroma now exuding from the animus and spreading through the room. But I could picture myself transforming in the woods, leaping through the trees and over lichen covered logs.

I pictured Nimue, my sphinx mother, racing alongside me. No longer astride her back, but neck and neck, rushing through the woods. Free as the birds. Free as the sphinx.

How much had I longed to be free?

I built a life earning this very thing for others. A prison breaker. I desired freedom above all. My home had wheels, but now I'd been given land. The opportunity to settle down.

I thought of the Gallows' farm.

As a Kindred... with the shapeshifting powers of Grendel and his brood, I wouldn't even need a protector from my deal with Meadowfax. I could be the protector of the farm along with Nimue. The two of us could keep the orphans safe.

Even as I thought it, I pictured Grace, Judah, Elison and Valentine. Barnaby Smith and all the others. I pictured the small tykes and some of the older ones, like Sussanah. And even my brother, Nap.

I had been scared of settling nearby.

Scared I wouldn't be able to protect them.

But this?

A twitalent.

Wit and Kindred.

An incredibly rare combination. I'd be beast-friend and mind-bender. I smiled even at the thought. To top it off... by the sound of things, Grendel would be stripped of his power. This creature who'd attempted to kill me again and again. Who'd battled with me after trying to rip Nap's throat out. Who'd injured Preacher in the past. Whose children had nearly ripped the Gallows' farm to shreds.

Any pity I might have felt at the one-legged monster paled in comparison to the harm he'd caused... and would continue to cause unless suppressed.

And this... this trophy. A gift from Pan.

I'd become a twitalent, and the Kindred would be neutered.

Besides, I needed to leave this room. And while Pan seemed more playful than his brothers had. He was also unpredictable, entirely wild. At any moment, he might turn on me if I rejected his demands.

To free a Greek god?

Not the most advisable course. But I was cornered after all.

“Yes,” I said simply, looking at him and nodding. “I will free you in exchange for this boon. Grendel's talent.”

The leafy creature smiled, twigs twisting up, eyebrows of moss rising in excitement towards the curving, sharp wooden horns.

“Marvelous! Stupendous! I could sing!” Which he did, throwing back his head and yodeling at the ceiling.

This done, the animus waved a hand towards the wall. The mirror reappeared, the shards of glass melding back together as I watched.

I swallowed faintly in discomfort. Even now, I felt no mind. Somehow, even at this distance, the god Pan was manipulating the substance of Daedalus' Labyrinth.

I nodded politely, cataloging this most recent promise. It was no good to hope for imbued powers and twitalents if I couldn't even make good on the oath I'd given Meadowfax.

Pan would be rescued.

But first... Golden Gwyn.

“Why...” I hesitated, turning where I stood by the window my companions had escaped through. “Why do they call her Golden Gwyn?”

But Pan hadn't heard. Or didn't care. Likely both. Instead, the animus was now shedding flowers, foliage and leaves, turning slowly back into a pile of dead detritus.

As it did, though, a voice carried on the breeze. “Four tests, not three,” it whispered in my ear.

I stiffened, prickles spreading. “Excuse me?”

“Four tests...” it said, even fainter. A much softer voice now.

I frowned. “How so?”

“One!” the voice said from to my left. And then an answering voice, from the opposite side called out, “Face the thing you fear most!”

“Two,” another voice called from above and seemed to answer from below, as if hidden things were shouting from all around the room. “Kill the thing you love most.”

“Three!” The strange acoustics continued. “Sacrifice your deepest desire!”

A pause. Then whispers from all around, like wildfire. “Four!” they all said.

I waited, swallowing.

And then a slow, unctuous murmur in my ear. “Four is simple...” it whispered. “In many ways easiest of all.” A giggle. “You must sacrifice a mortal body unto death.”

And then the voices vanished. The leaves fell. The twigs collapsed. Everything turned to refuse and detritus. The room was quiet.

Everything except for the sound of crunching moss, which had suddenly dried and browned. And the sound of my own beating heart.

“Wait, what?” I called out, louder.

No response. Chills along my face. I wanted to shout, but of what use would it be? Pan was gone.

And dread had taken his wild figure's place.

Four tasks, not three.

Grendel had held one back. To kill a mortal? To kill.

I shivered, shaking my head. The first three tasks seemed impossible enough. But adding this?

I shook my head. No... I refused to cow, though. We'd find another way. We'd have to find another way. The only mortal in our group... was Annie. Grendel and I were both eternals. The witch... some strange stormfolk with skin.

Annie was the mortal. And... and Gwyn, perhaps. But we had to find her first, and on top of that, we couldn't just kill an innocent woman. Plus, if I did, I'd break my blood oath to the witch. I'd likely die too. Or worse.

I shivered, shaking my head. Impossible. No—no, there had to be another way. We'd find it. I knew we would.

To kill a mortal... the fourth task.

We'd face the first three. By the fourth... I'd think of some way out. I always did, didn't I?

I scowled, swallowing the rising bile in my throat.

And then, I reached for the mirror. My hand passed through this time. The rest of me soon followed as I jumped and pushed, tumbling through the mirror and out the other side.


Chapter 13

I landed in a shallow lake, and the air tasted of salt. The water only went up to my ankles, and I splashed, slipped, then splashed again, trying to get my bearings.

All around me, darkness spread. I took a step, and a spongy material absorbed my foot. Another step, and it was like stepping on a bed—the ground indented under me.

And then... from further in the dark, where I could barely see, I felt the presence of minds. “Annie?” I whispered, recognizing the mind in relief. “Hello?” I took a step forward and nearly stumbled on something. Groping in the dark, I reached down and yelped, tumbling back.

A figure was lying in a puddle of blood on the ground. A figure I didn't recognize.

“Quiet, savant!” snapped November's voice. “The hunters are here... listening. Watching...”

I frowned, shivering, wiping my hand hastily at my side. I listened but detected no sounds. My mind spread further. And vaguely, I thought I felt three minds fleeing deeper into the maze, away from us.

“They're gone!” I whispered. “They went that way...” I paused, realizing pointing in the dark wasn't doing any of us any favors.

After a bit, though, there came a hiss, a murmur, then a flicker of light. Small flames erupted above the witch's hand.

November stood at her side, and Grendel a few steps back. Blood ringed Grendel's mouth, illuminated by the glowing light. I shivered and glance at the ground, spitting to the side. The dead huntsmen had green skin, wore a loincloth and had an angled, sharp-featured face. I stared down, shivering. A dryad—a tree spirit.

And it was missing part of its neck.

I looked up, glancing at where Grendel was contentedly munching on something while picking at his teeth. Again, I was reminded of Pan's offer.

I scowled and stomped away from the dead nyad towards my companions. As I did, the ground kept giving then springing up beneath my feet. 

It felt a bit like marching across a trampoline, and I found this difficult to do with anything like a prideful gait. And so I abandoned any attempt at making an impression and instead just bounced towards my friend. Annie, though, stood straight-backed—cold and cruel. Her eyes watching me harshly.

I winced under the glare of November.

“This is the first room,” Grendel said softly. “Wherever you go in the Labyrinth, you'll find three rooms.”

“Four,” I said harshly.

November glanced at me.

Grendel just stared, a hungry look in his eyes. “Aye,” he said quietly. “I suppose there is a fourth chamber. A task.” He shrugged still picking at his teeth. “At any point, if we wish to explore the greater maze, we may do so.”

“How?” the witch said sharply.

Grendel tapped his nose and winked. “Is that our wish? To leave these horrible tasks? This one... to face your worst fear. It isn't pleasant. It isn't for the weak of heart. Do we leave? Perhaps so, yes? The Labyrinth is a place of plenty, of beauty. Here... here you could survive.”

He nodded magnanimously, as if he'd just offered sage wisdom.

“We won't leave,” I snapped. “Not until we face this... this task.”

To face what you fear most.

I wasn't even sure what that was.

“Where is it then?” I snapped, spreading my arms and indicating the darkness around us. “Where?”

Grendel just grinned, holding a finger to his lips. “Listen?” he whispered.

In the distance, I could hear the huntsmen calling. The shouts of the parties searching the maze for Gwyn. We needed to join in and soon, if we wanted to avoid turning her over to Pan to have her heart ripped from her chest.

But if we wanted to leave this place at all, we also needed to beat the Labyrinth's game. To accomplish all four impossible tasks.

And now, as Grendel held a finger to his bloody lips, he murmured. “The tasks will come to us if we wish. I have been through this before. I will not again!”

And then he slammed his foot through the spongy material beneath us. Instantly, a radiant jet of light shot up.

He slammed his foot again and again, puncturing through the spongy material. Annie oohed and aahed at the bright light, like spotlights or beams of the moonlight shot every which way in this dark, repressive place. 

And then, Grendel gave a little wave and jumped into the hole he'd gouged in the floor. With a soft splash, he disappeared from view.

I frowned, stepping forward, peering towards the openings in the ground. Water sloshed against the dark, spongy material. A glimmering, silvery water. Bright lights, like underwater lightning bugs of bright white, flashed by under the water as well. Bubbles crept up from where Grendel had stepped through, but there was no sign of the Kindred.

“So... if we want to leave, we step through this?” I asked cautiously. The light from the glowing water penetrated higher.

Annie jammed her foot through the material a few times as well, creating more beams arching upwards.

“Wow,” she whispered.

“Quiet, child,” November shot back.

“Oh, you're no fun,” Annie muttered. “Spoil sport.”

The witch's eyes had rolled back. But then, she began to murmur. “This... this is how we leave to the greater maze. But the tasks are a narrow road. The greater maze may be entered at any point. Through the floor.”

Her eyes flashed and returned back. She blinked, glancing at us.

“And to face our greatest fears?” I asked, scowling. “How?”

“Wait,” she said simply. “Watch,” she whispered.

And as she said it, I watched a dark mist begin to spread around her feet. I stared down, my heart pounding. For a second, I thought this strange, skinned stormfolk was the source of the mist. But no... no this black cloud was now rising from the ground itself, as if an inky substance was spilling from the membranous floor.

It rose around us like the tide. To my knees. My legs.

Annie had gone rigid again. November's hands bunched at her side.

“This journey, we all face alone,” whispered the witch. She grinned, flashing dark teeth.

And then the rising mist swallowed us, and I stood in sheer black. An echoing sound reverberated in my ears. Prickles sped down my arms. 

I took a step forward. The ground was still soft. But I could no longer see Annie. No longer see the witch. I heard soft moaning. Annie's voice all of a sudden, as if she was next to me.

“Please...” Annie whispered. “Not again... not again!” And then she screamed. “Let me out!”

“Annie!” I yelled. “Annie, where are you?” I whirled about trying to place her. Extending my mind to find her. But there was no response.

Her shouts sounded faded now. Distant. As if I was hearing down a deep well.

Other sounds reached me too. The voice of Meuse. The witch was sobbing... a strange, shivering breath followed by a burst of emotion. I heard murmurs, pleadings.

But then this voice faded as well.

And I was left in darkness.

The surrounding sounds vanished, leaving me alone in the dark with only the beams of light cutting through the floor for company.

My thumb rubbed inside my palm, and I glanced nervously side to side. I took a hesitant step back, trying to get my bearings in this place. “Annie?” I said tentatively.

But she was gone.

“Meuse?” I asked.

The sounds of the witch were also gone.

“Grendel?” I whispered at last, despising myself for pleading to that hated name. But the sunken-faced bounty hunter had also vanished.

I was alone.

Entirely, completely alone.

To face the thing I feared most... Was this it? The solitude?

I hesitated, glancing over my shoulder, then back towards the beams of light cut through the floor, emerging from the gouged sponge.

This...

This wasn't so bad.

I exhaled slowly in relief. To face isolation, solitude? Hardly the worst cure for a man like me. There was something of a reprieve in the silence. No one expects much from a man in isolation.

In a world of one, there's no one to rescue except the salvation that might come from a self-imposed noose. But even this...

I hadn't thought in such a way for years.

I found I could breathe easier in the dark. Found my heart slowed, calming. I turned one way, then the other, still surveying my surroundings, but I was still very much alone.

“Is that it?” I called out into the dark, unsure who might answer. “Should I... go somewhere?”

I shrugged and then began moving, heading off through the dark, in no particular direction at all. Perhaps this place tested one's fortitude. At any moment, I could puncture the floor and leap through, as Grendel had. Allowing my soul to step from beyond these tasks that led to escape and instead moving on to explore the wondrous and plentiful creations I'd spotted when standing at the base of the maze.

I kept moving along the soft ground.

“Leonidas...”

I froze. A shiver up my spine.

“Leonidas...” the voice whispered again. And a breath wet my cheek. Shivers along my spine. I knew that voice... My hand clenched. I knew that voice.

Various forms of fear existed in the heart of a man. One sort was of preservation—and in that form, I might have spun around, fists flying, shouting in terror. Another sort of fear came in the realm of helplessness. This fear took the form of cowering, protection or fleeing.

But there exists a third type of fear.

And this was the one which gripped me.

The fear of inevitability. The slow, rising knowledge, like evening tide, creeping up in slow bursts. A fear of knowing it was no good to turn and flee. No good to turn and fight. No good to do anything but turn.

And so I did.

Slowly.

And my gaze landed on the figure who'd whispered my name.

Of course, the recognition of that voice accompanied a recognition of that face.

I didn't linger on the face at first, finding my eyes downcast. I noticed the black garb with blue trim, though. The old Imperium uniform my brother had styled the Gentle Hand's ensemble after.

This man had a neat, trimmed beard, and the same blue eyes as mine.   

Both of us tan with high cheekbones, built lean, like gymnasts—shorter than most but with muscles lurking beneath our clothing. His outfit, of course, far outclassed my borrowed garb. We both had Roman noses and blue eyes flecked with the telltale indigo of an eternity-toucher.

Maximus' blue eyes were cold. My father had not been a gentle man. The tilt of his chin, the angle of his shoulders suggested an imperious posture; one almost detected the aura of terror he'd carried.

The Mutilator, some had called him. The Merchant of Death, others said. In our palace, more acceptable monikers had taken the forms of the Keeper of the Five Kingdoms and the Binder of the Ancient Gateways. The Grandest Imperial of the Grand Imperium.

And he was quite grand, standing there, haughty as ever. The image before me was from his youth, but he'd always been handsome, even when I'd known him.

And a smile accompanied those features. Maximus Rex studied his son, his hands loose at his side. He stared at me, unsmiling. Unmoving. Resolute. He extended a hand towards me, as if offering a gift. Rings flashed on the back of his fingers.

I knew he expected me to take it, to hold that cold hand and kiss the ring. My father had always been one for pomp and ceremony and everything in between.

I took a hesitant step backwards, horror in my heart.

But as I attempted to retreat from this apparition, this ghoul from my past, my father's voice snapped like a whip. “Come here!” he demanded, a finger pointing to the ground in front of him.

And suddenly, we were no longer in that spongy, dark space. There were no beams of bright light cutting from silver water through the dingy haze.

But around us walls of gold and blue. Around us palace security. My feet pressed against cold, stone tiles. Intricate artwork, unique and pristine in every tile. Scenes of battle. Scenes of honor. Scenes of nobility and heroism. Scenes of the Imperium's best and brightest. All etched in gold and gemstone, used for the flooring of the room.

The throne sat three steps up to a stone platform. A cold, golden throne. This had not been something crafted for comfort. My father had often sat in the thing when presiding over his kingdom only to emerge, hours later, with a stiff back.

But he'd always been resolute in his pride.

Little else had mattered to him.

Around us, in this strange scene from memory. Or perhaps imagination, I spotted other beings in the court. Not just soldiers with indigo eyes, nor the generals and nobility so often present, but also satyr and minotaur. I spotted stormfolk and trolls.

My father had been a known Palmer—the Corkers hated him. But in the bitter Corker-Palmer feud, my father had firmly come down on the side of befriending the Hidden Kingdoms, of allying himself with the magical creatures.

In my father's mind, as a purist of magistocracy, it wasn't one's humanity but one's arcanity which imbued value to a soul. Ghoul, goblin or otherwise, if capable of magical prowess, my father saw them as friend. And a worthwhile ally against the encroachment of mortalkind.

We stood in the spacious, palatial room, facing each other.

And I realized my hands had tensed at my sides.

“This is real, Leonidas,” whispered my father, meeting my eyes. “Touch me. See? This is no apparition.”

He stepped forward, and I stumbled back. But he caught my arm, holding tight. His skin was warm and offensive where it contacted mine. 

I yanked my hand from his grip, or at least tried to, but he held on with vice-like efficiency. This was no mirage, but neither did I believe I'd somehow teleported back in time to stand before my father's throne.

Were these more golems? Constructions like the desk clerk?

And yet even as I tried to latch on to some form of sanity, I couldn't help but stare at my father, my mind reeling, panic flooding my system. I wanted to turn and flee, but my feet were now glued to the floor.

“Well?” my father demanded, Maximus' voice screeching in my ear. “Answer me, boy!”

I tried to find my voice but found my throat constricted. Words normally so available had vanished. I even forgot to reach out with my mind, the Wit feeling a flimsy thing before the deluge of my father's rage.

As I stammered, standing there, my father lost his temper. He was always an irate man, given to flaring temper at a moment's notice. Augustus had grown cruel under my father's tutelage due to just such temperament.

And now, my father lashed out, his fist colliding with my cheek.

I stumbled back. But he followed, striding imperiously forward, striking my cheek again. Then, I turned and ran, certain if I distanced far enough from this construction, this hellish faux reality, I might find the solace of the dark room again.

But as I raced by, the butt of a gun slammed into my gut, doubling me over. I coughed and gasped at the ground. One of the palace security officers had blocked my path. A second was frowning, marching forward to intervene. I didn't recognize them.

But other voices in the expansive room swelled now, calling out warnings, yelling towards me.

Another gun struck me from behind, catching my neck and bringing me low.

Dazed, in pain, I lingered on my knees, gasping. Dark spots danced across my vision.

This was no... ruse. This wasn't in my mind. It was happening. The pain was real. The blood seeping down the back of my neck from a new gash was real. The throbbing, pulsing in my stomach was also real.

And the stinging on my cheek where my father had struck me equally so. A flood of adrenaline cycled through my system, and I reached out with my mind...

But no use.

None of the figures around me had minds. Just like the desk clerk—these thoughts were programmed things. Perhaps even programmed by my own subconscious, now weaponized against me.

As I tried to surge to my feet, two thick hands clapped on my shoulders shoving me back to the ground. My father stood over me, his shadow swelling past me. I had always, in a way, lived in my father's shadow. He stared down scornfully, his lips twisted in a hateful sneer.

“You always were the weakest one, Leonidas.” He pressed his boot against my chest, studying me closely as he leaned down, bending at the neck, not the waist. To bend his waist in our courts would have been a sign of submission.

Strange, small rules of engagement. And yet my father observed all of them properly. I even noticed he had removed one of his ceremonial, white gloves before slapping me. Always one to observe the etiquette of his palace, and his own father's lineage.

I just snarled at him, feeling an animalistic terror blooming in my chest. I'd seen my father die. I'd watched him riddled with bullets.

This wasn't real. This wasn't real.

I kept echoing this thought in my mind, but there was little benefit.

This wasn't about facing memory but rather facing fear. And this mirror held to my subconscious hinted at the fears I'd often suppressed. My father had always been my greatest tormentor. His legacy equally so, in some ways.

But Maximus Rex had died at the hand of another.

And while... while he was dead...

I thought of little Napoleon. Of my father's mind, ripped from his body and deposited in my baby brother's body for safekeeping. I'd been training Nap how to protect his mind from intrusive thoughts when I had the chance to. But I was so often away, tending to some other seeming calamity, that I hadn't had the proper time to fully prepare my baby brother.

Eventually... if I wasn't careful, Maximus' mind would crawl back to consciousness, would use my brother's body as his own.

Staring up at the hated leader of the Grand Imperium, I realized how much I dreaded this moment. How much I hoped, in my deepest parts, that my father would remain dormant, would never rouse. Permanently asleep... I'd vowed months ago to find a way to release Napoleon from my father's influence. To remove the mind.

But I hadn't found any way yet.

It was an easier thing to affect a willing mind on the verge of death rather than an unwilling thing that had latched itself into every crevice of Nap's own thoughts. Once upon a time, I'd even considered killing my brother.

But that... that was no longer a thought.

At least... it hadn't been.

Until now.

And now, face to face with the hated Imperial, I wondered if I'd made the wrong choice. His boot shoved me to the ground, while his eyes fixated on me in contempt. The guns next to me trained on my form. No minds to speak of. These constructs were responding to something external... or... or something in me.

Nothing else had been present in the dark. Vaguely, I wondered if Annie and the witch were encountering the same things.

Fear is the killer of the mind. And my body was swimming in terror. Adrenaline rushing through my system with reckless abandon. I held back a whimper attempting to creep from my lips.

And instead forced myself to calm. I reached in to attempt to numb my fear, to suppress it. But as I did... it was almost as if my father's shadow grew larger. As if the pain in my chest from his boot grew in immensity.

As if more soldiers appeared around us.

I dropped the connection to my thoughts. And the shadows receded. The pain lessened. Curious. And then I realized...

When I'd tried to flee, I'd been struck. When I tried to hide my fear, the problem grew bigger.

But...

I hesitated, swallowing, still sensing the bruiting terror. And then I stood shakily to my feet, stepping towards Maximus. I didn't move away but, rather, up close. We stood then, nose to nose. Neither guard behind me intervened. I met those cold, blue eyes, and he stared superciliously down at his eldest son.

“You never did have the blood for it, Leonidas,” my father was saying, his voice as ice. 

He continued in that same cold tone, his breath against my cheeks where I stood so near. “Augustus would have made a finer heir. We both know it. Your cowardice has cost the family much. You are weak, Leonidas. Disloyal. Unfaithful.” And now his eyes were blazing. He grabbed me by the lapels, dragging me even closer until there wasn't so much as a thread between us. Our noses pressed, our eyes inches away. “After all I did for you! After everything I sacrificed? I fed you! I raised you! I trained you! You were a prince among men, you greedy, little whoreson! You were to take my place! What else could I have given you? Does your greed know no bounds?”

He gave me a little shake. I weathered the tirade, my own hands bunching into fists. I'd never struck my father. Never stood up for myself. I knew of many tales of those who attempted to face their tormentors... it was as if the heart crumbled inside the chest. As if, standing across from a screamed tirade, I shot back in time.

I pictured my poltergeist—the piece of my fractured soul. Young Leonidas... Six, maybe seven. Standing there, watching. I remembered how often that neatly dressed child had endured such lectures, such manhandling.

I felt weak, limp.

It wasn't the same as confronting a thug in the Loophole. Nor even contending against giants or trolls or ogres.

This was my own father. The tyrant who'd ruled my life. The man I'd thought I'd loved for nearly two decades. I'd been trained, brainwashed into undying loyalty. I'd even sacrificed Napoleon, my little brother, in order to appease my father.

And so he screamed at me, and I didn't say a word in defense. My mind felt foggy. Unclear. My heart continued to twist violently in my chest. Even worse, I felt my emotions weren't ones of anger or retaliation.

But rather of guilt. Of Shame.

I had abandoned the family name. I had turned on my father, on everything he had done for me. I'd left the Imperium when it had needed me most.

“Weak, lazy, listless,” my father was now murmuring, no longer yelling, as if I was too contemptible to even waste the breath it required. “Cavorting about in that home on wheels? Like some commoner? Like some drug-addled, drink-guzzling wretch! You are no son of mine! Any father would be cursed to have you!”

“YOU WILL NOT!” I screamed suddenly. The words ripping from my throat in a storm.

For a stunned moment, silence fell. My father stared at me, more quizzical than angry, as if determining what had just happened.

But those words... You will not. Those same words Mr. Gallows had used to silence my own tirade against myself. And now... now I understood where it came from. The screaming in my ear, the constant shame of criticism, the unending accusations.

I'd been supplied amply for the course of my life.

And this last part... Any father would be cursed to have you...

Perhaps. But I'd seen another type of father. A man who's gentleness was his strength. Who's kindness led to boldness. Who's love was a cord bound taut, establishing the boundaries of those in his care.

Even now, staring at my old man, other words slipped back into my memory. Mr. Gallows had spoken them assuredly, in that gentle, unassuming way of his.

“Preacher told me you were an honest man,” Mr. Gallows had said. “And yet I've never heard such deception uttered so confidently, young man.”

My voice shook, and I growled at my father, forcing words that had long been lodged in my throat, stuck deep, unexhumed from dark tombs but now offered to the light. “You were never a good father!” I screamed at him. “You don't even know what type of man I am!”

Maximus blinked, and then his eyes narrowed again. A thin, red flush crossed his features.

More of Mr. Gallows' words from that morning came wafting back, like hymns born by zephyrs. I had attempted to tell Mr. Gallows what sort of man I was. But he'd cut in. He'd corrected me. He'd said, “Exactly the sort of person that belongs on this farm. Who do you think comes here, child? The safe and the healthy? The wealthy and the strong? Those who've only known love and protection? No! This land is for the hurting. The weak. The ones who have been harmed by those sworn to protect them. This is a land for the fatherless. Like me, Mr. Rex.”

I shivered as those memories returned. I felt a sob choke my throat, tears threaten my eyes. Such rare things, those tears. I'd suppressed them, I'd lost them. But until now, until this shout at my father, this act of defiance that might have once earned me a dozen lashes, I hadn't realized just how much of my soul had been chained and bound, lost in my chest.

Where my father had buried it. Where his contempt, his cruelty had kept it low.

But this... this in a form was cowardice.

To continually allow such a man to rule my heart, my life. Choices remained. On one hand the words of Mr. Gallows, a man who, admittedly, hadn't been given very much time to speak into my life.

On the other hand, a man like my father. Maximus the Great. He'd never seen me as much more than a weapon to be wielded. A tool to be crafted in his image. An idolatry of progeny.

I noticed something else now, as I breathed heavier, practically gasping... My father was fainter. His form less... substantive. I could still feel the sting of his words, and my own shouts came more like the unbridled screams of a madman. Or the weeping wails of a tantruming child.

And in some ways, perhaps that's what I was... a child.

Even at this thought, I spotted a flicker of my poltergeist, off to the side, scowling at me. Scowling at Maximus. The small, bluish apparition blinked and then vanished, as if deciding he wanted no part in this exchange.

The words uttered at me still stung, but I retorted with a salvo of my own. “I belong!” I yelled. “I matter for more than what I do!”

More words from Mr. Gallows echoed in my thoughts, prompting this new salvo. 

“And you, Leonidas, belong as much as anyone I've ever met. This ground, this earth would be blessed to have you on it. I would be blessed to have you as a neighbor. My son is blessed to have you as a friend. We don't have to share a God to share love.”

To share love... and that was just it. My father was his own god, and he'd never had love to share. Mr. Gallows and I didn't see things the same in ideological propositions, but he'd cared for me more than anyone, except, perhaps Nimue.

“I'm loved now, old man,” I said simply, my voice bitter. “Your lack of it lessens you.”

And even at this, he faded more. Now, his grip on my collar seemed less. I could see through him to the throne. The room around me, though, also faded, like a mirage in heat.

I found I could breathe a bit easier. And this time, instead of speaking, instead of words, my own breath seemed to catch the form of Maximus and send him swirling like vapor.

Tears streamed down my cheeks. Tears that had nothing to do with the moment. But rather the tears of a child, trapped in a grown man's heart, finally allowed to be free.

I didn't cry. I sobbed. I wept. Standing there, breathing and watching everything I had once known dissipate around me like a dream. Vanishing with a whisper—going, going, gone.

It had all seemed so very real.

But now, I stood in the dark once more, on the spongy floor, shivering and crying, and trying to gather myself.

My father had vanished. His palace was gone too. The soldiers as well.

I was alone once more. I'd faced my worst fear. I'd faced my father—I hadn't run. Hadn't cowered. Hadn't even fought with violence. It had all happened in my head... and perhaps heart.

And now... I felt lighter somehow.

I wiped tears from my face and exhaled a long breath. Wondering now, if I was well and truly alone in this strange, dark space.

At least... I thought I was alone.

But then something grabbed my leg, puncturing through the spongy ground, holding tight and pulling hard.


Chapter 14

The hand ripped me through the foamy floor, and I swallowed water, hacking and jettisoning bubbles up the sides of my cheeks. I floundered, waving my arms desperately in the silvery liquid.

My eyes stung at first but then the sensation faded.

The hand gripping my ankle gave another couple of playful tugs. I turned, kicking out and frowning. Annie, who'd avoided my kick, was swimming beneath me, waving me down. A surge of relief flooded my chest at this water-suspended view of my friend.

She hung suspended in the liquid, smiling at me. The bubbles didn't course past her cheeks. Didn't escape her lips. Even when she opened her mouth, mouthing the words, “Go down!” to me, there was no air released, as if her lungs were somehow already depleted.

My brow flickered at this thought, but then I allowed Annie to direct me down. Above us, a crust of black sponge covered what appeared as an underground river. The wide, silver river, swept the two of us up in a current as we both descended in the water.

Bubbles trailed from my mouth but not from Annie's. Her shadows spread out around her, guiding her like fins through the liquid.

And then, she caught my arm, pointing excitedly behind us. I followed her gaze and spotted the source of her excitement.

A large bubble was speeding towards us, flowing along with the river. The lower we went, the faster the bubble seemed to speed, coming ever nearer.

At the last moment, Annie gave me a push.

She followed, and the bubble consumed the two of us. It felt like nothing. But one moment, I'd been swimming, the next I stood in a dry chamber, the ground rubbery and conforming beneath my feet.

I stumbled, my arm pressing against the wall of the elastic bubble. I was able to breathe now. This was very much like a chambersphere. The same sort of transportive device my brother had helped invent back on his stolen submarine.

But this Labyrinth had been created thousands of years ago. My brother's chambersphere only invented in recent years.

It was testament to the genius of Daedalus that a throwaway, inconsequential portion of his infinite maze, a trivial thing, really, in comparison to everything else we'd seen, was touted as an Imperial achievement.

Not only was this chambersphere more comfortable than any on my brother's vessel. But it had also been created thousands of years earlier.

It made one wonder what sorts of machines Daedalus was now constructing.

Annie poked her head in next to me, breathing evenly. The rest of her followed and she landed in the bubble as we skirted along the bottom of the riverbed, speeding forward.

“You're alive!” she said excitedly.

I blinked. “Yes... you thought I might not be?”

She hesitated, massaged her elbow uncomfortably and then changed the subject. As she prattled, I wondered what exactly she'd seen. What sort of fears had she encountered?

But it wouldn't have been fair to ask, seeing as I wouldn't want to answer that same question. Annie was leaning a bit closer to me though. Her offhand now grazing mine. I felt a surge of warmth in my chest and without saying a thing, I took her hand in mine, holding it.

She blushed but didn't protest.

The two of us, nearing our thirtieth birthdays and yet like bashful children all over again. I felt my own cheeks warm. Her fingers were as cold as ever, and my hand lingered in hers. She didn't pull back, and I didn't comment on it.

Instead, the two of us stood hand in hand, hurtling through the current, approaching a sinkhole in the riverbed.

“That's where they went,” Annie murmured, pointing.

“Grendel and Meuse?”

“Yes. I saw them both go through that hole in the ground. I mean... wow, Leon. Look at all of this. It's incredible.” She was leaning against the bubble, her fingers indenting the thing as she also stared towards the large sinkhole. 

I cast my childhood sweetheart a sidelong look, watching her silhouette against the strange outline of the chambersphere hurtling through the silver-speckled liquid, as if we were trapped in a comet, traveling a sea of stars. My fingers tightened ever so slightly. Not enough to be noticed by her, but enough so it felt as if I held her in a sturdier grip.

I was determined, no matter what, I wouldn't lose her again.

The pain of losing her the first time still lingered in my memory, still ached in my soul. I'd often wondered if the poltergeist had formed because Annie had been sent away. At the time, I'd thought she'd been killed.

In that moment, hurtling through the river, temporarily adrift, I felt safe. As if nothing else mattered in the world. I didn't want our underwater journey to end. I remembered years ago, when I'd first escaped the Imperium, fleeing the assassination plot against my family, I'd also landed in a river.

At that time, under the storming skies, I'd been shot, the current too strong, and so I'd held on to a rocky outcrop for dear life.

No one expects much from a drowning man.

I'd lived my life by this mantra. Shirking into the shadows. I'd thought, perhaps, one day, I'd have to face the inevitability of a head destined for a crown.

But now, holding Annie's hand, once again in the flow of a current, I remembered something I'd read. Years ago. Certain, ancient armies would often give their newlyweds the first year off from the military. Allowing the young couple to enjoy each other, their freedom.

No one expects much from a man in love...

No one except the girl he chose... and perhaps the unending current.

But a year was too little. And... did I think I was in love? These words were playthings to some. I'd occasioned, by happenstance, on to human television some years before. One particularly odious piece of media entertainment—I believe that is the technical term—had involved the words 'I love you' bandied about with such true levels of dishonesty it had boggled my mind.

What they'd actually meant, and it didn't take a mind-reader to find out, was, “I love the way you make me feel right now.”

It had been a temporary proclamation. Love of a kind, though, as I'd thought of it, was occasions of feeling under-girded by a foundation of action. The through line was the verb, the doing. To care for, to protect, to help, to serve, to hope for, to bleed for, to listen to, to draw near to.

The feelings were the fruit on a well-tended tree. Sometimes in season, sometimes out. But the soil, the sunshine, the root system—these were all by choice, not by temporary, fleeting sensation.

I'd known Annie for nearly thirty years.

The sensations never diminished.

But this thought, this notion of what she truly deserved from me...

It terrified me to the bone. Even more, perhaps, than most prison breaks. Not because of a sense of obligation but because of stark inadequacy.

I had no clue how to offer Annie what she so richly deserved.

Bumbling, somewhat awkward, I leaned in, pecking her on the cheek. A simple, innocent motion. But as she continued to stare in awe at the riverbed, studying the sparkling water, pointing out items in the liquid that passed us by, a small smile curled her lips.

And then, the bubble suddenly sped forward, swirling once, twice, and it descended into the hole in the ground like a bath toy swallowed by the drain.

The chambersphere sped from the chute and descended slowly now, drifting like a leaf on the wind in a rocking motion as it tumbled towards the ground. I took this moment, my hand tensing against Annie's, to survey the area around us.

The first test was now completed.

To face the thing we feared most.

The next would be harder still. To kill the thing we loved most. Despite myself, I found my hand lifting from Annie's. She didn't let it go easy but held onto my smallest finger, shooting me a quick frown. And so I allowed my hand to stay where it was.

But internally, my stomach twisted. Construct or not, I couldn't imagine having to kill one of my friends... to kill Preacher. Or Mr. Gallows. Or Annie.

Below, I spotted where the witch and Grendel were waiting, watching us. Some of the witch's eyeshadow had streaked, as if she'd been weeping true tears. Grendel, who'd avoided the trial completely, was nibbling on a piece of fruit which looked like a lemon. Taking a bite, pausing, then wrinkling his nose in utmost suspicion.

No livers on trees down here, I supposed. But there were huntsmen, which meant there was prey.

Now as we descended, I no longer found myself looking across thousands of miles of moving rooms. But only the one we descended towards, and two on either side. To our left, I spotted, over a tall wall, a garden of leaves and aqua features. Places for koi to swim, for frogs to bask in the shadow of elephant-ear leaves.

To our right, I noticed fireworks, bursting in the sky in a dazzling display of pyrotechnics. No sign of the huntsmen yet. Below us, and behind Grendel and the witch, a large mansion settled the chasm floor. Tall, jutting black towers extended out of the backyard, like the fingers of some monster burrowing through the earth, attempting to rise. Each talon-shaped tower was ten times as large as I was.

It made me think of the gods... of Pan down here, demanding my aid.

The chambersphere popped and I emerged, stumbling onto a grassy floor. To my left, across the ground, I spotted a large outline of a blue door, which simply read onward 1032/4002. And to my right, a second blue door, which read backward 1030/4002.

The ten crooked towers behind the mansion reached towards the ceiling above. A dark hole settled the chasm's roof, sparkling with the silver water which tumbled down behind us in a waterfall, but the liquid vanished before it hit the ground, suggesting, somehow, it was being sustained.

Grendel purred in amusement. “The state of the three of you,” he said in a chiding tone. “So dour.”

“How come you didn't have to do it?” Annie said, scowling at the Kindred.

He tossed his squished lemon to the side. “Because,” he purred. “I've done it before.” He pointed a finger skywards. “The Labyrinth remembers its champions.” He beamed at us.

“What are the numbers on the doors,” Annie murmured, pointing.

Grendel glanced at onward 1032/4002. He quirked an eyebrow. “The chamber of the maze we've reached,” he said simply. “The one thousandth and thirty-second chamber.”

“And the four-thousand-and-two?” I asked.

He smirked. “How many remain.”

A lead weight settled in my stomach. I'd been afraid he might say something like that.

But the witch had dropped to the ground, crossing her legs and rummaging in her shawl, emerging with small, white items that looked like the bones of some woodland creature. She tossed the bones on the ground, murmuring to herself and waving her fingers.

“Don't fear,” Grendel said picking at a tooth. “Passing a trial, as you have, permits the traveler to cross a thousand chambers in one go.”

“And if we don't pass the trials.”

Grendel waved towards the door marked onward. “Only three thousand more chambers to traverse by foot,” he said. “Many of them teeming with monsters, or enemies, or prisoners. Or those helpless souls trapped within.”

I bit my lip, shivering. “So... So if we pass the next three trials...”

“But hang on,” Annie said, “I thought we only had two more trials left.” She wrinkled her nose. “Face the thing we fear most. Kill the thing we love most. And sacrifice our deepest desire. We've done the first one. So...” She glanced curiously from Grendel to me.

I was still watching the bones being cast on the grass by the witch. My gut tightened, but distracting myself with Annie's question, I murmured. “There are four trials.”

“Four?” Annie said. She scowled at Grendel. “You didn't say anything about four, Grendel.”

I shot him a scowl as well, turning. “That's right, beastman,” I said, my tone cold. “You misled us.”

Grendel pointed at me. “Careful, little lion,” he murmured. “Don't wake the beast—he's slumbering quite nicely. I purloined the lemon from the meal I caught lurking upstairs.” He leered at me.

But I frowned. “Someone's upstairs?” I turned to acknowledge the old, marble mansion. Pillars supported it. White marble beamed out like freshly whitened teeth. 

A veranda curled around the front, and ivy crept up the sides. The windows were all missing, and so blank frames gaped out at us. I peered into the dark but detected no one.

I began to extend my thoughts as Grendel continued, speaking to Annie. “There is a fourth and final test. A small thing,” he murmured.

“What?”

“The death of a mortal, by your hand.”

“What? No... No, I'd never! There has to be another way.”

“There is not.”

“There has to be.”

“There isn't.”

“Leon will find one. Leon, what do you—ignore her prattling!” November's voice suddenly issued. I didn't even glance over. November and I rarely saw eye to eye. For the most part, she was always picking at my flaws. Grendel, though, smiled genially, as if he thought the arrival of this darker side of my friend was a marked improvement. November nodded firmly. “We will do what must be done.”

Grendel chuckled. “If not, mistress of the night, you are ever welcome to roam these halls.” He adjusted his top hat and winked. “My company, mayhaps, is boorish in solace but plentiful in bounty when on the hoof.”

November watched Grendel. But before she could reply, and before I could get any more grossed out by the idea of the Kindred flirting with Annie's alter-ego, I suddenly raised a finger to my lips.

“Shh,” I said sharply, staring towards the mansion.

Grendel's admonishments lingered. Every trial we passed would help us circumvent more than a thousand of the impossible to navigate rooms, each of them teeming with danger. It wasn't even a choice. We'd have to face the trials.

But we also had to find Baron O'Shea's daughter. Gwyn was here somewhere... And we still didn't know where.

“I'm finding her, quiet down,” whispered the witch.

I stared sharply at her, defensively extending my thoughts...

But she wasn't reading my mind. Was she a Blessed? No... no, I felt nothing to suggest she was an eternal. And yet somehow, she'd known what I'd been thinking. And even now, she expounded. “I... Gwyn is close,” she whispered quietly. “I know she is... I can feel her.” The woman's voice trembled with emotion.

But I cut her off this time. “I was going to say,” I whispered, my voice fierce, “We're not alone. Whatever Grendel killed and ate had friends, and they're currently hiding in the mansion, watching us.”

Grendel and Annie turned sharply, staring up at the second floor where, now warned, they must have spotted movement. The witch remained cross-legged in the ground, still playing with those bleached animal bones, attempting to locate our quarry.

I reluctantly followed after Grendel as he began stalking towards the mansion. “Salutations!” he called out, removing his top hat and waving it.

“What exactly did you catch and eat?” I whispered.

“Hmm? Oh... small, little, inky thing. Hardly a nibble.”

“Inky thing?”

“Shedding the skin of some creature,” Grendel replied. “I... oh, I knew their names once.”

But I had suddenly stumbled back, cursing. I snatched at Annie's arm, yanking hard. “Get back! Don't go near them!” I yelled.

And just in time too. The two of us, flanking Grendel, had been on the verge of passing under the second floor window. I yanked back, but Grendel proceeded forward.

And three figures tumbled from the second floor, flinging themselves at the base of the stairs with cries of rage.


Chapter 15

Three giant blobs of black tar struck the ground with the sound of hissing and splashing, like acid. One of the tar blobs reached out, snaring Grendel in its hand. But the Kindred was deceptively quick, he dodged, scampering onto the stairs.

But these, I supposed, he hadn't tested before while feasting. He fell through a trap step, his foot caught by a bear trap which snapped with a loud clank!

Grendel howled in pain, and instantly, his eyes blazed, and he began to transform.

“Bad kitty,” whispered one of the blobs, reaching out and touching his leg.

Instantly, Grendel froze. He didn't transform, nor did he revert. Instead, parts of him displayed the change he normally endured—legs half bowed. Scales sprouting on his arm. His face having elongated, half skin, half muzzle.

He looked grotesque. But even more frightening were the three famishes who'd now conglomerated around the Kindred, hands extended.

They looked like tar but also like large, froggy things with big, baleful eyes and three-fingered, webbed hands. They hopped about on squat hindlegs, their ample hindquarters scraping the ground.

Where their fingers touched Grendel, strands of color and a haze, like the spray from a garden hose, began to extend down their arms. The blossoming light left Grendel and went into the three famishes.

I'd encountered famishes before. Soul-suckers. They fed on the souls of others, bleeding them dry until all that remained was a mindless husk.

One was giggling excitedly now that it was feeding, seemingly having forgotten the rest of us.

Meuse had as well. She remained cross-legged, eyes rolled back, playing with her stupid, little bones. Annie and I stood at a distance, watching in horror as Grendel turned into famish kibble.

Shadows were rising around the three soul-suckers though, and Annie was trying to shoo the creatures away from Grendel, pressing at them with fly-swatters made of shade.

The creatures were jostled, and they yipped and yelped in protest.

I detected an image in the mind of the fattest of the tar-toads. A small, helpless little goat tied to a chain, left in the upstairs room. A famish, most likely, disguised as a goat. That was what Grendel had found. A bowl of old fruit left on the floor where the goat had fed itself.

And I spotted that the three famishes had been hiding behind a bookcase, watching Grendel fall for their bait. But when they'd started to creep up behind him, as famishes needed skin to skin contact to use their soul-draining abilities, Grendel had grabbed the goat and hopped out a window before he'd even spotted their slinking, tarry forms.

His hunger had led him into the trap. His instincts had helped him free.

And now, my instincts, had led him back into the same trap.

It didn't feel good to admit, but in a way, Grendel's horrible predicament was on my shoulders to remedy.

“We could just leave him,” I murmured more to myself than anyone else's. “He's got us in here.”

“Leon!” Annie chided. “Help, now!”

I sighed, huffed, but then complied, keeping my distance, but giving each of the tar blobs the equivalent of a poke to the brain. “Hey! Uglies—stop that!”

They spun around in surprise, and instantly, all three began to transform. It wasn't the same painful, bone and skin and sinew transformation Grendel endured as a Kindred. Rather, it was like watching a snake slip back into shed skin. Their features changed. Parts of their blubbery, jellyfish forms crammed into smaller receptacles, sucked in and condensed.

And after a few seconds of changing, shifting, and squishing, three little old ladies stood in front of us, smiling out, their old, wizened fingers extending towards us.

“H-help me,” one of the old ladies whispered. “I... I think I fell.”

Another, in the sweetest, gentlest voice one ever did hear, whispered, “You two are so sweet, aren't you? Come give granny a kiss.”

The third was still distracted by Grendel, still touching him with her fingers and sucking more of his life essence. If I let them juice-box the Kindred too long, they'd turn him to dust, and Annie would be upset.

I would be... upset that Annie was upset.

Annie shoved this final granny away from Grendel now, sending her stumbling with a shadow. The “old lady” hit the ground, clutching her hip. “Oooh. Ooh, the pain! The agony! Help! Pleeeeease.”

“Shut up,” I snapped.

Now that none of them were touching Grendel and Annie's shadows were standing sentry, like riot shields hovering mid-air, I allowed some of my irritation to creep in my voice. 

The grayish tinge to Grendel's flesh slowly receded. The Kindred regained function of his muscles, and stumbled back, still half-transformed. He stared in surprise and some awe and the geriatric ladies in shawls and skirts stumbling around the yard, calling out for aid.

Famishes had to get close to use their powers.

And so they'd developed the ability to take the form of innocent types. Children with large eyes, the elderly with soft, gentle features. Sometimes taking the form of a loved one. All of it designed to ensnare and to lure.

“Cut it out,” I snapped. And I extended my mind, poking them all once more.

They suddenly hissed. One of them flashed sharp teeth, revealing a bit too much of the black blubber holding up her face, like a mask slipping.

The three old grandmothers paced towards me now, teeth barred. “You steal our morsels!” one of them shouted angrily.

“Trollskull Wit and his hexfiend squeeze,” said another, clicking her fingers excitedly and gathering her dress to stumble towards us.

“Stay back!” I warned. “I mean it!”

Annie sent a rope of shadow lashing forward, around the figures' feet, tangling them up and dragging them to the ground with dull thumps where the shadows vanished. Now all three famishes rolled in the grass. Pieces of their granny-forms were disintegrating now. It had been hastily applied and thus a flimsy construction.

Now, bulging parts of black ooze poked out of cracks in the faces, in the bodies. One of the creatures' fake hands was missing and the three-webbed fingers drooped towards the ground. All three, pieces melting off, shuffled towards us.

I took another step back, nearly tumbling over the witch. Annie followed. Grendel was growling now, but my eyes were fixated on the three famishes crawling in the grass, shedding gunk in their wake.

Now the grandmothers were only partly matronly in appearance. Mostly, they resembled three-fingered demons crawling towards us, gaping black eyes visible from behind their masks, skin slipping off their blubbery faces.

“Are you a hunting party?” I snapped, still dancing back along the grass, finger pointed at them. We needed information—we'd come here for Baron's daughter after all. “Are you after Gwyn O'Shea?” I demanded.

The three creatures snarled at me, spitting and sputtering, gouging furrows in the grass and the earth. “You are, aren't you? Is she nearby?” I demanded, still retreating.

But even before I could respond, there was a sudden, deafening blast. The sound of a trumpet—a deep, brassy below of sound.

It was coming from the door to the aquatic gardens. I turned sharply, staring. The blue door, outlined in moonlight, was now opening slowly. A large arm poked through, extending as if groping in the air.

Voices boomed. Voices speaking a language I didn't understand. The arm itself was scaled and clawed. Ashe poured from the door. And the booming voice screeched, “Onward! Faster, Darkeye! Faster, we go still!” The r's rolled with the voice, hinting at a faintly Scottish accent.

I stared at that giant, scaled limb.

The three famishes had gone still. I'd sensed the truth emanating from their minds at my accusation. They were indeed one of the hunting parties in search of Gwyn. And if they were searching, it meant she was still hiding.

But the sudden fear emanating from them spiked through the atmosphere. They yelped, staring towards the door.

One of them turned, “Aww snipes and gutters,” she croaked. “It's Darkeye!”

“Darkeye!” the other two yelped. They also began stumbling back. They pulled up the remainder of their dresses, and the three famishes tried to retreat for the door.

One of them didn't make it.

Grendel, one arm still sprouting claws, sliced through the famish like a knife through butter—five knives, in fact.

Ribbons of black tar flew from the creature. Another slash of Grendel's claws and the creature collapsed to the ground, oozing out like a punctured water balloon. I stared at the gruesome scene. The other two famishes were still squawking though, yelping and shouting.

I could now detect the thoughts of this second hunting party emerging into our chamber. The witch was blinking now, breathing excitedly. “I know where she is!” Meuse said. “I know where—”

“Run!” I whispered fiercely, tugging at her arm. The two famishes had disappeared into the house. Grendel was breathing heavily, smooshing some of the remaining blubbery tar with his heel, his nose twisted in rage. His eyes blazed. “You touch my person?” he whispered fiercely. “A low thing, this.” He spat the remains of the dead famish.

“Grendel! In the house—in the house, now!” I hissed, trying to keep my voice low. Annie, detecting the fear in my tone, hastily moved towards the house. The two famishes had already disappeared inside.

The door to our left which led to the room full of explosive fireworks was too far away. The new hunting party would see us.

Meuse was frustrated as I pulled her along. “I found her! I know where she is!”

“Quiet,” I whispered.

“I will not play host to those putrid vermin!” snapped Grendel, pointing into the house, his foot still stained in inky black.

“Fine, you stay out here. Play nice with the dragon!” I yelped.

Now, all three of my companions stared at me.

“Oh, we're listening to the mind-reader now, are we? Dragon. Big, old, scaly—run!”

And the door had been pushed open completely, a long, enormous, leathery, scaled thing crouching low as it pulled its massive form into the maze room.

And all four of us, spilled up the steps, avoiding the trapped stair, and stumbling after the famishes, into the dark mansion.

The first dragon was larger than the second.

The second, though, scared me more. In no small part because one dragon, I'd never truly encountered before. A legend I only heard tales of. Two? Two seemed impossible. But now the creatures had shoved through the large doorway, bending back their wings, craning their scaled necks, then slipping through with guttural snarls.

The second scaled creature frightened me for an additional reason.

It had riders sitting astride its back on a thick, leathery saddle. It was the lead rider currently barking instructions. “Scorch the place, my darlings! A god gets what a god wants, no doubt!”

The dragons shambled forward, moving with careful, undulating motions. The creatures were magnificent in size, and I viewed them through the open frame of the downstairs window, shivering where I pressed against the wooden grain, my shoulder rough against the frame. The first dragon, the larger one, had bright, violet scales which reflected the silver light from the opening in the ceiling. Spikes tipped in vibrant colors extended from ridges along the beast's back. A tail as long as a redwood tree shifted and swayed across the ground, furrowing the earth irreparably wherever it swept. The creature's shoulders were as tall as the second floor of the mansion. Snout to tail, it had to be at least the length of a basketball court.

The second dragon, though smaller, had a bulging pouch under its jaw which swelled whenever it inhaled and churned with flickering colors of red and black, hinting at some molten substance stored in this throat pouch, like the puffing belly of a toad. The second dragon's scales were not as lustrous as the purple wyvern's but, rather, a ruddy, brown color that seemed to shift and change with the chasm and cavern walls. Its ankles, moving across the grass, took on a greenish hue.

Its flanks, against the backdrop of the waterfall and the chasm walls, turned a mixture of bluish gray and dark slate.

I inhaled shakily were I'd frozen, listening as the leading rider continued to issue instructions. The man in question had an impressive beard, curling from his chin to his waist. He wore a small red hat, which, at first, made me think of Santa Claus. But that particular trickster wasn't known for carrying a great war axe.

This fellow was. He held the thing over one shoulder, scars tracing up and down his forearms. He wore thick, black armor. Four other figures, carrying crossbows with glimmering, glinting projectiles—as if alchemically imbued—sat in the same saddle on the camouflaged dragon, reclining in multiple seats of the leather harness, attentively surveying the ground and the mansion, and the ten towers hidden behind the large structure.

“She's two chambers down,” a voice whispered in my ear. “We have to beat them to her.”

I turned sharply, my skin prickling. “Hush,” I whispered even quieter. I probed into her thoughts, though it felt like slipping into a cold, turgid bath. Don't speak. Dragons hear even the faintest sounds.

The witch watched me, wide-eyed, but nodded a single time.  

I winced against the texture of her mind... It wasn't... it didn't feel like a single mind at all, but rather like multiple minds pressed together. I'd seen her skeletal, stormfolk form, but as I watched her cautiously, I could make out the ridges and furrows in her dark skin of the bones beneath the veneer of skin.

Two chambers down, you're sure? I said, wincing again as I spoke. Every time I touched her thoughts it felt like sticking a hand in oil-slicked water. It left a slimy sensation on my mind.

“Yes,” she whispered, then amended quickly. Yes! Projecting her thoughts loudly. And we can't let them reach her first.

I glanced back to the window, then at her again, somewhat incredulously. They're dragons... We can't outrun them.

“We can't let them reach her first,” she said audibly, as if certain I must not have heard her.

I know! I snapped in her mind. Now quiet, before the beasts see us.

Even as I thought it, a sudden burst of fire erupted outside the window. I turned sharply, staring as flames scorched the tumbling water above us. A loud hiss of steam accompanied this, and trails of mist fluttered towards the chasm ceiling, fleeing the jets of fire billowing from the camouflage-scaled creature's open jaws.

The fire didn't come like plumes of heat, nor like the flicker of a hearth. Rather, it was like a fire hydrant—pressurized magma released all at once in a sudden blast. The flames, the inferno, swept towards the water, singeing, scorching.

As I watched, the tumbling mid-air waterfall, evaporated completely, retreating back into the ceiling.

The rider in the lead laughed, clapping the haft of his war ax against his armor. “That oughta delay any others. Coupla hours best, yeh?”

I wasn't exactly sure what he'd meant, nor what he was. He looked like some ancient war hero—perhaps someone who'd run afoul of Daedalus, or even someone who'd come down here in search of adventure. Judging by the beasts he sat astride, he'd found plenty of that. 

Looking at the way the waterfall had created a cloud of steam though, which now hovered in the opening of the sinkhole below the river, I didn't doubt that somehow, this dragon-riding warrior had delayed anyone else who might use the river to cross the Labyrinth. In one way, this meant any other hunting parties behind us, would have to traverse through the maze's chambers the old-fashioned way. Hoofing it.

But on the other hand... I doubted we'd be able to return through the river, which meant the only way left to us was forward. 

We must distract them, the witch was saying in my mind. We must, or they'll reach Gwyn first!

I held back a growl. How do you know she's two chambers down? I demanded.

I know, she insisted.

I glared at her, trying my best to consider our options. If we sat here, laying low—in a house infested by famishes albeit—the chances were we'd either get burnt to a crisp, or the dragons would stalk past us, moving through the second door onwards. 

But if we didn't delay them, and if Gwyn O'Shea truly was two chambers down, then the chances of a girl—no matter how coveted by the magical mob—surviving the wyverns on her lonesome was next to nothing.

If Gwyn died, so did our mission. So did Annie's wereblade, the guardian for the Gallows' farm, the money I'd secured, all of it.

To top it off, I still had my deal with Pan.

Plus... two dragons with a knight in black armor were threatening a damsel in distress. It was practically storybook. But in most fairy tales, Prince Charming had the plot armor to avoid being turned to char.

I wasn't so lucky. 

I hissed in frustration, peeking over the edge of the window again. The giant serpents were now stalking towards the second door, which led onward. Two chambers away... Which meant if I allowed the dragons ahead of us, they'd be between us and, supposedly, where Gwyn O'Shea was hiding.

But I had no clue how to stop a couple of dragons. Mind control worked on most creatures, but it took time and strength. I couldn't puppet the monsters—they were far too big. I'd tried and failed with the giants. Their minds were too large, controlling too much for me to manage all at once. The best I could do was to control a limb, or a tail or perhaps a combination.

But in the interim, the rest of the dragon would hunt me down. And that was assuming they didn't have defenses in place.

But I didn't want to reach out and test this theory, as the big warrior with the black armor looked perfectly capable of ripping me to pieces if he wanted. The archers behind him were similarly attentive, and that didn't even consider the fact that there were two dragons.

Controlling both was impossible. Most likely, if I attempted to mentally interfere, I'd give away my position and the monsters would roast the home—and everything in it.

Now, the dragons were sniffing at the air, having paused outside the mansion. One of the creatures' giant necks swept across the open floor, causing grass to shiver and shudder from the gust of wind. The thing paused, snout snuffling as it inhaled the odor of the burst famish.

“What do we have here, girl?” said the axman. He stood to his feet, and even took a couple of steps out of the saddle onto the scaled neck to peer down at the puddle of goo. He frowned and hopped from the back of the monster's neck, sliding down the angled appendage, and landed in the grass with a few thumping steps.

He swung his ax a couple of times with swishing motions. And as he did, where the blade swept, it was as if it left frost in the air, which then tumbled down like small hailstones. Whatever that ax was, it was imbued with something that would hurt.

He also leaned back now, his armor clanking as he eyed the puddle of goo, and then his eyes darted up, fixating on the mansion. I glimpsed cold, icy eyes set in a solemn face just as I ducked for cover.

The witch was tugging at my arm. I felt a flicker of frustration but reached a decision. She was right. We couldn't risk allowing them to reach Gwyn before us. But I also couldn't allow a direct confrontation. Which left me with exactly one plan.

I turned towards Grendel, where he skulked in the dark, leaning back against a tall, ornate fireplace, his golden eyes glowing. I then pointed at him and prodded at him with my mind, slipping through a river of thoughts filled with blood lust, wild excitement, and curdling fear buried deep. Help me find the famishes.

He stared at me, but I just nodded firmly.

He wrinkled his forehead then pointed up the fireplace. Raised two fingers and slowly lowered them in a curling flourish. He then flashed a grin.

I stared at the Kindred, then towards the way his hand now rested on his lap. It would be risky, I knew that much. But what was the point of any of this without a little bit of risk?

We still had three thousand chambers to venture through.

And if we wanted to expedite that process, we would have to face three more impossible trials. But in the meantime, hunting parties were searching for our own quarry. So we had to act fast.

I pointed at the Kindred, pointed up the fireplace, winced and made a yanking motion. Then I mimed out the window.

Grendel gaped at me, at the window, then at me again.

I nodded.

He shook his head.

I nodded more adamantly.

He shook his head even more firmly, his top hat tilting. I sighed, marched forward and pulled my shirt off as I went, aware that the scars up and down my body would be something of a sight for anyone who hadn't already seen me half undressed.

Annie had the same sad look in her eyes as I passed, which she always did when she spotted my scars. But when she acknowledged all of me, my muscled frame, my clenched fists, my fair chest, she had a far more interested look.

I tried not to blush, and didn't even spare a second thought for Meuse or Grendel. Instead, I slammed my shirt in Grendel's hands, covering the skin. And then, I pointed more adamantly up the chimney.

I could hear voices now from outside, suggesting the hunters were reaching some sort of decision.

I bit my lip nervously. Nodded encouragingly at Grendel, then glanced at the two ladies. This time, I risked an audible whisper, as I wanted to conserve my Wit instead of trying to speak into two minds simultaneously. “When I give the signal, run for the door to the fireworks room.”

Annie nodded at me. The witch looked confused.

Annie whispered. “What's the signal?”

Before I could reply, a sudden screech echoed through the room. Grendel, reluctantly deciding to be a team player—likely to save his own skin from being roasted—had jammed a hand up the chimney, grabbed one of the hidden blobs, using my shirt to protect skin contact and yanked the famish out.

The creature was still drooping fake skin and an old, weathered face slipped down its bulging lips, dripping towards the ground.

In equal parts disgust and exertion, Grendel took two skipping steps forward and flung the little vermin through the air like a football.

I stared, eyes wide.

This had not been my intention. I'd wanted him to place the famishes outside as a distraction.

But now, clearly relishing the thought of chucking another one, Grendel jammed his arm back up the chimney, snared the second little monster and—another two steps surging towards the window—hurled the screaming thing through the air.

“That's the signal!” I yelled. “RUN!”


Chapter 16

The four of us scampered through the house, down the front steps and sprinted in the direction of the onward door. The famishes' screams were drowned in draconic roars as the hunting party outside turned their attention to the inky figures Grendel had hurled at them. I hoped it would be enough. If we could just reach the next chamber!

At the same time, I sent my mind back towards the warrior with the ax. His thoughts were old. I could tell by the accouterments lurking in his mind. Images and memories from a bygone era. He was also starting to rage.

I could feel a burbling anger rising in him. His lips released a howl of fury. 

But I clamped down on his mind, doing the best I could to distract him. I placed a glimpsing, only in his surface thoughts. Images of many famishes sprouting out of the ground around him, like toadstools. I watched as he swung his ax furiously, burying the head into the ground again and again in a vengeful version of whack-a-mole.

The two dragons, however, were momentarily immobilized.

Grendel's aim had been true. One of the famishes had landed splat on the snout of the purple beast. The other had struck the forelegs of the smaller dragon.

The magnificent wyverns were stumbling back. But the purple dragon had gone frozen stiff, just as Grendel had, as—unable to control its nature—the famish began syphoning its soul. The second dragon, reacting like an elephant to a mouse, scampered away, trying to avoid even the faintest contact with the famish.

With the warrior whirling his ax, the archers aiming towards the famishes, the dragons distracted by the two soul-suckers, there was no better time to make good our getaway.

I sprinted ahead of the others, and Annie came close behind. Grendel overtook the two of us though, flinging himself through the air with legs that looked distinctly furry before landing ahead of us, adjusting his top hat, his coat billowing behind him. The witch moved the slowest, but she hastened after us nonetheless, scattering small, little bones from pockets like tic-tacs.

We reached the blue door which read onward. Above, I spotted more fireworks, more explosions. In a way, I supposed it made sense that the Baron's daughter would find herself drawn to explosive devices. Her father always did have a penchant for all things that go boom. 

But now, we'd been spotted. The desperate sprint across the open terrain clearly hadn't gone unnoticed. The deep, screeching Scottish accent shouted, “Stop the varmints! There—by the door! Drop the pestering things!”

Grendel roared back in defiance, and at the same time, Annie and I struck the frame of the door. The blue light surrounding the doorframe illuminated as we touched against it. I felt the wooden frame rumble, shake and then—with creaking hinges—begin to open, so painfully slowly.

Behind us, the scene was chaos, and terror.

The famishes had been destroyed. One of the dragons was stomping again and again on a patch of ground, causing the entire chamber to rumble as if under the effect of an earthquake. The other famish had been pierced by arrows and knocked free, now lying motionless on the ground. The larger, purple dragon had spotted us. Its wide eyes—each the size of my skull—opened in fury. It roared, its voice shaking the room.

The warrior with the ax was now scrambling back up the monster's neck, all the while shouting for it to pursue us.

I flinched and cursed. “Come on—come on,” I muttered. The door moving still so very slow. And when it did open wide enough, Grendel shoved through first, sending me stumbling back. The witch stepped on me where I fell, following after Grendel. Annie yelled, helping me up. A shadow fell over me. Something swooshed through the air.

Dragon's teeth scored the earth where I'd been laying seconds before. I yelled in terror, shoving through the door now as Annie dragged me along. The giant wyvern with the purple scales had moved so quickly, converging in one surge.

And my heart  pulsed in terror as I tumbled through the wooden door, landing on the other side in the next chamber.

My moment of relief was short lived. As at that moment, the dragon followed. It didn't wait for the door to open, but rather went straight through, roaring as it kept coming, emerging in a shower of splinters, flashing teeth and odious breath.

I hit the ground hard, but was already shoving to my feet, practically ricocheting off the earth... Now, here, the terrain was grimy and stained in mounds of ash. Above us, fireworks continued to burst and explode—at least... that's what I'd taken them for.

But now, under the bright lights, I discerned the truth.

Swarms of multi-hued lightning bugs. They flashed blue and pink and purple, flying about and twirling in patterns as if rehearsed.

And as I stumbled across the ground, what I'd taken for ash, I realized was far worse. The dead, decaying bodies of tiny little glowbugs. Even as I watched the lights in the air, I spotted small, black tufts—little larger than dandelion fluff—tumble. The bugs dying and raining about us.

They covered a section of a chasm ceiling eighty feet above us. The ceiling almost looked like the night sky—dark and dappled with bright lights.

The chamber itself was like a train station. An exit in one end out the other. Ahead, I spotted 1033/4002 onward. The next door. This one, according to Meuse, led to the chamber where Gwyn was hiding.

But the hunting party was still behind us. The glowing bugs still continued to flash beautifully then die and pelt the ground with their tiny corpses. 

Grendel and Meuse were ahead of us, having covered half the distance to the second door, leading further in. The strobing light patterns flashed above us, illuminating the chasm ceiling far above.

And then—

WHOOMPF! WHOOMPF!

Two loud beating wings. As I ran, stumbling over the field of tiny bug corpses, Annie at my side, I twisted just enough to see a massive, purple shape blotting out the bugs. They scattered, suddenly spreading in every direction, flying along the dragon's scales. The illuminating creatures flashed off the scales, reflecting bright colors in intricate patterns all up and down the monstrous wyvern.

It roared, its horned head low, the riders on its back cheering and jeering as they descended on us.

“Leon!” Annie yelled.

Ahead of me, a shadow emerged from the ground. I leapt to it. The next shadow emerged five feet to the left, still in the air. I hit this one as well. Annie followed behind me, the two of us making desperately towards the second door.

But this was why I hadn't wanted to try and outrun the dragons. There was simply no point. They were much faster than us. The second dragon had barreled into the room as well. As I skipped from one shadow to the next, mid-air, as if having choreographed with Annie, I shot another look over my shoulder, and instantly wished I hadn't.

The second dragon, with the camouflage scales, was now the same charcoal hue as the dead bugs. All except the pouch dangling under its throat. The scaled monster inhaled deeply, with a belching inhalation. A second later, its bulging goiter-like protrusion glowed bright red.

And then dragon roared. The magma shot through the air, scorching towards where I sprinted alongside Annie, along lily pads of shadow.

The purple dragon descended, claws and teeth the size of scimitars flashing.

Arrows were released by the archers above us.

And with a yelp, I ripped my tiger's eye knife from my thigh and flung it up.

If I'd attempted to fling it forward, we would have been incinerated. The jet of flame covered nearly the entire room. Grendel survived only by transforming into his beast form and leaping the final distance to the second door. The witch had managed to grab onto one of Grendel's scales and flew through the air with him.

Annie, sensing what I'd intended, caused a shadow to appear twenty feet in the air. She then grabbed my ankle.

The tiger's eye knife hit this ledge of shadow far above. The two of us suddenly teleported high into the air, amidst some of the swirling, glowing bugs who'd scampered towards the ceiling to escape.

And there... in the ceiling, I spotted our exit.

But we suddenly began to plunge again.

I yelled, desperate, clinging to my knife. Annie caused another wall of shadow to form beneath us, but the dragon below was whirling about now. It didn't have far to fly in the cramped space and could only really go up, towards us.  

Which would have been fine if I wasn't currently tumbling back down. I'd lost track of Annie. I felt certain Grendel and the witch had escaped through the second room. The walls around us soared from the floor into the ceiling, stone and intimidating, like the surrounding parapets of some ancient castle. No way over. Only through the blue doors.

Above, though, I'd spotted our best chance.

Another sinkhole in the ceiling. Another flowing river. Undoubtedly, this would propel Annie and I into the second trial. To kill the thing we most loved.

But if I didn't do anything, a dragon would eat us.

I hit the leathery wing of the beast below me, my shoulders cushioned as I tumbled. At the same time, I flung my knife up hard. It arched through the air.

The dragon roared. Another jet of fire scorched the ceiling where I'd been just seconds before, spattering off the wall. Droplets of magma singed the flying bugs, sending more of them spinning wingless and burnt to the ground.

I was cushioned vaguely by the wing as I struck it; the soft, membranous skin holding me. But the dragon flapped again, and I was shaken free like dust from a sheet.

Two arrows zipped by under me as I was sent back into the air with another shout.

And then...

My knife struck the chasm ceiling. A sucking sensation in my gut.

I ripped forward. And my fingers scrambled, latching onto the very edge of the sinkhole. I dangled there, straining and holding on for dear life.

“Annie!” I shouted. “Where are—”

“Here!” a voice in my ear.

Annie had hastened up steps of shadow, in a move I seemed to remember Lieutenant February use back in the Hollow. Now, though, the two of us were wedged against the sinkhole. We both scrambled up, dangling out of the opening in the ceiling. Above, I thought I glimpsed the sparkling, silver water rushing by, but it seemed more distant than I remembered it being.

And below, the dragons were reorienting.

One of the creatures, the purple monstrosity, had done a complete one-eighty, and was coming straight towards us. I still dangled in the hole, my legs kicking, 

Annie hung next to me, desperately trying to pull herself up, arms of shadow aiding her on either side. As she kicked and struggled, I noticed the small, metal flask she so often sipped from poking out of her pocket. She exerted herself further, and the flask came loose.

“Annie!” I yelled instinctively in warning.

I couldn't quite say why the flask aroused such a cry, but I knew it was precious to my friend. How often had I seen her sip from the thing? She didn't eat. She didn't change clothes as far as I knew, though she often smelled of soap. Her skin was cold to the touch. And her blood, in certain lighting, looked the color of tar.

I'd never pushed Annie to explain any of these things. But now, as the flask tumbled out of her pea-coat pocket, angling down, I snatched for it, bidden by some subconscious certainty that Annie would need the thing.

But as I shouted, lunging—

Annie spotted the falling item too.

Her eyes widened in horror, and she released a cry of desperation. I wouldn't have believed it if I hadn't seen it myself.

But instead of clinging to safety, muscling up through the sinkhole, out of the chamber full of lightning bugs and dragons, Annie released her grip and shoved, trying to reach for the falling flask. It winked with resplendent multi-hued lights, bathed in different glows from the flickering bugs.

Flames jetted up from the floor, dispensed by the camouflaged drake. But the flying, purple monstrosity roared as it lunged at us. Ten feet away, its face was cavernous, its mouth open like some yawning tunnel.

Annie plummeted towards it, and I lunged to grab at her. As she shot past me, desperately seeking her falling flask, I managed to grab hold of her collar, my fingers grazing her neck. She jolted in my grasp and, groaning in exertion, my muscles protesting the move, I pulled her up bodily... but she didn't go far.

I was strong—wiry—built for sneaking in hard-to-reach places, but I didn't have the sheer physique Preacher did.

“Annie!” I cried. “Help!”

But her shadows were busy, desperately scrambling for the plummeting flask. The moment I snared her, though, from her deathly plummet, I jerked her back and her shadows lost their grip on the flask. The silver thing fell down the monster's throat, into its gullet.

A desperate scream, like nothing I'd ever heard keened from Annie as she hung from my arm. She kicked and thrashed, in an absolute panic.

“We'll get another! Come on!” I screamed.

The dragon was now on us. The mouth closing as its wings flapped. Annie's shadows surged up at the final moment, even as she wept bitterly. My muscles ached. The monster's hot breath bloomed under me, speckle flecking my form. I felt my foot actually kick a tooth.

And then the combination of my strength, Annie's shadows, and our combined desperation—plus a small amount of wind force created by the flapping, surging dragon, set the two of us lurching through the sinkhole in the ceiling.

The dragon didn't stop though. The roar, however did.

It's a difficult thing to bellow and growl when one's mouth is sealed shut by a cavern ceiling.

Dust settled around me. Small bugs scattered on my arms and exposed face. Other bugs, the survivors, flickered and illuminated above me.

I groaned, my back to a dark, cold floor. And then, something touched my foot. I looked down and yelped.

The dragon's head had jammed through the sinkhole, the force of the tunnel on either side sealing its jaws and holding it fast. But the small mountain of a purple scaled head jutted in towards us. One eye facing me darting about full of rage.

I kicked back, sliding on my rear and distancing myself from the horrible thing.

Puffs of smoke exuded from the dragon's jutting face, like the small clouds of a volcano fit to burst.

Annie was crying at my side, but as she regained her feet, she didn't scramble back but instead surged towards the dragon. I caught her wrist. “No!” I yelled. “Don't!”

“I have to!” she screamed. She tried to push off me. “I have to!”

“It swallowed it—come! Run! They'll follow, Annie! Run!”

I tugged harder, but she kept trying to reach for the flask. If she got too close to the dragon's momentarily trapped head, I feared what the creature might do. And so I yanked at her arm, pulling with desperate motions. I even extended my mind, trying to send thoughts of tranquility, of peace, to coddle Annie's mind like a blanket.

But all I found was panic. She refused to be pacified, and I refused to tamper too directly and risk incurring her wrath. I had a strict no-friends policy when it came to the Wit.

But now, Annie was only sparingly allowing me to pull her back. Her desperate sobbing continued to rip through the air and pierce my heart. Tears streamed down her face. Her eyes kept flashing from green to gray and back.

I didn't know what was so precious about that flask of hers. But I knew the dragon was a threat. Its head jammed through the ceiling, almost comically now, would turn into a horrific weapon if we got too close. Even now, I spotted that it had at least some space to open its jaws. All it took was a swift motion, and one of us could lose an arm, a leg, or a head.

And so I fought fiercely, hissing placations, pleadings, while pulling on Annie and trying to redirect her. Eventually, I didn't have to. The ceiling began to crumble.

The dragon's weight began to send fissures through the floor, cracks spreading like spiderwebs. I yelled at my friend, trying to drag her away. Her tears kept coming fast.

But then the floor buckled beneath us. And even Annie realized we couldn't linger.

Though she kept turning, trying to move back, I continued to tug, to pull her behind me. We leapt from one stone to another, hastening away from the monster, racing desperately into the dark. At last, as the dragon's head yanked back through the crumble ceiling, Annie found some sense.

She fell in next to me, aiding our footsteps with shadows, even as the ceiling crumbled, as the floors collapsed, as we went surging forward.

I spotted the silver river far above us now. This new room was like the maintenance shaft or a vent above a cheap motel. The river we'd used to teleport a thousand chambers further was directly above us. But as we ran, as we leapt from stone to stone, guided or pushed or prodded by shadows, I couldn't shake the sound of Annie's sobbing.

The flask was gone, swallowed by the monster, and she was acting as if she'd lost a child.

I didn't know what had just happened.

But I knew it was devastating.

And yet all we could really do was continue our sprint forward. Away from the crumbling ground. The further we went, the sturdier the floor became. I heard more roars behind us, more wingbeats, the sound of shouting but no sign of pursuit. Perhaps Grendel and the witch had been given enough time to reach Gwyn first.

Or perhaps they had perished facing the second beast.

Whatever the case, Annie and I were alive...

For now.

She was quivering at my side, gasping heavily as we slowed, the floor solid once more. And again, we found ourselves in a dark, expansive room that went on as far as the eye could see in every direction.

Chills erupted up my skin. Annie turned to look at me, and I held her gaze.

Those gray eyes fixated on me. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She opened her mouth, breathing slowly, a look of absolute horror in her gaze.

“Leon...” she whispered.

But then she vanished. The darkness swirled around us. I heard her voice as if through an echo.

And I found myself confronted by the second impossible trial.


Chapter 17

To kill the thing I loved most.

Grendel's admonishment of the second task still echoed in my mind as I stumbled in the dark. My friends... it would be my friends, wouldn't it?

“Annie?” I tried, but I knew it was no good. Same as last time, I could occasionally hear her voice, the sound of her movement, but it was as if down a deep well. She was someplace else. 

And then the sounds faded completely, just like the last time. I stood in the dark, breathing slowly. No sound of the dragons. No sight of Meuse or Grendel.

I was alone...

To kill the thing I loved most.

Not the person. But the thing. What did that even mean?

I bit my lip, hoping the pain might cause something to stir, but as I looked one way then the other, nothing arose from the dark. I remained frozen in place, motionless.

And waited...

And waited...

I frowned, taking a few steps into the bleak atmosphere. It was like moving in an underground tunnel, devoid of sunlight. Nothing I did changed the illumination around me. Nothing changed my perception.

“Hello?” I called, louder.

No response.

“Hello?” I said, practically screaming.

Only silence.

And then a faint chuckling sound in my head. I turned, briefly glimpsing a blue silhouette. A small boy with parted hair, wearing an old-fashioned imperial uniform. But just as quickly as he'd come, my poltergeist vanished.

“Hey!” I yelled.

I stumbled forward again, towards where I'd seen the flash of blue.

Nothing.

I tried to keep my breathing regular, tried not to let panic swell through me. This time I didn't speak but reached out with my mind.

Nothing. Only silence. Solitude.

Was this trial broken? Had I accidentally stumbled into some trap?

“Hello!” I tried again.

And then there was a flicker of blue to my right. I spun around, my heart skipping. I stared into the dark, my eyes wide though unseeing. I extended a hand, half expecting to touch something moving. But again, the flash of blue had vanished.

Was it my poltergeist? Was it someone else?

I tried again, cautiously. “H-hello?” I stammered.

And this time, as I lingered on the word, the blue light appeared, stayed for a moment, then disappeared.

And this time, I realized I wasn't staring at my poltergeist. The brief glimpse I was given was of a younger Leonidas. Munching on an apple, moving through a tranquil garden on a sunny day. I remembered the day. The day Annie was taken.

But the moment I stopped speaking the image vanished.

“Oh... I get it,” I said quietly. “I'm speaking. This is me speaking. You appear when I speak.”

Nothing happened.

I scowled now. “Think you're clever?” I snapped towards absolutely no one. I would have perhaps kicked something inanimate to take out my frustration but there were no handy computers or car engines to scapegoat.

I sighed. “Hello?” I tried again.

Another flicker of light. And this time the child was smiling. But just as soon as I finished the word, he disappeared.

“So it's, hello?” I said. “When I greet you, you appear? That doesn't make sense—what the hells? I don't love greeting people.”

As I said hello. Another flash. And then when I said what the hells. Another flash of blue.

I stiffened. “Is it... a code?” I asked into the dark. Hello. Hells.

“Hel...” I tried.

And another flash and flicker. “O,” I said.

Nothing.

“So it is some sort of code?” I asked into the dark. This time, I wasn't half as irritated when I received no reply.

I nibble my lip, considering my options briefly. Hel... Hello... Hells... Helm?

“Helm!” I called out. Only a flicker. “Helicopter?”

Another flash, and this time, the child in the image was chuckling. I actually spotted the little jerk pointing at me and laughing. I scowled at the image just as it vanished again. Clearly, the child thought this was amusing.

“Helsinki? Hellish? Helen?”

Flash. Flash. Flash. Each time the same image of blue, the same child in the dark, the same palatial setting behind him. Each time, the young, five or six-year-old—I wasn't certain—Leonidas was laughing, pointing.

I could have been certain. I could have gone back in my mind, studying the image and the memory, reminding myself of what had transpired.

But...

I didn't want to.

I didn't often revisit my childhood. I didn't see that it was much worth it.

And now my frustration was rising again. “If you think it's so funny, you do it!” I snapped as the image of the child appeared and vanished.

And then, stunningly, I heard a child's voice in my mind. A voice from someone gifted with the Wit.

A single word. Playful, teasing, a small amount of cruel. Just like I'd been. Ask.

That's all. The word echoed. Ask.

“Ask?” I said louder. “For what? For you?”

Nothing. “For help?”

And the moment I said the word help, everything changed.

The darkness melted, a blue light invaded, but even this transformed. I found myself standing in a small apple orchard near the shooting range in my father's palace. The enormous estate sprawled around me, dark stone and sandstone parapets lining an enormous, luxurious home. A citadel, really. A keep.

My father had many similar homes at the time. I couldn't quite remember—mostly because I didn't want to try—which home this had been.

Now though, I stared at where the small Leonidas was polishing an apple on his sleeve. His teeth flashed, and he watched me with bright, blue eyes. My cheeks were turned into a smile. I wore an old, black uniform with blue trim in the style of the Imperium, not too dissimilar to the one my poltergeist wore, though, this child was a year or two younger than that cursed piece of fractured sole.

And I markedly liked this one's company better. For one, he was smiling. And only part of the time it was at my expense.

But other times, as he glanced around the courtyard, or examined a passing butterfly, there were smiles and looks of excitement or wonder or curiosity.

As I stood there, facing my younger self, I also sensed a cold... The same crippled conscience I'd been trained into my whole life. I could already feel, in this five-year-old's mind, things like compassion, mercy, generosity towards the weak being walled off, cut out. I even spotted areas where another Wit had subtly removed pieces of conscience.

The work of my Head Instructor Nicolas Drego. A man who scared me almost as much as my father, and who I hated—at times—even more.

Nicolas Drego was still alive, though fortunately I hadn't seen him in years.

At this age, though, I was too young to realize the head instructor had been tampering with my mind. Removing parts of this child's consciousness in order to cripple his compassion. Forming him into a tool. A weapon.

It wasn't until later in life that I realized what had been done to me.

And it had taken years...

No.

Was taking years to correct the damage.

“Well...” I said slowly. “Hello, then. So that's the password. Help?”

The boy smiled at me, nodding.

“Am I...” I bit my lip. “Supposed to kill something here?” Supposed to kill you? A horrible part of my mind wondered. I quickly shook this thought aside. I loved a few things—a very few. But myself? That had never been a source of my affection. No... No, I'd been brought here for some other reason.

Kill the thing you love most.

The thing.

Not a person. A thing...

Was that right?

The fear question had been similarly phrased and then it had been my father... Or perhaps the effect my father had on me. The accusations, the berating. I'd faced these things.

But now...

“I don't understand,” I said simply, shrugging at the child.

As far as I could tell, we were alone in the palace. Alone in the courtyards. No one in the shooting range. No one on the mansion's ornate, marble steps. No one on the balconies or in the lookout towers.

The two of us, a five-year-old and almost thirty-year-old version of the same person stared at one another.

“That took you so long,” the child said, breaking the silence.

I frowned. “I didn't know there was a key phrase.”

“Not that.” He took a bite form his apple, and I waited for him to add more, but he didn't, already losing interest with me and now studying a small tabby cat that had suddenly appeared and was balancing perfectly on the eastern wall.

“Not what?” I said, intent on regaining his attention.

He rolled his eyes and looked at me. The irritation in my chest confirmed this was most certainly not the target of the second trial. He wiped delicately at his pursed lips with a handkerchief he removed from his pocket, dabbed a couple of times and slipped the kerchief back.

“It took a long time for you to say help,” he shot back.

I shrugged. “I told you, I didn't know there was—”

“You guessed helicopter and Helen... before help.” He watched me with a significant tilt of his eyebrows, and again I had to remind myself this was not my younger self. It was a construction, something created by Daedalus the inventor to confound visitors.

And yet it all seemed so real. I felt as if I could now place the day and the location. “Was this after Annie was taken?” I said suddenly.

The boy looked sharply up at me, a note of hurt in his gaze.

“It was, wasn't it? When was Annie taken? Last month? Two months ago?”

He stared at me. “She's dead,” he whispered.

“No,” I said. “You only think that.”

He stiffened, and I spotted a surge of hope in those young eyes, but just as quickly the hope died and was covered by anger. “Don't lie to me!” young Leonidas snapped.

I raised my hands in mock surrender. I wanted to turn, to investigate the palace, or perhaps find something of use in this place. But as I began to look the other way, I felt a jolt of guilt.

I glanced back at the child. He was glaring at the ground now, the apple having fallen from his hand. He stared at where it lay in the dust, the sun warming his shoulders and neck. One hand bunched around the handkerchief, the other was closed in a tight fist. No tears on his face... I could see as the mind tried to access such emotions, but these places were now walled off.

Only the cold was available. And so he reached for the one thing he knew how to access. It wasn't quite solace, but more of a temporary distraction. A way to regain control in a helpless situation.

He spun on me suddenly, yelling, “You're stupid, you know that!”

I blinked.

“Trollskull dunce!” he exclaimed.

And now my eyes narrowed, and I felt my own anger rising to meet his.

He was waving a hand about now, pointing it at me in a very similar fashion to the imperious flick of the wrist my father had so often exhibited when deciding the fates of his lessers. “Help, dunce. That was the word. Help. Help! It's hard, isn't it. Say it with me. Help! Say it!” he screamed.

But I felt my own cold rising in me. I knew it was only a child. And not even a real child at that. I knew he was in pain, and the hurt was residue of losing his best friend.

His only friend.

Annie was dead in little Leon's mind. And he didn't know how to grieve, how to cry, and so all he did was yell.

I could feel the part of him that wanted to lash out and hurt me.

And I could feel in my own soul a desire to yell back. To scream at the weak, useless, pathetic, little...

“Exactly,” the child said suddenly, calming at once, and smiling now. A look in his eyes that didn't quite belong there.

I stared. “Who are you?” I whispered.

The child straightened again, adjusting his outfit. And then he turned, studying the tree again, ignoring me as if I wasn't even there.

The sudden change in his emotions, the direct word... almost an accusation. Exactly.

Exactly what?

As I thought back to my own wonderings, I felt another flicker of guilt.

Useless... pathetic... weak...

I frowned. He was only five.

Useless. Pathetic.

Help.

Weak.

I closed my heads, gritting my teeth against the sudden bombardment of spinning thoughts. I shook my head, trying to dislodge the irritation. The racing thoughts, like projectiles, assailing any bastion of peace I'd managed to erect in my consciousness.

Useless. Pathetic.

Help!

Weak. Pathetic.

HELP!

The child was staring at me again, watching me closely, with a curious, speculative look. “Do you understand?” he whispered.

“No!” I snapped, but this was too close to a lie. So I adjusted. “I understand that you're not really me. I understand you're some construct. Some figment. Perhaps even Pan or Daedalus. I don't know. Can't say I care in this moment.”

The child just watched me. “You're a very curious specimen, Leonidas Rex. Such a strong aversion.”

“Aversion? To what!”

“The thing you love most,” the child shot back, smiling once more.

I wanted to grab the little skint and fling him over the eastern wall. But even as I had the thought, I waved and snapped, “Bah! Exactly... I know. I get it. Be kind to little Leon, right? To forgive my younger self, is that it?”

But the child just shook his head. “You still can't say it.”

“Say what?” I asked exasperated, throwing my hands out.

“To ask for it.”

“For what?”

“You love it too much,” the child murmured.

And now I did step forward, my fist bunched. The child didn't move. I could feel emotions rising that I didn't quite know how to place. “Help? Is that it? I don't ask for help?”

The child grinned now. “So kill it, then.”

“Kill what? You?”

“Kill it.”

I was stomping around the courtyard now, my feet slapping against cobblestones, my arms waving wildly about in frustration. “Ask for it. Kill it. Say it.”

“Help! Help! HELP!” I yelled, “is that it? There's no one to help me! You absolute imbecile!” I screamed in the face of the child. “No one. Not a bleeding soul. Don't you get it? No—let me explain to your trollskull self. Listen now. Your father is a monster. Your Head-instructor is a sadistic monster. Your brother is a psychopath. Every single person here in these walls? Hmm? They're not friends or allies. They're butchers. And the ones who are opposed to them? They're trying to kill you. So scream help all you want, you halfwit. No help is coming! You're on your own! Don't you get it? You're alone! They took Annie—there's nothing left. The sunshine is gone. There is no warmth. All that's left for you is pain.” I was ranting so loudly I couldn't quite keep track of what I was saying. “Don't you think I wanted to?” I continued, and I was stunned to find tears leaking down my cheeks. I shook my head angrily, partly surprised and partly disgusted at this surge of emotion. “Don't you think I would have loved to ask for help? Try it with me. Here we go. Help! HELP! ANYONE? HELP!”

I waited, listening, and then looked with cold, dark eyes at the watchful child. “No one. Silence. Hear that? Would you have had me pray? Like the Gallows? Look where it got them. Would you have had me beg? Maybe Endeavor? They would have killed me. They still want to, you know. My father? Nico? Augustus? The palace security? Law enforcement?” I threw back my head and crowed at the night. “There is no help!”

The child was staring at me now with a look of pain in his eyes. Again, I didn't think I was speaking to little Leon anymore. Someone else... Something else was watching me. And now the thing was crying from the child's eyes. “Oh no... Oh dear...” he whispered. “I... I'm sorry.”

“For what?” I said wearily and exhaled deeply. “Nothing you can do about it.”

But the figure shook his head. “No... not that. Just... You're not going to be able to kill it, are you? It's too big. I didn't realize how big. I thought for sure, of all the ones, you'd find your way out.” A long sigh.

“Who are you?” I demanded.

The child shook his head. “I watch and I learn.”

“What does that mean? Are you Daedalus?”

“I'm something precious to my master.”

“You're not Pan,” I shot back. I couldn't imagine the wild-tempered god calling anyone his master. “Are you... the Labyrinth?” I asked suddenly.

The child smiled but was still shaking his head sadly. “I didn't know it would be this big, Leonidas.”

My shoulders slumped, and I paused beneath the apple tree where I'd been pacing. I wanted to lay down and rest. And even as I thought it, a look of excitement crossed the child's face.

“What?” I said.

He looked away. “Nothing.”

“No... say what. You looked excited for a moment there.”

“No-no. That's not how this works.”

“Rest?” I said slowly. “I was going to take a nap. That's it? How does taking a nap kill anything?”

A sigh. “I've said too much. But... well... I like you. And things are about to get very hard for you.”

I hesitated, then in a cold, bitter voice murmured, “As if they weren't already.”

The child just watched me again, gaze inscrutable.

Help. Rest.

“Tell me,” I said. “It doesn't make sense. I thought I was supposed to kill something.”

“You are.”

“What? Where?”

“You know.”

“I don't!” I snapped. “I don't know everything. I'm not that smart. I get it, the Wit—big, old, clever Leon. I'm not. I promise you.”

“Oh my... Oh my...” the child said, and now it didn't even sound like a child's voice. Didn't look like the mannerisms of a child either as he rocked back on his heels, hands behind his back, shaking his head morosely. “It goes deep, doesn't it? Very deep.”

I extended my thoughts suddenly, jamming my mind against his, desperate for some clue. The child had managed to speak to me as a Wit. But as I tried to do the same, I found only emptiness now. The mirage, the memory of a mind from before had vanished.

“Ask yourself,” said the child tilting his head and still rocking on his heels.

I leaned against the tree, exhausted now and slid slowly down, crumpling like a wilting flower, wrapping my arms over my legs, and wanting nothing more than to go to sleep. I closed my eyes, sealing off the memory, leaving it in the dark. “I get it...” I said at last, heaving a weary exhalation.

No response.

So I continued. “I get it. I don't ask for help. I was never good at it. And now... now that I'm able to, I should more. There—life lesson learned. I can continue now, yes?”

I peaked. But the child had vanished.

“Oh, now, that's not fair!” I snapped. “Hey—hey, where'd you go?” I twisted one way then the other, scowling as I did. But there was no sign of the child. No sign of little Leon. And even as I thought this, the darkness around us came sweeping in once more. The palace faded like haze, like mist on a sunny morning.

Everything disappeared slowly, and I was returned into the cold black. I stared as the scene melted away, feeling a sudden lance through my heart.

I'd yelled at little Leon. Berated him. I'd screamed at him for being weak. I'd told him he had no friends. No one to ask for help. Everyone would kill him. There was no hope.

He was only five.

The whole skinting thing was unfair.

There was nothing for it, though. I'd told him the truth. There was no help. Preacher's God didn't seem to listen when I spoke to him. The other gods had tried to kill me often enough. And even so, at the age of five, I hadn't known any of them anyway.

No one was there to help. Those in power would have crushed me. Those in prisons would have ripped me to shreds for my birthright.

Annie had been treated similarly. Torn apart by the dark. By the saboteurs. They'd even killed Annie's angel. I didn't know such a thing was possible.

But the two of us had only had each other, and then my father had broken even that small glimmer of hope.

It was nothing but sad. There was nothing I could do. Nothing I could have done. Nothing I could have changed. I was trapped. Completely, and uselessly trapped. And even as the scene faded, the palace vanished, I felt a pang of longing.

Of sympathy.

Part of me wanted to rush forward and wrap my arms around little Leon. “I'm sorry!” I yelled into the dark. And now hot tears were tumbling down my cheeks. “Tomb's trove, I'm sorry!” I screamed. I wanted him to hear me. But I couldn't see him. Where was he? Where was...

And then it was all gone.

Nothing left. Only the bleak dark.

I stood shivering there, frozen in the night, tears tumbling down my cheeks. My shoulders shook as I sobbed. “It wasn't fair...” I whispered slowly. “It—it wasn't fair!” I screamed. “He didn't stand a chance! He... he didn't stand a chance!” I continued to yell into the night. Nothing heard me. Nothing replied.

At least... nothing except my own ears.

And now that I was talking, crying, releasing some pent portion of myself I'd long thought concealed, I could feel equal parts anger, exasperation and utter weariness descend on me. “It wasn't his fault,” I said with a shaking, weepy voice. I couldn't even see myself. Couldn't see anything.

And in way, this made it easier. I hiccupped. Sobbed. “It wasn't... wasn't his...” I swallowed. And then absolutely broke. I collapsed in a heap like a marionette with cut strings. I shook as I lay there, staring up at absolutely nothing. “It wasn't my fault,” I whispered. “How... how is it fair! It wasn't my fault!” I screamed at the ceiling. “I didn't have a chance! I didn't have a chance! I didn't have anyone. No one!” I yelled. “The only person I had was taken from me!”

I was yelling so loudly now my throat went hoarse. I didn't know what else to say, and so I just lay there. It was like kicking out the base of a tower. In a way... I knew parts were my fault. I'd made choices... But it wasn't all my fault. It wasn't... as if... I couldn't quite say what I meant.

Things started to tumble in my mind. Pieces erected on top of that tower, tumbling around me. Things that others had said. Ways in which I'd interpreted what they'd said. I was a bad man.

A cold man.

I needed fixing. I needed to atone. I needed to own up to what I'd done.

And in some ways... some ways it made sense.

And in other ways, it was like drinking poison and wondering why there was no healing.

It made sense to me now. It wasn't my fault. Did I really believe that?

Could I?

I'd done cruel things. I'd hurt others. I'd nearly killed Napoleon. Who was I to absolve myself? Who was I to strip this burden? A part of me wanted to yell some more. A part of me thought of Preacher and his father, wishing so desperately for a brief moment that I could believe like they did in some higher, forgiving power.

But where does one go for forgiveness when the only voice in their mind is a cold, cruel one?

When thoughts of some benevolent kiss from the heavens fell hollow on one's ears. I couldn't conjure belief any more than I could force my father to love me.

I respected and even loved Mr. Gallows and Preacher. And Mr. Gallows' comments only a day before still lingered. We don't have to share a God to share love...

In a way this felt true. Love was one thing. Absolution another.

“So much of it wasn't my fault,” I whispered softly into the dark.

And as the pieces collapsed, I realized what I had to kill...

Had to kill the thing that had driven me, that had haunted me since I was five. The thing that had nipped at my heels for years now.

Self-reliance was part. I didn't ask for help.

But also...

“It's not my job to save the world,” I whispered, laying in a puddle on the floor, in the dark, like a child in the womb. Sheltered, hidden, as safe as one might ever feel. I forgot where I was momentarily. Forgot I was in the Labyrinth.

Forgot all of it.

I repeated the phrase. “It's not my job to save the world...”

I'd run from a burden for years. Defined myself in my running. Running from Endeavor, from Imperium... Run from obligation. I'd seen myself as a coward, unwilling to save anything. Or... or more likely... burdened to save all of it, but too weak to try. The guilt I felt was there because I'd fled. I'd run. And I'd felt like a monster in my fleeing.

“It's not my job to save the world...” I whispered... Perhaps looking at my life, how I lived on the road, on the move, hiding from it all, one might not have assumed the burden I felt. Perhaps I hadn't recognized this guilt for what it was.

But even as I said it, I felt my form shudder, shiver. I released a desperate sigh at the ceiling. I didn't know where one found forgiveness. I didn't know if it was something I could offer myself... that seemed a shallow, weak claim.

But I knew where I couldn't find it.

I'd found love already. And now... I couldn't atone. I couldn't make up for mistakes and pain by trying to undo such things with forced action. By flogging myself into exhaustion, and continuing to push, push. One crisis to the next. Again and again and again.

I couldn't save myself. I couldn't save the world.

Nimue... she'd been the one to rescue me from the river. Annie and Preacher had been the ones to rescue me from isolation. Mr. Gallows had rescued me from living a life on the run, on the move.

There were others... Glimpses and glimmers of others.

I wasn't quite sure what exactly I was killing by my next action.

Self-reliance? A savior-complex? A merciless standard of perfection one could never meet?

Perhaps any of them. Perhaps all of them.

But one didn't always need to know a name to know how to kill it.

And so I lay there, closed my eyes... I didn't fight through the exhaustion. I didn't rise to face the world. I didn't go once more unto the breach. I lay there. Not pathetic, weak and useless.

But tired. And sad.

And like that, feeling a strange weight lift from my chest, I fell asleep.


Chapter 18

“Leon?” a hand nudged my shoulder. “Leon, wake up! Please!”

My eyes fluttered open, and I tensed, staring at the shadow hovering over me. Annie was kneeling at my side, one hand shaking me, tearstains on her cheeks. She was no longer crying, but her face was pale. “Oh thank goodness,” she murmured. “I thought... thought you were dead.”

I began to push to my feet, but then caught myself and extended a hand for help. She took my arm and helped me rise, and as I glanced around the darkness, my gaze landed on the flowing river above us. It resembled a chute of water, speeding through the ceiling with no walls above, below or on either side.

As if it were some sort of sideways waterfall. Occasionally, I spotted patches of glowing silver light flitting by, carried on the current.

“Did you pas the trial?” I asked, shooting her a look.

She nodded quietly. “What was yours like?” 

I considered this question, then exhaled slowly, leaned in and rested my head against hers. She was about an inch taller than me, and her close-cut prickling hair grazed my forehead. I allowed a smile to curve my cheeks as we leaned against one another. “I thought about you,” I said softly. “I... I forgot how much you meant to me... Well, perhaps I didn't forget. But it was nice to be reminded.”

Annie didn't reply right away, and when I looked up, I realized she was crying again. I leaned back, holding her now at arm's length. She was one of the deadliest fighters I'd ever encountered, but her shoulders beneath her thin coat seemed frail things as I held them and met her tear-stained gaze.

“What's wrong?” I whispered.

“N-nothing,” she said.

“We can replace that flask. I'm sure we can find another.”

“It... it can't be replaced.” She bit her lip.

“How do you mean?”

She just shook her head. Her face looked ghostly white, and even where she bit her lip, a streak of colorlessness stained the skin. She didn't quite meet my eyes, and I was sorely tempted to reach out, to at least read the surface thoughts. But I'd only just got back on Annie's good side and didn't want to risk it.

I hooked my arm in hers and shook my head. “I'm sure it can be replaced. We'll ask Kay. He'll know.” I allowed myself another smile as the two of us stood beneath the flowing river, above the Labyrinth chambers below. I didn't know what had become of Grendel or Meuse, but the only way was forward.

I felt lighter, still. Almost... relieved—in a way, relieved of duty.

Standing side to side now, I leaned my head against Annie's once more, if only to remind myself she was there. More than twenty years since she'd been taken. And now she was back. I was determined to never let her leave my side again.

“Leon...” Annie said carefully, her fingers grazing mine. “I... I need to tell you something.”

“Hmm?” I said, watching the water flow by distractedly. “I see no chamberspheres. I imagine they only come if we've passed the trial. Last time we had to enter the water to summon them... Think you could lift us higher?”

“No!”

I turned sharply, eyebrows raised. “I... oh... Sorry. I don't mean...”

“No, no, sorry, Leon!” Annie said quickly. “I don't mean to snap.” She bit her lip and glanced off, hiding her face. And then her voice went cold. “You did this...” the voice whispered. “You did it. I told you to stay away from her. I told you!” And a second later, Annie replied, firm but unyielding. “Be quiet. Go away! He didn't do anything!”

“He did!” November's iron tone retorted. “He's cost us everything—everything! There are no angels here, Annie. None. We never should have come.”

Annie's shoulders were shaking now. “I know,” she whispered back in a quiet, broken tone.

My heart went out to her. I held her arm, trying to coax her to turn back to me. “Annie,” I said softly. “What's wrong? It's the flask—isn't it... What am I not understanding?”

“Everything!” November snapped, her tone furious. And then she marched towards the river. She pointed at me enraged, her lips twisted in a snarl. “Use your knife, Leonidas! It's the least you can do for the time remaining.”

I shifted uncomfortably. Annie didn't return for a few moments, only leaving November to stare furiously at me. I felt the similar accusing voice whisper in my ear. Felt the words of my father attempting to return.

I sighed wearily and approached, shaking my head. I didn't know what was going on, but I knew Annie was grieving the loss of that flask. It was just a stupid flask, wasn't it? Surely Kay could replace it—he had access to all sorts of magical items. Maybe her angel had given it to her.

I'd known one of the reasons Annie had wanted to come here was in order to find a way to resurrect her angel, but November's words cut cruelly into that plan. There were no angels here. I'd seen no sign of them either.

This wasn't that sort of prison.

But still...

“We'll get your wereblade back,” I said cajolingly. “We'll get Meadowfax's help in breaching the Twilight Citadel.”

November's face twisted into a look of sheer rage. She looked ready to snap something back, but Annie cut it off, returning a second later. Those cold, stark, twisted features suddenly softening, turning into a smile. Her eyes were still sad, but her cheeks dimpled.

Still, I noticed she didn't use any shadows as she pointed towards the flowing water. “Can we use your knife, please?” she asked softly.

Confused and more than a little scared, I approached her. I wanted to make her talk. Wanted to make her tell me what I'd done that was so wrong. But I also knew we were on a timer. Gwyn was still being hunted. There was no telling what Grendel and Meuse had managed. But we couldn't linger, and when Annie wanted to tell me, I felt confident she would.

And so I took her gently by the elbow, fished my knife from my pocket and flung it into the water. It felt as if I'd been hooked by the navel. A sucking sensation, and then the two of us were ripped into the water and sent tumbling along in the current.

Nearly instantly, a chambersphere materialized behind us, darting through the liquid. I tensed amidst the flow, my breath held.

We still had another trial ahead of us. And then the murder—killing a mortal.

Not to mention my promise to Pan. I could only hope Meuse and Grendel had managed to escape the dragons and find Gwyn.

Things would only get worse from here.

***

The bubble burst over a floor laden with gold. Annie and I landed next to each other, hitting the ground with soft thumps. We looked around cautiously, our eyes fixated on the doors outlined in lunar blue light to our right and left.

To my right, the door read backward 2032/4002. And to my left, an even larger blue door read onward 2034/4002.

“I guess that means this is two-thousand-and-thirty-three,” I said quietly, glancing around the golden floors. A soft haze hovered in the room as well, like a low-lying cloud as if we found ourselves on a mountaintop.

The mist would curl into strange patterns when I watched it closely enough. It spread out, dabbing at my skin, and I felt the faint tickle of moisture forming on my arms.

It seemed harmless enough, but in a place like this, one could never be certain.

“Took you long enough,” A voice called from where it reclined in the doorway onward.

I turned sharply to face where Grendel was picking at his teeth. He looked happy and satiated. I swallowed. “Y-you didn't eat the witch, did you?”

“I'm here,” said Meuse, and she emerged from the darkness of the doorway, frowning towards me.

I frowned back. “Wish I could say it's good to see you again. So where's Gwyn?”

“She gave us the slip,” the witch replied.

I raised an eyebrow and shot a look at Grendel. He shrugged back at me.

“So... where is she now?” I asked.

The witch pointed up towards the river we'd descended from. “She disappeared into the water. After I passed the trial, I followed... but I don't know where she went from there.”

“Can't you do that thing with the bones, again?” I asked, frowning.

I shot a look at Annie, who was uncharacteristically quiet. She just stared at the ground, her lips sealed, looking as if the weight of the world rested on her shoulders. I took a step closer, brushing against her. And she forced a quick smile, but it didn't quite meet her green eyes.

The witch glanced between the two of us, seeing far more than I was comfortable with. I remembered how she'd said that someone I loved wouldn't make it out alive. But then promised me that Annie would return... had she been lying?

Which time?

I felt prickles along my arms and wanted nothing more than to retreat.

“I guess...” I said with a sigh. “Onward, then...”

“Onward,” Grendel said lazily, still picking at his teeth. And he pressed an arm against the blue door, pushing it in.

Again, it opened slowly. As we moved across the golden floors, the clouds shifted and swayed around us in a cottony dance. 

As the door finally opened into the next room, I glimpsed a row of small, red boats floating on an underground lake. They reminded me, briefly, of the Loophole. At least, they would have, if the boats hadn't also been accompanied by dolphins harnessed to the things.

Grendel eyed the dolphins with a hungry look in his eyes, and Annie didn't comment a single time about how adorable or cute they looked, prompting me to even greater levels of concern. But I was interrupted by a voice that suddenly split the air.

A harsh, demanding voice. “Don't move an inch, or I'll blow y’all to kingdom come. Don't think I won't.”

A voice with a familiar, faint Southern accent. I glanced slowly up, as did the rest of my party. The water in the room beyond lapped against the boats and the shore, the dolphins happily squeaking every now and then. But there, above the doorway on the inside of the next chamber, a figure was staring down at us, wedged over the frame, pointing a giant .50 cal hand cannon at the four of us. Her eyes were narrowed, and tightly braided hair fell across her features. She had a darker complexion than her father, and her eyes were the same gunpowder gray as her father's, but her features were far, far prettier, though she wore no makeup and scrapes and bruises covered portions of her face. She was spry, athletic and toned, and her muscles barely reacted even though it took some doing to remain lodged against the faint outcrop above the door. One hand maintained a steady grip on that giant pistol, pointing it down at the rest of us with deadly intent.

I swallowed faintly, wishing desperately Preacher had come with us. He'd likely know the make and model of that weapon, but better yet, he would have been equally quick on the draw. 

Grendel's lips curled back into a sneer where he stood. Annie's shadows were shifting softly on the ground in agitation, but with nowhere near the energy they so often displayed. Meuse stared, eyes wide in absolute delight.

I held up a hand, stepping forward and deciding someone had to make introductions. But before I could manage it, Grendel beat me to the punch.

“Overlook this faintest of tingles in the small of my back, but the itch grows in proximity to infernal devices as that trained upon my person. Allow an offering of counsel—redirect the gun or lose the hand. My preference leans either way.”

The woman frowned, and again, in the cold, calculating expression of those gunpowder-hued eyes, I spotted her father. “You're a wordy prick, aren't you?”

I sighed and waved a hand. “My name is Leonidas. The one with the big words is Grendel. The one with the anxious shadow is Annie, and the witch is Mademoiselle Meuse. We've come to rescue you.”

Before I could receive an offer, though, Meuse exclaimed, “Gwyn, darling!” Her voice shook with emotion.

Gwyn's gaze landed on the woman with the braided hair and lingered there. Then, with a sudden flip, she launched off the wall, landing on the ground, gun in hand, pointed no longer at Grendel but directly at the woman's head. “Mother,” said Gwyn with a growl in her throat.

“Oh dear,” Meuse said, happy crying, completely indifferent to the barrel of the hand cannon pointed at her skull. “I've dreamed of this for so long!”

Gwyn didn't back down, though, if anything, the woman's gentle tone only stirred Baron's daughter to anger. She took a step forward again, this time pressing the weapon against the witch's forehead. Where the gun touched, the skin rippled, like a mirage.

“I told you next time I saw you, I'd blow your brains out,” said Gwyn her voice like iron.

And now that she stood so near to her mother, I spotted the family resemblance. Gwyn's skin was lighter in tone than her mother's, likely an influence of her father. Her eyes were gray, like Baron's. But her lips pressed in the same stern line as her mother's. Her features held the same elegant beauty, softer, gentler than Baron's expressions had ever managed.

My eyes darted between the two of them uncomfortably. “Well...” I said hesitantly. “This is awkward.”

Meuse ignored me and was trying to hug her daughter. “Oh, my cherished peach, come to my arms. It's been too long—we don't need to fight. Your poor, poor father...”

Gwyn froze now. “Baron?” she said.

“Oh, don't call him that! He loved you, peach. You know he did.”

“He locked me in here,” said Gwyn coldly.

“No, no, that was Ares,” said Meuse. “Your father didn't suspect the war god would turn on his promise.”

“He used me as a bargaining chip,” the young woman said with zero emotion in her tone. Her hand gripping the large gun, I noticed, was wrapped in a gauzy loop of white bandages. Her other hand was similarly covered. In fact, now that I was looking, every part of exposed skin, save her face, was wrapped in clothing. Like bandages, or warm wraps.

Her ankles were covered by long hems jammed into her boots. But as if this wasn't enough, twine wrapped around her cuffs, tied multiple times, securing the pant legs in place. The hem of her shirt was secured by a scarf wrapped around her midsection, looped twice and tied. Her sleeves were long, each tucked under the bandages that covered her hands. Her collar was a turtleneck and rose high, up to the slope of her chin. Her hair, I realized now, braided like her mothers, hung over her face, rather than brushed back.

Her hand not holding the gun occasionally reached up and brushed at her bangs in a nervous tic. Instead of pushing the hair back behind an ear, though, it sent the hair forward, as if trying to conceal her face. 

I extended my thoughts, cautiously, and felt a turbulent mind extending from Gwyn O'Shea. Her thoughts were wild and erratic, occasionally focused on her mother, but then shifting to one of us just as quickly. She never lingered long on the same thing.

Also, a haze clouded her mind.

A sort of blanket of some strong, stiff emotion. It took me a moment to recognize what it was. But this haze covered everything—all her perceptions of herself and of others. All of her memories, her dreams and goals.

I realized now as I watched this haze, it wasn't quite as stiff as I'd remembered. But malleable. Attempting slip into any unreached portion of her soul.

Shame.

A deep, unrelenting, blanket of shame covered Gwyn O'Shea. As I watched her mind spin, trying to reach a decision, I also spotted flares of embarrassment. These were often due to the way the rest of us were watching her. She seemed convinced we were staring at her gloved hands or covered ankles.

“Lower the weapon,” Grendel growled. “Let us depart from here. Dragons lurk in these chambers.”

Gwyn shot him a look now, her gun still aimed at her mother's head. “Dragons? Aw, skint. Is Jammie coming after me again?”

“I don't know who that is,” I said.

She looked at me. “You said you were sent here for me?”

I pointed at her gun. “Maybe lowering that might help us chat a bit more comfortably.”

Gwyn snorted, giving her gun a little wiggle while simultaneously using the weapon to keep her mother at bay. “You don't know what she did.”

I shook my head. “Probably nothing nice. But we can't stay here. We need to leave.”

Even as I said these words, it was as if the chamber reacted to me. The giant blue doorway suddenly slammed shut. The door across from us, over the water where the small boats rocked and the dolphins in the water chattered, the second door suddenly blinked out of existence.

All around us, the walls began to flicker and fade. Darkness swept in.

“You used my name, didn't you?” Gwyn said, her voice tense.

“What's happening?” Grendel growled.

“You used my name!” Gwyn yelled now, her voice strained. “I had lulled Pan! You woke him—didn't you, mother? You never could leave well enough alone!”

“We're here to help you escape, darling! Can't we let bygones be bygones?”

“You wanted to sell me as a slave to a bloodthirsty god!” Gwyn raged.

“Uh, guys...” I said, glancing around. The darkness continued to spread. The water, remained, though. Along with the red boats. No sign of the silver river that had brought us here. No sign of the blue outlines of the doors. We were trapped in here.

Gwyn and her mother were still arguing. The best I could tell, Meuse and Baron had used Gwyn as a bargaining chip in a deal with Ares that had gone sideways, and now their precious daughter had been trapped inside the Labyrinth for nearly ten years... No... ten thousand? A hundred... I was shaky on this point and beginning to suspect time moved differently down here.

But I was also beginning to think we needed to start moving.

Faint pinpricks of light descended through the ceiling—small silver sparks. They illuminated small sections of the water-filled chamber, which spread out like a lake with walls and a ceiling. I could hear something splashing. And it wasn't the dolphins.

Gwyn and her mother were arguing. Grendel had lifted his nose and was now sniffing at the breeze, and his face twisted into a frown. Annie leaned back against the gray wall, her eyes half closed, her breath coming slowly.

I shot her a concerned glance. “Are you alright?”

Annie forced a smile, but I could tell her heart wasn't in it. What had been in that skinting flask anyway?

I had half a mind to force Annie to tell me, but then we all froze. Grendel's sniffing, the mother-daughter argument and my own racing mind quieted in an instant.

A loud splash, coming from the center of the lake. And then our eyes all landed on the same figure. It was rising from the water, as if born from the liquid. Silver flashes of light illuminated the thing, which appeared as if it had stepped out of nightmares. It had the body of a muscled man, with thick arms and corded legs. It only wore a leather loincloth for modesty. Halfway up its muscled torso though, the muscles and skin turned to shaggy fur. And by the time it reached the throat, the anatomy widened, doing strange and interesting things.

The head of the approaching creature towered at least twelve feet off the ground. The horns curving out and towards us, like giant tusks or spears, made it seem even taller.

A thick golden ring pierced the nostrils of the bull. Leathery ears like rolled up parchment jutted from either side of the head. 

The creature seemed to rise from the water as if raised on some hidden platform. Water fell in sheets from its horns, from its muscled physique.

“And now you've gone and woken Minny,” Gwyn murmured, and for the first time, there was a note of unease in her otherwise cavalier voice.

Pan had accused Gwyn of taking his beloved pet, but by the look of things, the Minotaur wasn't a very tame beast. Its dark eyes blazed as it rose from the water, the liquid swishing around its legs as it marched steadily towards us.

Gwyn was still shouting, still speaking. The rest of us were backing away, but before we made it far, darkness descended.

The same darkness that had prompted the first trial. Then the second.

And now, the others bled away. One moment, they'd been standing near me, breathing heavily. Annie reached out, her hand gripping at my arm as if in fear. And the next, her fingers slipped away. Or more like... they evaporated. Like dew drops in summer heat.

Everyone disappeared around me, fading like shadows. Again, I realized the Labyrinth was playing tricks on my mind.

No matter how large or corporeal this place felt, I remembered it abided in a single gemstone that fit in the palm of Meuse's hand.

But such considerations faded from my thoughts as I stared at the lumbering beast. It snorted a couple of times, huffing plumes of steam. It then lowered its head and emitted a deep braying sound that shook the air.

The third trial.

What was it Grendel had said?

We had to sacrifice our deepest desire?

I wrinkled my nose briefly. That didn't make much sense, did it? It wasn't like any of my deep desires involved a half-bull man lumbering through an underground lake—perhaps I could make a joke at the implications, but crass humor has never been my forte.

Besides, any sense of humor quickly vanished when the bull lowered its head, pointing those massive horns at me, and bellowed, “Man flesh!”

And with that simple exclamation, it charged through the water, sloshing through the dark murk, sending two of the small boats gliding away from him due to the wake. The dolphins continued to splash and chatter but ducked under the water to avoid the charging bull.

He was indifferent to them, though. Indifferent to the boats.

His raging, black eyes were fixed on me as he charged. A deep, moaning below erupting from its muzzle. A stench swept towards me from its skin.

I gripped my tiger's eye dagger tight, my heart in my throat, and I tensed to face the third and final trial. At least... the final trial that didn't require the murder of a mortal soul.

But some bridges were best crossed when reached.

Then again, a bridge would have been extremely helpful right about now. The water stretched before me, filling the room. The sealed door behind me, blocking escape. The ten foot tall minotaur, faster than me, barreling towards me.

And so I did the only thing I could think of, I flung my knife and grit my teeth, bracing for impact.

The knife struck the ledge where Gwyn had been waiting to ambush us, and I teleported towards it. But as my hand lashed out, catching the ledge, the Minotaur's horn slashed under my foot.

Where the spear of bone touched, I felt an odd tingle shoot up my leg. I gasped, dangling over the large door, fingers scrambling on the wooden protrusion over the frame. I tried to pull myself up, but as I did, I felt fingers wrap around my ankle.

I shouted in desperation, kicking out twice. I managed to catch the beast in the face, and it roared at me in pain but gave me enough time to struggle up and away, lodging above the door, hidden from the monster below.

The Minotaur, rumored as the sire of all its kind, glared at me and reached upwards.

It was then I realized my mistake. The monster was so tall, that on the tip of its hooves, it was able to reach over the large door with grasping hands. I was no safer here then I'd been below. But I was also tired of running.

Be it from dragons or soldiers or prison guards.

I wasn't sure what this third trial entailed. Nor did I understand how, exactly, facing this bull would sacrifice my deepest desire. In addition, the creature had clearly been close to Gwyn—in proximity, at least—but this hadn't stopped it from charging us. Pan had accused Gwyn of stealing his bull, but by the looks of things, that didn't mean the beast had befriended Gwyn.

Perhaps it thought we were enemies.

And in a way, I supposed that was how Baron's daughter saw us. I still couldn't say what exactly made Gwyn so precious to the mobsters back in the Loophole. Nor did I understand the blanket of shame I'd felt in her mind, the wraps around her ankles, her skin, her hands.

All of it, though, would be a moot point if I ended up gored by a man-bull.

And so instead of fleeing, I did the only thing I could do.

I jumped.


Chapter 19

The beast's hands splintered the ledge above the door where it failed to snag me. It moved slowly as it turned. A weakness, then. I had barely managed to avoid the horns by pushing off the ledge, leaping over the monster and landing nimbly behind it.

In a straight charge, the monster was faster than me, but in side to side movement, I had the edge.

I didn't give the monster a chance to fully rotate before attacking.  I used my knife as... well a knife. I jammed it into the monster's leg, gripping it tight.

The beast roared. Blood poured from its calf. It kicked out reflexively and sent me catapulting through the air into the shallows of the underground lake.

A loud splash, a geyser of water, and then a strange wetless sense. The water didn't soak through my clothing, didn't touch my skin with a veneer of cold. Instead, it held me, as if in an embrace. It was as if I'd fallen on liquid pillows... It pressed around me but didn't interact with me. 

I struggled through the liquid, gasping as I fell back. The beast kept coming, bellowing as it drew near. Its foot stomped in the water, sending up droplets which flecked at my face. But even where they landed, it was as if a barrier of oil separated my skin from the chill liquid.

As I kicked back, splashing through the strangely viscous water, the monster lashed out with a horn. It scraped along the side of my leg...

And then something very curious happened.

I felt the same numb tingle up my leg... felt a strange jolting sensation along my spine and in my stomach, as if something had gripped me and was twisting. Briefly, trails of mist and color lifted from where the horn had scratched.

It was difficult to determine exactly what I was staring at, given that I was still kicking away, trying to swim... but the water didn't act as it should have. I didn't glide through the liquid. I didn't splash—unlike the dolphins and the minotaur.

Rather it was more like I rolled through the water. The strange water seemed a feature of the room. Little more than a gimmick or some artistic flair chosen by the chamber's designer. Something to wow and attract the eye.

But the business with the cut along my ankle was something far, far worse.

Struggling back, as if wading through molasses, a horror arose in me. 

The misty colors lifting from my calf reminded me of the same colors a famish might suck from its victim. But these were wispier, more effervescent even, than a famish's soul-consuming aura.

As the mist vanished before my eyes, I spotted strange images in the mist. As the twirling, colorful smoke hissed out of my calf, as I struggled back, I stiffened briefly, fixated on a sudden vision played through the smoke.

The mist itself took forms, and the figures shifted and moved. I spotted a small child running towards a man's arms, giggling in delight. I could even hear the child's laughter in my mind. I spotted the man stoop, throwing his arms wide, taking the child in a deep embrace.

I heard laughter from the man. His beard pressing against the child's face.

I realized as I stared, I was watching myself... And the other figure? I didn't know. But as I stared at the image, it suddenly burst into a thousand small gray droplets. It fizzled and vanished in the air. And as it did, the Minotaur stopped, inhaling deeply, snuffling through its flat nose, the golden ring lifting and falling.

I managed to scramble to my feet now, standing in the dry liquid, motionless on the ground, staring in horror at the monster.

The pieces slowly clicked.

Sacrifice your deepest desire.

This was the third trial. The Minotaur gave a small huff of air as it finished swallowing the mist, inhaling it, savoring it. Feeding on it.

Not my soul, though. Not my memories—I'd already checked these.

This... I'd heard of things like this. In horrible, night-time tales. I'd refused to believe. Prickles erupted up my back where I stood thigh-deep in the underground dry-lake.

This wasn't a memory, but it was my future.

The Minotaur had exacted something of my destiny. A desire of mine that would have materialized but now never would.

He'd stolen my future. Only a scratch's worth.

Had he taken from me the memory of hugging a child I didn't know? Had he stolen a son from me?

The dread of the situation sent chills and shivers along my body.

I was breathing heavily now, and my desire to confront the monster in battle was far lesser. My desires, my hopes, my future and my destiny would be scraped from me, gouged from me, one cut and slash at a time. 

I yelled in horror, the scream bursting from my lips. I couldn't return to the shore. The beast was faster there. But I also couldn't fight this thing. It would rip me to pieces, taking everything of hope of joy of value that lay on the horizon.

Coming to the Labyrinth had been a mistake. Standing and facing this demonic, monstrous entity had been a mistake.

The thing was snuffling again as it inhaled the last vestiges of my pilfered destiny. And then its eyes fixed on me, dark and evil. It let out a faint snuffle, and it charged again, hoofs pounding against the ground.

I couldn't return to the shore—it would be too fast. So I did the next best thing. I extended my thoughts, reaching for the dolphins. The minds of these creatures were sharp, creative and clever. Actual dolphins then, kept here by the Labyrinth in some perpetual ageless state.

I didn't have time to marvel at the gimmick, but instead pressed my thoughts into the nearest creature, who was bucking and straining against the ropes binding it to the boat at its back. Its dorsal fin sloshed through the water; its tail splashed against the liquid.

No time for pleasantries, and so instead of introducing myself, I pressed on the dolphin's mind. Creating a glimpsing of a small fish flapping in the air. I caused the illusion to occur directly behind the Minotaur's shoulder blades.

I simultaneously pushed on the dolphin's sense of hunger. Flooding it with a sudden urge to feast.

The combination of the glimpsing and the impulse propelled the creature forward.

As the Minotaur charged, as I hastened back, sinking deeper into this wetless liquid, the dolphin jumped from the water with a giddy shriek, tail flapping behind it, fins shivering in delight. And it aimed directly towards the tasty fish it had spotted. The Minotaur roared. The dolphin arched through the air and struck the beast from behind.

The roar died in the monster's throat as it was sent stumbling forward.

I continued to thrash through the water, fleeing in desperation, my heart pounding horribly. All I wanted was to survive.

But this trial tested me to my wit's end.

And now, darkness pressed deeper. The water seemed to fade—the walls vanished. Again, I stood in utter darkness as the Labyrinth once more shifted and rearranged in order to further oppress me.

In the dark, in the black murk, the monster of the third trial continued to come, to sacrifice not just my deepest desire. But all of them. Any it could cut from my flesh.

I'd promised Pan to bring his Minotaur back alive. To help release the Greek god. But the aim seemed small now.

All I wanted was to survive the Minotaur. To find the others and to escape this cursed place. The darkness pressed in around me, and in the distance, as I had before, I thought I heard the sound of Annie shouting out. Thought I heard the cries of the witch. And even the growl of Grendel in beast form.

But my companions were nowhere to be seen.

Now, the Minotaur was the only figure in my field of view, stalking towards me with thundering steps. The beast snarled, shaking its jowls and loosing a deep bellow.

It lowered its head, preparing to gore me again. It was only fifteen feet away. The water still swirled about me, thick and unrelenting.

And then, suddenly, a voice whispered in my ear.

“Don't move—wait until it's on ya.”

I turned sharply, nearly leaping out of my skin. But Gwyn was standing near me, her eyes fixated on the monster, her sharp features angled towards it. Those now-familiar gunpowder-gray eyes stared out towards the monster. Her eyebrows narrowed, and one of her bandaged hands was pressing against me, nudging me to the side, as if positioning me just-so on some preconceived mark.

As she guided me, my heart continued to pound. As of yet, in the previous instances of the earlier two trials, they'd been faced in isolation. Alone.

To have an ally in the dark, in this third, dreaded trial struck me as odd.

But just as quickly, I realized, Gwyn had been trapped in the Labyrinth for so many years, she'd likely learned a trick or two. She'd been traveling with the Minotaur, after all, using it as her own private security.

Not to mention, the hunters that roamed these moving corridors.

Now, she was guiding me forward with slow prods of her bandage-wrapped hands. Where her gauze-laden fingertips poked my back, I felt a strange tingle. A cold chill trickling down my back from where she prodded.

Now, I exhaled briefly, in short spurts, my wide eyes fixed on the huffing Minotaur. “What is that thing?” I whispered, shooting her a quick look.

The bull was still preparing to charge, scraping its hoof on the ground. It was standing on the shore once more, its hairy ankles occasionally lapsing into a swelling tide. No sign of the squeaking dolphins any longer.

No sign of anything living except the three of us in the dark.

“Whatever you do,” she whispered, “Don't move until I tell you.”

“Hang on... wait!” I snapped. “What are you doing?”

But she was shaking her head, busily unwrapping the gauze from around her fingers. As she did, I kept my gaze on the monster preparing to charge but kept glancing in her direction just in case. She extended her palm away from me, stretched at her side like a cyclist indicating a turn signal.

She clearly didn't want her fingers anywhere near me.

As the bandage unraveled, fell and the white fabric spooled down, landing on the water... It stayed on top of the water. And again, the liquid proved not to soak through the fabric but, rather, lifted it up like some large pond of jello.

Gwyn's gunpowder gray eyes were little more than slits as she examined the bull in the dark. “You wanna go again?” she called out, her voice fierce. “You think you can do it again? Let's go, big guy! Come on!”

She was egging the bull on.

I gave a quick shake of my head, wanting to shush her. But now, the bull decided he'd heard enough. However Gwyn had managed to corral it before, the Minotaur didn't seem particularly fond of her or me.

Though, as it began to move, it's deep, wide eyes flickered towards Gwyn, carrying a note of fear and concern. It veered a bit, moving away from Gwyn and preferring to charge me instead, circling to move towards me from the flank.

Now, it splashed through the viscous water, roaring, head down, nostrils flared and horns like spears.

I wanted to bolt, but Gwyn yelled, “Wait! Wait, not yet!”

I didn't trust her. And yet, emanating from her mind wasn't duplicity but concern. It took a brief second for me to process her surface emotions.

She was worried for me. Worried I'd move and foil it.

And so, though trusting strangers wasn't in my nature, I remained still. Waiting... waiting...

The bull was five steps. Four... three away.

“Now?” I yelled.

“Wait!”

One step.

I didn't wait. I jumped backwards with a shout. Gwyn moved as well. The moment she stepped forward, lunging, hand outstretched, the bull reacted as if allergic to her. It tried to veer away. And the Minotaur moved so quickly that the musclebound form strained, the head bellowing. It twisted at the waist, shifting as if on a dime, moving desperately away from Gwyn's groping hand.

I realized now why she'd wanted me to stay still. If I'd moved even a split-second earlier, the Minotaur's exceptional speed would've allowed it to avoid Gwyn, to charge past her, veering away.

Clearly, for whatever reason, the bull-man was scared of Baron's daughter.

But since I'd left it until the last moment, and Gwyn had waited, still behind me, enticing the bull closer, essentially using me as a matador's red sheet, the bull didn't have a chance to veer away.

And instead, it lunged directly towards Gwyn. Yelped, its eyes widening as it spotted her and her unwrapped hand. Tried to veer. Too late.

She managed to latch onto it. Her fingers touched its snout. The bull bellowed in horror. Scrambling back.

I was still stumbling away, shouting a warning at Gwyn. But she wasn't deterred.

She leapt now, pushing off the bull's nose, but instead of diving over it, she landed on its shoulders, her hand pressed directly against its snout, her other hand now seizing a jutting, leathery ear shaded with prickling fur.

But as I stared, something peculiar happened. Gwyn pressed her teeth tightly together, holding on in some desperation. As she did, though, a strange, glowing yellow shimmer extended from her fingers, tinging the jutting fur and spreading like a glaze of ice.

I watched, still stumbling back, away from the snarling beast, my eyes the size of quarters, unblinking.

But the glowing light continued to spread. A deep, golden hue. The Minotaur roared, trying to shake Gwyn free. A look of panic in its eyes. And I sensed a thought extending from the muzzled head. Not again...

It wasn't quite translated like this, as the beastman's thoughts weren't communicated in English, but the same foreboding was familiar enough.

And now, as Gwyn's unwrapped hand held on tight... the Minotaur began to stiffen. Its ears, twitching at first, now went solid. Gleaming gold. The rest of its head also slowly froze. The golden hue spread down its fur, across its muzzle, its eyes. Those gaping, glaring pupils froze, stiffening and going still.

As it continued to spread, the bull's thrashing arms—reaching back to snag at her—went rigid, also beginning to glow gold. The body followed. The legs were the last thing gilded.

Then, the bull froze completely, teetered, and without a sound, toppled with a splash into the water. I gaped at the fallen monster, then at where Gwyn had leapt from the beast's shoulders, onto the shore. She stared at the golden beast, sighed, and shook her head.

She shot me a quick look and flushed in embarrassment. She quickly shoved her unwrapped hand into her pocket, looking away as if not wanting to meet my gaze.

I stared back at her, wincing.

She gave an airy wave with her bandaged hand. “You're welcome,” she said.

“Thanks,” I replied, still staring at the bull.

“You're an Elementalist,” I asked.

“Kinda,” she said. “Dad tampered with it a bit.” She shrugged sheepishly. “I don't know what I am.” She shot me another look, hurt still in her gray gaze.

Her eyes were the perpetual color of Annie's when my childhood friend was seeing those ghosts and spooks she so often talked about.

The thought of Annie sent shivers up my spine. I quickly turned, watching as the darkness around us began to shimmer and melt, the way it always did when I passed one of the trials.

Technically, I wasn't the one who'd passed this trial, but the Labyrinth didn't seem to care. The Minotaur, now, was submerged in the water, motionless.

“Is it dead?” I whispered.

She stared at the thing, still keeping her unwrapped hand jammed in her pocket. “No,” she murmured. “Shouldn't be. I've done it before. That's what got it to stop attacking me.”

“You stole it from Pan,” I said.

She gave me a quick look. “Yeah... you been talking to him?” Her hand had now emerged from her pocket.

I took a hesitant step back. My encounter with the famishes often filled me with dread, but now, seeing the way she'd turned a monster into metal, I was starting to wonder if anyone's touch could be trusted. Annie's skin was so often cold... I blinked, realizing the strange redirect my mind had taken.

I shook my head and began cautiously approaching where Gwyn was. I paused long enough to snatch the bandage floating on the water and extended it to her.

She gave me a quick nod of gratitude, but instead of yet again glancing away bashfully, her eyes hardened. She gave me a defiant glare as if warning me away from making a big deal out of it.

“You've got the Midas touch,” I said simply.

She sighed then but nodded. “Yeah... well...” She shook her head. “Don't sound so impressed.”

“It is impressive,” I replied, staring as she wrapped the bandage around her hand again. “I can understand now why those mobsters want you back.”

She snorted. “Gold. Gold. Gold. That's all they think of.” She gave me a sidelong look. “What did they offer you in return?”

I shrugged one shoulder. “Money. Protection. Favors. The usual.”

She nodded.

Now, the darkness had faded again. The two of us were standing on the shore. And once again, Annie, Grendel and Meuse had reappeared. All of them were breathing heavily, standing by the doorway where I'd attempted to climb over the bull's reaching hands.

Annie was shivering, pale-faced. Meuse was staring at her with a shrewd look in her gaze. Grendel's skin was streaked with scales and fur but looked to have recovered enough to growl a bit at anyone who glanced in his direction.

For my part, I was still trying to comprehend what I'd just seen. Part of me wanted to turn and flee. I had no desire to turn to gold. But she'd also said the Minotaur had been goldified before. So there was a way to reverse it, perhaps.

“How does it change back?” I asked.

She stared at me. Then wiggled the bound fingers on her other hand. “Takes longer. Very painful. Doesn't always work.” She shrugged. “Any more questions or can we get the hells out of here before a dragon shows up?”

I considered this but could feel my mind whirring, trying to piece things together. So many moving parts. Gwyn had stolen the Minotaur from Pan. Now, I understood how she'd managed to keep the thing prisoner. Turning it into a golden statue, perhaps, whenever it attempted to flee.

On the other hand, the Minotaur had seemed content to linger near her. Perhaps it was attracted to the aura of the Elementalist in some way.

But I'd promised Pan to return his Minotaur and to help him escape. In exchange, he'd said he'd give me Grendel's talent. It wasn't a particularly pleasant thought to steal another eternal's ability, but Grendel was an enemy, and I couldn't forget that.

He had played the role of a scared cur well enough, but he'd been hiding in that prison for a reason. I still wasn't sure how he'd managed to escape the abyss into which I'd dropped him. He'd claimed that he needed me to help him find who was targeting him, who was attempting to hunt him down. He'd played scared and frightened. I'd deduced that he'd come to the Labyrinth in order to hide here forever.

So why was he still with us?

If he'd come to Daedalus' creation only to shelter in place and hide from whatever thing was chasing him from outside the walls of this rotating maze, then how come he hadn't left us yet, abandoned us to our own devices?

And yet here he was, still, keeping close.

I frowned, staring over the golden Minotaur. Meuse's words also rang in my mind. The premonition she'd had. The eerie threat.  “I see... death,” she'd murmured. “Before this is over, one whom you love will not return alive.”

Annie was the only person I loved in close proximity. Mr. Gallows, Nimue and Preacher were still on the farm with Napoleon, the Smith children and the other Gallows' orphans. But Meuse had said Annie wouldn't die.

A riddle within a riddle.

And yet now, staring at my friend, her pale face, her gasping form, she did not look well. My stomach tightened at the haggard look on her face. Her shadow was faded now, vague and small. Her breath came in puffs, and she was leaning against the door in a half-crouch, as if unable to stand on her feet. Her face was slick, her eyes staring unblinking at the water as if trying to focus on some distant thing.

“We shouldn't have come,” Annie said suddenly, her voice like a whimper.

My heart panged. I took a quick step towards her, onto the shore, moving away from the golden statue in the water. As I drew closer to her, she glanced up, her eyes flashing green and gray, back and forth.

“Annie,” I whispered, “Are you okay?”

“There are no angels here, Leon,” she whispered, looking at me.

I ignored the glares of the others now. Their dreadful stares fixated on me as I dropped next to Annie's side. I placed a hand against her shoulder, studying the side of her face. “Are you okay?” I repeated.

But she was just shaking her head in small, sad motions. “No angels... None... They can't bring her back.” She looked at me again, her voice hollow. “I should've told you, Leon.”

Now, though, Grendel was clearing his throat. “The final test!” he exclaimed. “It is through that door.” He nodded across the water.

A new door had appeared in the wall. A small, red door, simple and wooden. A door with a few silver etchings in the splintered wood. The door had appeared where I'd only spotted stone before.

The third trial was over. The door would carry us somewhere else.

No longer skipping wide passages, or thousands of rooms at a time it would seem, but a direct passageway to... to something.

Grendel stared at the doorway, a look in his eyes I couldn't quite place. His gaze moved slowly, fixated on me, but when he realized I was watching, his eyes bounced away again.

And suddenly, indignation flared through me.

I marched over to the Kindred, finger waving, pointing. “What the hell do you think you're doing?” I snapped, my voice rising with each word.

He looked at me with a cocked eyebrow, the bluish hair tilting under the brim of his soiled top hat. His fingers in those half-gloves fluttered near his chest, tapping against a button as if indicating himself in surprise. “Perhaps clarity might aid my answer,” Grendel said in that lazy purr of his.

But I was now standing face to face, scowling at the Kindred. “What are you doing here, really? I thought you'd come here to hide in the Labyrinth, so why are you still with us?”

Grendel studied me, those eyebrows still playing at tapdancing with the fringe of his blue hairline. “Inquisitive and suspicious—perhaps I simply wish to see you safely beyond,” he replied. “Perhaps,” he added, raising a single finger. “I await your completion of the assigned task. The name of he who hunts me.”

I watched Grendel, and then said, simply, “Who's hunting you?”

He didn't reply. Didn't blink.

He knew what I was doing. I reached out with my thoughts. Nothing gentle about it this time. I knew this was tantamount to picking a fight with the Kindred. How would a trapped monster react to a Wit's version of a sucker punch?

How did I expect him to react?

But as I skimmed his surface thoughts, I was confronted by an iron defense. Drunkenness, focus and fearlessness—the three things that could protect a mind from my intrusion.

But as I wasn't done.

“Tell me who is hunting you. You know, don't you? Don't you!” I yelled.

And I slammed my thoughts against his. Partly, I was fed up with the farce of it all. Partly, I was scared for Annie, scared of Meuse's premonition. And partly, I was terrified of that small red door in the wall. A door supposedly leading to our final trial. The exit from the Labyrinth.

But the final trial... to kill a mortal.

Annie was the only mortal among us. Gwyn was an Elementalist, like her father. Meuse was something else. Grendel a Kindred. And I was a Wit.

Were we expected to supply our own mortal? To find one wandering these halls?

Perhaps Grendel had sensed Annie's weakened state and had changed his mind about wanting to stay in the Labyrinth. Perhaps he was focused on escape after all and wanted to use Annie as his sacrifice.

The Kindred could always be counted on to scent blood in the water.

Now, my hackles were raised. His teeth were pressed in a grim line. Our eyes found each other’s, and the glare passed between us soundlessly.

I watched his hand bunching, his fingertips slowly elongating, claws forming. At any moment, I sensed imminent violence.

“Wait!” Meuse was crying. “The hunters are coming! I can see them!” Her eyes were rolled back in her head, the whites displayed.

Now, in the distance—though not too far a distance—I heard the sound of a blaring trumpet. The sound of roaring. The dragons were approaching.


Chapter 20

Were the hunters one maze chamber away? Two?

Any moment, I expected the wall of stone to explode into small geysers of rubble and dust, and for beasts to barrel through in pursuit of us.

The opposite door—the small, red thing beckoned. The final trial.

To kill a mortal.

Annie was weak. Her flask gone—and I still didn't know what this meant. Grendel was now leering, his teeth flashing. Meuse was shouting warnings, and I felt her spindly fingers on my arm, tugging insistently towards the door.

Gwyn was already sloshing through the water, with large steps. The golden Minotaur lay face-down, motionless in the water. Gwyn reached the red door, her freshly-wrapped hand gripping the handle, pulling it open slowly.

Chaos reigned.

And then, in it all, a crack in Grendel's defenses. A brief glimpse. A simple sentence. No one.

The question—what had my question been? Who is hunting you... you know, don't you?

No one.

I frowned now. Grendel seemed to sense the cat was out of the bag. His teeth pressed together. A snarl burbled from his lips. He reached towards me with clawed fingers now. “You always were a meddlesome source of infinite ire!” he said, showcasing his impressive capacity for both long-windedness and simultaneous violence.

He slashed at me. Now, his form was shifting.

No one.

No one was hunting him. So what, then? Why had he been scared? Why had he been hiding in the prison? In solitary confinement? Why had he intentionally misled me, and why was he in the Labyrinth?

I felt shivers moving down my back. And then... now, as I stumbled away from the Kindred, tripping over my own feet in my surprise, I glimpsed more.

A perfect city. Magnificent architecture, ornately arranged. Stained-glass windows, arches, marble columns... towering spires, turreted castles. The most masterful achievements of human architects throughout history...

Empty.

Not a soul.

I glimpsed the image in Grendel's mind. Glimpsed the terror.

And I knew that terror. I'd been there before, too.

“Hades,” I whispered.

And as I did, Grendel snarled, recognition in his eyes. “You speak of a god?” he whispered, his voice low and threatening. “Beyond this door... a slumbering chaos. A sleeping beast. There was only one end to all of this, Wit.”

Hades, though... Hades. The cat was quite literally out of the bag... or... well, the demon-bear was out of the top hat. Perhaps, though, that didn't quite have the same ring to it.

Now, said demon-bear was snarling, transforming, rising on its haunches, throwing its head back and loosing a howl. Thirteen feet of muscle, sinew, red scale and dark eyes towered above me as I continued to scramble back.

And now, Meuse had joined her daughter by the red door. The frame was open; the two women were shouting, beckoning at us to come.

Annie was limping forward, small and exhausted. She wasn't even paying attention to me or Grendel. This, more than anything, suggested something was completely off. Annie often was more concerned for me than she was ever concerned for herself.

But now... now, as she limped through the shallow water, she didn't even stop to touch the Minotaur. Didn't stop to examine it, or giggle or laugh, or poke at it in mild curiosity.

She didn't look at where Grendel was now landing on all fours to charge at me. Didn't glance towards anything at all. But limped forward, stumbling, as if drunken. Her features were ashen, her hands dangling limp at her sides.

Exhausted... alone... weary and weak. Her shadow was gone now... Completely vanished. No sign of it—the shadow wasn't moving. No glimpse of her abilities as a saboteur.

My friend was sick. Something had gone horribly wrong.

Now, Meuse seemed to realize the same thing. I could feel, my thoughts still extended, the witch's realization. A little giggle of delight. “The mortal!” Meusue yelled. Then, instead of waiting for her daughter, the witch in the bone-tassled shawl lunged forward, snatched Annie by the arm and dragged her through the red door.

There was something predatory in Meuse's face.

And I realized, in horror, that they did not need me to escape this place.

They only needed to kill a mortal.

Annie was a mortal.

Another sinking sensation. Had Meuse been lying to me? Not about the premonition... one of my loved ones would die in here.

But about Annie... What if she'd seen Annie's death? What if she'd known it would prevent me from wanting to come with her at all, and so had lied about it?

What if she'd used my own gullibility, my own stupidity to trick me?

But no... no, I'd sense honesty from her. She hadn't seen Annie's death.

Confusion and fear and terror all flooded me. Something was off... I was still missing something—a linchpin. The final piece of a puzzle that would put it all together.

And I still couldn't place it.

Annie was dragged through the red door by the witch. Gwyn didn't protest but was already moving. She'd been trapped in the Labyrinth for nearly a decade. I didn't know her, except as the daughter of a mobster.

She wouldn't protest the murder of my friend for her freedom.

I tried to turn, to sprint, but I put my back to a giant slab of sinew, muscle, anger and slobber.

Grendel slammed into me, his jaws nearly ripping a chunk from my arm, but I moved last minute. And now, another trumpet blare.

The door to the chamber—behind us—smashed open. A deep bellow. A snuffling snout, scaled. The dragons had arrived. Grendel was attacking me. Annie was in danger.

And so I moved, as fast as I could, lunging away from Grendel, maintaining my feet as best I could, towards the shallows. But the monster's jaws had wrapped around my sleeve, tearing through the fabric, holding me fast like a coat hanger.

I flung forward, my shirt ripping—my entire sleeve came off. A sudden chill gust against my newly exposed, sweaty arm. I kept moving. Scars stood out against my bicep, and Grendel kept coming, determined to add more tormented flesh to my already impressive tapestry of scars.

Piece by piece, I compiled the information I'd gathered while simultaneously running for my life.

I gripped the tiger's eye knife tight in one hand.

Grendel came charging forward, splashing through the water, jaws wide, teeth like a hundred razors, slobber flying. I raced ahead of him, towards the red door, knife still gripped tight, preparing to fling it forward. The huntsmen continued to break through the wall behind us, the dragons snarling, their master shouting violent commands.

Hades.

Grendel had been to hell.

And back.

Why back?

I'd escaped Hades' realm before, too. At the time, genie magic had saved me. My brother, Augustus was in hell, now. I'd sent him there, clutched in the jaws of two hellhounds he'd kept on an Imperial submarine.

Grendel was back.

So either he'd found a way to escape... which given the abyss I'd shoved him into, didn't seem likely.

Or he'd been released.

I'd made enemies in hell. I pictured the god of the underworld in my mind's eye. Memories flitted back. Horrible memories of that horrible place, cast in a veneer of allure.

A gorgeous man. Equal parts handsomely masculine and beautifully feminine. Like me, he had curling, Greek hair—dark locks. His skin was burnished bronze, his eyes twinkling like newborn stars. His lips were full and his cheekbones sculpted, pressed as symmetrical lines against his skin. He had almost elfish features, and yet not so inhuman. His eyes flashed with amusement and his lips tempted a thin-lipped smile. He wore gold-embroidered clothing, a loose shirt and pants that puffed at the ankles. Even his ensemble presented an air of comfort and invitation...

Hades. The same god of the underworld that I had used as a battery to save an underwater city of djinn.

Hades had looked at me with murderous rage. I'd used him to power a spell crafted by Gildquail Lockwood, the genie inventor. And in the end, Hades' plans had failed. I'd thwarted him, and I'd been warned.

I'd made an enemy out of a god.

And now... I understood why Grendel was back. Not fleeing. No. Pursuing. Hunting. Hades had sent him to hunt me. To hunt those I cared for too, most likely.

But not just to hunt... I could still glimpse pieces, fragments in his mind as he pursued me. Not just to hunt but to torment.

Hades wanted me in agony. Wanted me in pain.

Wanted me in the Labyrinth. Trapped here permanently. In exchange for his soul, Grendel had been tasked with tormenting mine.

And I could see it all now, played across the memories of the slobbering Kindred as he hunted me down through the shallow water. Grendel's soul had been returned to the land of the living. He didn't fear anything... except the realm of Hades.

And so, now, I glimpsed the madness. The single-minded focus. He'd been hiding in that prison cell in part from the fear of Hades' wrath in case Grendel couldn't find me. But also... Hades had told him to do that. Hades had told him to trap me in this way.

Hades had known. A premonition? Like the one Meuse had? Hades didn't just want me trapped in the Labyrinth.

It all was plain to me now.

Hades wanted me trapped in the Labyrinth... and Annie dead.

He wanted me to know Annie was dead, while I was ensnared. Wanted it to eat at me, to burden me. And he'd sent Grendel as his devilish agent.

The realization thundered in my mind, bringing with it waves of horror. I stumbled away from the beast, flinging my knife finally. It ricocheted off the far wall, above the red door. Grendel lunged as I surged forward, latching onto my pant leg with teeth.

And together, we both teleported across the short distance.

I couldn't let him enter the red door, though. I couldn't let him near Annie.

Grendel was no friend. Grendel was the grim reaper.

On the other side of that door, though, Meuse and her daughter had Annie in their clutches. Would use Annie—kill a mortal—in her weakened state to set themselves free.

But Grendel would massacre the lot if I brought him through. And the huntsmen were still coming. And Pan was still imprisoned. And the Minotaur was a golden statue.

Seven hells. Tomb's trove. Why was my life never easy?

I landed in the water with a splash, droplets flying, though not absorbing in my clothing. I snatched the knife as it tumbled, gripping the tiger's eye tight and flinging it again, this time across the room, towards the dragons. Both of the beasts' heads were now protruding through gaps in the door. Their muscled shoulders bracing as they pushed stone and wood aside. Thick, log beams above the door splintered like tooth picks under the pressure of the scaled forms. Teeth even larger than Grendel’s snapped and flashed at the air.

I could even hear laughter in the distance. The sound of giggling famishes. The soul-stealers were also closing in. More horns in the distance, more trumpeting retorts.

Hunters, monsters, beasts and things were converging.

I had to think... fast.

Grendel kept after me. Swiping, slashing, snarling. No words now. Only an animalistic desperation.

What was it he'd said earlier? I didn't know who was in the chamber beyond? The sleeping beast? The slumbering chaos?

Pan...

It struck me now. Pan, the god, was sleeping in the other chamber. Pan was in the final trial. Grendel had warned me... threatened me, perhaps. Pan was in the other chamber. But what Grendel didn't seem to realize was that Pan and I had reached an accord. Pan wanted to escape this prison of his.

Grendel had a god on his side.

It was high time I had one of my own. And so I reached a decision. Touch teleported things with me. The same way the thirteen foot tall beast had teleported alongside me when he'd lashed at my leg. And now, I lunged forward, splashing towards the golden statue of the Minotaur.

A sign of good faith.

Grendel kept coming. He slashed at my back, ripping through skin and tearing through fabric. I yelled but reached out. Fingers latching on the golden bull-man. The dragons were now into the chamber, having forced their leathery wings behind them, through the opening.

Grendel's roars were dwarfed by the cries of the wyverns.

I had to distance from Grendel. I had to.

It would cost me. But I had an idea.

I touched the golden bull, flung my knife, and it arched towards the red door again. This time, the golden bull came with me, due to my touch. It was still a living thing, according to Gwyn. And so the same rules applied.

As I teleported, my stomach twisting, the bull did as well.

My knife ricocheted off the wall, falling. The bull and I slammed into the red door with a crunch, hitting the wooden frame where Meuse had closed it behind her as another obstacle.

I let out a gasp of air, breathlessly. The bull—solid metal—pressed against me now, crushing me to the door.

But Grendel had come too. Again, having finally realized how the knife worked, latching onto my arm with his teeth.

Skin ripped. Muscle tore. I shouted in pain but regained my arm, scrambling out from under the golden bull pinning me to the wooden door.

The dragons were charging forward, looking about.

Looking for Gwyn.

It wouldn't take long for them to find her.

Grendel was roaring, his beast form towering above me, his shadow swallowing me. He'd bitten my arm, ripped it. Slashed my back, drawing blood. Ripped my shirt, my pant leg. And soon, he'd tear me to pieces if he could.

He wouldn't kill me. Hades had forbidden it. Hades wanted my pain, not my death. But Grendel's mind was already on carnage. My legs, my arms... he'd tear until he couldn't tear any further. He'd leave me alive but helpless. A husk, useless. And then he'd go into the other room, kill Annie and leave.

He'd fulfill his obligation to Hades, and I'd be left alone, near death in terror.

The sheer horror of his plans towards me sent shivers down my spine. The horror made my stomach tighten and gave purpose to my motions. I'd have to let him hurt me again. But he wasn't going to kill me.

I was banking on this.

He'd get another blow. An arm? An eye? Corker's breath.

I tried to angle my body as I suddenly turned, instead of running, I stood my ground, facing Grendel.

The golden bull leaned against the door but provided little cover now.

Grendel's giant arms lashed out over the bull. I didn't flinch but instead launched my counter attack. I'd already known what I had to do.

Grendel would get a free shot.

But so would I.

It would cost me pain. And flesh. And more.

But it would give me freedom.

His claws ripped down, and I narrowly jerked my head back—he'd been aiming for my eye. Instead, his talons scraped along my shoulder, my chest. I screamed in agony as knife-sharp claws bit two inches deep into my skin. Skin pulled away, blood welled up like rainwater filling furrowed mud. As the warmth of the crimson tide swept down by chest and splattered to the strange water of the odd chamber, I reeled back, stumbling, my shoulders slamming into the wall.

But now it was my turn.

Grendel kept coming, leaping over the toppled, golden Minotaur in order to reach me. He snarled horribly as he raised another bearish paw for a mauling strike. Droplets of spittle splashed against my face, along with a few inky blobs like the substance of pulverized jellyfish—remnants of the famish Grendel had consumed earlier.

But my mind extended.

Chaos, confusion... fear.

Fear muddies the mind, breaks protection. And now I knew what had Grendel scared. I knew what had chased him back into the land of the living. What had propelled him to hole up in a murky cell in an unknowing jail. What had prompted the terror in his movements as he was swept by the tide of whim towards me. As he waited like a spider in a web for the arrival of the once-heir.

Hades.

And I, unlike most, was uniquely suited to know what Hades resembled. I'd met him after all. Twice.

And so I brought the image of Hades' smiling face into my own thoughts, projecting it in Grendel's mind.

I only had access to his surface level emotions, seeing as Grendel was still protecting his mind from my reach. Even the fear of the dragons now stampeding through the room, fifty paces away, thirty—closing the distance—didn't dissuade him.

He only feared one thing.

And so I placed, in the shallow of Grendel's subconscious, image after image of Hades, the god of death, the Lord of Hell, the Night Prince and the Ebonyte King.

And I could feel as recognition dawned on the monster.

Could feel, even as the beast's hot breath warmed my cheeks, as it stumbled, freezing briefly. It had already scoured a blow along my shoulder, my chest, peeling my skin like a grape. But as it raised its opposite arm to do the same again, it stiffened.

Thirteen feet tall, stretched to its full height of blubber, muscle and fur, the monster froze. Its deadly eyes widening. I watched as the hellish face—part grizzly, part demon—shifted. Those eyes widened impossibly.

Horror swelled as images of Hades flashed through his mind.

But thoughts Grendel would avoid.

Thoughts wouldn't achieve what I intended. No... No, thoughts were only the start. Thoughts were only half of it.

The rest came as I followed up.

Now, as fear flooded Grendel's system. I did two things. First, I pressed my tiger's eye knife into the palm that was lowered, the fingers dripping with my blood. And at the same time, I put the full agony-infused force of my subconscious behind a penetrating attack of the mind.

I sent my thoughts like a sledgehammer into Grendel's fear-streaked, weakened defenses. I could see the truth, now. Playing out before me. Memories of Hades. Commands of the dark king.

“He'll come to you...” Hades had told Grendel, and I could hear the words resonate. “Go where I tell you. And do what I say, or those things you saw me do to those wretched souls? I'll do to you for an eternity, Hound of the Carpenter's Sister.”

Grendel had agreed. And our destinies had been set the moment he'd nodded his shaggy head. Now, I tore past his subconscious, into his mind.

Already, though, his palm still slick with blood, Grendel reacted to my intrusion. I could feel him responding, horrified, raising defenses as rapidly as he could.

I could feel him lashing out, attempting to crush my thoughts with his own. Could feel him erecting barriers once more, protecting his mind with focus.

The dragons were twenty paces away, shouts coming from behind them as other hunters filled the room.

So close... I was so skinting close...

And then I had it.

He'd thought I'd been going for his memories, attempting to read more of what had happened. And so he'd made a mistake. He allowed me access to his motor function. Not his body. Not his jaws. Not his claws.

Just the one hand. The one arm.

That's all I needed.

And so I managed to puppet. Even as he erected defenses, barriers. Even as he attempted to propel me from his thoughts and guard his mind, he'd traded a slashing blow across my chest and shoulder for his own mind.

He could've protected himself if he'd distanced. If he'd slowed and approached with calm. But his hatred, his fear, his lust for violence, had cost him.

And now I was in.

And for a brief second, his arm was mine.

That was all I needed. Only a second. Even as I used it, I could feel Grendel beginning to chase me out... This thousand-year-old bounty hunter, this Kindred of old was a dangerous beast. And I could feel his experience, his millennia-infused will coming to crush me.

It was like holding out hands to stop a tsunami.

But I just needed a second.

And so, his hand tightened, against his will.

He gripped my tiger's eye knife.

I no longer touched it. Only him.

And then his arm flung, and his hand released.

A difficult thing to aim with a monstrous bear-demon's arm while bleeding and screaming. A difficult thing to release the tiger's eye knife at the right moment.

But I managed it.

And Grendel chased me from his thoughts, kicking me out of his mental defenses, focusing on my chest, the blood. Focusing on what he wanted to do to me. The pain he wanted to inflict.

And then, with renewed ferocity, he rounded back on me, lunging in, going for my neck, briefly forgetting—it seemed—the fear he had of Hades, the mandate, the orders he'd been given. Rather, peg-legged and injured, he preferred to try and kill me out of sheer spite.

And he would've succeeded too.

His teeth like razors, flashing down, half an inch from my neck, about to close and then—

Whoosh!

He whisked away. Blinking out of existence in front of me and propelling towards where he'd inadvertently thrown the teleporting knife.

I lost my knife. I'd lost a good amount of blood.

But it was all worth it to watch Grendel, the Hound of the Carpenter's Sister, blink back into existence standing smack dab between two giant dragons.

The dragons, who'd been charging, stumbled, stalling. Grendel blinked, trying to reorient. And then, the monstrous bear was set upon by two enormous wyverns.

Briefly, if only for a passing moment, I was alone. Forgotten.

The monsters were all distracted by each other.

And so, I opened the red door. The golden minotaur, which had been braced against the wood, fell through with a dull thump.

And I followed eagerly, into the dark, into the final chamber, the final trial.

In to witness the death of a mortal, or to stay trapped in the Labyrinth forever.


Chapter 21

“Stop!” My voice echoed in the small, dark space.

Three figures stood before the ancient throne. As one, they turned to look at me. Annie's hands were pulled behind her back by Meuse. The witch held Annie's arms in a tight grip. Annie's shadow was gone, completely vanished. Her head hung, weary and exhausted. Her eyes were ringed in dark, her face gaunt.

She didn't move, didn't blink. She just let out a faint sigh of exhaustion.

I stared at her, my stomach in my throat. “I said stop!” I shouted, louder. I stepped over the golden bull, shutting the red door behind me.

The instant I did, the doorway vanished.

Only those who'd passed the trials could enter the final chamber, it seemed. And none of the others behind us, save Grendel, had succeeded.

The vanishing of the red door didn't suggest much of a happy ending for Grendel. The last thing I'd heard as the door closed was the howl of dragon breath, the scream of Grendel.

And this time, I wondered if Hades would be willing to send him back.

As the red doorway vanished, though, and as the Minotaur toppled to the ground, its golden forehead hitting the floor with a dull thunk, I raised a trembling, blood-stained finger to point at Meuse.

Gwyn had a knife in hand. A sharp, wicked knife. The type that might have been made from bone or cold iron. The handle was as dark as soot. She held the bone-knife tight, her fingers trembling. She was staring at Annie's exposed neck, at where her own mother gripped Annie's arms behind her back.

To Gwyn's credit, she was hesitating, staring at Annie, at her mother. “There has to be another way!” Gwyn protested. She shot a look at me, then back at Meuse, panicked.

I was stumbling forward, dripping blood, eyes fixated on the three women. Annie wasn't fighting, wasn't protesting. If anything, she looked half-asleep, her head lolling, her skin so pale it almost... almost looked transparent, as if I could see through her to the throne behind her.

And it was then, briefly, that I was distracted by the throne.

Stumbling forward, I left a trail of blood drops against a smooth floor with a round, ornate design in the center that was somewhat off-putting, though I couldn't quite say why. As I looked up from the strange, round design in the slick, smooth floor, my surroundings came into focus.

An altar in the center of the room—a slab stone affair of raised granite on top of ebony. Beyond the altar, a throne. The throne was made of twisted bramble, thorns, poison ivy, nettles and thistles. The worst plants once might imagine had been twisted and crafted and pieced together into a giant, ornate throne.

Pillars lined this strange, small chamber. Pillars of moonore, glowing bright, illuminating the space. No ceiling. The pillars went on, and on, as if they would rise forever. Going up and up, as far as I could see.

The walls surrounding us were like mirrors, just past the pillars, separated from the moonore by a few feet of walkway. The mirrors reflected the room a million different ways from every angle, giving me something of a headache as I tried to place exactly where the reflections began and where we did.

The disorienting nature of the room, the mirrors, the strange throne, the even stranger altar, all served to confuse, to discombobulate.

I struggled to refocus, stumbling forward.

And it was as my mind began to twist and turn, as a sort of chaos, an insanity descended, I realized we weren't the only people in the room.

In fact, I realized what the floor was...

Not slick marble, as I first thought, arranged in an ovalesque design...

But an eye.

A giant, floor-sized eye...

The eye was staring up at us... at me. An accusing glare to it. But no light... an open eye, but an unconscious one. And now, I realized the chaos, the insanity pressing around me wasn't some effect of the room, but rather the residue of the mind that belonged to this eye.

A slumbering mind.

Had it been awake, I might have instantly gone insane from the mere residue of standing so close to it.

I took another step across the giant eye, blood from my chest still dripping down and tap-tap-tapping against the iris. Deep greens, golds, forest brown—the eye had a million little refractions of light, like a horizon filled with stars. Small, glimmers of light, eons away, and yet somehow communicated in something as tiny as a pinprick.

The chaos pressing down on my thoughts nearly sent me to my knees, but I grit my teeth, stumbling forward, gasping as I did, nearly falling to my knees but shoving forward by sheer force of will.

“Let her go!” I yelled.

But Meuse was ignoring me, coaxing her daughter. “Do it, Gwyn,” she was saying in a soft, motherly tone. “Do it, and we're free. You're free, my dearest. Do it, please! Please!”

But Gwyn looked caught, frozen in indecision. She shot a nervous look towards me, desperate, the bone knife clutched in her hand.

And I could feel her mind shifting. Could feel the decade of fear, of pain coming to taunt her. To tempt her. So close to escape. So close to freedom.

To return to the world, to the arms of loved ones. To the sun, the stars, the sky. To fresh air.

No longer chased and hunted for a decade. No longer trapped in this accursed labyrinth.

And her hand, gripping the knife, began to move forward. Meuse had pushed Annie towards the altar now, holding the younger woman braced against the stone.

And Annie didn't fight. Didn't even try.

She looked so skinting tired, it nearly robbed me of my breath. Something was horribly wrong with my friend. Not just the position she know found herself in.

Something to do with that flask. Her cold skin. The black blood I'd seen when I'd first seen her bleed. The reason she didn't wear new sets of clothing. The reason she only pretended to sleep when she thought I was looking. The reason she wasn't afraid of pain, of mortality. The reason that she could use shadow... the reason her skin was now turning transparent and I could see through her.

Something I'd missed. For months... I'd missed it.

I hadn't wanted to see it.

What had been in that hexed flask, anyway?

But I had other issues now. The knife in Gwyn's trembling hand was rising, pressing under Annie's chin, the bone blade biting into tender skin. Annie barely blinked, her eyes hooded, half unconscious.

Conscious...

I'd been tasked to wake the thing beneath my feet.

Chaos... Insanity...

The unconscious Pan was all that stood between me and the death of my childhood sweetheart. Meuse was intent on her course. Gwyn had made up her mind.

I'd left my tiger's eye dagger back behind me, in the other chamber, launched by Grendel.

If I tried to extend my thoughts, to interfere with Gwyn, I'd open my mind to the effect of Pan...

But Pan himself?

He'd made promises... so had I.

I needed an ally.

And so I drove my mind like a knife, burrowing it deep into the heart of the insanity surrounding me. Deep into the thoughts of the being beneath my feet.

And then...

The room began to shake.

I drove my thoughts into the mind beneath my feet a second time, shouting as I did, “Let her go!”

But this time, they didn't have a choice. The three women by the alter stumbled, suddenly falling back and tripping over the altar. The knife was sent clattering from Gwyn's bandaged hand.

The reason was simple.

The room was shaking.

And then, the eye blinked.

It was as if a thin encasing of glass stood between us and the eyelid, beneath a two-inch protective barrier. The eyelashes of the giant eye took the form of jutting thorns similar in makeup to the thistles on the throne.

The eye blinked again. And then a low, grumbling sound filled the hall. The moonore pillars, expanding infinitely up, began to shake, to tremble. The floor cracked—the glass shattering in pieces. The altar toppled over. The throne stood resolute, motionless as if it were a stone at sea weathering a sudden, violent storm.

And then, the madness came.

I had enough warning, enough forethought to defend my mind, withdraw my extended consciousness and hunker down in my own subconscious.

If I'd been trying anything else, if I'd left my thoughts open, I'd have gone insane.

The women weren't in nearly the same danger. As a Wit, I had a particular sensitivity and vulnerability to mind-affecting auras.

But the women couldn't resist at least some of the effect. Meuse clutched at her head, her skeletal hands clutching tight. Gwyn was shouting, rolling on the ground, closing her eyes and clenching her fists.

Annie didn't seem affected, though. My friend was leaning against the altar, quiet and silent, a gash in her forehead from where she'd struck the granite. Blood poured from the wound.

Black blood. The same, dark hue as I remembered from before.

And now, I knew I could see through my friend's skin to the gray stone behind her. But she rested, her head leaning back, the prickling hair brushing the surface of the toppled altar.

And for a moment, none of us managed to regain our feet. The room continued to tremble. The roar shook the pillars. Glass cracked, shattering. Shards tumbling down around us now, from the walls, like scales peeling from a fish.

The clatter of the glass, the cracking of the walkways, the tinkling sound of pieces of fragmented moonore tapping like hailstones only joined in the chaos of the mind.

My nose bled, and warm liquid slipped down my lip. I lay hunkered against the ground, hands over my head, gasping as I remained motionless, desperately wishing for the chaos to pass.

“Gwyn!” the voice screeched.

And suddenly, Gwyn, the daughter of Baron O'Shea, panicked. She tried to rise to her feet but fell again. Vines whipped out from the throne, thorns attached to the vines, attempting to snare the mobster's daughter. But her bandages were off now. And any time a vine lashed out, she would catch it, turning it instantly to gold.

Where the golden vines weighed heavy, they fell, thunking to the ground.

The eye blinked again.

Soon, the entire room would collapse on us. Chunks of moonore the size of my head were now pelting the floor. The throne itself was now extending more vines, spiky arms attempting to wrap us all in a noose of pain. Nothing we did would stop it.

Nothing I could do to prevent our inevitable death, except to scream.

“Pan! I've come to return your Minotaur! Just as agreed! Gwyn too!”

My voice belted out. I didn't bother to project my thoughts. I was too scared what would happen if I used my Wit in this maddening aura.

Bleeding from my chest, pain in my bones, terror in my heart, and my throat rasping from the scream. All I could really pay attention to, though, was Annie.

Motionless. Exhausted. An echo of herself.

What had I missed? What had I failed to see?

I managed to struggle to my feet, and a collapsing piece of moonore from the infinite pillars nearly flattened me.

“Pan! The deal! We had a deal!” I screamed.

And suddenly, the echoing scream, the thundering sound quieted. The shaking of the room turned to a rumble, a tremble. Then stillness.

Then silence.

And around us, shards of glass, chunks of glowing moonore like stars plucked from the sky, or meteorites left to illuminate our feet.

No sound of huntsmen now. No sound of dragons.

No sound of Grendel.

No sound at all.

Nothing except the heavy breathing of Meuse, Gwyn and myself.

Annie completely quiet.

And then... a deep, echoing, rumbling voice. A voice that brought to mind late night revelry in streams and rivers of purple wine. A voice that shook the already shattered and dislodged pieces of rubble, sending them trembling across the floor.

The promises Pan had made to me—to make me a twitalent—in exchange for my aid were now very much a secondary issue.

The room was collapsing around us, though.

No doors in... also meant no doors out.

I stumbled to my feet as more chunks of moonore from the infinite tower continued to pummel the ground, sending glass scattering. The room shook, trembling. The sound of shouting echoed in the air, but I couldn't quite place the origin.

I reached the altar where Annie's head reclined.

She was looking at me now, her eyes fluttering. She let out a shaking breath as I dropped next to her, panic in my gaze.

I reached out, touching her skin, which was nearly translucent now. Her skin was cold, and my fingers wafted through portions of her arm, as if it were made of smoke.

“Annie!” I yelled. “Annie, what's wrong with you!” My shouts echoed in the shaking room.

Pan clearly wasn't interested in my entreaties. His rage was taking the place of his word. Perhaps he would grant me the twitalent he'd promised, the escape... Though he very well could grant it to a dead man.

And now, as my heart thundered in my chest and my eyes found Annie's, I also tried to cage my thoughts, to protect my mind from the madness apparent all around me.

“Leon,” she whispered, tears streaking her cheeks. “I... I need you to forgive me.”

“Why?” I called. “Annie! This whole place is going to collapse. Get up—we have to hide! The debris will kill us!” Even as I said it, a chunk of moonore the size of a basketball slammed into the altar, shattering it.

But Annie didn't rise. Didn't move at all. She just watched me, quiet, sad, silent.

And as the debris continued to rain down, my heart found my throat. I tried to tug her to her feet, but again, my fingers seemed to slip through her skin like smoke.

“I-I don't understand!” I said, staring at her arm, then staring up at her.

Even her thoughts were fading things. Meuse was shouting now too, holding on to her daughter's arm. I glanced over towards where Gwyn had been struck by a projectile. She lay amidst shattered glass and chunks of moonore, unconscious.

But Meuse's eyes were on Annie. “You know what you have to do!” the witch screamed. “You have to! For the sake of him! You love him? Don't you?”

I snarled, trying to shut out the witch's voice, still sheltering by the altar as everything around me was shaken horribly. I wanted to crawl under the altar, to hide, but the collapse continued in an unceasing staccato.

Tears continued to trace down Annie's cheeks, and the panic in my heart was now rising. I spotted something in her hand, then.

I stared.

The bone knife Gwyn had dropped.

“Annie...” I said slowly. “Annie!”

She looked at me, quiet, calm. She was always calm in the heart of danger. Fearless... She had never much feared death. Or any sort of danger. Not unless I was in harm's way.

And now, the witch's words made sense. “No!” I yelled. I lunged in, reaching for Annie's wrist, but she pulled away. Her movements were slow, weak.

However a jarring shake of the room knocked me off course, and I missed her arm.

“Leon... it's going to be okay,” she whispered softly.

“Don't be insane!” I screamed. “Come on! We can get out of here. Just come with me.”

“There's no way out!” Meuse screamed. “There's no way, girl! Do what must be done!”

“Shut up!” I snarled at her.

Annie, though, shook her head. “My blood will work,” Annie murmured. “Meuse already told me. Even though... even though I'm not alive. My blood will work. A mortal's death...” She gave a morbid little shake of her head.

For a brief moment, a spark returned to her eyes as she held my gaze. She didn't look away but, rather, stared directly into my eyes, and she murmured, “It's been the joy of my life to know you, Leon.” She smiled. A genuine, warm smile.

“Annie! We can find another way—don't be daft!”

She waved airily and jerked the bone knife away again as I reached across her, trying to snag it. I grabbed the hilt, but she pushed at me, and I didn't want to injure her, my motions attempting to be tender and desperate at the same time. She pulled the knife away again, and her next words stopped me in my tracks.

“I'm already dead, Leon.”

“No, you're not! I can find another flask! Whatever is in it. Kay will know!”

“No, Leon... I'm already dead.”

For a moment, it was as if the rumbling of the room diminished in my perception and faded to the background. I blinked a few times, shaking my head, certain I wasn't understanding. “What?” I demanded.

She said, “I'm already dead... I couldn't tell you. I... I didn't know how. The flask,” she whispered, and I leaned in to hear, “carried the only thing that kept me to this place.” She wrinkled her nose. “I never wanted to know what was in it... I feared the answer. What substance keeps a ghost corporeal, after all?”

I stared at her. “What?”

“I'm a ghost, Leon. I've been a ghost. I've been dead for twenty years...” She spoke slowly, methodically, as if having rehearsed the lines a million times. “I'm already dead, just lingering... the elixir in the flask is only found in the Twilight Citadel. Only with the saboteurs. It's what keeps me from fading, Leon... but now... It's too late.”

“I can save you!” I screamed at her, my confusion being replaced by sheer terror. Echoes of my own realization... my sacrifice. I couldn't save the world... But I had to save her.

“You don't understand. Leon... I'm already gone. I died years and years ago. They killed me. It's one of the first steps to becoming a saboteur. We're fully dead but half corporeal. The elixir keeps us here. Don't you see?” Another soft, sad smile.

My eyes bugged. Moonore bounced off my shoulders and I cursed, ducking reflexively. But the bruise would remain.

It didn't make sense. I didn't understand. What did she mean? A ghost? She wasn't a ghost...

I thought of her cold skin. The black blood. I thought of the fearlessness. I thought of her shadows, her manipulating them. Her sleeplessness. Her clothing always being the same. I thought of the elixir.

And then it all settled on me. The horror striking at once, forming a slow, dreadful certainty.

The terror followed.

“You're... you're not a...”

I could see the embarrassment in her eyes. The shame in her expression. “I so wanted it to be real, Leon,” she whispered, the tears still streaming. “I wanted it more than anything... I'm so sorry for lying... I... I just couldn't tell you. I couldn't... How could I?” she sobbed now, staring, looking away again.

And then she sighed, she whispered. “I'm dead already. But the witch says my blood will work. The altar will lead you home. Leon... go home, okay? I love you.” She smiled, and then she raised the bone dagger.

I screamed, lunging at her, but she moved faster.

The knife flashed, burying into her chest. Her head toppled sideways, resting against the altar. Blood—black as tar—poured from her wound. Poured down her chest, staining her translucent clothing. Annie's smile faded. Her head lolled to the side.

And then she stopped breathing.

Blood continued to pour. It struck the altar.

The final trial—the death of a mortal. A death from twenty years ago only finally being released from this earth.

And Annie's blood touched the stone.

Pan's roaring, the rumbling room, the earthquake—all of it faded.

And suddenly, a flash of light. A sudden rumble in the distance. My stomach twisted.

And everything vanished.

I emerged once more, standing in the grass near the gas station where we'd all convened before touching the soul gem.

Desperate gasping, a dull thump. I turned sharply, panicked, staring at where the witch and Gwyn emerged, appearing near the gas pumps.

I looked away from them—as indifferent to their existence as a soul might possibly be.

My gaze searched for her... for Annie.

But she was nowhere...

She was gone.

She was dead.

No... no, worse.

She'd been dead.

I just stared now, bleeding myself, my chest throbbing, my shoulder in pain. “Where's the gemstone!” I screamed. I rounded on Meuse, thundering towards her, footsteps pounding. “Give it to me!”

“It's gone!” Meuse yelled, her eyes wide. “Gone—only a single use!”

I grabbed her by the shawl, my fist tight. Her eyes widened in fear, staring at me. Her fingers tried to break my grip. My breathing came in irregular huffs. I cursed, looking one way then the other. I dropped to my knees, moaning at the ground, shaking my head in horror. “No... no...” My fingers slipped from her bone-tassled shawl.

I tried to project my mind every which way, trying to find Annie. To find Pan. To find the chamber with the altar. But it was all gone, like a dream. A mirage.

Annie was gone.

Annie... was...

Gone.

I opened my mouth, but couldn't speak. Such an odd realization to find so, so very little energy that one cannot even utter words. Meuse took a hurried step away from me, brushing at her shawl, breathing rapidly, nostrils flaring. But I was no longer looking at her. My eyes only found the dirt, the grass where I knelt.

We'd escaped the Labyrinth.

The impossible maze. We'd made it out.

And Meuse had been telling the truth. Annie hadn't died in the Labyrinth. She'd already been dead. And one I'd loved hadn't returned alive.

I didn't look at Meuse or Gwyn, who stood a few paces off from her mother, stunned. I couldn't watch, though. I didn't care to... Instead, I slumped to my knees. Staring at the ground, my mouth open, my breath quick.

I didn't cry.

To cry would be to admit defeat.

In that moment, my thoughts weren't those of pain or regret or loss...

There was no more room for those. I slumped, my shoulders hunching, wishing desperately Nimue had been there with me. She would've known what to do.

I had to be strong... I couldn't save the world. I knew that. Of course I knew that. The Labyrinth had given me that gift. The knowledge of my inability to save the world. But...

But it allowed me to focus.

And I had to.

Deep breath, in, out, gasping. Fingers up, wiping at my tears, streaking mud along my face very much in the same way Grendel so often did. An errant, passing thought. A throwaway thought really... But would Pan fulfill his promise of twi-talent? I'd woken him. Returned his minotaur. And there'd been an altar sacrifice in the room where he'd been trapped. Perhaps he'd escaped also... Though I couldn't see him.

I inhaled deeply now, trying to calm. Fear wouldn't help. Panic wouldn't help.

Only action.

I could fix this. My hand bunched at my side.

And I knew exactly how.

Her soul... Annie's soul would return to the ones she'd wanted to find anyway. Her murdered angel. The angels would even now be taking her heavenbound.

But what the hells was heaven except another boundary I wasn't allowed to cross?

I didn't cry, because this wasn't over.

Annie was dead.

For now.

But as I knelt there in the grass, breathing in short puffs, I reached an unwavering conclusion.

I was going to find the celestial kingdom. I had contacts, after all. The Carpenter's Sister came to mind. But Paul Gallows had a connection to the angelic as well...

Yes... Yes, that was the way forward.

The only way.

I'd escaped the Labyrinth. I'd succeeded at waking Pan and returning his Minotaur. Twitalent? I didn't feel different. Perhaps it would come later. The gods could reach me wherever I went—Hades had just proven as much.

But now, staring off at the mountains, breathing in shallow huffs, I nodded to myself.

My mind made up.

Completely, entirely made up. It would take more cunning than I'd ever had. Take more discipline than I'd ever displayed.

But I would see it through.

I would break Annie out of heaven.

The End


The story continues with Book 7!
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The man who shook his fist at the gods, fled the depths of hell and communed with the djinn lords now plans a prison break to rival all others. 

Leonidas Rex sets out to break into heaven itself, facing the Angels of death, the Celestial warriors and more than one grudge-holding god. 

Will it take all of his allies and resources to accomplish this mission, and the prize he hopes to claim? A prize more valuable than any he's earned before. 
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