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No direction home


 


… the world is rudderless.


~Alan Moore
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“Are you sure you want to see this,
son?” Detective Grey asked. He held up a strip of yellow police tape. Flashing blue
and red lights played tricks with the shadows beneath the tall trees that lined
the street running through the heart of Kings Park.


I stifled a yawn and nodded. “Your
boys pulled me out of a perfectly good drunken stupor at two in the morning and
dragged me down here. Let’s be having it, Detective.”


Grey shrugged and motioned me under
the cordon past two uniformed officers standing guard. The grass underfoot was
soft and wet, and a low fog hung in pale wisps a few inches above the ground,
mixed with the taste of lavender and wildflowers. Kings Park at night was well
lit, but that only served to ignite the mist with an eerie glow.


I followed Grey along a meandering
path next to rows of native flora, banksias and bottlebrush, planted as a
natural barrier against the steep fall away to our left onto Mounts Bay Road.
Built on a ridge a few hundred feet above Perth, Kings Park was the largest
inner-city park in the world. The Swan River disappeared into the night far
below, bordered by the Kwinana Freeway and a steady stream of headlights, even
at this early hour.


All in all, a very odd spot for a
bit of late-night murder.


Digital camera flashes fought a war
with the red and blue emergency lights for the shadows. I was always mindful of
the dark and what could be hiding in its inky folds. The police had set up tall
halogen lamps along the path, bathing the grass in bright, artificial light.
Detective Grey’s shadow cut away from his body behind him and to the right,
across the ground. 


I looked at my feet, at something
that wasn’t there. It was not something other people generally noticed, but I
cast no shadow. I’d traded it for some magic beans and a jar of snake oil some
five years ago.


Past shenanigans...


Grey stopped me at a desk set up on
the path. He made me put on latex gloves and, over my leather shoes, disposable
booties.


“Do not touch anything,” he said.


Ahead, a group of people were
kneeling around what I assumed was a corpse lying under the boughs of a
massive, gnarled oak tree. Or from the scant details I’d gleaned on the ride
over, what was left of a corpse. The forensic folk were geared out head-to-toe
in white bodysuits and facemasks, but one woman stood apart, in just gloves and
booties like Grey and myself.


The senior detective cut a careful
path between two sets of small yellow cones—what I assumed was a cleared area,
safe to walk.


“Declan Hale, this is my partner,
Detective Annie Brie. She’s in charge of this investigation. Annie, Declan
Hale.”


I met her eyes and felt something
wonderful shiver through me—ice trickling down my spine, a touch of ecstasy for
the soul—and for a moment was at a loss for words. My Will, a font in my mind
that tapped a deep ocean of universal power, surged through my being and
reached toward this woman.


I stifled a gasp and shuddered,
putting a tight leash on the power threatening to explode through every pore in
my body. I’d only ever felt like this once before—as the Everlasting Oblivion
tore my shadow away in Atlantis. The feeling dissipated, and I regained my
focus, twice as hungover.


Brie was a tall woman with a sharp
jaw and straight black hair that framed her face. A young face—I’d put her in
her late twenties, just a few years older than me. She was Asian but perhaps on
only one side of the family. Her skin was pale, and the puffiness around her
light green eyes suggested she had been fast asleep not too long ago. 


She offered me her hand. “Nice
waistcoat, Declan Hale.”


We shook. “Thank you, Detective
Annie Brie. I think I’m going to like you.”


“Where are we at, Annie?” Grey
asked.


Brie held my gaze another few
moments before turning to her partner. “Forensics confirmed just the one
victim, Sam, but given the mess, it was hard to tell. Are we sure he should be
seeing this?” She shrugged a thumb my way.


“It’s got his name written all over
it,” Grey muttered. His smile looked skeletal and grim in the artificial light.
“Show him.”


Brie took a gentle hold of my wrist.
“Step where I step, Mr. Hale.”


She led me through a throng of
faceless men and women, masked and clinically clean, and to the edge of the
pathway that veered around the mighty oak tree. Scrawled in blood and entrails
along one of the large concrete slabs was a message.


 


:) The game is afoot, Declan Hale. Get it? 

A FOOT! Ha-ha-haar… LONG LIVE THE IMMORTAL KING! :(


 


Well, that settled it. This murder
was tied to Forget, to the mythical realms of story, possibly to Ascension City
itself, and my life as an exiled Knight Infernal. The problem with that, of
course, was that it didn’t narrow down the field of possible suspects one bit.
No. Instead of one world to hide in, whoever—or whatever—had done this had
millions. Next to the message was a human foot, ivory-blue, severed raggedly at
the ankle. A sharp shaft of white bone, snapped at the shin, protruded from the
break. The game is a foot, indeed.


I looked away from the message and
back at Detective Brie. “That’s my name.”


“Yes.”


“I take it I’m the only Declan Hale
in Perth, which is why you pulled me out of bed?”


“Yes.”


“Where’s the rest of the body?” 


Sam Grey clapped me on the shoulder.
“Look up, son.”


I looked up. Various floodlights
were positioned under the long, reaching boughs of the oak tree, illuminating the
dark canopy. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust, but when they did, I
spotted something gruesome.


A head, eyes gouged and mouth caught
in a final scream, hung pierced through the neck on one of the low-hanging
branches.


“Huh…” I said.


Now that I saw it, I couldn’t look
away. Brutally severed and bloody pieces of a man hung in the tree, as if he
had exploded and the many branches had played catch. His torso, bruised and
slick with blood, had been forced open and excavated. Whoever this poor bastard
had been, someone—something?—had removed his heart.


The missing heart rang a bell in the
back of my mind, but I couldn’t place the chime, and I was being watched far
too closely to conduct any Willful forensics.


“You think I did this?” Nothing human
did this.


The detectives stared at me, faces
blank.


“What?”


“Have you seen a lot of dead bodies
before, Mr. Hale?” Brie asked.


Did that deserve a lie? What was “a
lot”? Crimson fields littered with enough dead that not even fire could cleanse
the earth? A forest of bamboo that grew red because of all the blood the ground
had absorbed? Oceans of innocents cut down in a war that spanned not only
worlds but universes? A war I’d ended at the bloody, genocidal point of a
crystal sword. The Roseblade.


I shrugged. “Declan, please. And one
or two. You know, at funerals.”


Grey grunted and gestured at the
remains in the tree. “Only this didn’t seem to bother you very much. Don’t
think I’ve ever seen anyone so calm at a murder scene, especially one this
ghastly.”


“I’m doing my best to ward off a
well-earned but inevitable hangover, Detective.” I pressed my fingers against
my eyelids. “And trying very hard not to throw up the delicious steak I had at
Paddy’s Pub last night, on Sugar Lane near Riverwood Plaza, where I was until
closing time at midnight—drinking and not committing murder.”


Brie jotted all that down in a
little blue notebook. “No one’s accusing you of anything, Mr. Hale.” Yet.
“We’ll check your alibi, of course, but I guess you know why we called you out
here tonight.” 


“You’re the only Declan Hale in
town,” Grey said. “And we were worried that this—” he gestured to the mess of
blood and guts. “—was perhaps all that was left of you.”


“You have any enemies, Mr. Hale?”
Brie asked.


Well… “Declan, please. No, not that I know of,
Detective. I just run a bookshop and keep to myself, mostly.” An untrue truth. A
deceptive truth, Detective.


“Hmm…” She placed a hand on her hip
and offered me half a smile. “You sure? Nothing I should know about? Have you
received any threatening letters or text messages recently? Things like that
could be related.”


“Nope.” I reached into my pocket and
pulled out a battered old smartphone. Sophie had given it to me when she had
upgraded to something flashier. “Only had a phone about a month.” 


Brie touched my forearm. I
suppressed another shiver. Something about this woman was… troublesome. Images
of Clare and, worse, Tal, flashed through my mind. Both women I had lost to the
fires of Forget. Same old mistakes, brand new ways. Seconds become aeons.
I thought of the Infernal Clock and rubbed at the crescent scar on my palm.


“Thing is, we don’t often see crimes
like this, with messages in blood and all this staging. Sure, they’re everyday
in the Hollywood movies and cop shows, but in the real world… rarely, if ever.
For the killer to bother, and to name you, suggests a personal stake in the
whole affair.”


“I wish I could help.”


“Can you?” Grey asked.


What could I offer? Nothing they’d
believe—not without dragging them across universes to Ascension City, perhaps
to the heart of the Fae Palace itself, where my brother ruled as king over an
army of supremely powerful beings capable of warping and distorting the fabric
of reality. No, that would not be helpful.


“Well, although it’s a play on words
given the staging of your victim’s feet, the words in the message are actually
referencing a Sherlock Holmes story.” I cleared my throat. “‘Come, Watson,
come! The game is afoot.’ It’s a literary reference. Your killer is well read.”


Again, Brie jotted all this down,
and, again, that didn’t serve to narrow the suspect pool one bit. The realm of
Forget, entire worlds suspended along the Story Thread as if they were a
necklace of fine jewels, existed for the well-read. “Anything else?”


Something was nagging at me in the
back of my mind. That bell was still ringing, but I couldn’t quite place the
sound. A sound that made me think of my old grandfather, locked away on
Starhold. This was a message for me, from someone or something in Forget, and I
was missing the point; of that I was sure. Perhaps it was the storm clouds on
the horizon, the hangover, clouding my judgment.


I looked up again into the spooky
tree. “Where are the… innards?”


“I’m sorry?” Brie said.


“The man’s organs are missing, as far
as I can tell. His heart, at the very least.”


“We’re searching for them,” Grey
said. “But it looks as if whoever did this either killed him somewhere else and
left some parts behind or killed him here and took some parts with him.” He
paused and stroked his chin. “The blood guys believe, given the spatter
patterns on the tree and grass, that he was… pulled apart here. The killer took
the heart, Mr. Hale. God knows why.”


“Hmm… I’m sorry I can’t be of more
help.” And my stomach was doing back flips. Curse that delicious scotch. “Do
you think I could head home now before I mess up your crime scene?”


That was a poor joke, and no one
laughed.


“Come with me,” Grey said. “We’ll
need you to sign a statement before you leave.”


“Okay.” I stepped away from the bloody
message and gave Brie a parting wave. “It was a pleasure, Detective Annie
Brie.”


She tilted her head. “I’ll be seeing
you again, I’m sure.”


I tried for a smile that fell
somewhere between tired and lonely. “Lucky me.”






[bookmark: _Toc348292277]Chapter Two
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Before we left the park, I was
dragged into a command tent to give a signed statement about my whereabouts the
previous evening as well as what I’d said and done at the crime scene. It was
all very proper and by the book. As dawn crept over the horizon, Grey called it
a night and pulled me along with him. I sat dozing in the passenger seat of his
car as he drove me home just after five in the morning.


He didn’t speak on the way, and I
didn’t invite conversation. Falling in and out of sleep, I dreamt of pink fire
and crimson war. Aeons become seconds... The old motto of the Knights
Infernal wouldn’t stop rattling around my head.


Grey dropped me off out the back of
Riverwood Plaza, a tiny, quiet cobblestoned street home to a slew of small
businesses, including my bookshop, which I lived in and above. A haven of sorts
for those of us cast into exile and down on our miserable luck.


“We’ll most likely be in touch, Mr.
Hale.” Grey offered his hand. His grip was firm, calloused. “We’ve got your
number.”


“Yeah. Let me know if anyone leaves
me another love note.”


Grey considered, then nodded. “You
think there’ll be another murder?”


I got out of his car and stretched.
No folk about this early in the morning, just the cool breeze and a scent of
wet road after rain. “Let’s hope not. Farewell, Detective.”


He drove away and I ambled around
the outskirts of Riverwood Plaza, past the recently repaired fountain—which a
Voidling had blown up not too long ago—and let myself into my shop.


The first thing that always hit me
as I entered the shop was the smell of good, old books. That heady scent of
vanilla and something akin to freshly mown grass. Evanescent chandelier light
cast the maze of shelves and tiny warrens of towering books in a soft, faux
light. Navigating my shop almost required a map, the books were so many and the
roads between them so narrow and winding. I loved little nooks and crannies,
secret rooms and deep pockets. My bookshop was a labyrinth of cases and
shelves, doused in the scent of ten million pages and the creak of old leather.


I’d made this place home after the
war and my exile from Forget and all of that ugly business. Now, for the second
time in three months, it seemed Forget was bringing trouble to my door.


Murder was an ugly business—perhaps
the ugliest of business—and my head was killing me. If this was tied to Forget,
to the Knights and Ascension City, and all signs pointed toward the positive
there, then this was only the beginning, an opening salvo in a game of the
highest stakes. I was being targeted, but by whom? The last words of the bloody
message worried me somewhat.


Long live the Immortal King!


I was the Immortal King. A
name, earned in Atlantis, that had spread through the realms of Forget as
though it were wildfire, after I had seized the Infernal Clock and died for my
folly—only to be resurrected by one of the Clock’s crystal rose petals. I
rubbed at the scar across my palm yet again, where the petal had burned into my
body and brought me back to life.


Was the killer being sarcastic? A
lot of powerful people wanted me dead as well as several nation-worlds of
not-so-powerful people. I didn’t have enough to go on—not yet. Again, I had a
feeling that more pieces of the puzzle would fall into place soon. At least it
wasn’t me that had died this time.


No matter. I had to make a call and
catch a few hours sleep. In that order. If I was in danger—if the game was
afoot—then Sophie and Ethan could be, as well. 


Sophie Levy and Ethan Reilly, my only
two friends in the world. Both just shy of twenty, both very much in love with
each other. About a month ago Sophie had given me her old touch screen mobile
phone. So far the phone held three numbers—Sophie’s, Ethan’s, and Paddy’s Pub
down the road.


I called ’Phie’s phone and got her
message bank. The time was only quarter to six in the morning, after all.


“Sophie, this is Declan. There was
some unpleasantness in town last night.” What could I say over the phone? I
didn’t know how the Western Australian Police operated, but could they tap into
phone calls? I’d read enough thrillers and seen enough TV shows to be wary. “I
hope you and Ethan are taking care. I’d like to see you later on today.” That
would do. I ended the call and tossed the phone aside.


Before collapsing on the old leather
couch in my writing alcove, amidst the towering stacks of a hundred thousand
books, I poured myself a glass of water and tossed back four painkillers. More
toxins for my bulletproof liver to process, but my head was killing me. Sleep
was swift and sure and crimson.


 


*~*~*~*


 


I awoke a little after noon and
didn’t bother to open the shop for what was left of the business day. Truth be
told, I didn’t open the shop for much of anything these days. My thoughts too
often turned to Tal—or Clare—and made me a foul proprietor of books old and
new. And I didn’t like to part with my books at the best of times. At least I
had enough money, stolen from Forget after my exile, to last me a few more
steak dinners. Just one of the perks of being a Knight and hoarding fantastical
treasure from a thousand war-torn worlds.


The shop was more of a refuge—a
barrier against the night and the Void unseen. In the months since I’d last
returned to Forget, undone the Degradation, and brought Atlantis forward
through time to the Plains of Perdition—in the months since I’d died and come
back to life—I’d spent considerable time constructing a platform of many and
varied protection wards around the shop.


I didn’t want to die again, not
anytime soon, and I was as safe here as anywhere on True Earth—the real world.


So bring your murderers and your
Voidlings. Bring your Renegades and your vengeful Knights Infernal. I’ll do
what I’ve always done and stop them every damn time.


My phone buzzed on the coffee table,
next to the typewriter and between half-empty bottles of wine, scotch, and a
regrettable mix of the two. I picked it up and tapped the screen a few times.
Two missed calls and a message from Sophie.


 


Hi,
Declan. We’re @ the uni tav 

if you want to come down for a 

drink? What’s wrong?


 


It would take me ten minutes to send
a reply with the damn thing—bloody autocorrect—so I stood up instead, stretched
away the aches and pains, and shrugged into my waistcoat.


The grey coat was heavier than it
should have been, given the thin layer of material. Its extra weight came from
two sources. One, I’d imbued the cloth with several Willful protections—magical
shields, to put it crudely. I’d been stabbed twice so far this year—once
fatally—and I may have been a touch slow on the uptake, but I do tend to learn
from my mistakes. And two, the waistcoat was fitted with a special holster.


A Roper Hartley novel was tucked
into that holster, ready to be drawn at a moment’s notice. The Knights In[bookmark: _GoBack]fernal, although not averse to guns and swords, dueled often
and most effectively with weaponized words.


With books of the Story Thread.


We could pull constructs of Will
from the pages, from stories written by men and women with the talent to
harness the power at the heart of creation. Roper’s fourth novel, written by a
man long dead named John Richardson, was where I’d learned how to sew wards and
defensive enchantments into my clothing these last few months. Times were, I’d
have had an army of enchanters at my disposal to do that for me, but times
were… were times gone.


Dressed to impress, I took a sip of
scotch from an almost empty bottle on the counter and ordered a taxi to pick me
up in ten minutes from the corner just down the road. I pocketed my wallet,
stuffed with small bills and an ATM card, and my keys plus bottle opener, and
wandered across the plaza for a kebab before any other business.


You have to feed a hangover grease
and chili sauce, and I was already regretting not swallowing a few more
painkillers.


My taxi arrived on time. I jumped
into the passenger seat and off we went.


Sophie and Ethan attended university
about a quarter of an hour away in Joondalup. They had recently, in the last
month, moved into student housing together just off campus, on Lakeside Drive.
I’d gone to the housewarming, bearing a tiny cactus in a colorful pot, and
drank all the children’s booze, feeling not unlike an old hound surrounded by
young, yappy pups.


The Edith Cowan University was a
large, lush collection of modern buildings with a wonderfully cheap tavern
slapped down in the heart of the campus, next to a man-made lake. The sun
glittered off the dyed-green water, next to a half-dozen rows of neatly planted
pine trees, which stretched a good twenty meters high toward the cloudless,
blue sky. The scent of pine needles and fried food, from the pizza shop next
door, was an enjoyable mix.


Entering the tavern, I moved around
a collection of black and red couches and plastic-backed metal chairs, around a
row of three worn pool tables and made my way to the bar. The bartender, a
lovely young girl in her early twenties with blonde hair and freckles, was
wearing a summer dress striped blue and white.


I doffed an invisible hat. “Good afternoon.
Cider in the sun, I think. Can I take a bottle of strawberry and lime and a
schooner glass with ice?”


“Sure,” she said. “How are you
today?”


I’d been here enough times to be
recognized. My usual haunt was Paddy’s Pub, just down the road from my bookshop,
but I’d found myself here more and more since Ethan and Sophie moved in
together. It was a good little drinking spot, full of students who should have
been studying but seemed to know better.


“So far so good. Better for seeing
you.”


She smiled. “Do you have class
today?”


“Keep a secret? I’m not actually a
student.”


“No?” She gasped. “What are you?”


Shadowless. Forgotten. Exile.
Arbiter. Immortal. Infernal... King. “Thirsty.”


“That’ll be nine-fifty then.”


I found Sophie and Ethan sitting outside
the front of the tavern, on a small courtyard in the sun overlooking the lake
and the pine forest. Sophie saw me first and motioned me over. She was playing
with a large, bulky camera. Her pale skin and dark, red hair made her easy to
spot. A few brave ducks had waddled up the steps and were begging for pizza
scraps at the busy tables.


 “Hey, boss,” Ethan, my
unofficial apprentice, said. We shook hands. “You look like you were up all
night.”


Sophie had found Ethan earlier this
year. He was Willful but had never been recruited by either the Knights or the
Renegades. He was Unfound—due to the stretch on resources during the Tome Wars.
He had grown up never knowing why he sometimes set things on fire with a
thought or found himself levitating when he awoke of a morning.


“We’ll get to that. Let me have a
sip of this cider first.”


Ethan scratched at his scraggly
stubble and brushed a hand back through his mop of dark hair. He had a thin
face and sharp eyes but a friendly smile. He was tapping away at one of those
laptop computers I saw everywhere these days. If not for him—and Clare
Valentine—I’d have been imprisoned on Starhold above Ascension City a few
months back.


“Not like you to call,” Sophie said,
still fiddling with her camera. She pressed a button near the viewfinder and
the back panel sprang open. She inserted a cartridge of film, and it nestled
into place with a satisfying click. “Smile, Declan.”


I did no such thing. The camera
flashed and spat out a square Polaroid, which developed quickly in the sun.


“That’s not actually half bad,”
Sophie said. “A little sullen and brooding, but we should scan this and set you
up on Facebook—find you some friends.”


“Facebook?”


Ethan scoffed. “You mean you’re not
on it?” He tapped away at his laptop and spun the device around to face me.


I glanced at the screen and did a
double take. “Is that… is that an image of the Fae Palace in Ascension City?”


“I snapped that shot last summer on
my phone, just after we took off in that cruiser and saved you from Starhold.
Set it as my profile pic when we got back from Forget.”


“You’re… not kidding.”


“People just think it’s from a movie
or something.”


Sophie slipped her photo of me into
a special, slim wallet of similar photographs. The album was bulging with shots
she’d taken. 


“Guess you’ve found yourself a
hobby.” I refilled my schooner with delicious cider.


“So, what was your phone call all
about this morning?” she asked. “You don’t call. Ever. Should I be worried?”


I took a long sip and then filled
them both in on the details—the gruesome murder, the bloody message, and the
likelihood that I was being targeted in some nefarious, otherworldly plot.


“I saw that on the news this
morning. Not the message with your name, but the murder. Christ, what can pull
a man apart like that?” Ethan asked. He kept his voice low, mindful of the
people at nearby tables. Our conversation wasn’t exactly sunny-cider chatter.


“A whole slew of things, actually,”
Sophie said. “We study the bestiaries during our first few years at the Infernal
Academy. Everything from angels to demons to monsters to… things that have no
real classification.”


“Forget is big,” I said. “Infinitely
so. This creature, whatever it is, could be something the Knights have seen
before, or it could be something entirely new. The fact that it’s here, on True
Earth, perhaps favors the former explanation. Only the really nasty stuff, the loud
stuff, can cross universal boundaries and navigate the Void and the Story
Thread.”


“Well, it has to be something
clever, doesn’t it? If it can leave you messages,” Ethan said.


Sophie nodded her agreement. “What
do you think it is?”


“Honestly? No idea. Despite the
mess, it’s too clinical for something cheap and nasty. I keep stumbling
over the fact that whatever killed the man took his heart. That’s mighty
troublin’, but I’m not sure why. If we had access to the Forgetful Library and
the catalogues of Certain Nightmare I could… but we don’t.”


Sophie stared at me. “You’re not
thinking about going back to Ascension City again, are you?”


“Always,” I said. “But not any time
soon. We’ve problems enough here in Perth without pissing off my brother.”


Across the balcony, following the
steel railing over to the limestone steps that led down to the lake, a familiar
figure walked up and onto our little courtyard.


Dressed in a pair of blue jeans, a
white blouse, and a brown leather jacket, Detective Annie Brie strolled
purposefully toward me. Her hands were safe inside her pockets, and she wore a
pair of dark sunglasses, framed by her straight raven-black hair.


I felt something, a tingle of
anticipation, as she drew level with our table and gave me a small wave. “Hello
again, Mr. Hale.”


“Detective.” I stood to meet her and
took her hand. One of the hungry ducks circling our table quacked indignation.
“You are a lovely surprise. Care to join us?”


“I will, yes.” She took a seat next
to me at the table, on a spare circular bar stool.


I made introductions. “Sophie,
Ethan, this is Detective Brie. I have a sneaking suspicion that she may have
followed me here today.”


Brie shrugged and offered me a smile
that didn’t feel real. “We’re keeping an eye on you, yes. For your own
protection, you understand.”


“Ah, not a social visit then?”


“No, we’d like you to come in—to
Joondalup Police Station, just down the road, and answer some more questions.”


“And so they sent the young, pretty
one to persuade me? For shame. Detective Grey most likely would’ve hauled me in
by the ear by now, hmm?”


Brie folded her hands over her lap.
“You’re not under arrest, Mr. Hale. But we do need you to answer some more—”


“Call me Declan, please. And have a
drink with us, Annie Brie.” I sipped at my schooner of delicious pink cider.
“Swim in the chaotic seas of infinity, stretched thin along a canvas of
corruptible reality, and wonder with me if this truly is as good as it gets.”


“What did you just say?”


“Declan does that,” Sophie said, and
held the Polaroid camera up to her eye again. “Spouts the poetic nonsense of
the long–suffering. You two look good together. Smile.”


A bright flash lit up the afternoon
and ’Phie’s camera spat out another picture. She handed it to Brie.


We watched the picture develop
slowly, fading from black to life. It showed the detective and I seated
together on our bar stools. I was leaning in toward her, and she sat straight
and proper—as you do around new people—with a carefully composed face baring
just the hint of a smile. Brie’s shadow stretched up the wall behind her as the
early afternoon sun began a slow fall toward the west.


Mine did not.


I wondered, with not too much worry,
if she would notice.


“So, how about that drink, Detective
Brie? This strawberry and lime cider is deelicious.”


Brie looked at me over the rim of
her sunglasses. “I’m more of a wild berry girl, Mr. Hale.”


“Known you half a day, and you’re
already breaking my heart.” I sighed and raised my glass. “Well, cheers
anyway.”


The schooner exploded in my hand and
a shower of ice, cider, and glass lacerated my palm. Something hard hit me in the
chest like a sledgehammer and I was knocked back off my stool and into the wall
behind me. Away in the distance, I heard a loud snap as though a car had
backfired.


I saw stars and struggled to draw a
breath, slumped against the wall. The air had been pushed from my lungs. One of
the ducks flapped its wings angrily at me a few feet away. Another snap
cut through the air, and the bird exploded much like my delicious cider had.


“Duck!” Brie yelled, throwing herself to the concrete
behind the table.


“It sure was…” I muttered, staring
at what was left of the poor creature.


Ethan and Sophie, not averse to
danger, scampered inside, abandoning their various cameras and laptops as the
tavern’s other patrons just began to react—to scream and run.


Someone was taking shots at me.


This wasn’t the first time, but it
was the first time in a long time. 


I looked down at my chest. My
reinforced waistcoat shimmered with a dull blue light. A heavy chunk of hot
lead had flattened against the left breast pocket. It fell to the ground with a
clunk. If not for the Willful protections, I’d have found out once and for all
just how immortal the Infernal Clock had made me.


The pain blossoming across my chest
felt a lot like mortality.


This was a sobering thought and made
me thirsty. I made it to my knees and reached up onto the table to retrieve my
bottle of cider, still half-full. No sense seeing it going to waste.


All of this happened in a few
seconds, and Detective Brie acted with a lot more self-preservation than I. She
hurled her shoulder into the large table and knocked it over, shielding us both
behind the thick tabletop. Perhaps not enough to stop another bullet, but the
shooter wouldn’t be able to see us anymore.


“Are you hit?” she yelled. Her service weapon—a
slick, dark pistol—looked out of place in her small hands. “Hale, are you
okay?”


I took a drink. “I’m okay, I think.”


She stared at me for a moment, and
although I couldn’t see her eyes behind her dark sunglasses, I sensed a
thousand questions burning through her mind. Brie shook her head and snapped
open her phone just as another shot slammed into the table. The bullet didn’t
make it through the heavy wood, but a spray of white splinters erupted from the
underside.


As Brie called for backup, I peeked
around the table’s edge to see what I could see. We were surrounded on all
sides by several tall buildings just across the lake and beyond the tiny pine
forest. People were scattering every which way, diving for cover. The shooter,
whoever he was, could have been anywhere. But given where he had hit me and the
duck, he—or she—was most likely on the roof of the building across the lake.
The angle was right.


I ducked my head back under cover
just as another shot pinged off the metal rim of the table and ricocheted into
the wall. Chunks of red brick stung my cheek.


“Stay down!” Brie ordered.


“Yes, ma’am.” I finished the bottle
of cider in one long slug and noticed the Polaroid picture of the detective and
I had fluttered to the floor by my knee. I picked it up and shoved it into my
pocket.


“Declan!” Sophie called from inside.
“Shield’s up. You can make a run for it now!”


“Grand. Come along, Detective.”


I stood up and saw a strange thing.
The air shimmered across the center of the courtyard. Sophie’s shield was
near-invisible, which was for the best, as I could only explain so much so
quickly, and Brie was going to have a hard enough time believing me innocent of
anything after all this.


“Are you mad? Get down!” She grabbed
at my arm and pulled me a staggering step to the side. She was surprisingly
strong.


Another shot cracked through the air
and hit Sophie’s shield. Her Will held strong, and a dozen concentric ripples
spread out from the impact, shining ever-so-briefly silver in midair. A
high-caliber pebble, traveling at the speed of sound, cast on still waters.


I turned my arm in Brie’s hand and
grasped her forearm. She was strong, but I was stronger. I pulled her inside
and out of any and all lines of sight.


Inside the bar most of the patrons
were making a quick and mad exit out the rear door on the other side of the
building. Sophie kneeled next to the pool table, her hand pressed against the
beer-soaked green carpet. A faint, luminescent glow spread between her fingers.


“Ethan?” I asked.


“He went out the front,” Sophie
said, maintaining her shield to protect those still out in the courtyard. “If I
know him, he’s circling round the back of the lake to find this bastard.”


To hear Sophie curse was rare. I
offered her a crooked smile. “Better get after him then.”


“Yes, please. Don’t let him die.”


“Hold on a minute—” Brie began,
reaching for my arm again.


I stepped back and turned to run.


“Hale, stop!”


Her gun came up, but I didn’t
believe for a second that she would shoot me in the back. I set off at a quick
jog out the front of the pub, darting past the pizza shop and a hairdresser’s
and along the outer rim of buildings that led down to the lake.


The tick-tick of flat heels clipped
the path behind me. Annie Brie was keeping me in her sights.


A heavy crowd moved around the lake.
Some of the people were running from the tavern while others were just looking
around curiously—they knew something was wrong, that something in the air felt
off, but were oblivious to the danger. A crowd was good. I could get lost in a
crowd.


Brie caught up with me—she was in a
lot better shape and a lot less hung-over—and cast a quick, worried glance in
my direction.


“Shooter has to be in this
building,” I said, pointing at the one I’d picked out at the tavern directly
across the small lake. We were about fifty meters away and closing. “If he
hasn’t already fled, then he’d have to come down through the interior, don’t
you think? There are no adjoining buildings, and I can’t see external access.”


“Who are you?” Brie asked.
She had holstered her weapon, which was smart—for now. “Tell me again how you
manage a small bookshop.”


“Later. Let’s go bag ourselves a
perp.”


“You know the police don’t actually
say that,” she said between steady, deep breaths.


“No? Fuckin’ Hollywood.”
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Brie and I ran up the steps of
Engineering Building 23, according to the frosted letters on the double glass
doors. We’d outpaced the crowds around the lake, and things were quiet this
side of the university.


A few people stood on the steps, shielding
their eyes against the sun and staring at the tavern. Of Ethan there was no
sign, but this building had the right feel to it. The man who had shot me was
here—I knew it. Call that knowing a sixth sense, a tingle of Will, born through
years of war and brutal training at the Infernal Academy.


Trying to kill me from a distance
like that…. Well, it was smart, I guess. I had a helluva track record for
surviving close encounters with killers—save for one small blemish in the heart
of Atlantis three months ago. If he was a hired gun, a normal human with no
ties to Forget, then he would have to escape the old fashioned way.


But if he was Willful, which was
actually much more likely given that he was targeting me, then he may have
already escaped. A Knight or a Renegade could have used any novel of the Story
Thread to slip out of this world and into another. The shooter could have been
a thousand universes away already.


The automatic doors slid open on
silent hinges, and a cool blast of chilled air washed over Brie and me,
dispersing the sticky heat of the day. Our footsteps echoed loudly on clean
marble floors.


I looked at the detective, and she
drew her sidearm again.


The lobby was a wide-open space,
well lit, with a set of polished wooden stairs leading up to the second floor
opposite a bank of clear glass elevators. It was also deserted. Not a soul in
sight. From the center of the lobby, I looked up and could see all the way
through the heart of the building to the top floor, about five stories high.


“Quiet, don’t you think?” I
muttered.


A loud thump echoed from above,
shattering the silence. Brie snapped her head up just as two figures impacted
against the waist-high barrier on the third floor. I caught a flash of dark
hair and a bald, tattooed head. With a sharp cry, the brawling pair tumbled over
the barrier, ten meters up.


Brie gasped, and I pulled us both a
careful step back as the two men plummeted down through the air and struck the
floor at our feet. The larger, bald man hit first, and Ethan—bless his quick
thinking—landed on top of him. A long, black duffel bag hit the floor nearby.


Ethan rolled off the bald man with a
groan. His lip was bloody, and it looked as though he’d taken one awesome right
hook to his left eye, which was swelling shut fast. His good eye focused on me,
and he made a dismissive gesture with his hand.


“He’s all yours, boss.”


Baldy was dressed in a simple pair
of jeans and an Army surplus–green jacket. He shuffled away from Ethan, dragging
himself with his palms. A steady trickle of blood dribbled down his chin from
his mouth. If this was our shooter, then I hoped something vital was bleeding. 


Surprising Brie and me both, he spun
on his leg and made it to one knee.


“Don’t move!” Brie said, raising her
gun to cover the man.


Baldy thought about it, and I saw
the look on his face and knew what was going to happen next. His eyes narrowed,
survival mode kicked in, and his lips pulled back from his bloodied teeth in a
snarl. I’d seen that look in the eyes of a hundred Renegades—men and women I’d
killed during the Tome Wars. I’d seen it in King Morpheus Renegade’s eyes when
I’d pierced his heart with the Roseblade atop the highest tower in Atlantis,
and I’d seen it in the eyes of his Immortal Queen, Emily Grace, as she had
kicked me broken and bleeding from the top of that same tower.


His hand slipped lightning-fast into
his jacket and emerged carrying a cold, silver pistol. Baldy swung the gun
around, toward Brie. My palms burst to life with ethereal, Willful light—


A clear shot rang out and echoed
through the lobby.


The bullet took my would-be-assassin
right between the eyes. His head snapped back, and a spray of gore—blood, bone,
and brain—exited his skull.


He died before he hit the floor.


Detective Brie whimpered—a small,
lonely sound somewhere between a cry and a gasp—and swayed on the spot. I
banished the Will from my palms before she saw it and made to catch her, but
she steadied herself and kept her gun aimed at Baldy.


The commotion had finally brought
people out of the lecture theatres and workshops adjoining the lobby. Brie
ordered them back, securing the scene as she had been taught, and approached
Baldy with caution. She kicked the silver gun from his hand and across the
marble floor to his duffel bag, which most likely held the rifle he’d used to
kill a duck not five minutes ago.


“You,” Brie said and pointed a
severe finger at me. A slight tremble to her voice, as if she were on the verge
of tears, made me pause. “Don’t you dare go anywhere.”


“No, ma’am.”


She holstered her weapon and flipped
open her phone. I could already hear sirens in the distance, from the call
she’d made back at the tavern.


Ethan was sitting up, holding his
head in his hands. I kept a careful eye on my surroundings, in case Baldy
wasn’t working alone, and kneeled down next to my apprentice.


“How you feeling?” I asked.


Ethan looked up. His left eye was
fused shut, and he was drawing low, ragged breaths. “Think I broke a rib,” he
wheezed. “Or three.”


I gave him a gentle pat on the
shoulder. “I’d heal it, but we’re being watched. We’ll get Sophie to tend to
you later.”


He mumbled something
incomprehensible that sounded a lot like a string of violent curses.


“Well, that’s what you get for
chasing down men with guns.”


“Took the elevator to the fifth
floor,” he said. “The doors opened and there he was… He knew I knew soon as our
eyes met. Chased him down two floors and… Did I do good?”


“I’d give it a six out of ten, to be
honest. Your form was sloppy, but you did stick the landing.”


Ethan chuckled and then winced. “Ow…
ow… Don’t make me laugh, you bastard.”


“Chin up,” I said, as Brie put her
phone away and began to walk our way. “I’ll teach you something cool next Will
lesson as a reward, hmm?”


“How is he?” Brie asked, one hand on
her hip.


Ethan waved her concern away and
tried to stand. I forced him back down with little effort. Quite a crowd was
gathering on the outskirts of our little crime scene. What seemed like a
thousand smart phones were snapping pictures and, from what I understood of the
damn things, recording video.


“How are you, Detective?” I asked.
That hand on her hip was pale, clenched, and shaking. Her olive skin was a
pasty shade of white. “Let me find you a seat…”


“Just stay where you are, Mr. Hale,”
she said, swallowing hard. “Grey and the uniforms will be here soon. You—you’ll
have to give another statement and perhaps explain why killers are leaving you
messages in blood by night, and trying to shoot you by day.”


“I don’t—”


“Stop,” she said, and raised her
palm. “Just don’t.”


I nodded, got to my feet, and
crossed my hands behind my back. “Do you think this chap here is our killer
from last night?” I didn’t think any such thing, but keeping her talking was
good. Whatever had killed that man in Kings Park hadn’t been human. The
ferocity and the Forget-themed message were testament enough to that.


“I can’t know that, can I?” she
snapped. “Sorry. I’m just… I’ve never…”


Brie trailed away and I wanted to
reach out and touch her forearm, offer some comfort, but that felt too
friendly, given the nature of our relationship to date. “You’ve never had to
use your weapon before.”


Brie stared at what was left of
Baldy’s head, lying in a widening pool of blood, and nodded. “No. No, I haven’t.”


Taking a life was… hard. And that’s
coming from a man responsible for the direct death of millions. Destroying
something living, however corrupt or evil, is numbing. Every creature in the
universe is born knowing right from wrong—my grandfather told me that, once
upon a time—and killing, however justified, is wrong on a fundamental level.
The deliberate act of ending someone else’s life was morally reprehensible,
even in self-defense.


But then morals are all well and
good in theory. In the real world, in all the real worlds, we sometimes could
not afford the luxury of morality. Or a good night’s sleep.


“Kill or be killed,” I said gently.
“You did the right thing.”


Brie met my gaze, and her eyes did
not waver, or blink, for a long moment.


“To protect the innocent,” I
continued. “To ensure the least amount of life lost—yours, mine, Ethan’s—you
did the right thing.”


“I’m not sure how innocent you are,
Mr. Hale.”


Police detectives were trained to
read people. I guess half a day was all this sassy young detective needed to
size me up. She had my number, through and through. A wailing evacuation siren
began to stream through invisible speakers overhead and all across the
university.


It had only taken about twenty
minutes, but someone had decided a gunman on campus was cause to evacuate. Most
of the crowd in the lobby shuffled back into their lecture theaters, collecting
bags before heeding the warning. A lot stayed put, still gawking at the dead
man.


About five minutes later, a cadre of
uniformed officers stormed into Engineering Building 23 and closed down the
crime scene. They cleared out the lobby and strung that yellow caution tape
around things, looking busy and important. A couple of paramedics hauled Ethan
onto a stretcher and took him away.


After that, things happened very
quickly. A group of detectives from Joondalup Police Station, just two minutes
from the university, took Brie aside and bombarded her with questions. I was
left with a “protective” guard of two uniformed men, given that the shooter had
been aiming at me. I was no fool—they were there to ensure I didn’t slip away
during the chaos. They sat me down on a cool metal bench alongside the
automatic doors.


Senior Detective Sam Grey, the man
who had driven me home just that morning, strode into the building in a finely
pressed suit a quarter of an hour later. His reading glasses rested on the
bridge of his nose, just below his snowy white hair. He took one look at Baldy
and gave me a curt, appraising nod, before rescuing Brie from her colleagues and
finally sitting her down in a row of chairs underneath the stairs.


A cup of steaming coffee appeared
from somewhere and made it into the young detective’s hands. A splash of scotch
probably would not have gone amiss either. Alas, all my bottles were at home.


Eventually, Grey made his way over
to me and took a seat just to my left. He motioned the two officers away and
took off his glasses, cleaning them on the cuff of his suit jacket. I thought I
caught a glimmer of something that could have been friendly in his eyes.


We sat that way for a long moment.


“Nasty business,” he said.


“Yes.”


“Thirty years as a detective, and
I’ve never had to draw my service revolver. Not once.”


“That’s a good record.”


“Annie—that is, Detective Brie, has
been a detective for six months.”


“A not-so-good record, but at least
she’s still alive.”


“Yes,” he agreed. “Now would you
care to explain, Mr. Hale, how you find yourself at the center of two major
crime scenes inside of twelve hours?”


Straight to the heart of the
matter—I liked that. Too much bullshitting in the world, if you ask me. “What?
You’re not going to play ‘good cop, bad cop’?”


“I’m an old cop, son. I don’t play
games.”


“In all honesty, I can’t explain
it.” 


Which was the truth, in a way. A poor
truth. I couldn’t explain the bloody message or this latest attempt on my life.
I’d not sensed a drop of Will in Baldy before he’d died, which made him just a
normal human unless he was masking his Will—which made no sense because he
could’ve escaped with it. Or killed us all in a variety of ways easier than a
bullet.


“I’ve been looking into you all
morning,” Grey continued. “You moved to Perth five and a half years ago. I
can’t place that accent of yours, and there’s no real record of you beyond
property purchase deeds, a bank account, and your utility bills stretching back
those same five and a half years. You don’t have a driver’s licence, which for
a big place like Western Australia is odd, and as far as I can tell you don’t
use the Internet—which, for a young man these days, is odder still. You file a
tax return every year, but that bookshop of yours runs at a significant loss.”
He placed his glasses back on his face. “Care to fill in a few blanks for me,
Mr. Hale?”


“Okay, you got me, I’m an alien. I
arrived on your planet five years ago to drink your women and sleep with your
scotch.” Grey stared at me. Something in his eyes became a few degrees colder.
“Sorry. I’m sorry. I do that sometimes, make light of things around tragedy.
It’s a flaw and I’m working on it.”


“Do you have any family in Perth?”


“No. I’ve no family in Perth.”


“Overseas?”


“As far as I know, it’s just me on
this big, blue marble. My father is dead, and I never knew my mother.” 


Another poor truth. All I knew of
her was her name—Maria Hale. Whenever I thought of her, I thought of ambrosia
and dark, red lipstick. As far as I knew, she had abandoned my father and me
when I was two. Walter Hale had fathered another son years before all that, and
that strapping young man had grown up to become the current High Lord and King
of the Knights Infernal, Jon Faraday, who had taken his mother’s name. Walter
Hale had been killed in a Renegade skirmish when I was six.


So my living family, what I knew of
it, added up to one older half-brother and my father’s father, Aloysius
Hale—who had been imprisoned for my sins at the end of the Tome Wars nearly six
years ago now. They both lived in another universe, a sparkling jewel of the
Story Thread—Ascension City.


The heart of Forget.


“What was your father’s name?” Grey
asked.


I told him and he jotted it down in
his notebook. These detectives did love their notebooks. Doubtful there would
be much in the way of records on the man. He was born on True Earth, just like
me, but had spent most of his life in Ascension City. Just like me.


“What are you involved in, Mr. Hale?
Are you doing something illegal? Are you in trouble? Whatever it is, people are
dying, and you need to tell me.”


“I’m afraid there’s nothing to tell,
sir.” Brie was sitting alone now, staring at the wall with her coffee mug
clutched between her hands.


“Most people—most civilians—run away
from gunfire, from danger. You—and that young lad, Ethan Reilly—headed straight
for it. Unarmed and, if Detective Brie hadn’t been here, most likely to your
deaths. What on earth possessed you to do that?”


I kept my silence and simply
shrugged. Only so much dumb I could play, so many times I could lie and avoid
the sordid truth. A truth this old detective would not believe, not this side
of the Story Thread. Here in the real world, magical powers and Forget usually
created more problems than they solved, at least when it came to explaining
their existence.


I was exiled here—I had nowhere else
to go. If I were to become a wanted man in Australia, then I’d have to flee.
But where? To Forget? To return home to Ascension City was to covet death. If
found by the Knights, I’d be imprisoned at the very least, if not executed. If
found by the Renegades, death was certain. A life on the run did not hold much
appeal.


Someone was intentionally backing me
into a corner, and that didn’t sit right. No, sir, not at all. I took a deep
breath and unclenched my fists.


“Look, am I under arrest? I’ve
committed no crime, have I?”


Grey looked down at his hands and
folded them together thoughtfully. His expression seemed to say “not yet.”
“You’re wrapped up in something dangerous, lad. I don’t know—”


Grey’s pocket rang. With a scowl he
dug out his phone. Across the lobby, Annie Brie was startled out of her musings
by her phone. One or two of the other detectives and officers nearby also
received calls at that moment.


A dead weight seemed to sink from my
throat down into my stomach.


“Yes?” Grey barked. “Yes, I see… Where?
No, keep them out.” He cursed. “Send me a photo, yes. Someone here needs to see
it.” He ended the call and looked at me, expression grim.


“Bad news?”


“There’s been another one,” Grey
said. If I’d thought there was something friendly in his eyes a moment ago, it
was gone now. His gaze was steely and cold. Furious, even.


His phone buzzed, and a picture
appeared on the screen. Grey enlarged it and handed me the phone. The image was
good, clear. It showed a large section of limestone paving. On the edge of the
screen was a patch of rose bushes—white roses. Marring the limestone path was a
crimson message.


 


YOU DON’T GET TO CHALLENGE THE

EVERLASTING AND WIN, DECLAN.


HAVE A GREAT DAY!


:)


 


“Looks as though I’m working overtime
tonight,” Grey said and plucked his phone from my hand.
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After another flurry of police
statements and questions from the boys in blue, I caught a cab back to
Riverwood Plaza. I was half-expecting a gruff “Don’t leave town, kid” from
Detective Grey, but he’d disappeared off to the latest crime scene with Brie,
leaving me to fend for myself against the big, bad world.


I got the feeling he was hoping
someone would take another shot at me. Or I’d rob a bank or something on the
way home and give him a reason to arrest me.


My phone buzzed as I stepped out of
the cab and onto the cobblestones. Just a message from sweet Sophie—she and
Ethan were on their way over. Ethan had been released from Joondalup Hospital
with three cracked ribs and a lollipop.


Before heading home, I bought
another kebab from Christo’s—got the tenth stamp on my loyalty card—and
devoured the greasy tortilla while sitting on the rim of the green marble
fountain in the heart of Riverwood Plaza. So far it had been a long day, murder
and worse, and the sun had yet to set. My chest was hurting where the shooter’s
bullet had slammed into my waistcoat. A quick examination revealed a wicked
purple bruise. 


Despite all that, my next kebab was
free, so the day hadn’t been a complete waste.


I let myself back into my shop,
checking the wards to see if I’d had any unexpected visitors, before resetting
the constructs for the night ahead by flipping my Open/Closed sign over to
“Closed.” I was tired, but sleep seemed foolish with a killer on the loose.
According to the ornate grandfather clock against the wall behind the front
counter, the time was just after four. Time enough to get lost in the maze of
books and keeling shelves if I were a selfish man.


My writing alcove, a window seat
overlooking the street with comfy leather sofas and various bottles twelve
years and older, looked far too inviting. I went upstairs for a shower instead,
using the en suite bathroom in my bedroom and not the main one—that room contained
something a lot more sinister than a toilet. The Black Mirror, forged to
traverse the Void and glimpse my lost shadow. Best avoided for now.


While in the shower, I healed the
bruising across my chest with a quick burst of Will. Healing was one of the more
difficult aspects of the power, as a subtle and deft touch was
needed—particularly with severe wounds—but I was proficient enough for this.
Back in the Tome Wars, just five short years ago, a Knight on the frontline
learned hard and fast that subtle was often too slow. A roadmap of scars
crisscrossed my body, an ode to the lack of subtlety in my youth and a sonnet
to the devil’s own luck.


Sophie was quite adept at healing
and was getting better every day. Chances were she’d already salved Ethan’s
woes.


I got dressed in my bedroom,
knocking over a stack of leather-bound Chaucers as I shrugged into my trousers
and retrieved a fresh, pressed collared shirt. My lucky waistcoat had saved my
life once today, so I slipped back into that as well.


Then I turned my attention to the
dark, sinful sword on my worktable.


The table stretched along the
northern wall, just under the window overlooking Riverwood Plaza below. Rolling
up my sleeves, I pooled some luminescent Will into my palms and applied a slick
coat of power to the dark edge of the blade, much like painting with a fine
brush.


The sword, which I had yet to name,
had become my pet project these last few months. Since I’d returned from
Atlantis and Forget, since I’d returned from the dead and lost the Roseblade,
I’d had need of a weapon. The Knights Infernal were gifted with a special blade
upon graduation from the Academy at fifteen. A tradition as old as the Knights
themselves, and I’d lost mine during my exile. And while this was neither real
replacement nor Roseblade, it would be formidable when it was done.


The blade was a composite of steel
and star iron, and it had cost me a pretty penny, as there was a very limited
supply of star iron on True Earth. The rare metal was what gave the curved edge
its darkness. Along the flat of the blade ran runes of the Infernal language—a
disused and, as far as humanity was concerned, unspeakable language. Literally
unspeakable. The human tongue could not pronounce the runes, which were almost
calligraphic in design. Still, they held power when coupled with layers of
carefully crafted Will.


I spent half an hour applying fresh
coats of Will to the sword. The fading sunlight from outside seemed to avoid
the naked blade, splintering around the vicious steel in harsh, shattered beams
across my workbench. The metal began to glow white-hot from my intricate
enchantment work. Given that I had limited—which is to say, no—access to the
Academy of the Knights Infernal and their books on weapon augmentation, I was
doing this mostly from memory.


While the sword wouldn’t be the most
powerful or capable of channeling any real amount of Will, it would cut through
anything or anyone I pointed the sharp end at, which, really, was all you
needed in a good sword.


My workbench had long since been
scorched and warped by the heat, and I’d come to enjoy the smell of burning
cedar. Still, I had to take it slow lest I overload the runes and melt the
blade. Half an hour a day for the last few weeks was all I dared.


“But I may need you sooner rather than
later…” I muttered, thinking of excavated chests and missing hearts.


I heard a knocking from downstairs.
Someone was tap-tap-tapping on my chamber door.


Sophie, with Ethan, and nothing
more.


I let them in and reset the wards
once again. The day was still light out, but all the better to shoot me through
a scope… No real vantage points in the plaza. I felt safe here, as safe as
could be, hidden between tall stacks of books, amidst the scent of heady
vanilla and good, old pages.


“How you doing, chief?” I asked
Ethan.


“Sophie patched me up.” Ethan
slapped his ribs. “Good as new.”


“I’d half a mind to let him suffer
after what he did.” Sophie scowled at her boyfriend and sniffed. “But he did
promise me ice cream later on.”


“Any word on what actually happened?”
Ethan asked. “Who wants you dead this time?”


We stepped through the maze of
bookcases and over to the sales counter, near my window alcove. I shrugged out
of my waistcoat and rolled up my sleeves. A half-drunk glass of scotch—one I’d
prepared earlier—had turned cloudy on the counter. I swished it back with a
grimace.


“Could be any number of bastards.
But this was a touch odd, given the lack of Will involved. Whoever the shooter
was, he wasn’t from Forget or Ascension City.”


“So, a local enemy?” Sophie jumped
up onto the counter and swung her legs back and forth. Ethan leaned next to
her, his head on her shoulder.


“It has to be tied to Forget
somehow…” I muttered. “But yes, I think the shooter had no idea about our
abilities.” I considered and then shook my head. “Speaking of which, it’s time
you learned how to fall with a bit more grace if you can manage it.” I slapped
Ethan on the arm and pulled him up straight.


“Yeah?”


“Sky Captains?” Sophie asked.


“Indeed.”


“What’s Sky Captains?” Ethan looked
eager. “Sounds like a bottle of piss. Are you finally going to teach me
something cool instead of all the masking and basic stuff?”


I crossed my arms and nodded. “You
figured out some of the very basic stuff on your own. Tiny fireballs, waves of
concussive force, razor-sharp lines of atmosphere… All good things, but nothing
major. Nothing…” I twirled my hand in the air, searching for the right word. “…
purposeful. No, not quite right. Nothing majestic.”


“So what’ve you got in mind, boss?”


Sophie handed me a copy of Gareth
Franklin’s Sky Captains. Written some decades ago by an obliviously
Willful author, it was a solid fantasy novel that had become a world of the
Story Thread. There had been no new worlds in some time, thanks to my Degradation
at the end of the Tome Wars, but the Degradation was gone now... perhaps the
Story Thread would recover. I’d made the pages of my half-written novel shine
not too long ago. An encouraging sign, if ever there was one.


Any book written by a Willful author—a
writer who could sense and use Will—traditionally became part of the Story
Thread. The Knights Infernal could take certain aspects of the book, in this
case mental levitation, and use them across any world.


That’s why the Story Thread was so
important.


And why my Degradation, however
necessary at the time, had been so horrific—enough to ensure my exile.


Fantasy books were often the best
and most mined stories for the Knights—and the Renegades—to learn and adapt new
abilities. Science fiction could also be extremely useful. But mostly the
fantasy genre, where shooting flames or lightning from a palm was almost
commonplace, and dragon eggs were as plentiful as assholes.


“Franklin writes in here,” I said,
“about a race of men who can mentally control and lift objects with their mind.
It’s a useful power to have, but not every Knight—or, in your case, apprentice
exile—has the mental calm to learn it.”


“Can you do it?” Ethan asked Sophie.
“Levitate things with your mind?”


Sophie shook her head. “A little, but
it’s not really my forte.” She stuck her tongue between her teeth and glared at
a pen on the counter. A moment later it rose up above the cash register and
spun in lazy circles. “That’s about as much as I can lift. Anything heavier is
beyond me.”


Ethan frowned. “You don’t have
enough Will?”


“No, it’s not that.” I slapped him
on the forehead. “Come on, you already know this. It’s not about raw strength
but skill. Sophie is more inclined, as we both know, toward healing
enchantments. That’s a rare gift and one sorely needed.”


“Right.” Ethan nodded. “Yeah, right.
So how much do you think I could lift?”


“Well, if you can learn it at all,
you may be surprised. Most have trouble levitating anything, but those with the
knack... Thrice your own body weight isn’t out of the question, on average. And
if you’ve got a real talent for it, then I’ve seen men and women levitate cars,
boulders…”


“How much can you lift?”


I smirked. “I can bench about
twenty-thousand. Or, if you like, just over nine metric tons.”


“Holy shit, Batman.”


“Yup.”


Sophie shrugged. “Declan has always
been one of the stronger Knights. Was one of the stronger Knights. But
again, it’s not just about raw strength. If I remember right, Master Jade was
going to teach you weather manipulation before the Tome Wars escalated out of
control.”


“Aye,” I said, thinking of my old
instructor. “That is, yes.” Jade had brought me back to life after Atlantis. A
debt owed, no doubt, to be collected when it was most inconvenient. “Yes, that
he was.”


“Weather manipulation?” Ethan’s eyes
lit up. “Like making it rain? Or windy?”


“Easy, tiger. And you’re not
thinking big enough—those capable are taught how to harness the power of
storms. Blizzards. Tornadoes of fire and floods of molten steel.”


I could think of a few higher level
Knights Infernal that were capable of pulling something as immense and powerful
as a storm from the pages of a novel. Fenton Creed, for one, and the Historian
of Future Prospect for another. But the Historian was a special case. Jon
Faraday, my brother, could probably do it. They all had the raw strength, as I
did. 


But, as always, at a certain point
that raw power was outclassed by skill—and it would take an almost unfathomable
amount of skill to draw something as wild and chaotic as elemental nature. I
was more of a close-quarters soldier, back in the day, but if I started small
then I could probably—probably—juggle enough Will to darken the sky and
make a bit of thunder and lightning.


I’d never tried. The cost of failure
could, at best, obliterate me or, at worst, leave me drooling and barking at
the walls.


“So, in theory,” Ethan said. “Just
in theory… you could pull, like, a black hole out of a book? And it would
swallow the planet?”


I slapped him upside his head.
“That’s stupid. You’re stupid. In theory, yes, but the power and complexity of
the Willcraft needed… is damn near immeasurable. It would take every Knight
that had ever lived in the past thousand years working together to even
approach something like that. And for what end? They’d all be killed as the
Solar System was sucked down the plughole.”


“Oh, that’s no good.”


“No, which is why the Knights exist
in the first place—to ensure something like that doesn’t happen. Now pay
attention, princess.”


We spent the next hour learning how
to pull a simple construct of Will from the written page. As with many things,
the magic came down to a matter of will over Will: self-control, determination,
and resolve, infused with the ascending oils that burn at the heart of
creation. Young Knights, apprentices at the Academy, are taught to do this
until they can dive into a book, in whole or in part, and draw forth whatever
they needed. Weapons, food, clothing—safe passage through the Void—anything and
everything. Intent and imagination, desire, could make fiction a
reality.


Just before six, Ethan figured the
trick out and managed to levitate a book a good three feet off the counter. His
success made him lose focus, and the thin tome hit the counter with a slap.


“Ha, you see that?”


“Well done.” Sophie squeezed his
hand. “I’m just popping to the washroom.” She gave her boyfriend a certain
look, something I couldn’t read, but it seemed ominous.


“So how you doing, boss?” Ethan
asked, once Sophie had ascended the spiral staircase, which was littered with
dollar paperbacks. “With everything.”


I took a deep breath, held it, and
poured myself two finger’s worth of Bowmore Islay, the peatiest of scotch,
before exhaling. “Sophie put you up to this, didn’t she?”


Ethan shrugged. “So what if she did?
I worry as much as she does. You took quite a blow a few months ago, and now a
new mess.”


“I died. Clare died. I came back to
life. Clare did not.”


“Yes.”


“Don’t pretend you can understand that.
You’re ten years of fighting in a war away from ever understanding that.”


“No, I’m not pretending anything. I
just… look, you can speak to me, Dec. Declan. Eh… you know, like if you want
to.”


“Eloquent. And what worldly advice can
you impart, hmm? Tell me, Ethan, have you ever heard a Clock scream?”


Ethan tilted his head and snatched
the scotch glass from my hand. He tossed the amber liquid back with a grimace.
“Few years ago,” he began, and then stopped and shivered. The scotch hit him
hard, the way it does when you’re young and not the wise old age of twenty-five
like I was.


“I’ll give you a second…”


“About a year ago.” He put the glass
down and licked his lips. Scotch, good peaty scotch, was an acquired taste.
“Before Sophie, I was at this Halloween party. It was at the uni tav, actually.
Heh. Love that place.”


“If you’re—”


“Just listen. If I don’t at least
try, Sophie will slap me. And I’m already in the hole at least two liters of
mint choc-chip.” Ethan paused, and when I said nothing, he continued. “So I’m
at this Halloween party, and there’s this girl.”


“Of course there is.”


“I know, right?”


“Pretty?”


“Beautiful.”


“Love at first sight?”


“Mate, she was dressed as a slutty
pumpkin. I was the handsome zombie. It’s like we were destined to be together.”


“I think I’ve heard this story
before.”


“We had an awesome night. A really
awesome night. She was great. Just… just lovely to be around, you know?” He
sighed. “Her name was Amber, and she was killed the next day in a car accident,
just off Leach Highway. Drunk driver.”


“Are you comparing the night of
broken twilight when I forfeited my shadow and Tal’s soul was blasted across
the endless realms of creation, forcing the Degradation and my exile, to a
slutty pumpkin? Or the day Clare was torn apart by a horde of undead on the
Plains of Perdition, to a dalliance you had a year ago at a children’s party?”


“I…” Ethan snorted. “Yes.”


“I’ve killed men for less.” But was
I being fair to the lad? No, not really. “Have you ever heard of a man named
James Thorn?”


“Thorn?” Ethan shrugged. “No, can’t
say that I have.”


“I didn’t think you had, no. He was
a soldier—a Knight Infernal—during the Tome Wars. Bit of a prick, but a
loveable prick.”


“Thorn. Prick. Nice.” 


“We were at the Infernal Academy together,
started in the same year, at the Fae Palace. He was a funny guy. Born in
Zambia, in this world. Black as the ace of spades and always smiling. Always.
Could do some really impressive tricks with bands of concentrated Will: hide
entire ships in cloaks of invisibility or reinforce armor plating until it was
damn near indestructible. You could fly those ships through the heart of the
sun without melting the ice in your scotch.”


“Is he…? He’s dead, isn’t he?”


I clapped my hands together twice
and pointed at him. “Got it in one, Reilly. Yes, he’s dead. Anyway, growing up,
he was always laughing about how one day he was going to steal an
Eternity-class cruiser—think of a spaceship, like the Millennium Falcon from
Star Wars—and become an outlaw in the Uncharted Realms.”


“Uncharted Realms?”


“The thousands upon thousands of
worlds in Forget that have never been explored but exist as sparkling jewels of
the Story Thread nonetheless.”


“Oh.”


Sophie should have long since
returned from the washroom. She was giving Ethan and me our moment. “Yeah, he
had a dream. Handsome space pirate. I think James just liked the idea of flying
through the unknown, world to world, universe to universe, away from the
Knights and the Renegades and the Tome Wars. We all had something we’d rather
be doing, back then. For me, that was Sophie’s sister.”


“What happened to him?”


“He never made it beyond Voraskel.”


Ethan turned the word over on his
tongue. “Voraskel? I almost don’t want to ask…” 


“One of the worst battles of the Tome
Wars. Best left forgotten, you know. They’ll still be burying the dead there
long after we’ve moved on. A lot of friends died, and died hard. My point is
bereavement, Ethan, the demise of someone, death, passing away… everyone deals
with it on their own.” A curious thought occurred to me then. “And it’s okay to
be afraid, you know.”


Ethan fell silent, and a moment
later Sophie returned. It took her all of half a second to judge the silence
and sigh.


“What are you boys talking about?”


“Nothing helpful, I guess.” Ethan
turned his palms toward the ceiling and paused. A knock on my front door shook
him out of his reverie. “I don’t know where I was going with that Halloween
story, Declan. Sorry.”


I stepped across the shop,
navigating the maze of books once more, under the evanescent chandeliers. The
sun hadn’t set, but the sky visible through the tall windows was burned orange
and darkening fast.


Annie Brie was at the door, looking
tired but standing strong in her brown leather jacket. A pair of sunglasses hung
from the collar of her blouse.


I flipped over my ward sign,
unlocked the door, and tried to look chipper. “Detective Brie, three times in
one day? Don’t tell me something else has happened.”


I stepped aside and let her cross
the threshold of my shop. She looked around, mildly interested, at the
near-impenetrable stacks of books, haphazardly strewn about the place and along
the bulging bookcases. As most did, she took a deep breath and enjoyed the
scent of leather-bound tomes.


“No. I’ve just come from the latest
crime scene in Osborne Park. It was…” She grimaced. “It was messy. Detective
Grey and I believe you may need police protection, given the events of the
day.”


“Oh?” I chuckled. “You believe it,
but Grey wasn’t so easy to convince, was he?”


Brie opened her mouth to speak but
then caught sight of Sophie and Ethan and fell short. “Miss Levy, Mr. Reilly.
How are you?”


“Right as rain,” Ethan said. “Clean
bill of health from the hospital. We were just leaving, actually.”


Sophie and Ethan linked arms. “Yes,
off to make dinner and see a movie.”


“Be careful out there,” I said and
meant it. “You can stay here tonight, you know.”


An unspoken warning laced my words.
Sophie and Ethan heard it well. Brie looked confused, her eyes darting among our
small little group. She sensed what we weren’t talking about.


“Probably safer away from you.”
Sophie chuckled. “Story of my life, right? Good evening, Declan. Detective.”


Ethan waved his goodbye, and Sophie
gave me a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek before they departed back to the
university campus and their shared accommodation.


After they were gone, I looked at
Brie and shoved my hands into my pockets, rocking back and forth on my heels.
“So you’re here to protect me?”


“Yes.”


“From what?”


Brie blinked. “Seriously? You were
shot at today, and someone is killing people to taunt you. In the law
enforcement business, we call that a reasonable concern. I’m with you until
midnight, while a uniform rotation is worked out; then you’ll have two officers
on protective detail until we catch whoever’s responsible. Sound good?”


No, that did not sound good. I
needed room to work, to direct my attention on whomever or whatever had
targeted me. Again, I could flee to Forget—there were plenty of places to hide
along the Story Thread, the nerve center of all creation, but even then the
Knights or the Renegades would find me eventually. They had their ways. And if
I fled True Earth… damned twice. 


“I’m going to call you Annie from
now on.”


“Detective Brie, please, Mr. Hale.”


I nodded and shrugged into my
waistcoat, holstering a copy of Midnight Steel by Issac Groust, a former
king of the Knights Infernal. Annie looked at me funny but said nothing.
“Dinner time, I should think. Care to join me at Paddy’s Pub, just down the
road?”


“For your own protection I think we
should order in—”


“Nonsense. It’s steak night at
Paddy’s. My kingdom for the half-kilo rump steak, medium rare, Annie Brie. With
pepper sauce, of course.”


I stepped outside, holding the door open
for Annie, and flipped my ward sign back over to “Closed.” An invisible shimmer
of power rippled across the storefront, making us both shiver.


“What was that?”


“Magic force fields. Come along now,
I’ll lead the way.”
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The atmosphere in Paddy’s Pub was
always one of merriment and a taste of wild abandon. I think the same could be
said for Irish pubs the world over. Something about tables squirreled away in
little nooks, pretty bargirls, and strong, warm walls adorned with aluminum
drink placards, for Guinness and Bulmer’s and good, strong Jameson’s, that sat
well with the soul.


“I’m getting the steak,” I said and
pushed the menu aside without even opening it. Annie and I sat at a table for
two on the edge of the dining room across from the bar. Soft shadows danced
along the wall from a dozen tea light candles scattered across the tables.
“Good steak here. Scotch fillet for around thirty dollars. With pepper or
garlic sauce. Or both. None of that healthy salad nonsense, either; just a
stack of chips or mash.”


“I’ve not been hungry all day.
Especially after what happened.” Annie inhaled a deep breath of the warm air
wafting over from the kitchen. “But right now I could eat enough for three.”


“I recommend the steak.”


“Yes, I get that. But let’s pretend
for a moment I don’t want to eat a half-kilo of meat. Anything else you’d
recommend?”


I thought about it. “You know… I
don’t know. I’ve always gotten the steak.”


“What about the gnocchi?”


I flinched. Last time I’d brought a
woman here, she’d gotten that particular dish. And a few days later killed me.
No, that wasn’t fair. I’d already been dying. She’d just made sure of it.


“Gnocchi’s a brave offering for an
Irish pub, don’t you think?”


Annie folded her menu and played
with her tall glass of lemon, lime, and bitters. “Perhaps the vegetable pie.”


We ordered and made small talk until
our food arrived. A nothing-conversation about wine, books, and the merits of
fine scotch. Topics best avoided until after dinner included the grisly
murders, the attempt on my life, Annie’s shooting, and the weather.


“You’re engaged,” I said, gesturing
to the modest white gold band on her ring finger, as we were finishing our
dinner. Time had flown by, as it often does in good, warm company.


“Yes.” Annie smiled. “My fiancé,
Brian.”


“Brian. He a policeman, too?”


“A paramedic, actually. Drives an
ambulance for St. John’s.”


I nodded—a fine job. Men like
Annie’s Brian cleaned up the awful messes I made. 


“How about you, Mr. Hale? A
girlfriend?” She eyed my waistcoat. “Or boyfriend?”


I chuckled and swirled my scotch
around in the glass, rattling the ice. The new girl on the bar didn’t know I
took it neat, when I took it at all... “Neither, but I do tend toward women
when the mood takes me. So yes, single—not really looking.”


“Afraid someone’s going to take a
shot at her?”


Now that hit close to home. The
last, and only, two women I’d ever been involved with had both died in my
place: Tal Levy, Sophie’s sister, to the Everlasting Oblivion five years ago,
on the eve of the Degradation; and Clare Valentine just a few short months
past, to a horde of undead on the Plains of Perdition.


“Let’s not talk about that nasty
business,” I said.


“If you don’t tell us what trouble you’re
in, we can’t help you.” Annie leaned in close across the table. The precious
stone in her engagement ring sparkled as she pressed her fingertips against the
back of my hand. “Declan, you can trust me—and the police. We can protect you.”


I stared into her kind, jade-green
eyes and sighed. “You got it backward, sweet thing. I’m protecting you.”


“From what?”


“Emily,” I said and almost choked on
a sip of scotch.


Annie frowned. “Who’s Emily, and why
do I need protection—?”


“Sorry, no.” I was gazing across the
restaurant at a woman standing near the specials board—steak and nine-dollar
pie and pint night—looking fine and smiling a smile just for me. She had caught
my eye and took that as invitation to join us.


“Emily,” I said, as she drew level with
our table. Memories of this woman dressed in red, her lips pressed against mine
as she slipped a dagger between my ribs, harvesting my blood to traverse the
path to Atlantis, danced through my mind. “Oh, Emily.”


“My, my, my, Declan Hale, at
a loss for words? Come now, you’re far more charming than this.”


“You look well.” Emily wore a
devastatingly gorgeous dress, cut off just above the knee and strapless,
exposing a soft canyon of cleavage. Her auburn hair hung in gentle waves down
over her shoulders. She was glowing, of course, and the bump in her belly was
the reason for that. She was pregnant—heavily so. “Radiant, gorgeous,
beautiful. Graceful. Like a fine wine, you just keep getting sweeter.”


The Immortal Queen of the Renegades
laughed—an honest laugh, happy and true. “Oh, much better. Who’s your friend,
Declan?” She smiled at Annie, her eyes alight and teeth oh-so white. “I love
your hair. So dark and straight.”


“Thank you.” Oblivious to the truth,
my young detective fell that much closer to Forget. “I’m Annie. Congratulations
on your pregnancy.”


Emily wrapped her arms around her
baby bump. “Thank you, Annie.”


“How far along are you?”


“Close to six months.”


I edged the steak knife off the
table and closed my fist around it. Emily Grace had good reason to hate me—I
had killed her husband, King Morpheus Renegade. She had returned the favor and
killed me, as well, but I hadn’t had the good grace to stay dead.


“So, are you two here together on a
date?” Emily asked. That friendly glint in her eye turned sharp. “You’re
wearing a lovely ring, Annie. Don’t tell me you managed to make Declan commit.
From what I know of him, he’s a hard man to tie down.”


I laughed. “Depends who’s doing the
tying, I suppose.” 


“No, no. Declan and I have only just
met this morning. I’m a detective with the WA Police and he’s... he’s
consulting on a case for us.”


Emily looked positively chuffed. “Is
he now? Always such a helpful boy. Not in any trouble, are you, Declan?”


“No more than usual, ma’am.” I
shrugged. Annie was watching me carefully. “So how long are you back in town
for, Em? I’d heard work was keeping you quite busy. Didn’t you recently get
promoted?”


“The sole queen of my own little
kingdom, yes. I’m actually leaving tonight, but I thought I’d see if I could
surprise you first.”


“I am somewhat surprised to see you,
yes.”


Annie’s pocket rang. She pulled out
her phone and frowned at the screen. “It’s work. Excuse me for a minute.”


I made to rise as she left the
table, but she was gone in a flash, outside into the courtyard. Emily trailed
her hand across my shoulder and along my back, before sitting down in Annie’s
chair.


“You like her,” she said, resting
her chin on her palm and smiling. Her lips were full, red, and damnably
inviting.


I sat down, placed the steak knife
back on my plate, and adjusted my waistcoat. “She’s engaged.”


“Even so. I watched you for a good
long while before you noticed me. You smile when she smiles, and I know you
only bring your favorites to this charming place.” Emily reached across the
table and squeezed my hand. “She even looks somewhat like that girl you lost in
Atlantis. What was her name again? I fear you’re setting yourself up for more
heartache, Arbiter.”


“Tal. Her name was Tal.” Her soul and
essence, scattered across the Void, had been ensnared by Lord Oblivion, one of
the fabled Everlasting—old gods and old sods. “Even if I was looking for dating
advice, I don’t think the woman who killed me is a fair and unbiased source.”


“Oh, why do you wound me—”


“Can I have my Roseblade back?”


“—when I’m here to save your
life tonight?”


I tossed back the last of my scotch
and swallowed hard. “And why should I believe that, Captain Fantastic?”


For the first time Emily looked
something less than radiant. Her smile faded, and I saw a glimpse through one
of the many masks she wore so well. The Immortal Queen was terrified. “Forget
has changed in the last few months, Declan. You’ve not been back, have you? Jon
Faraday did not rescind your exile for unmaking the Degradation and killing
poor Morpheus.”


“I’m too much of a threat to his
lordship for that. Half of Ascension City, the half that doesn’t want me dead,
wants me on the Dragon Throne.”


“Well, my exiled king, given my late
husband’s betrayal in Atlantis, Faraday and I are currently not on speaking
terms either, which suits me just fine; however, there are rumors… rumors he’s
made an alliance.”


“An alliance? With who? After the
Knights, you and your Renegade armies are one of the greatest threats in all Forget.
Hell, you could level Ascension City with the Roseblade.”


“Not a who—a what.” Emily
looked out the window and into the night, at Annie in the courtyard. “And
Declan, my dear, your diplomacy skills are sorely lacking. A king should know
better.” She offered me a wicked grin. “It’s an ugly fault of yours. We’re not
at war anymore, thanks to you. This is peacetime. Stop thinking in
absolutes of destruction, and perhaps fewer people will die around you.”


“Point.” I suppose. “An
alliance with what then?”


“Atlantis’s return has changed
things… so many things. Forget is in flux, and the Story Thread trembles.
Declan, Faraday has forsaken True Earth in exchange for clemency against what
you know was hiding in Atlantis.”


I scoffed, but a sliver of fear
squirmed in my gut. Tal... you wouldn’t let It. “That’s absurd.”


“Which is why I’m here telling you.
Why you’re needed once again, to embrace and fight the absurd. The Shadowless
Arbiter, a madness to be reckoned with, yes? All the Knights across this world,
guarding the waypoints through the Void, have been recalled to Ascension City.
Earth has been abandoned to at least one of the Everlasting, and any Knight—or
Renegade, for that matter—will be slaughtered by Emissary. Such is the nature
of King Faraday’s bargain.”


Emissary? “Good thing I’m not a Knight or a
Renegade then.”


“I think, in your case, Emissary
will not make the distinction.” Emily gazed out of the window again and
shivered. “It’s coming, Declan. If you weren’t so blind, you’d have already seen
the signs. It’s here. I’m leaving True Earth as soon as our conversation is
done. Can’t you feel it? It’s coming for you tonight. Now.” She leaned forward
and cupped my cheek. “Hey, sweet thing, didn’t you used to be someone?”


“How’s it know where to find me?”


Emily almost laughed. “Are you
serious? It’s never lost you. Shadowless as you are, your very existence is a
blight upon the face of the world. Creatures such as Voidlings or Emissary are drawn
to you. Can’t you feel it? Or has that disgusting drink you’re always
sipping dulled what little sense you possess?”


“I—” I could see that Emily believed
every word she was speaking. Every damn word. Either that, or the scotch had
dulled my senses—mayhap why I drank so much of the stuff—and I was being played.
Perhaps both those options were true. You didn’t rise to the head of one of the
largest armies in existence without thinking a few steps ahead, and Emily, for
as long as I’d known her, had always been more than a few steps ahead of me.


“Why do they call you immortal, Your
Majesty?” I asked, but I was distracted now. A sense of... something, was
pulling at my Will.


I reached out and opened the door in
my mind that let the Will flow free. The ascending oils of creation filled my
body and soul. A rush of heat, of ice, of sharp copper flowed through me, and I
felt, for one moment, that I could do anything. Hop across universes, unmake
the world, and be back in time for Doctor Who.


I used my Will to touch the living
things around me. A gentle ping resonated in my mind as the invisible wave of
power rippled outward. I could feel the life force in Emily, in her unborn
child, and in all the people at Paddy’s. A dark canvas with dozens of tiny
pinpricks of light, swaying slowly to the music, as if I had an ethereal radar
in the smoke rings of my mind. One of those was Annie, just outside, and if I
concentrated a touch harder I’d be able to discern which one she—


My sensory net struck a wall made of
cascading flame, and I almost lost my dinner. The wall felt a lot like what I
imagine hot, raw sewage would taste like. A point on the canvas that was
neither living nor dead... nor human.


“Oh… broken quill!” I cursed and
pressed my fingers against my eyelids, fighting a sudden nausea.


Something wicked was at Paddy’s tonight.


Something… far from Irish.


I broke away from the starry canvas
with a thought and looked up and over Emily’s shoulder, across at the bar.


A man stood next to the polished
mahogany and the beer-soaked mats, just before the bridge of frosty taps. He
was dressed in a fine black suit and a matte-purple shirt. A simple bowtie,
untied, hung around his neck. His smile stretched from ear to ear, revealing
rows of pristine white teeth.


He winked at me and his eye—his
whole eye—turned black as coal.


A sense of fear and raw insanity hit
me hard, and it was all I could do not to scream. I was looking at the creature
that had torn apart those poor people and left me messages in their blood and
entrails. If Emily was to be believed, I was looking at a monster of
incalculable strength. A servant of one the Everlasting. The nine fuckin’
Ringwraiths. Oblivion, Scion…


Emissary. A word for messenger,
envoy, herald—harbinger.


“Why tell me all this?” I asked,
never taking my eyes off the thing at the bar. “Why help me?”


“Because I, unlike your older
brother, value this world and its people. You are going to be needed. True
Earth has her part to play in the war to come, and I’d soon as not see it
burned to ash by things older than time.” Emily shook her head. “But never mind
that just now. It’s going to kill everyone here, Declan.”


“He doesn’t look so tough. I can
take him.” Can I? “You should go, and go now.”


“Yes, I know. I’m going.” Emily
stood and moved around the table. She leaned in close and gave me a kiss on one
stubbly cheek. “Immortal is, perhaps, the wrong word. Timeless
fits better. I’ll miss you if you die and stay dead.”


“Hey, haven’t you heard? I’m the
Immortal King, sweet thing.”


“Goodnight, Declan.”


Emily left through the back door,
stepping out into the beer garden across the restaurant area behind me, but I
didn’t watch her leave. The thing at the bar hadn’t blinked yet, and neither
had I.


My hands were under the table, and I
pooled a reserve of raw, smoky, luminescent Will into my palms. I didn’t know
what this creature was capable of, but it felt like nothing I’d encountered
before. So I’d have to hit it hard and fast, and never mind who saw me shooting
beams of fire from my palms—


“Where’d your friend go?” Annie
asked. She sat back down and for just a moment blocked my view of Emissary.


In that split-second, he
disappeared, as these supernatural monsters are wont to do.


“Fuck.” I blinked. “That is… Emily
left.”


“She seemed nice.”


“Oh yes, she seemed nice.”


I wasn’t looking at Annie, and she
noticed. She glanced over her shoulder and scanned the bar. “What’s the
matter?”


“People are about to die, I’m
afraid.”


“What?”


The bar exploded. Ka-boom
style.


A fireball of hot red flame, tinged
pink, smashed into the wood and sent splinters of sharp metal, timber and glass
flying in every direction. The two female staff behind the bar were simply
absorbed by the flame, disintegrated to ash and less than ash. The half dozen
or so patrons standing on the drinking side of the fence were blasted back,
ragged and broken and dead before they hit the floor.


I leaped out of my chair and,
as quick as thought, cast a brilliant argent shield against the hail of deadly
projectiles and the concussive force of the blast. The shrapnel impacted
against my defense and was bounced back into the pink flame. The dining floor,
and Annie, was spared a gruesome death.


My young detective was only just
reacting to the chaos. Her eyes bulged, and her hand went into her jacket for her
weapon—the third time she’d had need to draw it around me. People were
screaming, and the air stank of blood, bone, and steel.


A whirling cloud of black smoke hid
what was left of the bar. I glared into the choking mist and confusion.


Emissary came screaming through the
smoke—still wearing the guise of a man in a fine suit—unblemished by the
explosion. Some of its human facade had fallen away. Both of his eyes were
pitch-black now, and his jaw had unhinged, stretching his mouth open almost
comically wide. Rows of sharp, yellowed fangs were wreathed in pink-red, near
auburn, flame.


The creature, whatever he truly was,
had breathed explosive fire into the bar.


With a cry I threw my arms forward,
and twin beams of Dante’s Lightning—a trick I’d picked up years ago from some
of the secret, unpublished epics by Alighieri—burst from my palms in wicked,
electric-blue arcs and struck Emissary in the chest. It paid well to have had a
grandfather in charge of some of the most powerful tomes in existence.


But that was a long time ago. Part
of those “times were.”


The lightning bore into the
creature, and with a flick of my wrists I wrenched him a staggering step
to the side, using his own momentum against him, and hurled the bastard through
the wall and out into the courtyard and the street beyond.


I cracked my neck and shrugged. It
had been a good few months since I’d used such devastating, yet satisfying,
Willfire. Like riding a bike, really.


“What in the hell was that?” Annie
screamed.


I ignored her and ran forward,
through the heat of the bar, leaping over mangled remains, and out into the
cool night air. The street was alive with people fleeing or gaping at the
torrents of black smoke and pinkish-red flame escaping Paddy’s.


Emissary had been thrown clean
across the courtyard and into the street. He lay slumped and laughing against
the crumpled door of a red car. The fancy suit wasn’t so unblemished anymore.


“You,” I said, palms alight with
silver smoke, “just destroyed something I cared about very much.”


“Hello, Declan Hale.” Emissary
laughed, holding his sides as if they might split. “You call that a punch? That
barely tickled. If I’d wanted a kiss, I would’ve asked your mother—”


Another blast of superheated energy
seemed fitting. I hurled a bolt of power, red flame wrapped in crackling
lightning, as fast as thought—Emissary blurred and was suddenly standing
six feet to the left. My bolt struck the red car and sent it crashing across
the road, spinning to a screeching stop on its roof against the wall of a bank
thirty feet away.


“Too slow, Joe.” Emissary laughed
again. Blood spurted from his nostrils and down his shirt. “Pick up the pace,
Ace. Don’t tarry, Larry. Better watch your back, Jack! Ha-ha… Pathetic.
How did you ever survive Lord Oblivion? Or the Tome Wars?”


“By fighting!” I fell to one knee
and slammed my open palm against the paving stones. The ground beneath Emissary
erupted and sent him flying back into the road. He landed with a thud and, as
fast as I could blink, found his feet again.


Emissary licked his finger and held
it up to the wind. “Winds of change, my lad. My boy-o. Sonny-Jim!” His
shit-kickin’ grin faded and he stared at me with those dead coals for eyes.
“Follow me if you dare, Shadowless. I’ll kill a thousand before midnight—and
ten thousand before dawn—if you don’t.”


Oh, I dared. With that supernatural
speed, Emissary dashed away from the burning shell of Paddy’s and the dozens,
if not more, people he had killed. A black contrail of shadow clung to his wake
as if it were the dark oil of the Void.


I ran out into the road and
recovered a motorcycle, abandoned in the chaos, idling on its side in the
gutter. Some years since I’d had need to drive, and that had been an
Eternity-class troop carrier above the devastation at the Fall of Voraskel, in
the final months of the Tome Wars, but this would have to do.


I choked the throttle and was
rewarded with a satisfying roar from the engine just before it stalled. “Fuck.”
I keyed the ignition and brought it back to life. “I’m coming for you, you
bastard.”


Annie jumped onto the bike behind me
and slipped her left arm around my waist, hugging me close. Just how much had
she seen? Her eyes were wild, teeth bared. Her other hand held her gun, pointed
toward the sky. 


“Get off please, Annie.”


“No thank you, Hale. You get after
that… that man.”


Emissary had reached the end of the
street. He disappeared around the corner, a smoky blur, away from Riverwood
Plaza and toward the coast road. No time to argue.


“Yes, ma’am.” 


I gunned the engine, and we were
away.
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“I’m sure you have questions.”


“Yes.” Annie hissed the word
in my ear. “Oh, yes.”


“They’ll have to wait. This thing
we’re chasing is… dangerous.”


Annie’s reply was lost to the wind
as I hit seventy kilometers per hour on the bike, chasing Emissary down Shenton
Avenue toward the coast. He ran with impossible speed, warping the air around
him and leaving a trail of sparkling black shadow in his wake. I was reminded
again of Void light, of the space between universes.


If he is of the Void, I thought,
then, shadowless, I have an advantage. Is that why Emily warned me?


An unexpected boon of forfeiting my
shadow to Lord Oblivion atop of Atlantis had been the ability to traverse the Void
almost unmolested and absorb the essence of the creatures that dwelt there: the
mindless and the horribly sane—Voidlings. Few Knights in their long history
could claim to have traveled the Void successfully. Aloysius Jade could, just,
and a few others I’d known. At the time my shadow, something so immaterial, had
been a small price to pay for the Degradation, a shield of concentrated magic
around the Lost City, but I’d been screwed in the fine print. Shadows, it
turned out, had purpose.


Now the Old Gods were at it again.
If Emily, Timeless Emily, was to be believed, then unleashing Atlantis and
severing the Infernal Clock on the eve of my death had released the Everlasting
from some sort of forgotten prison. That was a loose theory, mainly speculation,
but it sat right on the soul. The light hitting the truth cast the right sort
of shadow. Emily was many things, but a liar...?


Well, yes. But only when it came to
matters of the heart. I almost loved her for that.


A summer shower had come through not
too long ago, and the dual carriageway down Shenton Ave. to the coast was
slick. The appealing smell of the road after rain hung in the air as the wind
whistled past my ears at eighty, then ninety, kilometers an hour. I swerved in
between the traffic, hell for leather, after Emissary.


If the Knights had abandoned True
Earth, then that made me the only sheriff round these parts—at least so far as
Forgetful monstrosities were concerned. And the thing we were chasing now by following
his wake of oily night, while not in any of the bestiaries I’d studied growing
up, certainly fell under my purview.


Emissary threw a car at me.


I allowed myself a moment of shock
and awe as a solid ton of steel and glass hurtled end over end through the air.
I caught a glimpse of a terrified young man behind the wheel before swerving
across two lanes and up onto the median strip to avoid the impromptu missile.
The car slammed into the road behind my bike with a crunch of metal on
asphalt and the sprinkle of shattered glass.


Even over the wind and the
screeching tires, the roar of the bike’s engine, I heard the demon laughing.
Annie gripped my sides almost hard enough to force the air from my lungs. 


“Good god...” she breathed, hot
against my ear. “What are we chasing?”


“Hold on!”


The two lanes merged into one as I
kicked off the center strip and back onto the road. I ducked through an amber
light and cut off a police car. Sirens whirled to life behind us. A third horse
entered the race.


Gliding above the road on his clouds
of dark light, Emissary cut the corner over the coast road and took a hard left
down toward the Indian Ocean. From our vantage point as we descended downhill
toward the water, I could see a whole suburb of houses and a string of streetlights
along the coast leading to Hillarys Boat Harbor about two kilometers away.


Emissary made for that brightly lit
harbor. I’d only been down that way a few times in the last five years of my
exile, but it was well-used. A boardwalk encircled the bay, broken by a
seawall, full of tourist shops, bars, and restaurants. Given free rein in
there, the monster would get his thousand dead before midnight all too easily.


Annie’s comrades were still hot on
our tail, weaving in and out of traffic. Red and blue sirens followed in our
wake. I had to downshift as we took the bend onto the coast road, but it was a
straight line to the harbor now, and we gained on Emissary.


Or he’s letting us catch up...


Annie rested her forearm on my
shoulder alongside my head and pointed her gun up toward the swirling mass of
shadow. She took aim, thought about deafening me, and lowered her arm with a
growl. Above, Emissary laughed—his voice a dull roar not unlike crackling
flame.


A minute later, we entered the car
park of the harbor, a thousand lights from the jetty and boardwalk twinkling
orange and white against the night. Emissary landed on the rooftops about a
hundred meters away and disappeared from sight, just as a three-car cadre of
police screeched to a halt behind my idling bike.


“Don’t move! Switch off the bike,
mate!” shouted one of the officers. He held a hand on his gun, and his partner
pointed a taser at my face.


Annie jumped off the bike and
flashed her badge.


“Officer...?”


“Murie. Gary Murie, Detective.” 


“Officer Murie, there’s a man here
that just killed at least a dozen people in Joondalup. I’ve called in back-up
and tac support, so you’re with me now. We’re going to take him down.”


“Who’s he?” Murie asked, slinging a
thumb my way.


Annie stared at me, her gaze hot and
lips pursed. “He’s... a consultant. This is Declan Hale.”


“Now that we’re all friends,” I
said. “Don’t get in my way.”


I shifted down a gear and spun the
back wheel of the bike, forcing Annie to jump aside, and then took off across
the car park alone toward the boardwalk. I heard the detective and her officers
calling after me, but I didn’t stop. They had no idea what they were dealing
with and would just get in my way.


Crowds scattered and dived for cover
as I drove down a small flight of limestone steps, onto a grassy barbeque area,
and out onto a bridge spanning the water over the harbor. I used a convenient
wheelchair ramp to avoid a set of wooden steps that led up onto the boardwalk
and gunned the bike along a strip of restaurants and bars, wide-eyed patrons
gawking at me as I zipped past.


Where are you?


The boardwalk split the harbor in
half. On one side were the docks and boats, on the other a strip of beach and a
small fairground. If I kept following the boardwalk around, I’d end up back at the
start in the car park where I’d abandoned Annie. So I stopped and listened for
the screams.


They started soon enough, away to my
right, toward the boats.


I could feel the vibrations of a
hundred pairs of feet running and clamoring against the boardwalk, and
something else—dull explosions, rattling the support pillars and shaking years
of dust down from the corrugated roof panels.


My engine rumbling close to idle, I
drove slowly through a maze of shops, passed Subway and Gloria Jean’s Coffee
House, and followed a bend in the walkway around to an open area, roofless,
seawater lapping at the wooden pillars on either side. I saw the flame before I
saw the monster.


Eyes of coal, mouth stretched open
wide enough to swallow a man, Emissary breathed ruby fire against the wooden
boardwalk and up into the starry sky. The planks of wood and most of the
storefronts burned like kindling. Whatever unnatural fire Emissary could
produce, it stuck a lot like the sticky liquid-fire of napalm. Brothers
Grimm dragon fire, I thought, thinking of the enchantment. A messy,
unquenchable flame that devoured even the strongest steel and left behind
scorched, blackened puddles. Fire with fire?


Emissary belched another wave of
liquid flame, which writhed on the air as if it were a basket full of snakes,
into an ice cream shop. The storefront exploded.


People—men, women, and
children—emerged screaming from the shop, aflame, and hurled themselves over
the side of the boardwalk and into the dark ocean water below. The water shone
eerily green, and steam rose in furious curls as the fire fought the ocean to
stay alive. 


I clenched my fist around the
handlebar grip of my bike and revved the engine, seeing if I could get
Emissary’s attention. He turned slowly, offered me a large, goofy grin, flame
dancing between his teeth, and waved. I waved back and prepared a quick
enchantment. Luminescent light swam in the air between my fingers.


Emissary rubbed his hands together
and spat a fireball at me. The flame rolled off his tongue and sizzled through
the air. I spun the bike around, leaving a vicious skid mark on the wooden
decking, and dodged the missile. The fireball struck the boardwalk and slammed
through the weak wood, hitting the sea beneath. A cloud of steam burst through
the hole, just behind me, as I gunned the bike and sped toward Emissary,
closing the gap between us fast.


He planted his feet hard against the
boardwalk and spread his arms, welcoming me, daring me to hit him. Chicken,
is it? I’d never been one to blink in the face of ugly, murderous men in
finely tailored suits. I bared my teeth in a snarl and leaned in low against
the body of the bike, and shifted up a gear.


“Come on!” Emissary roared, his
voice echoing up into the night. “Show me your immortality, Hale!”


Fifteen feet from the monster, white
light exploded from my palms. Twin beams of pure, raw will that carried me up
and back off the bike. I flipped in the air, the beams cutting through wood and
steel, and landed hard on my knees. Drawing a quick breath, almost choking on smoke,
I threw my hands together and clapped. The raw light turned silver and a
dome-shaped shield popped up into existence just in front of me—as the bike,
doing at least eighty, slammed into Emissary and exploded.


A wave of heat and shrapnel struck
my shield, ricocheting off in a hundred different directions, splitting the
worst of the debris down the middle and sending it flying past either side of
me.


BOOM, you son of a bitch.


Garnet and ruby flames roiled and
blazed in the air where Emissary stood.


I found my feet, hoping for the
best, but the voice of long experience had me reaching into my waistcoat
holster for the copy of Groust’s Midnight Steel I’d stashed earlier.
Flipping to a dog-eared page about halfway through the novel, I sent my Will
surging into the book, and the words on the page glowed with a dark, almost
wraithlike light.


Emissary emerged from the maelstrom
of destruction and straightened his collar. He grinned at me, brushed a bit of
ash from his shoulder, and pulled what looked like part of an exhaust pipe from
his gut. The wound sealed over instantly, and his shirt rippled, another pebble
cast on still water, and was whole. He was unharmed.


“What now, Hale?” he asked.


I held the book up and forward like
a gunslinger of old, and my enchantment literally leaped from the pages. This
was the true source of my power and how I’d learned to fight men and women with
the same power at the Infernal Academy all those years ago. My Will was
tempered steel, hard and unbreakable, and the books I used to duel were written
to wound and ensnare.


In this case, Midnight Steel
was written for the Knights by the Knights. The section of the book I’d ignited
with my Will described an area of black space, where nothing but dead stars and
dust existed, folded back on itself in an infinite loop—the perfect place to
send Emissary. Even if he could survive the vacuum, it would be centuries, if
not more, before he escaped such a prison.


This was what made the Knights and
the Renegades so dangerous. Never mind the spells, charms, wards, or
enchantments we could learn from the right books, never mind our armies or our
fleets of Eternity-class battleships. We could bind our enemies in shackles of
words and, with a thought, cast them beyond perdition and into prisons of such
complex cruelty that escape was impossible.


The words jumped off the page of Midnight
Steel, warped in the air with a harsh whip crack, and lashed themselves,
physical and real, around Emissary’s wrists. The words ran up his arms, under
his shirt, marking his skin as though he had a living tattoo, and yanked him
forward.


He grunted, resisted the pull, and,
throwing his arms up toward the sky, snapped the words that bound him.


“Sweet, merry fuckery,” I whispered,
gaping.


That was impossible. Midnight
Steel burst into flames in my hands, and I dropped the book with a cry, my
fingers blistered. The flames consuming the tome were made of dark, fetid
Void-light.


“The walls of the Eternal Prison
crumble, Declan Hale,” Emissary said, and strode toward me, whole and unharmed
despite my best efforts. His jaw had shrunk back into his face, making him look
normal—handsome, even—but his eyes were still orbs of burning coal, spoiling
the illusion. “You think to bind me with your paltry new words, bound to mere
paper? The weak scratchings of your race are an insult to the Knights of old. I
was there, fool, ten thousand years ago, when the Infernal language,
runes of such tremendous power, were used as weapons by humanity. But those
days are dead, and the old locks shattered. The Everlasting will inherit True
Earth.”


“Why are you doing this? Murder and
chaos? What could killing these people possibly get you?” I took a step back,
away from the flame eating the boardwalk at my feet, out of the curling smoke
that burned my eyes and my throat. Emissary followed. “If you wanted me, you
should have just come for me!”


Emissary nodded. He raised his hand
and a pool of ruby fire shone in his palm and between his fingers. “If this was
only about you, Shadowless, then you would already be dead. Why the chaos? Well
shit, son, why not?” He rolled his head and cracked his neck. “I’ve been sealed
away for aeons, Hale. Ten millennia in darkness! Why? Spill enough blood and
the walls of reality begin to crack. What, perchance, may slip through then,
hmm? You’ll see soon.”


“I won’t let you kill unchecked. I
may not be a Knight anymore, but I’ll stop you.”


Emissary snarled and jabbed a finger
into my chest. “You place yourself between me and them because you’ve come to
view your life as something that’ll bounce back. You’ve died and will die
again. You’ll live forever unless you’re killed.” He laughed. “But you’re
vulnerable. Just because you outwitted the natural order once… does not make
you one of us. One of the Everlasting.”


“You’re not of the Everlasting,” I
spat. “You’re not one of the Nine.”


“I am of Their kind. A first cousin,
if you will. The Emissaries serve the Everlasting. We are legion, Declan, and
it will take more than flashing light and storybooks to best us this time. We
are aged. We have learned in our exile. You humans break so easily.” He looked
over my shoulder and nodded.


I followed his gaze and cursed.
Annie, and six of her fellow officers, hung suspended in the air. Emissary wiggled
his fingers, and they danced back and forth like puppets on invisible strings,
six feet above the floor.


“Let them go.”


Emissary chuckled. “Times were, even
the smallest of your kind could wield Origin and protect their souls against
our touch. Now... you are scattered. The few of you with any true power fight
amongst yourselves, cowering in your steel cities. You have forgotten the
night, Declan. You have forgotten to be afraid.”


Emissary clicked his fingers and
snapped the necks of two of the uniformed officers. They hung lifeless, limp,
and he cast them aside. Annie and the others stared at me, eyes wide and
terrified, unable to move or speak as flame licked at the boardwalk beneath
them.


I lunged at Emissary, but he
backhanded me with his flaming hand. I was thrown aside and over an aluminum
table and chairs, scattering what looked like some damn fine fish and chips,
and came to a stop against one of the boardwalk’s support pillars. Dazed and
seeing stars, I struggled to stand but fell back disorientated. Blood dribbled
down into my eyes from a cut, and the Paddy’s steak special churned in my gut,
threatening to make a disturbing reappearance.


While I was down, Emissary snapped
four more necks—the remaining uniformed officers—and left Annie dangling alone
and helpless above her fallen comrades.


“Last one, Hale,” he said. “Oh my,
there’s something special about this one, isn’t there? Something...” he sniffed
the air, “... ancient and kind. Bah, so soon? Aeons become seconds—”


Emissary was knocked back, and the
fire in his hand spluttered and died. Crimson holes appeared in his shirt, and
the retort of a heavy, powerful gun cracked the air. Annie fell to the
boardwalk, among the bodies of the other officers, and her eyes rolled into the
back of her head. Dead or alive, I didn’t know.


Senior Detective Sam Grey stepped
into the pale, green light of the fire eating the boardwalk, his service
revolver smoking and empty. He emptied the spent cartridges and reloaded from a
stock in his jacket pocket.


“Hale,” he said, and offered me a
hand. “Just what in the hell is that man?”


I stumbled to my feet and took a
deep breath. Forced to his knees by the barrage of shots, Emissary counted the
holes in his chest and laughed.


I pushed Grey back. “You need to
take Annie and run—”


Almost faster than the eye could
follow, Emissary was back on his feet. He covered the short distance between us
in the time connecting heartbeats and drove his arm—fingers lengthened into
black, ten-inch claws—through Detective Grey.


Emissary gutted Grey, and his clawed
hand erupted from the old detective’s back, clutching his spine in its grip.
I’d seen some truly awful things in my time, and this was definitely up in the
top twenty. I jerked away from the sight, but Emissary lunged forward and
grasped my left forearm, pinning me to what was left of Grey.


I brought the full force of all my
Will to bear, pooled in my right hand—and choked.


Fetid Void-light slithered between
Emissary’s claws, gripping me tight, and I screamed as an intense fire rippled
down my arm. Pain not unlike dying forced me to my knees. Emissary let me fall,
cackling high and proud, as tendrils of thin smoke wafted up from my arm.


I fell back and grasped my wrist.
Through tear-blurred eyes I saw a familiar rune branded into my flesh, as black
as night and red-raw around the edge, like dull embers fading in the fireplace.


An Infernal Rune—old magic. Oldest
magic.


From lessons long ago at the academy
within the Fae Palace, in Ascension City, I recognized the symbol. The judicial
arm of the Knights’ iron justice system used it often during the Tome Wars,
mostly on prisoners of war.


“Ah, hell...” 


Emissary tossed Detective Grey
aside, toward the pile of dead policemen and Annie—her fate unknown.


“That should keep you here for the finale,”
Emissary said, grinning through bloody teeth. One of his eyes had reverted to
clear, cerulean blue. The other remained pitch-black and burning. His suit was
splattered in blood and gore.


I reached for my Will, for a drop of
ethereal light, and came up empty. A wall as tall as the sky and as vast as the
sea had appeared between me and the power. The rune on my arm stung all the
more for trying. This demonic messenger of the Everlasting had barred me from breathing.


“You... bastard.”


He straightened his bloodstained
collar and did the first button on his gore-soaked suit jacket. “Blessed Scion
requests the presence of the Immortal King, the man who severed the Clock, at
His ascension. Be good until then, Declan, and do not interfere with my work.
Trying to build a tower of beating love here. Hearts abound, you know? Yeah,
you know.”


Emissary laughed and stepped
sideways into nothing. He disappeared behind a black curtain of shadow and was
gone, uninjured and, for all that mattered, victorious.


Great, add freakin’ Void travel to
his list of skills. Son of a bitch had an impressive résumé.


I cradled my branded arm against my
chest for a long moment, staring at nothing as blood dripped down my face. I found
my feet and wandered over to Annie—hoping for the best but fearing the worst.


She lay curled on her side, arms
wrapped under her breasts. I felt for a pulse against her soft, olive-skinned
neck.


With a start her eyes flew open, and
she sat up, grasping at my shoulders. “What...?” It took her a moment, but she
remembered.


I stood and stepped back, giving her
a view of the fallen officers and Grey. Annie made an awful sound, somewhere
between defeat and despair.


“He’ll pay for this,” I said because
I didn’t know what else to say and the silence was terrible. I’d stood here
before, in the aftermath, and was just no good at it. “They don’t get to do
this. Not here. This world is off limits.”


Dazed and confused, Annie reached
for her trusty phone and called for help. I stood silent as she relayed what
had happened, on the verge of tears. The lights overhead cast wicked shadows
across the boardwalk. Annie stared not at me but at my shoes, at what was
missing under those lights.


My shadow.


She snapped her phone closed and
found her feet—and her gun. This time there was no mistaking the look on her
face. It was one of righteous fury. The look of the wronged and the vengeful.


Annie reached under her leather
jacket and produced a pair of steel handcuffs. “Give me your hands,” she said.
“Declan Hale, I’m placing you under arrest.”


Cut off from all my terrible power,
I had no choice but to agree. 
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And that’s how I found myself
chained to a desk in Joondalup Police Station. My head wound throbbed, and
blood dribbled along the curve of my nose and down into the corner of my mouth.
All things being even, I’d gotten lucky tonight—damned lucky. Whatever Emissary
was, he’d had me dead to rights and decided to play a little longer.


...keep you here for the finale.


Well, keeping me alive was his
second mistake. The first, daring to attract my ire at all.


A young nurse dabbed at my head
wound with gauze and some alcohol-based disinfectant while Annie sat opposite
me, tapping away on her computer and trying very hard not to cry. I rubbed some
burn cream into the Infernal rune marking my forearm. That, more than anything,
was perhaps the worst thing to have happened to me tonight. Emissary had left
me defenseless, open to attack from anyone who wanted to take a swing. And that
list could be damn-near infinite.


The atmosphere in the station, just
as the clock ticked over midnight, was one of denial—the first stage of grief.
They had lost seven of their own in a devastating attack. Plain-clothed and uniformed
officers moved past each other as ghosts—some angry poltergeists, slamming
drawers and whispering furiously into phones. Slim televisions attached to the
walls played footage of the Hillarys boardwalk falling into the sea. The body
count was unknown—some dozens, including Officer Murie and his men.


“How’s your head?” Brie asked, her
eyes on the computer screen. A small frown creased her brow.


“Tickles. I’ve had worse.”


She briefly met my eyes. “Yes, I
believe you have.”


Her fingers returned to the keyboard,
and her tone became brisk and businesslike. “This is your arrest report, Mr.
Hale. I’m about to ask you for a statement concerning the events that occurred
at Hillarys Boat Harbor tonight. You understand your rights, but I’m going to
ask you again, would you like legal assistance?”


“I’m very sorry for your loss,
Annie. I know Detective Grey was important to you.”


“Would you like a lawyer, Mr. Hale?”


“Declan, please.” I thanked the nurse
as she finished bandaging up my head. She left the young detective and I alone,
dancing around the truth and sipping at terrible lukewarm coffee that could
have done with a splash of scotch. “And no, no I would not.”


We moved through the formalities,
and I gave my recollection of events as truthfully as I could. When I got to
Emissary throwing cars and breathing pink flame, Annie sighed and lifted her
fingers from the keyboard. “You’re making it sound as if he were actually doing
those things,” she said.


“You saw what I saw, Detective.”


“I saw...” Annie shook her head. “I
don’t know what I saw! But it was some sort of trick. Has to be.” The last she
said to herself, and it almost sounded convincing. “We need to find this man
before he hurts anyone else, so please, Mr. Hale, take this a touch more
serious—”


“Oh, but I am. Now you need to take
what I’m saying seriously. Like it or not,” I said, “Perth is my home for the
foreseeable future. I need to be here, for reasons that will take too long to
explain.” Even if you would believe those absurd reasons. “But, you see,
this is a good thing. The city is under my protection, and right now, I am
uniquely capable of dealing with this type of threat.” With or without this
damn rune, you coal-eyed bastard. “Annie, do you believe me?” 


Her chin trembled. “I… Christ, I
do.”


“Splendid. No place left to hide
now. Time for the truth.” But how best to explain it? “Annie—”


“Detective Brie.” She sighed and
relented. “I suppose Annie’s fine now. You’re not a killer.”


My indomitable charm could wear the
best of them down. “Yes. I am. And I’m afraid everything I’m going to say from
here on out will probably seem, if not outright fantasy, then a cruel and
terrible joke, given the severity of what happened tonight. Please understand—and
this is important—that I truly know how the loss you have suffered feels. Seven
men and women are dead, six of them your comrades-in-arms, and one of them more
than that, a friend.”


Annie opened her mouth to speak. I
raised a hand to stop her.


“I say this because I would not have
you think me cruel or terrible or perhaps insane. You’ve suffered a loss that
cuts so deep and hurts so much that the pain is numb—a train bound for nowhere,
do you ken?” I shook my head, catching my words. I’d slipped into Forgetful
speech there—at once both archaic and modern. “Does that make sense?”


A single tear cut a lonely track
down Annie’s face—that awful way single tears do. She let it fall unchecked.
“Yes, yes it does.”


“You’re tired, you’re scared, you’re
angry, and you want it all to stop. You want it to have never happened. For the
darkness not to have crushed out the light like a spent cigarette.” I’d had
five and a half long years in exile to think all these thoughts for myself. How
to deal with loss, with death, with bitter resentment and consuming regret.
With the guilt of being powerless or, worse, powerful. “You need to dismiss
these thoughts. You need to embrace the truth—and the anger. The anger is good,
useful.”


“And leads to the dark side... What
is your truth, Declan?” she asked, using my first name for the first time. I
liked the way it sounded, rolling off her tongue.


“The thing that killed Detective
Grey and the others, that tried to kill you tonight, and gave me this knock on
the head.” I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Annie, I’m sorry, but it’s
not human. It’s not even from this world.”


Her face crumpled, as I’d known it
would. Her lips pulled back from her teeth in an unconscious snarl, and she immediately
put up a wall between herself and my cruel truth. “You think I’m an idiot?”


“Far from it.”


“Officer Owens!” she called across
the bullpen. “Please find a nice cell for Mr. Hale. He’ll be spending the
night.”


A large cop shuffled across the floor
and hauled me up by the arm. I went quietly, Annie following in my wake, and
did not protest the concrete box—stinking of chemical cleaners trying hard to
mask urine—they shoved me in. I’d seen enough in that last glance on Annie’s
face to know that, despite it all, she believed me wholly.


And it terrified her. 


Her logical mind just needed to
catch up with her soulful heart and absorb all she had seen tonight. 


I sat down on the thin mattress in
the cell, alone in the dull fluorescent light, and rested my aching head. It
had been a long day—as long as any I could remember, even during the dark days
of the Tome Wars. My heart was telling me it was only the first of such long
days to come… War, or something like it, marred the horizon. 


A few hours later, as I lay dozing
on the edge of sleep, Annie returned and let me out. She held my worn, old
waistcoat over her forearm. In one hand, she carried a bottle of water and in
the other a packet of ibuprofen. I swallowed three of the pills, shrugged into
my coat, and followed my new friend out into the early morning light just
before dawn.


We said nothing as I climbed into
the passenger seat of her car, and she took off in the general direction of
Riverwood Plaza and my bookshop.
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We didn’t speak until I’d let us
both into my shop, reset the wards, and led Annie through the maze of
bookshelves, around towering pillars of creative endeavor, to the counter near
my writing alcove.


“If this thing...” she began, then
faltered.


“Emissary,” I offered.


“If Emissary wanted you so badly,
then why’s it killing all these other people?”


A good question. One that needed
proper answers. What had Emissary said? Spill enough blood, and the walls of
reality begin to crack. What, perchance, may slip through then? “We need to
go see my brother, Annie. I may be the last sheriff round these parts,
according to Emily, but there’s an army of men and women like me who need to
know what’s happening here.”


“Your brother? Grey told me you
didn’t have any family.”


“Ah, no. What I told Grey was that I
was alone on this big, blue marble. Which is technically true. I’ve no family
that I know of here on Earth. My brother lives on another world, in Ascension
City. He’s the king of an order of men and women who can use Will—the magic, as
you understand it—called the Knights Infernal. An ancient order responsible for
maintaining the Story Thread and charged with protecting all worlds, but this
world in particular, from nightmares such as Emissary.”


Annie took as much of that as she
could in her stride. “Your brother’s a king?”


“Yes.”


“You don’t sound too happy about
it.”


I snorted. “We’re not exactly close.
In fact, we’re not close at all.”


“You had a falling out?”


“We’re still falling. He stole the
Dragon Throne and had me exiled to True Earth, here, under pain of death. It’s
likely he’ll want to kill me if I return, but perhaps not given recent events.”
I rubbed at the tender rune seared into my arm. “Regardless, Emissary has
forced my hand. I have to go back.”


“How so?”


“What happened last night, and the
two murders taunting me yesterday, are bad. Real bad.” I shook my head.
“Monumentally bad. The thing is, the Knights are usually on top of these things
well before local law enforcement, or even the media, know what’s happened. Our
world, our power, is best kept secret, and even during the Tome Wars the
Knights and the Renegades held to that secret here on True Earth. When
something broke through, like a Voidling, it was handled swiftly and surely.
The fact that you’re involved at all, Annie, is an appalling lapse. The Knights
are in trouble.”


She considered and then nodded.
“What kind of trouble, do you think?” 


“The Everlasting…” I fumbled again
at how much she needed to know. “Uh, that is, some powerful beings that seem to
wish us harm must be encroaching on King Faraday’s territory. Despite what
Emily said, I can’t imagine he’s abandoned Earth willingly… It’s the real
world, after all. The Story Thread was first spun here, cast out into the Void
like a beacon against the night. To give that up is like, well, like poisoning
the well. The bad apple that spoils the rest. Somewhat of a degradation. Heh.”


“I’m following about one word in
three here, Declan.” Annie wrapped her arms about herself and shrugged. “I
guess there’s a lot I don’t know.”


“I wouldn’t ask you to come with me,
normally. Forget is no place for those without Will, save for a few bastions
against the chaos—like Ascension City—but Perth is just as dangerous, if not
more so, with Emissary on the loose. And he took a shine to you last night, I’m
afraid.” Why you, though? Aeons become seconds...


Annie paled. “I feel sick. I should
phone Brian and let him know.”


“Brian?”


Annie waved her ring finger at me
and pulled out her phone. “My fiancé.”


“Be brief. Tell him nothing about
Forget, or Emissary, or any of this absurd nonsense. There are creatures…
Voidlings again, made of abstract concepts or worse, that can sometimes sense
that kind of dangerous knowledge.”


“What?” Annie shook her head.
“That’s—”


“Absurd nonsense, yes, but there you
have it. Best start getting used to it now.”


“What should I tell him then? He
could be in danger.”


I held up my palm and tried to
create a small ball of spluttering flame—a simple trick, taught to apprentices
not even seven years old at the Academy. The rune on my arm stung and cut me
away from the enchantment. “Not if you can keep what you’ve learned a secret,
he won’t be. No more than anyone in this town, at least. Tell him you’re stuck
at work for a few days, what with all the murder. It’s not a lie, really. Work
is just taking you further afield than Kings Park today.”


Annie stepped outside the shop to
make her phone call, and I helped myself to a sip of scotch from the collection
of bottles scattered around my writing alcove. The time was coming up on seven
o’clock in the morning, but I’d been awake long enough for it not to matter. Scotch
o’clock somewhere. I slumped down into my seat, opposite a leather couch stained
and sticky with spilled liquor from a lot of sleepless nights, and put my feet
up on a stack of pages, weeks out of the typewriter. My incomplete, somewhat
endless novel made a better footrest than it did a story.


“Declan Hale, you need to sleep, lad,”
Roper Hartley said, appearing out of nothing on the leather couch.


I rubbed my eyelids and cursed. “Not
now, mate. Long night, yeah. Even longer day ahead.”


Roper was a real character. And by
real character, I meant real character. The handsome, daring protagonist
from John Richardson’s Emerald City series. A construct of Will or my
own insanity, I’d once thought. He was a tall man, fair, and athletically
built. Perfect stubble bristled across his chin under a wave of chestnut-brown
hair. A sword hung in a sheath around his waist, pointed down toward the floor,
and a quiver of arrows rested on his back. 


He shouldn’t have been able to reach
me here, on True Earth, but a lot of things seemed to be changing. War to
come, Emily had said. At first, I’d thought I was mad, speaking to
characters that only I could see, but now I believed them to be more than
madness. Something to do with my lack of shadow and the way my existence pulled
on the Story Thread. I was half in and half out of the Void at all times,
thanks to my deal with Lord Oblivion five and a half years ago in Atlantis.
Some of my essence, my shadow, was trapped forever in the inky blackness
between universes. I was in two places at once, and that kind of anomaly was like
sandpaper scraping against the cloth of reality, wearing thin.


At least, that was my working
theory. I didn’t have a better one or access to the scholars at the Infernal
Academy who study Void law.


 “Something changed, recently,
and the walls between worlds are crumbling. Can’t you feel it, Arbiter? Old
powers are returning.”


An image of the Infernal Clock
shattering against a floor of dark obsidian stone came to mind. “What do you
know of old powers? Richardson wrote you into existence not thirty years ago.”


Roper gave me half a smile. “You may
use and, indeed, abuse the Story Thread, Hale, but I was born of it—I am part
of it. I can hear it screaming.”


“It’s the Mirror upstairs, isn’t it?
That’s why you’re here.” I chuckled and shook my head. “Holmes pretty much told
me a few months ago, before Atlantis and Clare happened. Best you fix this, he
said.”


“I’m here—”


The chime above the door jingled and
someone, Annie most likely, stepped back into the shop. Whoever it was moved
swiftly through the maze of books to the counter and my alcove. Roper turned
his head, listening, with a small frown.


“Now that’s interesting...” he
muttered.


“I told Brian as much as I dared,”
Annie said, appearing from between the twisting shelves of romance and general
fiction. “Declan, I... Who’s that?”


She was staring at Roper.


He seemed just as surprised as me,
and I almost fell out of my chair.


“You can see him?” I asked.
“Annie, you can see the man on the couch?”


“Wearing the tight leather pants?
Yes. You’ll cook in the sun in those, buddy.”


Roper looked at me, back to Annie,
and opened his mouth to speak. He licked his lips instead, chuckled, and
disappeared.


Annie dropped her phone and jumped
back with a small cry. I just stared at her, stunned. My world spun a few more
degrees off its axis. So Roper, somehow, and impossibly so, was real.
Time and time again he’d appeared, whispering in my ear, along with other
characters—some not so kind—and no one, not Ethan or Sophie, or even old
Marcus, had ever said a word. They hadn’t been able to see the impossible
constructs.


But Annie... why Annie?


“Who are you?” I asked, gripping the
neck of the scotch bottle hard enough to turn my knuckles white. If I could
have accessed my Will, my hands would have been ablaze, reaching for the nearest
book. I thought again on how my power had reacted to Annie, just over thirty
hours ago in Kings Park. My Will had reached for her, like a man lost in
the desert reaching for an oasis found.


“Declan,” Annie said carefully, a
hand on the grip of her gun, “put the bottle down.”


I blinked. I was on my feet, legs
set in a defensive stance, chest to the side, and holding the bottle as though
it were a club, just above my waist. “Sorry,” I said, doing as she asked. “It’s
just... impossible that you saw Roper.”


“Why... how... did he disappear?”


“Because he was never there!” I was
shouting, and it felt good. “He was just... an echo, forced out of his
book because of the Mirror upstairs. The Black Mirror, a path through the Void,
and because of my shadow. He was a ghost sent to haunt me—like all of them!”


“I don’t understand—”


“No! No you can’t understand. No one
can.” Oh, and pity the melodrama of the long-suffering. I took a deep
breath and exhaled slowly. “Sorry I’m shouting. It’s just... I’ve never had my
Will taken away from me. Not like this. I feel like I’m trying to breathe
underwater, you know. Trying to see with my eyes stabbed out. I...” I got a
hold on the anger. “You must have a lot of questions. Do you want to sit down,
and we’ll talk?”


Annie nodded and moved over to the
leather couch, so recently occupied by a fairy tale, and sat on the edge. She
relaxed when I sat down, too, and pulled out my phone.


“I’m going to call Ethan and Sophie,
get them over here. They’re like me, Annie. They know about... magic and other
worlds. We’ll need their help getting to Forget and Ascension City.”


I glanced at the screen of my phone,
which had been on silent mode all night, and saw I had forty-seven missed
calls. “Yikes, I think I’m in trouble.”


I made a quick call, and Sophie
picked up halfway through the first ring.


“Hi, Soph—yes, I know. Yes. Yes.
Look, I was there. At Paddy’s and at Hillarys.” I gave Annie a smile and rolled
my eyes. She didn’t return it. “Police station most of the night. A lot’s
happened. You and Ethan need to get to the shop now—I don’t care if he’s got
work. Trouble a’brewing, ’Phie. I... I’ve been Marked. Yes, like that. I’ll see
you soon.”


I ended the call, tossed the phone
on the coffee table between the old typewriter and the haphazardly stacked
pages of my novel, and poured myself a half glass of liquid gold.


“You know how early it is?” Annie
asked.


“Scotch o’clock somewhere, sweet
thing.” A half-eaten packet of stale digestive biscuits sat on the shelf in the
window alcove. I tore the packet wide open and dipped one into my drink. “Care
for a biscuit?”


“No, thank you. That’s disgusting.”


“I had a pack with chocolate topping
around here somewhere, but this shop has a way of swallowing things whole,
given enough time.” I chuckled and wiped some crumbs from the corner of my
mouth.


“Is this how you usually live,
Declan?”


A smile spread across my face.
“First name basis—that is wonderful.”


Annie huffed and pressed her hands against
her knees. Dark lines had appeared under her eyes in the last few hours. We
both could’ve used about two days of good sleep. She looked around my shop as
if expecting anything or anyone to pop into existence any second. I suppose
that was a fair concern, given this place.


“How do you keep the silverfish out
of all these books?” she asked.


“Minor wards and charms. The books
are under my protection.”


“Are you actually open for business?
That cash register doesn’t look like it’s ever been used.”


“When the mood strikes me, I open
the shop, but you never can be sure who’s a customer and who’s an assassin, can
you?”


“I’m not sure how many bookshop
managers have that problem.”


“You’d be surprised.”


Annie raised an eyebrow and said
nothing. I could see a thousand questions quivering on her lips, but it was
best to let someone new to all this wonder and horror work their own way around
to whatever was on their mind. Too much too soon could be damaging. Not as
damaging as a demonic messenger of the Old Gods, sure, but still a trifle
worrisome.


“There are other worlds,” Annie
said, as if confirming the fact to herself.


“Yes.”


“You’ve been to them?”


“Oh, yes. Many, many times.”


“And there’s, like, this main other
world and some sort of city where people like you come from?”


I shrugged. “I was born here on
Earth, actually, twenty-five or so years ago, but yes, there’s Ascension City—a
shining world of prosperity and wealth, a jewel of the Story Thread.”


“So who are you in this other world?
A... Knight?”


“I was a Knight. Most definitely a
Knight. Before I was exiled for ending the war, I was commander of one of the
most elite units in Ascension City—the Cascade Fleet.”


“For ending the war?”


“That’s another long story. Short
version, I bargained with a creature of immense power in the heart of
Atlantis—yes, that Atlantis—and lost my shadow and my love in the fine
print but forced an end to the Tome Wars. I created a... Degradation. A shield
that encircled Atlantis, protecting the city and the powerful relics hidden
there. It also crippled the Story Thread.”


Annie threw up her hands, struggling
to keep up. “You keep mentioning that. What is the Story Thread?”


“A network of countless worlds that
we, people like me with enough Will power, can access through books. Think of the
Thread as cities and towns on a map, and books are the roads connecting them
all together. It’s actually nothing like that, but you get a rough idea, yeah?”


Annie nodded. I liked the way she
nodded, her fringe bouncing. She was quite pretty. “Tell me about the Knights
then. What are they?”


“The Knights...” I sighed, somewhat
wistfully. “My entire life, up until five years ago, was spent in service of
the Knights Infernal and all that they, in their glory, stood for.” And how
far we mighty fall... “The Knights are an order of men and women, millennia
old, who serve the Story Thread and Forget. We keep the Void in check and deal
with the monsters, the unseen, the nightmarish visions of humanity made real.”


“Sort of like a police force then?”


“Sure, I guess. But closer to a
military, overseen by a monarchy of powerful Knights and the lords and ladies
of Ascension City.”


“You mentioned something about a
king before. I’m picturing a medieval castle, with Knights in armor fighting on
horseback. Is it anything like that? A king would mean you don’t vote people
into power, do you?”


“No, not so much.” I ran a hand back
through my hair and frowned. “You have to understand, before I ended them, the
Tome Wars had been fought for close to a century. One hundred years of
war between the Knights and the Renegades. Not much chance to hold general
elections in there.”


“So how do you decide who’s in
charge?”


“Power,” I said. “Any kid who
graduates from the Academy, at fifteen or sixteen, becomes something like a
senator, a politician, in a way, capable of influencing policy and the war
effort. For the last few decades, the Dragon Throne has been held by those with
the power to seize control and govern the war, elected—in the loosest sense of
the word—by a council of the ruling class. We’re soldiers, first and foremost,
charged to protect the Story Thread and the wealth of worlds out there,
standing strong against the Void.”


Annie pondered that and then nodded.
“Okay. So what were you to Ascension City?”


“Almost king, once upon a time,
before I was cast into this wonderful, scotch-soaked exile.” I took a sip. “But
my rank? During the war I was a field-commander in the Cascade Fleet. Rather
prestigious, like Special Forces. But say there was no war, no military
designations... I attained the rank of Arbiter before I became a threat to the
throne.”


“Arbiter?”


“There’s a hierarchy of five levels
to being a Knight Infernal. Apprentice, Guardian, Sentinel, Lord, Arbiter.” I
held up my hand and checked them off, one by one. “At nineteen, I was young for
an Arbiter. Times were, no one under fifty would even be considered for
anything higher than a Sentinel... but you can’t expect children to fight a war
and not grow old in the soul, Annie.”


“Arbiter...” she said, rolling the
word around her mouth.


“There are other ranks, of course,
elements and factions within the Knights that hold varying levels of power and
respect against the core five levels. Take the Healers, for instance, those
with the knack for learning and using healing enchantments, charms, and spells.
A healer might be only a Guardian in the normal hierarchy, fresh out of the
Academy, but their skill could make them a Wiser within that particular
faction—which is roughly the equivalent of a Sentinel in the main structure.
You follow?”


Annie shrugged. “Somewhat. You don’t
look much like a healer, Declan. Did you have a specialty?”


“I was good at being a soldier.
Let’s just leave it at that.”


“Okay.” Annie folded her hands in
her lap. “And the Renegades? Who are they?”


A weak smile came and went across my
face. “You met their Queen just last night. Graceful Emily, at Paddy’s. Yeah, I
know, she seems too kind and too pregnant to be the leader of a rebellious
faction of the Knights Infernal, responsible for a century of bloodshed and war,
doesn’t she?” 


“Tell me more about the Renegades.
Are they like an outlaw gang?”


I sighed. “The Renegades splintered
off from the rest of us in Ascension City and set up their own city on one of
the empty worlds in the Uncharted Realms—Voraskel, named for their first king.
The lunatic who started it all. They followed different laws, different
beliefs. They set themselves above the Knights and our key precepts.”


“This all happened a hundred years
ago?”


“About that, yeah. The backlash of
the Knights and Renegades falling out spilled over onto Earth, at the time.”


Annie’s lips moved as she did some
quick math. “About a hundred years ago... are you talking about the First World
War?”


“Yes.” I smiled grimly. “The Renegades
wanted to use Forget—and our power to navigate worlds—to pillage and plunder.
That’s a very broad look at what became a complex society, but the general gist
of their insurrection was that no world should be off limits, and if they
couldn’t find something they wanted, they’d just write it into existence. A
complete and utter abuse of Will, and we’re lucky the war here on Earth only
lasted four years.”


“And killed millions!”


“Millions more than you know.” I let
that hang in the air a moment. “Now, we may be seeing something similar again.
This being the key world, the Knights have members in every level of government
across the planet. And have had for centuries. The fact that they’ve seemingly
abandoned their posts could, conceivably, have the same effect that the
Renegade desertion did a century ago.”


“You’re talking about another World
War.”


I shrugged. “Worst case scenario,
but it certainly puts things into perspective, yeah? With no teams here on Earth
searching for the unfound—kids who can control Will—we could see a lot of
unexplained accidents and power grabs. We have to stop that from happening, or
a lot of innocent lads and lasses will suffer.”


Annie nodded. “And Emissary has to
answer for the deaths he caused last night. For Grey.” She clenched her fists.
“That’s why I’m coming with you. Why I let you out of that cell.”


“Yes, I know. And fear not, we’ll
make him sorry he ever set foot on this world.”


“Good.” Annie leaned forward and
swiped the glass of scotch from my hand. She finished the drink in one harsh
gulp. “Righto, then. So tell me how we’re getting to this Ascension City of
yours?”


“If that bastard hadn’t branded me,
we could be there in seconds using one of these fine books.”


“How so?”


“Books written by authors who have
some command over Will, however small, can become part of the Story Thread. A
Knight can use those books to travel to that world. Some of the greatest
stories ever written actually exist, Annie, among the plethora of worlds out
there in Forget. I’ve read them. I’ve been there. It’s why we call this world True
Earth, because so many stories are set here that they’ve spawned countless
copies of Earth.”


Annie licked her lips and her eyes
glinted. She had the taste for adventure now, seeing the possibilities,
surrounded by a hundred thousand worlds in this shop alone—all just a heartbeat
away, if I hadn’t been branded by Emissary. “Like what? Where’ve you been?”


I rubbed my hands together and
grinned. “I’ve strolled along the riverbanks on the grounds of Grahame’s Toad
Hall. I watched a giant squid glide across the lake at Rowling’s Hogwarts. Oh,
Annie, you haven’t lived until you’ve almost been devoured by Dune’s
sandworms or watched icebergs of pure diamond crash together on a foamy, purple
sea in Auron’s Folly.” 


“You’ve done all that?”


“All before my eighteenth birthday,
and visited a thousand other worlds out there. What’s your favorite book?”


“The Hobbit,” she said.


“Ah...” My smile faded.


“What? Tolkien didn’t have the power
to make his world real?”


I shook my head slowly. “No, no, he
did... But Middle Earth is a banned realm, sealed away by the Knights using
some very complex and soul-consuming runes and enchantments.”


“So you can’t visit it?”


“No. That story is part of what we
call the Dream Worlds. Worlds of the Story Thread cut off from the rest of
Forget, for protection.”


“What do you mean?”


“Worlds too hazardous to visit,
Annie. Littered with artifacts or creatures too dangerous to unleash on the
rest of Forget.” I suppressed a shudder. “One Renegade set a nest of Tolkien’s
Orcs loose on some of the more peaceful worlds out there fifty years ago,
before Middle Earth was sealed away in the Dream Worlds. They spread like a
plague, burrowing and infesting—some even attacked Ascension City back in the
eighties, burning the outlying districts. Last I heard, they’re still not under
control. And don’t get me started on what the Rings of Power could do in the
wrong hands.”


Annie nodded along, but she looked
afraid now. “This is a lot to take in, all at once. I’m not sure if you’re just
pulling my leg, but after what happened last night... the officers we lost...
Declan, are you being straight with me?”


“As an arrow, Annie Brie. How does
it feel to tumble through the looking glass?”


“God, is that one real, too?” She
rubbed at her eyes, fighting fatigue.


“No, that one’s just a story.”


Annie sighed what may have been
relief.


“It’s the Wizard of Oz you’ve got to
watch out for.”
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All conversationed out, I left Annie
with her thoughts and set about brewing a fresh pot of tea in my seldom-used
small kitchen in the back of the shop. Surprised to find teabags, I spent a
good two minutes searching for the kettle and found it atop a stack of
paperback horror novels—Odd Thomas, by Dean Koontz, as good as it
gets—leaning precariously over the stovetop. Fire hazards and kind-hearted fry
cooks aside, I set the kettle to boil and dozed leaning against the sink for a
few stolen minutes.


In no time at all, I was jolted
awake by the kettle’s shrill whistle, and when I returned to my writing alcove,
two cups in hand, I found Ethan and Sophie sitting with Annie and chatting
about the weather.


“Ah, you shouldn’t have,” Ethan
said, reaching for one of the cups.


“I didn’t. One for Sophie and one
for Annie. Kettle’s in the back, Reilly.”


Once my apprentice returned with two
more cups, I filled Ethan and Sophie in on all that had transpired since I’d
seen them yesterday evening. Their faces grew grim as my story progressed
through Paddy’s to Hillarys, to the night I’d spent in the cells, and finally
back to my shop earlier that morning.


“You’re lucky to be alive,” Sophie
said to Annie. “Actually, you too, Declan.”


“Don’t I know it. But Emissary... he
didn’t want me dead, ’Phie. He invited me to the ‘ascension’ of Blessed
Scion, as he put it.”


“What do you suppose that means?”
Ethan asked, sipping his tea, as Annie’s phone chimed.


“Hard to say. We need to speak to
the Knights at the Fae Palace. My brother. Rally some support.”


“How wise is that, though? Going
back?” Sophie asked. “Last time they clapped you in star iron. And let’s not
forget you were attacked and stabbed in the palace itself.”


Annie cleared her throat. “Sorry to
interrupt, but I think I have a lead on whatever Scion’s ascension might be.”


I blinked. “How could you
possibly...?” She handed me her phone and a few more pieces of the puzzle fell
into place. The screen displayed an image of a whitewashed wall in some
alleyway, probably in the city. Written on the wall in a familiar, crimson
script was yet another message for me.


 


Blessed Scion on His pale throne


The Younger God sits all alone


Ten thousand years awaiting rebirth


The Everlasting will cleanse the
earth


:)


NO RAIN OR HALE


CAN STOP THE NIGHT TO COME!


 


“How many did he kill?” I asked
softly.


“Three,” Annie said. “Another
three.”


I’ve already lost count... Two the
day before, the six policemen, Grey... And let’s not forget to add the man who
tried to shoot me at the uni tav to the red tally. People were dead and getting
deader.


“No rain or hale,” Sophie said,
reading over my shoulder. “Well, that’s a not-so-subtle shot at you.”


I handed Annie her phone back and
cracked my knuckles. “Well, this doesn’t change the plan. Ascension City. Are
you two in?”


“Never miss a chance to tango,
boss,” Ethan said.


“I guess so, Declan, but you’re
courting disaster.” Sophie gave me a tight smile. “As usual.”


“Actually, I think I’m trying to
prevent a disaster, for once.” 


Ethan put his mug down on the counter
and slapped a stack of paperbacks. “Well, what are we waiting for? Emissary
could come gunning for you any minute. Let’s grab a book and slip across to
Ascension City while we can.”


I shook my head before he finished
and rolled up my sleeve, exposing the ugly, black rune scorched into my flesh.
Ethan recoiled at the sight of it, and Sophie grimaced. “I’ve no Will. It’s
been locked away from me, and it would take more than the power you two have to
undo this mark.”


Sophie bit her lip. “I could do it,
I think. I’ve never really tried before, but if you talked me through it,
Declan.”


“No, you don’t understand. This mark
locks me to this world. I can’t travel using Will even if someone else is doing
the invocation. At best, it just won’t work. At worst, trying to dive will tear
the flesh from my bones.”


“Then what?” Ethan asked. “How do we
get to Forget?”


“We can’t cross the Void,” Sophie
said. “Not like you. Ethan and I can’t, and Detective Brie certainly can’t.”


I wondered about that and just what
Annie could do. “There’s another way,” I said. “McSorley’s.”


Sophie scoffed. “He’ll shoot you on
sight. No, actually, he’ll make you pay your tab first, and then he’ll shoot
you.” 


“It’s the closest door, and it leads
straight to the Atlas Lexicon.”


“What about the Knights guarding it?
They won’t let you pass, on Faraday’s order.”


That much was true. “All the Knights
Earth-side have been recalled to Ascension City, and we can blend into the
crowds at the Atlas Lexicon.”


“Sorry,” Annie said. “What’s the
Atlas Lexicon?”


“I’d like to know that as well,”
Ethan chimed in.


“A nexus of gateways and portals
between worlds,” I said. “Natural waygates, of a kind, amalgamated in one place
and not constructed of Will. A train station of inter-dimensional tracks
to thousands of worlds throughout Forget. And, of course, Ascension City.”


“Think of Grand Central in New
York,” Sophie said. “Only grander. Much grander. I’ve only been there once.
Back when it was first conceived, no one thought it could be done—all those
doorways so close together. Enough cracks to cause a Voidflood.”


“The Lexicon was the work of a...
mad genius, Thomas Lucien Atkinson, and its creation sparked the Tome Wars a
century ago. Well, one of the sparks.” I stood and stuffed a novel into
my holster. “Travel between worlds was suddenly cheap and affordable to anyone,
to the masses in Ascension City without a drop of Will. Before the Atlas
Lexicon, you needed a Knight to cross worlds. After, just a few gems for a train
ticket. It... Heh, I suppose it ruined the majesty somewhat.”


“I know McSorley’s,” Annie said.
“It’s a bar on Murray Street in the city.”


“Yes, my old haunt, until I had a...
falling out with the proprietor.”


“That’s one way of putting it,”
Sophie muttered.


Annie frowned. “It burned down a few
years back, didn’t it?”


“It surely did,” I said. “And it
wasn’t my fault. Not one bit. Mostly not one bit. Partly. I saved the old
bastard’s life, after the gateway in his basement malfunctioned and started
spewing out demons.”


Ethan whistled. “Demons, really?”


“Well, tiny little imps, for the
most part. Can only really get up to minor mischief. But in my opinion anything
that chants in Hellspeak is a demon.”


“I can’t tell if you’re being
serious,” Annie said, shaking her head.


Sophie rolled her eyes. “Declan,
halfway through a bottle of Bowmore’s, took it upon himself to clear the imp
infestation and inscribe fresh runes in McSorley’s gateway, realigning the
path. McSorley gets half his business from Forgetful travelers visiting Perth
through the Atlas Lexicon and using his archway to return.”


“What the hell do they come to Perth
for?” Ethan asked. “Our overpriced coffee and six o’clock closing times?”


“Perth has some of the nicest beaches
in the world—in any world,” Sophie said. “Anyway, Declan missed a binding rune,
and the basement went up like a firework.”


Annie raised an eyebrow. “Is that
true?”


I grabbed my keys and wallet from
the counter, ducked around the counter and retrieved another wallet—a leather
pouch of Forgetful currency—and pocketed that as well. “Doesn’t matter. We’re
getting off track. McSorley won’t be holding too much of a grudge, I’m sure,
and he’s not going to shoot me with one of Perth’s finest watching my back.” I
squeezed Annie’s shoulder, felt her tense, and took a step away. “Anyway, shall
we drive in or take the train?”


“Didn’t bring my student card,”
Ethan said. “I’m not paying full price on the train! That’s, like, four
dollars.”


“Fate of the world in the balance
and you don’t have a spare four dollars?”


“Spent it on ice cream and noodles
last night.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “And I’m pretty sure I’m fired
for coming here instead of work, so I can’t afford no fancy train rides.”


Annie laughed—the first time she’d
done more than crack a grim smile since Grey’s death the night before. “I’ll
drive. My car’s out back.”


“I’ll meet you there in a few
minutes. Just have to collect a few supplies from upstairs.”


I took the stairs two at a time and
stepped into my room. The star iron sword glinted in the sun shining in through
the eastern window, and I kicked open the trunk of odds and ends I’d been
collecting for the last few months and retrieved a simple leather scabbard.
Ugly and worn, and mostly ornamental, Ethan had found me the damn thing on
eBay. The scabbard came complete with a sword belt, which I strapped around my
waist now.


The sword wasn’t ready, but it was
close enough and would have to do. I’d already been disarmed, thanks to
Emissary’s brand, and I couldn’t face Forget without some sort of protection.
If I was reading the weather right, then my presence might not cause as great a
stir in Ascension City as it had done three months ago. I hefted the sword from
its stand and tested the weight. Light, versatile, and as sharp as a razor. I
sheathed it carefully in the scabbard and wished, not for the first time and
not for the last, that I could access my Will.


Downstairs I set the wards and
locked up the old, stuffy shop. I found the others around the back, Annie’s car
idling on the curb. 


She took one look at me, at the
sword on my hip, and cursed. “You know it’s illegal to carry one of those
without a lawful excuse.”


“Whatever do you mean, Detective?” I
said lightly and slipped into the backseat next to Ethan. The sword I pulled up
and rested on the compartment in between the front seats. “This is purely for
ornamental purposes.”


“I think it looks badass,” Ethan
said. “When can I get one?”


“When you can convince me you won’t
cut your own hand off.”


Annie leaned over the driver’s seat
and pointed a stern finger at me. “Just keep it out of sight until... until
we’re away from here.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Perth, the actual city, was twenty
minutes from my shop in the northern suburbs. Heading south into the city on
the Mitchell Freeway, Annie got caught in rush hour traffic, and we slowed to a
crawl. Stuck in the backseat with Ethan, I took the opportunity to catch a half
hour’s rest. The rune on my arm stung too much for any real sleep, but I dozed,
thinking about things best left alone.


Just south of Leederville, two
minutes from the city, we were caught bumper to bumper in road works. I didn’t
often come down this way, not since burning down McSorley’s and moving north,
but I seemed to recall these road works had been in progress for years. A kid
in the car next to me waved, grinned a chocolate-stained grin, and threw a
plush Piglet at the window. His mother, sending a message on her phone, ignored
the wee bugger entirely. I stuck my tongue out at him as we moved off. Annie
made a quick turn into the fast lane and actually progressed more than a few,
stagnant feet.


“What time is it?” I asked.


“Quarter to ten,” Sophie said from
the passenger seat.


“I’m thinking breakfast. Bacon and
egg muffins, hash browns, and some pancakes. McSorley won’t be there before
quarter to eleven anyway.”


“Know the opening time off the top
of your head, do you?” Annie asked.


“I’m a man of many talents.”


With an hour to kill, and my stomach
grumbling, breakfast turned out to be a good idea. Annie parked in His
Majesty’s multistory, and I reluctantly left my sword in the car. We walked
down Murray Street, past a locked up McSorley’s, and got breakfast on William
Street, beating through the throngs of people all dressed up in snappy business
suits and thirsting for coffee. Most of them had their heads buried in the The
West Australian, splashed with the morbid headline:


 


EIGHTEEN SLAIN IN ARSON ATTACK


 


A picture of the Hillarys boardwalk aflame
accompanied the headline. My brand stung all the more just thinking about the
massacre, and I couldn’t help but feel that Emissary, whatever he was, was
something out of my league. Not to brag, but I’ve tangled with gods and
would-be-gods, men and women of complete power and complexity, and fought in
wars that spanned entire galaxies of worlds. I came out of all that, for
the most part, on top.


They had trained me well at the
Infernal Academy.


And the Tome Wars had taught me
everything else.


So why was I on the back foot here?


Perhaps I was just rusty. Apart from
a brief foray into Forget three months ago, I hadn’t been back in the game for
five years. I’d grown slow and a little fat on beer, steak, and scotch. Hell,
I’d died in Atlantis and, if not for a quirk of fate, would have stayed
dead. These were my thoughts as I sat on a thin aluminum chair out front of
Mickey-D’s, chewing a hot bacon and egg muffin, food in the loosest sense of
the word, and sipping a surprisingly decent cup of tea.


I needed to get my head back in the
game.


Needed to stop wallowing in a past I
couldn’t change.


I needed... to sleep. But, hell, who
had the time?


This was my pretty little town,
exile or not, and no freakish nightmare could come here and slaughter her
inhabitants.


Sleep when you’re dead, snickered a voice in the back of my
mind that sounded surprisingly familiar. I thought of Clare Valentine, which
made me pause mid-chew and frown. Strange thought from a strange, dead voice.


We finished up with breakfast,
collected my awesome sword, and strolled through the heavy oak door of
McSorley’s just after half ten in the morning. By the Everlasting, but it had
been a long, continuous night bleeding into day. The scent of wood polish and
old, spilled beer hung in the air inside my once upon a time favorite pub.


 “We’re not open just yet,”
Albert McSorley said from behind the bar, as he polished glasses in a sink.
“Licensed from eleven. You’re welcome to sit at the bar and sip lemonade
until—” He looked up, saw me framed by my companions, and calmly retrieved a
cricket bat from under the bar. “Declan.”


“Albert.”


McSorley scoffed. “I recognize the
cute redhead, but your other two friends I don’t know. Either way, I’m not so
sure I want you all in here.”


Albert McSorley was a retired
Knight. Long out of the game and just looking for something beautiful, like all
of us madmen. He’d been in Perth going on twenty years, ever since his
hundredth birthday and retirement from the Knights Infernal. One of the boons
of magic, of Will, was an extended lifespan. Long centuries of something
beautiful, you ken. We could live well beyond that of your everyday human. But
there weren’t too many Knights who had lived long enough to be called old,
these days, not with the clouds of the Tome Wars still darkening the
horizon—they’d all died in one battle or another. McSorley had survived all but
a handful. He was, at best guess, closing in on his thirteenth decade of
existence but looked about sixty. Pretty damn good for a man who had already
been alive for twenty years before the Tome Wars had even started.


I felt very young, barely a fifth
his age, but what I lacked in experience I made up for in raw power and the
devil’s own luck. Or, I usually did. I’d unrolled my sleeves and covered
Emissary’s runic brand on my arm. Best old Al think me capable of burning his
bar to the ground—again.


I hadn’t been in here in the best
part of two years, but it still felt comfortable and inviting. A row of
mahogany, cushioned stools lined the front of the bar, which held about twenty
taps of specialty beer. Tables and chairs, as old and rickety as McSorley
himself, were scattered about the room, and a layer of sawdust coated the
floor. Dull lamplight torches hung in brackets on the walls. Along the back
wall was a small stage bearing the weight of a grand piano that had seen some
shit. Last time I’d been here, I’d blasted a hole through the wall and
levitated the piano out onto the sidewalk for the old man. Most nights he got
up on stage himself for an hour or two, slamming out old show tunes and
caressing shots of tequila.


“You got some new pool tables? Shit,
give me a cue and I’ll win every top-shelf bottle behind your bar.”


“What do you want, Hale? I’ve gotta
open, and I’d rather not splatter the floor with your blood. Get my dust all
dirty.”


“I came to use the Atlas Lexicon.”


McSorley burst out laughing. He was
missing more than a few teeth, and the ones he had left were a dull yellow.
“Broken quill,” he cursed. “You’re still as mad as a hatter. Where do you think
you’re going then? Avalon? Voraskel? New Voraskel? The Reach, perhaps?
Oh no, you saw to most of them years ago. Everlasting save us, you’re not going
to Ascension, are you?”


“Home, Al,” I said, and gave him a
quick salute. “Back to Ascension City. You know why—you can feel the shit in
the air as well as I can. Perth’s not safe. See the news this morning?”


McSorley nodded. He put his bat
down, picked up a rag, and scrubbed his pristine bar top as if it were covered
in a week’s worth of spilled beer. “What was it? Voidling?”


“No. Something else.” Pink flames
danced through my mind. “Something new. Or,” I considered slowly, “something
old. Very old.”


McSorley nodded. “I’d put money on
the latter. There’s no new stories, lad, just the same old tales told different
ways.”


“What do you know about the
Everlasting?” I asked.


“Eh? Bunch of fairy tales.” He
didn’t look at me as he spoke, and I had the feeling he knew more than he was saying.
Or suspected more. “Bedtime stories to keep kids out of trouble. Brush your
teeth, or Vile Omen will know. Be nice to your sister, or Blessed Scion will
turn your eyes red.”


“Actually, I think it was Lord
Oblivion who messed with the eyes.” Tal’s eyes had been gorgeous, the
definition of windows to the soul, before Oblivion devoured her and bled her
eyes crimson. “So you don’t believe they were ever real?”


“Real? Everything’s real, lad,
surely you’ve figured out that much by now. But were they gods? No. Just
stories, good stories, and long dead.”


“Declan,” Sophie whispered. “We
can’t wait.”


“Just give me a minute.” I looked
back to McSorley. “What are you still doing here, Al? You’ve never been stupid.
You must know trouble’s brewing.”


The barkeep grunted and tossed me
something from a pocket on his weathered apron. I caught it on reflex—an ornate
golden key, cold and heavy. A line of Infernal runes ran down the length of the
key, an ancient pass code for the gateway in the basement. “Just be about your
business, Hale. Go talk some sense into that brother of yours. He’s mad to pull
back all the Knights from this world. We belong here, that’s why I’m
staying.”


“Let’s go,” Sophie said.


“Hold on.” I was no detective, but I
got the feeling there was something Old Al McSorley was not telling me.
Something important.


Annie frowned at him. “Mr. McSorley,
I’m Detective Brie with the West Australian Police. Is there anything else
you’d like to tell us?”


Seems as though I wasn’t the only
one whose spidey-sense was tingling.


McSorley laughed. “A cop? Declan,
what are you doing with a cop?”


“Creature that’s tearing apart the
town tried to kill her last night. Taking her to Forget so it doesn’t get a
second chance.”


“Is that so?”


“What are you hiding, Al?”


“Nothing,” he sneered. “And even if
I was, why would I tell the man who burned down my pub?”


“Because,” I said, and clenched my
fists, “the first time was an accident.”


“First time?” He cocked an
eye. “Don’t threaten me, lad. I was conjuring and slinging spells before your
father was born.” He sighed and relented, tossed his rag aside, and folded his
arms over his chest. “Man in here the other day, looking for you.”


“A man? Okay. Was he... was he
wearing a fancy suit?”


McSorley shook his head. “Nah. Older
guy. Bald. Had the look of trouble about him.”


“You tell this guy where to find
me?”


McSorley hesitated and then nodded.
“Broken quill, lad, but I did. And I’m sorry. I thought he just wanted to give
you a smack around. Something we’ve all wanted, from time to time. If I’d known
he was a gun thug, I would’ve dealt with him myself.”


“Gun thug?” Annie’s eyes widened.
“The man who tried to kill you at the university! The man I... I shot.”


“That’d be the one, I’m thinking,” I
said.


“Ayuh. Saw it on the news this morning,
alongside all the other murders. Christ, town’s going to hell in a handcart.”
McSorley cursed. “Recognized his ugly mug from the other day. Police wanted
anyone with information to come forward.” He waved at Annie. “Here I am coming
forward, Detective Brie.”


“Did he say anything else?” she
asked.


“Nothing worth mentioning. Didn’t
order so much as tap water, so I showed him the door.” McSorley shrugged.
“Sorry.”


“He knew about Forget and that whole
side of things?” I asked.


“Can’t rightly say, lad. He knew
enough to want you dead, so that should tell you something.”


“Aye, I suppose it does.” I sighed.
“Okay, let’s be off, gang. My best, McSorley.”


“Travel safe, Commander.”


I ignored that jibe although it stung
like a broken rapier to the gut, and walked around the bar, key in hand. Annie,
Sophie, and Ethan followed in my wake. I held the swinging wooden door into the
kitchen open for them, and they stepped through.


“Declan,” McSorley said, before we
parted ways and worlds, “you sort out this mess, come back here alive, and I’ll
save you a seat at the bar.”


I found half a smile. Now that
was some good fortune and a reason to stay alive.


“Once you’ve settled your tab, of
course,” he grunted and went back to polishing pint glasses.
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We moved through McSorley’s kitchen,
down a flight of spiral stairs, and into a well-lit basement stocked with steel
kegs, an insulated wine cellar, and shelves upon shelves of liquor and spirits.
I was tempted to bring a bottle of something aged for the road, but with how
tired I was and the journey to come, even I thought that would be pushing my
luck into stupid territory.


Not to mention my tab at this fine
establishment had long since climbed north of absurd. At the current rate, I’d
have to break into the Dream Worlds and steal Smaug’s treasure just to keep the
old man happy.


“So how’s this work then?” Ethan
asked.


“Follow me, my young apprentice, and
I’ll show you.”


Behind a few barrels of mulled cider,
stacked from floor to ceiling, was an old arch of twisted obsidian stone, as
grey as summer storm clouds. Hidden from sight and altogether not that
impressive, the view through the arch was of nothing more exciting than the
back wall of McSorley’s basement.


“This... is the Atlas Lexicon?”
Annie asked.


“No, this is an authorized portal to
the Lexicon,” I explained. “One of these costs your weight in gold and gems,
I’m sure, but it’s well worth the trade he gets.”


“Could you make one?” Ethan asked, a
little excitedly. “Eh, I mean, I’m not planning to, it’s just you haven’t
taught me how to dive using books yet, and if this is safer...”


“Put that bullshit out of your head,
kid.” I tossed the old key from hand to hand and back again. “You mess up one
rune, and the whole thing could explode in your face.”


“Voice of experience,” Sophie
quipped.


“Hush up, sweet thing. Let’s
activate the arch, shall we?”


“Yes, please,” Annie said, eyes
alight and excited.


I held the key by the bow and slid
the blade into the empty air within the tall arch, moving my arm around as
though I were casting a spell.


“Eh... what are you doing?” Ethan
asked.


“Searching for the lock. Varies from
portal to portal.”


“Sure, okay.”


I ignored his skepticism and kept
running the key up and down through the air. Tearing a hole between worlds
wasn’t easy. Well, with the Atlas Lexicon it kind of was, but there was
a lot going on behind the curtain to make it so easy. Take modern
technology—for example, my fancy smart phone. I didn’t know how it worked, but
damned if I couldn’t play chess with anyone in the world with the push of a few
buttons.


The key jarred in the air and
slipped forward a few inches. I let go, and the blade disappeared, as if stuck
in an invisible lock, which was precisely what was happening. The key turned,
and a sheet of white light filled the space within the arch.


“Just warming up...” I said since
Annie had taken a large step back. I slipped the key out of the lock and into
my pocket, alongside my wallets and that photo of Annie and I together at the
tavern. “Has to find an open connection to the international terminal. We’re on
hold.”


Color bled into the white sheet,
hazy at first, like a camera out of focus, but then the image sharpened into something
clearer. A vast, marble-floored temple of mighty pillars and stained glass
claimed the arch. The inter-dimensional arrival hall of the Atlas Lexicon.
Throngs of people, wearing strange and outlandish clothing, milled about the
terminal, and the dull roar of footsteps and conversation drifted through the
gateway.


I stepped out of McSorley’s basement
and into another world. Two points of infinite distance brought together so I
could cross as easily as stepping from one room to the next.


The air was warmer in the terminal,
and I turned back to see both the reverse of the obsidian arch I’d just walked
through and my companions on the other side. Ethan and Annie stared at me,
mouths agape. For Sophie this was nothing new.


“Come on through,” I said, and one
at a time they did. Annie came last, hesitantly, with her eyes squeezed shut
tight, as if expecting the trip to hurt.


“That’s it?” she asked. “It felt
like... a soap bubble.”


“That’s it. You just made your first
journey across worlds. Exciting, eh?”


Rows of similar portals stretched
off into the distance to the left and right. Several levels of arches
disappeared to impossible heights overhead. People of all colors, shapes, and
sizes emerged or disappeared through the thousands of arches, off to worlds and
universes far from here. Our gate shimmered and faded away, only to flare to
life again a moment later and show a group of folk dressed in purple robes,
standing in some sort of monastery. They nodded to us politely.


“Okay, best we get out of the way. Follow
me down and stick together.”


Earlier, Sophie had described this
place as something akin to Grand Central Station in New York City, and that was
a fair comparison. The Atlas Lexicon was a station, a terminal with ten
thousand connecting trains all chugging throughout creation. High, stained
glass windows, thirty feet long, allowed beams of pure sunlight to bathe the
floor in intricate and colorful patterns, refracting through every color of the
rainbow. Green marble pillars, ten feet thick, held the ceiling in place. A
whole load of little shops, selling everything from ice cream to booze to
exotic, everyday treats from a plethora of worlds took up the majority of the
space.


I watched Annie as we walked past
the shops, through the crowds, and also kept an eye out for any Knights or
signs of trouble. Even the infamous could get lost in a crowd this size, which
was somewhat comforting, as without Will I’d have to rely on my sordid
reputation to see me though.


“Not what you were expecting?” I
asked my young detective. 


“I didn’t expect it to be so...
commercialized,” she said, and brushed a strand of dark hair back behind her
ear with a careful smile.


“What were you expecting?” Sophie
asked.


“I honestly don’t know. This is
amazing. I mean that, this is simply incredible, and I feel so small. I just
didn’t think there’d be a Starbucks.”


Ethan craned his neck. “Where? I
don’t see one.”


Annie chucked. “I was being a touch
facetious, Mr. Reilly. There’s no Starbucks.”


“Oh.” He looked a touch crestfallen.


“Here,” I said, and dug the pouch of
Forgetful gems out of my pocket. “Official currency of Forget. Small blue ones
are pocket change. Go buy yourself an ice cream.”


Ethan perked up and took Sophie’s
hand. “Come along, sweetheart.” 


Annie and I sat on a row of seating
familiar in airports and train stations the world over while we waited for the
kids. Plastic chairs with plastic cushions. I rubbed at my eyelids and could’ve
curled up right there and slept for a day. No one paid us the slightest lick of
attention, which suited me just fine. I daydreamed of soft feather pillows.


“This feels so normal,” Annie said.


“Heh. Wait until we get outside.
It’s a bit more majestic and otherworldly out there.”


“How so?”


“You’ll see. Crystal everywhere.
Forget has a bit of a thing for crystal and marble. Are you sure you’re doing
okay?”


Annie chuckled nervously. “I’m sure
when I stop and let this and all you’ve told me sink in, I’ll need a stiff
drink, but until then, I’m keeping it together.” She smiled, and I was dazzled.
“For Sam.”


“Well, when we’re done, you, me, and
that fiancé of yours will drink McSorley’s dry.” If you’re still alive,
I thought but didn’t say. “For Sam.” 


“You’re on, Mr. Hale.” 


She watched the crowds, which, I
have to admit, were fascinating. Easy to forget how diverse the multiverse was,
and what better place to see diversity than an arrivals hall. People dressed in
robes and gowns mingled with folk in business suits and old, steel armor.
People wearing masks, with strange and colorful haircuts, laughed and strolled
along the large hall hand in hand. Small children, some with skin as blue as
the sky and eyes as purple as lavender, ran in circles around their parents,
giggling, squealing and having an altogether good time.


“I thought everyone would be staring,”
Annie said. “Especially at you with that sword. But here I’m the one staring.
Goodness, does that child have a tail?”


I gripped the hilt of the weapon and
smirked. “You shoulda seen my last sword. Pure light with white rose petals set
into the blade. If I’d had that sword when Emissary attacked, we wouldn’t be
here right now, and Sam Grey would still be alive.”


“Are there weapons laws here?” Annie
asked. “I guess this is a question I should’ve asked sooner, but will I get in
trouble for carrying my firearm to Ascension City?”


“No, you won’t get in trouble for
that.” I chuckled. “For traveling with me, on the other hand... Well, let’s
just see what we see when we get there.”


Sophie and Ethan returned, having
fought their way through the crowds, and stood above Annie and me, forming a
loose circle around our seats. Ethan had gotten himself some marvelous
concoction of sugar and cream resting in a wafer cone.


“Thought you’d want to see this,”
Sophie said, tossing me a newspaper.


“What’s this now?”


“Read the headline,” she said
grimly.


 


KING FARADAY MOVES CASCADE FLEET TO WAR FOOTING


 


“Shit,” I said and read an excerpt
from the front page article aloud. “It’s been five good years since the
Renegade Dynasty sued for peace following the Degradation of Atlantis by the
exiled Knight, Declan Hale, yet today Ascension City awoke to measures not
implemented since the darkest days of the Tome Wars... Blah, blah, blah...
abuse of power... blah, blah... The Knights have failed to disclose just why
these measures have been taken, leaving the United Worlds of Forget to question
just what the increased military presence in our streets... Huh, now that’s
encouraging.”


“How is this encouraging?” Sophie
asked. She was fiddling with her Polaroid camera and retrieved a fresh
cartridge of film from her shoulder bag and slammed it home.


“If he’s worried, if Forget’s on
edge, I’m more likely to be received without them leveling a death sentence on
my head.” Still, grim news across several worlds today, it seemed. “I used to command
the Cascade Fleet, remember.”


“It’s in English,” Annie said,
surprised, scanning the newspaper. “Have we really left Earth, Declan, or is
this some sort of joke?”


“Why’d you say that? Just because
it’s in English?”


“Well, yeah. That’s a bit convenient,
isn’t it?”


I shrugged. “English, a rough
dialect of it anyway, came to Earth from Forget, not the other way
round, Annie.”


Annie played with that thought for a
moment and then threw up her hands. “I guess I’ll keep taking your word on
these things.”


I read the rest of the article in
silence, as Annie watched the crowds and Sophie snapped pictures of Ethan
making weird poses and eating his ice cream. No doubt he was planning his next
status update or whatever in the seven hells he and Sophie did on those damned
computers.


Nothing of much use in the rest of
the article. The weather in Ascension City was a sunny but humid eighty-two
degrees. Shorts and T-shirt weather.


“What are you up to, brother?” I
said, putting the paper aside. “Family, huh? Come on, team, let’s find a vendor
and get this over with.”


I kept my head down and shoulders
hunched. Again, this place was a thoroughfare of every culture under every sun,
but I was still worlds-famous for all the wrong reasons. The last thing we
needed was a brawl. So Sophie and Ethan bought us tickets on the next train to
Ascension City while I hung back with Annie and explained a few more things
about the Lexicon.


“Next train leaves from Platform 47
in fifteen minutes,” ’Phie said, handing us each a ticket. “Almost at the point
of no return, Declan, you know?”


I gave her my most reassuring grin
and squeezed her hand. Her concern, her long loyalty, was always a source of
warmth and strength. “You see me doing anything silly, make sure you tell me,” I
said, and she rolled her eyes.


We stepped out of the station and
into a mini-city. 


A wide, redbrick promenade stretched
from the terminal and away into the distance. Silver skyscrapers, home to the
hundreds of technicians that kept this place operational, and part of an
intricate system that powered the thousands of doorways linked to the Lexicon
network, ran parallel to the promenade. The Pillars of Creation, as they had
become known. Three skyscrapers on either side of the inter-dimensional
highway, standing tall like sentinels guarding the way between the worlds.


“Oh my,” Annie breathed, a hand on
her chest. Her mouth hung open, agape at the wonder, and her jaw nearly hit the
floor when she looked up. 


In the sky overhead spun a globe reminiscent
of Earth—a blue and green marble, turning softly. But the landmasses were
wrong. Golden sparks leaped across the surface of the globe as if they were
shooting stars. A similar globe, miles across, hung in another corner of the
sky, among the clouds, wreathed in golden sparks. Another claimed the western
horizon, and shimmered in the sun from on high. The globe faded away, and
another took its place. Then another.


The Atlas Lexicon—a living,
breathing network of worlds, flaring and dying, as gateways between them were
utilized for travel.


Most of the globes spun in the sky
for only seconds before being replaced with another, often stranger, world.
Worlds as red as Mars or ringed like Saturn. Small worlds, large worlds, worlds
of pure diamond or of smoke and starlight, and worlds devoid of water. The
globes constantly changed, sometimes faster than the eye could follow. Only one
world remained constant—unchanged and unmoved. Countless golden sparks danced
across the surface of this particular globe, and I smiled softly at the sight
of it. So did Sophie, as she gently squeezed my hand. We were looking at our
old neighborhood. The home world of the Knights Infernal.


Ascension City.


“Oh my,” Annie said again, a touch
breathless. “It’s like there’s a dozen moons in the sky. Are they... they’re
not real, are they?”


“They’re real projections,” I said,
“of people traveling between worlds using the Atlas Lexicon right now. Hovering
in the sky above us are dozens of crystal spheres, and the Lexicon projects the
pathways onto the surface of the spheres. Rather pretty, I’ve always thought.”


“That’s freakin’ beautiful,” Ethan
said and finished his ice cream. He raised his smart phone and snapped a quick
pic of the Globescape, as the crystal spheres were known.


Our train to Ascension City was
leaving in ten minutes, Platform 47, which was on the left side of the
promenade and down a flight of steps into the network of subway tunnels running
beneath the Lexicon. We shuffled through the crowds, swiped our tickets at the
turnstiles, and mingled with the throngs of daily commuters just as though we
were in any train station back on True Earth.


Annie was still marveling at how
absurdly normal the process was when we boarded the train—a steel carriage with
comfortable velvet booth seats—and sat. Not five minutes later, the train
pulled away from the platform and picked up a great deal of speed. 


“So how does this work now?” Annie
asked. “Like the portal at McSorley’s?”


“Not quite, no. The most amazing
thing about this world, the world of the Lexicon, is that it exists as a sort
of nexus point for hundreds of pathways through the Void. Natural pathways,
really, that we built train tracks on. The Pillars keep them constantly cycling
and from... crossing over.”


“What would happen—?”


Sophie drove her fist into her palm.
“Splat,” she said. “But this is no more dangerous than a normal train.”


“It’s just up ahead,” I said,
craning my neck to get a look alongside and down the darkened tunnel. “See that
light? That’s the path through the Void.” I couldn’t keep the excitement out of
my voice. “On the other side is Ascension City!”


The train slowed as it approached
the barrier, enough so that we had time to watch the forward compartment of the
train disappear over the horizon of the wall of light. Annie gasped as the
rippling puddle raced toward us, swallowing the train whole.


“Does it hur—?”


When the barrier of light struck
Annie and me, the brand on my arm flared to life with sickly, red flame. I
cried out in pain, and Annie grabbed my shoulder. Strange, ethereal light shone
in her eyes, but she looked afraid and uncertain, and then the cabin was
plunged into darkness. Something went wrong.


The train—Ethan and
Sophie—disappeared, and Annie clung to my wrist, dug her nails into my skin, and
gasped as we were wrenched back, as if hooked through the navel, and sent
tumbling into the black, endless Void. 


Heading home, indeed.





[bookmark: _Toc348292295]THE SECOND ACT


You used to be someone...


 


“Books are the plane, and the
train, and the road.


They are the destination, and
the journey. They are home.”


~Anna
Quindlen
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Pulled across the Void, I gripped
Annie’s hands hard, lest we spin apart and lose each other forever. 


Annie’s eyes did a strange thing.
They changed color.


Jade-green blurred to sapphire-blue,
to ruby-red, and finally settled on amethyst-purple. She seemed to have no idea
this was happening as we fell through white nothing. Only moments had passed
since we were on the train, and if I had to hazard a guess, I’d say we were
sliding across the outskirts of the Void. Caught between worlds and universes
and left stranded—two sailors thrown overboard without a life jacket.


Annie gasped and blinked rapidly. A
trail of luminescent smoke bled from her ever-changing eyes, and we were
jerked to a sudden halt in midair. A bright flash of cerulean light later,
reality reasserted itself.


My brand flared and spiked with
pain, and the white nothing disappeared. Annie and I hit the ground hard,
gasping in warm air, blinking against the glow of the mauve sky, and listening
to the gentle swash of a tide moving in and out.


I took a deep breath and choked on a
mouthful of sand. Spluttering and cursing, I managed to stand and helped Annie
to her feet. As unexpectedly as we’d been thrust into the Void, we had escaped.
But damned if I knew the how or the why of it.


“How did you do that?” I asked. “We
were unanchored, spinning through endless nothing. You found us a port in
the storm. Everything I’ve ever known about the Void tells me that should not
have been possible. And your eyes...” were jade-green again, back to normal.
Did she even know what had happened? I’d known a girl once before with
ever-changing eyes. Sweet Clare Valentine. Just a quirk of Will, we’d always
thought, but Annie had done something. She was not Willful; before my
brand, I would’ve sensed her power if she’d had any. What had I sensed
in Kings Park two days ago?


“Declan, you’re staring at me,”
Annie breathed. “Look at this place...”


Putting aside my concerns for now, I
did just that, and my jaw dropped.


We stood on a beach of purple sand.
Gentle waves of lime-green water lapped calmly against the shoreline. About a
hundred billion stars shone overhead, caught in bands of fiery interstellar
cloud. Three moons hung in the sky, one as red as a ripe cherry, and two a soft
amber, like runny honey.


Annie found my hand and clasped it
tightly as we stared at our surroundings, utterly at a loss for words. I’d seen
a lot of amazing sights in my life—worlds of such beauty and splendor, horror
and tragedy—but never anything like this. I didn’t know who or what
could dream up such a sight, but it was more than that. Something was different
about this place.


This world, wherever it was, felt…
soft. Intangible. Like a dream or somewhere in between. Yes, that was it. This
world felt in between. Like the first few seconds after waking.


Paper lanterns of warm candlelight
were strung underneath the leaning boughs of tall palm trees away to our right,
and looking what felt like north with the ocean on our left, we saw some
strange things. An astronaut, garbed in his spacesuit and holding a surfboard,
appeared on the edge of the shore and disappeared. A three-headed dog the size
of a minivan galloped through the sand and into the thick palm trees, chasing
after a rabbit wearing a waistcoat and bowler hat. Spheres of wraithlike light
danced along the surface of the water, and as the spheres drew close, riding
the swash, I saw that they were alive—little tiny people, fae creatures, riding
glowing dragonflies. They dipped below the surface of the water and were gone.


“Where are we, Declan?” Annie asked.
“This is…”


“… absurd.”


“Yes.”


I gestured vaguely with my free
hand. “But wonderfully so.”


Annie squeezed my hand and let it
go. “Oh, yes.” A black woman with no arms appeared half-buried in the sand. She
smiled and faded away. “Is this… is this Forget?”


“I don’t know,” I said, and that was
the truth. “There’s True Earth, the Void, and Forget. Three states of
existence, but this doesn’t feel like any of them. We’re... off the map here,
sweet thing.”


“So how do we get home?”


I barked out a rich and genuine
laugh. “I don’t know. Isn’t that something?”


Annie mulled this over for a few seconds.
“So what do we do? What happened to us?”


“We were thrown from the pathway
through the Void. When the barrier at the Atlas Lexicon hit us, we were...
knocked back, for some reason.” I massaged my forehead and sighed. “I think
this damn brand on my arm had something to do with it. What I don’t understand
is how you got dragged along with me.”


“What about Ethan and Sophie?”


“They’ll be in Ascension City, by
now. Alone. With any luck ’Phie will reach Aaron, an old friend, and lay low until
we can catch up.”


Annie nodded, a hand on her hip.
“Okay. So that brings us back to the start—what do we do?”


I looked up and down the wondrous
beach as more wraithlike people and creatures disappeared. Something was...
routine, about how they were appearing and fading. I watched a man in a lounge
chair, smoking a pipe and reading the paper, get dragged out to sea. When the
tide washed back in, he was gone, but in his place was a large, stuffed monkey
clapping symbols.


“They come and go with the tide,” I
said. “How odd.”


“Declan?” Annie waved her hand in
front of my face. “Concentrate. Let’s keep moving, okay?”


“Right, yeah.” I blinked and nodded.
“That’s a plan. North or south?”


“North feels like moving forward,
don’t you think?”


I shrugged. “Surely does.” Given
that we had no earthly idea which direction was north, as the moons in the sky,
strewn amidst the distant interstellar clouds, were both rising and falling,
Annie and I took off left up the beach, toward a curve in the shoreline
a few miles away.


We walked, admiring the alien
scenery and marveling at the gentle absurdity of this world. I strained my
memory back to the world lists—tomes I’d been required to study day and night
at the Infernal Academy—but could not for the life of me put a name to this
beauty. A true gem of the Story Thread, hanging pristine and shining against
the dark.


“I don’t know where we are,” I said
to Annie. “Perhaps a world created after I was exiled from the Knights.
Somewhere new. But the Degradation…”


“Maybe,” Annie said, “and I know I’m
new to all this, but I get a feeling of... of old, from this place. Do
you?”


I shrugged and pointed at a young
boy squatting in the sea. He waddled a few feet into the swash. As the tide
receded, I expected the little fellow to disappear. But he didn’t. He stayed.
“I don’t think he’s... whatever the rest of these people are. Illusions, or
whatever. He’s not disappearing.”


“Well, let’s have a chat with him,”
Annie suggested, and stepped over to the edge of the swash, crunching squeaky
sand underfoot.


The boy sat in the surf, wearing
what looked like an old toga, Ancient Roman style. A golden brooch, shaped like
a rose, held the cloth together at his shoulder. He had his face stuffed
nose-deep in a mango the size of a football. Sticky, yellow fruit clung to his
cheeks and dribbled down his chin under a mop of unruly, jet-black hair.


“Hello,” Annie said. “Um... what’s
your name?” 


The young boy looked up and frowned.
He put his thumb up, stuck his tongue between his teeth, and squinted at us. “You
two don’t rightly belong,” he said, tossing his half-eaten fruit into the
swash. “Watcha doin’ here?”


“We’re lost,” I said, wishing I had
even an ounce of power so I could extend my senses toward the boy and see,
among other things, if he were human. He looked human, but then so did
Emissary until he breathed hot-pink fireballs. “Wondering where we are. Do you
know?”


The boy nodded and stepped up onto
the beach out of the surf. He wore loose leather sandals on his feet. “You’re
on the shore, aren’t you? Same as me.”


I scratched my chin slowly. Given
what I knew of Forget, I was wary of the boy. I watched him carefully as he
built a small sand castle, thin and narrow, but with great care. He only spent
a few minutes building the castle, but when it was done, he had a rough tower,
a good two feet high. The ocean swept in and ate at the tower’s foundations.


Annie knelt down so they were
roughly eye to eye. “What’s your name?” she asked with a smile.


“Charlie,” he said. “Charlie Dusk.”


“Hi, Charlie Dusk. I’m Annie and
this is Declan. How old are you, Charlie?”


“Don’t rightly know,” he said, and
scratched at the back of his neck. “At least as many as ten but no more than
twelve. I’d remember if it’d been twelve.”


Annie gave him a bemused grin. “Are
your parents around, Charlie? Declan and I are lost, you see, and we need to
find—”


“Father’s away,” he said, in a tone
of deadly seriousness. “Haven’t seen Mother in a good many days. Or my brothers
and sisters. We’ve been scattered for a while, yeah.”


“How did you get here?” Annie asked.


Charlie frowned and thought about
this. “Want a juicy fruit?” he asked, and gestured vaguely to what remained of
his enormous mango. “They’re just up the shore a bit, near the temple.”


“I’d love one,” Annie said. She
stood and offered Charlie her hand. I almost intervened, expecting the kid to
sprout fangs and take a bite, but he did nothing more than slip his small hand
into Annie’s with a smile.


We set off walking up the beach
again. I kept some distance from Annie and Charlie, just in case. He seemed
harmless enough, but without my Will to get a sense of the kid, I just couldn’t
be sure. Forget was a lot of things but rarely merciful to the incautious.


“Are there other people in the temple,
Charlie?” Annie asked.


“Dunno about other people,” Charlie
said. “I’m not allowed inside the temple. If I get too close, my head hurts and
my nose bleeds.”


Annie shot me a quick, curious
glance. I shrugged. “Do you know the name of this beach, Charlie?” I asked.


He nodded enthusiastically and
jumped on the spot, leaving two deep footprints in the sand. “The Shore of
Distant Stars,” he said, as if reading the title of a book slowly and
carefully.


I didn’t recognize the name—it
wasn’t from any tome or story I’d ever read, which was not an inconsiderable
amount, given my line of work. Libraries upon libraries wrapped in the annals
of history. “And the temple? Does that have a name, too?”


Charlie shook his head. “Maybe. It’s
old. Like, ancient. If I ever knew it, I’ve forgotten.”


“And you get nosebleeds when you get
too close,” Annie said.


“Right. But you won’t, I bet. You
neither, Mr. Declan.”


“Why’s that, kid?”


Charlie rolled his eyes. “Because
you’re not from here, silly.” He tugged at Annie’s hand and pulled her up the
beach toward a tree bulging with thick, sticky mango fruit. I watched him
carefully, keeping a hand on the hilt of my sword.


However insubstantial this world
felt, the football-sized mango I plucked from the tree was, perhaps, the most
delicious piece of fruit I’ve ever had the pleasure of devouring. The flesh
melted on my tongue and released a tart sweetness that ran down the back of my
throat and made me shiver. Annie moaned as she took her first bite and quickly
chewed through the rest, making a mess of her mouth and hands.


“That,” she said, “was
extraordinary.”


“Glad you like ’em,” Charlie said.
“I grew this grove meself. Took... took a long time, it did.”


“They’re very nice,” I said. These
trees were at least a decade aged, if not more. So how old was
probably-ten-no-more-than-twelve Charlie? He grinned at me through a mess of
bright yellow pulp. “Are we near the temple?”


“Yup, this way. Come on, Annie and
Declan!” He dashed along a path of blended dirt and sand and disappeared into
the forest.


The air under the canopy of trees
was almost as sticky as the mangoes. After a few minutes of following the boy
through the forest, I wiped a sheen of sweat from my brow and felt droplets
trickling down my back under my shirt and waistcoat, clinging uncomfortably to
my skin.


The path meandered up and down, over
hills and under massive, gnarled tree roots that had formed natural bridges
from banks of grass. Long vines, as thick as my arm, hung from the boughs high
overhead. A canopy of broad leaves obscured the awesome sky and the triplet
moons, but a warm, ethereal light seemed to shine from the tree bark, like sun
glinting on the water.


“This is a magic forest,” Annie
said. “I feel like I’ve stepped into a fairy tale.”


“Keep an eye out for the Big Bad
Wolf,” I muttered. Charlie gave me a grin that was all teeth. Something about
this kid rubbed me the wrong way.


A sense of time passing settled on
my shoulders as we followed the boy, Charlie Dusk, through the forest. He led
us deeper into the trees, through cool air carrying the scent of honeydew, and
time marched idly by. I couldn’t say if minutes became hours or became days,
but the canopy never broke, and the light never faltered. A soft, ghostly glow
that felt indifferent to our passing.


“I’ll be going home soon,” Charlie
said, after what felt like only minutes and long hours. “I’ve been waiting,
yeah, to get home. Soon now.”


“Do you live around here?” Annie
asked.


“Not really, no.”


“Where are you from?” I asked.


“There’s a knife in the temple,” he
said, ignoring my question. “A magic knife what can take you anywhere. To other
worlds, even. You won’t be lost then, right? And I can go home, too.”


“That sounds nice, Charlie,” Annie
said, casting me a quick, excited look. “Are we near the temple now?”


“Soon. It’s still up a ways.”


We crossed an ambling, bubbling
little river of glacier-blue water. Tiny frogs, bright orange, swam under the
surface. The path became less distinct as we climbed a steady series of
switchbacks up a ridge toward the tree line. Some minutes later, we stood on
the crest of the ridge and stared at the ruins of what must have, once upon a
time, been an impressive structure of stone—like the pyramids of Egypt.


“Here we are,” Charlie said, and he
set off across a field of knee-high grass dashed with pockets of tulips and
poppies. 


Emerging on the other side of the
grass put us within about fifty feet of the temple walls. The wall spanned a
good mile in length, disappearing down over the side of the ridge, and,
although broken and crumbling, claimed at least forty feet of height before
coming to a ragged and battered stop. Just above the edge of that wall, I could
spy distant snow-capped peaks on the other side of the temple.


Pillars of broken, white stone ran
parallel to a metal emblem set into the ground before the dark, arched entrance
into the temple. The emblem was burnished gold, and the runes inscribed into
its face were Infernal. I recognized only a few and thought I was looking at
wards and protective enchantments.


Charlie sniffed and massaged his
forehead. “Can’t go any closer,” he said unhappily. “Can already feel it
biting. What about you?” he asked Annie.


“No,” she said. “I feel fine,
Charlie. Declan, do you...?”


I ran a hand back through my hair
and smiled. “Feelin’ fine.”


Charlie laughed. “See! I knew it, I
did. You can go and get the knife and we’ll wait here, won’t we, Miss Annie?”
He slipped his tiny hand back into hers and the grin he gave me was predatory.


“Oh,” Annie said. “Well, if you’d
like—”


“I think it best you come with me,
Annie,” I said, and my tone, while light, brooked no argument.


For just a moment, a snarl crossed
Charlie’s face, but he recovered fast. He plonked himself down on the edge of
the long grass and twiddled his thumbs. “Well, okay, but come back and get me
after you find the knife, okay?”


“We will,” Annie promised.


I said nothing.


“Mr. Declan?”


“I promise, kid.”


Together, Annie and I walked the
short distance to the temple and crossed the golden emblem set into the ground between
the fallen ivory pillars. I walked at a slight angle, keeping young Charlie in
view the whole time.


We stepped under the arched
entranceway and disappeared into the inky blackness of the temple without
rousing any ancient demons or angering the wandering gods.
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“No headaches or nosebleeds?” I
asked as Annie and I headed down a straight corridor, strewn with centuries of
dust. Little plumes swirled around our ankles. The entranceway behind us was a
distant circle of pale light.


Annie shrugged. “He seemed genuinely
distressed the closer we got to this place. Do you think he’s okay?”


“He’s not human, Annie. I’m sure of
it.”


Annie grinned as if I were telling a
joke. Her grin faded when she saw I was serious. “He’s a little odd, I’ll give
you that, but he was sweet enough, wasn’t he? And he led us here. I don’t know
if he’s making up stories about something that can help us get home, but why
would he lie?”


“I don’t know. Why is water wet?
Could be a slave to his nature, like the best of us. Just be wary if we bump
into him again. I get a bad feeling from the kid.”


“Well, I thought he was perfectly
charming. A little rough around the edges but harmless.”


I rubbed my hands together, a touch
nervously. “We’re in a world I’m pretty sure isn’t even part of the Uncharted
Realms, a thousand universes from True Earth without a way home, and the first person
we come across just so happens to know of something that can help us out?” I
chuckled without much mirth. “The voice of long experience is screaming in my
ear, telling me we’re being played.”


The corridor widened after the first
fifty feet or so, and torches on the wall—dusty glow globes of the kind I’d seen
in Atlantis—flared to life as we moved past, lighting our way. From the dust
and the way the lights flickered and spluttered, I’d say it had been centuries
if not more since anyone had been this way. The temple was a ruin, inside and
out. Every ten feet or so, a slat high in the walls allowed natural light to
stream into the corridors, supplementing the failing torches. 


Up ahead, I could hear the sound
of...


“Gunfire,” Annie said, drawing her
sidearm. “Can you hear it? And... voices?”


We rounded a curve in the corridor
and entered the command deck of an Eternity-class cruiser. A ship that belonged
in the fleet of the Knights Infernal. My eyes widened, and I gaped.


“Declan?”


“Annie, this is...” The Dawnstar.
I recognized her command console, the panoramic display, and the bank of
weapons arrays. Moreover, I recognized the people. Hell, this had been
my first command, at seventeen, two years out of the Academy and keeping
Atlantis a close secret.


I looked behind us and saw the old,
dusty temple corridor. I looked ahead and saw we were flying through the lower
stratosphere, above a world of cascading mountain peaks capped with snow. In
the commander’s chair sat a young, handsome rogue.


“That’s you,” Annie said. “You look
so young.”


The crew of the Dawnstar ran
across the bridge, and the weapons platform was in full operation, bombarding a
fleet of enemy ships off the portside. I stepped forward and tried to get the
attention of Sentinel Amanda Hooper. She dashed right through me, like a ghost
might, and I felt nothing.


“This isn’t real,” I said, as if it
needed to be said. The Dawnstar was eight years ago. This battle, if I
remembered correctly—there had been so many—was above the world of Adena,
against a contingent of Marauders. “We’re still in the temple.”


“It looks pretty real,” Annie said,
squinting against the snow-glare and the sun streaming in through the windows
of the Dawnstar.


“Engage the eastern quadrant,” my
younger self said from his chair, watching the battle on a heads-up display
that tracked ships and weapons fire and generated tactical advantages. “Targets
marked on my visor in order of priority.”


The Dawnstar swerved through
the sky, and the display reeled through more mountains and turned up. We hung
to the edge of space, as the Marauders’ ships tried to get behind us. I grinned
as my young self grinned, dressed in his battle uniform—the enchanted armor of
a Knight Infernal.


“Oh my,” Annie said. “Those are
spaceships.”


“Yes.”


The Marauder vessels were pirate
ships, scrapped together from a thousand bastardized cruisers. No match for the
Dawnstar or the rest of the fleet. Overhead, static burst through the
communications speakers, and a familiar, lost voice spoke directly to me.


“Commander Hale,” Admiral Levy said.
“There’s a tradition in my homeland, no longer greatly observed, but
nevertheless… When a young man wanted his prospective father-in-law’s blessing,
he would go out into the wild and return with the biggest buck he could find as
a gesture of respect. The larger the horns, the greater the respect.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Commander Hale, I see a mighty big
pair of horns on that enemy ship.” The radio fell into static for a long
moment. “Bring me those horns.”


Both Annie and I stepped forward
into this illusion—or whatever it was—and stared down at my younger self. His
fingers danced over a square control panel built into the arm of the chair and,
all at once, the illusion vanished.


We stood in a room of old walls
covered in creeping vines. More runes, coated in dust and partially hidden by
tree roots, made up the stone tiles of the floor. The runes had a slight sheen
to their design.


“Well, talk about dredging up the
past, huh?” I tried for a chuckle, but the sound caught in my throat. “That was
a particularly nasty day.”


“Who were they?” Annie asked.
“Flying those ugly ships?”


“Renegades, but of a different
sort—more like pirates. Men and women who sail the seas of the Story Thread,
looting other worlds and running a trade in stolen and illegal goods across
Forget. They’re rich and ruthless, and it was the blow you just saw me about to
strike, more than anything, that undermined their entire structure and allowed
the Knights to get a foothold on Voraskel—the Renegade home world.”


Annie shook her head. “You’ve led
an... interesting life, Declan.”


“That’s a kind way of putting it,
yeah.” I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Okay, I don’t know how or why
we saw that. Something to do with these runes, messing around in my head, no
doubt. Come on, I get the feeling we’re almost there.”


“Hold on, who was that man on the
radio?”


I tried to stifle a grimace and
failed. “Admiral Abrahem Levy. Sophie’s adoptive father. It was never official,
but there was a time five years ago when I was engaged to her sister, Levy’s
biological daughter, a lovely girl named Tal. Long story short, Tal’s physical
existence was destroyed, and her soul and essence currently play host to one of
the Everlasting. Lord Oblivion. You know, that old story.”


Annie left the topic alone after
absorbing that. 


From the rune-strewn room, we
entered another corridor with a slight incline. The corridor led us outside
into the heart of the temple and an undulating courtyard at least a good mile
wide, open to the deep, navy-blue sky above painted with two of the three
moons. One moon was cherry red and the other honey yellow. I whistled low at
the sight. Lush vegetation, abundant wildflowers, cascading waterfalls of
silver light, and old, viny, stone walls littered the courtyard. I thought of
the Garden of Eden, of Shangri-La, of Atlantis before the city was lost, and
every dreamed up place of beauty and splendor conceivable. All those places
thrown together here, this dream world, to create a portrait of perfection so
real that you could taste the bird song and hear the scent of rose petals.


“Is this real?” Annie whispered. She
held a hand to her chest, breathless.


Snow-capped peaks rising to the west
just beyond the temple walls hid the long walk back to this Eden, but at the
center of the garden, a small pyramid of black rock, unevenly polished, rose up
above the landscape. Something shining as if it were the North Star sat at the
pinnacle of the pyramid.


The stroll through the gardens was,
again, like a stroll through a dream. The beach of gently crashing waves, the football-sized
mangoes, and the arboreal, humid, fairy tale forest, had all felt
insubstantial, and here again time seemed to slide on by with little care. I
couldn’t say how long it took Annie and I to traverse the mile from the inner
temple to the black pyramid at the heart of the gardens—only that it was no
amount of time that could be measured on a watch.


A set of fine, grey granite steps
led up the outside of the obsidian pyramid. The structure was pristine,
untouched by the creeping vines or the groves of wildflowers. The vegetation
came to a sudden stop in a perfect circle around the outer edges of the
pyramid.


“Only way to go is up,” I said and
placed a tentative foot on the first step. When nothing happened—I’d been
expecting hellfire at the very least—I took another step and breathed a sigh of
relief. “Steady as you go,” I said to Annie.


We climbed up the pyramid side by
side, the heels of our shoes clicking on the stone. A warm breeze ruffled my
hair and carried the scent of something indescribable... but wholesome. A
rich taste of seasons passing, I thought, but I had no idea what that could
mean.


At the apex of the pyramid was a
small plateau just wide enough for two, and suspended in a pedestal of brown
stone was the hilt of a weapon. The blade, if indeed there was a blade, was
sheathed in the stone. Set into the pommel of the hilt was a diamond the size
of a golf ball, and it had been that diamond we had seen glinting like a star
in the distance. A small, rectangular brass plaque, ancient and weatherworn,
was built into the stone before the sunken hilt. 


I kept a hand near my sword, just in
case, but I felt as though Annie and I were alone here, alone in this whole
world, save for Charlie and his mango-stained smile.


“What’s that say?” Annie asked,
gesturing to a series of runes and glyphs inscribed into the faded brass
plaque. “Can you read it?”


I stared at the ancient letters, six
short lines, and shook my head. “No, not a word. Some of it looks vaguely
familiar, maybe old Infernal, but I don’t know if even the language historians
at the Academy have a translation for—”


My voice caught in my throat, and I
had to swallow my words as the glyphs blurred. The letters changed and became a
calligraphic form of English. I was able to read what was scribed into the
brass plate.


 


Here rests Myth,
the Creation Knife,


Forged in
Atlantia for the Nine to slay,


Forged to light
the Shadowless way.


Paths unbroken,
unsung, unfound


Await the
Immortal King to be crowned.


 


“Declan, are you okay?” Annie asked.
She grabbed my wrist to stop me from falling. “You looked like you zoned out
for a minute there.”


I blinked, and my eyes stung as if
I’d been staring at the sun. “Hmm? Oh, yes. Sorry, I can read it...”


“What does it say?”


I recited the inscription aloud and
wiped the sweat from my brow. “Broken quill, I think this was meant for me.”


“How so?”


“It has a ring of prophecy about it,
don’t you think? Shadowless, that one’s obvious. But Immortal King?
They’ve only been calling me that for a few months, ever since I died...” 


My thoughts trailed away into
knotted paths of confusion. I thought of the Historian of Future Prospect, a
young girl of just sixteen, who acted as sort of a seer for the Knights
Infernal. The Historian was a title, granted to one girl born every generation
with the gift of foresight. She could See every possible future,
branching out from each possible moment. Most Historians didn’t live much past
their twenties. Most went as mad as a sack of cats.


Annie was talking, but I wasn’t listening.
I fell out of my thoughts and met her eyes. “Sorry? What?”


“You died?” she said. “What
do you mean you died?”


I offered her a kind smile, untucked
my shirt, and lifted the tail to reveal the mess of tight, ropy scar tissue
that crossed my gut and ran up to my ribs. “Long story short, about three
months back I was stabbed in Atlantis, fighting over something called the
Infernal Clock. Emily—do you remember Emily? Nice pregnant woman from Paddy’s?
Queen of the Renegades? Emily kicked me off a tower a mile above the city and,
as I fell, I hit a reality storm, which cast me back in time and space about a
week. I bled out on the floor of my shop.”


“But you’re alive,” she said, her
face ashen. “God, please tell me you’re not a ghost or a zombie or some such—”


I took her hand and pressed it
against my chest. “Can you feel that? That’s my heart beating, same as yours. I
was brought back to life with a crystal petal from the Infernal Clock. Sort of
like a ‘Get out of Death Free’ Card.”


Annie shuddered and pulled her hand
away. “I guess I’ll take your word for that.”


“Chin up, sweet thing. We’re here.
We’ve made it. If that little bugger Charlie can be believed, this knife will
get us to Ascension City. Then the real fun will start.”


“Right.” Annie looked at me
sideways. “You really traveled through time?”


“Sure did. Learned a valuable
lesson, too.”


“What’s that?”


“Don’t go fuckin’ around with time.”


About as valuable a lesson as any
I’ve ever had the misfortune to have stabbed into me. I trailed my fingers over
the plaque and spent a minute committing the lines to memory, reciting them
over and over again under my breath. Once I was sure I had it, I moved my hand
over the hilt of the knife and hovered just an inch above the large diamond.


The hilt started to glow with
gentle, silver light—luminescent, like a pool of Will—before I’d even touched
the damn thing. Annie gasped, and I hesitated, fearing booby traps or latent,
hexed enchantment. In my experience, mystical objects of uncertain power ended
up either killing me or unleashing travesties upon the Story Thread. Still,
what other choice did I have?


I grasped the hilt.


Nothing exploded. A pleasant change
in my line of work. Given my track record of mystical objects shrouded in
chaos, I’d expected the seas to boil and the sky to fall.


The knife slipped from the rock as
if I were running the blade through warm butter. About eight inches of shining,
clear crystal formed the blade, and locked inside that crystal were about a
dozen blood-red rose petals.


My hand shook. The Roseblade...
Long ago, nearly ten years now, when I first discovered Atlantis on my Great
Quest after graduating from the Academy, I’d seen a blade not unlike this,
locked before the Infernal Clock. The Roseblade—capable of channelling
enough Will to level mountains and boil oceans. The petals in that sword had
been white.


The knife, Myth, is a weapon of
celestial illusion!


“That’s actually kind of pretty,”
Annie said. “For a knife. Christ, Declan, you look like you’re going to be
sick!”


I thought I might be, at that.
Swallowing hard, I ran a finger down the flat of the blade, along the cool
crystal. More of that faint light shone from within, giving the petals a silver
lining. I pricked my finger on the razor-sharp point, drawing a tiny
bead of blood.


“Well...” I cleared my throat.
“Bugger me sideways.”
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“Is it valuable?” Annie asked,
entranced by the radiant petals.


“Priceless,” I said, and if ever
there was an understatement... “Let’s see if we can get it to work. I’m
actually more confident that little bugger Charlie was telling the truth, now
that I know what this is.”


“How d’you mean?”


I tapped the blade. “This knife is a
weapon of celestial illusion, Annie. An ancient weapon from the time before
Atlantis fractured and was lost. The crystal and the petals are a store of
immense power, capable of absolutely anything. I don’t doubt we can cut through
worlds with this blade.”


Annie stuck her tongue between her
teeth and squinted at the knife. “I’ve read a book about a knife like this, you
know. A children’s book when I was in high school. I’m sure of it.” She
gestured vaguely with her hand. “The Subtle Knife, by Phillip Pullman.
That’s the one. The kid in the story had a knife that could cut windows between
worlds. Created, like… a portal in the air. I imagine not unlike what we used
in McSorley’s basement.”


I nodded along. “Yeah, I know the
story. It’s one of the banned books, along with Tolkien’s tales, sealed by the
Knights.” A scary thought came to me then, and the knife in my hand seemed to
get a whole lot heavier. “I wonder... no.”


“What?”


“Well...” I licked my lips and gazed
at my surroundings, at the distant walls of the temple and the thriving,
beautiful garden enclosing the pyramid. I thought about how insubstantial this
world felt and how I’d likened moving along the beach and through the forest as
a dream. “I wonder if we’ve somehow crossed into the Dream Worlds. Into the
realms and beads of the Story Thread locked away by the Knights.”


“Is that possible?”


I chuckled nervously. “Before just
now, I wouldn’t have thought so, no. But here we are. I don’t know what else
this world could be.”


“So is that the Subtle Knife then,
do you think?” Annie frowned. “In the book, I don’t think it looked like that.”


 “I don’t know. How did they
use it in the book?”


Annie shrugged and folded her arms
under her breasts. “I don’t remember specifics, but they sort of felt around in
the air with the tip of the knife and cut when it stuck. I think the kid in the
story could feel when he’d found some other world, like a sixth sense.”


With no better idea, and praying I
didn’t need to use my barred Will, I felt around in the air, waving the knife
back and forth like an orchestra conductor waves a baton. The petals in the
blade shone, and the hilt thrummed in my grasp, but no portals between worlds
sprang into existence.


“That’s promising,” I said and
stopped to admire the knife. The hilt stopped shaking, and the petals dimmed.


“Did you feel anything?”


“Hmm.” I tried again, moving the
knife more slowly this time and feeling my way through the empty space. The
petals shone again, and the knife jarred on nothing, striking a dull chime as
if I’d scraped the blade against steel. Slower now, like a surgeon with a
scalpel, I guided the tip of the blade and felt it slip into something
invisible, like a key fitting into a lock.


The knife caught on the air and, with
little force from me, slid down as though it were a zipper and revealed another
world. Curtains were drawn open, and the air split as if reality was only a
thin, frayed canvas and I were tearing it in half like I might a piece of
paper. The portal was about seven feet high, from my shoes to a foot above my
head, and wide enough for one at a time to step through.  A swirl of
bitingly cold snow blew from the new world and into ours atop the pyramid. All
I could see through the portal was a blizzard of snow and ice.


“Won’t last two minutes there,” I
said. “Do you think I can close—”


No sooner had the thought entered my
mind than the portal zipped closed, the two folds of reality I’d split fused
back together as if an invisible line of solder had been run along the seam.


“Try again,” Annie said firmly.
“Maybe try thinking about where you want to go. Like, picture Ascension City in
your mind, or something.”


That sounded like a mighty fine
idea. I thought about Ascension City, the sprawling districts, the towering
skyscrapers, and the clear crystal bridges built across the sky, connecting the
intertwined buildings. I thought about Aaron’s shop, Cedar Sky, and his vast
array of otherworldly spices, and the knife, Myth, snagged on another invisible
point in the air. The knife slid through buttered reality and revealed a world
of lush, green grass, a field surrounded by gently sloping mountains. The warm
scent of spring and something sweet drifted through the portal.


Annie looked impressed. “Is that
anywhere you recognize?”


“No, that’s not Ascension City, I’m
afraid.”


“Try again?”


I held the portal open with my mind,
somehow, and avoided thoughts of closing the tear. “It’s better than here,” I
said. “Away from whatever-that-kid-really-is waiting for us if we head back.”


Annie’s eyes widened. “Oh, Charlie!
We can’t leave him. He’s just a—”


“The runes set out in front of this
temple, in that circle of gold, were some pretty potent wards and enchantments.
I could only follow a smattering of them, but what I saw was enough to turn
demons to smoke and even deter Voidlings. So do you really want to deal with
something that only gets a headache when he strolls too close?”


Annie looked back toward the temple
walls. “He’s just a boy.”


“No, he’s not. I’m asking you to
trust me on this.”


Annie bit her lip but, after a long
moment, nodded sharply. “Okay...”


“Thank you.”


With little fanfare, we stepped one
at a time out of this world and into another.


Soft grass soaked with dew and a blue,
cloudless sky greeted us on the other side. I stared back through the portal at
the top of the pyramid and the brass plate on the pedestal. With a thought I
wished it closed, and the portal vanished. We’d escaped whatever that place
truly was and now stood on a world that felt solid and real.


“Back on track, Jack,” I muttered.


“Oh, I think I can tell the
difference,” Annie said. “This place feels...”


“Stronger? Solid? Better than a
dream?”


Annie nodded and brushed the grass
with her fingertips. “That last place kind of felt like falling, didn’t it? As
if the whole place could just vanish at any moment. Now we’ve got the ground
back under our feet.”


“Nicely put.” 


I admired our new surroundings. To
the east, distant peaks stabbed at the sky, and to the west, the field dropped
away toward a sparse forest of pine trees. A herd of some sort of fuzzy deer
creatures grazed around the trees. The north vista held a whole bunch of
nothing except what looked like a manmade wall that ran over hills and dipped
behind a ridge. To the south, I saw something even more encouraging—fields of
cultivated crops. The wind blew over the crops, carrying that scent of
something sweet.


With no better place for it, I
slipped Myth under my sword belt and let the blade rest flat against the leg of
my pants. I’d have to be careful until I could find a sheath for the ancient
knife. Given its power and what it could do, I’d be mad to let it out of my
sight. Someone—or something—a long time ago had known I’d have need of it,
which opened a whole barrel of questions I couldn’t answer.


Old powers that stank of prophecy
swirled around my head. I’d never been a firm believer in fate or destiny. Most
soldiers weren’t—not when any moment on the battlefield could be your last. I’d
seen enough men and women cut down long before their time to affirm my belief
in the guiding hand of absurd chaos over that of fate or fickle providence.
Still... that inscription had been tailored for me, and weapons of celestial
illusion were millennia old, which had to put the inscription around the same
age, didn’t it?


“Where do we go from here, Declan?”


I emerged from the incomplete jigsaw
puzzle rattling around in my head and tapped my chin thoughtfully. “We could
keep trying the knife, but let’s have a look around first. Until we know more
about how Myth works, we’re just searching for a needle in a universe of
haystacks. This is definitely Forget, so we might be connected to a world that
has access to Ascension City or even the Atlas Lexicon—although I don’t know if
we should try that again anytime soon.”


“How can you tell this is Forget? It
looks like Europe to me.”


I gestured vaguely at the crops a
quarter mile away. “Unless I miss my guess, that’s a field of honeyberries.
They don’t grow on Earth.”


“I don’t see a farmhouse or
anything...”


“No, me neither.” I shrugged and ran
a hand back through my hair. “Still, might be something on the other side of
those hills. Fancy another walk?”


“Lead the way.”


We set off across the grassy field
toward the crop. The sun was caressing the western horizon, and if this were
True Earth I’d put the time at somewhere around three or four o’clock in the
afternoon, but who knew how long the days were here? Wherever here was. As we
drew closer to the crop, I saw that the snares of tangled plants were bursting
with honeyberries. An irrigation system, plastic pipes, hung suspended above
the plants drizzling a mist of water droplets. Another good sign. I plucked a
few berries and offered them to Annie. While not a scratch on those impossibly
large mangoes, they were soft and tasty—like grapes with a caramel center.


“I’m kind of struggling with the
fact of all this,” Annie said, as we strolled along the perimeter of the
honeyberry crop, toward the base of a large hill dotted with pine trees. “Just
a day ago I thought Western Australia was big, and now we’re leaping
across whole worlds with a mythical dagger. Feels as if we’re in a storybook
ourselves, you know?”


“A lot to get your head round, isn’t
it? I grew up with all of this, Annie. Well, not all of it. But the
whole ‘other worlds’ thing and traveling between them, and it still makes me
stop and think sometimes. I think you were right, back at the Lexicon, when you
said it seems too easy. Sometimes, more so in the last few years, I’ve thought
we’d all be better off if the ways between the worlds were closed. I mean,
there are enough problems on True Earth to solve without a multiverse of
abominations piled on top.”


“I’m a little afraid—if I’m being
honest,” she said, wringing her hands. “Afraid that I’m not cut out for this.
Last night, Emissary could have snapped my neck as easily as blinking. I mean,
how do you fight that?”


“If all else fails, you go down
swinging, but you’ll be fine.”


“How do you know that?”


I gently squeezed her elbow, under
her leather jacket, and a smile tugged at my lips. “You were trained by Sam
Grey, and although I didn’t know him that well—or at all, really—I’ve known his
type. I watched him calmly and competently pump six solid shots into Emissary’s
chest. Moreover, you put down that shooter at the university. For our business,
Annie, you’re cut from the right cloth.”


Not always a good thing, I thought but kept it to myself.


“Going to be tough getting back to a
normal life after all this,” she said. “Any tips—”


As we rounded the bend in the crop,
something large and solid tackled me hard and slammed me into the ground. The
air burst from my lungs in one big rush, but my training, however rusty, kicked
in, and despite the size of the man who had tackled me, I squeezed a pressure
point in his neck and used his weight to roll him off me.


He grunted.


“Declan!” Annie shouted.


I leaped to my feet, waistcoat
ruffled and disarrayed, drawing deep breaths, and managed to unsheathe about twelve
inches of my sword before someone pressed twin revolver barrels into my
face—and giggled.


“Don’t even think about it, buddy,”
said a voice from the past, as familiar as the sun, the moon, or a childhood
stream and the pleasant memory of a dream. “Unless you want the last thing that
goes through your mind to be a bullet.”


Oh... wow. Given that I knew the face behind
the voice, those were the sweetest words I’d heard in years.


 






[bookmark: _Toc348292302]Chapter Fourteen


[bookmark: _Toc348292303]Meadow Gate


 


“Still as sweet as lilies in May,
Tia,” I said, certain I recognized the voice and the woman attached to it.


The petite woman, wearing blue
overalls above a white blouse and pointing twin, iron-barreled revolvers at my
face, laughed. “Declan? Declan Hale? Broken quill, with the amount of
people that want you dead, and all those bounties on your big head, I’d have
bet good gems on never seeing you again! Ha!”


I gently pushed the barrel of one of
her revolvers aside and got a good look at her. “Tia Moreau. Now, I know you’re
dead and buried. I went to your memorial service, yours and the rest.” At five
feet and a dime, Tia only just came up to my shoulder. Her face held a few
lines I didn’t remember above a lightly freckled button nose and under
emerald-green eyes, and her long, raven-black hair was tied back in a ponytail.
An old scar, something else I didn’t remember, crossed the space between her
eyes, down the bridge of her nose, and into her cheek. 


“Did you now? Was there cake?” Tia
holstered one of her weapons and cupped my cheek, while keeping the other
revolver aimed squarely between my eyes. “Reports of my death, handsome, have
been greatly exaggerated.”


Tia laughed again and planted a
quick kiss on my lips. I felt a rush of something that felt like the first sip
of scotch on a cold night. Not at all unpleasant, yet it made me shiver.


“Declan, you know this person? And
her... friend?” Annie had her gun drawn and pointed at the large, muscle-bound
goon, who had managed to crawl to one knee after I’d thrown him aside. The goon
held a curved rapier that looked like a butter knife in his giant hands.


I released the hilt of my sword and
let it fall back into the scabbard. “Annie, this is Tia Moreau. Once upon a
time, Commander Moreau, of the Cascade Fleet, charged with protecting the skies
above Ascension City, and Arbiter of the Knights Infernal. I inherited her job
when she was killed in action. Your command ship was lost, Tia. Along
with King Morrow’s and half the Fifth Fleet when the Renegades attacked Avalon
and unleashed a Voidflood! How’d you survive?”


Tia’s face darkened, and she shook
her head. “I can’t tell you. Not here, at any rate. It may attract... unwanted
attention. The Abstract is listening, Declan.”


I understood at once and kept my
peace for now. Tia had survived by crossing the Void—somehow—which left
lingering marks on one’s soul. Marks that could be felt by some pretty nasty
creatures. To speak of that cold space between universes would be to court
disaster and perhaps to attract the ire of the Voidlings. Few escaped the
darkness at all. I could count on one hand the number of people I knew who had
walked the Void and lived to tell the tale. Two hands, now, if Tia was to be
believed.


“You never came back?” I said,
making it a question. “The war lasted another eighteen months after Morrow
fell—”


“I was done with the war, Declan.
Origin save me, but I’d have been no good to the Knights anyway. My mind was
shattered at Avalon. Busted as if it were a cruiser fueled with dirty ion rods.
I’ve spent many years doing my best to forget it ever happened—what they
made us do.”


“You don’t look broken to me,” I
said and meant it.


“Ever the charmer, Declan Hale.
You’ve not changed one bit.”


“Can you point that gun somewhere
else?”


Tia’s grin grew three sizes. “Oh,
sorry, no. No, I can’t. Didn’t I mention? You’re under arrest.”


Twice in one day.


Women.


“What for?” Annie asked.


“Sensors picked up a strong burst of
Will,” Tia said. “We were sent to investigate. I take it that was you.”


Sensors? The knife must have tripped
whatever sensors Tia was talking about. “It was me, yeah. I didn’t see any
sensors.”


“No, you wouldn’t. They’re buried.
Just some old lodestones with Infernal Will-detection runes on them,” she said.
“They match up to a grid map back in the sheriff’s office. This whole sector
lit up like a Christmas tree about fifteen minutes ago. Ace and I were sent to
investigate, and here you are.”


I laughed. “Here I am, and here you
are.” Seeing her again felt good—really good. We had been fast friends, back in
the day. “Where is here, Tia?”


Tia looked at me sideways. “You mean
you don’t know?”


I shrugged. “Annie and I took a sort
of roundabout way of getting here. We almost didn’t reach Forget at all.”


Tia gave me a curious grin. “Declan,
welcome to Meadow Gate.”


“Meadow...? Oh. Oh.” Her
smile was infectious. “Of all the places in all Forget...”


“Where did you think you were
going?” Tia asked.


“I was trying to get to Ascension
City, have a word with Jon, but...” Did I mention the rune branded into my arm?
I hadn’t seen Tia in almost eight years. A person could change a lot in eight
seconds, never mind the best part of a decade. Could I trust her? What about
whoever else lived here? No, it wasn’t about trust. Best to keep the rune a
secret and my power suspect for now. “But I’m a little out of practice, I
guess. We used the Atlas Lexicon, and the damn train derailed.” Also best not
to mention the detour to Charlie’s world, either.


Tia grimaced. “Oh, nasty. You’re
lucky to be alive.”


“Don’t I know it...” I looked at
Annie and, after an uncertain moment, given the revolver Tia still held on me,
she holstered her service weapon and let Ace the Giant get to his feet. “So,
under arrest?”


“Sorry,” Tia said, and tapped the
star pinned to her overalls. “Given that I used to be a Knight, the sheriff
roped me into a few deputized shifts a week on the Daywatch. Using as much Will
as you did, while not technically illegal, is frowned upon, and we’ll need to
file a report with the Lord Mayor’s office. I think, given the circumstances, I
won’t be issuing an infringement notice today.”


Annie chuckled. “Oh, she’s
definitely a cop, Declan.” 


“An infringement notice for using
Will?” I balked at the idea. “What next, fined for blinking?”


My old friend shrugged. “Meadow Gate
has some strange customs, you know. While using Will isn’t illegal, you do not
have a license to practice the art and a membership with the guild.”


“A magician’s license?” Annie
muttered. “How strangely... normal you make all this seem.”


I grimaced. “Ugh, we’re not
magicians. It’s not... You know what? I give up. Get me a pointy hat and a
silvery beard.”


“Don’t forget the half-moon
spectacles.” Annie grinned. “Oh, and a magic wand!”


“I take it you’re a bit new to all
this?” Tia asked as Ace stumbled to her side rubbing his neck and glaring
frost-coated daggers at me.


“Annie’s a police officer, too,” I
said.


“Detective,” she corrected. “It’s
nice to meet you both. Am I under arrest?”


Tia mulled this over for a moment.
“No, just this idiot, I guess. Come on, let’s head back to town and get this
mess sorted out—I could use a drink.”


“There’s the Tia I know and love.
Lead the way, Deputy Moreau.”


“No,” Ace grunted, and pointed a
thick finger at me. “You up front where I can keep an eye on you, Shadowless.”


I rolled my eyes. Preceded by my
reputation once again, I set off along the eastern edge of the honeyberry crop,
back the way Tia and Ace had come from. I couldn’t see the town of Meadow Gate
yet, but given that only twenty minutes or so had trickled past since our
arrival, I guessed it was close—on the other side of the hills ahead.


“Huh,” Tia said, staring at the old
hay crunching under my black shoes. One day I’d learn and wear a proper pair of
boots out into the field. Walking through that tropical forest a world back had
scuffed the leather and left me with a few blisters. “You really don’t have a
shadow. I thought that part was made up. What happened?”


“He sold it to the devil,” Ace
grumbled, casting me another glare. Not making any friends there. “’Swhat I heard.”


“Come off it,” Tia said.


“What did happen?” Annie asked. “You
may have told me, but then you’ve told me a lot in the last few days...”


“No, Ace has it right, mostly.” Tia
blinked, her smile fading, so I continued. “I was tricked by one of the Everlasting
in Atlantis. Lord Oblivion, with eyes of blood, as that old rhyme goes... He
promised to end the Tome Wars, and I believed him because I thought I could
outsmart him. It. Him.” Oblivion now used what was left of Tal as a host. “Her.
Doesn’t matter. I had the Roseblade, you know.” The knife, Myth, was still
tucked safely into my belt. “And with the Roseblade I challenged the gods and
won.”


“Oblivion took your shadow?” Tia
asked quietly. “I always thought the Everlasting were fairy tales. You know,
proper fairy tales. The kind that aren’t real.”


“He surely did and cast it screaming
across the Void.” I tapped the side of my nose. “Another reason we should limit
such Abstract conversations. Those creatures are kind of attracted to me now.
Had to destroy one just a few months back...”


“No shadow.” Tia shook her head to
clear it and increased her stride toward the rolling hills. “Come on, let’s
hurry back.”


The walk only took five minutes,
curving around the honeyberry crop and the lower foothills. A well-traveled
dirt path became a well-traveled paved road. A steady stream of folk moved past
us, up and down the hill, dressed in an absurd mix of farm gear, suits, and
sunny weather clothing. A cross section of life on a hundred different worlds,
much like the Atlas Lexicon and Ascension City.


The town of Meadow Gate sprawled
outward in rings from the main road, which cut a straight path up and across
the hills. Cottages and narrow, cobblestoned lanes headed up in uneven levels
around the hills and dipped down into the valleys. As with all populated
Forgetful worlds, old and new mixed with simple and complex. A man pulling a
horse and cart stacked with barrels of the honeyberries was chatting into a
display screen strapped around his wrist and laughing. A woman who could have
stepped out of the French Renaissance fiddled with the control panel on an
information board. Kids on goddamn hover-boards giggled and ran circles around
Ace. First time I saw him grin.


“So what is this place?” Annie
asked, trying hard not to crane her neck every which way. “Meadow Gate?”


“A sanctuary of sorts,” I said,
scratching my chin. “Neutral territory as decreed by the Ragnarok Accords. A
place of asylum and refuge—”


“It’s a quaint little town,” Tia
said. “Well, compared to somewhere like Ascension City. We’ve got about seventy
thousand residents at the moment, most of them refugees from the Tome Wars.
And, yes, it’s one of a handful of places on a handful of worlds declared
neutral by both the Knights and the Renegades. No warring here.”


Tia led us up a set of limestone
steps curving around a hill dotted with white houses and buildings shining in
the sun. Everything was very clean and very green. Meadow Gate flourished with
exotic plant life and impossibly vibrant vegetation. At the top of the steps, a
cobblestone street stretched in a snaking curve through the heart of the town,
following the alternating elevation of the land.


The main strip running through the
town was dotted with everything from silk merchants to armorers, spice dealers,
and exotic trade stalls. Just beyond the markets stretched a road of
townhouses, a warren of little alleyways, and a bunch of municipal-looking
buildings that had to be the heart of the town and the local government
offices.


A small library made of white
columned marble and glass stood on the crown of the hill, surrounded by a lush
park and natural ponds. 


It took only about five minutes from
the markets and the library to reach the Sheriff’s Office. Reminiscent of law
enforcement the worlds over, a wooden sign bearing a golden star swung gently
in the breeze on metal hooks above the door. As the sun began to sink below the
hills, sending a burnished orange haze across the sky, Tia and Ace led us
inside. So far we had failed to attract any unwanted attention, but that
couldn’t last. Meadow Gate was home to a great slew of war refugees, who would
have cause to blame me for past sufferings.


“Sheriff Coras,” Tia said to a large
man who wore a gold star on his chest and sat behind a heavy mahogany desk. “This
is Declan Hale.”


Coras did a double take and looked
me up and down. His mouth opened and closed a few times like a floundering
goldfish. Tia seemed to enjoy his dumbfounded expression.


“Hi, Sheriff,” I said. “Er, nice
hat.”


Coras recovered and rested a hand on
the hilt of his service weapon. I felt Annie tense at my side. “Why isn’t he
cuffed?” Coras asked. “And he’s armed, Tia!”


“Last I checked, it wasn’t a crime
to be armed in Meadow Gate, Harry,” Tia said, with a slight frown. “And he
hasn’t broken any laws. Misdemeanor, at the very most. What’s the matter?”


“Don’t you know who he is? What he’s
done? He’s exiled!”


Ace cleared his throat. “Was him
what set the sensors off, Sheriff. We found him and his friend in the western
fields, just below Amberwell Rise.”


Coras wagged a finger at Tia as if
that proved something. “What are you doing here, Hale?”


Keeping my temper in check, I folded
my arms. “Wondering that myself. How long’s this going to take, Tia?”


“Not long. Just a few formalities
and a report for the Mayor’s Office—”


The sheriff adjusted his gun belt
and matched my stance, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’ll ask again,” he
said, “why’ve you come to Meadow Gate? This is a peaceful place.”


“And he’s not broken that peace,”
Tia said.


“Now, Tia—”


“What, Harry?” 


Coras welled up, spots of color high
in his cheeks, and then exhaled a sigh that suggested long suffering. “I’ll
want a full report before you leave tonight.” He hefted himself up from his chair,
coffee mug in hand, and stomped through the back of the office.


“Sorry about him,” Tia said. “He’s
good at what he does, but he can be a bit suspicious of newcomers.
Particularly... ex-Knights.”


“He hired you,” I pointed out.


Tia chuckled and pulled over a
wooden chair from one of the other desks so both Annie and I could sit. “Yeah
well, he has his reasons. Shall we get this over with before you two duel to
the death or some such nonsense?”


“We shall,” I said and took a seat.
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Night had fallen when we emerged
from the sheriff’s office. I rolled my shoulders a few times, working out an
ache that had settled just below my neck. In the end, and after a slew of
pointless paperwork, I’d gotten off with a warning and a promise not to create
any sort of Will-related ruckus, which wouldn’t be too hard, thanks to
Emissary’s damned brand.


The streets of Meadow Gate were busy
at night as the restaurants and little bars along the main, meandering strip
did a roaring trade. My stomach grumbled at the smell of hot, greasy food from
a dozen different street vendors set up behind carts and small stalls.


“Where we headed, Tia?” I asked.


“Question for the ages, Declan. But
tonight, back to my place,” she said. “I own a tiny bar a few streets over.
Nothing fancy—just a stretch of timber and a few tables, but it’s home, and we
can get that drink I promised you earlier. I’ve got a spare room, too, so you
and Annie can flip a coin for that or one of the couches.”


I perked up a bit at the mention of
a bar, although I was looking forward to a stretch of sleep more than anything,
even food and drink. Time was a-wastin’, but meeting Tia in this way, after so
long, and given that I was in dire need of allies against Emissary and his dreary
masters... Unexpected fortune is something to be wary of and yet grasped—hard,
in this case. “I’m going to grab something to eat from one of these stalls.
Annie?”


“It all smells good. What’s that?”
She pointed at a large wok of sizzling meat and vegetables. The vendor spooned
a heavy helping onto a thick piece of pita bread, drenched it in some exotic,
heavenly-scented sauce, and rolled it up tight. “I’ll take one of those.”


“I think I’ll join you. Tia?” My old
long-dead-not-dead friend nodded. “And how about you, Ace?”


The big man shook his head. I had
the feeling he thought Sheriff Harry should have stuffed me in a cell for the
night or run me out of town. “Three it is.” I shifted my sword and retrieved
the dwindling pouch of gems from my pocket.


Dinner was hot and delicious,
bursting with striking, spicy flavor. Easy to forget, back on True Earth, just
how varied and even alien some of the sights, sounds, smell, and tastes of
Forget could be. I think I’d missed the food, more than the place itself, during
my exile.


Tia’s place was down a busy little
cobblestone alleyway, set in the bend of the lane and overlooking a valley full
of honeyberry fields below. A simple two-story cottage leaned as though it were
a windblown fencepost against the side of the hill, charming in an old-world
sort of way. A few soft, glowing torches lined the lane, and a steady stream of
people, their voices of merriment ringing out in the dull light, wandered up
and down the alley.


Tia let us into her cottage bar and
flicked a switch just on the inner wall. Light flared from two crystal
chandeliers overhead, casting the bar and a small lounge area, dotted with oak
tables and leather couches, in a dim but warm ambience. Twin window alcoves
overlooked the streets, some of the panes plastered with band posters and
dinner menus.


“Well, here we are. It’s not much,
but it’s mine,” Tia said. “I spend most of my time in the kitchen when we’re
open, and Ace tends bar.”


“It’s lovely,” Annie said. “Very
inviting. Look at that old fireplace!”


“Tiana,” Ace said, avoiding my gaze,
“he’ll bring down a whole world of trouble we don’t need. He shouldn’t be
here.”


“We’re not opening tonight, Ace,”
Tia said. “Take a paid night off, okay? I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Ace huffed and blood rushed crimson
to his cheeks. He clenched and unclenched his fists, staring from me to Tia,
once to Annie, and back again. Without another word, he turned on his heel and
stomped out of the little bar. Tables, chairs, and charming old fixtures
trembled in his wake.


“Sorry to be so much trouble,” I
said.


Tia rolled her eyes and stuck her
tongue out at me. “No, no you’re not. You never were. But don’t mind Ace. His
heart’s in the right place. He thinks you’re bad news for a sweet girl like me.
And who’s to say he’s wrong, hmm?”


Annie tried to stifle a yawn and
failed. “Sorry,” she said. “Long day yesterday and an even longer night last
night. Tia, you mentioned something about a spare room?”


“Of course. Just up the stairs and second
on the left. Would you like to join us for a nightcap, Annie? Help you sleep.”


“No, thank you. I can see you two
need to catch up. Thank you for the bed. I’ll see you both tomorrow. Goodnight,
Declan.”


I waved twice, slowly back and
forth. “Goodnight, Annie.”


My young detective disappeared up
the stairs and was gone. I could hear her footsteps on the wooden floors above
us and then the faint sound of a heavy door clicking shut.


Tia stared at me. “You like her,”
she said.


“What?” I chuckled. “You’re the
second woman to tell me that in as many days. She’s nice, but she’s just a
friend. And she’s engaged.”


“Aye, I saw the ring.” Tia rubbed
her hands together and walked behind her bar. 


I stood on the other side, arms
resting on the polished mahogany. “So what do you call this place?”


Tia hesitated and then smiled
somewhat wistfully. “The Reminiscence.” 


“You named your bar after the ship
you crashed into the Void?”


Tia shrugged and licked her red
lips. “What of it, my sweet exile?”


“I thought you were trying hard to
forget—”


“Some things,” she said, squeezing
my arm over the bar while pouring two shots of sapphire liquor from a
gourd-shaped bottle. “Some things, like the three thousand soldiers I lost
aboard the Reminiscence that day, deserve to be remembered. You
understand?” She handed me one of the shot glasses, filled to the brim, and
raised the other. “To old friends.”


“To returning from the dead,” I said
with a smile, and we tossed back the shots with the ease of long practice.


The liquid rushed down the back of
my throat as if it were antifreeze and burning oil all at once. I choked,
gasped, and coughed in the same breath as Tia laughed and patted me on the
shoulder.


“Good gravy, Tia,” I rasped. “What
is this stuff?”


She laughed. “You’ve been living on
Earth for too long, buddy. This is something new—from a world written up just
before the Tome Wars ended and you degraded the Story Thread. Elysian Dragon’s
Breath. Costs your weight in gems and more than a few favors, but I always keep
a bottle or two on hand... in case old friends drop in unexpectedly.”


“I think my heart stopped for a
second there.”


“So another then?”


“Please.”


Tia and I lassoed two stools on the
patrons’ side of the bar and sat next to each other, hip to hip, sipping her fancy
booze and catching up on old times. My sword dangled between the stools, hiding
the celestial knife, Myth, flat against my leg. I’d almost forgotten how good
it was, thinking about the past. Usually I wallowed in mistakes and regret, but
Tia had been happy times. Happy times before the war kicked off for us and we
began our service fresh out of the Academy. Even then, the war had thrust us
together more often than not.


I think certain people resonate in
our lives, and no matter how much time or how many worlds stand between us, we
often gravitate back to those same people. Call it a weak sort of fate, magnets
at the right polarity, but years, distance—even death—were no match to whatever
near-inconceivable force I felt at that moment, sitting with Tia at her bar and
sipping rocket fuel.


“Why didn’t you come here after your
exile?” she asked. “We could have caught up long before now even if you didn’t
know I was alive. You always enjoyed a drink, so I imagined you would’ve ended
up here one lonely night. You could’ve worked for me, been a bartender. Meadow
Gate’s got to be more interesting than whatever you do on dull, Will-less True
Earth.”


“I own a bookshop, actually,” I
said, and watched Tia’s eyebrows climb up into her fringe. I smiled softly.
“Yeah, rubbing salt in the wound, I know. I actually considered coming here,
Tia. I did. Or one of the other accorded territories. But there was a whole lot
of... anger in me after the Tome Wars. I needed to get away from anything and
anyone who knew who I was and what I’d done. And I... well, shit, I lost
someone very special.”


Tia licked her lips. “Tal Levy.”


“Yes. How did you...?” I shook my
head. “Suppose a lot of people know, don’t they? How it all went down? The
Degradation, the Renegade armies scattered or destroyed. How I held the
Roseblade at their throats in Reach City and let it burn anyway. Damn, you see,
we’ve both been trying to forget Forget, no? Only difference was that I got
out, well and truly, on True Earth. No one I met there knew who I was or what
I’d done.”


“They forgive the past here, Declan.
This is a safe place—a neutral place. Honestly, I didn’t care who won the Tome
Wars once I’d heard it was all over. Meadow Gate gets to exist either way, so
say the Ragnarok Accords.”


I scoffed. “Come now, you hated the
Renegades as much as anyone. That, more than anything, was drilled into us from
day one back at the Academy. You weren’t a little happy when old King Morpheus
practically surrendered to the Lords’ Council?”


“About as happy as I imagine you were
when Jon Faraday claimed the Dragon Throne. Lot of rumors, even here, that it
should have been you, Declan. You earned it.”


“If the cost of that throne was an
ocean of blood then yeah, I did.” I rubbed at my eyelids and forced the scowl
from my face. “But let’s not talk about that, eh? Tell me what you’ve been
doing with yourself. I honestly can’t tell you how pleased I am to find you
alive.”


“Missed me, did you?”


“Yes. We all did. Marcus, Sophie,
Aaron, Clare—”


Tia’s eyes lit up. “Oh, Clare
Valentine. Sweet Clare with her ever-changing eyes. She and I had some fun
times chasing you fool boys around Ascension and Farvale back in the Academy
days. Have you seen much of her since your exile?”


I stroked the back of Tia’s warm
hand. “She was killed, Tia. About three months back. The Renegades broke the
ceasefire on the Plains of Perdition surrounding Atlantis, and she... Damn it
all. She gave her life to save me. I never deserved her.”


Tia’s face fell, and she swatted at
her eyes, wiping away new tears shed in the same old ways. “Broken quill, Hale,
is there anyone left alive, save you?”


“Faraday, Creed, and his whole gang
of lords and ladies. King Renegade’s queen, more than a handful of the old
enemies, Renegade disciples and the like. The whole ruling class of the Knights
Infernal.” I took another sip of sapphire fire. “New enemies, too, but I’m
working on that...”


“Bah, Fenton Creed. Sleaze on legs.
I mean anyone I liked.”


“Sophie lives, and she’s somewhat
happy with this unfound doofus from Perth, back on True Earth. Nice kid,
actually. Saved me from a stint in Starhold a while back. Him and Clare both.”


Tia refreshed our drinks, pouring
the blue liquid once again to the rim of the shot glasses. “One for Clare,” she
said. “May Origin keep her safe until rebirth.”


I drank to that and cherished the
cool burn as the otherworldly liquor ran down my throat.


Tia looked a little unsteady on her
stool after that shot, and I gave her my arm to lean on. She pressed her weight
against my side, warm and sure. “Are you trying to get me drunk, Mr. Hale?”


“No, ma’am.”


She frowned and ran a finger down
the bridge of my nose. “Why aren’t you even tipsy?”


“Call it long practice, my dear. The
stuff on Earth may not have this particular kick, but the proof is through the
roof.” She giggled. “Tia, what you said just now, about Origin and—”


She waved my words away. “Just
something they say around here. It’s nice, like a little prayer. For the
departed, lonely, and broken hearted, honey.”


I’d heard it before—recently—on the
burning boardwalk where Emissary had slaughtered so many so swiftly... so easily.
What had he said? Times were, even the smallest of your kind could wield
Origin and protect their souls against our touch. Now... you are scattered.


“Origin’s another word for Will?” I
asked.


“Yep. Close enough, I think.” Tia
still leaned against me, holding herself up, and the warm scent of alcohol on
her breath made me want to follow it back to the source. Soft, red lips, parted
and shining in the dull light. She watched my face and smiled. “Oh, no you
don’t, Declan Hale. I am far too pretty and precious for you.”


“Is that so?”


“Yes, and much too old.”


I laughed. “What are you? Thirty?”


She scoffed. “Twenty-eight, Mister.”


“Well, I’m twenty-five. You’d
practically be robbing the cradle...”


Tia sighed. “I remember when you
were seventeen, last time I saw you. Hell, I remember when you were twelve and
already in the advanced classes at the Academy. So long ago it seems.”


“Remember in advanced warfare, first
time we met, and you were stuck with me as your partner? The cheeky little shit
who was too clever for his own good? Raising merry hell every other week?” I
chuckled. Merry hell was putting the kind of trouble I caused at that academy
mildly. “God, I was so nervous when they put us together. You were fifteen and
gorgeous and already being considered for an apprenticeship under Commander
Jade in his Cascade regiment.”


“You never seemed nervous, and we
took the championship that year in the Academy Games, if I remember correctly.”
Tia spun the half-empty bottle of liquor around on her bar. “You know, I think
I miss those days. Things were a lot simpler back at school.”


“Everything was beautiful and
nothing hurt,” I muttered. “Another round, Miss Moreau?”


Tia considered and then nodded. “I
can’t think of one good argument against it. You pour, though. I’m seeing
double here...” 


“Yes, you are.” I dabbed at the
tears cutting silent tracks down Tia’s cheek with the sleeve of my shirt and
gently rested my fingers on the terrible scar that practically cut her pretty
and precious face in two. 


“Got that escaping the Void,” she
muttered. “You know how hard it is to heal cuts from a Voidling... Guess I was
lucky it closed at all.” She sniffed and tapped her glass against the bar.
“Service in this place is terrible.”


I poured, and we drank again, just
sipping at the rocket fuel this time, and fell into an old, comfortable
silence. The hour was late, and I thought of Annie asleep upstairs and what
misery Emissary was inflicting upon Perth. Here I am drunk and useless...
but not alone. Branded as I was, I’d be nothing but annoying if I faced
Emissary now. I needed the healers in Ascension City. I needed Knights at my
back and a fleet of warships at my command.


“To days long gone,” Tia said and
tossed the rest of her drink back. “Tell me more stories about those old days,
Declan. I’m just going to rest my eyes for a...” She yawned, scrunching up her
nose like a tiny, oriental rabbit. “... for a minute.”


So I spoke of the old days and of
the little things. Sneaking out of the Academy at night and catching a shuttle
to Farvale. The hundreds of little secret passages and tunnels on the Academy
grounds, built over thousands of years of students coming and going. I reminded
Tia of Sentinel Worthington, the doddering old librarian in the Infinite
Catalogues, and how he used to disappear into the stacks for months at a time
and emerge hollow, gaunt, and sporting a prickly silver beard. Rumor was he’d
traveled to more worlds than any other Knight in history. I spoke of our
friends, the long dead, and not how they’d died but how they’d lived. Somewhere
between one or two o’clock, according to the clock in my head, Tia’s breathing
evened, and she dozed against my shoulder.


I carefully maneuvered her off the
stool and into my arms. The petite thing, five feet and a dime, weighed about
as much as a feather pillow. I carried her over to the leather couches lining
the lounge area, taking it slow between the empty tables, and put her down gently.
She murmured something about a violin and eyelashes, frowning in her sleep. Her
boots came off easily, and I covered her with a tasseled red blanket slung over
the back of the couch.


“Goodnight, Tia,” I whispered and thought
about kissing her cheek. I stumbled back to the bar for another shot of fine
liquor instead. “I’m glad you’re not dead.”


Sometime later, halfway between
midnight and dawn, I fell asleep with my head against the polished mahogany and
my hand clutching a bottle full of nothing but blue dregs and the morning’s
regret.
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I woke to the smell of frying food
and a gentle tapping on my shoulder. Sitting up at the bar, I instantly
regretted shots six through ten. Sunlight streamed in from the high eastern
windows, playing with the dust on the air, and I groaned against the harsh
radiance.


“Oh... sweet holy hell.” My head
spun a loop on creation’s most nauseating roller coaster. “Annie, am I dead?”


My young detective swam into focus,
sitting on the same stool Tia had used last night. She looked me up and down,
judging me that way women do with a single you’ve-no-one-to-blame-but-yourself
glance, and chuckled. “So you are human, after all.”


“Please tell me you’ve got some
ibuprofen tucked away in that jacket of yours.”


“No such luck, I’m afraid. Tia said
to come get you. Breakfast is on the table.”


My stomach grumbled at the scents
wafting through from the next room. I could almost pluck the sizzling meat and
toasted bread out of the air. Something entered the fray that smelled a lot
like fried eggs and melted butter, and I was bested. However, standing up
proved to be a challenge, and Annie graciously offered her arm. I glared at the
empty bottle of blue liquor, resting upright and proud on the bar, and vowed
never to drink again.


Or perhaps I’d never stop drinking
again and outfox the inevitable hangover that way.


“Did you sleep well?” I asked,
rolling my neck around in slow circles. Using the bar for a pillow had buried a
railroad spike of pain between my shoulder blades. “Been a long few days,
hasn’t it?”


“I got a few hours. The bed was
comfortable, and I could smell the fields of honeyberries through the open
window. Like cinnamon and caramel all squished together.”


We walked around the bar and through
the swinging kitchen doors. In stark contrast to the dull light in the bar, the
kitchen was full of warm sunlight streaming in through high windows. “You like
it here then?”


“I’m still trying to absorb the fact
that I’m not on Earth. It all seems so... so real.”


“It is real,” Tia said, turning
around from the stove with a frying pan of spitting bacon and a big, white
smile on her face. “Good morning, sunshine. You look terrible.”


“Good morning, Tia. Why are you so
chirpy and upbeat and not regretting that bottle we polished off last night?”


“I guess I just handle my drink far
better than you.”


I gave her a look of deep mistrust.
“Guess so.”


Tia chuckled. “Actually, hotshot, drink
a glass of this juice.” She poured me a tall glass of honey-colored liquid,
nice and frosty. “Natural remedy, made from the berries. Get some of this
breakfast into you, and you’ll be right as rain in half an hour.”


I could only sip slowly at the thick,
syrupy glass of juice, but it was delicious and did something almost
straightaway for the pounding in my head. Taking a seat at the old, worn oak
table, I sat up a little straighter and scraped butter over toasted sourdough.


“Are you sure there’s nothing I can
do to help?” Annie asked Tia. “I feel like I’m abusing your hospitality here,
what with only just meeting you yesterday and all.”


“Nonsense. You brought this sorry
sod back to me,” she replied, pointing a ladle full of scrambled eggs at me.
“That, more than anything I can think of, is the best thing to happen in some
time.”


“I’m glad to see you, too.”


“Happy I’m not dead,” Tia muttered
with an honest grin and dished scrambled eggs with a dash of paprika onto a big
serving plate.


Breakfast was fattening, greasy, and
just what I needed to get me feeling partway toward normal again. Under the
table, I rolled up the sleeve on my shirt to get a look at Emissary’s brand.
The rune didn’t hurt so much anymore—it was more like a dull ache—but the
purple veins spreading around from the wound looked somewhat troubling. Like an
infection. The skin just around the burned tissue had wrinkled as if it were
decaying flesh bloated in still water.


Ugh, that made my stomach turn. I
covered the brand and rejoined the conversation.


“There’s some trouble back home,”
Annie said to Tia. “Declan’s acting in... somewhat of a consultancy role with
the WA Police.”


Tia offered me a cheeky grin. “She
arrested you, didn’t she?”


“As sharp as ever, Moreau.”


“So what trouble back home has got
you flaunting your exile—”


A shadow flickered across the table
through the window over the sink, and a steady but firm knock rattled Tia’s
backdoor. Through the thin blinds, I could see the outline of a man wearing
what resembled a businessman’s Stetson.


Tia glanced over and frowned. “Oh,
well this isn’t going to be good news.” She looked at me, shrugged, and got up
to answer the door. “Mayor Stormborn,” she said, an almost imperceptible edge
to her voice. Renegade armies had been scattered with less. “Good morning.”


“Tia,” Stormborn said, casting a
quick look my way over her shoulder. His smile rippled and almost failed, but
he corrected quickly. “Good morning, my dear. Good morning indeed. I wonder if
I may have a moment of your time, and of your guest’s over there. My word, it
is him, isn’t it? Declan Hale himself.”


“Howdy, Mayor,” I said, offering a
quick salute. He was alone, it seemed, but it was all too easy to imagine an
armed guard nearby, perhaps sneaking through the bar while we were distracted.
I kept my hand in reach of my sword, much good it would be against firearms and
anyone with a drop of Will.


“You’d better come in then,” Tia
said. “Yes, that is Declan, and this is Annie.”


Stormborn spared Annie a fraction of
his gaze. “Charmed, my dear. From True Earth, yes? How remarkable. I’ve not
been back there myself in nearly fifteen years. And you, Mr. Hale, why I
can’t—”


“Declan’s fine,” I said.


Stormborn grinned as if I’d just
turned piss into gold. “Declan. Of course. And please call me Augustus. As I
was saying, I can’t tell you what a genuine honor it is to meet you—the boy who
ended the Tome Wars.”


“Would you like to sit down?” Tia
asked, pouring the mayor a glass of the honeyberry juice.


“Thank you, Tia. Yes, yes. Thank
you.” He was flustered, perhaps due to the spare tire he seemed to be carrying
around his waist under a suit as fine as any I’d ever seen. He removed his hat
and placed it on the table. Lord Mayor Stormborn sipped at his glass of juice
and sighed happily. “Ah, Tia, that is something special. Squeezed not two days
ago, am I right?”


“Yes, sir. Picked them myself.”


“Heavens, girl, but you do make some
fine drinks.” Stormborn pushed back from the table and looked over his glasses at
me. “Now, Declan, I’m sure you can probably guess at my reason for this visit
as much as it pains me to make it. You know that Meadow Gate is neutral
territory. Under the accords signed by men far older and wiser than you or I,
Knights or Renegades or any refugee from of the Tome Wars could come here and,
provided they work, expect aid and succor.”


“I am aware, yes. The accords still
stand, as far as I know. You’ll forgive me if I missed anything over the last
few years. I haven’t really been kept apprised of Forgetful politics.”


“Well, as it may,” Stormborn said.
“This is a place of peace, of harmony. You can understand that a man with a
past as...” Here he sighed and dabbed at his brow with a silk handkerchief.


“Bloodstained?” I offered idly,
picking crumbs from my waistcoat.


“Notorious,” the mayor said. “A past
as notorious as yours may cause concern among the people already here. For some
of them, like Tia here, the war wasn’t that long ago. We also had a flood of
refugees from the devastation in Reach City and Voraskel six years ago. Two
battles, I’ve been told, you had a direct hand in.”


“If you’re asking me to leave, just
ask,” I said. “Given my status as exile, the Ragnarok Accords most likely do not
extend the protection of this place to me. I’m sure there’s a loophole to
exploit.”


“Now hold on.” The mayor held up his
hands for peace. “I, like many others, think some of things you did were
heroic, lad. You were—you are—a war hero, and I’d want no harm to come to you
or yours.” He glanced at Annie. “Which is why I’m suggesting, just suggesting
mind, that perhaps you do move on sooner rather than later. Meadow Gate would
take you if that’s what you want, but you might not be happy here.”


Tia scoffed. “Who’s leaning on you,
Augustus? The Merchant Council? No, it’s Harry and the Nightwatch, isn’t it?”
She cursed. “Sweet mercy, that jealous idiot.”


“Now, Tia, I didn’t come here to
stir up trouble. I came here out of respect for you and for Commander Hale.
We’d still be at war and our sons and daughters would still be dying by the
thousands if he had not acted... but a lot of people still see the faces of the
children we did lose. Five years is a long time, but really, is it a long time
at all when it comes to such terrible memories?”


“I won’t be staying more than a day,
Lord Mayor,” I said. “I didn’t intend to come here at all, but it was somewhat
unavoidable.” Weapons of celestial illusion could be volatile.


Stormborn sighed. “Understand, I
don’t like doing this, lad, but the tension in the city this morning, the calls
to my office alone... Casting you out goes against everything Meadow Gate was
built for, why this place even exists. But you’re too well known, you
understand? Someone will be hurt if you stay. Maybe even worse than hurt.”


“As I said, give me the day, and
I’ll be gone tonight.”


The mayor stood and offered me his
hand. I took it and felt his soft skin under mine and reasoned this man didn’t
spend a lot of time in the honeyberry fields or doing much work at all. I
wasn’t so sure I liked the fool, however kind or genuine his words. Still, I
didn’t want to stay here. But I needed the morning to try to convince Tia to
come with me and to see if I could get Myth to cut through to Ascension City.


“I’ll spread the word that you
intend to depart then,” Stormborn said. “Thank you. Please understand that I’m
looking out for the greater good here, and—”


“You said your bit. I’m leaving.
Let’s have done with it, Lord Mayor.” I let a touch of command enter my tone
and was pleased to see a bit of the color drain from his face. “Have a nice
day.”


“And you,” he said, clearing his
throat. “Tia. Miss Annie.” He doffed his hat, and Tia saw him out.


Once he was gone, she turned back to
me, her lips pursed and tears swimming in her eyes. “How dare he!” she
whispered. “How... I don’t believe that just happened.”


Annie was staring at me strangely.
“You’re not well liked, are you?”


“Not really, no.”


Smoky light flowed from Tia’s
clenched fists as she stomped back and forth in the kitchen. Annie gasped.


I chuckled. “Tia, you’re glowing.”


My old friend caught herself and
dispelled the Will before she broke one of the laws here in Meadow Gate and had
to arrest herself. She took a deep breath and sat back at the table.


“Okay, so I knew you weren’t
staying, but to be told to leave...” Tia shuddered. “I never thought that of
these people. Broken quill, we’ve got Renegade commanders here, and they get a
pass. But, no, not you—not the Shadowless Arbiter...”


“I’m trying not to feel too
disheartened, but I did make a lot of enemies and scare a lot of people back in
the day. I don’t want to bring any trouble down on this town from within it or
without.”


She unclenched her fists and let her
shoulders slump. “Okay, so you were telling me what you’re up to—why you’re
back in Forget at all?”


I nodded and looked at Annie. She
shrugged and said, “There’s a monster terrorizing our home back on Earth, Tia.
A creature called Emissary.”


Tia looked at me to gauge just how
concerned she should be.


I winked, found a smile, and ran a
hand back through my scruffy hair. “A servant of the Everlasting.”
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Tia set us to making honeyberry pies
while we explained the unfortunate situation shrouding Perth. Apparently her
bar was famous in Meadow Gate for two things—dessert pies and, for those that
could afford it, the sapphire liquor we’d drunk ourselves stupid with the
previous night.


“So it sounds like this creature, whatever
he truly is, was sent to entice you in particular,” Tia said, frowning as she
folded pastry. Her oven already held a good half-dozen pies, and the scent of
baking made me want to catch a mid-morning nap. “Never mind what was going
through Faraday’s head when he recalled the legions from True Earth,
Emissary—or whatever’s pulling the strings—wanted you to come out and play.”


“Aye, I’ve been thinking the same.”


Annie sipped at a glass of water and
leaned against the countertop. “Scion, do you think? Like in Emissary’s last
message?”


“I do think...”


“How can you beat a god?” Tia asked.
“I mean, they are supposed to be gods, aren’t they?”


“Creatures with a lot of power,” I
said, thinking of Tal and Lord Oblivion. “But they’re not omnipresent or
omnipotent.” But Oblivion was close... “Which kind of excludes them from
godhood, don’t you think?” I shook my head, not quite convinced. “Tia, I want
you to come with me when I leave.”


She squeezed my shoulder, leaving a
handprint in flour on my waistcoat. “I know.”


“Will you come with me?”


She wrapped her tiny little arms
around me and squeezed me tight. My chin rested on the top of her head. “Let me
think about it. I’ve spent a good six, nearly seven, years here building a
life. Also, and I’m not being cruel, but people tend to die around you, Declan.
You know?”


I rubbed at the back of my neck.
“Well, when you’re right... Mind if I use your bathroom to freshen up?”


“Of course. Towels under the sink.”


I spent a good half hour in the shower
washing away the fatigue and sweat of the last day or so and came back down to
the kitchen feeling refreshed and somewhat ready to face the trials of the day.



But first—pie.


 


*~*~*~*


 


“So this has been nice, Tia,” I
said. “But we need to be hitting the dusty trail.”


“I’m not coming with you, Declan,”
she replied, as mid-afternoon faded toward a coppery dusk. “I’m far too old and
far too young to get involved in any more of your nonsense.”


I laughed, and Annie smiled
tentatively. We sat at the bar once again, sipping dark ales. Tia had delayed
opening the place until we’d made tracks. To be honest, I was hesitating to get
underway. My time in Meadow Gate, only a day, despite Ace, Sheriff Coras, and
the mayor’s visit, found the place redeeming and... fresh. Not quite the
right word, but we make do.


The air was clear and the town
quiet, and I’d found a childhood friend long thought dead. I could move my shop
here, sit amongst the books and sip honeyberry juice instead of scotch. Or,
mayhap, a mix of the two—with a splash of rum or tequila, shaken not stirred,
call it something laidback like a Meadow Breeze. Hell, the honeyberry juice may
even offset the hangover...


“Off track,” I muttered, taking a
sip of ale. Have to survive Emissary first. Broken quill, I have to survive
Ascension City first! “But it’s a nice thought...”


“What are you talking about?” Annie
asked.


“Nothing. We should get going, yeah?
Meadow Gate is a nice distraction, but I want to try to be in and out of
Ascension City tonight and back to Perth tomorrow, hopefully at the head of a
cadre of Arbiter Knights.”


Tia held up her glass. “Be careful,
you two, and once you’ve sorted out this mess, come back and see me, okay?”


“Now that I know where to find you,
Tia, the gods themselves won’t be able to keep me away.”


Tia squeezed my knee. “Well, you’ve
outlived most everyone who ever doubted you, so I’ll look forward to it—”


Something shattered across the bar,
along the front of Tia’s pub. I whipped my head around, hand to the hilt of my
sword, in time to see a small silver sphere about the size of a tennis ball
bounce off one of the tables and roll onto the floor toward us.


Someone had thrown it through the
window.


And it was something I hadn’t seen
since the Tome Wars.


“Bouncer! Down!” I screamed,
and tackled Annie off her stool as Tia leaped over the bar. Old instincts died
hard.


The sphere ruptured, cracked as if
it were an egg, and a cacophony of hot, vicious sparks, of razor-sharp light,
exploded from the device. The sparks shot every which way like a firework
spinning out of control, smashing through chairs, tables, and bottles of booze
and leaving a trail of greasy, liquid flame.


I turned at just the wrong moment,
and one of the sparks of energy slammed into my left eye. As if I’d been
electrocuted, I jerked up off Annie and roared in pain. White-hot fire tore
into my eye socket, and I saw nothing but a blinding light that bled from
stellar-yellow to ruby-red.


Annie was shaking me as another
bouncer shattered another of Tia’s windowpanes, but I was only just aware of
it—my face was on fire but felt painfully cold. Cold was bad. I touched my
cheek and wasn’t sure if it was blood or melted flesh my fingers slipped
against.


“Declan, stay down!” Tia
cried, and I was surprised to find myself on my feet.


At some point in the last few
seconds, I’d drawn my weak imitation of an Infernal blade and stood up,
snarling at the crowds beyond the walls of the pub. My vision was hazy at best,
but I wanted to hurt, to wound, to attack.


Then I was on one knee, glaring at
the bouncer that had rolled under the far booths and was heating up fast.
Thick, cloying smoke billowed into the air from the burning bar, and more of
the bottles erupted. Tia leaped back over the bar, through the flames, and
pulled Annie aside. She cast a quick shield of pure Will, stretching it out to
envelop me just as the second bomb erupted in starlight.


A hundred sparks of vicious energy
peppered Tia’s shield, pebbles hurled on still water, and a wave of smoky light
knocked me onto my back. The world stank of burned liquor and tasted of blood.


“Not so immortal, after all...” I
chuckled, sword in one hand and Myth, my celestial knife, in the other. For all
the good my damned weapons did me.


A large bang echoed
throughout the pub from the front, and a sharp slant of flickering streetlight
cut across the floor. Through the smoke and the pain, I saw a large figure
burst through the door, a dark silhouette against the fire, and then another
bouncer went off, and the windows exploded in a shower of light. A shockwave of
hot air sent me spinning across the floor and into the bar. I cracked my head
against one of the stools, and all hopes faded to black.
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When I awoke, it was under a sky
strewn with about a billion stars twinkling softly. The alien constellations
spun in spiral arms, caught in bands of galaxy cloud, and I felt very, very
small, staring at one sky above just one world. I was lying on something soft
and spongy, and I could smell... remnants of smoke, but more
alluring—honeyberries.


I sat up with a gasp as memory
flooded through my mind as if it were a surge over the walls of a dam.


“Easy, Declan,” Tia said on my left.
She held her glowing hands over Annie’s forearm, and my young detective was grimacing.
“We’re safe for now. Ace got us out of the bar.”


The giant man sat on his haunches, a
large cudgel resting on his knees and a sleek, silver revolver in his free
hand. He nodded at me once and then continued to glare out at the field of
honeyberries surrounding us on all sides.


“I grabbed these,” Annie said,
pointing at my sword and the knife of celestial illusion resting in the dirt
below the vines. “Thought we might need them. Thank you for... for healing my
arm, Tia.”


“No problem,” Tia said. “Surface
burn like that is easy. I was never much of a healer...”


It took me a moment, just a moment,
to realize I could only see out of one eye.


I’d been blinded by the light...


But my face felt fine. Better than
fine. I touched my cheek, and nothing hurt.


“Yeah, I healed you up first while
you were blacked out,” Tia said. “Best I can do. There’s a bit of scar tissue
around your eye, like burn tissue, I guess, and I didn’t even try to do more
than mend the surface of your eye itself.” She came and sat next to me. Her
blouse was singed around the collar. “Can you... can you see?”


I shook my head slowly, and Tia
sobbed. “Hey, now, it’s okay.” I winked with my good right eye. “I’ve got a
spare. So I think I can guess at what happened...”


Ace grunted. “Lot of people unhappy
with you in town,” he said, giving me a look that suggested he’d contemplated
joining the unseen mob that had bombed Tia’s place. No, that was unfair...
“Your presence stirred up bad memories.”


“Thanks for pulling me out of the
fire,” I said and meant it. The large figure I’d seen burst through Tia’s door
had to have been Ace. “That’s a debt I won’t forget, you hear?”


Ace shrugged, but some of the tension
seemed to bleed from his shoulders. He hefted himself up and strolled away
through the vines, muttering about checking the perimeter.


“He’s a good sort,” Tia said
quietly.


“More to him than I thought last
night,” I agreed.


Tia leaned into my shoulder and
burst into tears. She rocked back and forth, hugging her knees, and I
floundered for a moment before slipping an arm over her shoulders. Annie,
across the way, looked down and clasped her hands in her lap.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “My fault, you
know. Karma coming round to bite me in the ass, as is only right, given my
past.”


Tia sniffed and tried to get a hold
on her sobs. She couldn’t do it. “You... you’re a good m-man, Declan. You...
you don’t...” Her words descended into garbled cries, and I gave her a kiss
atop her head—and missed. This one-eye business played merry hell with my depth
perception.


“We’re survivors, you and I, Tia,” I
whispered.


 “I’ve waited seven years just
to cry, Declan. Broken quill, I’ve waited this long to find someone who
understands just how unhappy I am.” Tia wept, and her nose dripped. Tia wept
and was beautiful. “You know, the people here… None of them really know... At
least, I’ve never found anyone I can talk to about it. The sordid loneliness
and the terrible sadness. You know, don’t you? Please tell me you know!”


“I know. I get it. Tia, I’m there.
Scars you can’t see...”


She burst into fresh tears and dried
them on my waistcoat.


So it goes.


A long time later, we were both back
in control, and neither of us had sold the world.


“Are you okay?” I asked.


“I’m a happy kind of sad,” she said.
“I think you understand.”


“Yes, I believe I do.”


Annie had kept her silence and her
distance while I did my best to comfort Tia. She had picked a few handfuls of
ripe honeyberries from the nearby bushes, and we spent five minutes making a
supper of them. Shame those pies had gone to waste. There had been enough sugar
on the crusts to blast us to Ascension City, never mind risking the knife or
the Atlas Lexicon again.


“Okay, so what’s our next move?” Tia
asked, dabbing at her eyes with the back of her hand. “I don’t think I’m going
back to Meadow Gate anytime soon. Imagine I’m no longer too welcome, accords or
not.”


“Yeah, I’m sorry about that,” I
said. “You spend seven odd years building a life there, and I come along and
take it away in a day.”


“I’ll be back,” she said, clenching
her fists. “Whoever burned my bar down is going to regret it. But for now I
guess I’m with you. There’s a portal to the Lexicon in the Mayor’s Office. We
could sneak back in to town and head out that way.”


“Not so sure on the Lexicon,” I said
as Annie shook her head fervently. “We’ve got something else in mind.” I picked
up Myth from under the berry vines and presented the knife to Tia. “Look
familiar?”


She ran a finger down the blade,
curving around the incandescent rose petals set into the crystal. “Is that... I
thought the Roseblade was a sword.”


“It is. This is something
else—something old and new. Annie and I found it just a day ago in what I’m
fairly sure was one of the Dream Worlds, Tia. Although I’m not sure exactly
what it can do, at least one of its tricks is the ability to cut through
universes. That’s how we got here. To you.”


Tia’s eyes grew as round as saucers.
“Do you know how valuable that is?”


“You’re talking to the kid who
leveled Reach City with the Roseblade, remember? Yeah, I know.”


“You did what?” Annie asked.


I waved her question away. Best my
young detective didn’t hate me just yet—still a lot of work to do. “Just a
battle a long time ago. What matters now is getting to Ascension City, and this
is our best shot.”


“How does it work then?” Tia asked.


I made a swift and sure cut with
Myth, and drew a thin razor-sharp line in the air that folded back on itself
like drawn curtains might, to reveal a desert of white sand. A blast wave of
heat rolled out of the gateway and forced us all a step back. With a thought, I
snapped the portal shut.


“Oh,” Tia said. “Now that’s cool.
But you can’t control which world it opens, can you?”


“Not so much, no.”


Tia frowned thoughtfully and pressed
a tentative finger against the flat of the blade. “It’s cold,” she said,
surprised. “So you can make it work but not direct which world it opens?”


“That’s right,” I said. “And I
hesitate to just slash and hope for the best. What if we open a portal under
the sea or in the heart of an active volcano?” I shook my head. “Now there’s a
scary thought.”


“You used it just now,” Annie
pointed out.


“I did that without thinking…” I
said, trailing away with that thought. “Perhaps it’s about intent, you know,
like with Will.”


“It happens because you make it
happen?” Tia asked. “It’s been a good long while since Will Theory 101, but
intent, even desire, was everything, wasn’t it?”


I nodded, and drove the tip of Myth
into the air. The blade sunk unseen into reality itself and I let the handle
go. For a moment, the knife hung suspended in the air and then it fell away and
struck the spongy earth. No portal to another world opened.


“Okay,” Tia said. “So however it
works, it needs someone holding the handle. May I try?”


I picked up the knife, flipped it,
and offered Tia the hilt. She waved me back a step and, tongue between her
teeth, plunged Myth into the air. For a moment, I swear I saw the reality of the
place curve, like a trampoline does when a heavy weight is placed in the center
of it, but then it snapped back, and Tia dropped the knife with a cry.


“What happened?” Annie asked.


Tia stared at her palm. “It... bit
me,” she said. “I’m fine. There’s no mark. But it felt like—like a bee sting.
Nasty little thing.”


I retrieved Myth and shrugged. “The
place where we found this, there was a message. Like a love note... for me.
Unless someone is playing a very elaborate game, the message was left some
thousands of years ago.”


“And what did it say?” Tia asked.


I recited the inscription from
memory. “Here rests Myth, the Creation Knife, forged in Atlantia for the Nine
to slay, forged to light the Shadowless way. Paths unbroken, unsung, unfound,
await the Immortal King to be crowned.”


“Forged in Atlantia...” Tia mused.
“It’s Atlantean. You’ve already got quite a sordid history with that city—or
what’s left of it, at any rate.” She tapped her chin. “King to be crowned, eh?”


“Yeah, we’re ignoring that bit,” I
said gruffly.


“And half of Forget wept...” Tia
muttered. “Okay, so not a lot to be getting on with there. Whoever made it left
you a nice few lines of prose but no instruction manual?”


“I’m sure they thought they were
being terribly clever,” I said, glancing up at the night sky again. Moonless
night, but oh so bright. “Riddles in the dark...”


“Maybe the key is in that line about
paths?” Annie wondered aloud. “I mean, that’s what the knife does, right? Makes
paths.”


“Unbroken, unsung, unfound,” Tia
said. “We call people with Will who haven’t been recruited into the Knights the
Unfound.”


“Ethan is unfound,” I said. “He’s
got a lot of raw talent but slipped through the recruitment nets when he was
growing up because of the resource drain caused by the Tome Wars.” I scratched
at my stubble. My blinded eye was twinging, a dull ache. “Unbroken and
unsung...”


“You already tried to get to
Ascension City, and the knife brought you here?” Tia nodded to herself. “When
you tried to get to Ascension, what did you think about?”


I shrugged. “One of the lesser-used
gateways near the Market District. And this... this portal beneath a small pond
I used a few months ago, traversing the Void.”


“Those are paths,” Tia said. “Like
Annie said, it’s about the paths. Unbroken and unsung... unfound.”


I kind of understood what she was
getting at. “You think it’s that easy? I have to make a new path, not try to
cut through into already established portals and ways?”


Tia shrugged. “Try cutting through
somewhere in Ascension City with no link to the Void or the Lexicon or the
books the Knights use. Somewhere familiar, maybe, but sealed from the rest of
Forget.”


“It’s worth a shot,” Annie said, a
hand on the grip of her service weapon. She was on guard, much like Ace, whom I
could hear moving through the vines nearby, swinging his cudgel back and forth.


I gripped the hilt of Myth and
raised the world-cutter before me, driving the tip once again into the fabric
of reality. It stuck true, proper, and no bee stung me. Taking a deep breath, I
pictured somewhere well known but inaccessible through the many and varied
paths across worlds.


Columns of crystal... endless
shelves... a grand foyer with a pristine marble floor... I felt the tip of the
knife resonate in my hand and, with my eyes closed, I drew the blade down
through the air. Warm light struck my face, visible through the lid of my one
good eye. I opened that eye and beheld something wonderful.


Something old and new—and altogether
impossible but made real.


Tia clapped me on the shoulder, grinning
from ear to ear. We stared through the portal at the Forgetful Library in the
heart of the Fae Palace.
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Tia collected Ace from patrol, and
we decided who was going and who was staying. Annie and I were going through,
and Tia wanted to come with us. Ace shook his head and rested his wooden cudgel
in the crook of his shoulder.


“Going back to town,” he said.
“Going to find out who burned down the bar and have... words with them.”


Tia gave him a brief hug and a quick
kiss on the cheek. Ace inclined his head to Annie, gave me a long, hard stare,
and then disappeared into the night. Sheathing my sword and Myth, I was the
first to step through the portal and into the library. Annie and Tia followed,
our shoes trailing mud and grass from one world onto the clean marble floors of
another.


Thankfully, there didn’t seem to be
anyone about—none of the many scribes, librarians, and caretakers I knew
maintained this impressive catalogue of Forgetful tomes. The Forgetful Library
was a large place with thousands of miles of shelves. I could probably walk
through one section all day long and never encounter another human being.


“So this is in Ascension City?”
Annie asked. “Wow, would you look at all these books... There must be millions.”


“The true count is unknown,” I said.
“This library, Annie, is kind of abstract. It technically shouldn’t exist, but
it’s one of those areas of Forget that exists because it shouldn’t. As
such, the Knights maintain and guard it. My grandfather, once upon a time, was
the Chief Librarian—a position within Ascension City worthy of great respect.
He fell, after the Tome Wars, like the best of us.”


Tia sighed. “Oh, really? I loved
your granddad. Old Aloysius Hale. What happened?”


“He... Well, he...” I chuckled. “He
wrote some propaganda that suggested I should be king, and he littered the city
with it. Faraday sent him to Starhold. He was still there last I heard.”


“That’s awful,” Tia said.


Annie frowned. “Starhold sounds like
a prison.”


I pointed up toward the high vaulted
ceiling, through the clear glass windows, and at the blue sky. “It is. In
orbit.”


Annie’s eyebrows shot up under her
hairline. “Wow, okay. So what is this place then? Why shouldn’t it exist?”


“Kind of hard to explain,” I said.
“Tia?”


She rolled her eyes. “The Forgetful
Library, Annie, houses and shelves the Thrice-Kindly works.”


“Thrice-Kindly?”


“Three unique types of books,” I
said, holding up the equivalent number of fingers. “Kind the First—The
Forgetful Library contains every book never written. Kind the Second—The
Forgetful Library contains every book that ever existed and was lost.
And Kind the Third—The Forgetful Library contains every book found within
books.”


Annie held up her hands. “That’s...
absurd.”


“That’s abstract,” I said. “This
place is thousands of years old. Legend has it books just appeared here. Books
no one had read. Books that shouldn’t and didn’t exist.”


“Books within books,” Tia mused.
“That was always my favorite.”


I nodded and smiled. “Mine too.
Let’s get a move on, though. If I remember rightly, we’re on the forty-second
floor of the Fae Palace. My brother holds court a hundred floors overhead.”


Annie had wandered over to one of
the large, arched windows nearby. I heard her gasp and saw a hand fly to her breast.
She stared, wide-eyed and shocked, at the expanse of what I knew was Ascension
City. More than a little keen to see the place again for myself, I joined her
at the window.


“This is simply incredible,” Annie
whispered, and she found my hand and clasped it in her own. Her grip was
strong, even frightened—awed. “Of all the things you’ve shown me so far, this
is by far the most amazing.”


I was inclined to agree. Perth was
my home now, but before the exile, I was a son of Ascension City. In time, I
was also an Arbiter of the Knights Infernal and a lord ruling over all that we
could see from this window. Which wasn’t a lot, all things considered. Just a
slice of Ascension.


Tens of millions of people called
this city their home. Of those millions, several hundreds of thousands were
gifted with some measure of ability to use Will. If I hadn’t been locked from
my power, I’d have been able to sense them. From low-level practitioners to the
Knights Infernal themselves.


As it had done three months ago,
during my last visit, the city looked magnificent.


A frightful but efficient mix of
modern architecture and old, almost rural country towns. Massive skyscrapers
tore at low-hanging clouds, and great bridges of steel and light connected the
upper city to the ground far below, spiraling down through the middle high
rises. We were about half a mile above the city streets and only about a
quarter of the way up the length of the Fae Palace. Seen from one of the
distant mountains on the horizon, the palace was a spire of white obsidian,
eclipsing the height of the skyscrapers. Neon-blue light ran up the length of
the palace, and a pyre of pure white fire burned on the summit.


“It’s all so... thrown together,”
Annie decided and chuckled. “And clean. Everything looks so clean and shiny.”


“Like something out of a fairy
tale,” I said and thought about letting go of her hand.


I had been told never to come back
here. Cast into exile as the gods of old were... Now here I was breaking that
exile for the second time in three months. But there was nothing for it, and if
I’d read even a scrap of the situation right from Emily Grace and even
Emissary, then perhaps I wouldn’t be executed on sight.


Perhaps. I’d survived a lot worse on a lot less than perhaps.


“We should keep moving,” Tia said,
and I pulled Annie away from the window with some reluctance.


“Hold on,” Annie said and gazed out
of the window again then back along the endless shelves that disappeared over a
horizon within the library itself. She frowned, looked again, and then shook
her head. “I don’t... It’s... The dimensions of this place—”


Ah, I knew what had her puzzled.
“You ever watch that show with the alien flying around in the police box?
Doctor Who?”


“God, yes, Brian loves it.”


“Well, the Fae Palace kind of has
that bigger on the inside trick going on. A lot of inverted space and gateways
to worlds within the palace itself.” I ran my hand along a smooth, crystal
pillar. “The library is squeezed into a space far too small for it, but it
exists here nevertheless. That’s why we can see the sky over our heads even
though there’s another hundred or so floors to the palace above us. And take
the Academy, for another example. It’s here, on one of the higher levels, but
it covers a region of some ten square miles.”


“How’s that possible?” Annie asked
as we began the trek toward the exit and the core of the palace.


“Will power, or Origin, as the old
ones called it, and a whole load of carefully constructed gates and portals.
You’ll see some of it if we get the chance. You step from a marble floor like
this onto a cobblestone street under a bright sky. The Academy, technically,
exists in a bubble on a hidden world, accessible only through this
palace. The actual location, worlds and worlds away from here, is one of the
Knights’ most closely guarded secrets.”


“Do you know where it is?”


“Few educated guesses, but we’re
back to searching for needles in haystacks, really.” We were about to emerge in
what had always been a heavily traversed area of the Forgetful Library. “Here.”
I handed Myth to Annie. “Slip it under your jacket or into a pocket or
something. Unless things have really changed here, you won’t be subjected to a
search.”


“What? And you will?”


I nodded and caressed the hilt of my
sword. “More than likely, given my status, but you should be treated as a
guest. I don’t care if they take my star iron blade, but I’d rather hang on to
Myth for as long as we can. It’ll make a good bargaining chip further down the
line, if nothing else—or make for a quick getaway.”


Tia chuckled. “Rule One—always have
a back-up plan.”


“They taught some of us too well,” I
agreed.


 


*~*~*~*


 


We mingled in with the crowds,
somewhat, given that I was an infamous exile, Tia was supposed to be dead, and
Annie had never even set foot in the palace before five minutes ago. 


The vast, cathedral-like central
dome of the Forgetful Library was aflutter with activity. Scribes dressed in
dusty robes carried stacks of books ten feet high, teetering back and forth but
never falling—the ease of long practice. Narrow desks stretched around the dome
in a half circle, and golden stanchions roped off with red velvet formed
orderly lines for all the people requesting access to the library’s catalogues.


That strong, heady scent of old
leather and vanilla permeated the air. I almost felt, for a moment, that I was
back in my shop. But there was no scotch to be had here, and already I was
attracting one or two stares and looks of uncertain disbelief. Surely that
couldn’t be Declan Hale—I could almost hear the thoughts swirling around me.


“People are staring,” Annie said
tightly, wise enough not to actually use my name out in the open.


“They’re just wondering how a guy
like me can be lucky enough to have a beautiful woman on each arm.”


Tia snorted. “Actually, I think
they’re trying to decide whether or not someone needs to come and cut your head
off.”


In the end, it only took mere
minutes for word to spread far and wide enough through the halls and twisting
corridors of the palace to reach the ears of a Knight. Just as Annie, Tia, and
myself were about to exit the Forgetful Library, we were met by a tall, older
woman with short grey hair, wearing the dress robes of a Sentinel and resting
her hand on the hilt of a curved Infernal blade.


She looked me up and down once, took
note of my ruined eye, and nodded to herself. “Well aren’t you a sorry sight,”
she said. “How did you get into the palace, Declan?”


“Hell, what makes you think I ever
left?”


At that, she cracked half a smile.
“With me,” she said. “Infirmary first, then you’re here to see your brother, I
suppose?”


“Kinda felt like he was extending me
an invitation, what with withdrawing all the Knights from True Earth and
leaving Perth at the mercy of a creature that makes Voidlings look like fluffy
kittens. How’ve you been, by the way, Instructor Marty?”


Glancing from Annie to Tia, the old
Knight shrugged. “Didn’t think you remembered me, lad. You blazed through my
warding course so fast you were almost a blur.”


Instructor Marty led us under her
Knightly guard to the banks of ornate golden elevators used by the Knights to
zoom up and down and around the palace. The Healers held offices on every few
floors, and the nearest from memory was just two stops away. Using her special
code on the gilded panel, which held a few hundred varied buttons, we made good
time.


I got the sense that I wasn’t
altogether unexpected, which put me a touch more at ease.


The young healer on duty almost
fainted when she realized who I was, and it was only after a gruff word from
Instructor Marty that she set to work on healing my eye. I was lying on a
clinical hospital bed, and if not for the healer’s glowing hands, it could’ve
passed for a room back on True Earth. After a few minutes of her shaking hand
pressing against my face, I felt the ache diminish to almost nothing. However,
I still couldn’t see. I told my healer as much.


“Might have left it too long,” she
said. “When were you injured?”


“Four or five hours ago.”


She shook her head. “Has to be
delicate work on something as fragile as an eye. Is the pain diminished? Good.
You’ll have to come back tomorrow when Wiser Delaney is on duty. Eyes are her
specialty.”


Turning on her heel, my young healer
dashed from the room, only to return half a minute later with a simple black
leather eye patch and strict instructions to keep the wound clean. With a
grumble of disagreement, I slipped the patch over my blinded left eye and
promised to do just that. The band snapped over my ear and pulled at my hair.


“Declan,” Tia remarked. “You’re a
pirate.”


“Then get me some rum,” I muttered.


Instructor Marty grunted. “They’ll
know you’re here by now, Hale. Best we get you upstairs to see your brother.”


“Argh,” I agreed.


A quick trip up in the lifts took us
to the Throne Room, shooting past the floors containing the Forgetful Library,
the courts, the Infernal Academy, and almost rising to the summit of the Fae
Palace. It had only been three months since my last appearance before the
Dragon Throne. Set in a chamber of ornate marble on the topmost floor of the
palace, as vast as an ancient Roman pantheon, the Throne Room was all shafts of
vaulted sunlight and fancy marble pillars. Everything in this palace seemed to
be some variation on marble and crystal. All that splendor could get a little
tiring after a while.


At least, that’s what I thought as
the elevator doors slid open on silent hinges and Annie, Tia, Instructor Marty,
and I stepped out into cool air at the back of the large chamber.


“Oh my,” Annie said, and her voice
echoed throughout the space.


Last time I’d been here, the pews
had been full of important people, and a guard of at least a hundred Knights
had patrolled the perimeter. I’d also been handcuffed in bands of star iron to
prevent me from accessing my Will. That, at least, was the same. Now the
chamber was all but empty, save for a few souls standing on the dais before the
Dragon Throne—a chair purportedly forged from the bones of an ancient menace, a
dragon of inconceivable might bested by the Knights.


My shoulders back and my head held
tall, I marched between the rows of pews toward the dais and the Knights
gathered there. My companions followed in my wake. It was only when I got a
good look at the man on the throne that my pace faltered and I became
uncertain.


Seated on the Dragon Throne was not
my hale and hearty brother but an old man. With a start I recognized him. The
so-called King of Ascension City.


“Declan,” Jon Faraday rasped, looking
for all the worlds like a man two hundred years old and left out in the sun for
too long. “You are late...”
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I gaped as if I were a goldfish for
a few seconds until I remembered where I was and what was on the line. Then I
cleared my throat and strolled across to the dais before the Dragon Throne as
though I had every right to be there. Moving past rows of empty pews peppered
with false-light fading through the vast, marble pillars lining the perimeter
of the room, I doffed an invisible hat and gestured widely with my arms. 


“Forgive my tardiness, brother,” I
said, feigning pretense with the best of them, “I was unavoidably delayed. You
remember Tia Moreau? Back from the dead, Jon. All the cool kids are doing it.
What in sweet unholy hell happened to you?”


Faraday licked his lips and managed
a small, uneven rasp that tried to be a chuckle. He waved at one of his
advisors, a tall man with salt-and-pepper hair above a sharp face and a firm
chin, standing resplendent in the midnight-blue dress uniform of the Knights
Infernal. He wore a curved scimitar on his hip—an Infernal Blade unless I
missed my guess. The man stepped forward and pointed a long bony finger at me.


“Declan Hale,” he said. “Once
Commander of the Cascade Fleet. Once Arbiter of the Knights Infernal. Now
shadowless, exiled... immortal.”


“Do I know you, hotshot?” I asked.


“I do,” Annie said, squinting at the
man with her hands on her hips.


That threw me for a second. “Eh...
you do? We’re a little far from home here, Annie.”


She stared at the man—my ailing
brother’s chosen voice piece. “You’re the Minister for Foreign Affairs,” she
said. “The Australian Minister for Foreign Affairs. Peter something...
Peter—”


“Drax,” he said. “Arbiter Peter
Drax. And you are?”


“Annie Brie. I’m a detective with
the WA Police.”


The council of lords and ladies,
Knights of varying power and respect, murmured angrily at that and cast me
disapproving frowns that could have possibly quelled me fifteen odd years ago.
Now I just wanted a drink.


Drax glared at me, positively
furious. “You involved local law enforcement in our affairs?” he hissed. “Even
you, Hale, should know better.”


“Get over it quick,” I said, “and
let’s get to the heart of all this nonsense. What’s happened to my brother? Why
was I expected? Why, for the love of Atlantis, have you abandoned True
Earth? Or are you going to pretend you don’t know about the demonic
fire-breathing madman running around Perth? He’s slaughtered dozens and maybe
hundreds by now.”


“Emissary,” Faraday breathed. He
pressed a hand against his wrinkled forehead as if the word pained him. 


“Do not presume to lecture this
court, boy,” Drax said. “We’re not to be—”


Oh for the love of— “What? Taken
lightly? Trifled with? You are all very scary and powerful, but do not forget
who you’re talking to, Petey.”


“Gentlemen,” the pretty little thing
on my brother’s left said. I knew this woman from years ago, but her name
escaped me. “Shall we behave with a touch more decorum? We are standing in the
heart of human civilization, after all. The first and last bastion against the
Void.”


“Arbiter Delia,” I said, her name
popping into my mind, and gave her a respectful nod. “How lovely to see you
again. You’re well, I hope?”


“You were never one for triviality, Declan.”
Delia smiled at me—warmly—but her eyes settled on Tia. “Commander Moreau, I’m
sure you have quite the story to tell. We considered you long dead, my dear.”


Tia shrugged, and despite her early
bravado I sensed she was afraid—terribly so. “I may as well have been, Lady
Arbiter.”


“We shall talk after this council
concludes its business with Declan,” she said, making it a statement.


Fenton Creed, my brother’s right
hand man, stepped forward just to the left of the Dragon Throne. He squeezed
Faraday’s shoulder as he walked past the blackened throne. “Declan, you were
expected today, and we are quite aware what is happening in Perth. Emissary, a
servant of the Everlasting, if he’s to be believed, attacked the palace not one
week ago.”


“King Faraday,” Drax said, “bore the
brunt of his attack.”


I stared into the yellowed, broken
eyes of my brother. Only three months ago he’d been a picture of health and
strength. His thick cords of muscle had atrophied damn-near overnight, it seemed.
“Yeah, someone needs to explain that one to me.”


“We expected you,” Drax continued,
ignoring my demand, “as Emissary named you during his attack. He said you were
to be tested. Given recent events, Atlantis and your role in the death of
Morpheus Renegade, it was fair to assume you would seek the aid of the Knights
in defeating Emissary.”


“No,” I said. “That’s not why I’m
here. I’m here because Annie,” I put a hand on her slender shoulder, “has done
more to fight Emissary than the godforsaken guardians of the Story Thread. The
Knights are doing what, exactly? Cowering in this palace while Perth is under
attack? I’ve come to settle the account of those dead because you lot, in your
wisdom, have pulled the forces protecting True Earth.”


Drax scowled. “Now listen—”


“Broken quill,” I cursed, slamming
my fists together hard enough to rattle the bones in my hands. “What’s got all
your tails tucked firmly between your legs?”


“Emissary...” Faraday breathed, and
his frail voice carried well in the empty chamber. “Everlasting.”


“Yeah, we’ve established that much.
He’s a messenger of Blessed Scion.” Drax and Fenton shared a worried glance.
“What? You didn’t know that. Annie, do you have your phone? Can you bring up
the latest message Emissary left—thanks.”


“What’s this?” Delia asked.


“A snapshot of Emissary’s handiwork,
written in the blood of Perth’s unprotected. Listen closely.” I cleared my
throat and relayed the bloody poetry. “Blessed Scion on His pale throne. The
Younger God sits all alone. Ten thousand years awaiting rebirth. The
Everlasting will cleanse the Earth... Ominous, no?”


“He’s killing indiscriminately,”
Annie said, and the most powerful men and women in all the worlds gazed at her.
She hunched her shoulders under their stares but held her nerve. “I’m new to
all this... this...” She gestured widely with her hands. “But surely there is
something you people can do. Bullets don’t hurt him, and Declan—”


“Declan is, apart from one brief
appearance, five years out of the game,” I said, cutting Annie off before she
could reveal anything about my brand. The skin around the rune was itching as
though it were a demon’s curse. “This is your problem. This is the very
definition of your problem and of the Knights’ purview. What kind of shoddy
kingdom are you running here, Jon? Christ on a flaming stick!”


Faraday grinned and folded his hands
over in his lap. “Declan, Declan...” he rasped. “One of these days, you’ll
realize that your defiance is... is not only wrong but pointless. I am glad you
are here, brother. Instructor Marty, please see to a guard of three.”


Now that was almost too close to
sentiment, I
thought as Marty bowed low and excused herself from the chamber. “You wanted me
here, it seems,” I said softly, taking a seat on the pew behind me. Tia and
Annie stepped back, leaving me center stage. “Here I am.”


“We’ve a task for you, if you are
willing,” Delia said, to frowns and scowls from the rest of the council. “Oh
come now, none of you were willing to swallow your pride and ask him, were you?
Not after you’ve spent five years quashing those still loyal to his banner.”


“I have a banner…?” I muttered.
“What task?”


“Why, destroy Emissary and his
master, of course,” Delia said, and her tone made it sound as though I might
stroll to the corner shop for a pint of milk. “That is, if the creature is not
simply acting alone. We’ve yet to see any sort of involvement from the
Everlasting. Indeed, apart from your reports after Atlantis, Declan, and the
sheer power of the Degradation, of course, no one alive—save you—has ever had
dealings with the Everlasting.”


“Are you saying you don’t believe in
the Old Gods?” I asked wryly. “Oh, carry on my wayward sons...”


“Some believe the Degradation could
have been your devising, using the Roseblade,” Fenton mused. “That, at least, was
confirmed to exist. And is now in the hands of the Renegade queen.”


“How does the old rhyme go?” I
asked. “Lord Oblivion with eyes of blood, the malice of the Void in flood.
Well, it doesn’t do the bastard justice by half. I met him. I fought him. He slaughtered
Tal Levy and tore my shadow away, exacting a price to end the Tome Wars. You’re
welcome for that, by the way.”


“We’re getting off track here,” Drax
said. “Hale, do you accept the task of this council? Eliminate the threat
represented by Emissary, whatever he truly is, and we’ll see to it that the
punishment of your past crimes will be... revisited.”


That sparked a glimmer of curiosity
in my soul. “Can you dumb this all down a little?”


Drax sighed—with no small measure of
theatricality. “Save the day, Hale, and all will be forgiven. Your titles
restored along with your place among the Knights.”


Faraday grunted what could have been
a very non-committal agreement. I licked my lips, tasting the weight of the
offer and a salty-sweet glimpse of the staggering, unfathomable opportunity. To
return to Ascension... to have free reign across Forget once again under the
banner of the Knights Infernal was, perhaps, the most tantalizing offer they
could have made me.


But I wasn’t so much of a fool just
to take their word on it.


“An official royal pardon,” Drax
said, perhaps reading my mind or following the train of thought on my face.
“Signed and sealed by this council, and proclaimed across the United Worlds,
upon completion of the task set before you.”


That was about as good an offer as I
could expect. A royal writ, signed by the ruling order, would sway the vast
majority of Forget that I’d been pardoned of my crimes—of Atlantis and the
Degradation. It was no small thing what they were asking of me, but I was going
after Emissary anyway.


I’d need a spot of healing, before
anything else. My eye—and the restrictive brand on my arm. Best I tried to find
my own solution to that, before revealing I was about as powerful as a gnat
against the windshield.


“I’ll...” I began slowly, playing
each and every angle that I could see over in my mind. “I’ll take the day to
think about this offer.”


Drax nodded as if he expected no
less. “We reconvene at ninth bell. You are free to roam the public areas of the
palace until then. A guard of three Sentinels will be assigned to make sure you
don’t... wander or find yourself in deeper waters, Hale.”


“I’d stay away from the city,
Declan,” Delia said, a hint of warning lacing her words. “Word of your return
will already be spreading, no doubt. Your presence in the streets could incite
a riot, given the current war footing we find ourselves on.”


I gave them a quick salute. “Sure,
I’ll keep to the palace. I want to know more about the mobilization of the
Cascade Fleet, however. Is it just Emissary that has you so afraid? What else
is going on?”


Delia opened her mouth, but Drax cut
her off. “You’ve been told what you need to know, boy. The broader aspects of
our policy are not part of your current purview. That may change, pending your
agreement to our deal.”


“No, I’m just your guided missile,
right?” I shoved my hands into my pockets and sighed. “Benched me for five
years until you needed something blown on up.” None of them said anything, and
I sensed that I’d tried their patience enough for one afternoon. With a quick
glance at Tia and Annie, I stood up and clapped my hands together. “Right,
ninth bell. See you then.”


I turned on my heel, followed by
Annie and Tia. Before we could exit the grand chamber, soft footsteps on the
marble made me turn back, to Arbiter Delia, her lips very red and the sprinkle
of grey in her dark hair making her seem far older than her forty years. During
the Tome Wars, she’d been a thorn in the side of the Renegades. Her tactical
mind and battle savvy had devastated entire legions. Yes, a thorn as much as
any of us, save perhaps my good self.


“I hope you enjoy a day in the
palace, Declan,” Delia said. “I’m sure you miss these old halls. Your
companions, Sophie Levy and an unfound boy, who arrived via the Lexicon not two
days ago, are currently at the Academy.”


“Sophie and Ethan!” I slapped my
brow. “Of course. The Academy, you say?”


“Sitting in on a few lessons, I’m
told. The boy has some potential, and Miss Levy would not leave his side.”


“No, they’re two peas in a pod.”
That was a bit of good news. With all that had been happening, the loss of an
eye least of all, the fate of my two closest friends had slipped my mind. I
needed to be better than that.


“I don’t want to push your decision
either way,” Delia said, briefly squeezing my hand, “but if anyone can deal
with the threat of Emissary, I believe you can.”


Yeah, but I’ve been neutered... “What’s he got over you, Delia?” I
asked. “Why have you abandoned True Earth?”


“We’ll speak further this evening.
Tia, my dear, could I have five minutes of your time?”


Tia glanced at me, and I raised an
eyebrow. “Go on,” she said. “Meet me at Edgar’s for dinner?”


Edgar’s—an old favorite. “You got
it, Miss Moreau. Annie, shall we?”


“See you later, Tia.”


“Make sure this one stays out of
trouble,” she said.
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My promised guard of three Knightly
Sentinels was waiting in the corridor outside of the Throne Room. Hands on the
hilts of their Infernal weapons, dressed in light, grey battle armor, I
recognized all three of the men and laughed.


“Well, well, well... Garner, Dessan,
and Vrail.” I nodded to each of them in turn. All of them friends from
Instructor Marty’s classes back at the Academy, all of them roughly my age.
We’d grown up together, warred together, lost friends together. “Who’d you piss
off to pull this duty?”


Dessan, a tall man with short, blond
hair and an easy smile, shrugged. “We volunteered, Declan. You look like shit,
by the way. A pirate, you are not. Got those hundred gems you owe me?”


“Owe you for what?”


“Pulling your ass out of Voraskel!”
He shook his head and nudged Vrail in the ribs. “Last time we saw each other,
before war’s end.”


“I remember Voraskel a lot
differently. Too many deaths and not enough hot sauce.”


“Just blowin’ in the wind, huh?”
Garner said, and cracked a toothy grin. “It’s good to see you again,
Commander.”


Vrail snorted. “Likely lose a few
more teeth word gets out you’re calling him that, Garn.”


“If you don’t think twice, it’s alright,”
he said.


Vrail had more to say on the matter,
but I cut him off. “Gentlemen, this is Annie Brie—a friend of mine fresh from
True Earth, so go easy. Annie, these are the three most incompetent Knights in
all Forget. I lost count of the number of times I had to pull their fat out of
the fire.”


“No more than we did yours,
Commander.” Garner chuckled and then caught himself. “Sorry, Declan. Or do you
prefer Shadowless these days?”


“Oh, broken quill, not you lot, as
well. Let’s just stick with ‘sir’ for now.”


Dessan considered and then nodded.
“For what it’s worth, I’m genuinely glad to see you back here. We missed your
brief visit earlier in the year, but here you are again.”


“Here I am again. Same old mistakes,
huh? At least I’m getting a lot of happy-to-see-you over chop-his-head-off, so
that’s just swell.”


“Where are you heading then?” Dessan
asked. “I wouldn’t advise heading out into the city. Half the palace already
knows you’re here. Won’t be long before we get crowds out in the square
clamoring to get a glimpse of you.”


“I was thinking of visiting the
Academy, actually. Not off limits, is it?”


“No, and that may be the best place
for you, actually.” Vrail scratched at his chin. “You want to see a healer
about that eye?”


“Already did. Best she could do was
this eye patch. I’ve a friend at the Academy may be able to do more.”


Vrail nodded. “The Academy it is. Do
you want to lead the way, or have you forgot—?”


“Shut up and follow me. Annie, stay
close, yeah?”


I needed one of my Knightly guard to
access the elevators, but they were good company regardless of whether or not
it irked me to have them following me around. To be honest, I was still reeling
from my brother’s offer and what had happened to him. What power in Forget
can steal youth? Or convince Faraday my services were worth reinstatement?
He was risking civil war as the best case scenario.


The gilded elevators spat all five
of us out on a wide open floor, supported by steel pillars and scattered with a
handful of arched gateways, ten feet high by the same across, that looked out
on grassy hills and old buildings. The gates to the Infernal Academy. A handful
of people moved back and forth—Knights, students, instructors, and the like. I
strolled over to the nearest gate, felt the breeze of another world on my face,
and glimpsed the Academy for the first time in over five years.


I felt something that may have been
happiness.


“I guess you’re sticking with us?” I
asked Vrail, Dessan, and Garner. “Or on your heads be it.”


My guards shared a look and the
smallest quirk of a smile. Dessan spoke. “We were given strict orders to
accompany you throughout the palace. The palace, Hale. Technically, the
Academy is not in the palace, no? We’ll be at Edgar’s when you’re ready to step
back through.” He shrugged a shoulder toward one of the other gates. “Miss
Brie, a pleasure.”


“Likewise,” Annie said softly as
Garner and Dessan moved away, leaving us be.


Vrail hung back and regarded me for
a moment. “Am I free to speak in front of... Annie, wasn’t it?” he asked me, and
offered my young detective a gentle smile.


“As if we were alone, old friend,” I
said.


He nodded. “Sentiment in the city
may have been twisted against you, Declan, by your brother and his court, but
more than a few remember who it was that ended the century of madness and
slaughter.” He paused and inclined his head toward me, pressing his knuckles
against his brow, a mark of significant respect among the Knights. “I hesitate
to speak of this in front of more ears, even ears belonging to Dessan and Garn,
but hesitate I must, you ken?”


“Indeed I do.”


“You could split the Knights down
the middle, you know? If you raised a banner, a certain number, a not
insignificant number, would flock to it.”


“Vrail,” I said with half a grin,
“that’s dangerously close to treason.”


“You killed Morpheus Renegade in
Atlantis.”


Annie stared at me.


“Yes, yes I did. He killed me, too,
but that’s semantics at this point.”


Vrail waved away my words. “There
are some, the same folk who remember the end of the Tome Wars, who believe if
you were in command then Morpheus Renegade would never have gotten the better
of us on the Plains of Perdition, would never have almost seized Atlantis for
himself. You stopped him—not Faraday. You averted catastrophe yet again.
Declan...” Vrail hesitated, and cast a nervous glance over his shoulder. “My king,
you belong on the Dragon Throne.”


I laughed and clapped him on the
shoulder, but there was an edge to my voice and a glint in my one good eye. “My
friend, that is treason.”


“Then slap me in star iron and chop
my head off!” Vrail clenched his fists and sighed, frustrated. “At least think
about it...”


“Think about overthrowing my brother
and claiming the greatest seat of power in existence? Annie, what say you?”


She held up her hands. “Oh, leave me
out of this mess.”


“You have a duty, Declan,” Vrail
said. “And that’s the last word I’ll say on this matter. Enjoy your afternoon
back home—we’ll see you at Edgar’s.”


I nodded my thanks and offered Annie
my arm as Vrail strolled away shaking his head and muttering to himself. Annie
took my arm, somewhat gingerly, and we strolled through the arched gateway of
grey stone, crossed the invisible threshold between worlds, and stepped onto
old, worn cobblestones. Glancing over my shoulder, I looked back into the palace
and at the glimpse of Ascension City visible through the tall, narrow windows.
Above the arched doorway, on the Academy-side, was clear, blue sky only just
fading toward sunset in the west. The air tasted clearer here, out in the open.


“So you can use books, which I
haven’t seen yet,” Annie said. “There’s the Lexicon, the knife, and now magical
portals down old corridors. You make this world-hopping business seem far too
easy, Declan Hale.”


“How many is this?” I thought back
over the last day. “World number four or five?”


The road curved around a small
hillock and revealed a deep valley stretching toward a horseshoe-shaped ring of
mountains and distant snowy peaks cradling one of the first bastions of
knowledge and reason in humanity’s long history.


The Infernal Academy.


A series of interconnected and
towering spires clung to the slopes of the mountains above both domed stone
buildings and square, more modern glass-and-steel structures. Like Ascension
City, the Academy was a hodgepodge of old and new, a medley of sights, sound,
and smells that spanned ten thousand years and five hundred generations of
Knights.


“Another wonder,” Annie said
breathlessly, her eyes agleam in the twilight of this latest world. “You grew
up here?”


“I certainly did.” And it did feel
like coming home again. Ascension City was all good and well, and it was
home, but the Academy was where I’d grown up. Semantics again, as some
considered the Academy and Fae Palace one and the same and therefore all a part
of Ascension City, but we were technically worlds away from all of that. “And I
know how large it looks, but don’t let that fool you. There’s just as much, if
not more, underground. Those spires, the domes... you’re looking at the tip of
a monumental, living, breathing iceberg.”


Annie nodded. “It’s like a
mini-city. Ethan and Sophie are here?”


“So I’m told, my dear. Let’s go find
out.”
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As we drew closer to the Academy, I
asked, “So what did you think of my brother?”


“He looked unwell.”


“Yup, something going on there we’re
not being told. How about their offer? Did it seem genuine to you?”


“Honestly?” She shrugged. “I think
they were all very scared of something—Emissary, perhaps, I know he scares me
half to death—and that woman, Delia, was only a breath away from getting down
on her knees and begging for your help.”


I was inclined to agree. “Drax, on
the other hand, didn’t seem so pleased with the whole affair.”


“No, he doesn’t like you.” Annie
kicked a loose stone along the road and into the dry, yellow scrub skirting the
green hillsides. “I know you said the Knights had people in power all over the
world, over my world, but it was still shocking to see that my
government knows about all of this.” She gestured back toward the palace with
her thumb. “Wonder what else they’re not telling us?”


“If I know anything about politics,
then probably a whole lot.”


Soon we were on the outskirts of the
Academy, wandering past folk who seemed to be in a hurry. Classes ranging in
age from the young to mid-teens were scattered across the vast Academy grounds.
Older people, Knights and denizens of the Infernal Academy—the mini-city—ran a
thriving township, built around a long, winding river that cut through the
heart of the collection of buildings old and new.


I glanced at the large town clock close
to chiming the hour, halfway toward dusk. Time here mirrored time back in
Ascension City. A perfectly convenient coincidence. “Hey, want to see something
cool?” I asked Annie.


“Um... okay.”


I led her through the crowds,
keeping my head down once again, to quieter parts of the Academy grounds. If
memory served, I had about ten minutes to get where I was going or we’d miss
the special event. At some point, I’d have to find Sophie and Ethan and see if
’Phie could do anything for my eye, but we could spare half an hour for the
wonder I had in mind.


“Gotta be careful not to grow deaf
and blind to God’s beauty,” I muttered, as we descended a steep set of stone
steps strewn with moss and dusty gravel.


Annie blinked at me. “You believe in
God?”


“Well, I did meet one...” I
shrugged. “I don’t believe in Heaven or Hell or any of that nonsense. But a
higher power? Some sort of almighty creator? Maybe. I’ve seen enough to know
I’ve seen nothing.”


“But no heaven?”


“I died, Annie. I bled out slowly
and died. I saw no heaven, no hell. All I remember is an inky blackness, not
dissimilar to the Void. But I don’t really remember it. Rather, I have
just of a sense of the place... the not-place.”


Something for her to think about as
we ducked into a tunnel of wet stone under a bridge. Folk chatted brightly and
animatedly about their day overhead. The scent of coffee and baked goods
permeated the air just before we entered the tunnel and took a turn down. Beams
of sunlight pierced special funnels in the tunnel, lighting our way.


“Where are we going, Declan?”


“Somewhere secret. Somewhere... I
think I may be the only one who knows about it.”


The tunnel grew narrow but remained
well-lit, and soon we were ducking to keep our heads from brushing the ceiling.
The chatter and scents of coffee had faded to nothing. Half a minute later,
Annie and I reached the end of the tunnel—a dead end.


I tapped my foot against the
dusty-brown stone floor and stared straight ahead at the point where the two
walls and the roof met in an angled tip. The walls seamlessly joined to create
an isosceles shaped space at the end of the tunnel. To all appearances, the
tunnel dead-ended at a sharp point. “We made it here in good time. Often, I’ve
never been able to find this place, as if it moves, but today was a good day.
The Academy has a way of... changing.”


“What are we doing here?” Annie
asked.


“Are you wondering whether it was a
good idea to follow someone you barely know to an empty and disused part of the
Academy?”


Annie rolled her eyes. “I followed you
across worlds, didn’t I? And if you try anything fresh, I’ll just shoot you.”
She smiled, but it had a way of fading.


“Thinking about that bald bastard
who took a shot at me, aren’t you?”


She nodded slowly, and brushed a
loose strand of her midnight-black hair back behind her ear. “Sorry.”


“Don’t be silly. It was a necessary
thing you did, but that doesn’t mean it was or should be easy.”


The triangular-shaped point in the
wall sprouted a door covered in thick ivy vines and blossoming purple flowers.
The arched wooden panels below the violet foliage grew into the wall. The heady
scent of honeysuckle and vanilla wafted into the tunnel from beyond the new
door.


Annie barked a short laugh. “What
just happened?” she asked. “Are my eyes playing tricks on me?”


“Nope, you’re looking at a touch of
wild Will—old enchantments and incantations that have seeped into the very
foundations of the Academy.” I gently touched one of the dew-soaked purple
blossoms. “Sometimes I’m of a mind that Will is more than intent and desire.
That its... origins... are somewhat more sentient. Eh, but who knows?”


“What is this place?” Annie asked.


“What I wanted to show you,” I said.
“For whatever reason—feral enchantment, maybe—this door only pops into
existence this time of the day, halfway between noon and dusk. Come along, Miss
Brie. It’ll disappear again in fifteen minutes.”


With a rush of old excitement, I
grasped a large, rusted brass handle and pulled the door open. The gentle aroma
of honeysuckle and vanilla became overpowering as fragrant air rushed over the
threshold and spilled into the small, narrow tunnel. Together, Annie and I
stepped into one of the most amazing gardens I’d ever seen.


“The Secret Garden,” I said,
gesturing with an arm across the wide expanse of green and sundry plant life.


Annie fell into a sort of quiet,
near-dumbfounded respect as she strolled with me through halls of creeping
vines, curtains of elongated cherry blossom branches, and carpets of soft
petals fallen from knee-high wildflowers. Our secret garden was about forty
feet across its length and breadth. Every few feet a cast iron bench, perhaps
centuries old, could be seen under a growth of plants. A thick canopy formed a
green tunnel through to the heart of the garden. Along the perimeter, the old Academy
walls rose up and enclosed the space. Pale sunlight soaked up the dew, giving
the thousands of petals a wet shine.


“Oh my,” Annie said, as we emerged
from the tunneled canopy. “I can taste lilac and… cinnamon… on the air.
And what’s that?”


“Something ancient,” I said.


In the heart of the garden on a
flat, cylindrical pedestal stood a large sphere of white stone. Lichen and moss
clung to the vine-encircled base. A latticed network of climbers formed loose
loops and curled contours against the stone.


Hundreds—probably thousands—of names
marked the monolithic globe of stone. Some had been scrawled hastily, others
with great care, burned into the rock with Will or etched with a knife. Most
had faded beyond illegibility, but a great many were still readable. Names
jumped out at me, but Annie silently mouthed the words to herself, staring at
the centerpiece amused yet bemused.


“You don’t recognize any of the
names?” I asked, with a small chuckle. “Here, look. This one may be familiar.”


William Shakespeare – 1589


“Well, yes, I know that one.”


I nodded. “Thought you might. How
about here?”


Charles Darwin – 1819


Annie frowned.


“Or this one?”


Francis Drake – 1562


Annie recognized a few more names,
running her fingers over the engraved, old letters. Some of them were barely
legible or even recognizable as English characters. Isaac Newton – 1667.
William Blake – 1777.


“I know these names,” Annie said,
looking at me with a careful smile. “Surely they didn’t carve them...” She
trailed away as I nodded.


“A lot of the names you don’t
recognize belong to Knights and other great figures throughout Forget, not just
those who made their mark on True Earth.” I tapped Elan Spring – 1487.
“He slew a giant space serpent that tried to devour the moon. No, I’m not
kidding. And here, Oswin Burnett—she sealed the Final Vanguards and prevented,
if not all, then a good chunk of Forget from falling into the Void. Here,
Thomas Atkinson. He invented the Atlas Lexicon.”


“Fascinating,” Annie said, and I
think she meant it. “Who else?”


I moved my hand along the stone, and
my smile faded into something not so kind. “Aldous Axley, one of Forget’s most
infamous serial killers. Used Will to make people kill themselves. Killed
thousands before he was stopped and instigated a race war in the Uncharted
Realms that killed thousands more. Or here, look... Bruce Gallant. A nasty
piece of work. Wrote a world into existence that’s just cruel. A hell on earth,
I suppose you could call it. Nothing but fire and torment. He banished his
seven sons there.”


For every name I knew, there were a
dozen I didn’t. Even the libraries of the Knights Infernal couldn’t keep track
of history across thousands of worlds. I followed patiently in her wake as
Annie explored the stone, recognizing a name from True Earth here and there.


“Oh come now, really?” she asked.
“Does that say Merlin?”


“It sure does.”


“Like the wizard?”


I shrugged. “Stranger things in
heaven and earth...”


We circled to the far side of the
immense stone sphere, to a patch of bare rock devoid of any names. The
scribbles and etchings petered out to untarnished rock, save for one name at
the end of the very long list.


Declan Hale – 2002


Something almost irresistible
flashed in Annie’s eyes in that moment, and she drew Myth, the world-cutter,
from her inner jacket pocket. She stepped forward but nevertheless hesitated.


“Go ahead,” I said solemnly. “But be
quick. We’ve only got about six minutes left before the door to this place
disappears, and we’re stuck for a day. Heh, I learned that the hard way.” I cleared
my throat. “Still, make a mark on the world, Annie Brie. Stand and be counted
with the best and the worst history has to offer.”


“I don’t know if I should,” she
said, but pressed the razor-sharp tip of Myth against the stone just the same.


“Be warned, there isn’t a name on
this stone that hasn’t shaped the world in some way. For good or ill, murderers
and martyrs, heroes and villains, geniuses and madmen... I don’t know if
there’s a touch of destiny here—I’ve never believed in such nonsense, not really—but
there’s something about this place, no?”


Annie hesitated only a moment
longer. Then, with a gleam that may have been two parts excitement to one part
worry, she carved her name into the stone amid the scent of a hundred different
wildflowers. She chose a spot just next to mine—carved with Will-fire some ten
years ago now.


Annie Brie – 2012


She looked up to the sky once she
was done, as if expecting to be struck down or to see the heavens part. Neither
of those things happened.


“Does no one but you know about this
place?” she asked, slipping Myth back into her pocket. “Can’t it be seen from
those upper levels?”


“You’d think so,” I said, “but no.
I’ve tried. The Academy isn’t built like that, and centuries of students
burning through centuries of Will seem to have altered the very reality of this
place. It’s... well, magic. I wish I had a better word for that. I hate
using the word magic.” I considered, then shrugged. “Yūgen, perhaps, which means an awareness—an awareness of the
universe that triggers an emotional response too deep and mysterious for
words.”


I liked that. It
said a lot while saying nothing at all.


“What I’m getting
at,” I said, “is that this place, the Academy, is built on the back of history
long forgotten. What dark or wonderful secrets breed in the lost corners, hmm?
Secrets upon secrets, and no one bothers to delve below the surface anymore.”


“But there’s more?”
Annie asked.


“Oh yes. A whole
lot more. I found the way to Atlantis here, lost for ten thousand years, and I
still feel like I’ve only just scraped away the topsoil.” The work of a hundred
lifetimes, to truly explore the Academy. “But let’s get back. We stick around
much longer and we’ll be stuck here for a day. Believe me, there’s not a whole
lot to do.”
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Locating Sophie and
Ethan proved to be more difficult than I’d anticipated. Perhaps because I’d
been away so long, I’d forgotten how big the Academy was, and that was
just on the surface of the place. Never mind the warren of underground tunnels
and buildings built into the horseshoe-shaped mountain range encircling the
school.


So as fourth bell
tolled toward fifth, I took Annie to somewhere I did know how to find—to
Edgar’s—a small pub on the river, famous for cheap ales, fine liquors, and the best
steak this side of True Earth. 


As planned, Vrail,
Dessan, and Garner were there to meet us, already sipping at dark lagers around
a table constructed of old pallets in front of a roaring fireplace. Despite the
early hour, Edgar’s was doing a roaring trade—as it always had, even in the
darkest days of the Tome Wars. Some believed, myself included, that although
the Academy was millennia old, it had been built around this pub, which
had existed since the very moment of creation.


We ordered drinks
and sat sipping them quietly. It wouldn’t take too long for word to spread that
I was here at Edgar’s, and that would either clear the place out or bring a mob
hell-bent on melting my face, as it had done at Tia’s. I hope she’s okay,
coming back from the dead...


“Ninth bell you’re
due back before the Dragon Throne, eh?” Dessan said. “What are you going to
do?”


“I’m thinking of
taking them up on their offer.” I took a big gulp of ale. “Hell, wouldn’t you?
Despite all the folk that hate me round these parts, I do like being back.”


“Here, here,” Vrail
said, and raised his glass.


Two shadows fell
over our table, almost silhouetted against the large licks of orange flame from
the monumental fireplace. “What’s all this then?” Ethan Reilly asked, his arm
linked in Sophie’s. “You started without us, boss?”


Sophie giggled and
sat down on my knee, giving me a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek. “I’m glad
you’re alive. We feared the worst when the Lexicon sort of threw you from the
train. But what happened to your eye? Broken quill, what happened on that
train?”


“Don’t rightly
know,” I said honestly, thinking of the way Annie’s eyes had changed and how
Emissary’s brand had burned. Had we both had a part to play in that misfortune?
“And my eye is a little... scorched under this patch. We took the long way
round, but guess who I found on my way to Ascension?”


Ethan pulled over
two more chairs, and Sophie sat herself down between Annie and me. “Who?”


I couldn’t help the
genuine smile that spread across my face. “Tia. Tia Moreau. Very much alive and
well, living in Meadow Gate these past seven years.”


Sophie’s eyes
blazed, and she damn-near squealed with delight. Something on my face must have
caught her eye, because she whipped her Polaroid camera up from around her neck
to snap a picture. I had to blink a few times to clear the dazzle of the flash.


I made
introductions for Sophie and Ethan with my Knightly guard and ordered another
round of ale and some sweet potato fries for the table.


“Here, let me take
a look at your eye,” Sophie said.


“I was hoping you’d
ask.” I lifted the patch and exposed my light-blinded eye to the world. I could
make out nothing, no dull colors or shapes, only darkness.


Sophie grimaced but
pressed her hand over the wound. “The white of your eye is completely red…” She
trailed away, no doubt thinking of her sister, Tal, and the Everlasting
Oblivion with eyes of blood. Cool, soft Will filled Sophie’s palm, and I
shivered as it sought to heal my blindness. “It’s intact, as far as I can tell.
Some damage to the optic nerve. Let me see…”


A few minutes
later, Sophie removed her hand. “Thank you,” I said, but half the light of the
world was still missing.


“I tried my best,
but eyes are funny things. It may come good. Give it a day or two to heal,
maybe, and keep it covered.”


I nodded and
lowered the patch.


“So how are you
finding it, Detective Brie?” Ethan asked. “All of this absurdity and
world-hopping? It threw me for a loop the first time.”


“Actually feels
more like we’ve been bar-hopping than world-hopping,” Annie said wryly. “Let’s
see. There was the university tavern, Paddy’s, McSorley’s, Tia’s, and now
Edgar’s. One might think you’ve a problem, Declan.”


“I do have a
problem. This drink has run dry,” I said, glaring into my empty pint glass.
“Where are my refills? At least this place hasn’t blown up yet.”


Ethan snorted. “Oh,
now you’ve done it. The night is yet young, Dec.”


The night wasn’t
even truly born yet. Sunset was closing in at about a quarter hour before six,
the clock in my head was telling me. That left three hours before I had to make
a decision on whether or not I would take Faraday’s deal and try to destroy
Emissary. The fight was coming either way, but did I want to come back? Yes,
I truly do. Friends and enemies surrounding me once again on all sides? Was
I better, alone and writing in my dusty old shop? At least on True Earth, I
could put my back to the proverbial wall and defend my small patch of
territory. Here, I would always be waiting for the next attack.


“So you spent the
last few days sitting in on Academy courses?” I asked Ethan. “Probably old hat
to you, ’Phie, but how’d you find it, mate? Put what I taught you to good use?”


“No,” he said, and chuckled.
“It’s like... It’s like some of the things you taught me are way too
advanced. You not only taught me how to run before I could walk but how to fly
a fighter jet before I could crawl.”


I clinked our glasses together.
“You’re welcome.”


He grinned. “I am grateful, Declan.
Truly, I am. But I took a beginner’s class this morning in basic shield
conjuration. Every kid in there was younger than ten, and they could do some
things so easily. I was lost, for the most part, so the instructor nearly had a
bloody heart attack when I levitated her desk.”


I nodded. “Hang in there. You’ll get
it. I don’t think they’re going to let you go now they’ve got you. You have
potential, Ethan, and a helluva raw talent. Faraday won’t want to lose
that so easily.”


Sophie balked. “Are you saying we’re
prisoners here?”


I considered and then nodded. “Bait,
perhaps, to keep me from bucking too much on my brother’s line. A gentle
reminder of what I have left to lose. He won’t let you leave—not until he gets
what he wants from me. I’m not sure he told me everything when we spoke, but
his message was five parts lemon for every part honey.”


“Well, there are worse places in
Forget to be trapped,” Sophie said, snapping another Polaroid of the wonderful
atmosphere in Edgar’s. The camera spat out the picture, and she tucked it into
her bulging album. “What are you going to do now?”


“Back to the palace, shower and
dinner, quick nap. There’s a council tonight. I’ll need my game face.”


“Be careful, you hear.” Sophie
snapped the band of my eye patch just above my ear. “You know, we get you a
parrot and a peg leg, and you’re away.”


“And rum. Don’t forget the rum.”


 


*~*~*~*


 


Sophie and Ethan elected to stay at
the Academy until I sent word for them. I was sure my brother would use them as
leverage if I didn’t agree to his terms, so best they steered clear of the
upcoming meeting in about three hours. If everything went to buggery, I’d dash
back here, and we’d use Myth to escape.


The sky had bled from dusk to the
beginnings of true night as my three guards strolled just ahead of Annie and me
on the road back to the Fae Palace. The heels of my shoes clicked a steady beat
on the dusty cobblestone.


“Coming back here... it always
brings back a kaleidoscope of colorful and offbeat memory, Annie,” I said,
thinking aloud.


She shook her head. “You use a lot
of words to say very little, you know that?”


I scratched my stubbly chin and
sighed. “Grew up reading a lot of books. Some of the language rubbed off, I
guess.”


“So what’s the problem now?”


“I’m trying to decide on our best
course of action.”


Annie clenched her fists. “We came
here to get help fighting Emissary. That bastard still has to answer for the
people and officers he killed—and for Grey. Or have you already forgotten
them?”


“Easy,” I said, my brow creasing
into a small frown. “Of course I haven’t. Stopping Emissary remains my number
one priority. That is why we’re here, Annie. You’ll see that tonight at ninth
bell.”
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I had a sense of the attack before
it happened.


Call it instinct. Call it a
disturbance in the force.


Simply call it sheer dumb luck, but
I knew as we rounded the marble pillars on the fifty-fifth floor of the Fae
Palace that a group of unsavory gentlemen in body armor and facemasks would be
waiting to try to end my life.


Well, I didn’t anticipate the armor
and masks, but I had an inkling of the danger nonetheless. Ten years of
training and two long campaigns during the Tome Wars had honed my instincts to
something sharp and loud. Not even five years of sedentary exile could dull the
edge on that particular knife.


Heading for the elevators after a
brief visit to Dessan’s quarters so he could collect his Infernal blade, I was
speaking to Garner about our time at the Academy when the attack fell. The
figures moved out of the shadows surrounding the pillars in a vast commerce
chamber. The sun had long since fallen below the distant mountains that
bordered Ascension City, and night, paled by the city lights and the hovercraft
zooming past the palace, flooded the outer balconies, affording some darkness
in which to hide. The shadowy figures gave little in the way of warning, as
shadowy figures are wont to do, but I was ready.


To be honest, I’d been expecting an
attack all day. This was probably the last chance anyone would get for awhile.


The first of three men fired a bolt
of sizzling energy, wrapped in a whirlwind of sharp icicles, at me, and I took
a casual step to the side. Nice... Chaucer’s Secret Frost—not a lot of
low-level Knights were given access to such powerful tomes. That told me
something about my attacker. The bolt smashed into the wall and scorched the
finish in the stone, and I stepped forward in one quick movement and delivered
a resounding uppercut under the man’s mask. The blow rattled the teeth in my
head, and he slumped even as his comrades took similar shots at me.


Those I had to dodge with a bit less
finesse, hurling myself at the floor just as my Knightly guard began to react—and
react they did. Working as a team, in perfect harmony, Vrail and Dessan picked
off the second man while Garner distracted the third.


A string of lights burst from the
tip of Dessan’s sword, which I was thankful we’d stopped to get, and Vrail raised
his own to catch the crackling lightning. A web of hot energy blazed between
their two blades. Together, in one well-timed and vicious sweep, they swung the
net of lightning and fire at the second attacker. It caught the man around his
waist and sliced cleanly through his armor, his flesh, and his spine. He fell
apart.


The third attacker swooped under
Garner’s initial attack and drove the hilt of a sword into his neck. Garner
slumped and fell, choking, and the man ran at me with his blade held high, screaming
for my head.


I drew my sword and met his strikes
blow for blow. It had been some long years since I’d had need of my weapons
training, but it was like riding a bike—one never really lost the knack. His
blade struck mine, and a torrent of purple sparks flared along the edge of star
iron striking star iron. A resounding ring echoed across the vast
chamber.


Vrail struck from behind, and the
man managed to fight both of us, his skill becoming troublingly apparent, until
Dessan swept in from the side and drove a knife through the plate in the man’s
armor. The blade pierced something vital, I’m sure, as the man screamed and a
gout of hot, sticky blood burst down Dessan’s arm. 


“Declan!” Annie cried.


I spun on the spot, my instincts
perhaps not all that great after all, and would have taken a cruel, blackened
blade to the gut myself if not for the bullet that whipped past my ear, hot and
heavy, and shattered the mask of the fourth attacker, unseen until just now.
Annie whimpered and clutched her gun hard—she was two for two on headshots.


The attack was over in about
forty-five quick, fierce seconds. One man lay unconscious from my initial blow,
and three were dead. I rubbed at my knuckles and gave Annie what I hoped was a
smile full of thanks. She had saved my life—we had to stop doing that for each
other. Garner, a hand to his throat, stumbled to his feet muttering curses.


“Are you okay?” I asked Annie,
panting hard. My brand stung something fierce.


“Am I...? Yes, I’m fine.” She wiped
away a quick tear. “What just happened?”


Vrail and Dessan tore the masks from
my attackers’ faces and spent a few moments in quiet consideration. Vrail
picked up the man whom I’d knocked out—moaning something incomprehensible—and
blood trickled from his nose. Good. 


Vrail cursed and let the man fall.
“I know these men, Declan. Rather, I know their allegiance. They are loyal to
Peter Drax, a member of your brother’s inner circle.”


I cleared my throat and wiped the blood
from my sword on the shirt of one of the dead. “Arbiter Drax,” I said softly.
“We met him. I don’t like that chap.”


Vrail grasped my shoulder. “Come, we
can’t stay here. Drax is powerful, and if he was responsible for this attack,
in the palace itself, then I fear it was at the behest of...”


“You can say it,” I said, as we
jogged across the chamber, flittering through long shadows, toward the ornate,
old elevators. Garner and Dessan remained behind to clean up the mess. “He’s
not my favorite person, either.”


“Of your brother,” Vrail said with a
grimace, and he called an elevator. “Of the king.”


“I’m inclined to agree,” I said.


“Your brother did this?”
Annie whispered furiously. She hadn’t yet holstered her weapon. Two men in
almost as many days, dead at her hand. Was this the best life I could offer
people who gravitated into my bloody orbit? “Why? He wanted your help!”


“What time is it?” I asked.


Vrail removed an old, tarnished
silver pocket watch from his jacket as we stepped into the elevator car. “Just
before seventh bell. Declan, if you’re to make this meeting tonight, I suggest
laying low.”


Agreed. “Anywhere you have in mind?”


He offered me a hesitant smile.
“Someone I think you should go see,” he said, punching one of the buttons on
the panel that led to a floor of the palace I knew all too well. Every Knight
did as it was usually our last stop on the longest, shortest road we took.


“Oh? And who might that be?”


“Your grandfather.”
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The World Cemetery existed in a
pocket of space outside of Ascension City. It existed in a world written into
existence by the first kings and queens of Forget long before the Renegades had
split from the Knights and carved great, bloody swaths of the Story Thread for
their own kingdoms.


Like the Academy and the Forgetful
Library, a pathway through the Void was navigated at great risk, and two points
of space were forced together in a binding of Will. The waygates traversed the
Void within the palace, and distance between universes became abstract—all at
once infinite and within arm’s reach.


Annie held my hand as we crossed the
threshold underneath the great marble arch on the one hundredth floor of the
Fae Palace. Vrail kept to the side, a hand on the hilt of his rapier. In less
than a moment, we went from the cool, stone floors of the palace to lush, green
fields under an azure, cloudless sky.


Sunlight overhead made it daytime
again, even as Ascension City fell toward night, and those fields were marred
with tombstones and memorials beyond count. Centuries of war, of Knights
battling the Void and the Renegades and each other, had given rise to a
nation-world of headstones, near-endless fields of white-marble grave markers.


“Good god…” Annie whispered, and
squeezed my hand. “Are they all graves?”


“Yes.”


“How many—” She shook her head. “Oh
my, they just go on and on, don’t they?”


“The Tome Wars,” I said and then
fumbled. “That is, the last century was an awfully busy time for this place.”


“Business was good,” Vrail agreed.
He had gone on ahead and returned from the caretaker’s accommodation, a small
cottage on a hill not a quarter mile away. He led an old man by the arm. The
man wore a tattered librarian’s uniform under a worn sunhat and sported a wiry,
whiskery silver beard.


Aloysius Hale, my grandfather,
focused on my face and smiled—a gummy, senile smile made all the worse by his
failing vision. “Whatever happened to that lovely young girl of yours, Dec?” he
asked, as if I’d seen him only yesterday and five years of exile and prison did
not stand between us. “The pretty one with the olive skin?”


Of all the questions to ask upon our
reunion... The years on Starhold had not been kind to Old Man Hale. “You mean
Tal, Grandfather?”


“Yes, that’s her. I met her once,
didn’t I? In that old Library of mine.”


“You did, sir, yes.” I shook my
head. “She died, I’m afraid. At the end of the Tome Wars. Don’t you remember?”


A whole lot more to it than that, of
course, than a simple death. A lot more. Tal had died in Atlantis, standing before
the Infernal Clock and a god. Her soul, her life force, had been used to fuel
the Degradation and keep Atlantis hidden for five long years. She had been
possessed by the Everlasting Oblivion. I didn’t know if she was still out
there, somewhere, caught in some terrible form between life and death. For all
that mattered, she was dead.


“Oh. Oh that is... my boy, I’m
sorry. I know how much you cared for her.” He blinked and looked around as if
seeing where he was for the first time. “But that was some time ago, wasn’t it?
Before this awful business, before that brother of yours locked me away...”


“What do you know about the
Everlasting, Grandfather?” I don’t know why I asked that question—only that it
felt right to do so.


Aloysius blinked. “The Everlasting?
Nothing concrete, lad. Only the old fairy tales, as you know.” He shook his
head. “They’re not real.”


“Blessed Scion on his pale throne,”
Annie said, glancing at me out of the corner of her eye. “The Younger God...”


“...sits all alone,” my grandfather
muttered. He shook his head. “Who’s this, Declan? She’s pretty.”


“This is Annie,” I said. “We’re
running short on time—bad guys doing bad things, do you ken? As Chief
Librarian, was there anything you ever found or read among the catalogues of
the Library that spoke of the Everlasting?”


“Night’s bite repels the blight,” he
said, and grasped at his forehead as if the words pained him. When he focused
on me again, I thought perhaps he didn’t quite know me. “The old tales, yes?
They devoured human hearts for strength. Declan? Yes, Declan, come with me.
Something to show you.”


He strolled off toward one of the
hills shining in the sun, marble headstones thrust toward the sky as if they
were the teeth of some monumental, subterranean beast. Vrail kept pace with him,
ready to catch him if he fell. Starhold had not been kind. Already an old man
when sentenced, my grandfather had been robbed of his mind by the orbital
prison.


“When was he released?” I asked
Vrail quietly.


“After your last jaunt through
Forget, three months ago.” Vrail’s brow was set in a hard frown. “As you can
see, he’s no threat to anyone. Your brother, for what it’s worth, saw fit to
find him a position tending to the cemetery.”


On the crest of the hill was a
scattering of cherry blossom trees—what had once been Tal’s favorite and now
grew wild throughout the dust-strewn streets of Atlantis—and a circle of
headstones, peppered with light shining through the trees. A storm of tiny pink
petals danced between the graves, piled up in little flurries against the
marble.


My grandfather came to a stop in
front of one of the markers. He bowed his head as I joined his side. The earth
under my feet hadn’t quite had time to grow a coat of fresh grass. Reading the
inscription on the headstone, I released a long, shuddering breath.


 


Clare
Valentine


A
Sentinel of the


Knights
Infernal


1988
- 2012


 


The wind whistling through the
petals of the cherry blossoms became a dull yet insistent roar. On the edge of
my vision, I saw Vrail lead my grandfather away, but I kept my eyes glued to
Clare’s epitaph. The Knights had centuries of records beyond those of True
Earth’s civilizations, but it was to the calendar of that blue marble we kept
time. Annie had stayed at my side. I could sense the tension in her shoulders.


“Oh, Clare...” I whispered. “Same
old mistakes, sweet thing.”


Clare Valentine, Clare of the
ever-changing eyes, had died for me on the Plains of Perdition. We’d had
something, years ago. Something almost lovely. I’d been young and stupid and
looking for some fucking human connection against the cold and the dark of the
Tome Wars. My skill and proficiency in battle ensured a swift rise through the
ranks of the Knights Infernal. We’re active soldiers by the time we’re
fifteen—earlier, in some cases—and I became one of the youngest field
commanders in history on my eighteenth birthday. Through blood, bone, and
steel, I was granted command of a full Cascade contingent—eternity class
cruisers, squadrons of hardened men and women, access to some of the most
destructive spell and enchantment books forged in ancient runes.


Clare had been there for all of that
nonsense.


And there also when I was groomed
for a place among the ruling class of Ascension City—a Lord of the Knights
Infernal and then an Arbiter—granted a legitimate claim to the throne in the
event of King Morrow’s death.


Well, die he did. His command ship
had been destroyed in the Tome Wars, at the Fall of Voraskel, and I had been
left near alone, what remained of my contingent scattered across the length and
breadth of the Story Thread, fighting Renegades and monsters pulled from the
most nightmarish worlds in existence.


“I was a soldier, Annie.” Clare’s
tombstone was cool, even under the warm light from on high. “That’s all I can
really say, I guess. I was a soldier, and I was good at it.”


“You... you’ve had to kill people
and lose people.”


“Oh yes.”


“How do you live with it?” she
whispered, wiping away a few tears with her sleeve. “I can’t stop thinking
about the men I’ve killed. Or of poor Sam.”


I shrugged, almost envious of how
easily her tears fell. If I had the answer to that, I’d have part of the
equation for making peace with my past and learning to be happy. But happiness
was more of an outlook on life, wasn’t it? Think positive, and all that jazz.
There were men like me amongst the Knights—and the Renegades, no doubt—who had
fought bloody and hard. Ruthless soldiers in a hopelessly inept forever-war.
I’d seen people do terrible things to each other, little cruelties and big
cruelties. Necessary cruelties and all-too-unnecessary cruelties.


None of them could have been happy
after that, could they?


But then we all had something to
fall back on at the end of the day, to stave away such thoughts on happiness or
lack thereof. When the battle was over and those unfortunate enough to still
have the strength to fight another day had gone home... I’d fallen quite
eagerly into a bottle of something amber and aged. How do you live with it,
Annie? As best you could, while feeling so much pain that the only facade
you can show the world is a wearied, numb sort of sarcastic indifference.


A not-emotion buried and
drowned—to the best of my ability—in scotch and red wine.


“You scream on the inside,” I said.
“Always. All the time. I... I don’t even know why, anymore.”


“God, what happened to you, Declan?”
Annie read Clare’s epitaph once more. “Who was she?”


I fell to my knees and quivered,
clawing at the confusion inside, wanting it all to stop and go away. My hands
grasped the edges of Clare’s tombstone as if I could wrench it from the earth
and make it undone. Make it never-have-been. Still, the tears did not
fall.


I’d never been the crying sort. I
couldn’t recall the last time I’d shed a single tear in anger, sadness,
happiness, or any blasted real-world emotion. Life in this world—indeed, all
worlds—was good at one thing. It could dry out even the most luscious of souls
and leave a ragged, comatose husk incapable of expressing just how loud he was
screaming on the inside. A yūgen of misery.


Clare’s tombstone was immovable—cold
and unremarkable in a sea of similar, unyielding stone.


We were all screaming, yes, but
never loud enough to wake the dead.


 






[bookmark: _Toc348292322]Chapter Twenty-Four


[bookmark: _Toc348292323]The Age of Judgment Day 


 


Well, after that impromptu visit to
the World Cemetery just on the corner of Misery Way and Regret Lane, it was
time to face King Faraday, Arbiter Drax, and all those other scheming and
plotting bastards.


I stormed into the Throne Room
bristling with a quiet, cold anger and a desire to cast out this so-called
ruling class. Not just into exile, as they had done to me, but into the Void
itself. Scatter them far and wide and take what was mine—the Dragon
Throne. For five long years after the Tome Wars, the throne had never strayed
far from my thoughts. King Morrow, Faraday’s predecessor, had all but endorsed
me as the rightful heir before his command ship was lost to the Void.


But True Earth had bigger problems
than my overthrowing Faraday. One day, perhaps... whispered a smooth
voice in the back of my mind. One day soon. I couldn’t let the attack on
my life, and all manner of other nonsense, sway me from the quest to destroy
Emissary. To do that, I needed help. To do that, I needed these smirking
bastards.


Again, the vast chamber was empty
save for the core of the Knights Infernal gathered around my ruined brother on
his mighty dais. Tia was here as well, seated on the first row of pews before
the throne. She offered me a kind smile, which I did not return, not now, not
with such bitter anger inside of me. I feared what she was about to see of
me—Tia and Annie both.


Drax, the arrogant son of a bitch,
stood calmly alongside Delia, Fenton, and a few other lords and ladies I
couldn’t name, around a long wooden table. It was covered in scrolls,
holographic datapads, and maps of Renegade-controlled worlds, as well as
platters of fine food and tall glasses of colorful wines.


Annie and I strolled up and onto the
dais, inserting ourselves among the mighty and powerful. I stayed just at her
back, off to the side, as we had planned. She held her hands on her hips,
jacket thrust back, revealing the dark handle of her service weapon.


“Declan, good evening,” Delia said,
staring at me strangely. Perhaps she read something in my body language. “We’re
glad you decided to return—”


“Save the sentiment, Helen,” Drax
snapped, and clicked his fingers in my direction. “Well, have you reached a
decision, boy?”


“I most certainly have,” I said, and
before any of them could react, I stepped behind Annie and, in one quick draw,
pulled her gun from its holster as I moved around the table, twirling on my
heel. The movement was swift and fluid, and it ended with me pressing the cold,
smooth barrel of the weapon against Drax’s forehead, right between his eyes.


The chamber froze.


Annie stepped back off the dais as
Tia gasped and jumped to her feet. Delia and Fenton looked shocked but
recovered quickly. The handful of other lords and ladies, some Knights, some
not, gave startled grunts and cries. My brother, half-asleep and half-dead on
his damned throne, wheezed a rough chuckle.


“Don’t talk; just listen. I was
attacked tonight by four men—not Knights, but certainly Willful—and at least
one of them has known allegiance to you, Petey Drax.” I twisted the barrel
around his brow. “Care to explain that?”


Drax, to his credit, actually
smirked and offered me a condescending laugh. It’s probably what I would’ve
done, if it were me with the gun to my head. “What was done tonight was done in
the best interest of this court and Ascension City.”


“So you don’t deny it?” Annie said,
a fire in her eyes.


“What’s all this?” Delia asked.
“What have you done, Arbiter Drax?”


“He sent three men to their deaths,”
I said and gently squeezed the trigger just a fraction. “Want to make it four?”


Faraday groaned and all eyes, save
mine and Drax’s, gazed his way. “We were...” he began, strained and pained. “We
were... testing your immortality, brother.”


Those words hung in the air for a
moment, and then I actually laughed. A few more pieces of the puzzle fell into
place. “You sent the gunman in Perth,” I said. “Of course you did. The gunman,
Annie, at the university. They sent him to see if I could still bleed.”


Annie looked furious. “You are an
elected official. A minister! If I ever see you in Perth—”


“You’ll do what, Detective Brie?”
Drax snorted and smacked the gun aside. “Mind your tone with me, girl. You
forget I’m a Minister in the Australian Cabinet. I could have you discredited
and tossed out of the police force on your ear.”


I cleared my throat and didn’t raise
the gun again—I didn’t need a weapon for this; my word was law. “You harm Miss
Brie in any way, shape, or form, Drax,” I said quietly, “and I will turn my
sole attention on you. I will not rest until I’ve utterly destroyed you and all
you’ve built.” I clenched my fist. “The only reason I’m not exacting a
cost for trying to kill me—twice—is that I’ve bigger enemies to deal with just
now, or have you forgotten, Minister? Your country—your world—is under
siege. A siege you so-called rulers and leaders turned tail and ran from the
moment things got a little bloody.”


“We’re not equipped to deal with
something as ancient and powerful as the Everlasting,” Drax said. “We had to
fall back, regroup our strength, and fortify Ascension City against attack by
these creatures. You stirred them up, Hale, you brought this latest travesty
down on our heads in Atlantis.”


I almost gaped. “Damned if I do,
damned if I bloody don’t... I gave you five years to prepare for war
against these creatures. The Degradation sealed Oblivion away, as much as it
did Atlantis and the Infernal Clock. I told you all, back then, of the
threat—of what I found lurking in the ruins of the Lost City. But you were too
busy exiling me and scrabbling for power to listen.” I shook my head, dazzled by
their idiocy. “You’ve been jacking off for five years with no payoff and you
want to blame me?”


“We want you to aid us,” Delia said,
smoothing her salt-and-pepper hair back with a shaking hand. She was trying to
get things back on track, bless her heart. “Declan, in exchange for a pardon,
we want you to set your immortality—or whatever boon you gained in
Atlantis—against Emissary and the master he serves. We want you to reclaim True
Earth for the Knights.”


“Do it your damned self...” I
muttered.


Drax snarled. “One man against the
Everlasting. That was the plan, and who better than the prodigal son? The
exiled immortal? We thought if any of us could best them, it would be you.”


I looked at my brother, weakened and
hollow on his stolen throne. “Was this all you, Jon? Did you abandon True Earth
just to draw me back here? To test my resolve and... and immortality?”


Faraday licked his lips and made a
sound caught between a wheeze and a rasp, like air passing through dead lungs. Just
how far gone are you, brother?


“Declan,” he said, with surprising
vigor. “You deal with Emissary. Reclaim True Earth as a representative of this
court and the Knights Infernal, and I... I will pardon...” His voice failed
him.


Fenton Creed squeezed his shoulder
and stepped forward. “Defeat Emissary, Hale, and your exile will be lifted.
You’ll be granted tentative status as a Guardian within our ranks once more.”


I snorted. “I don’t believe you.”


Drax slashed his hand down through
the air. “Believe it, Hale. I was strongly against this offer, but it is the
wishes of the council and King Faraday. Your minor titles will be
reinstated—but you’ll never work in the field again. Some lesser position will
be found. Training at the Academy, perhaps.”


I stared at Faraday, struggling to
keep his eyes open. He nodded—just. “What if I don’t want to come back?”


“What?” Drax blinked. “You... what?”


“I decline your gracious offer, my
lords and ladies. My king.”


“Declan...” Faraday wheezed. “No.”


If I didn’t know any better, he
could almost be begging, but did I know any better? He clawed at the sleeve on
his kingly robes with frail fingers, catching at the fabric. Faraday lifted the
sleeve and revealed the aged, wrinkled flesh of his forearm. Not three months ago
he’d stood in my shop, skin clear and healthy, corded with thick muscle. Now he
was withered. 


And branded into his skin was a
familiar mark.


Emissary’s mark.


With a sigh, I undid the cufflink on
my shirt and rolled up my sleeve.


“He got you too, huh?”


The lords and ladies, spectators to
the handful of real players in the chamber, gasped. Even Drax grunted at the
sight of Emissary’s handiwork.


“How long have you had that mark?”
Fenton hissed.


“This would be day three.”


He nodded, lips pursed into a thin,
grim line. “King Faraday was branded seven days ago. He started to... suffer
the effects on the second day. The brand is what’s killing him.”


“What?” I glared at the mark on my
arm. The tattoo of scarred and burned flesh roiled, like dying embers in the fire.
Around that fire was wrinkled, old skin. It was killing me? “No, it’s a brand
for Will suppression.”


“It’s more than that—” Drax began.


“Then why am I still fit and
healthy? The second day, you said, for Faraday, and on my third the only thing
wrong with me is this blasted eye patch.”


“Declan,” Annie said quietly, coming
to the obvious conclusion half a second before I did myself. “Is it because of
the petal? The petal that brought you back to life?”


I sighed and Drax gave me a wintry
smile. Of course...


“Immortality,” Arbiter Drax said.
“Or something close enough to ward away the detriment of the brand. This is why
you’re best suited to the task at hand, Hale.”


It won’t last, I thought. I don’t
know the boundary of my so-called immortality, but I can still bleed, still
burn... The curse in the brand will catch up with me.


It was already catching up with me,
if the wrinkled skin around the mark was any indication, just a lot more slowly
than it had my brother. Broken quill, but Emissary had to die and die soon—or I
would.


“Return to True Earth, Hale, and
defeat Emissary. Kill the monster, and the rune scholars at the Academy believe
the brand will fade. Save not only your own life but that of your brother’s,
and accept reinstatement into the Knights Infernal as your reward.”


With a sigh, I realized I had no
choice but to take their offer. My brother, his condition deteriorating before
my eyes, held out a gnarled and wrinkled hand. His fingers were twisted with
arthritis.


Three days ago I would have spat at
his feet.


Three days ago I would have burned
this damned palace down around his head.


Now I simply felt sorry for the man,
so I shook his hand. 


The lords and ladies breathed a sigh
of heavy relief.


“We’ll be with you, Declan,” Vrail
said and clapped me on the shoulder. “Dessan, Garner, and me. Can’t let you
have all the fun, you ken?”


“I ken, my friend. I ken all too
well...”


Emissary was not a force to be
trifled with—even at my best. With a few good Knights at my back, and Annie,
perhaps we could get a drop on the bastard. I had Myth now, the Creation Knife.
Celestial illusion on my side could tip the scales in our favor. Maybe.


“You think because I’ve got some
protection from the Infernal Clock, I can get close enough to stop the demon?”
I had to hand it to them, at least they weren’t just firing me out of a cannon
and hoping for the best. “Well, we’ll see, won’t we? I want my pardon in
writing before I leave.”


Delia plucked a scroll of parchment
from a pile on the table, sealed with the crest of the Knights Infernal. “I
think you’ll find this in order,” she said. “Witnessed by all who stand before
the Dragon Throne.”


I took the document from her,
slipped it into an inner pocket on my waistcoat, and patted it down. “I’d
better.”


That seemed to signal an end to this
unruly and otherworldly council. I stepped down off the dais, slipped Annie’s
gun back into its holster, gave her a quick peck on the cheek, and sat down
next to Tia in the cheap seats.


“You get points for flare, as
always,” she said. “But your delivery leaves something to be desired.”


Annie stood over us, looked down at
us—at me. “I want to go home now, Declan. I wish... I wish none of this had
ever happened.”


I stroked my chin, scratched at an invisible
beard, and sighed. “So do all who live to see such times, my dear. But you are
right—home again, home again, jiggity-jig.”
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Down, down… to Goblin Town


 


“When small drops began to fall and
darken the world in penny-shaped circles, 

no one around him scurried for cover. 

For lonely people, rain is a chance to be touched.”


 


 ~Simon Van Booy
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So saving the world—indeed, the
worlds—from Emissary came down to me, Annie, Tia, Vrail, Dessan, and Garner. Not
a bad bunch, and not one I’d bet against. It felt good to be back on a quest
for the Knights Infernal, even under such stringent circumstances. It felt good
to be back at the head of a taskforce, to set out into Forget, to right a
wrong, to stop something evil from rising. Again, it felt as though I were
coming home. For the first time in a long time I didn’t really want a drink.


I requested Ethan and Sophie before
departing the Fae Palace, but Drax just laughed at me. He knew as well as I did
the worth of a good bargaining chip. And I would not bet two of my only few
friends in the world on whether these next few hours were going to land on red
or black. So no Ethan and Sophie, but I would be back for them—pardoned,
healed, and unbranded.


“What are you smiling for?” Dessan
grunted.


“Because that went just as I thought
it would.”


“Oh? So we’re all not about to die
fighting one of the Old Gods?”


I laughed. “Fairly good odds on that
happening, but I was smiling more at the fact that, after everything, those
lords, ladies, and Knights need me again. Five years on, and here’s a
taste of vindication.”


Garner ruffled my hair. “If we’re
being honest, you let them exile you all those years ago. Given your
standing at the time and what you’d just accomplished.” He glanced sideways at
Annie. “That is, the Renegade surrender and the end of a century of war. I was
more than surprised you didn’t balk at the sentence leveled on your shoulders
back then.”


“I wanted out,” I said, almost
spitting the words on the floor. “But now I want back in. Yes, yes I do.”


We rode the elevators down to the
levels of arched doorways that led to the Lexicon. This close to the heart of
the Knights’ power, I wasn’t about to reveal Myth, my latest weapon of
celestial illusion. So a quick jaunt to the Atlas Lexicon, and then—not a
train—I could use the knife to cut through to my shop in Perth, on True Earth,
and we could put an end to this whole sordid affair.


I was looking forward to destroying
Emissary.


The ‘how’ of that still eluded me,
as he’d absorbed my best Will-attacks, but I’d find a way.


Tell the truth, I was itching for
the fight.


 


*~*~*~*


 


The Atlas Lexicon was just as busy
as we’d left it not two days ago, before the Dream Worlds where I’d discovered Myth,
before Meadow Gate where I’d discovered Tia, and before Ascension City where
I’d discovered a pale sort of pseudo-redemption. We’d have to see how that
would play out.


The rest of my companions, including
Annie, went off to the vendors to see about tickets. I still hadn’t retrieved
Myth from my young detective yet, but that’s the path she and I would be
taking, instead of the inter-dimensional trains, given the slip into the Void
that had happened last time. Slipped... or pulled? I wasn’t sure on the dynamics
of using the Creation Knife to cut through to the real world, to True Earth,
but if that failed then I still had McSorley’s key, and we could use an archway
in the arrivals hall to jump back to Perth.


Plenty of nice, safe options.


Weaving my way through the crowds, I
took a seat on the bench overlooking the Pillars of Creation and the
Globescape, the mighty steel skyscrapers and glowing spheres, just to rest my
tired bones and gaze at the miraculous crystal sky.


Maybe got about thirty seconds of peace
and quiet. Then Emissary took a seat next to me and slung his arm around my
shoulders.


“You’re a hard man to find,” he
said. The subtle strength in his grip suggested he could, with less than a
twitch of his wrist, snap my neck as if it were a matchstick. The immaculate,
black double-breasted suit he wore looked good in stark contrast to my
wrinkled, worn shirt and waistcoat. It’d been a rough few days, losing an eye
notwithstanding.


“Well, I was just about to come
looking for you,” I said. His hands were stained red with what could only be
dried, rusted blood. “Funny old life, isn’t it?”


“I told you not to leave Perth,” he
said, and a deep growl, almost below hearing, rode along his words. Tremors
heralding the quake to come.


“Yeah, see, I kind of think you
actually did want me to leave. I don’t know why, yet, but you knew which way
I’d run once you marked me. Care to fill in a few blanks?”


Emissary chuckled, and lashings of
pink flame danced between his teeth. Smoke whirled in loose tendrils around his
suit. “Don’t focus on the small details, Shadowless. You miss the bigger,
indeed the biggest, picture.”


“And what’s that?”


Emissary gestured at the crowds
milling below, along the railroads between the six skyscrapers powering the
Lexicon, and up at the shifting crystal spheres displaying one world after
another in an endless, harmonic symphony of precision and universal melody.
“War on the horizon, Declan Hale. A war even you, with your knack for survival,
cannot stand against.”


“Against the Everlasting?” I asked.


“No! Well, yes, but also no.”
Emissary shook his head and slapped his knee. “The Everlasting are returning.
That is inevitable. Scion’s ascension is only hours away, and the rest of the Family
will swiftly follow, but they will war amongst themselves for control of
creation—you, humans, are just scurrying little ants to be crushed in the
crossfire.”


I took a deep breath, considered,
and exhaled slowly. “So the gods are going to war...”


“You broke the latch. You severed
the Clock. After ten thousand years imprisoned by the Knights of old, a brief
speck of time on the face of this forever war, the Everlasting have returned
and will make Earth their beachhead. The true world, the fallow ground on which
Scion’s legions will be raised to wage war across Forget!”


Emissary threw his head back and
laughed, high and loud and diabolically evil, startling the crowds moving past
us and drawing more than a few curious gazes.


“You ever regret whatever choices
led you here?” I asked the demon.


“My choices have kept me alive, kept
me strong throughout imprisonment. Regret? Regret is for the weak, as is
death.”


My turn to laugh—none too kindly.
“You’re afraid,” I said. “Afraid of dying. What exists after life for a monster
like you? The Void? Endless nothing? I regret my choices, a lot of my
choices. Regrets are forever, aren’t they? Death is easy, compared to that,
Emissary—living with mistakes, not so much.”


Emissary tilted his head and stared
at me with half a grin. He was still grinning when the bullet zipped through
his skull, puncturing his skin just above his ear, and ejected a whole load of
blood, bone, and grey matter out the other side of his head.


He jerked and fell into my arms,
resting his bloody and broken head on my lap. With a smirk of disgust, I hurled
him from the bench and onto the hard floor. Annie, standing just over my left
shoulder, the barrel of her gun hot and smoking, bared her teeth in a vicious
snarl.


I leaped over the back of the bench
as a wave of screams rippled out from the folk nearby.


“Is it dead?” Annie asked. “Did I
get—?”


I drew my sword as Emissary jumped
to his feet, doing a small flip in the air, and landed on his heels. He spread
his arms as if to say ta-da, and pointed a finger at Annie. He laughed,
tears streaking down his face as the bloody hole running through his skull
sealed itself up rather nicely.


“Caught me off guard, wildflower,”
he said. “Wow, that tickled something fierce!”


A gout of crimson-pink flame burst from
his mouth on the last word, and he rolled his head around his shoulders,
spraying the hot fire into the air. It fell, a rain of napalm, on the crowds,
and cries of pain quickly eclipsed the cries of shock.


The Lexicon panicked.


Tia, Vrail, Dessan, and Garner only
just made it back to us before the crowds rioted. Thinking fast, Tia created a
sphere of raw Will-energy around us, sealing the group in a protective bubble
and stopping us from being overrun.


Similar bubbles, smaller, appeared
amongst the crowd—the Willful protecting themselves—and somewhere amidst the
maelstrom, Emissary disappeared.


In his place, however, stood a cadre
of enemy soldiers, held within their own protective bubble, men and women
bearing the crest of the Renegade Dynasty on their uniforms. The crowds glanced
off our spheres, trampling over one another to escape the unlucky few who were
aflame and spreading Emissary’s fire in mindless, screaming agony.


“Renegades!” Vrail snarled. “Broken
quill, now there’s something we can fight!”


“There’s another group behind us.
They have us surrounded,” Tia said. A single tear rode the line of the scar
cutting down her face. Here there be bad memories for Miss Moreau—of just what,
I could not be sure. But the Void was never kind.


So I gave her a wolfish grin and
clenched my fists. “Those poor bastards.”


But the Renegade soldiers did not
attack—indeed, they seemed to form a protective ring around my wily little
group and herded the crowds in the Lexicon away from Emissary’s fire, toward
the arrivals hall and the departure subways beneath the Pillars.


Single Renegade soldiers broke away
from the pack and doused those aflame in conjured gouts of fresh water. Smoke
and steam swirled together within the scent of burning human flesh, mingled
with the cries of the dead and dying.


“Are... are they helping us?” Vrail
asked. Liquid-light coated his sword, rippling up and down the blade.


“They’re giving us a chance,” I
said. Just beyond the arrivals hall, out on the railroad concourse, I caught
sight of the monster—my ticket back into the ranks of the Knights. Emissary
hurled another beam of energy into the nearest skyscraper, attacking the
Pillars of Creation. Vast chunks of rock, debris, melted steel and plaster
rained down upon the railroads. “Annie, give me the knife—I’m going to drive it
into his neck.”


“He’ll tear you apart before you get
close,” she said, but handed me Myth.


“No, I don’t think he will, not if
you lot provided a distraction. Tia? With me. Garner, Dessan, Vrail... give him
something to complain about. Annie, stay close, and give him a few shots if you
get a chance.”


“Commander,” Garner said with a nod.
He exited Tia’s bubble and dashed along the concourse with Vrail and Dessan
keeping pace, fighting the thinning crowds, cleared away by the Renegade
soldiers.


Only one person would’ve sent
Renegades.


“What is that thing?” Tia asked,
glaring down at Emissary. “It is... far from human.”


“We’re going with ‘demon servant of
the Everlasting,’ ” I said. “Will-fire doesn’t seem to hurt it, bullets churn
right on through, so I’m going to go cut his head off with a weapon of
celestial illusion and see how far that gets us. You in?”


“Not one day ago, my biggest concern
was baking enough pies for the evening rush at my bar. You’re a catalyst for
change, Declan Hale.”


I laughed. “Yeah, you’re in.”


With the rough, bare bones of a plan
in place, things happened fast. As the only ones brave or stupid enough to be
moving toward the source of flame and misery, my Knights and companions
managed to follow me close—save Vrail, Dessan, and Garner, who were tasty
little goats staked out for the T. rex.


With Myth in one hand and my star
iron sword in the other, I dashed down the steps to the railroads between the
skyscrapers three at a time. Tia covered my left, her palms ablaze with
luminescent smoke, and Annie my right, her gun drawn and at the ready.


Working together, Vrail, Dessan, and
Garner crossed their streams of raw, Willful energy in a concentrated burst
that sent Emissary staggering back. Even above the sounds of chaos and
destruction, I heard the bastard laughing. But he was laughing with his back to
me.


Using the niftiest tricks from the
Willful stories, Garner levitated a chunk of debris from Emissary’s assault on
the skyscrapers and slammed it into the creature. Emissary bellowed a thick
gout of flame that absorbed the rock and forced Dessan and Vrail to split,
veering out of the path of the projectile.


Moving in close now, I dug a
distraction out of my back pocket as my shoes clipped a hurried beat on the stone
ground.


“Emissary!” I cried, tossing my
wallet—weighted with a good chunk of loose change—at the creature’s head.


He blurred on the spot, perhaps
recognizing my voice, and his jaw stretched wide to snap the leather shot out
of the air. Emissary swallowed my wallet whole, and my only regret was that it
hadn’t been a live grenade. Still, the split-second it took was all that I
needed to duck under his chin and drive Myth into his back, right between his
shoulders.


The knife plunged into his flesh,
and Emissary’s eyes blazed. He swatted me aside with a wave of his arm, but I
rolled with the blow and came up on my knees still holding my sword of star
iron. I’d left Myth embedded in the demon’s back.


Flame—red, raw flame—burst from
Emissary’s mouth and eyes and wreathed his head in a crown of fire. He clawed
at the knife in his back, down on all fours, laughing and screaming. His bones
were snapping and crackling, and his torso lengthening. I couldn’t believe my
eye.


“Is he... What the hell is he
doing?” Tia breathed.


Emissary’s head snapped around, and
a string of pink flame sprayed through the air. A dollop landed on my shoulder
and ignited my shirt, but Annie thought fast. She stripped out of her leather
jacket and smothered the flames before they could burn me. I was left slightly
scorched but whole.


“My god, his skin is changing...”


Emissary’s arms had thickened, and
his face was now covered in what looked like emerald-green scales. His tongue, blackened
and swollen, ran over a jaw of razor-sharp fangs and lolled out of his mouth.
Spikes, vicious and cruel, burst through his suit, alongside Myth, and he... he
grew a tail.


Whatever was happening, the process
sped up. Emissary burst from his suit, naked and scaled, and his body
lengthened a good twenty, then thirty, then forty feet. No longer even vaguely
human, and hissing between his fangs, he sprouted wings where his shoulder
blades should have been, just either side of the Creation Knife. With a crack,
his lizard-head snapped into place and he belched a torrent of hot flame at my
Knightly companions.


Garner was slow—and the flame burst
through his quick shield. I caught a glimpse of his face melting before he was
absorbed by the flame. Not even ash would be left of the poor bastard. I lost
sight of Vrail and Dessan behind slabs of rubble. I hoped they’d avoided the
maelstrom of fire.


“Tia, Annie,” I said. “Run—run and
hide right now.”


“Dec—” Annie began.


I didn’t wait to see if I was
obeyed, and it honestly didn’t matter. If Emissary wasn’t checked now, before
his transformation was complete, then none of us would be able to hide.
Clenching my sword, I ran toward the beast as his tail whipped back and forth
through the air.


I was out of time.


We were all out of time.


Emissary reared his head back, now a
creature out of the old fairy tales, and unleashed a jet of hot liquid fire
into the sky.


I came up alongside his head,
snarling, sword in hand.


The dragon looked at me, one golden
slit of an eye seemed to wink, and then he stretched his jaws wide yet again
and a glow of pink flame bellowed up from deep within his throat. I took a
staggering step to the side and brought my sword swinging up and around over my
head.


“Bastard!” I cried, slicing
at the creature’s thick hide.


The blade cut through the neck
scales as if they were butter, and a gout of thick, purple blood burst from the
wound. Pure white light shone from within the sword and seared the dragon’s
flesh.


Emissary bucked as if electrocuted
and roared in what sounded like agony, and spread his massive wings wide,
knocking aside chunks of rubble and sending half a dozen nearby Renegades
hurling ass over head. The rush of air and the swipe of his tail forced me to
my knees. The tip of one of the tail spikes caught my sleeve and drew a thin
line of blood across my arm.


The hilt of the sword grew warm in
my hands, and the dragon jerked its entire neck away from the blade. A loud
snap, like the chime of a broken church bell, echoed across the railroads, and
I was hurled back by the flapping of Emissary’s massive wings. I rolled along
the ground, over rubble, debris, and glass, and came to a sudden stop against a
slab of fallen skyscraper.


I’d be a sorry case of bruises in
the morning.


I managed to sit up. I was still
holding the hilt of my sword, but it was cold now, and the blade was snapped
jagged, leaving me about half a foot with which to stab things. Blimey…
Three months of work and thousands of gems worth of star iron down the drain.


But I wounded it!


The dragon, what I had to assume was
Emissary’s true form beneath his human facade, took flight with a mighty roar.
A great gust of wind slammed me flat against the shattered concrete, but blood
and light still bled from the wound on the creature’s neck. The dragon flailed
in the air and crashed into one of the Pillars before gaining enough leverage
to kick off and rise through the sky.


Myth, the Creation Knife, the
world-cutter, was still embedded in the flesh between its wing joints. Of Annie
there was no trace, nor of Vrail or Dessan. But Tia ran toward me through the
chaos and helped me to my feet as Emissary reared high above the Pillars and
breathed a long stream of flame into the crystal spheres of the Globescape.


The beast spun in the air and fell
back toward the Lexicon. Emissary roared, and glass shattered. Wreathed in hot
flame, the dragon descended upon us with power I’d rarely seen unleashed. This
was a true dragon, not pulled from fairy tales but real, alive long
before the written word and the stories that made Forget.


Emissary blasted through the
skyscrapers, one after the other, like a missile wreathed in scorching pink
flame. Tia cast a shield of pure energy over our heads as chunks of stone and
glass rained down upon the Lexicon. The crowds ran for cover, still screaming
but drowned out by the explosions, and many were trampled in the chaos.


The inter-dimensional railroad
flickered and died. Enough of the Pillars had been damaged to cripple the
Lexicon’s network. I feared, briefly, what that meant for all the people,
thousands of them, traveling through the network of worlds at that moment. Did
Emissary just snuff out the waygates and portals? Had the Void just... fed?


I was snapped out of my thoughts as,
overhead, the crystal spheres projected with dozens of worlds shattered
and began to fall from the heavens. Even I gaped, and I’d seen some truly
awe-inspiring sights in my life. Worlds were literally falling out of the sky! 


The crystal spheres fell in vast chunks
and tiny slivers as the projections of distant worlds flickered and died. The
ground shook hard enough to rattle the teeth in my skull as the crystal struck
home.


Amidst all that, Emissary vanished.
As he had done before, in human form, Emissary seemed to disappear into
nothing. One moment the dragon was there, and the next a harsh clap of thunder
filled the space he had occupied. Myth, my subtle weapon of celestial illusion,
was gone—buried in the beast. Thick whips of liquid flame drizzled down through
the air, tangled within the falling debris, as if they were a rain of deadly,
fiery confetti. 


Tia stood over me and raised her
hands toward the sky. Another one of her shields popped into existence, a thick
barrier of transparent blue light. She poured her heart and soul into the
enchantment, stretching it a good distance of about forty feet, covering the
wounded and the fallen nearby.


All but impossible to hide from the
rain of sharp crystal and deadly fire. Like a gong, Tia’s shield rippled and
rang as pieces from above slammed into the construct. Her knees buckled under
the strain of the bombardment, and she fell with a cry. I was there, under her,
and lent my strength. I grasped her under her arms and kept her hands above her
head, aflame with liquid power, as chunks of thick crystal slammed into the
ground, crushing those unfortunate enough to be caught beneath, outside the
range of Tia’s shield.


And then the rain was over.


Only seconds later, but the time
felt like hours. The maelstrom done for now, Tia let her arms fall with a moan
of utter exhaustion. The sky was clear and blue above her. She smiled at me,
holding her up, and then her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and she
collapsed into my arms. Her shield of pure Will dissipated, as spent as its
creator.


Everything was quiet. Far too quiet.


I’d not seen destruction on this
level since the darkest days of the Tome Wars. Yet powerless, I’d managed to
drive Emissary away—but I’d lost Myth, which was a sore blow. The wound I’d
delivered with my rough imitation of an Infernal Blade had seemed to stick,
which was encouraging, but the beast was still alive.


What kind of Knight couldn’t even
slay a dragon?


I lowered Tia gently onto the ground
amidst the rubble and checked her vitals. Her pulse was thready but there, and
her eyes moved beneath her lids. Her heart thumped a quick beat under warm,
sweaty skin. She was alive—exhausted, shattered, but alive. Satisfied, I stood
up and pressed a hand against the cut on my bicep.


My wounded, useless eye was as
painful as a bee sting doused in sweet liquor and set alight. As if guided by
Destiny herself, I found and retrieved a bottle of scotch from the broken
storefront of a little, burning gift shop spared under Tia’s shield and
wandered over to a wooden crate, loosed from an overturned truck of similar
wooden crates. Pulling the cork out with my teeth, I took a heavy swig and felt
all the better for it. My shoes were scuffed with ash and dust, and that seemed
somehow more real than the true cost of the battle.


We’re outclassed, I thought.
Emissary is faster, stronger, and simply better in every way. Broken quill,
he’s destroyed the Lexicon!


“He’s not indestructible. Night’s
bite... repelled the blight...” I muttered, and I don’t know why, but that felt
like a thought in the right direction. “Only the guilty understand the cost of
true power.”


Where had I heard that? Hadn’t Forget suffered enough under
my true power?


Night’s bite...


I stared at the half a sword in my
hand. The blade had snapped and formed a crude point. Too long for a dagger and
far too short for a sword. So why had the blade wounded the dragon when all
other means had failed?


“Night’s bite... Knight’s bite.”


A slow, careful smile spread across
my face. Could it be that simple? I felt the weight of history on my
back, the weight of something that had, over the last ten thousand years,
become simply ceremonial. The Knights Infernal gifted their graduates with a
blade made of star iron—an Infernal Blade. Star iron was a rare element, one of
the few things that could not be written into existence, and owning a blade was
a point of great pride. The element had many uses—from restricting Will power
to increasing the potency of runic warding.


Perhaps, back in the days of
Emissary and the Old Gods, before Ascension City, before even Atlantis and the
Infernal Clock, star iron had been put to a more practical use. 


Perhaps it could make gods bleed.
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Annie found me, in the end, and took
the scotch from my hand and tossed it aside. The bottle shattered against a
chunk of crystal the size of a bus—flickering even now with faint images of
fallen worlds—and amber liquid, like so much spilled poison, soaked the ground.


I wasn’t sorry to see it go. I drank
too much—the last few days and hangovers had made that clear—and relied far too
much on the dull buzz to get me through the day. A facade of happiness as fake
as the human skin Emissary had worn.


“I’m glad you’re okay,” I said.
“How, Annie? How are you okay?”


“Not sure I am...” Annie turned,
holding a pale hand against her hip. Blood stained her blouse, leaked between
her fingers, and dribbled down her jeans. “It’s not too deep, but it needs
stitching. Can we still get home?”


I nodded but didn’t elaborate.


“Is Tia...?”


“She’s alive. She overdid it,
exhausted herself. Saved a good many lives, but she’ll need some rest. A day’s
worth if not more.”


Another woman stepped lightly
through the pieces of fallen crystal, around the debris of the broken
skyscrapers, and found me slumped and somewhat defeated. She wore a gown of
midnight-blue, stretched gently across the bump in her belly, and over her
right arm she carried a brown jacket.


“Timeless, graceful Emily,” I said.
“Why, oh why, am I not surprised to see you here? Thank you, I guess, for
sending those Renegade soldiers. They did some good.”


“Declan,” Emily Grace said with a
smile. “And Detective Brie. I found your jacket, honey. Here.” Emily handed
Annie the jacket and also placed a delicate hand over Annie’s bleeding side. A
quick flash of light and the wound sealed over, leaving not even a scar.


“Thanks. Oh, that’s better. Thank
you.” Annie shrugged into the brown leather jacket, singed a bit around the
collar, and zipped up. She hugged herself. “So... he’s a dragon.”


“Yup.”


“We need a brave knight,” Emily
said, her lips twitching. “Do you know any, Declan?”


“I’m reminded of a quote. Something
about how all the brave men are dead.” Work of a few seconds to fetch another
bottle of scotch, but... no. No answers to my woes in the bottom of a bottle,
however many I check. “You know what’d really help—if I had the Roseblade.”


Emily had the good grace to blush.
She’d killed me for that sword and the eternal petals of the Infernal Clock.
“The Roseblade is... beyond my reach for now.”


 “You lost it?” I blinked and
then considered. “No, you’re up to something, aren’t you? Fair warning, Emily,
I defeat Emissary, and I’m reinstated into the Knights. I’ll be coming for the
crystal sword then.”


A wonderful smile claimed Emily’s
face. She sat herself down on my knee and draped her arms across my shoulders.
I found myself with a hand on the bulge of her unborn child. “They offered you
a pardon? How exciting. You know, you could come and be my Knight, sweet
Declan—Prince Consort of the Renegades. No? But did I just see you lose another
weapon of celestial illusion?”


I grimaced. “I think it wounded the
beast, but I’m not sure.” The gouts of dragon’s blood still sizzled in small
pools beneath the fallen crystal globes. I met Annie’s gaze. “We should get
back to Perth, reassess and regroup. Are you coming with me, Emily?”


“No, I am not.” She stroked the
swell of her belly, her hand gliding over mine. If the old prophecies were to
be believed, the child of the Immortal Queen would destroy Forget to save it,
or some such nonsense. “I fear the Everlasting are about to cast their first
stone on Perth’s still waters, Declan.”


“Emissary tearing through the
population wasn’t enough?” Annie asked, somewhat sarcastically. She was
tired—on edge. Weren’t we all? “How do we get back without the knife?”


“McSorley’s portal arch,” I said,
tapping my pocket. The ornate key he’d given me was a comforting weight.
“Should work, even despite this devastation. The arches, unlike the Lexicon,
are powered by the negative energy of the Void and—”


“Enough,” Annie said, holding up her
hands. “Enough. Let’s just head home.”


Emily let me stand, and I scooped up
Tia in my arms, gave the Renegade queen a farewell nod, and followed Annie into
the terminal. The damage was less severe here, but great chunks of shattered
crystal had plummeted through the ceiling and smashed the stained glass
windows, and the screams of the dead and dying echoed from wall to wall.


“The Knights will be here soon,” I
said to Annie. Tia was as light as a feather in my arms. “They’ll help those
that can be helped.”
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It took a while—and Annie had to put
three days of parking fees on her credit card to get her car out of His
Majesty’s multi-story—but we made it back to True Earth in the late afternoon,
having crawled through the debris and destruction at the Lexicon with Tia in my
arms. We filled McSorley in on what we knew, what had happened at the Lexicon,
and he in turn told us about the horror inflicted on Perth in the last few days.
Emissary had been busy, preparing for Scion’s ascension. The streets were
scarred and bloody. We drove in silence, just ahead of the day’s end traffic,
north on the freeway back to my shop, Tia asleep and frowning on the back seat.


Annie jammed a charger into the
car’s cigarette lighter and plugged the cable into her phone. After a few
minutes, the device beeped to life, and a string of tiny chimes announced the
arrival of a new message. Then another. And another.


The chimes went on for about a
minute.


“Brian,” she said. “And work. Ninety
new messages. Forty missed calls. Shit.”


“Are you going to call him?” I asked
gently. First thing I was doing when I got home—after putting Tia to bed—was
taking a shower and then grabbing a kebab from across the plaza.


Annie frowned. Her knuckles gripped
the wheel as we zoomed down the freeway. “Later. Once I’ve dropped you off. Do
you think... is Emissary here?”


“According to McSorley, he killed a
good fifty people while we were away. Stole their hearts and all. He says
police and federal agencies, as well as the military, are scouring Perth.” As I
spoke, a cadre of police cars passed us on the other side of the freeway, just
across the train line. “Which will do about as much good as tits on a bull...
He’ll be here, Annie, if we didn’t beat him back. As Emily said, the
Everlasting—Scion—is making his play. For whatever reason, perhaps to bloody my
nose, they’ve chosen Perth to do it. We need to be ready.”


A tear rolled down Annie’s cheek.
She didn’t bother to swat it away. “How can we fight them? You’re powerless,
none of your friends made it back with us, Tia’s unconscious... Even the knife
is gone! Declan, I’m scared.”


I watched the lines on the freeway
zip past. “We’ve got half a star iron sword and your handgun.”


“I’m out of bullets,” she said and
laughed shrilly. “Sorry.”


“Quite alright, my dear...” I yawned
and just rested my eye for a moment.


What felt like only moments later, I
jerked awake, Annie shaking my shoulder and startling me from a rough kind of sleep.
We were in the alley behind my shop, just on the outskirts of Riverwood Plaza.
After a few days on the wild and wacky rollercoaster that was Forget, we were
back at the start.


I stretched in the late-afternoon
sun, but that pulled at the tentatively scabbed wound on my arm, forcing a
fresh trickle of blood to soak my shirt. More than anything right then, I
couldn’t wait to shower and change into something fresh. I scooped up Tia from
the back seat and then leaned in to Annie’s window and discouraged her plan to
go and find her fiancé.


“He’ll be working, I know, but he
needs to see I was home,” she said. “Forty-five minutes, Declan, and I’ll be
back. After a shower and a change of clothes—just you have a kebab waiting for
me.” She tried for a smile, but the tears kind of made it tragically beautiful
instead of funny.


“Emissary will be looking for
you—for us.”


A pale shadow of doubt covered her
face. “Risks worth taking, you know?”


“Aye, I do.” I shifted Tia in my
arms. She was in the featherweight division, but it was an awkward bag of
feathers. “Be safe, Annie Brie.”


“Don’t go saving the world without
me.”


With a bit of fancy footwork and a
careful distribution of the load—I threw Tia over my shoulder—I managed to get
into my bookshop without setting off the ward enchantments. Barred from my Will
as I was, I had to wonder if the wards would even recognize me as a threat.
Still, I only attracted a few mildly concerned stares from shoppers in the
plaza. God bless the willful ignorance of the huddled masses.


Through the mazes and warrens of old
books, up the spiral staircase, and I deposited Tia in my bedroom on my bed,
which I rarely slept in, preferring instead to black out in front of the
typewriter downstairs. The sun was sinking just above the horizon now, about an
hour before sunset, out of the west-facing window above my workbench. I sat
stroking Tia’s hair for a moment, wishing her well and thinking about regret
and death.


Gathering a clean set of clothes, I
retired to the shower to wash away the grime and blood of this latest campaign.
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Annie was late.


And, of course, perhaps rightly. I
feared the worst.


Sitting in my writing alcove, hair
still damp from the shower, I sipped at a glass of scotch and watched the
street for any sign of trouble. This sitting around business was rather
anticlimactic after the battle at the Lexicon. The new shirt and pants felt
good, free of blood, sweat, and dirt, but the eye patch itched, and my
Will-reinforced waistcoat felt all too heavy. I’d strapped my sword belt on
again, too, as half a sword was better than no sword.


“Where are you, Annie...?”


As far as I knew, Vrail, Garn, and
Dessan had died for me, distracting Emissary, and Tia was exhausted beyond
comatose... Was it my crippled fate to outlive and outlast the best people I’ve
ever known? “Tal,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”


Now that was a sad song stuck on
repeat. So was the amber liquid turning cloudy in my glass. I took a deep
breath and, with a sense of long overdue finality, tossed back the scotch with
the same old and tired well-practiced flick. Then I stood up and collected the
half-empty bottles scattered about my alcove and front counter.


I knocked aside a few hundred books
and retrieved a cardboard box. The bottles clanked and clinked as I filled the box,
soldiers standing to attention. Swallowing hard, I retrieved the fancy stuff
from behind the counter. A bottle of Glenfiddich 30, not yet opened. Here I
almost hesitated, but my newfound resolve won out.


I climbed the spiral staircase to
the second floor with a heavy heart, bypassed my bedroom and the unconscious
Tia, passed the sealed washroom which held the Black Mirror—a path through the
Void—and rested the box of bottles on the windowsill at the end of the hallway.
The window looked out on the alley behind my shop. I unclasped the lock and
swung it open. I could smell the ocean on the air and could see a glittering
band of coast just five minutes away, shining in the last of the day’s sun.


“Farewell, old friends,” I muttered and
thought the sentiment quite melodramatic.


I heaved the box of scotch bottles
out of the window and watched it sail to the ground. The bottles fled the box
as it arced through the air, and as the first struck the asphalt below and
shattered, a cacophony of similar sharp resonance rained down upon the
alleyway.


The scotch formed a tiny puddle and
drained into the gutter, spoiled and ruined, and by god, I still wanted to go
down and salvage some of the liquor. A shadow fell across the alleyway. With a
sigh that was some parts regret to a few parts content, I gazed back out toward
the horizon.


At some point in the last fifteen
seconds, a monolithic tower—at least a half-mile tall—had snapped into
existence down on Diablo Beach.


I blinked, licked my lips, and
rubbed at my good eye just to make sure I wasn’t seeing things.


Nope.


Definitely a tower—a spire, really,
of some shiny black stone. Crenellations and turrets circled the wide, flat
foundations and spiraled up to twin pillars separated by a flat plateau. Crimson
sparks, red lightning, forked between the pillars, and clouds overhead seemed
to swirl as if being pulled down a drain.


The tower blocked the setting sun,
cutting bright beams of light to either side of the impressive structure—light
that seemed to warp and absorb into the stone of the tower.


“Now, that shouldn’t be...” I
muttered and decided it might have been prudent to save one bottle of scotch. I
could go cold turkey tomorrow after whatever dread legions and Everlasting
mischief burst forth from the otherworldly tower.


I had no doubt I was looking at
something out of Forget, forcing its way into the real world—the True
Earth—against every law I’d ever been taught. This broke more than just the
laws of the Knights, as well. Universal concepts once held infallible had been
shattered. The dragon’s insane laugh echoed through my mind...


“Spill enough blood, and the walls
of reality begin to crack. What, perchance, may slip through then, hmm? You’ll
see soon.”


I had a strange feeling Emissary had
put the Creation Knife to dire use.
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Putting all my many and varied
imagined fears to rest, Annie let herself into the shop as I ran down the
spiral staircase, sober as a bird and still seeing impossible towers of somewhat
expected evil.


“Did you see it?” I asked, panting
hard.


She frowned, bemused. “See what? And
where’s my kebab?”


I grabbed her hand and pulled her up
the stairs, to the window where I’d disposed of my scotch. The sun had sunk
even lower now, bordering the horizon, and painted the sky a bruised-purple
azure. But the half a mile of raw black tower could still be quite clearly
seen.


Annie gazed out of the window, down
at the alley strewn with shattered scotch bottles, and offered me her most
disapproving frown. “Did you do that?’


“Did I...? Annie, you’re not seeing
the bigger picture here—look!” I gestured down to the coast. “See anything
strange? A black spire of purely concentrated evil that I doubt even our proton
packs will be able to pierce?”


“Ghostbusters is a great movie,” she
said, staring out at the horizon. Her eyes scanned the coast, flickering right
past the tower and jumping back. “There’s... Well, something doesn’t look
right. Like, the shadows are off, or something. Can’t quite place—”


She honestly can’t see it... Why?


I moved behind her and grasped the
sides of her head, pointing her face directly at the tower. 


“Declan, what are you—”


“Look,” I said. “Just look.”


Annie looked. Annie saw. Annie
screamed.


“Yeah, that’s better,” I muttered, removing
my hands from her ears.


“How could I not see that?”
she whispered furiously. “My god, what is it?”


I moved back around to her side and
gazed into her eyes, just to confirm something I already suspected. Sure enough,
her jade-green eyes were a healthy shade of purple. 


“How come you could see it?” Annie
asked. “Even now... my eyes want to slip to either side of it as if it isn’t
there. I’m having trouble focusing on it. Christ, Declan, what is it?”


I shrugged. “If I had to guess,
we’re looking at the beginning of Scion’s so-called ascension. We’re looking at
the first Everlasting beachhead.” A few days ago, I’d predicted that the
Knights abandoning True Earth could spark something as severe as World War
Three, but that would almost be welcome in place of what had appeared down on
Diablo Beach. “As for why I could see it—I might be barred from my power, but I
am Willful—I am of Forget and Ascension City. I am a Knight! You’ve
traveled across universes, Annie, so you see creation differently now. But
you’re still new to this—which is why I had to point the tower out to you. But
now you see...”


“Yes, I see.”


As the sun finally dipped below the
horizon, I grinned and grasped the hilt of my broken sword. “You see them, and
they see you. What say we wander on down to the beach and meet the new
neighbors?”
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Whatever magic of fractured reality
had brought the tower to True Earth and hidden it in plain sight, the people
who drove along the coast road, even the people who walked along the beach
paths, seemed to sense something out of place. They walked hurriedly away from
the structure, shoulders hunched, staring at one another and up at the sky with
deep mistrust.


I kept hold of Annie’s hand as we
walked from the red-stone path along the coast and into the sand dunes above
Diablo Beach. Her skin in contact with mine seemed to make it easier for her to
keep the tower in her mind and in her sight. It reared up above us now,
piercing the sky, and a cool wind whistled around the crenellated stonework.


The beach was deserted.


The base of the tower was about a
quarter mile across, not only resting on the beach but also stretching out into
the water for a few hundred feet. Large waves of foamy-dark seawater crashed
against the tower, and the wind whipped the spray along the beach, dousing
Annie and me in cool, stinging droplets.


A set of black stairs led up the
base of the tower, and inside—nothing but darkness. I drew my sword and gave
Annie an encouraging smile.


“What’s the bet we head inside and
those doors close ominously behind us?”


“You’ve read too many creepy
stories,” she said.


“Sweet thing, I’ve lived
them.”


Alone, tired, and still craving
kebabs, Annie and I came to a stop just before the steep set of steps leading
up into the tower.


“Want to run away?” I asked.


“Yes, please.”


“So do I. Come on, let’s see what we
see.”


The steps felt... insubstantial
might be the right word. They didn’t feel real. Hard and strong, forged from
the strength of ages but only half there. That didn’t make much sense, but I
felt as if—at any moment—the stone beneath my shoes could simply fall away,
disappear, or swallow me whole. Annie swayed, unsteady, on the solid
foundations, so I guessed she sensed the same thing.


I climbed the staircase and stood on
the large, arched doorway of the tower. After a moment’s hesitation, I touched
the stone frame, and a shock rippled up my arm. Not painful, not really, but
similar to licking a battery—or a burst of static electricity. I could taste
blood on the air. My fingers came away covered in rusty-red flakes from the
stone.


“Is that...”


“Cemented in blood,” I muttered,
feeling something besides trepidation and fatigue in my chest. Something...
angry. “Live for love, Annie. Let’s be about our dark and dreary business.”


We crossed the threshold, and all
light failed. The darkness swept us up in cloaks of moonless midnight and, yes,
the stone doors closed ominously at our backs.


“We’re trapped inside with...
whatever we find,” Annie said.


“No,” I whispered. “Whatever we find
is trapped inside with us.”
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Torches of pale, almost pointless
light flared to weak radiance on the walls every ten feet or so. The tower was
unfurnished and felt like a skeleton stripped of organs and flesh—incomplete,
cold, and altogether unhomely.


Had the events of the last three
days really been building to this? So far, I was not impressed with the
supposed power of the Everlasting.


The tower spiraled inexorably up.
No windows, no slits in the stonework, provided a glimpse of the world just
outside. For all that mattered now, the uneven yet sturdy steps leading up to
the summit of the tower was our world. Time passed… I wasn’t sure how much, but
minutes certainly bled into hours. A long night was passing unseen beyond these
dark walls. The only sound was our hard breathing from the ascent and the clip
of our heels on the stone. The silence was deafening—and deep, as if Annie and
I were alone in this empty, cold tower. But the tower didn’t feel empty.


The muscles in my legs were shaking
from the exertion when we, at long last, reached the summit of the tower, under
a sky strewn with stars familiar… and alien. Crackles of crimson lightning
scored the space between the twin pillars that rose around the tower’s apex,
resembling a crown. Two worlds were bleeding into one...


I was reminded, with little joy,
that I’d died on top of a tower just like this not three months ago. Fate—or
whatever had conspired to draw me here this night—seemed to have a wicked sense
of humor. At this height, even the city of Perth looked small and distant—bands
of street and house lights disappeared over the horizon far below.


A high, pained chuckle echoed across
the wide plateau.


Emissary, in human form, leaned
against the base of one of the pillars. Light bled from a vicious cut around
his neck, deep and sure. Half a star iron sword was buried in his throat, and
in his hand he gripped Myth, coated in purple ichor. On the face of that
pillar, a tear in reality revealed a world of rolling green hills and old stone
covered in ivy.


“How’d you get this tower here?” I
asked, already kind of knowing the answer. “And where is the Eye of Sauron?”


Emissary shrugged, and his head lolled
to the side, almost tumbling from his shoulders. He righted it with a shrug as
I kneeled down on my haunches in front of him. “What did I tell you, those long
days ago? Spill enough blood and the reality of a place will crack. This tower
isn’t here in truth, more a patch of a distant star imposing its... its
presence on this world, fuelled by the cracks I forced in reality on my... my
quest.”


“On your murder spree,” Annie
growled.


I gazed over his shoulder at the
open portal. “If that’s true, then why’d you need Myth?”


Emissary flashed a row of
razor-sharp teeth. “You were the only one who could pull the knife from the
stone, Declan. It was made for you, so very long ago, and the world you found
it in... Well, just one of the locks on the Everlasting prisons.”


“Sounds like these locks were made
to be broken.”


“You can’t keep something as
powerful as the Everlasting imprisoned indefinitely,” he whispered. “That
pressure alone could tear the Story Thread asunder. If you had not severed the
Infernal Clock, Declan, Atlantis would have exploded and torn through Forget.
The good with the bad, yes?”


I gently plucked Myth from his
feeble grasp and slipped the knife under my belt behind my back. “That’s mine.”


“Too late...” He laughed.


Annie snarled and gripped the
jagged, broken blade piercing Emissary’s neck. “This is for Sam,” she said and
dragged the blade along the creature’s throat. “This is for Sam!”


Emissary’s laughter became wet,
angry gurgles as Annie severed his head from his shoulders. The blade cut her
palm, and fresh red blood dribbled down the broken sword. Emissary bucked, and
his eyes rolled into the back of his skull as his head fell away from his body,
hitting the stone floor of the plateau with a sickening thud.


He was dead.


But still writhing. His form jerked,
his limbs flailed, and for the final time his jaw stretched as long as my arm.
Long, sharp fangs burst from his gums, and his human tongue elongated into
something black, bulging, and forked. The rest of his body tore through his
fine suit and grew dark scales and the beginnings of a long tail...


“He’s changing,” I said. “Quickly
now, over the side.”


Acting fast, and not really thinking
about it, Annie and I rolled Emissary’s headless body over the edge of the
tower before the transformation into his true form could be completed. We
hurled several hundred pounds of scaly flesh in torn rags off the tower. Then I
took a quick step back and picked up the creature’s severed head. A long,
grey-green snout, tendrils of smoke flaring in his nostrils, seemed to grin at
me as his eyes turned into yellow slits.


I hurled the head across the
precipice, and it flipped past the pillar and portal. As it arced over the open
air, the transformation completed. The dragon’s head burst into pink flame, and
we watched both parts of the body strike the water far below. The flame burned
even in the ocean, searing the flesh from Emissary’s bones in seconds. A
charred and blackened skeleton of a beast that should never have existed on
True Earth sank below the wild waters of the Indian Ocean.


“Is that it?” Annie breathed. She
cradled her sliced palm against her jacket. “Is it over?”


“I’d say so, Detective. Think how
that’s going to look in your report tomor—Ah... Ah!”


My arm burst into pink flame, along the
wicked rune of Emissary’s brand, and I felt the dam in my mind, the restrictive
collar on my Will, thrown open and the power came flooding back to me—fresh and
invigorating.  


I clasped my hand over the brand and
poured luminescent smoke against the wound. My talents were never geared toward
healing, but applying Will was like plunging the burn into snow. I gasped from
the relief and basked in my recovered power.


I was me again.


“He’s truly dead,” Annie said.
“That’s what they said back at the palace, wasn’t it? The brand would disappear
once the beast was destroyed?”


“I guess they got that one right.” I
laughed. “Damn, but I feel good.”


A bolt of crimson lightning burst
from the portal on the nearby pillar and struck the stone at our feet, forcing
us back a quick step. Within that lightning, a figure moved across the face of
the portal, away in that old, green world of ancient stone.


“Declan, look...” Annie whispered.
“It’s—”


“Get behind me,” I hissed, pooling
smoky ethereal light into my palms. Like a man dying of thirst, I drank in the
power—bathed in it—but even I didn’t think it would be enough to destroy what
emerged from Emissary’s portal, forged using the Creation Knife, with such
casual grace.


Charlie Dusk, the boy in the toga
and sandals from the Dream Worlds, the boy with the mango-stained face, stepped
through the portal chomping on yet another large, juicy piece of fruit. He
stared up at me and grinned.


“Blessed Scion,” I said. “How lovely
to see you again.”


“Hello, Declan,” the boy said. “Miss
Annie. You both broke your promise, and that made me so mad.”
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In less time than it took to blink,
Scion clenched his fist, and Annie was hurled across the tower. A lashing of
power picked her up off her feet, and I felt the edge of it on my arm like a
blaze of flame. Her head slammed into the distant, sharp obsidian pillar and a
sickening crunch echoed across the high plateau.


As if from a great distance, my
vision swimming and my stomach falling away, I watched her staring at me, her
eyes blinking rapidly, and she smiled. A trickle of blood ran from under her
hairline, down her face, as her eyes glazed over.


Poor Annie, I thought, not quite seeing what I
was seeing. My mind caught up with my heart, and I turned back to Scion. “You
killed her.”


“Her presence served no purpose,”
the Everlasting said. “I abhor the purposeless, Declan.”


Knight’s bite... I drew my broken sword.


Scion frowned. “Do you not know what
I am, child? I am Everlasting. I am... Blessed, eternal. The Younger God.”


“Yeah, I’ve got a whole slew of
dumbass titles, too. Thing is, chief, you’re sweating. This place takes a lot
out of you, doesn’t it? You’re not all the way here, on True Earth, are you?
Just a... heh... just a shadow.”


Scion, what appeared to be a child,
blurred and was, all at once, a few feet taller. His toga became a long, black
suit of cloth armor, collarless, below the youthful face of an adolescent. He
was handsome, his skin clear and his eyes as grey as the ocean in storm. “You
swiftly run short of purpose, Declan.”


I smirked, hiding my trepidation.
“You couldn’t cross without the Creation Knife. You needed to tear a hole in
reality. That’s why Oblivion was trapped in Atlantis. Why you were trapped in
the Dream Worlds.” I snorted. “Where are the rest of you bastards and
bastardettes imprisoned, hmm? You can’t Will-travel. You can’t use books or the
Atlas Lexicon. You have to tear your way, kicking and screaming, across Forget.
Oh how mighty and powerful the Everlasting!” I spat the last, and slashed my
hand down through the air.


Poor Annie.


“I know you better than you know
yourself, Declan,” Scion said. “You are a pale shadow of the man who ended the
Tome Wars, even of the man who died severing the Infernal Clock, releasing me
and my brethren. We were... imprisoned for so long. Ten millennia, forced only
to watch, first with hate but then with joy as humanity forgot all you had
accomplished. Pale shadows, the lot.”


“You—”


“You’re a man hidden behind a facade
of faux wit, clinging desperately to the notion that your life still has
meaning.” Scion shrugged and was a child again. Scion grinned and was a man.
Endless, powerful—Everlasting. “You laugh against the night as your soul drowns
in liquor and regret. If I were to let you live, you would drink yourself to
death inside a year.”


“Actually, I’ve been thinking about
giving up the drink,” I said. “Exiled or not, my particular brand of asshattery
has saved Forget more than once. Selfish to spend half the day in a drunken
stupor when creatures like you think they can have free reign over the Story
Thread. Time I got my head back in the game.”


“Are you going to stop me, Declan?”
Scion asked, and in the blink of an eye he was the young boy again, Charlie,
snared in a dark cape. “I am Everlasting, you dolt. Ageless and eternal. You
can no more kill me than hold back the tides of the Void.”


I gripped the hilt of Myth, stuffed
down the back of my pants against my waistcoat, and had to disagree. Forged
for the Nine to slay...  Well, there were nine Everlasting that needed
slaying. Might as well start with the youngest and work my way up.


After all, what was one more
completely inept forever-war?
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“The Knights Infernal cast an exiled
drunk as their defender.” Scion laughed. “You must see, Declan. How far and how
fast the Knights have fallen. And just... how amusing that is. We feared
you—once upon a time.”


“So it’s war you want, is it?” I
asked. “Because, just between you and me, that shit is getting old.”


“We are the rightful rulers of the
Story Thread—of all Forget! And look how your brother scurried once his life
was on the line. One soldier, just the least of our creations, forced the
protectors of humanity to abandon True Earth.” Scion grinned, baring twin rows
of rather white teeth. “You have no idea what this world means, do you?”


I was done with the small talk. Time
to end this, one way or another.


“You know, I met your brother,” I
said, taking a slow step toward the Younger God and drawing Myth from my belt,
“Lord Oblivion, with eyes of blood. He took something very important from me.”


Scion smirked. “Aye, he stole your
shadow and cast it into the Void—affording you protection from the Voidlings.
That was His price for harnessing the Degradation against the armies of
Renegade, and his gambit that you would return to sever the clock.”


“No, not my shadow. He took someone
I cared for... very much.”


Scion raised a hand, palm flat,
toward me, and a burst of invisible energy knocked me back a step. The scar on
my palm, from the shard of the Infernal Clock that had granted me a second
life, burned with a pain so fierce it was almost ecstasy. I brought my broken
sword down through the air, cutting through the bands of unseen power, and Scion
staggered back as if I’d dealt him a solid blow.


The all-knowing, all-powerful smirk
faded from his face, and he grew uncertain. His eyes flicked from the weapons
in my hands to my face, as if seeing me for the first time. The Younger God
beheld a man who, actually, could hold back the tides of the Void.


A long moment seemed to pass between
us, and then I ran at the Everlasting even as he raised both his hands to stop
me. A wave of force struck me, and I staggered against what felt like a solid
wall of ice. My palm blazed all the more, and on the wind, just on the edge of
hearing, the song of the Infernal Clock—the Dawn of Moment—whispered in my ear.


The ice became syrup, and I forced
myself forward another step as Scion’s eyes widened in disbelief. He exerted
himself, palms pressed toward me, and I could now see the waves of heat and
energy bursting from his hands.


“Die!” he spat.


Out of the corner of my one good
eye, I glimpsed Annie still smiling softly, even in death. The sight of her
turned the seed of anger in my chest into a mighty, immovable forest. Myth
shone with a faint, dull light, and I realized I would not need my broken sword
after all. I let it fall, and without my strength the blade whipped through the
air, crashed through one of the obsidian pillars, and was blasted out to sea by
Scion’s power.


And I drew closer, close enough now
to reach out and grasp the Everlasting by the throat.


His flesh burned under my touch, and
Scion delivered a devastating, backhanded blow to the side of my head, punching
at my blinded eye. I weathered the attack as the power of the Infernal Clock
surged through me, dissipating force that would have reduced my head to a
bloody pulp, had I been anyone else. Under my grip on his throat, Scion’s flesh
charred and stank.


The world seemed to be moving in
slow motion as I fought the energy pressed against me and raised Myth above my
head. The skin on my arms stretched and tore under the strain, and my lips were
drawn back from my teeth far enough to split in the corners of my mouth.


I tasted blood.


I wanted blood.


Slowly, achingly, Myth fell, and the
crystal tip dug a furrow along Scion’s brow and down the bridge of his nose.
Blood, crimson and hot, flowed in rivulets down his face. I was hurling my
might, forged not only in Atlantis five years ago, but in the heart of the
Infernal Clock, against the Everlasting—and I was winning.


“An eye for an eye, Scion,” I
whispered. A cold and wholly suffocating anger gripped me, and I punctured the
Everlasting’s eye. I turned the Creation Knife slowly and carved a gooey, grey
mess from his socket.


Scion screamed, and his power
failed. Time sped back up, and I jerked forward, bringing Scion down with me
atop his form, which merged from young to old as fast as I could blink. Here I was,
once again, plunged into the blood and filth of the Knights Infernal. And hell,
I was no believer in fate or destiny, but perhaps that needed to change. In
that moment, I glimpsed a pattern so intricate and complex that even a glimpse
was maddening. I saw myself at the heart of a bright web, my life stretching
out in concentric ripples from the center. Everything I had ever done, from
Atlantis to the Tome Wars, had been so I could lose my shadow, gain a painful
measure of immortality from the Infernal Clock, all so I could retrieve Myth
and have a fighting chance here, now—tonight.


Then the glimpse was gone, the
details too absurd, and I was back in the fight.


Myth thrummed in my hand, demanding
more, desiring an end to this ghastly business.


Scion squirmed, weak, in my grip
around his throat. “We’ve an account to settle, you and I,” he rasped. “My
Brothers and Sisters will see to that. There is no world, no corner of the
Story Thread you can hide, Knight.” 


“You’ll find me just up the road at Paddy’s,
asshole.” Once it’s rebuilt. “Wednesday night’s steak night.”


I drove Myth into Scion’s chest with
a cry, and a shockwave of pure energy—from the knife, not from the god—sent me
spinning away. I rolled across the stone and right over the edge of the tower
but spun onto my stomach in the last few feet and grasped the rough edge with
the tips of my fingers, only just preventing a fall.


Scion shrieked, and Myth, stuck in
his heart, shone with white light, a beacon as bright as the dawn against the
night sky. The Younger God faded, his skin split, and red fire burned in
place of his blood. His flesh blackened and turned to ash, and the ash to dust,
which swirled on the air, absorbed into the light of Myth—the Creation Knife.


“Wasn’t so hard...” I groaned and
pulled myself back up onto the plateau. The stone felt like sponge against my
back and, for a brief moment, flickered as if it were nothing more than crystal
illusion.


With Scion’s ascension stopped, the
tower was fading—back into whatever abyss Scion and Emissary had pulled it
from. I’d thwarted the Everlasting beachhead, but at a cost almost
indistinguishable from defeat. 


With no time to catch my breath, I
crawled to one knee and then staggered to my feet. I grabbed Myth as I limped
past the heart of the plateau and shoved the knife under my belt. Work to be
done, wars to be fought, and the knife would be needed again, I was sure.


I scooped up Annie—poor, sweet
Annie—and ran to the tower’s edge, out over the precipice overlooking the coast
and the sand dunes. From this height, I could even glimpse Riverwood Plaza up
the hill, as dawn broke in the east. It had been a long night. But there
was little time for sightseeing.


With a quick thought, I invoked a
minor levitation enchantment just as the stone beneath my feet faded into
nothing. Whatever it was and wherever it had come from, with Scion bested and
Emissary dead at the bottom of the ocean, the tower’s grip to the reality of
True Earth buckled.


Trusting to my restored Will, to the
soft halo of light clinging to my shoes, I stepped off the tower as it popped
out of existence and a clap of air rushed in to claim the space it had so
recently occupied. High above the gentle swell, my levitation charm slowed my
descent, and I didn’t so much fall as drift lightly, back and forth, as if I
were a feather on a light breeze.


I landed on my knees in the shallow
swash, on the edge of a wide, semi-circular groove left in the sand by Scion’s
tower. Foamy seawater rushed into the groove, a good six feet deep. I lowered
Annie into the water but kept a hand under her back, holding her close, and
wished on the first rays of sunlight and the daystar that she would live again.
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I don’t know how long I sat there in
the surf, holding Annie close and telling her everything about my life up until
about three days ago, when we’d met in the cool, early-morning mist at Kings
Park. I couldn’t stop brushing her dark, wet hair back from her face. The swash
from the sea had soaked us both, and her legs swung lifeless in the shallow
water, back and forth.


Another friend I’d failed to save.


Another girl who had died for me.
For my resolve. Easy to blame the machinations of the Everlasting, but no one
ever said I had to play—to act. I could’ve just sat back and sipped scotch
these last few days, tipped a glass to the end of the world. At least then I
never would have… come to care for Annie Brie.


“And just beyond the mountains, the
city of Farvale is built within the forests bordering Lake Delgado. I took Tal
there once, and we drank this cheap, awful vodka for the first time. It was
like a white whiskey, I suppose.” So long ago it seemed, but only eight short
years. I’d been sixteen-nearly-seventeen. “She kissed me on the cheek.”


Dawn had well and truly broken over
the eastern horizon at my back, scattering thin rays of cool light across the
ocean. Soon, not even the deep gouge in the sand where Scion’s tower had
manifested would remain. Water washed away everything, given enough time, and
the ocean was calm now. At some sort of hard-fought peace that never lasted
long.


“Annie, I…”


Had it only been three days since
I’d met this woman? Three days, yes, and never mind the spare change and
uncertain time in the Dream Worlds. Broken quill, three days was a new record
to love them and leave them, wasn’t it? All the fear of the last few days had
culminated in this—my young detective and I alone on Diablo Beach in the
gentle, timeless surf. We saw some wonders, Annie, you and I…


I could almost hear Emissary
cackling, but his score was settled. My brand was gone, naught but a mess of
dead eschar. In the end I had won, but the cost… the sheer cost. Broken
quill—and dragon’s fire aside—but I was running out of room and chalk to tally
that particular board.


I could see well in the early light.
A corner of cream parchment poked out of the inner pocket of Annie’s burned and
bloody jacket. The parchment looked rich, thick and creamy, something the
Knights might have used... I frowned and removed a sodden envelope. 


The ink on the front had run, but I
could still see that it was addressed to me. Someone, a woman, had pressed her
lips against the parchment and left a kiss in dark red lipstick. The envelope
was heavy and deformed. Not a letter then. I turned it over and saw a familiar
wax seal—a gauntleted fist over an open tome, crowned by three stars.


The house crest of the Renegades.


...Detective Brie. I found your
jacket, honey.
Emily had slipped the envelope into Annie’s pocket in the ruins of the Atlas Lexicon.
Had to be, but why...?


I broke the seal, tired but curious,
and spilled the contents onto my palm.


Struck with dawn light, glinting as
if it were a diamond, a single crystal rose petal rested in my hand. Traveling
on the winds of time and memory, from an unfathomable distance, the soliloquy
of the gears at the heart of creation turning in perfect, endless harmony
reached my ears, and ground what was left of my soul to dust and less than
dust. 


In my hand I held one of the petals
of the Infernal Clock, stolen in Atlantis after I’d severed the Clock with the
Roseblade and Emily had kicked me from the summit of that palace—to my somewhat
timely death.


“Oh, Em...” I whispered. “That’s
just cruel.”


I had a choice to make. 


Use the petal and bring back Annie—the
obvious choice, but Emily in her timeless splendor knew that. Had she known
this would happen?


Or I could use the petal on someone
else. Tal... No, she was truly lost. But Clare Valentine? Sweet Clare,
who had died and died hard for me on the Plains of Perdition, torn apart by a
ravenous horde of the undead. I knew where to find her body. I dug around in my
pocket and retrieved the crumpled and torn photo Sophie had taken of Annie and
me at the tavern, just those three short days ago. The young detective sat
straight and proper on her stool, offering the camera a small, polite smile—as
you do around new people—and there I sat, cider in hand, a stupid smirk on
my face. The resemblance to Scion was, for a moment, so uncanny that I
suspected some trick.


But no, it was just me.


Hell, I could keep the petal for
myself. In my line of work, being killed before my time was a damn certainty,
and I had more enemies than the next ten Knights combined. I’d already
cheated death once. But Clare... with her ever-changing eyes and pixie beauty
hadn’t deserved her death. She cared for me, and I didn’t want to be exiled and
alone anymore.


Only so much comfort in dregs of
scotch and stale digestive biscuits, after all.


Bringing Clare back was the right
thing to do.


So I placed the petal in Annie’s
palm, sliced from the star iron sword, and closed her fist around it. The
razor-sharp edges pierced her lifeless skin. Cupping her hand in mine, I poured
a furnace of Will into the petal and cheated death once again. That scythe-wielding
bastard would just have to deal with it.


“Exiled and alone...” I muttered.
“Well, exiled no more.”


And we were all of us alone,
clinging to a rock spinning through the star-strewn darkness and trying
desperately to matter. To make some sort of everlasting mark, however
true or awful that mark may be. Spinning endlessly alone—until we’re not alone,
and we stumble into someone else trying to mark the chaos, and we cling tighter
to that person than we ever have to the world itself. That spark in another,
that resonation of the soul—a counterpoint in the dark—was more real and more
important than the earth beneath our feet. 


Annie and I had spun together across
worlds and universes and dreams. But the chaos had swallowed her whole,
absorbed her warmth, and scattered us apart as easily as we had spun,
intoxicated, together. 


She deserved a second chance, as did
Clare, but one injustice at a time was the best I could do.


Some small amount of time, no more
than a few minutes, marched idly past, and a touch of warmth and color returned
to Annie’s skin. The blow to the head which had killed her faded away. Her
eyes, which I had closed, fluttered, and her brow creased in a tiny frown
against the early morning light.


“Declan?” Annie struggled to sit up,
found she couldn’t, and fell back down into my arms. “Declan… what happened?”


“You bumped your head, sweet thing.
But you’re okay now.”


“Oh…” Annie held her palm against
her forehead. From what I remember of the experience, coming back to life hurt
beyond words. “Oh my, that’s what happened. Why are we in the ocean?”


“Good question.” With a great deal
of care, I stood and helped Annie to her feet. She managed it, keeping an arm
slung around my shoulders. Two ragged immortals, now, barely able to stand.
“Would you join me for breakfast, Annie?”


“I…” She frowned. “Did we win? We
did, didn’t we?”


“Emissary’s dead. Rotting on the
ocean floor. Scion is... gone. We won enough. For now.”


“Good.” Annie found her feet a
little better. I held my forearm out for her to grasp. Her hand was warm
against my arm. Warm and alive. She clung to it as if the world were not real,
as though she were a traveler setting foot on distant shores after a long
journey. “That’s good. In that case, I’m thinking bacon and egg muffins, and pancakes
with syrup. Oh, and hash browns with coffee. Can we get that? Please?” Her
stomach grumbled.


I found a smile after all, a little
further down the road from tired and lonely. Sand crunched underfoot as we
walked away from the sea. “Honey, you had me at bacon. But you’ll have to pay—a
dragon ate my wallet.”


 


*~*~*~*


 


The End of


Book Two!
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