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    ONE
Lily 
 
      
 
    The flames ahead of us seemed to be everywhere.  
 
    As far to the left and right as I could see, that solid wall of fire was Hell’s version of the Great Wall of China. In our drive up to Mount Purgatorio, I’d seen a lot of strange things, but this was the first one that looked really dangerous.  
 
    “You sure about this, Bill?” I asked my passenger in the backseat, looking at him in the rearview mirror. 
 
    The dirty, little guy made a farting noise before shaking his balding head in disgust. “Would I tell you to just drive straight through it if I was unsure-tain, Nips?” 
 
    “Besides, Besom,” the big Scotsman sitting beside me in the passenger seat rumbled, “’tis nae anywhere else ta go.” 
 
    It wasn’t often when the two agreed on anything, never mind such an understatement. The desert sands that engulfed the road stretched out as infinitely as the flames did. The only distinguishing features in the vast desert were the rows of solar panels facing the big fire we were rolling towards. I wondered if the flames emitted more heat than the sun above us. 
 
    We were maybe five hundred feet away from the inferno when the intense heat became unbearable. My skin felt like I was burning under a sunlamp and the steering wheel began to scorch my palms. Without slowing down, I asked, “This won’t damage the car, will it?” 
 
    “Nae as loong as ye keep drivin’ at yer current clip,” the big man assured me, placing a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Lemme worry ‘boot the state o’ the vehicle, aye?” 
 
    I couldn’t help smiling while turning my eyes back to the road. Tallis had been a sexy, hulking distraction from the very first day I’d met him. But this was one of those moments where I needed to focus exclusively on what was directly in front of me. 
 
    Before I knew it, the four-passenger car was swallowed whole by the fire. But as quickly as we went in, we emerged on the other side, finding ourselves surrounded by a rocky mountain landscape. The road went from cobblestone to gravel, meandering up the final stretch of the mountain. Even with the clouds covering the peak at the top like a thick blanket, the summit never appeared to be any closer. 
 
    While thinking how wonderful it would be to actually arrive at our destination, I suddenly realized I was still seeing wisps of orange light coming up from the sides of the automobile. “Shit, the tires!” 
 
    “Aye. Got it,” Tallis said before sputtering some Gaelic words and weaving his hands in a pattern. Hissing noises, followed by cracking sounds, replaced the unseen flames. But our ride became so rough that I had to pull over to the side.  
 
    I gave Tallis a sidelong look, which made him raise his hands up.  
 
    “Be all right,” he assured me with a clipped nod. “Once Ah cool the tires off with soome ice, we oughtta be fit ta drive.” 
 
    I bit back the reply on my lips. Our roadster was a vintage 1935 Citreon Traction Avant. Not the kind of car I could casually trash, especially since it wasn’t mine. But after everything else I’d endured with this Scotsman, getting angry seemed annoying and petty. So, I responded with, “I’d still feel better if I could check the tires myself.” 
 
    “I second-agree with that,” Bill chirped from the back. 
 
    “Ach! Who asked ye, stookie angel?” Tallis replied, the amused note in his voice belying his usual irritation. 
 
    “Nobody,” Bill admitted with a chuckle, “an’ that’s why I said it!” 
 
    “Would you two stop bickering for two seconds and help me check the tires?” I demanded after concealing a chuckle as I got out of the car. There was a time when I could have panicked, or gotten irritated, or just became downright unpleasant in such a less than ideal situation. But that time had long ago passed, and I barely remembered being that person anymore. Now I was a lot more bad ass. 
 
    My thought was instantly reflected by the person glancing back at me in the driver’s side mirror. Now, I had a prettier face and thinner figure than when I was alive, but I wasn’t quite the supermodel I’d been most recently. But my experience as a Soul Retriever in the Underground City proved how insignificant looks really were. That lesson—along with a few other revelations—resulted in my current appearance, which I had to admit was starting to grow on me. Of course, having the big Scotsman’s endorsement reinforced that sentiment. 
 
    Bill waddled around from behind the car, still fully caked in the dust of New Botany Bay at the base of the mountain.  
 
    “Gave the rubber a swift look-see,” he said, pointing to his eyes. “They’re bubble-warped but I think they’ll get us to the Kingdom.” 
 
    I squinted at him skeptically. “I thought those angel eyes were only good for seeing long distances?” 
 
    “Ah, c’mon, Lils,” Bill scoffed. “You know how telenoculars zoom in on stuff, so ya oughta assume my peepers can do that too.” 
 
    “Ye cannae assume anything where that blasted angel’s concerned!” Tallis retorted to me from the other side. 
 
    “An’ who asked you, Tido?!” 
 
    All at once, I heard something sizzling on the other side of the car. I instantly turned around to find Tallis cupping a chunk of ice in his hands as if it were a mug of tea, and I relaxed. If there were any real trouble, he’d have conjured something much more destructive. 
 
    “This won’t wear you out, will it?” I asked while he rubbed the ice over the back tire. 
 
    He scoffed as the frozen water fell to the ground. “Jus’ because I nae longer got tha’ damned Donnchadh inside o’ me dinnae make me helpless, Besom.” 
 
    “That’s not what Nips was thinkin’, Conan,” Bill said, coming up behind the Scotsman as he squat-walked toward the front tire like a big crab. “You ain’t no good to nobody if yer drained empty.” 
 
    The ice sizzled on the other tire and Tallis cocked his head at the little angel. “Did Ah miss somethin’? When did ye decide ta be me guardian angel too?” 
 
    Bill pointed a finger at him. “Hey, yer clearly hurtin’...” He turned towards me. “An’ she’s hurtin’. What kinda guardian angel would I be if I ignore that?” 
 
    “Definitely not the kind that managed to save our bacon more than once,” I said, putting an affectionate hand on Bill’s shoulder. 
 
    Tallis rose to his feet and looked between us. “Aye, ‘e’s useful a wee bit o’ the time.” 
 
    Bill blew him a raspberry while Tallis cooled the tires on the other side of the car. Just then, I heard something whining in the distance.  
 
    “Well, speaking of useful-ism...” my guardian angel muttered with a grin. 
 
    After a minute, I narrowed the source of the sound to the gray clouds and eventually spotted a shiny dot that turned into a tiny, silver carapace. The little speck landed on Bill’s head, gripping it with insectoid claws. By all appearances, the new arrival resembled a metal beetle, albeit blown up twice as large. This living, angelic creature, however, was not only a weapon, but also a master of disguise. 
 
    Bill furrowed his brow and glanced at the metal bug in annoyance. “Hey, my shoulder’s over here, you know,” he said, pointing to a spot on his right shoulder where he preferred his pet weapon to perch. With a faint rustling from the bug’s wings, it hopped down to Bill’s shoulder. 
 
    Kneeling, I carefully examined the beetle and stroked its metal wings. It responded by fluttering them and buzzing, which reminded me of a cat purring. “Everything look okay up ahead, Mantis?” 
 
    As soon as I pulled my hand away, Mantis began jumping up and down, making Bill wince. “Ouch, wouldja knock that off?!” he scolded Mantis. His pet obliged by flapping its wings like a hummingbird while hovering above his shoulder. 
 
    “Is that a yes?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow at Bill. 
 
    “Put it this way, Lils,” Bill replied, after an irritated stare at Mantis. “If we were in trouble town, Mantis woulda tole ya by flit-flying all over the place.” 
 
    I looked up at the mist-shrouded summit with visible apprehension. “We might find ourselves in trouble town when we get to the top.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, hon,” Bill answered, his tone much more gentle as he reached up to take my hand. “It ain’t ike we’re going back to Dis.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” I retorted. “We’ve got no idea how many of Alaire’s agents are searching for us up there. I’ll bet money that at least a few of them are road guards.” I could hear my paranoia even as I said the words. But the current ruler of the Underground City had remained at least two steps ahead of us in the recent past, so I considered it a minor miracle that we’d managed to remain free at this phase. 
 
    “There’s another path into the Kingdom,” Bill announced, leaning closer while tightening his grip on me. “One I’m pretty sure Blondie knows dick about. Once we get movin’ again, I’ll navi-steer you to it.” 
 
    “All good ta go!” Tallis called out from the driver’s side of the car. 
 
    Bill patted the top of my hand with his other one. “It’s gonna be okay, Lils. You just trust your Billy boy and you’ll see.” 
 
    Bill’s sunny optimism was so touching, I almost didn’t want to let go of his hand. Despite his numerous flaws—and there were a lot of them—one thing that had always impressed me was how much Bill cared about me... more deeply than I could imagine. 
 
    Of course, he wasn’t the only one on my team. The former Dark Wood recluse, bladesmith and former ruler of the Underground City, who now sat on the passenger side was another hero whose goodness had become increasingly evident along the way. Seeing his crooked smile now was enough motivation to put me back on my feet and I swiftly slid back into the driver’s seat.   
 
    Whatever awaited us when we finally reached the Kingdom remained a mystery. All I knew was: I never wanted to face any adversity without these two champions by my side. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    After negotiating a couple of steep turns, I started tapping the wheel with annoyance. The forest we were driving through was a welcome change but nothing could alleviate my anxiety. “Feels like it’s handling even rougher than before.” 
 
    “Mighten be the wheels,” Tallis suggested. “An’ we’re travelin’ over rocks an’ dirt now. Ye may recall the path through the mini-desert bein’ a lot smoother.” 
 
    I stared out the windshield and caught a glimpse of a small, silver streak in the sky. “Well, if Mantis spots any trouble ahead, I don’t want the car to crap out on us.” 
 
    “Why d’ya care about this shit heap so much?” Bill inquired from the back seat. “It ain’t like it’s yers.” 
 
    “Because it belongs to my aunt,” I reminded him, “so I’d like to get it back to her in one piece.” 
 
    “Well, if the ol’ clunker can handle a couple more o’ them hairpin turns, that might just happen.” 
 
    Tallis turned around in his seat to face Bill. “Yer thinkin’ o’ goin’ down the Pauper’s Road, stookie angel?” 
 
    “That’s the one, Tido!” Bill confirmed with a slight twist of his head. 
 
    “So, you know about that route too?” I asked, cranking a hard left on the steering wheel to complete the latest turn. 
 
    Tallis turned around and looked at me, nodding. “Soome oove it leads ta the Dark Wood. Used it more ‘n once fer a handy escape when those nasties were chasin’ me.” 
 
    “Hmmm… Pauper’s Road… with a name like that, it doesn’t sound too promising,” I opined. 
 
    “Yeah, my place is the first turn on the leftovers,” Bill confirmed with a quick nod. “Might need to gar-range a safe stash fer your aunt’s wheels…” 
 
    I nodded, and my lips grew tighter. 
 
    “Hey, now,” Tallis said, brushing my cheek to unclench my jaw. “A fine face like yers won’t survive tha’ kind o’ frown.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and shook my head. “I just wish…” I exhaled and tried again. “I keep thinking about all the others who helped us out. I’m worried about how they’re doing.” 
 
    “Aye, an’ especially yer dear auntie Annice?” Tallis suggested. 
 
    “Don’t forget her squeeze-nificant Druid other, Mehta,” Bill chimed in. 
 
    “Who suggested they could hunt Demon Princes by themselves?” I snapped, clearly unhappy about the news from New Botany Bay. “Doesn’t the concept of ‘safety in numbers’ mean anything to them?” 
 
    “Eh, me guess is,” Tallis said with a shrug, “they figured the two o’ them could fulfill their mission faster than a whole army.” He must have observed my dismay at hearing that information because he added, “An’ Annice probably hoped her niece would save ‘erself.” 
 
    “I wonder if we’re any safer than Asterion, Ariadne and Annie right now,” I said.  
 
    “They musta gotten outta New Botany Bay while the getting’ was good,” Bill said. 
 
    “Well, it seemed like the right move for them at the time,” I admitted. “But I’m still torn on whether they took the safest route when they went to the Dark Wood.” 
 
    “If anyone could pull the trick o’ stayin’ outta sight oove Alaire’s lackeys,” Tallis interjected, “they’d be the ones ta do it.” 
 
    I knew they were trying hard to alleviate my anxiety but it wasn’t working. “Maybe I’d feel better if we had some way to contact Poly and Sally.” Although Polyhymnia and Thalia were arguably the safest of my little band of contacts, that didn’t stop me from worrying about them too. 
 
    Bill’s expression became grave. “That makes us twins, Nips. Still not particulayrily wild about our cells getting soaked in the Tiber.” 
 
    “An’ here Ah was guessin’ ye just missed yer porn,” Tallis said with a grin.  
 
    Bill’s face remained stormy. “I’m serious here, dickface. It’s like Lils said… Blondie’s stooges are crawlin’ outta the woodwork right now. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if Skeletor-horn was one o’ them.” He scoffed and added, “From the start!”  
 
    I had to admit that thought had crossed my mind too. Jason Streethorn (aka Skeletorhorn) was the one who’d convinced me to become a Soul Retriever after a ridiculous accident that should never have happened but managed to take my life, all the same. Shortly thereafter, Streethorn became my handler, sending me on missions in the Underground City—missions I was totally unprepared for. And if Tallis hadn’t intervened in the very beginning, I’m sure I would have failed my missions and wound up in Shade a long time ago. 
 
    “Or Streethorn could jist be a verifiable prick,” Tallis countered. “Me? Ah’d be thinkin’ yer girls are more ‘n a match fer the likes oove ‘im.” 
 
    Bill nodded but bit his lip. “If it were just him, yo, I’d be reupholstered an’ bolstered.” Then his expression grew stern. “If anything happened ta either o’ them since that landline call back in NBB…” 
 
    “And if something did?” I asked. 
 
    I watched the little angel’s jaw muscles tighten. “Then I’d have to do somethin’ ‘bout it, yo… probably something insane in the membrane.” 
 
    “Insane in the brain,” I agreed with a little nod. 
 
    Tallis looked at Bill in the rearview mirror with an expression of sympathy. Bill was well acquainted with losing the people he loved, and dealing with the worst sort of enemies. And that was why it was weird to hear him talking about Poly and Sally in such a way. It made me wonder: did he harbor deep feelings for them? Could he possibly be in love with one (or both) of them? Knowing Bill, I tended to expect the latter. 
 
    That novel concept began spinning around in my head when a great boom rang out from the peak before us. I looked up just in time to see a bright green light burst out from the summit before streaming straight through the surrounding clouds. The enormous blast scattered the clouds that were blocking the apex and I actually managed to make out some skyscrapers of the metropolis Kingdom at the top.  
 
    Mantis suddenly flew directly in front of our windshield, staying ahead of us even as it traced crazy patterns. Then I noticed the green light streaking through the other clouds, until it reached the one right above our heads. That was followed by a heavy downpour, precipitation suddenly coming down so ruthlessly, it nearly blinded me. 
 
    The first drops that hit the car banged the frame like ammunition trying to bash its way in. The impact soon got so loud, my ears were ringing. As the windshield got pummeled, I could see how big and solid the ‘drops’ were. They were the biggest hailstones I’d ever seen and easily hard enough to crack the glass and pierce the metal of the vehicle. I shuddered to think what would happen to us if we were outside the car. Eventually, one of the stones cracked the windshield, becoming embedded inside the shattered glass. That allowed me to get a good look at the missile: It wasn’t snow or hail at all, but actually a pebble.  
 
    The next onslaught broke the entire windshield, showering us with chunks of glass before the stones started pelting me in the face. I heard the distinct buzzing of Mantis when it whizzed past me in what looked like controlled panic. Holding up my left hand to deflect the stones from my face, I used my right hand to keep the car on the road, which was damn near impossible. Forget about our plans to safely slip inside the Kingdom! Now my only wish was to stay on the mountain road.  
 
    All at once, the stones stopped pelting me, and I dropped my hand in amazement. It wasn’t that the pebbles had stopped falling—it was more like some kind of invisible barrier had replaced our destroyed windshield. All I felt was a puff of air on my face before each projectile fell uselessly away. I looked at Tallis and found him chanting a spell while waving his left hand from side to side. 
 
    “Bill?!” I called out, the clattering from the incessant stones making it impossible to talk normally. 
 
    “We’re almost there, yo!” he yelled back. “When I say the word, go right!” 
 
    My vision was still impacted by the ceaseless obstruction of falling stones, so I could only make out a few feet of road ahead of us. To my horror, I felt the tires being shredded by the onslaught of rapidly accumulating rocks beneath them. Gripping the steering wheel with both hands, I clamped it like a vise to keep from slipping off the road. Suddenly, a meaty palm slapped my arm just before Bill yelled, “The word!”  
 
    Without seeing where to turn, I cranked the wheel to the right. My vision was so obstructed by the stones that all but swallowed the path ahead of us, there was no way I could have seen where to go on my own. We squealed under the shade of tall trees before the transmission failed and the engine spluttered. No matter how many times I tried to get the engine to start again, the car kept sputtering and then wouldn’t even do that. Striking the steering wheel with frustration, I emitted an outraged grunt as I fought the need to feel sorry for myself. But, damn it all, why couldn’t it have taken us a few more feet?  
 
    A stray stone suddenly broke the invisible barrier that used to be the windshield, landing in my lap and leaving a painful welt in its wake. I yelped and then in an angry fit, I threw open the car door. I had a few powers of my own that I hoped were a match for this. 
 
    “Nae, besom!” Tallis yelled out, catching my arm and pulling me down hard. “The squall’s nearly over! Just wait a bit loonger!” 
 
    With my ears ringing and my skin stinging, I wondered how he knew that for a fact. But since he’d stopped chanting to tell me as much, I had to assume he believed it. At first, I thought the tree canopy was preventing the shower of stones from getting through until, just like Tallis had said it would, the storm finally stopped altogether.  
 
    I cautiously waited a few more minutes before finally getting out of the car. The sheet of stones outside the car made walking a challenge, as well as merely standing up. There wasn’t a speck of ground that wasn’t covered three inches deep in pebbles and rocks. I caught a glimpse of my face in what was left of the side mirror. I had plenty of scrapes and cuts but nothing deep or serious. When I dared to look at the car, though, my heart sank. All four tires were flat, the body was harshly dented and there was white and black smoke billowing out from under the hood.  
 
    So much for getting it back to Annice in one piece, I thought. 
 
    Descending from the tree cover, Mantis alit on my shoulder. It began poking my cheeks in a way that stung slightly but I knew better than to stop it. When it had finished doing whatever it was doing, I checked my face in the mirror again. All the abrasions and cuts were gone, leaving no scabs or scars behind. My face appeared as if it had never been pelted.  
 
    “Good bug,” I said, patting its metal carapace. Mantis buzzed as it flapped its wings before returning to Bill, who was enduring his own torture walking on the stones. 
 
    Tallis seemed much more surefooted and he came around the smoking hood to stand beside me. I tried to meet him, but I tripped and barely avoided a painful faceplant. With the swift movement I’d come to expect from him, Tallis placed his sword on the ground in front of me, like a staff. I grasped it by the hilt just in time, and my Blade of Power hummed sympathetically. I waited several moments until my ability to stand returned and then after a few deep breaths, I slowly pulled myself back up and stood on my own feet. 
 
    Yanking the sword out of the ground, I asked, “What... the hell... just happened?” 
 
    “Nae sure, me lovely,” Tallis said before pointing up at the peak. “But tha’ dinnae look good.” 
 
    I followed his finger and saw the entire Kingdom above us. This wasn’t the same city I’d come to know in my afterlife. The shining buildings were all gone, leaving nothing but dull, grey, looming edifices. The formerly vibrant sanctuary city had been turned into a graveyard, housing the world’s biggest tombstones.  All the previously brightly lit windows were completely blacked out and empty. What power could have possibly caused so much devastation? 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 TWO
Tallis 
 
      
 
    I never cared much for cities.  
 
    Like any true Scotsman, I prefer the open heather, the unspoiled lake, the glimpse of a distant fortress… I eschew all the hustle and bustle that a township has to offer. Truth be told, it was one of the nuisances that always chafed me when I ruled the Underground City. Being the man in charge, I was expected to reside in Dis, a right miserable hole of a swamp in its best times.  
 
    Not that I ever indulged any fond thoughts of the Kingdom. I soon tired of its pompous airs and pretense, always being above it all, a constant sewage stream flowing from Afterlife Enterprises, who made damn sure the rot would spread far and wide. Although much of the Kingdom was a surprisingly pretty sight, you needed only venture to the right spots to find the truth. The slums were the most honest evidence of the ugliness they tried to hide away.  
 
    There’s always room for improvement, and likewise, there’re plenty of ways for things to degrade. Curse me for being so foolish as to consider the slums the sole exception to that. The sights we saw upon crossing its border contradicted any exceptions to the rule. 
 
    The decaying corpses of huge skyscrapers and modern buildings were solidified into a rigid grey that blanketed the rest of the city. Most of the buildings were made of solid stone, but now they appeared to have been dipped in an extra coat of concrete. Even the cracks between the buildings were sealed up and solid enough to walk on. Not a sound was audible around us, be it soul or machine; everything was as still as the grave. That made me more uneasy than the desolation I saw in what used to be the finer parts of town. 
 
    Nothing, however, could hold a candle to the victims. What I presumed were formerly humans were now no more than frozen statues. I remembered seeing a postcard from Pompeii once. The whole city had been annihilated by an erupting volcano and all the townspeople were immortalized by it, frozen in position the second it reached them. Nearly all the people I saw now were caught similarly—some in a fleeing pose, trying to get away from something that was chasing them, others cowering in defeat. I even saw a couple of Griffins, those magnificent eagle-lions, rendered to fallen statues on the street. One lay on its belly and the other was supported by the wings on its back. Neither one was broken. I expected to find them in a million pieces from the fall. Maybe they hadn’t been very high up.  
 
    The rock showers were as thick and deep on the ground here as they were on the mountain. Besom and the stookie angel had a beast of a time wading through them. Being raised in the Highlands and living alone in the Dark Wood allowed me to hone me own skills, and I learned how to make me steps more certain, finding balance under any circumstances. But me two companions were struggling to do the same so I had to slow me pace. From our travels together, I’d learned one thing: whenever we were separated, bad things seemed to happened. Nothing bad would happen this time. 
 
    Me Besom had the longer shanks, so she caught up with me first when I stopped at the nearest street corner. She leaned against the lamp post, huffing and puffing from the walk.  
 
    “You... know,” she said between pants. “I’ve... never felt... comfortable... up here. But... this is... the first time... I’ve ever been... scared like... I was down in... Dis.” 
 
    “Cannae blame ye,” I told her with a nod, wrapping me arm around her waist to strengthen her gait. “This all but reeks of ill omens.” 
 
    “Think we’re a little past the phase of omens here, Tido,” Bill retorted as he struggled to catch up. That daft metal beetle clung to his shoulder when he stumbled and struggled to hold on. Bill screamed out in pain, saying, “You know, you’re not exactifically helpin’ here, right?” 
 
    “Ah, leave it, stookie angel,” I grumbled while blowing out a breath. “At least someone’s willin’ to keep yer arse upright.” 
 
    “Just sayin’ there’s gotta be a better way,” Bill replied. Meanwhile, wee Mantis flew off, heading down the street on our left. It probably figured if it couldn’t help Besom’s deranged guardian angel one way, it could at least check out the apartment we were heading towards. 
 
    When I looked down at Besom again, her face appeared more thoughtful. “You know, between that stone storm and what we’re seeing here, I almost want to lay the blame on a Medusa.” 
 
    “Dontcha mean a Gorgon?” Bill replied, taking a breather and leaning against the lamp post. 
 
    “This sorta thing could be the work of a basilisk too,” I mentioned, me eyes sweeping around, searching for more trouble. “Still, nae one o’ them beasties could do somethin’ this big.” 
 
    Me woman swallowed hard as she examined the nearest statues. “Maybe if we take a closer look at them, we can get a better idea of who might be responsible?” she asked, her voice steadier than I guessed possible. 
 
    “Mayhap,” I allowed. “But we nae need be on these streets any longer than we have ta, aye?” The only saving grace was that the stones became scarcer the further we walked. And the closer to the blast we came, there were no stones at all—the blast had pushed them out with the force of a tidal wave. 
 
    Although I was no stranger to any afflictions involving stone, I was more than a little uneasy getting close to the nearest victims. Being petrified was much worse than being dead. Aye, you still retained the spark of life. But what use was it when you were utterly powerless to even breathe or move your own pinky? Donnchadh may have shoved me into a mental cage by taking control of me mind, but at least me body could still move. These poor wretches had no such consolation. 
 
    I inspected the fellow at me feet, who’d fallen onto his knees before he was froze, and I knew at once he wasn’t moving any time soon. His grey skin was as rocky as the stones that pelted Annice’s automobile. While pressing the flesh with me finger to make sure it was impenetrable, I stared into his still-open eyes. For some reason, they weren’t ossified like the rest of him, and they swiveled over to look at me. The message they screamed was loud and clear, one I knew all too well: ‘Help me!’ All I could do was answer his trapped eyes with a pathetic pat on his shoulder. Any words seemed too hollow to utter. 
 
    Me lovely Besom was ashen-faced as she knelt next to one of the fallen Griffins. Though no tears fell from her fair eyes, she was visibly heartbroken. “This is horrible,” she breathed. “Who would do something like this to all these innocent souls?” 
 
    “Surely you jest!” Bill snapped. “We both know this has Blondie tramp-stamped all over it.” Even though he tried his best to appear angry, I’d heard his tone far too many times on the battlefield. Only someone who’d recently dodged a bullet or a sword used that tone. 
 
    “Well, whoever did this was beyond cruel,” I said, standing back as I spat the words out through me clenched jaw. “There’s nae shortage o’ sadists in the afterlife.” Naturally, I tried to fathom whom the culprit could be. Lily’s faithful angel was right about the attack being within the realm of Alaire’s style. But with a walking horror like the Forsaken threatening all of Creation, even nastier things could have well slipped through their chains. 
 
    Besom strolled over to me, the fire in her eyes matching our mutual outrage. “Whatever it takes, we have to set them free.” The Blade of Power at her side began to hum loudly, as if it were channeling her indignation. 
 
    “Aye,” I answered while enveloping her in a hug. Me skin prickled slightly from being so close to her blade. Even as I held her, I looked over her shoulder, seeking any signs of the trouble that was far more likely to find us. 
 
    While me love and I embraced, the stookie angel observed the fallen, and I could see the sheer shock replacing his anger. His lower lip trembled before he bolted toward the nearest vehicle. Once he was close enough, he started clawing the door as if he intended to rip the bloody thing off its hinges. Besom must have sensed me stiffening because she turned around and broke free of me arms to run after him. The little flier, Mantis did likewise, and its metal wings made it arrive faster than any of us. 
 
    Then the fool stookie angel started yelling. He wasn’t using regular speech but High Enochian. That was only permitted in the presence of Archangels. While I only knew a smattering about the sanctity of the language, I knew enough to realize Bill was trying to rouse the statued victims from their petrified slumber. I, meself, was cursing his gibberish, although I understood his reason why. Unfortunately, they were too far beyond the help of words. 
 
    Mantis landed on his head, buzzing loudly and digging in its tiny claws. Bill shook the wee metal beastie off before Lily reached him. She caught him by the shoulder and yanked him away before he could cause more trouble. He sank to the ground, exhausted and nearly in tears.  
 
    “Couldn’t have got them all,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Couldn’t have...” 
 
    “Steady on, stookie angel,” I said, planting a firm hand on his other shoulder. “Ye’re nae good ta anyone by losin’ yer head, aye?” 
 
    Mantis landed on the wee one’s chest, buzzing as if to remind him he wasn’t alone. After blinking his tears away a couple of times, the stookie angel said, “Yeah, I guess ya gotta point, Conan. And for once, I ain’t talkin’ about that big, honking meat cleaver you carry.” 
 
    “You mean the one ‘atween me legs?” I asked with a heavy chuckle. 
 
    “Ugh, God, Tido, why you have to bring that image to my mind,” the little angel said and stuck out his tongue as I had a rollicking good laugh. 
 
    The wee angel looked up at the buildings. “I never expectipated this to happen here.” 
 
    “Will ye be okay?” I asked. 
 
    He took a breath and muttered, “I’m okay.” Mantis hopped off his chest and floated in the air again. Lily and I helped Bill back onto his feet. Me love kept her hand on him while she said, “I’m so sorry, Bill.” 
 
    “Not your fault-ibility, Lils,” Bill said.  
 
    “Yer apartment… is it far away?” I asked, getting more nervous. Me instincts told me trouble was much closer than we expected. 
 
    The stookie angel’s eyes swept the street like a broom across a floor. “Little over half a block yonder,” he answered, pointing in that direction. “But I ain’t so sure now if it’s what I’d considerize a good safe-tuary, yo.” 
 
    “Hasta be better than bein’ out here,” I asserted, forcing me feet to move in the direction where he pointed. Me prickling skin was me boon companion for too many centuries to question its accuracy and now, it was getting worse by the second. 
 
    After more than a dozen paces, Mantis started buzzing above our heads. When we looked up, I followed his flight and spotted a distant shape in the sky. I glanced down at the stookie angel, who was already squinting to get a closer view. 
 
    “Ah, shit,” he said. “Not good, kiddies.” 
 
    The minute I saw the wings, I knew. Angels come in all shapes, sizes and forms, but the wings I saw now only belonged to one kind of angel: the Seraphim, the fiercest winged warriors on AE’s payroll.  
 
    A loudly barked order swiftly confirmed me suspicions: “Halt in the name of the Kingdom!” 
 
    With an angry buzz from Mantis, the wee, metal one flew into the sky directly into the angel’s face, interrupting its flight and allowing us enough time to flee. I could tell the stookie angel wanted to tell his pet weapon to fly its shiny, metal arse back to us, but he didn’t resist me when I tugged him by the hand. 
 
    A less welcoming sound met our ears just before we turned the corner: marching feet that sounded too faint to belong to humans. My mind filled with dread right before I saw the army: a full squad of insect horrors that had no reason or place on these streets. The only location where Lemures were ever at home was in their native land, Void. 
 
    Without flinching, Besom wielded her Blade of Power and swung it into the street like a hammer striking an anvil. A great flash sprang from the tip that illuminated everything in a shockingly bright white light. The Lemures squealed in dismay and a similar howl came from the angel Mantis was tangling with above us. Me own vision was hindered until something waved in front of me eyes, clearing them temporarily and allowing me to see Besom’s lovely face right before she grabbed me hand to pull me into an alley. 
 
    Bill and Mantis were already waiting for us, and the stookie angel whispered, “While they’re skin-capacitated, we can get to my place through a sidecut.” 
 
    “What if that ain’t the only flier they got in the sky?” I asked, looking up nervously. 
 
    “We’ll burn that bridge when we get to it,” Lily said, giving me arm a more insistent tug. “Lead the way, Bill.” 
 
    In other times, I may have been annoyed to have such a wee slip of a lass bark a command at me but I obeyed her because it was the smart move. Besides, Bill knew the slums better than any of the lot that were hot on our tails. 
 
    We found ourselves in a nest of narrow passages, side streets and alleys, places where anyone could easily get lost. Fortune even deigned to grace us with enough cover from above to prevent any fliers from catching sight of us. Despite that, the incessant skittering of the Lemures remained close to our heels. Worse still, they seemed to be following our tracks like a footprint. 
 
    So far, all seemed well until we turned down the wrong alley. The second Bill saw nothing but walls ahead of us, the stookie angel groaned in frustration.  
 
    “Dammit! We shoulda took the other one!” We were just about to turn around when Mantis began buzzing again, letting us know that danger was approaching. Seeking anywhere to hide, there was nary a spot to duck our heads under. 
 
    The solution dawned on me and I pricked me finger on the tip of me blade. Then I began painting the ground ahead of us with me blood and making Oghun markings. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Besom asked me in horror. 
 
    “Tryna save us,” I answered, ignoring the extreme effort speaking required, which was seriously weakening me. Casting a pall of illusion was easy to do with Donnchadh inside me. But like most magic, it was a bit harder since Alaire had ripped him away from me soul. With little to no time and even less choices, I let the ancient words flow from me mouth, trying to summon up a replica of the wall that was behind us.  
 
    When the wall began to appear, me mouth went dry from the sight. The blasted thing was almost clear and translucent, nae better than a silk screen. I put more force into me words, pouring all the passion and strengthI had to fortify this wisp of a barrier. The more solid it became, the closer I came to losing consciousness. When the alley ahead of us turned into bricks, I lost me balance and toppled forward. 
 
    A wee hand grabbed me own right before a great surge of power shot through me like a lightning bolt. The blue glow of pure energy flowed into me and I was not surprised to find Besom grasping me so closely. The prick on me finger instantly healed and the wall before us stayed good and truly solid. Such a feat challenged the might of even the strongest spellcasters, yet Besom appeared as if it were effortless. Her timing was spot on too, and I could hear the Lemures lurking closeby on the other side. 
 
    None of us, not even wee Mantis, dared to make a noise when we heard the Void beasts coming near. We could hear their claws tapping on the bricks and we felt them too. The entire time, Besom poured her energy into me, keeping the wall as intact as it needed to be. 
 
    “Fools!” the angel called out from above like a trumpet blast. “Do you believe they walked through that wall? Widen your search!” 
 
    From the sound that followed, the Lemures couldn’t skitter away fast enough. I was glad and relieved that a narrow strip of bricks barely covered us from above. After their footsteps faded, I did a slow count to twenty before nodding at Besom. She released me hand and the illusion vanished. Thankfully, the strength she’d filled me with remained. 
 
    “Are ye sure ya know the right way from ‘ere?” I asked Bill in a whisper. 
 
    “Yeah, no other route to get there,” Bill said with a vigorous nod. “But if them Lemurs are headed our way…” 
 
    Mantis zipped in front of us and we came out of the alley a lot slower than we went in. The little metal bug was making happy noises to convey that all was well. The stookie angel waggled his eyebrows and tilted his head in the direction we needed to go. Growling, I gave him a friendly shove in that direction. Besom smiled when she walked in front of us, her humming blade ready to meet any foes. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Kudos to the stookie angel for taking us in through the back way. We spotted another couple of Lemure patrols combing the main streets. Sticking to the lesser known passages kept us well out of their sight. I worried more about them Seraphim, fearing they were looking at us from above, but none did. Mayhap they were scouting the maze. Mayhap they had other things going on. As long as they weren’t anywhere near, I didn’t care where they were. 
 
    We all did our best to avoid staring at the frozen folk on our path. There was naught we could do for them, at least, not right then. And pitying them did nothing to free them either. 
 
    We quickly ducked inside, following Bill up the steps until we reached his floor. Soon as we stood at the top of the stairs, we stopped cold. His apartment door was open just a crack. A muffled voice was coming from inside, talking in a casual tone. When Besom gave me a sharp look, I nodded warily. We both raised our blades before flanking either side of the door. Mantis glided into Bill’s hands, changing into a holy longbow with a glowing arrow nocked on the string. Besom and I took up opposite ends while Bill prepared to swing the door open. Seeing as the stookie angel couldn’t be killed, it made the most sense for him to enter first. The entire time, the phantom voice kept chattering away obliviously. Was he in for a surprise! 
 
    At Besom’s nod, Bill forced the door open with his foot, pointing Mantis’s magical arrow at the intruder as he hustled in. Besom and I were right behind him, me own foot swiftly pushing the door shut. The chatty man was alone, holding Bill’s landline telephone in his hand, and turning around to look at us. With a wide smile on his face, he waved at the three of us in a friendly manner before saying, “Oh, it was nothing, Alaire, just some squeaky hinges on a door I didn’t shut properly.” 
 
    Finding an unwelcome guest inside Bill’s apartment was bad enough. Seeing that the guest was talking to Alaire on the phone was even worse. But realizing the guest was none other than Gwydion? In my mind, that made things as bad as they could possibly get. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 THREE
Bill 
 
      
 
    I hafta confess, my place is a dump.  
 
    Yeah, it’s up in the Kingdom, where everything’s s’posed to be all sparkly-clean and polished for eternity. Prima Materia goes a long way in making the neighborhood look appealing. But still, the Kingdom’s just like any other cit-tropolis out there. It’s got no shortage of bad neighborhoodies, eyesores and dislocations where the up-and-out got no other place to go. All that being said, it’s still my dump. So, finding the likes of G-bag in it—and using my phone too(!)—well, shit, that went over like a lead suppository. 
 
    Still, Tido’s arch-frenemy didn’t bat so much as an eye while he said into the phone, “Well, I imagine you need to send that detachment over. You’ll understand if I don’t care to stick around for it?” 
 
    Eyes ain’t the only thing with a little more oomph we angels got over mortals. I could hear the dead man’s click on the other end of the phone, right before the dialtone that followed. G-butt just said to the dead phone, “Knew you’d get it. We’ll talk again soon, I’m sure.” 
 
    An extra-large smile stayed on his face as he hung up the phone. “You know, I don’t think he believed me.” 
 
    “What in the hells are you doin’ here, G-dump?” I asked, getting’ hangry under the collar. Watching him appear all relaxed like it was his house made it clear as glasses why Conan never liked this guy. 
 
    “I admit it’s in poor taste to make oneself comfortable in someone else’s home,” G-fart said, waving his hands around like flapping them would make it all better. “But, you see, the door was open and—” 
 
    “Bullshite, Welshman,” Conan answered, directing his macho-man attitude on the one guy he maybe hated more than the guy who’d just hung up. “Ye’d drop that same line if some sod found ya inside a locked vault.” 
 
    That little factication made me take a closer look at the front door. My telenocular eyes are better with distance but they let me get a closer look at small shit too. Nears as I could tell, the door wasn’t any more banged up than usual. However, G-fakesta musta contorted himself to get inside, he didn’t use a crow’s bar or a Sister Sledge to do it. 
 
    “Okay, so you didn’t bust your way in, yo,” I said, strolling up to Tido’s side. “And that window behind you’s been stuck ever since I got here.” On a hunch, I looked around G-dirt’s side to be sure that window was still in one piece. When I caught a piece of my deflection in it, I added, “Which leaves the key.” 
 
    That damned grin widened a bit as G-stench roll-flicked his wrist. “Oh, you mean this one?” he asked, holding up the very itemizer I was talking about. 
 
    “Gimme it!” I yelped, jumping up to grab it with my free hand. My stubby legs kept me from getting very far and the prickwad lifted it higher. Meanwhile, I felt Mantis shift-sliding outta my other hand before crawling up my arm. Once it reached the inter-junction twixt my thumb and pointer finger, my little bug flew up and plucked the key right outta his fingers! It dropped the key into my palm and I held out my other hand, hoping my pet weapon got my memo. Sure enough, it switched back into bow mode and I aimed a fresh arrow at the asshole’s head, still clutching the key tightwadly. 
 
    G-gunk just smiled and patted down the air like it was a cheap stripper. “Now, now, let’s not make this visit unfriendly.” 
 
    “Way too late for that,” I resnorted, pointing the arrow at his eye. 
 
    “I’ll admit you had a pretty good hiding spot for your key,” he said like I wasn’t ready to shoot an arrow right through him. “Using the banister base at the top of the stairs was clever indeed… and I doubt anyone else would have thought of it.” 
 
    Conan’s king-sized cutter bridged the gap betwixt him and G-bitch’s scrawny neck. “Losin’ me patience fast, Welshman. Best start tellin’ us why yer here.” 
 
    “And while you’re at it,” Lils added, keeping her own blade pointed at G-barf’s chest. “Why didn’t you tell Alaire we were here with you?”  
 
    Having both of them backing my play made me feel better. G-dick had sold us over and out a few times, so aiming our weapons at him was the only smart move. 
 
    “Well, I’ll answer the last question first,” G- stank said, acting like we weren’t prepped and ready to turn him into shits-kabob. “Since Alaire didn’t ask me, I saw no reason to tell him.” 
 
    “But ye will tell ‘im as soon as ye can see a way ta profit from it, won’t ya?” Tido asked. 
 
    G-warts gave Conan a smug look. “Even if I did, how would admitting that help me right now?” 
 
    I squinted to get a look at his aura. Had a small problem ‘cause godly auras ain’t the same as mortal auras. There’s a lot more goin’ on inside a godly aura, which makes it hard to tell when they’re being straight or just flat-out lyin’ to ya. G-trap wore a poker face or the astral conversion of it. 
 
    Even though I couldn’t see Nips’s aura from the corner of my eye, I noticed her licking her lips and that told me there was something on her mind. “What about my mom? Is she still okay?” 
 
    “Your mother is perfectly safe,” G-crank said in a way that actually sounded sincerious. “Polyhymnia and Thalia continue to maintain the security I established around her. No breaches at their last report and that was a day ago.” 
 
    I wanted to believe him. If Blondie try-tempted to screw with Lils’ mom, he’d be side-stepping whatever lines this slippery prick might claim to honor. Knowing his despicable past, I expecticipated him to lie. 
 
    “Whatcha doin’ so far from Tido’s place anyway, yo?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh, I only got to the Kingdom a couple of hours ago,” G-lump explained. “A special Minotaur, a daughter of Minos (although it was really Daedalus), and a particular girl with a bestselling diary—all three of them showed up at the cabin four days ago. Once I passed that development along to the Muse sisters, they saw no reason for me to stay and urged me to take my leave.” 
 
    “Was that because they still don’t trust you?”  Nips asked, looking worried. 
 
    G-troll shrugged. “My guess is because the new arrivals could better protect that homely sanctuary than I ever could. Asterion is certainly no slouch, Ariadne is her father’s daughter, and Ms. Frank? Well, she’s tough, isn’t she?” 
 
    I had to agree with him. Like Nips, I got a little worried about the Triple As after they blew out of NBB. But if G-taint were telling the truth—an’ there was no way of knowing that for sure—they were as seacured as they could possibly be. Besides, how would he know about them unless he ran into them? 
 
    “So ye just ‘appened ta be right there when the Kingdom got wrecked worse ‘n it’s been in millennia?” Tido asked. While he interrexamined G-hole, he pressed his blade a bit deeper in G-jerk’s neck to make sure he was paying proper intention. 
 
    “Actually, yes,” G-pit told him. “In fact, I was awaiting instructions from the Muse sisters when…” He pointed towards the window. “Well, you saw what happened.” 
 
    “No, we didn’t see it. What did happen?” Lils crossly-examined him. “What force could obliterate everybody and everything?” 
 
    G-stain’s eyes followed hers towards my window. Despiteful of the less than panoramical view, you could see plenty of souls and buildings caught in the grey-out. “Probably best to show you rather than tell. Besides, I doubt you’ll want to be here any longer than I do. That Seraphim squad will be back any minute.” 
 
    “Since when did Blondie start reprimandating angels?” I inquerrogated. 
 
    “Since he was made the new CEO of Afterlife Enterprises,” G-balls answered. Then he held up his pointer digitalis and added, “And before any of you ask for details, Polyhymnia knows more about that development than I do.” 
 
    Seeing all that ugliness outside and hearing Poly’s name were hard to swallow and I nearly choked on my spitoon. “She and Sally? Are they safe?” 
 
    G-worm shrugged. “Last time I heard from them, they were. But if you prefer to see for yourself…” 
 
    Conan liftitated the sword off his throat and gesticulated for him to turn around. When he did, Tido planted that blade of metal behind his back. “If ye lead us inta any kind o’ ambush, yer the first one Ah’m slicin’ in two.” 
 
    Somehow, G-grumbly had the gallstones to chuckle in the big guy’s face as he said, “Same old Tallis.” 
 
    Nips’s blade tapped his spine too. “If Tallis doesn’t get you, I will.” 
 
    G-roid grunted like he’d just found a shiny coin on the street. “Not the same old Lily,” he whispered in unconcealidated awe. “You know, you could have changed enough to actually stand a chance.” 
 
    A little, moving speck outside made my eyes reverberate to telenocular mode. When I spotted the speck flapping its wings, I said, “We gotta scramble our eggs and get out. Company’s coming.” 
 
    G-nads pointed back towards the door. “As Bill knows, the fire escape’s at the end of the hall. Hopefully, the landing won’t already be swarming with Lemures by now.” 
 
    Mantis took its cue and shapely shifted back into its bug mode, bouncing off my hand and squeezing out the front door crack like a tube of Crest. “Dammit, wait up!” I called after it, yanking the door all the way open to follow.   
 
    Despite my short legs and stiff pace, my little bug-bow didn’t stop gliding until it was right up against the window sill at the end of the hall. It started flying back and forth like it wanted me to hasten my pacin’. “You forgettin’ I can’t fly?” I called out to it, pumping my legs as fastenating as I could. I even increasified my speedos a few inches faster than before. 
 
    A big hand grabbed me from behind, and I yelped before getting perchified on a strong set of shoulders. When I felt the bushy hair on my baby-soft leg, and the earth-stink odorama reached my nostradamustrils, I knew it was Tido. I looked down at him with obvious irrigation. “Yo, I said I couldn’t fly, not walk.” 
 
    “No time ta be laggin’, stookie angel,” was the big lug’s reply as he grabbed the window and slid it open. Then, he snatched me again and dropped me on the fire escape. I barely had enough time to jump outta my man’s way before Conan came through next. Finally, Lils and her shapely rear appeared, pushing G-reek ahead of her with her blade. That sword of hers was humming, and it sounded hangry to me. 
 
    Thank godliness, nobody was waiting for us at the bottom of the fire escape. I could still hear the Lemurs what’d been chasing us scampering and hampering our sense of security. Soon as G-rhea was outside, Tido growled, “All right, which way’re the sisters, Welshman?” 
 
    “Downtown, at the Department of Acquisitions,” he said, pointing up the alley on the left. 
 
    That made perfectional sense, seeing as Poly and Sally were joint directoresses of those AE operations. I hop-skipped down the first metal step, saying, “I know just the way to get there quick.” 
 
    “Like ya knew jist the way ta git ta yer place?” Conan countered, his heavy footsteps stomping behind me like he intendicated to make me roadkill. 
 
    “Would you two save your petty arguments for a time when Alaire’s creeps are NOT chasing us?” Nips scalded us. “Where do we go when we hit the bottom, Bill?” 
 
    Her trust in me to get it right was more than enough to take the bitch-sting outta her calling me on the carpet stain with Tido. “Right betwixt them two dumpsters, Lils,” I told her, racing down another flight of stairs. “See ‘em on the left?”  
 
    “Sure,” she told me. “After that, then what?” 
 
    “After we’re outta the slums? I got no idea where to go. It was never part of my regular commutication, you know?” 
 
    By then, we were all finally off the stairs and our feet were cashlessly touching terra firma. But, seeing as this was the Kingdom, it had oughta be called aethera firma. G-dump said, “Have no fears about our route. I’ve memorized enough of the Lemure patrols to get us there safely.” 
 
    He musta been getting the stinkiest eyes from all of us because he adulated, “Distrust, like trust, is a two-way street. When it comes to Alaire, you already know how often I tend to reciprocate the former.” 
 
    Conan looked up at the sky. “Any way them Seraphim can spot us from this angle?” 
 
    “Not unless they found some way to X-ray see the buildings,” I told him, leading the group to the two dumpsters. “But the sooner we’re gone, the better.” 
 
    When we got closer to the dumpsters, I noticed they weren’t beaten and batteried with the force of the Hail Mary stones like damn near everything else. Then a whiff of something I recognosticated crept under my nose, and a light bulb went off in my noodle. “Hey, open up those bins.” 
 
    Tido pointed in the direction of the coming skitter-scatters. “Do ye nae still ‘ear ‘em, stookie angel?” 
 
    “Would you just trust me for once, Tido?” I asked while Mantis tried its best to lift up one of the lids. Poor little pet didn’t have enough power in its skinny legs and wings to budge it. Nips, (and may her presence be praised), just grabbed the lid and yanked it open! The stench that enveloped us was hoverwhelming. The source of the odoroma could be traced to a clump of black bags piled on top. 
 
    “How’s this shit s’posed to help us, Bill?” Lils asked, flapping her hand like a fan to keep the stink from getting inside her nostradamustrils. 
 
    G-dung’s eyes lit up and he grabbed a bag. “Aha, something to mask our trail. A brilliant suggestion!” 
 
    “Yeah, something like that, G-poo,” I said, keeping a close ear out for the Lemurs. “Take one of ‘em, everybody.” 
 
    “Pity the hailstones couldn’t obliterate the putrid smell,” Tido said, while grabbing the nearest bag. “Where’s it need ta go?” 
 
    “Nowhere yet,” I said, pointing past the dumpsters. “Just get ‘em in the alley first. And toss me one of those, would ya?” Conan nearly knocked me down when he hurly-burlyed the nearest bag at my head. Dear little Mantis tried to protect me, but I waved it off. “Keep watching those skies for trouble, sweet pet.” 
 
    After G-deuce, Tito and Nips hauled their loads into the alley, they dropped the bags where I said, right in front of the enchantrance. Then Mantis flew back to join us, and I pointed at the dumpsters. “Move ‘em to block the way we came. They’re on wheels so they should be easy to rock and roll.” 
 
    I overheard Conan muttering, “Un-bloody-believable,” but he grabbed them oversized cans and positionated them right where they needed to be. By then, Lils had already figured out the rest of the play and she plopped her bags on top of the bins. The smell seemed even worser than before. By the time we made a pile as high as Lils’s head, them Lemurs sounded real close. 
 
    “All right, let’s move!” Lils announcicated, keeping one eye on the sky while we ran, (or walked) down the alley. It reminded me of Edinburgh. I could barely detectify the flapping of wings, but the SaraLees were nowhere to be seen and not as close as the Lemurs. The scurrying, hurrying legs were getting more obvious. By the time we turned the corner, a defecating, full shriek-out came from those bug bullies that reviberated all the way down the alley. 
 
    Conan looked over his shoulder and asked me, “What the bloody hell was in them bags?” 
 
    “Griffin shit,” I told him. 
 
    “Say what?” Nips asked me, disbelieving my reply. 
 
    “Nah, it really is Griffin shit. Got no idea why, but something in their crapula really offensifies Lemurs and they can’t stomachache it.” 
 
    Lils looked at Conan with some surprise. “You didn’t know about this?” 
 
    “Nae many Griffins in the Dark Wood,” Conan explained with a shrug. 
 
    “’Tis a pity we can’t imbue all the streets with that delicate fragrance,” G-pus said. “It’d certainly make our lives easier.” 
 
    That was all anyone had to say until we got out of the slums. 
 
      
 
    ###
LILY 
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter how many I saw; the statues that used to be free souls never failed to nauseate me. The streets of downtown were as filled with them as the slums were. There were a couple of crashed vehicles, long since burnt out, and people were trapped inside. The only silver lining was that being turned into stone spared them from getting burned alive. I wondered whether their insides were just as stony as their outsides. Maybe the new rock exterior had actually protected them, provided their insides were still viable. 
 
    The worst part was sensing their souls inside the stone—souls that were screaming for help. It didn’t matter that I did my best to avoid staring into their eyes. My inner powers were reacting to them, the way a mouse reacts when it encounters a snake. I still wasn’t sure what had caused it or how I could undo it. 
 
    Tallis’s head seemed to be on a swivel, constantly looking around for any sign of Lemures, angels or anyone else approaching us. We paused at an intersection distinguished by a three-car pile-up, and Gwydion shook his head at my Scottish lover.  
 
    “I told you already,” the Welsh trickster said. “The Lemures are nowhere near—” 
 
    “Ah know wha’ ye said,” Tallis barked back. “Dinnae mean Ah gotta trust ye.” Using his free hand, he gestured to another dark alley past the traffic lights. We quickly went in that direction. 
 
    Our prisoner made a little noise as the shadows swallowed us. “Well, with Alaire in charge, I can’t disagree with your extra caution.” 
 
    “After seeing what happened to everybody here?” I asked, restraining a shudder. “Doing anything else would be suicide. Now level with us… can you tell us how this happened?” 
 
    “Regrettably, dear Lily,” Gwydion replied as the alley narrowed. “I do have an inkling.” 
 
    “Well? Are you gonna enlightning us or just give us a geezer-teaser?” Bill asked, his eyes busily tracking Mantis’s flight in the air. I had to agree with my guardian angel that we needed eyes in the sky. I only hoped his pet weapon could get back in time if we ran into another brawl. 
 
    Gwydion was urged to the front by Tallis’s sword. The former looked down both sides of the street as if he weren’t expecting anything more dangerous than traffic, which had long since stopped. “The city center is just up ahead,” he said, pointing across the street. “That should answer a lot of your questions.” 
 
    Tallis poked his head out to check the streets. Once he was sure it was safe, he waved us forward.  
 
    “One thing I don’t get,” I said, dividing my attention between Gwydion and the street. “Why would angels collaborate with a proven demonic asshole like Alaire?” 
 
    “It’s a conundrum major to me too, Lils,” Bill replied with a shrug. “Thing is, when a push comes to a shovel, angels usually complacate whoever’s in charge. Don’t matter if the new management is a ring o’ gangbang demons.” 
 
    I couldn’t quite buy that. “Then why are you still with us?” 
 
    Bill scoffed as we crossed the street and went under the arch. “Where else would I go? C’mon, Nips… We both know my comrades with wings barely consider me one o’ them anymore.” 
 
    “Then why don’t they go their own way, like you do?” 
 
    That was followed by a little laugh from Gwydion. “Maybe you’re not quite as informed about our Billy here as you thought you were.” 
 
    “Careful,” Tallis interjected, warning him with a scowl on his face. “Tis naught but one wha’ calls the stookie angel that name. An’ ye ain’t the one.” His Scottish brogue was stronger with each word he spat out. Hearing him defend me wasn’t unusual. But hearing him support Bill was entirely new. Bill even seemed genuinely touched by Tallis coming to his defense. 
 
    The Welsh trickster sighed and shook his head. “Well, to answer the original question, angels can choose another path, like Bill here. They simply don’t. Far easier to go along and get along… all for the greater good, of course.” 
 
    Flashbacks to my many dealings with the AE bureaucracy popped into my head. It was hard to find ‘greater good’ in the suffering I’d had to endure. And from what I’d seen others subjected to, it was even more difficult to fathom. 
 
    Beyond the arch was a side street that ended in a stone courtyard roughly the size of a castle. The stones were laid out in perfect symmetry, forming a circle that graced the buildings just beyond the courtyard. At the halfway point between us and the building stood a large fountain, and the top tier was dominated by an abstract, winged figure. I assumed a place this big should have been filled with stoned people like the rest of the city streets. But there were surprisingly few around. Several dotted the pristine landscape like stray flecks of paint on the side of a banged-up car fender. The whole area on the other side featured a number of large buildings that screamed ‘government’. Gigantic titles were written on the arches, in letters I didn’t recognize and couldn’t translate. 
 
    I turned to Tallis and Bill to ask, “Which one is Acquisitions?” 
 
    “The one on the far right,” Tallis said, pointing at the appropriate building while he prodded Gwydion forward. 
 
    I looked over at Bill for confirmation but he seemed distracted. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He pointed up at the statue in the center of the fountain. “That’s wrong; it wasn’t there before.” 
 
    “Is that the only thing you see wrong with this picture?” Gwydion asked, looking from one end of the plaza to the other. 
 
    I examined the stone tiles again and noticed a subtle change in color the closer they were to the building. The side we were on was dark grey while the other side of the fountain had blinding white tiles. 
 
    Still, my inner self wasn’t as resistant as before. In fact, I sensed something warm and comforting. Unadulterated love and radiance were coming from the fountain statue, and I remembered every story I’d ever heard about Universal love. That’s when I began to smell something burning in the air, something very familiar. I took deeper sniffs and realized the source was up ahead, but I still couldn’t remember where exactly I’d smelled it before. 
 
    The longer I sniffed it, the more out of focus my vision became. When I started to sway and fall over, Bill caught my hand and held me steady.  
 
    “Easy, Lils,” he muttered, “I’m un-seeing it too.” 
 
    “And what are we un-seeing exactly?” I asked when the scene around us shifted into a different view. The fountain changed its size and shape, morphing into a great metal cone. The layers between it were open wide enough for me to see the working of gears and machinery inside. At the very top of the cone was a round, metal shield with a severed head mounted on the front of it. The long, snaky tresses that were hanging limply from it were enough to identify which monster it was. 
 
    “So,” Tallis said with a grim nod. “Ah Gorgon it was, after all.”  
 
    Against my better judgment, I glanced at its blacked-out eyes. But nothing happened to me. The expression on the Gorgon’s face was drained. “Why doesn’t it turn us to stone too?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know,” Gwydion said. We kept walking closer towards the false fountain. “Nor what they did to Athena to remove it from her.” 
 
    The whole time, the burning smell didn’t abate for one second. It kept filling my nostrils the closer we got to the machine. “Anyone else smelling that?” 
 
    “Yeah, Nips,” Bill admitted. “Just trying to deducify who’d be ignoriting up a ciggy out here.” 
 
    I wanted to ask him how he knew that was it when I realized he was right. That’s also when I remembered where I’d smelled that particular kind of tobacco on this side of the afterlife. As if the thought itself were guiding me, I glimpsed a small stream of smoke wafting across my face, gradually coming down from the top. 
 
    Looking at the angel perched in front of the shield made me feel both proud and sad at the same time. Why wouldn’t Uriel, the Angel of Death himself, not be puffing away on a Camel in his attempt to stop a catastrophe like this? 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 FOUR
Tallis 
 
      
 
    I was relieved to finally descend the last flight of stairs inside the Department of Acquisitions.  
 
    While a hillman like meself can tolerate long hikes in general, I am not tireless. Fifty-storied buildings presented a challenge for anyone’s stamina. It did me heart good to see even the Welshman a bit winded from the ordeal. 
 
    We had no trouble once we stepped inside. From the lobby on, all we found were empty corridors and the whir of ever-vigilant ceiling cameras. I kept expecting to see someone at some point but the whole place was just as empty as Alaire’s conscience. I could only wonder what had happened to all who were normally here. Surely, all of them could not have been caught in the blast!? 
 
    A door at the middle of the hallway was the only chance we had to find out what was happening. Black letters on pebbled glass marked it: ‘Polyhymnia & Thalia, Directors’. A couple of shadows shifted on the other side of the glass, and I reached for me blade.  
 
    To me surprise, the stookie angel skittered forward first, that little bug of his buzzing close behind. “Hol’ up a minute!” I hissed at him in alarm. 
 
    “Bill!” Besom whispered as she pulled out her own blade. But the little fool paid neither of us any mind and continued toward the door. His metal bug hopped up on the knob to open it for him. I yanked me blade free and braced meself for the worst.  
 
    As soon as the door slid open, Bill dodged an arrow and barely avoided the missile that would’ve left a sizable dent in his head. After it thudded into the wall, I poked the Welshman’s back with me drawn steel before going towards the edge of the door. Besom stayed right behind me the whole way. We were nearly there when the stookie angel suddenly disappeared into a pair of dainty arms. He was subsequently pulled inside with the shout of “Billy!” The distinct sound of kisses that followed allowed me to relax a little, although I kept the point of me weapon in Gwydion’s ribs, just in case. 
 
    Then the doorway suddenly framed a fine specimen of a woman. Despite her mature years, she had green eyes that radiated fire and passion, fully capable of reducing any trouble into ash. But one look in Besom’s direction snuffed the flames out, quickly replacing them with tears.  
 
    “Lily?” the woman breathed with audible relief, opening her arms for an embrace. 
 
    I wasn’t quite ready to drop me guard yet. Just as I glanced at Besom to be sure this woman was whom I thought she was, Besom’s radiant smile could have shamed the sun. Lowering her sword, Besom ran up to her Aunt Annice for a fierce hug.  
 
    “Thank the Morrigan you’re still safe,” the woman muttered as she held Besom tightly. 
 
    “Ought to say the same for you, Annice,” Besom replied to her aunt as she slowly ended the embrace. “Why are you here? I thought you and Mehta—” 
 
    “Let’s just say that we had one more day of preparation when this catastrophe struck.” A mirthless snort came out of her nose. “The Wyrd does love its jests.” 
 
    That prompted Gwydion to smile. “So… think I’m trustworthy now?” 
 
    “Never without proof,” I said, stepping away from him to retrieve the arrow from the wall. The sound of metal being extricated from plaster caused Besom’s aunt to finally notice me. “And just why are you pointing a sword at Gwydion again?” she scolded me. 
 
    My reply was an expression I’d have given to a trusting child after asking why they shouldn’t stick their hand in the fire.  
 
    The Welshman just laughed. “Oh, it happens every time we meet. For some reason, Tallis never allows himself to trust me.” 
 
    “Not the most unwise course of action,” a female voice said from behind Annice. Then she walked around Annice and her niece. She was a powerfully strong woman, very lean with toned muscles that came from regularly using the bow she slung across her back. Once Mehta was in front of me, she held out her hand for the arrow, which I promptly gave back to her. 
 
    She gave the hole in the wall a critical eye. “How deep did it go, brother Tallis?” 
 
    I squinted. “Ah’d say ‘bout ten inches at a guess, sister. Deep enough t’ stop a man’s heart if his armor’s thin.” 
 
    “Could it penetrate a Lemure carapace?” 
 
    I scratched me beard in thought. “Nae sure if the plates are that thin. Ye’d be better off shootin’ between them or in their faces if ye intend ta put one down.” 
 
    Annice all but rolled her eyes. “Not even a minute passes and those two are already talking shop.” 
 
    Mehta gave her a mock-angry stare. “Would you rather I talk shop with you instead?” 
 
    “Only if I’m struggling with insomnia the next time I’m trying to sleep.” 
 
    That got Annice a stuck-out tongue and a laugh. 
 
    “As amusing as all this might be,” Gwydion said, “I’d really like to deliver my report to the directors now. I’ve other places I must soon appear.” 
 
    “Like where?” I asked with suspicion. 
 
    “Why don’t we ask them?” Besom suggested, gesturing towards the office door with her still-drawn blade. 
 
    A pair of grand desks occupied most of the space inside the office. The rest of it was dominated by filing cabinets and a couple of computer stations. Near them, the stookie angel was being cuddled like a teddy bear by a wee slip of a girl. Her business suit matched the trappings of the place: primly appointed in dark beige colors. The suit hugged her body like a coat of paint and her bright, angular features made me imagine she would have been more comfortable in a party dress. The incessant tears running down her face reminded me of many grieving widows after learning their husbands had survived a massacre. 
 
    “Oh, you had me so scared, Billy!” she exclaimed in a voice choked with tears. “All those people getting turned into stone and then you…” When words failed her, she went back to hugging Bill. The wee fella looked like he couldn’t get a breath in. His tiny pet bug tried to draw her attention away from him. 
 
    “Hey, it’s all right, Sal,” the stookie angel coughed out through their embrace. “I’m... here... now. God, couldja... let me breathe before... my ribs imploderate?” 
 
    She suddenly seemed to realize what he was saying and let him go. “Oh, sorry, so sorry! Poly’s always telling me I don’t know my own strength.” 
 
    “And no matter how often I say it, Thalia, you never remember,” a disapproving voice snapped from behind the large desk. The woman who rose from the seat behind it wore a matching business suit to her sister, but that’s where any other similarities ended. Polyhymnia’s suit hung on her like a soldier’s uniform, all crisp and stiff, with professional lines. Her hair was pulled back into a severe dark bun and horn-rimmed glasses hid her eyes. Despite how efficiently she downplayed her appearance, there was no denying the natural beauty that penetrated her gruff exterior. There’s no such thing as an ugly Muse. 
 
    It may have been a trick of the light, but I witnessed her icy manner thaw as soon as she drew closer to Bill. She put a gentle hand on his and sighed. “You were supposed to be more careful.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m an angel, babe,” Bill replied with a shrug. “Nothing they might throw my way can kill me, right?” 
 
    “There are worse things than death, stookie angel,” I reminded him. “Wha’s outside is proof enough o’ that.” 
 
    Poly pointed at me to show her approval. “Precisely, Tallis. I take it you have about as much success convincing this one of caution as I do with my sister about her strength?” 
 
    I grunted and looked at the Welshman. “Ah’d sooner convince this one ta be honest.” 
 
    I noticed her hand stayed on Bill’s head, and she stroked it like he were her favorite pet. She must have caught me watching because she pulled her hand away. “Well,” she said as she cleared her throat awkwardly, “Apollo be praised that all of you are safely here.” She looked at Besom with a critical eye. “Especially you, Lily.” 
 
    “I owe my life to everyone in this room,” me love said with a sweeping gesture. While it was a nice thought, I suspected it was the other way around. 
 
    Knowing I was waiting for his first false move, Gwydion strode up to Poly with a confident smile. “So… I did well, did I not?” 
 
    “In this instance, yes, you did,” Poly replied, the iciness in her voice returning. “However, don’t you have another pressing assignment to attend to?” 
 
    Another casual laugh bubbled up from his mouth. “Oh, anything for the cause. Have I got everything I need?” 
 
    Poly absently gestured towards the nearest filing cabinet. The Welshman opened it to find a fully-stuffed backpack inside, which he quickly fastened to his back. As he adjusted the straps, Poly added, “Need I remind you that time is of the essence?” 
 
    Gwydion threw her a casual salute before turning around to open the door. “Speed and discretion shall always be my goals.” With a deep bow, he walked out with a final call of “Wassail!” The door closed on its own before his distorted shadow faded outside. 
 
    “Now then,” Poly said, clasping her hands together. “I understand all of you have seen the machine that—” 
 
    I raised a finger to interrupt her. While she remained silent, I spread me Druid senses outward. Though me magical power was long diminished, the senses that were honed through it remained as sharp as ever. Once I was certain we were alone, I lowered me finger. “Beggin’ yer pardon, Poly,” I said. “But when it comes ta the Welshman, always best ta ensure he’s nae listenin’ at the keyhole.” 
 
    “Yeah, sis, why didn’t you think of that?” Sally chimed in as she moved the chairs in front of the desks, forming a circle in the center. 
 
    “Because we no longer have the time or luxury for distrust,” Poly replied impatiently while everyone sat down. “Did not the Medusa Engine convince you otherwise?” 
 
    “Is that what we’re callin’ that cone of Stonehenge tech?” Bill asked, plopping into the seat he chose. 
 
    “You gotta admit it fits for a name,” Besom said as she took her seat. “But how did her head do so much damage? Does the power of Medusa function like a bomb?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Sally said, plopping down next to her beloved Bill. “Since we don’t have the full specifics, our best guess is that the disguised tower of junk must have pushed all the stoniness out of Medusa and onto everyone else.” 
 
    Poly sighed as she sank into her own seat. “I should have been suspicious when the Research and Development Department insisted on creating that alleged ‘fountain’. Maybe if I’d stopped them then, the souls outside wouldn’t be petrified right now.” 
 
    “People weren’t the only ones that got that treatment,” Besom added. To Poly’s raised eyebrow, me love recounted the stones falling from the sky. Looking at Annice, who was sitting beside her, she had a face filled with regret. “Sorry we couldn’t keep the car intact.” 
 
    “Oh, never mind that,” her aunt said, giving her niece a sideways hug. “If I could have a vehicle or my family, there is no choice!” 
 
    Me Druid sister, Mehta sat on Annice’s other side, tapping her bow in thought. “And all of this just coincidentally happened one day after Alaire became the new CEO of Afterlife Enterprises.” 
 
    The very mention of me old rival’s name made me clench me jaw tightly. “The Welshman said ye had some details regardin’ how it ‘appened.” 
 
    “Nothing very remarkable, sadly,” Poly said. “Alaire simply appointed his agents into enough departments—” 
 
    “But not in ours!” Sally announced with a raised finger. “We kicked all of his people out the second they tried to slip in!” 
 
    “Indeed, Thalia,” Poly allowed with a small nod and a calming hand. “However, such efforts ultimately proved insufficient. That is how he managed to eliminate any potential resistance and also to ensure the continuity of operations at all levels of the afterlife.” 
 
    While I didn’t consider meself a stupid man, the prim Muse’s choice of words perplexed me. I looked at Besom for help. “She’s saying, nothing will change in the day-to-day operations despite Alaire’s current position of command,” she translated for me. 
 
    I growled deep in me throat. “Ye mean, aside from the statue gallery outside?” 
 
    In mortal terms, that would be called a massive layoff,” Poly said. 
 
    “Or massive evictions,” Sally added unhappily. “A lot of those souls had nothing to do with us. They just wanted to live their best afterlife, you know?” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem likely with Alaire in charge,” Besom said with a frown. 
 
    “Aye,” I said darkly. “If what that bastard did ta the Underground City taught me anythin’, it’s that nary any changes he makes will be an improvement.” 
 
    “Not often I agree with Tido here,” Bill said, stroking his pet bug in his lap. “But this is one of those times.” He swallowed hard as he pointed hateful eyes toward the door. “For what Blondie did to Uriel, he’s gonna pay.” 
 
    “That was actually Uriel’s choice, Bill,” Poly told him gently. “Even with our mystical defenses, he knew what the blast would do to everyone inside. We evacuated the building staff into the subbasement, but he took the brunt of the blast.” 
 
    “Camel still danglin’ from ‘is maw,” I said with admiration. 
 
    “Just wish we could have gotten your other sisters to safety, Poly,” Mehta said with regret. 
 
    The horn-rimmed glasses looked down at the floor. “As do we. But like the time lock on the subbasement entrance, some aspects of reality cannot be renegotiated.” 
 
    Mehta caught the look in Annice’s eyes. “That, by the way, is not an invitation for you to flagellate yourself yet again, lover.” 
 
    “If only I’d been a little faster in casting that charm,” Annice said. “I might have saved Uriel as well. 
 
    Besom gave her aunt a hug. “You did everything you could. And we both know that doing our best doesn’t always work out.”  
 
    Mehta gave her an appreciative smile while Annice looked up at the ceiling as she paused to breathe. “I suppose what’s done is done,” she admitted. “None of that makes it any easier to face.” 
 
    “But as you are so fond of reminding others,” Mehta asserted. “Face it we must.” That earned her an adoring smile from Besom’s aunt which did much to lighten up the dreary room. 
 
    “Still, I guess we got back at the worst possible time,” Besom lamented. 
 
    “Not even close,” Sally said with an unpleasant chuckle. “We’ve been digging through the system to see what other surprises Alaire might have in store for us.” 
 
    Poly nodded grimly at her sister. “That’s how we located another machine he’s building on the eastern end of the Kingdom. It’s designed to bring forth the Forsaken directly from Dis.” 
 
    That statement made me bolt from me seat. “Ye cannae be serious!” 
 
    “I’m always serious,” Poly said, placing a worried hand over her mouth. “Particularly when the situation is this dire.” 
 
    “Is it from the same scien-pissed that fired off Snake-Hair’s stoning process?” Bill asked. 
 
    “We think so,” Sally said, tapping her finger unhappily upon her lap. “All the necessary parts to make it are straight from R&D too.” 
 
    Besom looked troubled by their revelations, leaning forward in her chair and resting her chin on the hilt of her blade. “Despite everything Alaire’s ever done,” she said quietly, “I have trouble accepting the idea he’d allow something like the Forsaken to get in the front door.” 
 
    I furiously shook me head. “Aye, why in the name oove all tha’s unholy would he do somethin’ so foolish?” 
 
     “After his substantial loss to you in New Botany Bay?” Mehta asked. “Putting Master Hephaestus beyond his reach by all but ensuring the Department of Acquisitions would remain in charge? He may well have snapped.” 
 
    “That would fit with some of our research,” Poly concurred. “Apparently, Hephaestus smuggled something out that Alaire wants back very badly.” 
 
    Me head was aching. “Nae, this is the man who deposed me.” 
 
    Annice’s lover raised an eyebrow. “That man may no longer exist.” 
 
    “Look, we can speculate what happened forever,” Besom said. “But do we have any solid ideas on why Alaire would go so far?” It was a sensible question, but I had the feeling there was more to it than that. Alaire was the source of a lot of mixed feelings. 
 
    “Not at this time,” Poly admitted. “The ones who might have some sensible notions on that are…” She left the sentence hanging as she licked her lips and found her hands more interesting to stare at. 
 
    “C’mon, Poly,” Sally all but pleaded. “We know they’re still out there. Maybe we can find them.” 
 
    Poly looked up at Sally with eyes that seemed to be holding back tears. “What if we could? They most likely will stay out of our reach. I cannot even bear to say their names now.” 
 
    That lit a fire in Sally I didn’t expect from her. Sitting straight-backed in her chair, she recited, “Calliope, Clio, Euterpe, Melpomene, Terpsichore, Erato, Urania…” With each name, her voice rose higher until she finally said, “I can say their names proudly because I haven’t lost hope yet.” 
 
    “They’d be your sisters, then?” I asked, putting a gentle hand over Sally’s. The wee girl couldn’t do more than nod sadly.  
 
    Poly kept staring at the floor and said, “Who can one trust better than one’s family? Family that we abandoned to become petrified while we enjoyed the protection of an archangel.” 
 
    Bill put a hand over Poly’s while little Mantis puts its claws over both. “None of this was your fault-ability, Poly,” the stookie angel muttered. 
 
    “Of course it was,” the Muse replied with a tight voice. “I sent them out to spy on Alaire’s pawns. They trusted me to keep them safe. But I failed to anticipate that cursed Von Braun would fire off his machines…” 
 
    The name triggered a distant memory. “As in Doctor Werner Von Braun?” 
 
    “The very one,” Mehta said with unconcealed spite in her tone. “The only person who never deserved a release from the Malebolge, that’s him. Those V-2 rockets of his terrorized England and landed in the sands I once called my home.” 
 
    “Still have that arrow with his name on it?” Annice asked. Her lover replied by pulling out one of the missiles from her quiver and holding it out for all to see. The name, “Werner Von Braun” glowed in the dim light. 
 
    Mantis chose that moment to leap off Bill and buzz towards the door. After pulling down the knob, it slipped out the side and buzzed down the hallway. 
 
    “Where in the name o’ Macha is it goin’?” I asked. 
 
    “Wish I could say, Conan,” Bill replied. “Didn’t seem like trouble but...” 
 
    “Maybe it knows something we don’t,” Besom suggested. “Guess all we can do now is wait.” 
 
    “Well, meantime,” Bill said, rubbing the side of his head. “There’s something I don’t get. What’s a mad inventist like the Brawny Man got to do with stone death-rays and starting the Armageddon?” 
 
    “I think our sisters might have been close to figuring out the answer,” Poly said. “If only there were some way to know where they were so we could cure them.” 
 
    “Were they in any of the AE buildings when the blast hit?” Lily asked. 
 
    “They were, but not anymore,” Sally sighed. “Annice did a little scrying charm but...” 
 
    “All I found were outlines and scraped floors where they’d been earlier,” Annice finished. “And before you ask, no, I’m afraid that whatever these machines did also disrupted my ability to look for them any further.” 
 
    “If any marks were left behind, I can track them,” Mehta said confidently. 
 
    “As can Ah,” I asserted. “Mayhap Ah can get a peek at—” 
 
    “Out of the question,” Poly snapped, shaking her head. “With all the Seraphs and Lemures on patrol, you’d be taking too big a risk.” 
 
    That spawned a swell of anger inside me. “Yer jist gonna abandon them ta their fate, then?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I’ve been saying for over an hour,” Mehta chimed in. 
 
    “Did we say that?” Sally asked, standing beside her sister. “No! What we’re saying is: if they’re taking the trouble to cart our sisters off, Alaire probably has them under lock and key.” 
 
    “Which means we’re also being hunted,” Poly finished. “And tracking them would take too much time! Time we could be using to head off the Forsaken’s arrival.” 
 
    “Speakin’ o’ trackin’ folks, Poly,” Bill said, holding up his finger. Mantis, the wee bug, landed on his finger with the grace of a butterfly. “So whatcha got for us?” the stookie angel asked. The metal bug replied by landing on the floor and sketching something with its foot. Within moments, a right detailed map emerged before us. Mantis marked one spot with an X before jumping between the Muse sisters’ laps. 
 
    “So that’s where Poly and Sally’s sisters are?” Bill asked. The excited bug began jumping up and down on Bill’s head. “Okay, great, great, you can stop now!” Bill responded, pulling the wee metal one away from his head. 
 
    “Well, looks like Gwydion was telling the truth about them being held in the Research and Development Complex,” Sally said. 
 
    “Something I could have checked personally,” Mehta asserted. 
 
    “Do either of us look like we could trust that Welsh schemer as far as we could throw him?” Poly barked. 
 
    “Or that we don’t have people in Dis who need our help maybe even more than our sisters?” Sally added. 
 
    Besom stepped in between the two sides and raised her hands. “Seeing as many capable people as we have in this room, why can’t we take care of the Muses and the portal at the same time?” 
 
    “The concept of ‘safety in numbers’ is one argument I could raise,” Poly said. 
 
    “Unless ye got a spare army in yer pocket,” I interjected, “Ah’d say Besom’s idea is worth hearin’ out.” 
 
    “Ditto to what Conan said,” Bill added with a pointed finger, and the Muse sisters had to do a double take. I could hardly blame them since the stookie angel and I never agreed on anything. 
 
    “The way I see it,” Besom continued, “Tallis, Annice, Mehta and I can manage the portal. The rest of you can grab the sisters out of the complex.” 
 
    “Works for me, Lils,” Bill said. “I got a pair o’ eagle eyes that see trouble comin’ from miles off, an’ Mantis has the skills and firepower to keep us safe, an’ Poly an’ Sally here got the best an’ latest inside info on what’s up with that.” 
 
    “Here’s the rub, Billy,” Sally said, “we’re not exactly fighters. Last time we even got into a melee, we were trying to defend Apollo’s honor, and well…” Her cheeks flushed red with shame and embarrassment. “Daphne kind of wiped the floor with all of us.” 
 
    “Another reason we need to sneak around and not be seen,” Besom asserted. 
 
    Poly looked reluctant. “Well… there is a reason we were preparing those new cellphones prior to your arrival.” 
 
    She went over to her desk and pulled out four plastic bricks with display screens on top and working keyboards on the bottom. 
 
    “C’mon, no smartphones?” the stookie angel all but whined. 
 
    “Wouldn’t be smart to use tech that they could intercept easily, right, Billy?” Sally pointed out before handing him one of the phones. 
 
    Poly gave two of the others to me and Besom. “Uh, nae disrespect,” I said, “but Ah’m the wrong sort fer this damned gadget.” I gave it to Besom’s aunt, who took it in hand. 
 
    “Each of these units have a built-in Trismagistrus scrambler in the event we need to speak to each other,” Poly said. “Additionally, they all have maps of the Kingdom uploaded.” She then went over to the nearest computer in the middle and tapped a few keys. “We can only hope that the network is still working...” 
 
    “Ye sure ye won’t be tracked?” I asked nervously. 
 
    “While your concern is always appreciated, I used impeccable encryption on these. Just a moment…” For several long seconds, we heard naught but the clacking of keys echoing throughout the office. Then the phones all buzzed at once and Poly stepped away with satisfaction. 
 
    “The safest routes to get through this city are now uploaded onto your map applications,” she told us. “Follow them to reach your destination and you should stay safe.” 
 
    “And what verification do we have that this is actually a safe route?” Besom inquired. 
 
    “Because Gwydion verified it with us before his departure,” Poly answered. “Now if there are no more questions...” 
 
    For me own part, I had plenty more to ask. But none of me questions could be answered within these office walls. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 FIVE
Lily 
 
      
 
    After surviving the mean streets of Dis—and the even meaner streets of the Kingdom slums—I thought I’d be able to relax just a little since I more or less knew what to look for.  
 
    How wrong I was! I scanned the alley meticulously as Annice and I walked through it. My blade was at the ready and my hand was on the hilt. All I found, however, were statues that used to be souls, angels, and other people. I wondered about the Morrigan sisters. They’d helped us during one of our excursions up here and I truly hoped they were better off than Poly and Sally’s sisters. 
 
    Annice laid a hand on the flat of my blade. “Being tense doesn’t prepare you for danger, Lily, it only makes you slower to react when it finally arrives.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and willed my muscles to relax. I knew that. Tallis had drilled it into my head plenty of times. But Tallis wasn’t here now: he and Mehta were scouting ahead of us. 
 
    “And don’t worry about the Scotsman,” my aunt said, breaking into my thoughts. “Even if Mehta weren’t there to watch his back, a man like Tallis Black doesn’t manage to avoid Shade for centuries by being careless.” I guessed my surprise must have shown on my face because she laughed. “No, I didn’t read your mind, Lily. Your face is always an open book to me, especially when you’re anxious.” 
 
    “Although I’ve said it already,” I told her while resuming my vigilance in a more relaxed pose, “I am sorry about wrecking your car.” 
 
    “Machines can always be fixed,” my aunt declared with a dismissive wave. “Not so with lives. I must say a lot has changed in you since last we saw each other.” 
 
    I looked down at my body. “Well, I had that extreme make-under, courtesy of the Blade of Power…” 
 
    “Oh, darling, when will you look beyond the superficial?” she asked with exasperation. “I meant, a lot has changed regarding your bond with Tallis. The two of you seem much more… attuned now.” 
 
    I nodded, getting it. “I suppose you could chalk that up to our time in New Botany Bay. We had to pull off one hell of a double-cross to get things settled.” Then a thought occurred to me and I added, “Of course, some credit is owing to Gurdjieff, who helped me further develop my powers.” 
 
    Annice nodded. “Whatever else can be said of the man, he is indeed a capable teacher.” 
 
    “Well, learning from him was well worth my time,” I replied. “He even taught me a trick to fend off serious injuries.” 
 
    The look in my aunt’s eyes told me she saw more than I was letting on. “And yet, the heart remains vulnerable, no matter what armor encases it. Why are you still troubled?” 
 
    I dramatically cleared my throat before using my sword to gesture toward the nearest stone statues. The glower she gave me in return said she wasn’t buying it, and I thought of Mom. I had to look within myself, and I felt the power of the Herald thrumming inside me. It often manifested as an inner voice with intense vision and usually forced me to confront uncomfortable truths. But right then, it was more of a melancholy feeling, a lingering sadness that had been haunting me for a while. 
 
    I was grateful Annice didn’t rush me, she just kept watch with me as I tried to determine what was truly eating at me. My inner voice was silent so my thoughts turned to Tallis. That’s when I knew what was wrong. “What you said before about Tallis and me getting closer…” 
 
    “Yes?” my aunt replied with an encouraging note in her voice. 
 
    “I wonder if it’s happening too late for it to matter.” 
 
    The right corner of Annice’s mouth tugged downward. “I’m not certain I follow you.” 
 
    My frustration peaked inside me. Annice was only trying to understand my concern, but I felt like I barely understood it myself.  
 
    Gently, my inner voice finally said. Taking its advice, I released the frustration and tried to remember what had prompted this conversation. “Tallis is everything I ever wanted in a man… everything I ever dreamed of, you know? So… it’s…” My anger lurched forward, cutting me off, and forcing me to push it aside to finish my thought. “So, I think it’s a shame that it only happened after I died.” 
 
    “The fact that you did find him at all could be the most pertinent point,” Annice countered. 
 
    This time, my frustration refused to cooperate. “Yeah, great, but what happens after this business with Alaire is all over? If we do manage to survive—” I stopped short. “Is ‘survive’ even the right term for not getting thrown into Shade?” Annice’s answer was an elaborate shrug, and I said, “Well, anyway, even if we make it, what kind of future do we have together? It’s not like I can visit Mom, introduce him, plan the wedding and start a family.” I sighed. “It’s not like we can have a normal life.” 
 
    “So… you’re feeling cheated?” Annice assumed in a gentle voice. 
 
    “I feel like I’m the butt of some cruel cosmic joke,” I told her. “I get to save the Universe but I don’t get the life I always wanted when it’s over.” 
 
    She put a gentle hand on my shoulder. “You’re focusing on the wrong things, Lily. And I should know because I did precisely the same thing when I met Mehta.” 
 
    I gave her a quizzical look. “Wasn’t it different between you two than between Tallis and me?” 
 
    “Certain details aside, the human heart only has so many emotions,” Annice assured me. “I was alone for centuries, even before my earthly demise. And I was firmly convinced that being alone was my destiny—because of the enormous power I wielded. So, when I found Mehta in the Underground City, I was afraid.” 
 
    “You? Afraid?” I asked in amazement. 
 
    “Yes, I, who faced down the worst horrors of the afterlife, was intimidated by this strapping huntress who could see right through all the lies I’d promoted about myself. I even ran away from her at one point, if you can believe it. But she refused to give up on me… on us.” 
 
    “And now you’re together forever,” I concluded, giving her a wistful smile. 
 
    “It didn’t happen overnight, nor did it lack plenty of setbacks,” Annice acknowledged. “But in the end, Mehta finally made me see that I was more than my fears and insecurities. She made me understand that it was the connection that mattered, regardless of how it came to be.” She took my hands in hers. “Please learn from my experience, Lily. It took me centuries to make that kind of peace with myself. Just know in your heart that the true victory is: you and Tallis found each other. That’s a miracle all by itself. Hold it fast in the face of the darkness that awaits us.” 
 
    Her encouraging words washed over me, but my doubt continued to niggle the back of my mind. Was that sort of “victory” enough to overcome all the trials that awaited us? 
 
      
 
    ###
TALLIS 
 
      
 
    The click-clacking of the Lemure patrol went by us at the entrance to the alley. The disposal bins were broad enough to even hide me while Mehta dangled from a fire escape above the alley. She kept her bow drawn and aimed at the patrol until it moved out of sight. As silently and gracefully as a house cat, she dropped to the alley floor and looked around the corner. Then she made markings that swiftly disappeared into the brickwork. 
 
    “Yer certain Annice an’ Besom can find that?” I asked her in a low murmur. 
 
    She gave me a look as though I asked if she knew how to use her bow. “Have you no faith that I know what I’m doing, brother?” 
 
    “My apologies,” I told her, looking down the other side of the alley to be certain we were safe. “Jist anxious, Ah s’pose. Every time Besom is outta me sight, bad things tend ta happen.” 
 
    Mehta cocked an eye and looked truly annoyed. “Do you think so little of our respective beloveds? Or our own scouting skills?” 
 
    “Ye know I dinnae think little o’ either,” I answered while we made our way across the street. “But injuries have befallen Besom on more than one occasion. Nae sure me heart’s strong enough ta see it happenin’ agin.” 
 
    “I understand,” Mehta assured me. “It was hard for me to learn Annice was formerly the ‘guest’ of Alaire’s lackeys.” By then, we were finally across the alley, and her hard eyes stared at me own. “I imagine it was terrible for Lily to see you as Alaire’s personal prisoner.” 
 
    “Ah still wish she’d nae seen me that way,” I said, hanging me head. “Likely left deeper scars than them damned harpies could.” 
 
    “What was the first lesson of the Arch-Druid?” Mehta asked, her voice ready to reprimand me. 
 
    “Wishin’ a thing were so is nae enough,” I recited from memory. 
 
    “Then what point is there in lament? What’s done is done.” 
 
    The distant flap of wings shuttled us under the nearest shadows. At first, I was certain it was a Seraphim. But one glimpse of the lion’s head and body attached to the great wings said otherwise. I tensed up at the sight of the Griffin, saying a silent prayer to Macha that it wouldn’t see us. It gracefully flew on and we slowly came out of the shadows. 
 
    While Mehta once more marked the mouth of the alley with her marks that disappeared, I said, “Ah fear that whit’s done jeopardizes me love fer Besom, an’ I fear it cannae survive.” 
 
    “This isn’t about your captivity again, is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Only that which Ah put upon meself,” I told her. “All them long centuries, hidin’ in the Dark Wood, tendin’ the demon dogs an’ livin’ with me own ghosts… It leaves a mark on ye.” 
 
    Mehta’s face turned sympathetic as she nodded. “No less than the desert sands, brother Tallis. But will you allow that mark to define you now?” 
 
    “Ye speak as if Ah have a choice,” I grumbled. “Whit if the mark’s too deep ta keep whit Ah have with Lily alive?” She scoffed at me. “Ye know it could happen,” I insisted. “An’ that’s assumin’ both o’ us dinnae wind up in Shade first.” 
 
    “And what if you do?” me Druid sister replied. “Would that be any different than all those years, decades and centuries you spent alone?” 
 
    “Aye, o’ course it would!” I exclaimed, me anger breaking through at last. “Before, Ah didnae have her.” 
 
    Me last defense crumbled. There it stood, the bald truth! Openly revealed despite me effort to keep it at bay. I would never have given such a confidence to another person under normal circumstances. This woman now had the means to crush me heart entirely. I wondered if I’d made a grave mistake. 
 
    “Your pain is understandable but foolish,” she told me. “Whatever you’re feeling right now, we both know that Lily will never give up on what you have. Nor, I think, will you.” 
 
    I hung me head in defeat. “Aye… but Ah’d spend a millennia in the Dark Wood if Ah could spare her a single day in Shade.” 
 
    “As if Shade were the end of the story!” Mehta scoffed. “Even if your worst fears come to pass and you both wind up in Shade, it’s merely the closing of one chapter and the beginning of the next.” Pinning her eyes once more on mine, she added, “So here is my challenge: are you willing to face the worst of your fears? Or are you already convinced they are your inevitable doom?” 
 
    I grunted. “The Arch-Druid spoke on this topic once: ‘Fate is only certain when it has come ta pass.’” 
 
    “Hold fast to that,” Mehta told me with a clipped nod. “When things reach their worst—and we both know they will—you will find more than enough reason to keep fighting on.” 
 
    “Aye,” I agreed. I was grateful she left me to me own thoughts after that. Given the overwhelming forces that opposed us, I had me own doubts on whether me convictions were fierce enough to carry the day, never mind, me love. 
 
      
 
    ###
BILL 
 
      
 
    The Research and Development Complex was a big ass building. Mantis took a lot longer to get back to me than usual, so it had to be about three football fields across. Speaking of football fields, I flashed back to when Nips, Tido and me had to get out of the Underground City. Never thought I’d miss a place as awful as that compared to what the Kingdom had become, but here we were. 
 
    The football field metaphorical wasn’t just my bad poetry. I saw humongous, wide ass open spaces between the buildings, kinda like a college campus without the sexy coeds. Those Playboy hunny-bunnies were replaced by them damn Lemurs every which-a-way and the blasted Seraphs patrolling the skies. We clung to the darkest nooks just to keep outta sight. Now I knew why Poly and Sally had decided to dress in those, shall we call them, ‘less than stylish’ rags before we took off. We had better odds of surviving if we appeared to be nothing but trash. 
 
    Poly pulled out her phone for the umpteenth time and finally put it away. “How close, sis?” Sally whispered. 
 
    “According to the tracker, it should be the next building across the way,” Poly hissed back. 
 
    “You LoJacked your sisters?” I asked in edible disbelief. 
 
    “A precaution,” she explained. “When Apollo went away, we had nothing to rely on but ourselves.” 
 
    “And after some arguing,” Sally went on, “we finally got Cally and the others to agree to use some limited trackers, just in case.” Her shiny smile dulled a bit before she finished, “Just in case of a day like today.” 
 
    Poly gave her sister a squeeze that made me envy-lust. “Good thing we did, am I right?” 
 
    I let them have their moment and listened to the ground while I looked up in the skies for any uninvited speculators. If the map Poly gave us was right on the money, the Lemurs shouldn’t be tooling back around for a good five menudos. I swept the skies with my eagle eyes but them Griffins were all looking elsewhere, and my telenoculars Ex-laxed when Mantis landed on my head. 
 
    “Yo, since when did my head become your favorite roost?” I grumbled at my devotiated bug-bow. It started buzzing, and I thought it was laughing at me. 
 
    “Are we safe?” Poly asked, staring into the beady eyes of the mechanical bug. It flapped its wings at her, and she smiled. “Well, no time like the present!” Saying that, she slipped around the shadows to reach the building. 
 
    “C’mon, Billy,” Sally whispered before taking my hand and tugging me along. I felt a few jabs in my scalpicles before I saw Mantis buzzing after Poly. 
 
    Turns out we had no trouble getting inside. Seven little statues were waiting outside the door in various poses of surprise. I didn’t know them by sight, so I took some quick peeks at their auras, which told me everything I needed to know.  
 
    What the hell were they doing out here? I wonderlanded. I supposed that anybody with the gift of second sight could deduct who they were. But there wasn’t any protection that I could see, not even so much as a chain link fence around them. 
 
    In crisicles like this, I always predictified that Sally would be the first to break even. So, I was a little taken abackseat when Poly inhaled a deep breath and needed to lean on the wall behind her to stand up.  
 
    “Oh, dear sisters…” she moaned. Damn! Her eyes filled up to the brim with water. “What did that bastard do to you?” 
 
    Even my jaded heart had strings and they were being tugged hard. “Nothing we can’t undo, Poly,” I told her, taking her hand. “At least we know they’re okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” Poly snapped, giving me a glare-stare that’d turn Medusa to porridge. “In what universe is the sight before us—” 
 
    “They’re not dead, sis,” Sally interjaculated, putting a gentle hand on her arm. “Surely there must be something to reanimate them and remove their petrification.” 
 
    I wisefully kept my mouth shut and pointed at Sally. She turned out to be the level-bedded one in this particular sitch. 
 
    Poly took a deep breath as she nodded. “You are both right, of course. Forgive my lapse of ill temper.” 
 
    “Hey, they’re your sisters,” I answered. “That gives you a pass for criss-crossfiring at us.” 
 
    The doors behind the frozenated Muses opened, and we all shut up at once and hugged the wall. Even Mantis had the good sense to dive-bomb back into the shadows and land on my feet. I nearly stuffed my fist in my mouth to keep from yelling when its sharply-clawed feet jabbed me. I almost wished it landed on my head again. 
 
    The pair of mooks that emerged from the doors was a surprise to all. One of them looked like a Roman legionnaire, dressed in full Armor-all, right down to his horse-hair Mohawk. His arms bulged with manscles and he looked like he’d been living at the gym for a couple of thousand years or so. The other guy wore a newer uniform, probably from the First World War. Dinner plate helmet and a wool suit that looked like he’d been trapped in a trench for a week, with a rifle slung over his shoulder. The only other weirdo thing I noticed was both of them were carrying a metal bucket in one hand and spikes in the other. 
 
    The doughboy looked at the nearest Muse with some fear and loathing. The Roman boy just shook his head before driving one of the spikes into the Muse he was closest to. The doughboy jumped.  
 
    “Crikey, man, ya gotta be so brutal?” he asked in a Cockney accent. 
 
    “You heard what the doctor said on the subject,” the Roman replied sarcastically, putting the bucket under the spike. “They feel nothing anymore. So, draining them is not cruel or unusual punishment to inflict upon them.” 
 
    Yeah? That doc is full of shit, I thought.  
 
    A quick look at Cally’s aura showed how much that spike hurt her. Losing her life’s blood couldn’t be any picnic either. Then the doughboy drove his own spike into another statue.  
 
    “Why don’t we just wait until we’ve got these birds over to the big guy before doing this?” he asked, missing a few drops of blood before catching the rest with the bucket. 
 
    That made the Roman shuck off his Mohawk helmet and he rubbed his Burma-shaved head. “I am beginning to understand how you managed to die so quickly in battle.” 
 
    “Ah, sod off, Lucius. You’re the practical one! Always asking why we can’t do this there instead of doing it over here. Seems like a waste.” 
 
    Lucius looked down at the bucket and yanked out the spike. I used my telenoculars to look at the hole it left, and sighed with glee when I saw it refilling. One of the perks of immortality prevents any physical damage from lasting very long. 
 
    “Orders are orders, friend Charles,” Lucius told him. “Neither of us are in any position to question the orders we receive.” 
 
    The pitter-patter of numeral legs were edible and I knew the Lemurs were back. Lucius turned and nodded and they halted in front of them. “These worthies are now ready for transport,” he said after giving a one-handed salute to his gang of gofers. 
 
    The Lemurs chittered a little bit before lifting Poly and Sally’s sisters over their heads. At least some of them did. The rest surrounded the carriers and covered them from all sides. They started carrying the Muses off in one direction while our two soldier boys hauled the buckets the other way. 
 
    The Lemurs were making enough noise to allow us to chat.  
 
    “We need to know the ultimate destinations of both of these groups,” Poly said. 
 
    “Guess we’ll hafta do the splits ta find out,” I said. 
 
    Poly nodded. “Come what may, I must pursue our sisters.” 
 
    I looked down at my feet. “Mantis, little buddy, can you cover Poly?” 
 
    My trusty, little bug buddy jumped up and down to say yes, meawhiles Poly looked at me in horror and fearsomeness. “I could never ask you to—” 
 
    “No time for arguing, sis,” Sally said. “Billy and I will follow the troopers. If there’s any trouble on either end, we’ll text you.” 
 
    Damn! Poly looked like she was ready to cry all over again. When she touched my arm, a pure blast of love hit me so hard, it almost hurt. My throat was all chicken-choked when I said, “You two stay safe, okay?” 
 
    Poly didn’t answer, but nodded and took off after the Lemurs. Mantis skittered behind her on the ground, never further than a few paces. With one more sweep of the sky from my spectacular eyes, me and Sally followed the soldier boys. 
 
    After that, we were just slip-sliding into the shadows, down the streets and between doorways. Poly’s map helped us dodge the other Lemurs and those two mismatched soldiers were talking too loud to notice us. Pretty soon, we were heading out of the Complex, and I wondered if we should have car-jacked one of the vehicles next to us. 
 
    But when we turned the next corner, Sally whispered, “Looks like they’re slowing down.” 
 
    “Might be getting close to the bank where they’re hauling your sister’s blood,” I whispered back. I looked up at Sally and said, “You’re much calmer than Poly was about this whole debarnacle.” 
 
    “I know,” Sally said with a shrug. “She’s always worried about something happening she never considered. But when she runs into something horrible she never thought of—” 
 
    “Yeah, she gets pretty shook up. So why don’t you?” 
 
    Sally looked down at me with a smile. “Mostly because you’re here, Billy. Doesn’t matter how crazy the situation gets, as long as you’re here with me, I always feel better.” 
 
    “Even though I’m no good at my job?” 
 
    “What? You’re great at your job!” Sally argued as our marching morons stopped in front of a gate. “Lily wouldn’t still be around without you—” A buzz in her pocket made her pull out her phone. She frowned when she looked at the screen. “They were taken to the northern part of the Complex,” she said. “It’s a lot more fortified than the yard we saw them in.” 
 
    “So why were they in the other spot at all?” I asked while Doughboy knocked on the gate. 
 
    “Maybe that’s where they do basic chemical analysis,” Sally answered. “Must have gotten something from our blood that—” 
 
    “Is everyone asleep in there? We need an answer to our summons!” Lucius bellowed out with a cupped hand. 
 
    “What he said!” Doughboy hollered right afterwards. 
 
    The gate swung open and a pack of white-coated scientists greeted him. “You bring the required substance, ja?” the one in command said with a German accent. 
 
    Doughboy practically put his bucket in the white coat’s face. “Nah, Jerry, we took a piss in the bucket to see if that’d work.” 
 
    That punchline resulted in a jab from Lucius. “Forgive my comrade’s quarrelsome nature. He’s unaccustomed to such heavy lifting, unlike me.” 
 
    German White Coat looked down his nose at him before waving both of them inside. When they entered, the gate closed and the clouds around the complex parted for just a split second. I managed to make out a skyscraper but the shape was all weird. I squinted and tried to see what we were looking at. 
 
    That’s when I spotted another Mohawk at the top, but this one seemed to be made of pure metallica. The shape was also a little different than the goon dragging the bucket, so I looked closer at the helmet it was attached to. My stomach drop-kicked my feet when I realized what I was looking at. 
 
    “What do you see, Billy?” Sally asked. She was staring at me oddiciously so I guessed I was becoming as pale as I felt. 
 
    “Quiz time, Sal,” I replied. “Who do you know that is roughly the size of the Chrysler Building, made totally out of bronze, and needs a special kind of fluid poured into his heel to function?” 
 
    Sally looked up just before the mists settled back over the big guy and she breathed out her answer in horror. 
 
    “Oh! Zeus protect us! They’ve snagged Talos!” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 SIX
Lily 
 
      
 
    The one thing I’ve learned about the afterlife is this: nobody knows how to be subtle.  
 
    That conclusion was only reinforced by the extreme measures we saw. The building looked like it came straight out of the 1920s, clean lines with formidable statues on the corners. The peak was topped with a sharp point and an observation deck lay below it like a crown. There were plenty of winged creatures circling the skies to spot the first sign of trouble on the ground level. Speaking of the ground, a whole swarm of Lemures patrolled all the streets, eager to wipe out anything less than an invading army.  
 
    Hiding in the alley where we were watching this, I whispered, “Never imagined there were that many angels around.” 
 
    “There aren’t,” Annice replied just as softly, her calm eyes taking everything in. “While I don’t doubt more than a few of them are above us, there must be some other sort of creature keeping watch as well.” 
 
    On the roof, I caught a faint glint of light that could only have come from an angelic source. “I think there are Seraphim archers on the rooftops too.” 
 
    “Dead certain the same be watchin’ the top oove our destination as well,” Tallis whispered, his eyes riveted on the ground troops. “But none o’ them worry me as much as those damned Lemures.” 
 
    I couldn’t blame him there. Ever since our first harrowing encounter with them in the Underground City, we knew they were a uniquely tough foe to fight. I had no desire to tangle with them. “Isn’t there a way you could make us, I don’t know, temporarily invisible to them so we could slip inside?” 
 
    Tallis snorted through his nose, but gave me a sad smile. “Nae, Besom, they could sniff us oot easily. Remember that these bastards are creatures o’ the Void. Got extra senses tha’d shame a blood’ound, they would.” 
 
    I cast my anxious eyes on the bug legion marching a couple streets over. “So how come they haven’t already spotted us?”  
 
    “Ach, they can only sense trouble when ‘tis up close,” Tallis answered. “Any threat in the Void would have to be within their range o’ perception.” 
 
    “Anything attacking from a distance should be just as much of a problem,” Annice noted. I watched my aunt’s eyes dancing from rooftop to rooftop, and suspected she was counting the glints I also noticed.  
 
    Tallis shrugged his broad shoulders. “Distance dinnae mean mooch in a place o’ nothingness anyway.” 
 
    Annice nodded, but anxiously lowered her gaze. There was one missing member of our crew. “I do wish you had accompanied Mehta for the reconnaissance around the building, Tallis.” 
 
    “Bein’ alone was the right call fer her an’ we both know it,” my beloved Scotsman replied gently. “One is always the better number when it coomes ta stayin’ outta sight.” 
 
    “Even so,” Annice said with clear uneasiness, “I don’t think I can relax until she’s back in my sight again.” 
 
    And back in your arms, I thought.  
 
    We’d already witnessed the forcible separation of my aunt and her lover. I knew it was still hard for them to be apart for any amount of time, be they minutes or years. While Annice would never admit it, I guessed she was weighing the odds of losing Mehta yet again. 
 
    I put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “She’ll make it, Annice,” I murmured reassuringly. “It’s not like she hasn’t dealt with this kind of asshole before.” 
 
    Annice gave me a grateful smile and put her own hand over mine. My heart swelled nearly as big as it did in Tallis’s embrace. A lot of things in my afterlife filled me with regret. One of the biggest was never knowing about my aunt’s existence until I’d died. 
 
    The tender moment was interrupted by a buzz in my pocket. Pulling out my cellphone, I read the one-word message Mehta texted: “Coming.” 
 
    “She’s on her way back,” I announced happily to the others, showing them the text. “Hopefully, she’ll bring some good news.” 
 
    “Aye,” Tallis concurred. “The best sorta news.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Mehta slipped around the corner like a walking shadow. Even her longbow couldn’t make her stand out from the darkness. But Annice was waiting for her and wasted no time hugging her close. Both women stayed that way for a while, Annice rocking her love back and forth while whispering in her ear. Mehta patted my aunt on the back, reassuring her softly. It was such an intimate moment, I almost felt guilty for watching it. Tallis took my hand in his big one and gave me a smile. I leaned into him and he wrapped his broad arm around my shoulders and squeezed me.  
 
    When Annice and Mehta finally parted from each other, the desert huntress’s eyes settled on me. “Wish I had better news for you.” 
 
    I winced. “That bad?” 
 
    “Bad enough,” Mehta concurred. “Three ranks of Lemures surround the entire block, standing between the building and anything outside of it.”  
 
    “Seraphim bowmen on high?” Tallis asked.  
 
    Mehta nodded. “Covering all the entrances. All the fliers are covering the bowmen themselves.” 
 
    Tallis let out a string of Gaelic curses, which needed no translation.  
 
    “My sentiments exactly, brother,” Mehta replied with a chuckle. 
 
    “Do we know what kind of creatures are patrolling the skies?” I asked, hoping one or more of them wouldn’t swoop down and give our position away. 
 
    Mehta considered my question. “Well, definitely some Seraphim. But the droppings I spotted on the street indicate we’ve got Harpies as well.” 
 
    And just like that, my aspiration to get us inside sprang anew. Mehta’s news wasn’t entirely discouraging and Tallis asked, “Nae Griffins, then?” 
 
    “They prey on Lemures in the wild,” my aunt explained. “If there were only a few of the Void beasts, a Griffin flock might leave them alone, but…” 
 
    “This many in one place must be a very inviting feast for them,” Mehta concurred. Then her eyes shifted over to me, probably because I was the only one still looking up at the sky. “All right, what’s changed?” 
 
    “Everything, I hope,” I said, tapping into my inner power. I started glowing blue in response but my range of efficacy didn’t feel like it extended beyond the alley I was in. I needed much more. I drew forth my Blade of Power. My sword began as a special gift from Tallis before it was reforged as a divine weapon. That coincidentally dovetailed with the discovery of my identity as a legendary ‘Herald’. I was still pretty fuzzy on what exactly I was supposed to herald. But none of this mattered as much as making mental contact with the nearest Harpy.  
 
    As my mind reached out telepathically, memories of my previous encounters with them flashed in random sequence. Getting my arm wound, fighting to the finish with the queen bitch of the flock, using them to escape from Alaire’s fortress in the Underground City… the list went on. We had quite a history together. Now I could only wonder whether that history meant anything to the Harpies that were currently on duty. 
 
    “Lily?” Annice asked with a look of concern and puzzlement. Tallis quietly shushed her, waving his hand to give me more space while looking to see if any Lemures noticed my glow. 
 
    Like an avalanche, the raw, primal force of the Harpy’s mind nearly knocked me over. Most of it revolved around hunger, the rest seemed to be about safety. The cruel memory of suffering in my own postmortem excursions made me sympathize and I couldn’t knock those priorities.  
 
    Pushing through its mental whirlwind, I planted a desire for it to find us. I felt a flash of recognition as well as obedience. Then our contact was broken, and the severing of the link made me stagger and fall into Tallis’s waiting arms. I softly panted from the effort, feeling my energy and power returning to me anew. 
 
    Mehta raised her bow in alarm. “Something’s coming down from the sky.” 
 
    I smiled when I saw the lone dot heading our direction. “She’s been summoned to,” I answered, patting the air to tacitly ask Mehta to lower her weapon. Though she gave me a skeptical look, she pointed the drawn bow towards the ground and waited. 
 
    Before long, the filthy bird-woman came into view. This time, I didn’t mind its ugly face or general lack of cleanliness. They were prettier when they were useful. The Harpy came to a soft landing in front of us before greeting us with a screech. It echoed through the alley so loudly that we all expected the Lemures to swarm us. But when none appeared, we relaxed. Probably not the first time they’d heard the random squawk of a Harpy.  
 
    I nodded my thanks to Tallis, who helped me back to my feet. Then I walked up to the monstrous bird-woman, trying hard to ignore the general stench coming from her skin and feathers. She screeched again with a lower volume before bowing down to me, her wingspan stretching to their max. 
 
    “So, you’ve become their queen,” Annice said with an impressed tone. 
 
    “I guess so,” I replied. “All I know is they’ve been obeying my commands for a while now.” 
 
    “An’ they’ll do no harm ta the rest o’ us?” Tallis asked warily, his hand on his blade. 
 
    By contrast, Mehta completely put away the arrow she had at the ready in her bow. “If this one intended to, now would be the time. Harpies are fairly direct creatures when it comes to expressing their desires.” 
 
    Annice tentatively put a hand out to the bird-woman. The Harpy took a second to sniff it before licking it like a lollipop. My aunt smiled her approval and said, “I do believe we’ve just found our way to the roof.” 
 
    Tallis looked over the beast with a critical eye. “Nae all o’ us can ride in one go.” 
 
    Mehta gave a knowing chuckle. “And the repetition of going back and forth might catch the Seraphim’s attention.” 
 
    Tallis nodded. “Or the Lemures’.” 
 
    I looked between them in confusion. “I thought you said they only saw things up close.” 
 
    “Clearly up close, Besom,” Tallis clarified. “But them damn bugs are good at one thing primarily an’ that’s spottin’ patterns. A lone harpy could be enough ta git their attention.” 
 
    Annice shrugged as she calmly stroked the Harpy’s dirty, matted feathers. “Then the obvious solution is to summon the whole flock to solve both our passage and our cover.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that break the normal pattern too?” I asked with concern. 
 
    “Nae, nae, yer aunt’s got the right o’ it,” Tallis answered, shaking his woolly head for emphasis. “If one smells oot a choice bit o’ meat, the rest will arrive ta scavenge whate’er they can.” 
 
    I was inspired by his words, and I used my hand to pet the other side of the Harpy’s head. She nuzzled my palm, so I reached out to her mind. I didn’t know if mental links with inhuman creatures were possible, but she was half-human and I hoped that would be enough to make her understand the commands I wanted her to obey. I was rewarded when she threw her head back before emitting three sharp squawks. More flying dots appeared in the skies then and began approaching us. Tallis’s reassuring words aside, I kept my eyes on the Lemures until all the bird-women were gathered around us. Thankfully, the dozen or more Harpies created such a thick clump of feathers and bodies that they completely shielded us from the Lemures’ view.  
 
    “Now comes the tricky part,” I said while lifting my sword. Although they were much closer than before, spanning my mind inside the entire flock’s brains required a boost. The concepts were simple enough: fly all of us to the top of the building; and do not drop any of us along the way. Still, it took a little longer than I expected but they all got it. 
 
    Tallis looked at me expectantly. With a confidence I failed to feel, I gave him a firm nod and he promptly straddled the nearest Harpy. I did likewise and Annice and Mehta weren’t too far behind. Once we were all mounted and ready, my Harpy released another sharp squawk. The rest of the flock echoed and the birds collectively flapped their wings and began our flight upward. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    The flock took off again, leaving us on the observation deck all alone. The nearest Seraphim archer lay on the ground, a victim of the arrow that Mehta later plucked from his back. He wouldn’t stay down permanently but hopefully, just long enough for us to get in and out.  
 
    On the way up, Tallis chanted an invisibility charm that wouldn’t have worked on the Lemures. I could barely make out the outlines of everyone else as we made slow progress towards the door. 
 
    “You sure the Seraphim won’t see us?” I whispered while looking over the keypad next to the door. 
 
    “Ach, they might have sharp eyes,” he whispered back. “Boot if they intended ta cut us down, they’d have done it soon as the flock moved on.” 
 
    “Besides, they’re more concerned with the activity on the street rather than anything at their level,” Annice added. 
 
    I nodded as I pulled out my phone. I was about to activate the screen when a hand suddenly landed on top of it. “Best put your body between the device and our lookouts,” Annice advised. “I can say with extreme certainty they will spot the glow.” 
 
    Even though my face was as concealed as the rest of me, I still frowned. “I can’t tap in Poly’s door code with my back facing the keypad.” 
 
    “Let me worry about that part,” Annice said, her hazy hand going from my phone to pat my shoulder. “Assuming a certain someone will be watching the rooftops in the meantime…” 
 
    The distinctive strain of a bowstring answered that statement, which made me relax. I turned around and said, “Ready when you are.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to see Annice in front of the pad while a bigger figure leaned against the opposite side of the door. I could see Tallis’s blade as clearly as I could the screen but it was obscured by the door and didn’t pose a problem.  
 
    “Go ahead, dear,” my aunt called out. 
 
    I slowly read back the six-digit code that the sisters provided and smiled when I heard a satisfying click before the door swung open. Tallis stopped it halfway.  
 
    “Best ta make sure them angel marksmen dinnae see any trace, aye?” 
 
    “Well spoken, brother,” Mehta said, her arrow still aimed at the nearest roof. “I’ll cover until everyone’s inside.” 
 
    Being the closest to the door, Annice entered first. I followed her next and Tallis’s heavy steps signaled him behind me. I didn’t relax until the door shut fast again and we found ourselves in a typical office corridor. The beige walls and dull grey marble floor weren’t uncommon. The only thing that looked out of place for the generic government setting was a tiny plastic ball positioned in the T intersection at the end. I spotted a bright red dot inside it, moving from the left before slowly swinging towards the right. 
 
    “Best nae hang aboot,” Tallis whispered. “This charm will nae last too long.” 
 
    “Just hope that camera didn’t catch us on the first pass,” I said just as quietly while we crept up the hall. 
 
    “I’m much more concerned about whether anyone noticed that door opening without anyone apparently entering,” Mehta said as we stepped under the camera. From this angle, I could see which way the camera was pointing, thanks to the red dot. As it began to inch back to the left hallway, we made a break for the right. A few nondescript wooden doors dotted the left and right but swift checks of their handles revealed they were locked. All of them had keyholes but none of us had the keys nor the ability to pick the locks. 
 
    The corridor turned left and another spying camera was keeping watch. This one turned from our direction to the hallway ahead of us. Just to the right was a doorway marked ‘Stairs’. We wasted no time padding to the stairs and I almost sighed with relief when I found the door unlocked. By the time the camera came back around again, we’d already closed the door behind us. 
 
    After taking a second to confirm there were no more cameras, I pulled up the building schematics on my phone. “Okay, according to Poly,” I said, my low voice echoing much louder than I would have liked off the beige walls around us. “The lab assigned to Von Braun is about three floors down from here… specifically in Room 684.” 
 
    Tallis snorted as he leaned over the yellow railing to check the grey stairs below us. “Surprised ‘tis nae 666! Alaire does loove ta jest.” 
 
    “Did either Muse sister refer to any security we may run into?” Annice asked. 
 
    “I wish they had,” I admitted. “Sounds like something we’ll have to discover on our own.” 
 
    Mehta drew in a sharp breath. “I’m starting to see you all much better.” 
 
    I looked down at my own hands and realized the outline was becoming more distinct. “We’d better get down there before the charm completely expires.” 
 
    We went down the stairwell single file, Mehta leading with her drawn bow while Tallis brought up the rear with his sword. In case we wound up in a fight, I pulled the Blade of Power out, and the slight hum it made reassured me. Ever since it was reforged into the awesome weapon it now was, it felt more like an extension of myself. In many ways, it also helped me unearth the deepest, most powerful parts of my soul. While it still held plenty of mystery, it never once failed me or led me to do the wrong thing. I expected I’d need more of its guidance before this was over. 
 
    The humming briefly got a little louder as we approached the door to our floor. I suddenly pushed away from it and pinned myself to the wall beside it. Mehta took the hint and knelt down in front of the door, her drawn bow aimed at the window. Annice was right behind me while Tallis took the opposite side of the door with his own drawn blade. 
 
    A pair of footsteps got closer and closer until I could make out some muffled voices. They didn’t stop until they were right on top of the door. 
 
    “Ah, that’s just bollocks, man!” a heavy-accented Englishman said. “If that fool thinks he can order us about—” 
 
    “As long as Streethorn has the leave of our superiors, he very much can,” a calmer voice replied with an accent I couldn’t place. 
 
    My ears perked up at the name they mentioned. If Streethorn were here, there was a good chance he was mixed up in Alaire’s little corporate games and had been from the beginning. It’d explain why he fed people like me to the meat-grinder known to most as the Underground City. 
 
    Once the words became indistinguishable again, I grabbed my phone with my free hand to check it out. “Room 684 is in the same direction that those two just came from,” I whispered. “Any cameras?” 
 
    Tallis took a peek out the window. “None on this end.” 
 
    Annice slipped around me to look out the other side of the window. “Or this one.” 
 
    Mehta rose from her crouched position, holstered her bow and opened the door in one fluid motion. She poked her head in the crack and hissed for us to follow her. Tallis took the lead this time with me right behind and my Blade of Power. I could feel Mehta’s knuckles and bow on my shoulder, the arrow tip glistening from the corner of my eye. 
 
    I could nearly see everyone by the time we reached Room 684. The door was made of impenetrable, heavy metal and a keypad similar to the one on the roof was beside it. It also had the same kind of mesh window that allowed us to look in. Standing at the table was a heavyset man with a receding hairline. He was wearing clothes from the nineteenth century and working on a contraption at the table. A spark sprang off the right side, making him pull back in despair. 
 
    I could hear a set of purposeful footsteps coming around the corner ahead of us. Worse yet, our invisibility charm was almost completely spent. On a hunch, I quickly tapped in the same code we’d used on the roof. The door sprang open, and I was glad for friends in high places. The heavyset man was still too busy looking at his screw-up to notice us when we slipped in. 
 
    “Does cursing your own failure do anything to solve it?” a bored voice asked from the corner. Once again, I heard an accent but this one sounded faintly German. 
 
    “I can only fail if I give up at this juncture,” the man at the table declared as the rest of us slipped into the shadowy corner. That was also the moment that our invisibility spell expired. I started sweating, now in a deep panic. 
 
    “While that may be true,” the German man said, “I am still waiting for you to actually succeed.” 
 
    The man looked at the unseen speaker with an incensed expression before the door we came through opened again. Sure enough, the officious little Streethorn, puffed up on what little authority he had, emerged.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Herr Doctor, Mr. Hunt,” he said with the kind of politeness only a corporate weasel could manage. 
 
    The unseen speaker walked into view, showing himself. He was a solid, block-like man wearing a twentieth century three-piece suit. A shock of grey contrasted in his otherwise dark-black pompadour.  
 
    “If you came here for an update to our project, Herr Streethorn,” he said with visible disdain, “there remains no significant progress.” He gave the working man a pointed glance when he said the last part. 
 
    “Actually, Dr. Von Braun, I’m here for another reason,” Streethorn replied. “There was some inexplicable activity concerning the doors, including this one. Have you noticed anything unusual?” 
 
    “Why would I notice anything but my work?” Hunt asked indignantly. 
 
    “For once, I must concur with my marginally competent assistant,” Von Braun said. “Whatever your system may be indicating, no such problems with the door have occurred.” 
 
    Streethorn rubbed his head in annoyance. “Are you certain? We have footage of the rooftop door opening all on its own. Then an unusual override that popped up on the access logs just happened here as well. Sounds like your security system may be glitching.” 
 
    Von Braun threw his broad arms up towards the ceiling. “Must I do everything in this wretched building myself?” He walked past my old supervisor like he was a discarded piece of furniture, reciting a steady stream of German curses under his breath as he opened the door and exited the lab. 
 
    Streethorn looked at the closed door with a grunt before turning back to Hunt. “Actually, I’m glad he’s gone for the moment. I wanted to have a chance to talk privately, Walter.” 
 
    “Mr. Hunt will do,” Hunt said hotly. 
 
    “Here’s the thing, Walter,” Streethorn replied, showing his lack of compassion that made me loathe him so much. “Mr. Alaire is extremely disappointed in the doctor’s lack of progress for the fuel. Now we both know that his specialty is not machinery or chemistry but strictly limited to rocket science. You, on the other hand, have a more general education in science. As well as the inventions to back up your knowledge.” 
 
    Hunt gave him an outraged harumph. “Nice of you to finally acknowledge that I have produced more useful things than that Teutonic twit ever could.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, Mr. Alaire owes you much, no question about it,” Streethorn said. “But getting the Big Guy in shape for what’s coming? That’s a job you can’t afford to fail. As such, we may have to resort to some drastic measures to motivate you.” He held up some files. “Your wife and children may get reassigned to Shade, for instance.” 
 
    Panic enveloped Walter Hunt’s face like a shroud. “They’ve done nothing wrong and neither have I.” 
 
    “But that’s the problem, Walter. Nothing is exactly what you’ve accomplished on this project, thus far. If you can’t do better and soon, someone has to pay.” 
 
    I’d heard enough. Coming behind Streethorn, I put my blade to his back and hissed, “If you could do better, you wouldn’t be here!”  
 
    “You?!” he yelped, no doubt forgetting my name. “What are you doing—” The words died in his throat when he saw the rest of my companions. 
 
    I inspected what Walter was working on. The wires and gears reminded me of something but I couldn’t put together just what that thing was. Then I recognized the cast and shape of the gears while recalling what I’d seen around Uriel. That’s when I knew I was looking at the real inventor of the Medusa machine. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 SEVEN
Bill 
 
      
 
    Sally kept working that phone of hers like it was a crossed word puzzle she couldn’t quite get a grip on.  
 
    She kept shaking her pretty head, deleting things before trying again. When those wet mists we were standing in became a little too soupy, I had to nudge her back against the wall. 
 
    “Dammit, Billy!” she scolded me. “I’m trying to get this done!” 
 
    “I’m tryin’ to make sure ya can, Sal,” I resnorted, using my peepers to try to punch through the foggy clouds around us. No sign of Mantis. After we saw Tall, Bronze And Heavy through the muck, Poly promised she and my tiny metal buddy were on their way back to us.  
 
    One thing I liked about Sal was that she never stayed pissed for long. “Sorry… I just don’t want to leave anything out. I have to be sure I’m telling Lily everything.” 
 
    “I know that,” I answered, giving her lower leg an affectionate squeeze. “An’ I’m sure whatever ya send Nips’s way, it’ll tell her ‘zactly what she needs ta know.” 
 
    Sally gave me a sigh and looked at me from the corner of her eye. “All these centuries and you never lost your faith… Tell me, Bill, how do you do it?” 
 
    “Hey, whoa! Whoa! And whoa! Who said anything about the F-word?” I asked while feeling mighty flighty. 
 
    “Oh, Poly often says as much about you,” she said, getting back to typing her report. “She even makes a big fuss about it sometimes. I can just hear her now…” Then Sal’s voice went from her own to her sister’s in the blink of a wink. “What in the universe does that idealistic imbecile think he can accomplish with all that gallivanting about?” 
 
    I almost believed Sal was replaced by Poly for a nano-nanosecond. “Oh, don’t be shocked, Billy,” she said in her own voice with an allurive grin to me. She finally hit send on her phone. “Growing up with a sister like Euterpe, perfect pitch is something you just pick up naturally.” 
 
    “Yikes! Ya creeped me out fer a second there, milady fair,” I said before resumating my work on the lock. “Did Poly actuality say that?” 
 
    “More than once,” Sally replied. “But it comes from a good place, you know? She just… well, you know, she worries about you like I do.” 
 
    I felt kinda lucky when the misty clouds decided to give me some cover. If they hadn’t, she mighta spotted the glistenating in my eyes. “No reason ya should, yo,” I said, trying not to choke up. “Let’s not forget I can’t die, though there’s been plenty o’ times when I wished I could.” 
 
    “Oh, stop being so stubborn!” Sally snappered at me. “There’re much worse things than death in the Underground City.” 
 
    My grin stretched clear across my face. “That something else Poly never shuts up about?” 
 
    “Never,” Sally answered. Then her cheerful face turned gloomy again. “When Apollo…well, you know what happened to him… anyway, it crushed all of us.” 
 
    “I betcha,” I said. “He was kinda yer everything, wasn’t he?” 
 
    She smiled but her lips barely twitched up so I knew she was just being mannerable. “Yeah, he was. But my point is, Poly took it hardest. Worse than even Mel, which I never thought possible.”  
 
    That caught my full intention. Melpomene specializated in tragedy, and the more depressicating, the better. If Sal was right—and she knew her sisters pretty damn well—Poly musta been suffering some serious blues for a while.  
 
    “That’s when Poly suddenly became really cynical,” Sally said. “She refused to trust anything she couldn’t prove, verify or analyze in triplicate. She simply lost her ability to trust anyone or anything, you know?”  
 
    “Yeah, well,” I said with a shrug, “when you work for an outfit with a boss like Blondie, that’s pretty much how it’s gonna be.”  
 
    “Dammit, Billy, I’m being serious now!” Sally erupted with a rare flash of anger. “We’re the only people she has left! That’s why she never stops worrying about…” Poor Sal collapsized to the floor.  
 
    “Hey, c’mon now… no time for tears, Sal,” I said, wiping off her wet cheeks. “I get what you’re saying.” I thought about Nips and how I’d failured her when she was alive. “Before Lils crossed over, I was probably the same as Poly.” 
 
    Sally looked up and her sunbeam smile dehydrated all her tears. “Lily always did bring out the best in you… even before she died!” 
 
    That commentary punched me in the guts. Contrary to popular belief, angels don’t know shit! They don’t know anymore than humans. We just get different marching orders, and that’s the only difference. So, when we miss things that everyone else notices, that’s the reason why.  
 
    I thought about it for a sec and said, “It ain’t just Nips who does that for me…you do too, Shiny Girl. You and your sister.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything but cupped my face with her flawed-less hands and pulled me closer. We salivated the moment until we heard Poly saying behind us, “Are you both all right?” 
 
    Before I could answer, a welcome buzz alerted my ears right before six wiry legs landed on it. Mantis kept flapping its wings. “Yeah, Mantis! Yer back an’ it’s all good, yo,” I said, reaching up to stroke my metal pet’s wings. “We was gettin’ mighty worried about you both.” 
 
    After what Sal told me, I anticipalated Poly would give me diatribune about how irresponsible we were. But to my great wonder, she just reached down to help Sally onto her feet. I noticed a weird look on her face too. “Well, under the present circumstances, I shan’t fault either of you for feeling that way.” 
 
    “How’d the latest mission go?” I asked while Mantis crawled off my head and sat on my right shoulder. “Still got a lockjaw on your sisses?” 
 
    “I do,” Poly confirmed. “They were taken to another building on campus that is virtually identical to the one they were moved from.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” Sally said with a frown. “Why’d they go to all that trouble?” 
 
    “Betcha it’s Blondie’s wild brainchild,” I said, tapping my chin. “He knows Lils is still out there. And he hasn’t forgotten her unchallenged record of busting people from triple max infarceration.” 
 
    “If he keeps moving our sisters around,” Sally said, picking up the thought, “he substantially lessens the chance that Lily can free them.” 
 
    Poly nodded but her mind seemed to be occupied with another thought. Her eyes rose up and up to the brownze giant that towered over the fog. “I never thought I’d see Talos again.” 
 
    Any other time, I’d ask her if his equipment between his legs matched the rest of him. But this wasn’t the best occasion for such important questions, so I said, “Last I heard, he was watching the Asylum with the other Titans.” 
 
    Poly snorted. “He was no more than an elaborate prop with all the efficiency of a scarecrow. He never functioned again after Jason’s Argonauts rendered him helpless. That is why his presence here now is even more troubling.” 
 
    Mantis picked that moment to hop up and down on my shoulder. “Chill, yo!” I warned it, putting my hand on its bouncy body. “Your steel claws are polka-holing me!” 
 
    “Oh, the little one was just reminding me of another important structure we saw beyond our lost giant,” Poly said with a saddening sigh. 
 
    “What’s that, sis?” Sally asked, clearly getting more interested. 
 
    Poly was about to answer when we heard the distinct click-clacking we knew so well by now coming our way. A lot more click-clacking followed, along with a lot of bodies that were making it and all were heading straight towards us. 
 
    “We gotta get outta sight!” I shouted, looking around for something, anything to concealiate myself. 
 
    My fave Muses did the same until Poly said, “Over there! I see a waste disposal unit big enough for us to hide behind.” 
 
    Leave it to Poly; only she would call an ordinary dumpster ‘a waste disposal unit’. But she wasn’t wrong when she said it was big. The ginormous bastard was huge enough to hide Tido, along with the four of us. 
 
    When we paddled over to it, Sally’s nose started snitching. She stopped in front of the dumpster and propped up the lid. “Eww, I knew I smelled Griffin shit,” she said. To everyone’s shock and awe, she scooped some out and began smearing it on her. 
 
    “We have no time for such foolishness!” Poly said with a concernated look. The approaching footsteps were nearly on top of us. 
 
    “How else can we keep the Lemures away?” Sally answered before splattering some of the reeking shit on my head. 
 
    Poly gave her an exasperatory look but applied some of the crap on her too. “Just close the lid before we go, will you?” 
 
    By then, I was already spreading that fecrap matter all over my face. Sally barely shut the dumpster before the click-clack squad got close. I winced when the lid banged down too hard, well, harder than I’d prefurrrrrr. 
 
    “Halt!” an all too familiar voice yelled out, and the marching instantly came to a stop. Shit, this was getting better and better. Not only was the army of Lemurs no more than a few feet away but Blondie himself was leading the brigadoon! 
 
    All the same, I didn’t dare poke my head around the corner to see if it really was him. I found enough space under the dumpster to squeeze under and I got an eyeful of the whole scene from the ankles down. I saw the shoes, a pair of shiny, little loafers that might have been Verguccis in the mortal world. It certanimously fit in with Blondie’s style and it was definitely Blondie’s voice I heard, but I had to be sure it was really him. 
 
    I took a look at his aura, and all my previous doubts poofed away. That mix of mortal origins with immortal power was too unique a fingerprint to mistake. On the one handle, I was glad none of the Lemurs were here or this could turn into a real mess-acre. On the other hand, Blondie didn’t get to his elevatored position by being a totally powerless asskisser like Skeletorhorn. He’d already proven his penchant for fucking people up. That was why I usually allowed Nips or Conan to deal with him. 
 
    When the dumpster lid opened up, the whole area was inunderated by fresh Griffin shit. That scared my girls a little at first but it was all Blondie could do not to vomicide in his throat.  
 
    “Why has no one disposed of this yet?” he angrily uttered before slamming the lid back down. Those fine shoes of his couldn’t run back to his boys fast enough. I worried we may have gone a little overboard with our decision to use the filthy shit as a disguise. 
 
    When the click-clacking started again, Poly said, “Of all the places the new CEO of Afterlife Enterprises could be…” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s intrigating,” I agreed, daring to take a peek around the corner. All was clear, except for a few Lemur stragglers bringing up the back. “Sure like to know what he’s up to, but I’m not the Artful Dodger an’ my skills at slip-picking my way through a place like this are a little rusty.” 
 
    “Maybe we don’t have to,” Sally said, tapping the ground with her fingers. 
 
    “Shall I hope your idea is a bit more palatable than the recent application of fecal matter was?” Poly asked respectfuliciously. 
 
    “Ah, don’t be like that,” I said in Sally’s defense. “It might have given Blondie enough in-scent-ive to keep away!” 
 
    Poly looked at her now-ruined clothes with a frown and said, “He could barely tolerate the stench any more than his bodyguard detail could.” She gave her sister a look and added, “That is why I am willing to hear Thalia out.” 
 
    Sally beamed a big grin one more time. “Oh, you’re going to like this one, sis.” Then she looked at my pet weapon and added, “Not so sure the little guy will, though.” 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    It took a second before the screen on Poly’s phone played the video. It wasn’t exactly Steadicam, though. The picture kept tilting and turning every which way. 
 
    “You know, maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” Sally said over my left shoulder while I held the phone up for all of us to see. 
 
    “Ah, let Mantis get used to the drag weight first,” I answered. “That phone we strapped to his back is probably heavy.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Poly agreed over my right shoulder. “Do you not recall what Master Hermes once said about ideas?” 
 
    The sigh from Sal indicated that she wished Poly didn’t mention it. “It takes a little time to prove how clever they are,” she pronounced like a lecturing prof. Meanwhile, I thought we were looking at the ground again, judging by the little figures I saw moving through the mists. 
 
    “Just because you’re sick of it don’t mean it’s not right,” I said to the fuming Muse. “So why don’t you believe you were on the right track here?” 
 
    Of course, I would say that right when Mantis launched itself upward toward the clouds. All I could see for a monument was heavy rain and fog. Then Talos came into view and a big something right past the Ol’ Bronze Man. 
 
    “Because of what Mantis and I saw on the way here,” Poly said, her manicured nail jabbing the screen. “While I was unable to see very much through the heavy mists, it matches the specifications for a portal machine that we caught wind of.” 
 
    “And Big Bronze just happens to be standing between it and us,” I said. “Don’tcha wonder what’s on the other side, yo?” 
 
    The screen started filming the ground. The way the mist-wisps were zipping past, I figured Mantis must be doing a dive-bomb. Then I worried he was planning something stupid like landing on Blondie’s perfectly quaffed hair. But Mantis yanked back the throttle when it reached the Lemurs. Blondie was flailing his arms around so I assuminated he was addressorizing his underwearlings. I wished as hard as I did on my birthday that the mics on our phones could pick up his voice even from that far away. 
 
    “Tilt yourself downward a trifle more,” Poly said into the phone. Even though my part-time bow did just that, I wondered why Poly was bothering when the view remained the same. Then she hit a button on the phone and the pic zoomed in. 
 
    “You know, there’s a video of this chick on OnlyFans where that would have come in pretty handy,” I whispered. 
 
    Poly made a disgusted noise in her throat and pointed at another spot on the screen. I had to squint but I could see some guys in white coats carrying a couple of buckets. 
 
    “Our sisters’ blood,” Sally breathed. “Stay on the buckets, Mantis.” 
 
    While my little pal did as he was told, I asked, “How’d you know that was the same stuff?” 
 
    “The viscosity of it,” she told me. “Poly believed it had something to do with the nectar and ambrosia we consumed on the regular.” Poly must have looked gobsmacked because Sally added, “What? Just because Urania bored the hell out of me with her lectures doesn’t mean I failed to pay attention.” 
 
    “You never cease to surprise me, sister,” Poly said with a real appreciation. 
 
    “Speaking of surprises…” I said, pointing my appendix finger at the screen. 
 
    The white coats were hastily uncapping a spot on what looked like a wall where they emptied their buckets. From Mantis’s location, I could hear the liquid falling into a tank inside the wall.  
 
    Then we heard a big groan. I was wondering why it sounded so loud through the phone until I realized it was directly above our heads. Following it came a sound similar to fingernails scraping a chalkboard but much worser. Poly gasped and pointed right up to where the noise was coming from… Big Bronze’s head! 
 
    Then Bronze Man managed to shift a few inches closer to the portal that Poly IDed before everything calmed down and got quiet again. At least, on our end it did. On the other end of the phone line, Blondie was pee-issed. 
 
    “This is unacceptable!” Blondie roared loud enough to make our ears ring. “I was assured that Talos would be operational by this juncture!” 
 
    White Coat #1 said something that the mic couldn’t pick up. Then Blondie yanked him off the ground and brought him close to his face, indicating he didn’t like what White Coat #1 said.  
 
    “Either you make this automaton fully functional or I will find someone who can.” He all but threw White Coat #1 back on the ground before motioning to his beetle-guards to follow him. 
 
    “Even for Blondie, that was clearly off the chain, yo,” I said. 
 
    “Frightened people can be so cruel,” Poly said. “The success of Talos’s revival goes well beyond mere ambition, I fear.” 
 
    “Makes me glad they haven’t quite figured it out yet,” Sally said while Mantis tracked Blondie’s posse of guards away from the white coats. 
 
    “That makes three of us,” I said. “Doesn’t look like he’s coming back this way.” 
 
    “It may behoove us to follow him further,” Poly said. 
 
    “Or maybe we should try ta get a better look at that portal,” I suggested. “Don’tcha want to know what could be so big and bad that they’d decide to brush the mothballs off Bronze Man?” 
 
    Poly looked a little reluctant as she asked Sal, “The effective transmission range of the phone is 1.5 kilometers, is that correct?” 
 
    “1.65, sis,” Sally answered. “And I’m pretty sure our mystery door is a lot closer than that.” 
 
    Poly put a hand on me and nodded for me to give my pal an order. So, I leaned into the phone and said, “Head towards the Big Zero there, Mantis. We need to see what’s inside it.”  
 
    When the screen flipped up to the big, metal hole, I felt a little crummy. My pal, Mantis was taking all the risk just so we could see a little more. But it was pretty important, or I wouldn’t have asked the favor. I just hoped nobody noticed the little guy. 
 
    I shivered when the flappicating of wings sounded closer. But the shivers settled down when the wings flew past Mantis. The whole time, the oversized washer onscreen kept getting bigger and bigger. The scale of this sucker made me wonder if Big Bronze was s’posed to step through it after he got fueled up. But what really got my attention was the clouds inside the circle. They looked a lot different than the clouds in the Kingdom, all dark and murky like a heavy metal album cover. 
 
    When Mantis got closer, I could make out some lights. Like the kind you see from an airplane before it lands in a good-sized city.  
 
    “That can’t be the mortal world,” Sally sighed over my shoulder.  
 
    “Unless Alaire has remodeled it in our absence,” Poly said. 
 
    “Nuh-uh, ladies,” I muttered. “I’d know that skyline anywhere! We’re looking at Dis.” 
 
    Poly took in a deep breath. “Great Gaia, protect us if that is so.” 
 
    “He’s right, sis,” Sally said. “See that row of lights on the right? It’s Alaire’s home tower.” 
 
    I felt like kicking my own ass for not seeing it first. “Good eye there, Sal.” 
 
    “Not as good as yours, Billy. Once you said it was Dis, it was easy to identify it.” 
 
    The whole time, Mantis kept floating closer and closer. Poly all but leaned on my shoulder. “Do some of the lights of the city seem absent to either of you?” 
 
    I squinted at the screen. “Y’know, I think you’re right, Poly. There oughtta be some over—” 
 
    That’s when I saw it. Even with the shitty phone cam, there was no way anyone could miss that big, black tendricle snaking its way across the lights and snuffling them out. It hadn’t punched its way past Blondie’s tower yet but it was just a matter of time.  
 
    Then loud squeaking came through the mic. Bronze Age kept twisting his head, which was annoying. But the new sound was terrifying. I could only imaginate a series of blades slicing their way through metal and flesh. No wonder Blondie was so scared-ified out of his mind. He needed Tall, Bronze and Heavy and FAST! Looked like it wouldn’t be long before the Forsaken swept over his little tower. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 EIGHT
Tallis 
 
      
 
    That slimy manager o’ Besom’s must have thought he was being slick, trying to inch his hand closer to the shiny red button on the underside of the table.  
 
    But he stopped short when me blade grazed his wrist. “If ye’d like ta keep yer hand,” I growled, “ye’d best be backin’ away from the table now, aye?” 
 
    Walter Hunt’s eyes hadn’t stopped darting around since we revealed ourselves. “Who are you people?” he asked in outrage. “What are you doing here?” I respected him when he spoke without fear in his voice. 
 
    “Why don’t you do the honors, Streethorn?” me woman growled, bringing her own blade dangerously close to the man’s throat. “We both know how much you love to talk.” 
 
    Hunt scoffed and twisted his lips upward to scowl. What me dear Lily knew about this man, he’d had plenty of occasions to learn himself. 
 
    “I… is this still about those Soul Retriever assignments I sent you on?” Streethorn asked, trying hard not to lick his lips, thus revealing his fright. “I—I can a—assure you that—” 
 
    “Still the miserable, little lackey, aren’t you, Jason?” Annice said with a derisive laugh. “I’d feel sorry for you if I could ignore my contempt.” 
 
    The creak of a bowstring told me that Mehta was drawing a bead on Streethorn. “Well, I could use some target practice right now. I still have to decide whether I prefer that target standing still or on the move.” 
 
    “How long have you been Alaire’s man?” Besom snarled, poking the point of her blade a little deeper. A trickle of blood dribbled down his neck. 
 
    “I w—work for the company!” Streethorn protested. “I’m nobody’s man!” 
 
    Besom pushed him back against the wall with her blade. “Then why did you shove me headfirst into Persephone’s little soul prison? Because I proved myself a good host for Alaire to play with?” 
 
    I’d seen this lovely woman angry a number of times but never like this. Nor could I blame her. That assignment forced us into the depths of the Underground City, pushing us all to our absolute limits. While the Harpies helped her out of Alaire’s fortress, Bill bailed me Scottish arse out of the Asylum. The scars on her soul from all that confinement and abuse demanded a reckoning. 
 
    “Please! Please, Lily!” the toady begged. “Please listen to reason!” 
 
    “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t send you to Shade or, worse, the Underground City, itself,” Besom replied, only inches from his face. Then she turned to me. “Can you think of any?” 
 
    “Nary a one,” I admitted. “When it coomes ta traitors, Ah’d say Ah’ve made me feelin’s clear enough.” 
 
    When her eyes fell on her aunt, Annice said, “You’re not the first he led down the wrong path, Lily.” 
 
    Mehta’s smile reminded me of a skull I once pulled from the ashes of a burnt building. “Just say the word, and I’ll take the shot.” 
 
    To me surprise, she looked over at Hunt, who crossed his arms and fixed her with a stern look. “It’s no concern of mine, young lady. Do as you will.” 
 
    Something about his answer made her expression change. At first, her eyes were ablaze with righteous fury. Now they seemed less clear, confused even. Streethorn appeared relieved as the blade came off his neck. Then she whipped it back around, and his mouth dropped open in a vain cry. It was cut short when the blade’s broad side whacked into the side of his fool skull. With a momentary squeak and a low groan, he fell to the floor unconscious. His heavy snoring made him even more irritating than before, which I did not think possible. 
 
    Hunt uncrossed his arms and looked between me love and her old boss in surprise. “Why didn’t you do it? The rest of your friends wanted you to deliver the final blow.” 
 
    “When you said it was no concern to you,” Lily replied, “I realized that nothing I could inflict upon him could ever undo the harm he caused me. So, what’s the point?” 
 
    Mehta hummed thoughtfully as she lowered her bow and lessened the grip on its string. “I would have still liked to shoot him.” 
 
    “That, madame, I do not doubt,” Hunt replied, pulling himself up to his full height. “Would I be correct in saying you are not associated with the people that Mr. Streethorn works for?” 
 
    “There was a time when he mighta been workin’ fer me,” I replied. “Are ye the man responsible fer turnin’ all them souls outside inta rock?” 
 
    “To my everlasting shame, sir, yes,” Hunt confirmed. “Ever since my master, Hephaestus, was sent below as a tribute and gift to unscrupulous parties, I have been a puppet of these monsters.” 
 
    Besom’s eyes lit up once again but this time, with warmth. “You studied under Hephaestus?” 
 
    “You speak as though you’re acquainted with the God of Blacksmiths,” Hunt said with more than a little surprise. 
 
    “We set him free in New Botany Bay. And derailed another of Alaire’s schemes in the process.” 
 
    “It’s extremely rare for Olympus’s greatest artisan to take on a new apprentice,” Besom’s aunt said, her eyes examining this unassuming man with skepticism. “He reserves such honors for only the most talented mortal souls.” 
 
    “Such were his words upon taking me under his wing,” Hunt affirmed. “He saw the things I crafted upon Earth and wished to refine my skills for my next incarnation.” 
 
    “What sort o’ things?” I asked. 
 
    “A sewing machine, a wheat thresher… both, mind you, were years before other men stepped into the breach I did not cross. The safety pin was my sole lasting contribution to the human race.” 
 
    “You must have been quite a successful man,” Annice said. 
 
    “No,” Hunt answered, shaking his head. “I lived in poverty and died in it, working on a diving apparatus while sitting at my table. My entire life was nothing but a waste.” He looked at us with pleading eyes. “Do any of you know what it is to be irrelevant and not to matter?” 
 
    The force of the man’s anguish was enough to keep us all quiet for a moment. Then Besom said, “Yes.” And the force of that word was enough that I could see her past still haunted her. 
 
    Hunt looked at her with new appreciation. “It seems one of you does know something of my predicament, then.”  
 
    “And yet, you’re creating weapons for a tyrant who wants to command the whole afterlife,” Lily noted. 
 
    “You speak as though I had a choice in the matter,” he said with anger. “When Master Hephaestus refused to make a certain kind of fuel, he was exiled to the foot of Mount Purgatory. I had no choice but to follow orders. And now, if I refuse…” He stopped short and cleared his throat to staunch the tears that filled his eyes. “I always suffered great shame because I failed miserably to provide for my family while we all still breathed. They deserve so much better than suffering an eternity in Shade.” 
 
    “In life or death,” Annice observed, “family never stops being important.” 
 
    As Hunt lowered his head, I followed his gaze on the table. That’s when I realized that the parts were far more worn than they seemed at first glance. While me grasp of machinery was a match for the stookie angel’s, I could see they were made from bronze. “These pieces,” I said, gesturing towards the bits in front of Hunt, “did they coome from another machine first?” 
 
    “Talos,” Lily suddenly announced. I didn’t understand why she said that until I saw her looking down at her phone. She held it up for the rest of us to see. A picture of a great bronze giant, his head topped with a Grecian helmet, was visible through thick patches of clouds. 
 
    “Master Hephaestus was charged with Talos’s restoration to full working order,” Hunt confirmed. “But although he was willing to replace the giant’s insides, he adamantly refused to provide the fuel.” 
 
    “That’s when you stepped in,” Mehta said with inaccuracy. 
 
    “Actually, that’s when Herr Doctor Von Braun did,” Hunt said contemptively. “As if he knew anything beyond his precious rockets! Giving him this problem was as sensible as telling a carpenter to do a stone mason’s work.” 
 
    Lily put her phone back in her pocket and asked, “So… were you the one who came up with Muse blood as the solution?” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Hunt said with indignance and outrage. “All I knew was the mixture of nectar, ambrosia and blood could potentially give Talos new life. The sheer barbarity of violating those graceful ladies as the source was that damned Kraut’s inspiration.” And I thought he was angry before! 
 
    “Look,” Lily said, “I know you want to protect your family but using a weapon on the Kingdom is just—” 
 
    “It was never designed for the Kingdom!” Hunt thundered and then sighed as he added, “At least, that’s what I was told. It was intended to fight the Forsaken.” 
 
    “How’s tha’?” I asked.  
 
    Hunt took a deep breath before further explaining, “The plan was to freeze the Forsaken in its tracks with the Medusa blast so that Von Braun’s favorite toys could reduce it to rubble.” 
 
    “Except Alaire triggered it early because he saw a chance ta wipe out all o’ his enemies here,” I said. 
 
    Hunt looked at me. “Sounds as though you are well-acquainted with the gentleman,” he observed. 
 
    “Well enough ta say he’s nae gentleman.” 
 
    “Talos has to be part of this defense strategy,” Lily said. “He’ll keep the Forsaken busy and give the Medusa machine enough time to charge up.” 
 
    “Such was my reasoning as well,” Hunt agreed on another sigh. “Whatever the Forsaken truly is, it can move faster than that petrification engine can respond.” 
 
    As the previous events became clearer, I couldn’t help but marvel at Alaire’s stupidity. Whatever rivals he had didn’t hold a candle to the Forsaken. Yet, like a fool, he’d made the grand mistake of wiping them all out, rendering the Kingdom less prepared and even weaker for the horror that was inevitably coming. I used to think only Besom could inspire him to lose his head so completely. What could have made him take such a reckless leave of his senses here? 
 
    “What about this?” Lily asked, holding up her phone again. “Is that also yours?” 
 
    When Hunt nodded, she turned her phone once more to show us a new picture. This one featured a great metal wheel roughly the size of Talos. The darker clouds within appeared to be a place far from the Kingdom itself. 
 
    “Please,” Hunt said. “You all need to leave before Streethorn’s new boss comes back.” 
 
    “You could accompany us,” Besom said. “In fact, after all that’s happened, it might be best if…” 
 
    “Unless you can guarantee my family’s safety, I shall do no such thing,” Hunt replied. 
 
    “Don’t be daft, man,” I rumbled. “Any promises Alaire made ta ye, save fer his punishments, he’s nae intention o’ keepin’.” 
 
    “Don’t you want your afterlife to matter?” Besom added. “If you can’t leave, at least try to help us.” 
 
    Hunt pursed his lips in deep thought but finally nodded. “Are you thinking of some way to reverse the petrification effect?” 
 
    “Yes! Specifically for an angel,” Besom added. “There’s one out in the courtyard who really needs it.” 
 
    The mention of an angel brought new life to the man. “That does change things.” He quickly grabbed some paper and did a fast sketch of the machinery we’d passed. “The key to undoing its effect is by pulling back the energy inside Medusa’s head. However, doing so might reactivate the machine and petrify anyone caught within the blast radius.” 
 
    “Is there any way we can prevent that?” Annice asked. 
 
    “Simply move this gear here…” Hunt marked the part, “and detach this one…” He outlined the junction between the gears. “That should buy you enough time,” he finished as he handed me beloved the schematics of the plan. 
 
    “Sure you’ll be safe when he wakes up?” Mehta asked. 
 
    “Once he was rendered unconscious, you forced me to tell you about Talos,” the wee apprentice told her. “Failure to comply would have sent me straight to Shade but not before being tortured.” 
 
    “Might work,” I admitted. 
 
    “I can’t thank you enough,” Lily gushed with gratitude. 
 
    “On the contrary, it is I who should be thanking you,” Hunt replied. “You reminded me of what is truly important in both life and death. I temporarily forgot that.” 
 
    “We’d best go,” I advised. “Stay safe, Mr. Hunt.” 
 
    As the rest of our team said their farewells, Besom was already texting the others. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 NINE
Lily 
 
      
 
    Poly carefully laid out Walter’s plans on her desk and looked them over yet again.  
 
    Her fingers traced every connection and small detail, as if she expected to sketch it out herself later. 
 
    Tallis was leaning against the right of the desk, his big blade sitting in front of him with the point down. “Ah still dinnae see why lookin’ at these plans on Besom’s phone wasn’t good enough,” he said with irritation, tapping his finger on the hilt. 
 
    Poly didn’t bother looking up as she said, “While I admit this makes no logical sense, I find that I can always ponder a design more easily when I look at it in paper form.” 
 
    A bemused chuckle bubbled up from Sally while she scanned the same design on my phone. “Funny how I never had that problem, sis.”  
 
    Sally’s prim sister promptly looked over her shoulder, sticking out her tongue briefly before going back to work. The laughter from the rest of us echoed around the office so loudly, I almost feared Alaire’s minions would hear us. 
 
    But then, that was never a serious possibility. Mehta and Tallis had thoroughly scouted the perimeter of the Department of Acquisitions before we went back in. Despite a stray Lemure patrol or two hanging around the Medusa machine, most of them had already moved on to other parts of the Kingdom. In fact, I had a strong suspicion that the majority of Alaire’s forces were now situated around the areas involving the portal, Talos or the Muses. By the time we returned, the staff had been released from their captivity in the subbasement. Once they confirmed our identities, we were quickly whisked back upstairs. 
 
    My train of thought was interrupted by a knock on the door. Mantis leaped off Bill’s shoulder, going from bug to bow in the blink of an eye. Bill aimed him at the door and Mehta did likewise with her bow. But when Poly straightened up to turn around, she waved them both off and said, “Come.” 
 
    A nervous-looking young man poked his head inside the office. His wide eyes took a second to view the bows with some alarm before stammering, “D-d-do forgive the intrusion, Frau Director.” 
 
    “Never mind that, Franz,” Poly said impatiently, her tone warning him not to waste her time. “What is it?” 
 
    Franz cleared his throat and let a little more of his slight frame inside the door. “Some refugees have arrived at the parking garage. They are, of course, quite frantic to get inside, but, as I already explained to them, I had to speak to you first.” 
 
    Sally responded immediately, picking up the phone on her own desk. Even from where I was standing, I could hear the dial tone. “Your office phone not working again?” she asked when she put the receiver back on its cradle. 
 
    Franz all but slumped against the door, his shame washing over his face like paint thinner. “Ja, Frau Director. I fear it has only gotten worse since the… incident.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “How do we know these purported ‘refugees’ aren’t spies sent by Alaire to smoke us out?” 
 
    “Maybe we should be well-advised to give these newcomers a closer look,” Mehta said, putting her hand on Bill. When Bill looked up at her in surprise, Mantis, now in bow form, made an unpleasant noise. The huntress’s finger tapped the top of Mantis’s head and added, “I was referring to all three of us.” The next buzz from Bill’s pet weapon sounded like a purr. 
 
    Bill looked over at me before saying, “Uh, no offense, Mega, but I’m quite advice-versa about letting Lils, Poly and Sally outta my sight.” 
 
    “Not to mention the reservations I have about your safety, my love,” Annice added, her worry etching her face. 
 
    Mehta walked up to my aunt’s seat in front of Poly’s desk and stroked her face with familiar affection. “Might I resolve your anxiety by telling you we will be extremely careful?” Annice grabbed her hand and held it, looking torn. 
 
    I was so distracted by the emotion between them that I didn’t notice Bill until he grabbed Annice’s hand and squeezed it. “Anything comes at us, Annie, I’ll take the first hit. Got a better chance o’ survivin’ it anyway.” Annice smiled as she pulled her hand away to give my guardian angel an affectionate head rub. 
 
    Slowly, the eyes of everyone in the office collectively rested on me. I wanted to go down below and check out these new arrivals myself, but for better or worse, everyone deferred to me as the leader of the group. We still had to plan our next move. Every second had to be devoted to that or our scheme might bite us in the ass.  
 
    I looked over at Franz and asked, “How many of them are there?” 
 
    The man’s face shot up and he looked at me with obvious confusion. “Pardon, mein fraulein, but who are you?” 
 
    “The woman asking the question I would also like to hear an answer to, Herr Kafka,” Poly said with a frosty tone. That caused the little man to pull most of his body back out the door. 
 
    “Don’t be so mean,” Sally gently admonished her sister. Then, turning back to her frightened subordinate, she said, “But yeah, Franz, answer the question for us.” 
 
    Franz took a slow breath in and began to speak. “They arrived in a small panel van, so it is hard to say. All I could see on the gate camera was the driver and his passenger alongside him.” 
 
    “How secure is the door from the garage to the rest of the building?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, like a vault, Fraulein,” Franz replied. “At the flick of a switch, the garage is cut completely off from the rest of the building.” 
 
    “Then go down with Bill and Mehta to meet them in person,” I said. 
 
    Franz’s eyes bugged out in alarm. “W—why must I go, Fraulein?” 
 
    “You know the way to the garage, and our friends do not,” Poly explained. “And in the event things go wrong, a knowledgeable guide could make all the difference.” 
 
    While she talked, Mehta walked up to the door and put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry yourself, boy. You’d be far from the first young man either of us have had to keep safe.” I saw the discomfort on his face and wondered if it was because of her reassurance or the fact that she touched him. 
 
    I squatted down and waved Bill over. “If they’re up to no good,” I said, “you’ll see it first, right?” 
 
    “Auras never lie, Nips,” Bill said with practiced conviction and a grin. Then he surprised me by pulling me down before giving me a rough kiss on the cheek. The grin on his face softened a little and he nodded.  
 
    I got back on my feet and waved my pointer finger between him and Mehta. “Keep your distance until you’re sure it’s safe. At the first hint of trouble, start up some cover fire and slam that door in their face. Neither of you need to take any unnecessary chances.” 
 
    Mehta shook her head at me with a bemused smile. “Spoken like my beloved herself.” 
 
    After a few minutes of reassurances from our archers, Franz waved the bow-wielding pair out the door before closing it. When we were once again by ourselves, Poly shook her head with some disgust. “Will the day ever arrive when Herr Kafka finally learns to relax in the face of the unknown?” 
 
    “Well, snapping his head off won’t make that happen any faster, Poly,” Sally replied with a bit of cattiness. 
 
    “Agreed, but it has been nearly a century now. Seeing how well he takes to everything else in the AE system...”   
 
    Sally looked at her as though she didn’t want to admit her sister was right. “Well… okay. I’m just glad that he could transfer over from R&D before Alaire figured out why he was really there.” 
 
    “Was he your inside source for mapping the layout of the premises we recently visited?” Annice asked with a bit of sarcasm. 
 
    “Until it became far too dangerous for him to remain as such,” Poly allowed. “It is a testament to his efficiency that he managed to get his transfer approved barely two days before the Medusa machine detonation.” 
 
    Tallis gave the closed door an appreciative look. “Seems a right enoogh lad, far too good ta be workin’ fer the likes o’ Alaire.” He spat on the floor with disgust. “Bastard.” 
 
    Getting an angry stare from Poly, followed by her offering of a handkerchief, I tried not to laugh when Tallis took the hint. He began wiping up the spittle he’d hawked on the floor.  
 
    Sally huffed out a frustrated breath and started pacing again. “One thing I just can’t stop thinking about is how Dis got sandbagged by the Forsaken.” 
 
    “The answer to that could probably explain why Alaire decided to make his move on AE all of a sudden,” I chirped. “While fleeing to safety, he wouldn’t risk anybody tripping him up when he got there.” 
 
    Poly hummed, her eyes once more glued to the printouts of the machine plans. “It is quite possible that he planned to make New Botany Bay such a refuge. But the events you took part in rendered that nigh impossible.” 
 
    “When it coomes ta the Forsaken, there be nae sooch thing as too much distance,” Tallis told her.  
 
    “Agreed,” Poly said. “Mr. Hunt was quite certain that this configuration on the Medusa machine would also work on Uriel?” 
 
    “The second I told him about archangels, he was adamant,” I said. 
 
    Poly looked unconvinced. “With all due respect to Mr. Hunt’s ingenuity, we still have no guarantee of success.” 
 
    I let out an irritated growl. “Oh, c’mon, Poly. If the designer of the machine doesn’t know what it can do, then who does?” Damn! If I didn’t sound like Bill at that very moment. 
 
    “What she said, sis,” Sally chimed in, pointing at me with a grin. 
 
    Poly sighed as she slumped on the desk. “It is a fair point. I only wish that I could speak with Mr. Hunt directly so that I—” 
 
    All of the cellphones suddenly rang at once. A quick check of the screen in Poly’s hand showed the label “AE CEO.” We all let them ring a second time before Poly said, “It would be best if only one of us answered.” She was staring at me when she said that. 
 
    The phone rang a third time and I asked, “How long should I stay on the line?”  
 
    Poly went around her desk to pull out an old-fashioned stopwatch. “No longer than thirty seconds,” she answered, holding it up. 
 
    By then, it was on its fourth ring. The moment I answered the call on speakerphone, Poly’s thumb hit the watch. “Hello?” I asked, dreading the sound of the person’s voice on the other end. 
 
    “And hello to you, Lily,” Alaire answered, exacerbating my dread. “So nice to see you back in the Kingdom.” 
 
    “Wish I could say it was mutual,” I replied. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Oh, many things,” Alaire said, “but most of all, I want to know why you’re here.” 
 
    I scoffed. “That question, I can say is mutual. Things get too hot back in Dis?” 
 
    “As if you don’t already have an inkling of the events. Why don’t we meet face-to-face to discuss it further?” 
 
    “Since I’m a little busy right now, can I take a rain check?” 
 
    “Let me rephrase that,” Alaire said with a harder edge to his voice. “We need to talk now because there may well be no later.” 
 
    “Then I guess we won’t be talking,” I snapped before hanging up.   
 
    I looked at Poly, who thumbed the watch and checked the time. “Precisely seventeen seconds. Well done!” Then she gestured to the floor in front of us and said, “Put the cellphones there.” Once they were all in a pile, she nodded towards Tallis. “Laird Tallis?” Without another word, he unsheathed his broadsword and smashed them all into plastic and electronic particles. 
 
    Sally smirked at the technical wreckage. “Good luck tracking us now, asshole.” 
 
    “Any chance he got a fix on us while we were talking?” I asked Poly nervously. 
 
    When Poly shook her head, Tallis asked, “An’ wha’s keepin’ him from stormin’ this very buildin’? Be the first place Ah’d look.” 
 
    “Well, don’t forget,” Sally said, putting her hand on her chin, “that most of his time and resources are caught up in Talos and the portal, so he might not have the troops to spare.” 
 
    “What if Bill or Mehta wants to get in touch with us?” Annice asked with concern. 
 
    “The phone line from the garage is in perfect working order,” Poly said, gesturing to the phone on Sally’s desk. “Besides, there’s a strict no-cellphone policy in this building. Herr Kafka will follow that procedure to the letter.” 
 
    After she finished answering what she no doubt considered stupid questions, she went back to studying the machine plans. She did that for another minute, until I finally cleared my throat. “You know,” I told her. “I don’t get what you’re looking for in those plans after so much studying.” 
 
    “Details matter, Lily,” Poly retorted with a lightly sharp edge in her voice. “Every gear, every connection… anything at all could yield an additional clue that might help us.” 
 
    “Mayhap even a way ta help yer sisters?” Tallis suggested. 
 
    She glared up at my man with eyes deadlier than Mantis’s arrows. “How dare you suggest that I would put petty personal concerns over—” 
 
    “Oh, knock it off, Poly,” Sally said in an angry voice of her own. “A neon sign couldn’t make you any more obvious.” 
 
    “And what of it?” she snapped, her anger flaring into an inferno in her eyes. “Do they not suffer right now? Are they not being used as glorified fuel tanks for a madman’s schemes? Do you really think me so indifferent that I would fail to look for any chance to save them?!” 
 
    By the time she ended her speech, tears ran down her face in small streams. All the pain she’d been carrying inside her seemed to pour from her eyes. I reached over and took her hand. She got startled at first until I used my mind to delve into hers. I could feel images flashing in my head: a mountaintop where a golden man played the lyre; Sally and her sisters enjoying a bath together; a mournful ceremony in which someone placed a laurel crown upon a cave; and a panicked phone call that made Sally fall over in grief.  
 
    I realized the sword on my back was glowing blue and I began steering her mind away from her tumult. On instinct, I sent her mind back to the mountaintop. Floating in the air in front of her was a golden lyre. I watched her grab it and haltingly she began playing a tune. At first, it was sad, the Ancient Greek equivalent of the blues. But slowly, her fingers strummed a different tune, one more triumphant if not plain happy. Then other women clad in classic Greek robes joined her as she kept playing. One by one, I could make out the faces of her sisters, Sally included, as they all emerged from the mist. To my surprise, out of the fog came a squat figure I wasn’t expecting, Bill! 
 
    The sudden ringing of the phone line snapped both of us out of the dream world. I was still a little overwhelmed by the Muse’s detailed inner thoughts, although she appeared nonplussed by the experience. Without missing a beat, Sally strode over to the phone and picked it up.  
 
    “Director’s Office, Thalia speaking,” she said in her usual perky voice. A moment later, whatever the muffled voice said on the other line made her smile. “Oh, that’s great news, Billy! I’ll be sure to tell everyone.” She was about to hang up but stopped. “Sorry, what’s that? Yeah, all of ours rang too. What did you do with yours?” She started cackling and literally slapping her knee. “Well, leave the overkill to Franz… Sure, Billy, I’ll tell them that too. See you in a minute!” 
 
    As she hung up the phone, Poly took a deep breath. “I trust Bill had some good news to report?” 
 
    “Yeah, the van was actually carrying some of our former Soul Retrievers as cargo,” the cheerier sister explained. “Franz is running background checks on all of them through our archive system but I’d be surprised if they aren’t clean.” 
 
    “So how exactly did our dear Herr Kafka get rid of Bill’s cellphone?” Annice asked with bemused interest. 
 
    “Oh, he had the driver run it over with the van,” Sally said with a giggle. “After he did that, well, that was when Franz decided they had to be legit.” 
 
    We all started chuckling. Even Poly allowed herself the ghost of a smile before taking a deep breath. “I believe thanks are in order for your timely intervention, Lily. I risked losing my way.” 
 
    “Well, I’m the Herald, right?” I replied with a shrug. “I’m supposed to activate when things get serious.” 
 
    Poly looked down at the floor. “While that is very kind of you to say, we both know the truth. There is nothing important in putting personal gain over the safety of the Kingdom.” 
 
    “I beg to differ with you, dear,” Annice said, taking both of the Muse’s hands in her own. “Few things in life or death are as important as family.” She gave me a meaningful look as she added, “Particularly when a great injustice has been visited upon them.” 
 
    “An’ them bein’ used by the likes o’ Alaire can only add ta the sting,” Tallis said, putting his gentle hands on her shoulders from behind. “Ye’re thinkin’ we can release yer sisters from their stony prison jist like we plan to do fer Uriel?” 
 
    “The most efficient way would be to do both at once,” Poly said. “And furthermore, depriving Alaire of their presence would likely put a serious complication in his plans…”  
 
    “Am I sensing a ‘but’ to all of this?” I asked. 
 
    The half-smile returned to Poly’s face. “But… we could be putting everyone at risk. Per these plans, it would require far too much energy for the machine to reabsorb.” 
 
    “Well, there’s no guarantee that it wouldn’t do that just with Uriel, sis,” Sally said. 
 
    “Be that as it may, Thalia, I would hazard to say that doing so with both the archangel and our sisters would probably make that an absolute certainty.” 
 
    All at once, Bill and Mehta came back in the room with Franz in tow. Mantis flew behind them and for once, chose to land on someone other than Bill. The metal bug gently alit on Poly’s shoulder and made gentle buzzing noises while rubbing her cheek. 
 
    “Hey, don’t look so flubbergasted,” Bill said, holding up his hand. “Your aura gave off a serious blues-pression I could have seen from Dis, yo.” He jabbed a stubby finger at his pet weapon. “An’ whatever I can see, so can my little pal.” 
 
    Looking uncomfortable with all this emotion, Franz cleared his throat and asked, “Will you require anything else of me, Frau Director?” 
 
    Poly shook her head before saying, “The background checks are currently running?” At Franz’s nod, she added, “Then tell our newly arrived Soul Retrievers that we will soon be debriefing them, possibly within the next half-hour.” 
 
    “Jawohl,” the little man replied before shutting the door behind him. 
 
    Mehta gave the proceedings a cockeyed glance. “So how much of the conversation did we just miss?” 
 
    After a few minutes of filling her and Bill in, the huntress started pacing around the room, keeping time with Sally. “You know, I do seem to recall certain wards that restrain that kind of energy.” 
 
    “And maybe an arch-Druid could supply enough force to contain it indefinitely,” Annice said with scorn. “But as it stands, we both know that the ones we can assemble would only hold it back for a short time.” 
 
    “But mayhap long enough ta free everyone an’ keep them safe?” Tallis said, the wheels in his own head turning. 
 
    “Doesn’t change the fact that this energy will continue to build,” I pointed out. “Could we maybe redirect it? Possibly toward something that’s already been petrified?” 
 
    “Clever ideation, Nips,” Bill told me. “But c’mon, that’s delusional.” 
 
    “Afraid Billy’s right,” Sally said with a sigh. “It’d be like asking a wet sponge to soak up the ocean.” 
 
    All that talk of water made me think of the stone storms we’d endured on the way in. “What if we aimed the energy toward the sky?”  
 
    “Ach! An’ let the clouds soak it back up?” Tallis argued. “That’d be askin’ fer trouble.” 
 
    “Not if we aimed at it at a clearing,” I said. “Poly, is there anything in the plans—” 
 
    “There is,” Poly said, stabbing the relevant parts with triumph. “Assuming we can find a proper target, we can possibly avoid getting pelted by yet more stones.” 
 
    While that issue was being settled, Annice stroked her chin in thought. “We’d still need to customize the wards to get the flow just right.” 
 
    “But it could absolutely work,” Mehta concluded triumphantly. She pulled me into a sudden embrace and planted a quick kiss on my cheek. “Annice has the cleverest niece in the whole afterlife.” 
 
    Annice gently pulled the huntress back to her. “And I have the kindest woman for the love of my life and death,” she whispered back before giving Mehta a deep kiss and embrace of her own. 
 
    Poly frowned again. “Still, I have to wonder how feasible this plan actually is.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted to save your sisters,” I said dryly. 
 
    “Which we can still accomplish by merely taking their petrified bodies out of Alaire’s greedy claws,” Poly said. “But this plan? I cannot shake the notion that one archangel and seven Muses might be pushing the issue.” 
 
    “Well, I, for one, can’t stand the thought of any of them staying in that state for a single second longer than necessary,” Sally asserted. “Can you?” 
 
    “I’m with Sal there,” Bill added. Then he looked over at me. “But, uh, y’know, I think our Herald oughtta be the one makin’ the call, yo.” 
 
    And just like that, all eyes landed on me. I couldn’t have felt more vulnerable if I were naked. I waited a minute before saying anything. “We’re all here to save the Kingdom and everyone in it. To me, this is just the first step to accomplish that.” 
 
    “Despite the added risk?” Poly asked. 
 
    “As opposed to what?” I asked rhetorically. “Playing it safe never got me anywhere when I was alive. Better to make a mistake with the best intentions than to act on fear ever again.” 
 
    “Aye,” Tallis said with a grin. “Coomes a time when ye gotta stop runnin’.” 
 
    We all looked around at each other for a minute. Then Bill said, “Well, looks like the Mission Impossible tape just destroyed itself. What are we waiting for?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy, Billy,” Sally said. “We have to debrief the Retrievers.” 
 
    “Particularly as to the location of the van’s keys,” Poly said with grim determination as she went over to the phone. 
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Tallis 
 
      
 
    A warrior’s life consists of many hard tasks, but the one I found hardest was waiting.  
 
    As chaotic, terrifying and treacherous as battle is, it’s also a cathartic release. The critical moments before entering battle can be as trying as clashing with any army. While I’ve come to pride meself on having some patience, lying in wait for the enemy never ceases to be a chore for me. 
 
    Our present hiding place was no exception. Lying side by side with me Besom was always a joy, but doing so inside a dumpster? Much less so. We kept the lid open, allowing both of us to peek over the edge and see the AE building across the street. The smell of waste was overwhelming, worse than the foulest, rotting carcass of the Dark Wood. That would have been like a fresh bouquet of wild roses compared to this reeking pong! 
 
    “How in the name o’ Bran can we be sure the Muse sisters are still here?” I muttered, keeping me voice low enough to avoid an echo from inside the dumpster. 
 
    “All I know is Poly was pretty confident in her tech,” me woman whispered back. “Plus, you heard that same call I did after the debriefing.” 
 
    “Ye mean, we heard one side o’ it. ‘Tis unlike Sally ta reserve the details fer what may turn oot ta be important.” 
 
    “Well, since Alaire knows we’re here, she was probably just being careful not to tip him off.” 
 
    I grunted me agreement. “Even so, ye’d think her inside man coulda tole us when the—” 
 
    The outer door suddenly opened and a pack of Lemures marched out. The square formation they quickly fell into made me hackles rise. They reminded me of the Roman legions that overtook me home so long ago. Seeing the horse-hair helmet barely above the mob, I understood why that was so. Sure enough, a man fully armored as an officer of Caesar’s legions moved to the front and began to direct the Void beasts down the street. 
 
    A soft hand fell on me forearm before its owner whispered, “Easy, my love, easy.” 
 
    I didn’t realize I was gripping me blade as if I were ready to swing it any second. Me fingers felt damned sore as I loosened me grip. “Is that some o’ yer Herald magic figurin’ me oot?” 
 
    “Why bother with that when your body language tells the same story?” Besom asked, squeezing me arm. “Can you keep it together long enough for us to do this right?” 
 
    At her words, I felt great shame washing over me. In order to protect me love from the worst these neds could throw at her, I had to keep me thoughts on her instead of me revenge. “Do it, Besom,” I said with a voice thicker than normal. She gave me one last squeeze before closing her eyes. 
 
    As both of us feared, the Blade of Power on her back began to emit a soft indigo glow. The foul box we were in was tall, so most of the light was contained in the metal walls ‘round us. But the humming that it also emitted was a bigger worry, echoing off the sides louder than was safe. I once more grasped me blade as I looked for any sign that either the Lemures or their Roman commander could hear it. I needn’t have been concerned for their own footfalls were loud enough to drown it out. And that fool officer was far too concerned about the statues carried off by the center members of the pack. 
 
    Oy! Watch it, ya plank!” an Englishman’s voice rang out from the center. “That’s valuable property, ‘tis!” 
 
    The Roman looked at the voice’s source with obvious disgust. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Well, aside from maybe droppin’ one o’ them stone birds ‘ard enough ta break ‘em? Nah, guv, no problem ‘tall! Not a fing!” 
 
    The legionnaire held up his fist, halting the formation. “Did they actually drop one of them?” 
 
    “Dunno fer sure but ‘tis ‘ard ta tell with this box o’ toys rattlin’ about.” 
 
    Me lips curled into a smile as I watched this pair of dunderheads bickering. If they stayed in the same place long enough, we’d easily have the chance we needed to get what we came for. No one would expect any outside threats now. 
 
    The waning blue light allowed me to see Besom when her eyes opened. “What’d I miss?” 
 
    I tilted me chin at the Void beast crowd the Roman was wading through. “One o’ their gaffers thinks the Void beasts got a case o’ butter fingers.” 
 
    She pressed her lips as tightly as I was gripping me blade. “Did they?” 
 
    “Cannae say from here.” 
 
    She began rubbing her face like she was wiping off something awful. “Wish Bill were here to tell us for sure.” 
 
    “Ach, we’ll find oot soon enough… assumin’ it went well with ye jist now.” 
 
    A high-pitched shriek came from the sky and a wicked grin shone on Besom’s face. “See for yourself.” 
 
    I actually smelled them before I saw the first one. The stench of Griffin shite was unmistakable, no matter how far away it were. A second later, a tangle of feathers and claws slammed into the Lemure at the front right corner. A dismayed clicking arose as it fought back against the monster slicing it up before the rest of its flying pack joined the aerial stampede. The Void beasties broke formation completely as soon as they caught wind of their natural enemies. The Roman and Englishman tried to maintain order but to no avail.  
 
    The sharp whistle of an arrow flew through the air before it found its target, specifically, the legionnaire’s neck. He barely had enough time to look shocked at getting hurt before he toppled towards the ground. He faded out of sight completely before hitting the ground, already on his way to Shade. 
 
    “Bollocks!” the Englishman cried out just as another arrow whistled past him before landing in his chest. The gurgling noise he made prompted me to leap out of the dumpster and draw me blade in a fluid motion. Besom’s blade was once more glowing blue when she did likewise, and both of us rushed into battle. 
 
    Despite their broken morale, we didn’t have a hope in hell of beating these bastards. The best we could do was carve our way through them to get to the petrified sisters they were escorting. Thankfully, the light from Besom was intense, making every one of them big bugs avoid us. If they got too close, we fed them me own steel or Besom’s. Mantis’s arrows struck the ones ahead of us, helping us carve out the path we needed to get to our prize. 
 
    Soon enough, we were at the center with the Muses, who were cast aside like unwanted dolls thrown out by cruel children. Which wasn’t too far from the truth. Besom’s Herald light did a lot to push the Lemures away, as did the Harpies still ripping and tearing their way through the hardened carapaces. I spotted more than one bird-woman getting thrown to the ground, followed by agonized cries of death. Soon, there were only four from the original Harpy flock, and I wondered if our ride was getting close. 
 
    A loud horn sounded in the air just a second before the big white van smashed its way through the oversized bugs. Formidable as the Lemures were, not one of them could match the strength of a huge vehicle plowing into them. Besom did her best to pick the statues up when the van came to a halt in front of us. 
 
    The side panel slid open and we saw Sally, waving us inside. “Get them in!” 
 
    A quick look around indicated that was easier said than done. Despite Bill’s steady shots from Mantis, many of them Lemures stayed up and about. And the Harpies were just about spent from all the fighting. We needed more time. But who could give us that? 
 
    “Buaidh na bas!” I yelled out before charging into the thick of Void beasts. I gave the nearest one a head butt that rattled me teeth before slicing another in two on me right. Old battle songs rose from me lips as I continued to plow me way into them. It was the release I’d been craving for far too long. Even without Donnchadh, I was more than a match for the likes of them. They were mere beasts from a place that was naught. I was a respected Scotsman with a cause to fight for once again. 
 
    A sharp spike tore at me left side, and I cried out as I sliced off the offensive barb. Another one went into me back, lifting me off the ground as the tip drove deeper inside me. I roared with fury and kept swinging me sword at the fools that got within me reach. I was high enough to see the last surviving Harpy desperately holding her own against our shared enemies. She was as wild and fierce as any berserker, slashing out with her talons no matter how many tried to clutch her. Her screams echoed off the fabricated canyons around us, in a final dirge of defiance that dared the ruthless killers to do their worst. Above her, I spotted a flock of winged beasts descending. No doubt, these were true Griffins or, worse yet, Seraphim, coming to finish the job. I looked at the Harpy and she locked her fierce eyes on mine. In that instant, we conveyed an understanding between us. We knew we were about to be slain and neither of us would have it any other way. I watched Lemure claws finally drag her under, swallowing her whole in their throng of nightmares. 
 
    A bright burst of blue light erupted behind me just before the claw that held me let go and I fell to the ground. The pain of me wounds was enough of a jolt to launch me back on me feet. When I glanced up, me heart leapt with joy to see the latest visitors coming towards us. A fresh wave of Harpies swooped over the Lemures, slashing away at the insects before soaring higher than bugs’ claws could reach them. 
 
    “Goddammit, would you get in here?” Besom’s outraged voice squealed above the din. I ignored me wounds in order to run to her. Falling into the van, me head barely missed the stone feet of one of the Muses. The door slammed shut behind me, followed by a pair of hard raps on the inner door.  
 
    “Go, Poly, go!” Sally exclaimed. 
 
    The van took off once again, and the sound of the beasties being run over and trying to get away was a cacophony that made all of us smile. Every jolt from the ride came with a fresh spike of pain though and I had to clench me teeth to keep from yelling. Taking a deep breath through me nose, I started reciting a healing spell I’d learned long ago. More pain followed when me flesh began to pull itself back together, binding skin to skin once more. It hurt almost as bad as the original wound but I grimaced and finished the spell. Slowly, the pain faded and that’s when I realized I no longer heard any banging from outside. 
 
    A harsh slap on the face gave me cheek a fresh pain to winge about. “What were you thinking, you stupid man?” Besom asked me, her voice nearly breaking in tears. Throwing her arms around me, she grabbed me chest as though her life depended on it. I returned her hug. “Ah had ta do somethin’, Besom,” I told her. “Ye all right?” 
 
    Her tear-stained face and glistening eyes looked up at me. “Now I am.” Then she blinked and her eyes seemed more worried again. “Bill…” 
 
    “I see him up ahead,” Poly called out from behind the wheel. Her voice was so calm, she could have been talking about a lost file in her office. The van pulled over to the right before coming to a halt. Sally flung the door open, and there stood the stookie angel with his trusty bow. I glimpsed a Harpy departing behind him, and Bill gave her a quick wave.  
 
    “Yeah, smell ya later!” he yelled before taking Sally’s hand. Once he got inside the van, the bow changed back into Mantis and Sally slammed the door closed again.  
 
    Besom gave our resident pain-in-the-arse a sweet hug before pointing at our liberated captives. “Are they all okay?” 
 
    Bill squinted hard to view their auras. After a few tense moments, he relaxed and said, “Well, being stuck in a rock like that ain’t my idea of ‘okay’. But, yeah, no heavy violations I could detect.” 
 
    Sally sank to the van floor in relief.  
 
    “Hey, hey, keep it together, kiddo,” the stookie angel said. “The scary part’s over. Now we just gotta cure ‘em, right?” 
 
    Mantis jumped onto Sally’s arm and buzzed its encouragement. Sally sniffled before saying, “I know, Billy. It’s just, oh, I don’t know… if anything had gone wrong...” 
 
    “Never mind that, Thalia,” Poly said in a firm but sympathetic voice. “Assuming that Annice and Mehta did their job, they shall all be free soon enough.” 
 
    Everyone was accounted for, so Besom got up off the floor and joined Poly in the passenger seat. “How far away are we?” 
 
    Poly glanced down at the map in her lap. “Roughly four blocks. I daresay your pet predators definitely bought us some time.” 
 
    I looked at the back doors of the van as though I could see our opponents behind us. “Mayhap it’ll be enough time to keep us from further harm,” I muttered. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long before Poly drove the van under a familiar arch. The false fountain babbled in the courtyard but there appeared to be something bloody lying right in front of it. When Poly gradually slowed to a halt, I wasted no further time. Opening the panel door swiftly, I kept me sword at the ready. A fine blade blocked me path, however, before Besom pushed her way forward. 
 
    “Ya cannae be serious, woman,” I grumbled from behind her. “If somethin’ were ta happen ta ye…” 
 
    “Not likely anything will, brother,” Mehta replied before she walked over to the other side of the fountain. She went directly to the unknown corpse. Now that I could see it, I realized it was a dead Griffin. Three arrows were lodged in its heart and a couple more impaled its exposed side. 
 
    “Annice?” Besom called out, peering her way around the machine. 
 
    “Over here, darling,” her aunt replied. “Just finishing the last wards we’ll need.” 
 
    I knelt down and took a closer look at the fallen flying beast as Annice pulled the arrows from its side. “If only it had remained with the rest of them instead of surrendering to its curiosity, it might have survived.” She shook her head as she examined the unfortunate beast. “But it’s too late for that now.” 
 
    Her mention of “the rest of them” prompted me to scan the skies.  
 
    “Where’d the rest of ‘em go?” 
 
    “In the direction you came. Shall I assume you created a big enough distraction to buy us some time?” 
 
    “It got a little close but… aye, ye may assume.” 
 
    “Hey, Tallis!” Sally called out. “How about a little help with our sisters?!” 
 
    “Aye,” I called while getting on me feet. 
 
    Mehta caught me eye. “As soon as you finish that, I shall need your help too.” 
 
    I spent the next few minutes carefully lifting the petrified Muses from the van and placing them in front of the false fountain. Bill offered to help but the stookie angel lacked the muscle as well as the coordination. Besom, Sally and Poly, on the other hand, proved more than able to do their share.  
 
    After that, I helped me Druid huntress sister drag the Griffin to the edge of the courtyard. That’s when I noticed a deep cut around the throat area of the lion-bird, just under its beak. It was still bleeding slightly but there should have been a lot more blood. I suspected something that was confirmed when we got back to the machine. Each ward was painted with blood, which could only have come from our deceased intruder. 
 
    Annice was standing in front of the statues, inspecting them with a critical eye as she placed them inside the bounds of her wards. “Mostly intact,” she murmured. “A little chipping on their skin but that’s just the calcified outer layer. They should come out of this physically unscathed.” 
 
    “Then all that is left is to make the necessary adjustments,” Poly said, her usual cool voice throbbing with eagerness. 
 
    “We’ll need ta stay on the watchtower, yo,” Bill said, looking up. “No way Blondie won’t wonder if something’s up… ‘specially if things go South Pacific.” 
 
    Besom just took all that in stride and nodded. “I’ll make the aim adjustment near the top. Care to get the bottom tweaks, Sally?” 
 
    “You betcha!” Sally said with a grin. “Unless you want to do it, sis?” 
 
    Poly gave her sister a thoughtful look. “Well, I did memorize the blueprints in the office.” 
 
    “Once you girls say the word,” Annice smoothly cut in, “I shall activate the wards.” 
 
    “Quicker is always better, friends,” I told everyone. I glanced at the side street entrance we’d just come through. As savage as the Harpies were, I doubted they could handle both the Lemures and the Griffins. 
 
    Besom gave me her most radiant smile and added, “What my man said.” Without hesitation, she sheathed her blade before scaling up the machine. Poly spent her trek toward the machine, examining it the way I would a target for food. Bill waved for Mantis to assume its bow shape, clearly expecting trouble, and Mehta did the same with her own bow. I felt somewhat limited with only me blade to protect us, but that was the truth of it. I prayed to Cerrenos I would not have to use it. 
 
    After a few moments of sentry watch, Besom said, “Found mine, Poly. How ‘bout you?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Muse replied. 
 
    Annice held a sharp dagger against her palm. “On the count of three, then?”  
 
    “Nothing less,” Besom answered, loud enough that I could hear the smile in her voice. “One... two... three!” 
 
    Two hard jolts from the machine blasted through the courtyard loud enough for anyone within three blocks to hear. Then the machinery loudly whirred to life, so deafening I could scarcely think. A sickly, greenish glow washed over the area, making me fear we were the next victims to be petrified. But when I looked at the source, I was relieved to see the truth. 
 
    Globules of green light were being pulled from the Muses like poisonous chunks from a wound. Each extraction made their flesh more supple. Finally, the energy dissipated and they all fell to the ground in liberated relief. Besom, Poly, Sally and Annice were close enough to drag all of them away from the courtyard.  
 
    But the machine itself grew louder and louder still, building into a crescendo that promised to be deadly. When it finally climbed to an earsplitting pitch, a great green beam fired into the clearest part of the sky, utterly engulfing Uriel at the top. It was like watching a waterfall flow upwards. A pair of great wings suddenly burst forth before the angelic figure attached to them soared with triumph. After a couple of lazy loops, the Angel of Death alighted in front of us, his lips still wrapped around a cigarette. 
 
    The first thing he did upon landing was drop the cigarette from his mouth. Owing to the anemic green light, the cig was obviously turned to stone.  
 
    “That was my last one,” he grumbled, kicking it aside with a frown. 
 
    Bill came up to him with a fresh smoke in his hand. “Not your usual brand,” he said with an apologetic look. “But still...” 
 
    “Any port in the storm,” his mentor said with a grin before snatching the cigarette out of the stookie angel’s hand. 
 
    While he lit the fresh ciggy up, I looked at the Muses. All of them were sobbing with gratitude as Poly and Sally hugged them close. They were all speaking in their native tongue, so I couldn’t catch a word of what was said. But I didn’t mind. Such intimacies weren’t meant for me ears anyway. 
 
    A crackle of thunder brought me eyes up to the sky. Wispy green clouds began filling up the empty space where the energy was being cast. The air turned so electric, the hairs on me skin stood up. A fork of emerald lightning flashed over our heads, and the clouds covered the whole courtyard we were in. Bill and Uriel both peered up into the gloom and then yelled out as one, “Oh, shit!” 
 
    In no time at all, we were pelted by stones as big as me fist. The roar from the storm was so oppressive that talking was nigh impossible. All we could do was look at each other through the hailstorm and run for the van, which tolerated the pounding stones with incredible resilience. Besom held up her blade and conjured a blue forcefield around herself and the Muses. The rest of us had to make do by pelting the incessant showers of rocks away from our heads with our arms. Little Mantis tried to fly but was instantly knocked to the ground very hard. Bill scooped the wee gadget up in his arms and used his own body to shield the metal beastie. 
 
    By the time I got closer, Poly was already in the driver’s seat while Sally and Besom—who dropped her shield—herded the other Muses in through the side door. Bill leapt into the van himself, still cradling Mantis, and we heard a loud crunch above the din. There was no sign of Annice and Mehta. For all I knew, they had become the latest victims of the stones and were now on their way to Shade, though I certainly hoped not. 
 
    The yellow glow of sparks greeted me eyes when I looked back at the machine. It began smoking as the gears were grinding. All at once, the clouds began to clear up and the energy field retreated into the machine’s broken nozzle. More sparking and grinding of gears, even worse than before, and the ensuing noise promised nothing but trouble. 
 
    Besom took one look before charging towards it. In the blink of an eye, Uriel appeared right in front of her and said, “No, Herald.” 
 
    “We have to do something!” Besom yelled in her typical headstrong fashion, running around him. He blocked her way again.  
 
    “Correction, Lily Harper, I have to do something. Something that will ensure this mechanical monstrosity will never be used again.” 
 
    The van’s engine started and I took that moment to grab me beloved by the shoulder. “We must go!” 
 
    She slipped out of me hand and argued, “He’s the reason we came here!” 
 
    While all this was happening, Uriel approached the howling machinery with another eye blink maneuver. From out of nowhere appeared a great scythe with a dark handle and a bright, sharp blade. He smote a great blow and began battering the machine again. Every piece of the cursed machine got the blade, and the pitiful contraption’s protests became that much more horrific. 
 
    “Besom!” I called out, taking Lily’s shoulder once more. Me instincts told me we didn’t want to be anywhere near this spot after the archangel’s task was finished. 
 
    Once we got inside the van, Sally slapped the side door shut with one hand while closing the panel door with the other. Poly quickly got the van moving just as a great blast rang out, followed by a strange sucking sound. There was no other way to see what happened, so Sally opened up the panel door again. In the center of the courtyard lay the smoking ruins of the Medusa engine that had petrified the entire Kingdom. Standing in front of it was Uriel, turned once more to stone, his trusty scythe raised to the clear skies in triumph. 
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    Poly had a little trouble getting us over the rocky gravel but the ride got much smoother when we returned to the main road.  
 
    Meanwhile, Sally moved up to the passenger side, furiously typing away on the laptop she’d just pulled out from under the seat. Tallis stared down at the van floor, taking deep breaths while leaning against his blade. Bill and two of the Muses were busy tending to Mantis in the back, and the soft sounds of tinkering were audible over the van’s engine. We were driving away from the Department of Acquisitions and beyond that, nothing else mattered.  
 
    I couldn’t get the image of Uriel out of my mind. Over and over, I asked myself what I could have done to change the outcome. But I knew it was all in vain. We’d set out to save Uriel and failed miserably. Why? Because I hadn’t planned far enough ahead.  
 
    While such thoughts were going through my guilty mind, I looked around at the now-liberated Muses. Up until a few minutes ago, they were being held captive too, and even more insulting, they were being exploited as renewable fuel pumps. They seemed as somber as the rest of my team but at least they were free now. So, was our mission a total failure? 
 
    The nearest Muse looked at me with intense eyes. “I believe we owe you our heartfelt thanks.” Her voice was so lovely, she seemed to sing the words. 
 
    Feeling intensely unworthy, I replied, “Thanks, Miss…?” 
 
    “Oh, no need for such formality,” she said with a slight grin gracing her lovely lips. “The gods we serve never demand such.”  
 
    “Neither do we,” the Muse beside her added. She had a darker expression on her face that seemed more brooding and reminded me of Poly.  
 
    “I am Calliope,” the first Muse said. Nodding to the Muse beside her, she added, “This is my sister, Melpomene.” 
 
    A familiar buzzing grew louder from the back of the van before Mantis suddenly sprang up in front of us. Bill and the Muses were still crouched in the rear. The little, metal bug flew up to my shoulder, giving me a soft, reassuring hum. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” I whispered to it. 
 
    “Yeah, it got a little touchy-feely there,” Bill said. “But once Terpy and U-rang got their hands on some decent tools, they could fix damn near anything.” 
 
    The Muse on his right acknowledged Bill’s compliment with a happy tune she played on a set of Pan pipes. The one on his left smiled before stretching her body like a ballerina and bending over on one leg to give Bill a kiss on the forehead. 
 
    “Terpsichore,” Melpomene said, gesturing towards the skilled flute player. 
 
    “And this graceful dancer is Euterpe,” Calliope added. She spoke in the same notes as the tune played by the pipe’s player. 
 
    The Muse sitting next to me leaned towards Poly in the front seat. “Is there anything I can do to assist your navigation, sister?” 
 
    “Very much appreciated, Urania, but unnecessary,” Poly answered. “I have the route to our nearest safe house memorized.” 
 
    “Nae sure that anywhere in the Kingdom could be called a safe ‘oose now,” Tallis said, looking up at the rest of us. I hadn’t seen such despair in his eyes since Donnchadh was ripped out of him. 
 
    “While your gloom is understandable, Lord Tallis,” the studious-looking Muse on his right said, “surely you have seen enough to know that it is also far from the truth.” 
 
    I watched him stiffen. “Ah’ve nae been a laird in a loong time.” 
 
    “Please excuse Clio,” Sally said. “She insists that some titles ought to be permanent, no matter what your current station might be.” 
 
    The final Muse began humming a light tune that took me a minute to recognize. “I know that song. It’s ‘Good Riddance’ from Green Day,” I said, giving her a frown because I couldn’t imagine a muse knowing such a song. 
 
    “You have a good ear,” the Muse said, smiling.  
 
    “Leave it to Erato to pick the most random tune possible,” Melpomene retorted with a scoff. 
 
    The humming Muse leaned back against the wall and shrugged. “Seemed appropriate for the moment.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, dropping my head and looking down. Bill eyed me with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Nips, you’re not thinkin’ about hostin’ a pity party, are ya?” he asked, making it clear to everyone I was on the verge of doing just that. And it was then that I realized Bill was nowhere near as distraught regarding what had happened to Uriel as he should have been. Or, I supposed, as I would have expected him to be. 
 
    I frowned at him. “How come you’re not mad at me?” I asked. “I just abandoned Uriel to—” 
 
    “To TCB so the rest of us could GTFO,” Bill interrupted me with a nod. “I mean, sure, yo, we all wanted him to come along. But that’s not how the chow went down and as with all things regarding the Wild Blue Yonder, we gotta respect Uriel’s decision. He knew what he was doin’, Nips, an’ there’s respect in that.” He grew quiet for a second and then made the shape of the cross over his chest. “He will never be forgotten.” 
 
    “Do not undersell his value nor how great a setback his sacrifice is, Bill,” Poly interjected as she turned a corner. “At a minimum, he could have helped us with the portal.” 
 
    “That wretched thing,” Melpomene all but spat on the ground. “And to think they used it to restore Talos first...” 
 
    “How do you know that?” I asked, eager to hear the source of her information. 
 
    Terpsichore began playing “Good Riddance” on her pipes. Erato started humming along with it, and Melpomene rolled her eyes in contempt. Meanwhile, Euterpe raised her right thigh all the way to her forehead.  
 
    “Although the experience left us quite stiff and immobile,” she said with some irony, “it never tarnished our awareness.” 
 
    The full implications of that hit me like the hailstones on the ground. “That means… you felt it when they—” 
 
    “Yes,” Calliope sighed. “The cursed spikes piercing my flesh were the most unpleasant.” 
 
    I reached out for her hands and took them in mine. “I’m so sorry. I know how it feels to be that helpless.” 
 
    Calliope peered deeply into my eyes before giving my hands a return squeeze. “I can see that. But in both instances, it’s over now.” She tightened her grip a little. “And embracing the present is more important, yes?” 
 
    “Good Riddance” continued to play as the freed Muses nodded their enthusiastic agreement. 
 
    “Not to change the subjection,” Bill said, “but let’s hear some more juicy gossip from y’all, yo?” 
 
    “All we know are random pieces of the puzzle,” Clio replied. “We observed the Griffins flying over this district one day, and heard the complaints over the lack of progress in reviving Talos the next… All of our knowledge is very scattershot, if the truth be told.” 
 
    Melpomene scoffed. “Scattershot. That’s Clio-speak for ‘useless’.” 
 
    “Any knowledge is ultimately useful, sister,” Poly snapped in a harsh tone. 
 
    Sally glanced over her shoulder with a disappointed look. “C’mon, Mel. We just got back together; can’t we at least act like it was a good thing?” 
 
    Melpomene appeared at a loss for a good comeback. “Yes, it’s much better here than where we were, I must admit.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sally said, flashing her a smile. “It’s a start anyway.” 
 
    Her laptop suddenly made a sound, and Sally tapped a couple of keys in response. “How secure is this network?” she asked Poly. 
 
    “Not secure enough to prevent Alaire from tracking us,” Poly said. “So, make your call brief.” 
 
    I looked over Sally’s shoulder as the chorus of Erato and Terpsichore finished their duet. The laptop screen came alive, and I saw Gwydion’s face against a dark background. He looked unusually stressed for once. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Gwydion?” Sally asked, obviously concerned. 
 
    “Where shall I start? I’m with some of your handpicked Soul Retrievers in Alaire’s tower here in Dis,” he began. 
 
    “Shit, why?!” I blurted out. “That’s the first place he’d look for you all!” 
 
    “Under normal circumstances, yes,” he replied. “But Alaire pulled his people out when the Forsaken reached the outer limits of the city. That makes us the only ones defending it at present.” 
 
    “Identify ‘us’,” Poly said, keeping her eyes on the road. 
 
    “I, for one,” a deep voice said, stepping into the camera’s view next to the Welshman. The great bull head left no doubt to his identity. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I told him, “I’m glad to see you and to see that you’re still safe, Asterion.” 
 
    “And you, my dear lady,” he answered with a respectful nod. His gesture said so much more though. 
 
    “Ariadne wit’ ye, man?” Tallis called out. 
 
    “Down below,” the Minotaur replied. “Planning our defense with the Flamels.” 
 
    “Hey, yo! How much real estate does the Forsaken control?” Bill inquired. 
 
    “Half the city, perhaps more,” Gwydion answered. “All I know is that the Forsaken wants this tower.” 
 
    “Why’s that, Welshman?” Tallis asked with unconcealed suspicion. 
 
    “Yet another puzzle the Flamels are attempting to work out,” Gwydion replied with a shrug. “Their best guess at present is: it’s a linchpin for the city’s remaining mystical defenses.” 
 
    “Do you need us to rescue you?” I asked, my heart in my mouth. The thought of losing more good people—even slippery Gwydion—was more than I could bear at the moment. 
 
    “What we need is for you to stop Alaire,” Asterion replied, his nostrils flaring. “We shall hold on for as long as we can. When we falter, we shall come to you.” 
 
    I didn’t want to hear that. In life and afterlife, this poor son of Minos knew nothing but suffering. Alaire’s plan might cheat him out of whatever happiness he was due. That knowledge bothered me more than I could say. 
 
    An alarm sounded on Sally’s laptop. “Oh, Hades! Take them!” she cursed. “We’ve been made!” 
 
    With a calm demeanor unexpected from a monster like him, Asterion said, “Nike be with you.” The screen abruptly went blank and Poly calmly said, “Throw that laptop out.” 
 
    Sally growled as she rolled down the window and tossed it out. Poly started speeding up, taking hairpin turns without slowing. 
 
    “What chance do we have here?” Tallis asked. 
 
    “If we get back to my hood,” Bill answered, “we got an even chance of triumverating.” 
 
    Poly nodded but said nothing. Urania looked over her shoulder and chimed, “There’s a small side street on the right. It’ll take us to Bill’s abode presently.” 
 
    After giving her sister another silent nod, Poly made the turn, nearly throwing all of us to the left side of the van in the process. Terpsichore started playing a fast-paced tune as the tension got thicker. I just wondered how much time we’d bought by ditching the laptop. 
 
    Turning onto the next road, a swarm of Lemures flooded the street in front of us. Poly slammed on the brakes and began to back up only to hit something hard enough to grind us to a halt. Griffins and Seraphim descended from the sky, all of them ferociously ready to rip the van apart. 
 
    The front line of Lemures opened like a door and an immaculately dressed man with blonde hair walked up.  
 
    His eyes were burning with equal parts desperation and fear as he called out, “I know you’re in there, Lily. We need to talk.” 
 
    ###
TALLIS 
 
      
 
    The very sound of Alaire’s deceitful voice made me blood boil. Call me a fool for ever allowing him into me court. And curse me for letting him insult me by exiling me to the Dark Wood. It wasn’t until me hands started to ache that I realized how tightly I was gripping me blade. 
 
    “We’ll talk right here, then,” me Besom replied, her voice as hard and sharp as the blade she carried. Sometimes, I found it difficult to believe she was the same bewildered lass that had first begged me to teach her the skills of battle. 
 
    The panel door strained from being pulled by something that bent the metal out of shape.  
 
    “Permit me to disagree,” me usurper called out as he wandered to the left. “Better still, permit your companions to open up that door before my troops rip it off.” 
 
    I put me hands down me blade to flip it over. Whichever way the door opened, I would charge out and take down as many of them bastards as I could. 
 
    A wee hand slapped me hard in the thigh. Bill.  
 
    “Whatever rodeo is on yer mind, Tido, forget it,” he said with unaccustomed authority. “This ain’t a sitch where the ol’ hack-and-bash will work.” 
 
    “Damn do shuilean!” I hissed at the stookie angel because I knew he was right. Rage couldn’t solve any of me problems since Donnchadh had been extracted from me. Actually, mayhap not even then. 
 
    “Well, we can’t open it if they break it, can we?” Besom snapped. Although I couldn’t see her eyes, I heard the passion in her voice. Me gladness swept away the anger from me heart. Whatever happened next, no sweet promises or clever words could break her resolve. 
 
    Alaire’s response was a command that he spoke in High Enochian. Then from the other side of the panel door, he said, “Ready when you are.” 
 
    I sensed the fear and panic from the Muses we’d just liberated. I wished we had Annice and Mehta for extra martial support. Hells, I’d have even taken the Welshman at this point. But when the stookie angel’s metal bug once more became his trusty bow, it reassured me. Bill nocked an arrow in its strings and nodded at Sally, who pulled back the door. 
 
    The chittering of the Lemures greeted us, their claws clicking together as if they were eagerly anticipating a grand battle. Calm and poised, Besom stepped out of the van, drawing her Blade of Power and making lazy half-circles in the air at the monsters that surrounded us. Bill and I weren’t too far behind, and the Muses wisely remained inside the van. A trio of Griffins perched upon the van roof, all of them ready to fight. Idly, I wondered if Annice and Mehta were still in action somewhere. 
 
    Flanked by a pair of Seraphim, Alaire walked through the Lemures with a smug smile on his face. It was the same one I saw the day he took me throne in the Underground City.  
 
    “Glad you could see the logic of my argument.” 
 
    “Speaking of the age of reason,” the stookie angel growled, aiming his bow right between Alaire’s eyes, “give me one good reason why I shouldn’t arrow-rate your skull?” 
 
    Alaire snapped his fingers and a shower of arrows landed everywhere around us except where we stood. He dramatized the moment with a practiced pause before asking, “Is that enough reason for you?” 
 
    Kicking the embedded arrows with contempt, Besom snarled, “What do you want, Alaire?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” he asked while spreading his hands. “I wish to save the Kingdom.” 
 
    “Last time I checked,” Bill spat, “‘saving the Kingdom’ didn’t include petrifiling the entire population.” 
 
    “I warned them!” Alaire shouted at the top of his lungs. His tone reverberated on the narrow building walls more than once. By the time the echoes faded, Alaire was nervously pacing back and forth between us. “I told the Council my plan to head off the Forsaken by making it as harmless as Talos. I went through the same channels repeatedly for months, or maybe even years. But they refused to listen to my advice, no matter how many times I showed them…” His jaws clamped shut, and it appeared his fury made it difficult for him to speak. 
 
    “What’d ye expect, man?” I rumbled. “AE is bein’ run by a confederacy o’ idiots now.” 
 
    “None of that can justify or excuse what you did to the whole damn city,” Lily added, getting a little closer to Alaire, her sword out in front of her. The Lemures responded by drawing closer and the Seraphim unslung their bows. Their master cleared his throat in annoyance, raising both hands and giving them a frosty look that pushed them all back. 
 
    I was fairly sure he would never harm Lily—nae, because I believed he was just as in love with her as he always had been—in his own, twisted, Alaire way, that is. 
 
    Tallis? said Besom’s voice in me head. Can you hear me? 
 
    Aye, I responded. Ah hear ye. 
 
    Any way you can provoke the Griffins into brawling with the Lemures? 
 
    By then, Alaire’s troops had settled back down and his attention returned to us.  
 
    “Your inept, little guardian angel just proved why it’s necessary,” Alaire said. “If I take out the Council, I still have a whole city of potential resistors to placate. Better to stop that fool’s errand dead in its tracks.” 
 
    While he talked, I used me Druid senses to see what kept the Griffins from ripping up the Lemures.  
 
    Alaire added, “Besides, I needed a field test for Von Braun’s designs to make sure they actually worked.” 
 
    Besom’s blade began glowing blue, and I was sure everyone got even more nervous. Well, everyone but me. I detected a magical binding surrounding the Griffins. Such binding made them go against their instincts in order to obey Alaire’s wishes.  
 
    Might have somethin’ I telepathized to Lily. Stall. 
 
    “And stupid me thought you just left Dis because you feared getting gobbled up,” Besom retorted. 
 
    “Anyone who does not fear the Forsaken is too stupid to justify their existence,” Alaire announced. “To succumb to that nightmare, whether you be living or dead, is akin to being doomed to nothingness. Its embrace isn’t the dull tedium of Shade but rather, total annihilation.” 
 
    I caught a glint of something at the base of his throat. The light of Besom’s blade reflected a metal charm suspended on a chain. I sensed some power coming from it that made me curious to know more. 
 
    Me former rival was giving me a suspicious stare, no doubt the mirror of the one I was giving him. I asked, “So how in the Morrigan did that nightmare escape in the first place?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Alaire retorted, a wee bit too quickly. “All that does matter at this junction is that it has consumed all of Dis by now, I’m quite sure. And no matter what futile efforts that fool Patton might have employed to hold it back, they’ve failed.” 
 
    Interestin’, I told me lady love silently, although I could feel the cord from Alaire’s charm all the way to its destination. 
 
    Not as interesting as the company Alaire’s goons are missing right now, Lily replied.  
 
    I sensed the smile in her thought. Me eyes drifted over the sea of Void beasties on me right. Crafty Annice was crouched just beyond them, weaving some sort of incantation as quietly as she could. Me Druid sister, Mehta, had her bow pulled back, aimed in our direction. She was ready and waiting for the signal to shoot Alaire. 
 
    “So how exactly were you planning to stop the Forsaken?” Besom asked. “From what I can see, you have no more resources here than you did in the Underground City.” 
 
    “Athena’s shield is the key,” Alaire said, his eagerness to brag broadly evident. “The severed head of Medusa has only gotten more potent with age. All I needed was to find some way to channel her power and ability to turn things into stone into a proper weapon. Something that could hold the Forsaken in place just long enough to shatter it.” 
 
    “But you needed Tall, Bronze and Heavy,” Bill said, frowning at Alaire. “Even if Von Brawny’s bottle rockets were duds, he’s big enough to Orange Crush the Forsaken into a wet pile of dust.” 
 
    Speaking of solid, I traced the charm’s endpoint to the three Griffins on the top of the van. But it didn’t end there. Invisible strands of energy spanned out like a spiderweb to every Griffin flying through the air above our heads. 
 
    Got it, I told me love while Alaire gave the stookie angel a surprised look.  
 
    “Your insight never ceases to surprise me.” 
 
    Where? Besom whispered back. She instantly sensed me enthusiasm. 
 
    “What?” Bill asked, trying to sound innocent. “Just because I’m a rough diamond don’t mean I ain’t in the know, Blondie!” 
 
    It’s ‘round his neck, I told Lily.  Pretty sure tha’s how he’s controllin’ the Griffins. 
 
    “Uriel would be proud,” the blonde bastard said, watching Bill like a bird of prey. “But your misguided heroics have done nothing to change my plans.” 
 
    Mehta could make that shot, Besom thought back to me. But how do we tell her to aim at it? 
 
    “With that in mind,” Alaire went on, oblivious to the silent conversation between Besom and me. “I must demand the return of the Muses.” 
 
    “Ye might have missed it but they ain’t petrified now,” I said, a choked laugh in my throat. 
 
    Alaire wore a chill smile. “It will make their blood extractions somewhat… complicated. But nothing more.” His smile vanished. “Step aside.” 
 
    I gave him a craggy smile of me own. “Since when do Ah take commands from ye?”  
 
    Besom? I thought to me beloved. 
 
    Give me a minute, she replied. The blue in her blade turned on the light brightly enough to make even the Lemures back up. 
 
    Alaire drifted his unamused look from me to her. “Whatever you’re planning to do, Herald, you should reconsider it at once.” 
 
    “One way or the other,” Besom said, the humming of her blade growing louder, “the Muses are coming with us.” 
 
    “Got that right, Nips,” Bill said, his eyes hard as black diamonds as he searched for Mantis. 
 
    “You act as though any of you have a choice,” Alaire went on, his voice becoming a guttural growl. 
 
    “Here’s mine,” the stookie angel said, preparing to let his arrow fly. Before it could leave his bow, a swarm of enemy arrows struck him down. His shot went wild, grazing Alaire’s neck. Bill yelped out in pain as he dropped to the ground. 
 
    “Murt Braithar!” I shouted before I charged Alaire.  
 
    Just as I figured, a bunch of Lemures swarmed me and prevented me from getting too close. I head-butted the nearest and me blade barely scratched the chitin armor of another. Although I stood no chance of holding them off for long, at least, no one would notice Besom while I was charging them. 
 
    The sky suddenly exploded with blue streamers. Even the Lemures were startled by it and stopped attacking me to watch. While the thin lines of light went everywhere, the most prominent ones circled the necks of the three closest Griffins as well as the charm on Alaire’s neck. The whistle of an arrow severed the streamer before snatching away Alaire’s necklace. The streamer suddenly collapsed like spring ice. Fading quickly, the Griffins at the top screeched their fury before falling upon the Lemures. 
 
    More arrows flew at them but Griffins are half lion and it takes much worse to keep them down. The street was absolute chaos and so was the sky. The Griffins swooped the Seraphim who dared to shoot back at them. I lost track of Alaire but that would have to keep. We needed to escape at once before he could reassert control. 
 
    I ducked under the Lemures and crawled on the ground, trying not to get trampled along the way. Then I searched for Alaire’s fallen necklace but only saw a small, skittering bug heading towards me. Mantis. The whirs and screeches it made indicated its master was in trouble so I did me best to follow after.  
 
    To me surprise, I found Bill in a wide-open space, groaning as he plucked out all the arrows from his plump body. He told me that Besom was guarding him instead of “viceroy-versa.” Mantis nimbly rejoined the stookie angel.  
 
    Time for me entrance, I thought before rising up to me feet in a rush. 
 
    I managed to knock away scores of Lemures with me sudden appearance. After that, I fought me way back to the perimeter that Besom had carved out and almost stopped in me tracks. Using deft footwork and perfect sword strokes, me woman was fighting off the pair of Seraphim that had previously flanked Alaire. Her blade was noticeably bigger, more than enough to defend her from their flaming swords. But despite her heroism, she couldn’t keep it up for very much longer. 
 
    Locking eyes with me, she called out in her mind, Get Bill outta here! 
 
    We’re nae leavin’ ye behind! I answered, catching the wee fellow under his arm. 
 
    I’m right behind you, go! 
 
    “C’mon, stookie angel!” I yelled, hauling him through the sea of monsters that did their damnedest to avoid the Griffins. When we got close to the van, a slight bubble was around it that kept the attackers at bay. I did not know what caused it, but I pushed through, throwing Bill in ahead of me. 
 
    Casting fearful eyes back at Besom, I found her true to her word, protecting our rear from the action that inched ever so closer. 
 
    “Yield, Herald!” one of the winged bastards bellowed. “You have no hope of victory!” 
 
    “Oh, kiss my ass!” she yelled back, angling her sword at their legs. When she got within me reach, I grabbed her. 
 
    “In ye go, Besom!” I yelled before tossing her in the van. Then I jumped inside meself, and Sally wasted no time. She slammed the door and shouted, “Go! Go!” 
 
    The Muses took care of Bill while I crawled into the passenger seat alongside Poly. “Annice and Mehta are over there,” I said, pointing roughly in the direction I’d seen them. 
 
    Poly just nodded and barreled her way down the road. The mystic field hovered over us, bending some of our blows and bouncing others off the sides.  
 
    Once we got close enough, Poly yelled, “Sally, be ready for another extraction!” 
 
    The door opened up and in bounded Mehta with Annice close behind. Poly didn’t even wait for her sister to shut the door before squealing the tires out of there. 
 
    Once they both were inside the van, Annice sighed with relief. “Good to see that my protection spells still work.” 
 
    “Better than how I snatched that necklace ‘round Blondie’s neck?” Bill groaned from the back. 
 
    I whirled around to look at the stookie angel, who laughed hard. “Like I couldn’t see your auras,” he teased. “At least Mega hit the right target, didn’t ya?” 
 
    “Would you hold still?” Melpomene demanded. “These arrows don’t come out on their own.” 
 
    “Hey, be nice to Bill,” Sally scolded her. “He’s been plenty nice to us, hasn’t he, Poly?” 
 
    Poly glanced back at Besom’s guardian angel with some trepidation.  
 
    “That he has,” she said in a voice that indicated she was on the verge of tears. 
 
    I looked at Besom and got tears in me own eyes when she looked back. I knew no words to describe how I felt right then. So, I got out of me seat to clasp me woman in a tight embrace. I didn’t let go of her for a long while. 
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Lily 
 
      
 
    If it were my decision, I’d have stayed ensconced in Tallis’s arms for longer than I did.  
 
    But my mom had told me a long time ago, before I’d died, that one of the things about being a grownup is doing stuff you don’t necessarily like. So, however reluctantly, I eventually broke off my embrace from Tallis and joined Poly in the front seat. Then I nervously glanced at the Muses who were hovering over Bill in the back. 
 
    “Rest assured he will be fine,” the more serious director of the Department of Acquisitions told me. “Angel arrows are painful but no more lethal to him than any other weapon.” 
 
    “I figured that,” I said. “But just the same...” 
 
    “In my experience, angels will kill scores of other beings when fighting for a righteous cause. However, they do draw the line at killing their own race.” 
 
    I thought about that for a minute and sighed. “That’s something we humans could learn from.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sally remarked behind me. “More’s the pity.” 
 
    I sat up straighter and looked out the windshield. “So how much further to the safe house?” 
 
    Poly cast me a quick sidelong glance, prompting Sally to give her an open palm to the shoulder. “C’mon, sis, she’ll find out sooner or later.” 
 
    Poly cleared her throat. “In light of current developments, I am taking us to a facility outside the Kingdom.” 
 
    That perked up my ears. “How far outside are we talking?” 
 
    Poly once again hesitated, earning her another shove from Sally. “Would you quit that, Thalia?!” Poly snapped. 
 
    “Only if you don’t stop hesitating,” Sally retorted. 
 
    Poly sighed in exasperation and huffed, “Fair enough.” Glancing at me, she added, “We shall be going a short distance down the slope of Mt. Purgatorio. An off-the-books facility is waiting for us.” 
 
    “One that AE doesn’t know about?” I asked, not quite believing her words. 
 
    Sally grinned. “Well, it wouldn’t do us much good if they did know about it, right, Lily?” 
 
    “The one potential pitfall in this plan is getting out of the Kingdom,” Poly admitted as she turned down another statue-haunted street. “I can only hope that most of Alaire’s forces are occupied either by the newly released Griffins or the securing of his project.” 
 
    A wave of sympathy fell over me. “No wonder you look so nervous.” 
 
    Poly didn’t say anything to that and Sally stopped shoving her. The protective field outside the van was still hovering over us but I noticed it was fading fast with each yard of road we drove down. “Annice, how much longer will your force bubble last?” I called to the back. 
 
    Her hand landed on my shoulder just before she sighed in my ear. “Not much longer, Lily. I’m frankly astonished it’s lasted this long.” 
 
    I reached into my inner self, hoping that perfect part of me could somehow keep the shield going. But it eluded me, remaining quiet and distant no matter how hard I tried to reach it. I let out an irritated grunt and finally backed off. 
 
    My aunt patted my shoulder. “It was worth a try,” she said, not missing my effort. “But I could have told you that magic rarely works in so straightforward a fashion.” 
 
    “Zeus preserve us,” Poly whispered, and I looked out the windshield. A solid wall of Lemures blocked the road ahead of us. 
 
    My brain reverted into crisis mode and I asked, “Is there any other way down the slope?” 
 
    “Yes,” Urania said, pushing her finger to the left. “The next street over the—” 
 
    The words died in her throat when more Lemures appeared. They were too many moving too fast for us to get around them. 
 
    “Hold on!” Poly called out as she gunned the engine. Annice’s shield stayed intact as she collided with the overgrown cockroaches. But it was well and truly gone by the time we got past them. However, the Lemures up the street were marching directly at us. 
 
    “The hell with this,” I said, grabbing my blade. My aunt wasn’t the only one who could throw up shields. A blue energy bubbled out of me, stopping the Lemures dead in their tracks. But the shield stayed immovably in one place and Poly ran into it. The impact jarred us all a little. I could hear Bill scream with pain in the back. 
 
    “Can you move it?” Poly asked. 
 
    “I—I don’t know…” I stammered.  
 
     noisy prop engine suddenly became audible from overhead. Despite my attempts to see the source of it through the windshield, I was at the wrong angle. Suddenly, a hail of machine gun fire ripped its way through the Lemures in front of us, pulverizing them in seconds. Then the plane flew into view, a WWI flier painted bright red. 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Sally exclaimed as she looked up at the plane in wonder. 
 
    I let out a happy sigh and smiled. “Manfred!” I quickly dropped the shield and Poly wasted no time driving around the dead Lemures. 
 
    “Them bastards in the back are keeping pace,” Tallis called out. 
 
    Looking in the passenger mirror, I saw the wave of black rolling up way too close to us. “Can this thing go any faster?” 
 
    “Not with so much debris scattered in front of us,” Poly said, steering around yet another Lemure corpse. 
 
    While we talked, the red plane did a lazy one-eighty, turning around to fly back in our direction. Once again, the prop engine got louder and louder. I was convinced the wheels would hit the roof. Then it flew over our heads and the machine guns went off again. A glance in the mirror showed the last of the Lemures getting swiftly cut down. I guessed anything that big was a hard target to miss. 
 
    “Hera be praised, we are past that,” Poly exhaled in relief. The red plane flew into view once again, making her smile. “And it would appear that we also have an escort to our destination.” 
 
    My heart soared as high as Manfred’s wings the rest of the way. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Poly went down the mountain a lot faster than I would have liked. Still, she managed to stay on the road thanks to the accuracy and precision of our overhead escort. When we were headed straight for a blank wall, Poly gave her sisters a knowing smile and said, “In three... two... one...” 
 
    At ‘three’, all nine Muses began singing a delightful song that sounded like Ancient Greek. Well, eight of them sang while Terpsichore carried the tune with her flute. At the sound of the music, the walls melted away to reveal a bunker built into the mountain itself. There was even a large bay door that opened wide to let the van in. The empty hangar within was big enough to hold a fleet of tanks. 
 
    When Poly made a sharp turn to the left, the red fighter plane used the last smooth part of the road for his airstrip. It rolled inside the hangar, coming to a stop near the back wall. Poly hit the button again and the large bay door noisily closed. 
 
    Once the door clanked to a grinding halt, bright white lights flickered on overhead. We were close enough to see that the two-seater plane had a second passenger. That person was so well wrapped in leather headgear and goggles that I couldn’t identify him or her. But I did notice how much shorter the person was compared to Manfred, who helped the person out of the plane. 
 
    World War I’s most famous flier stripped off his own headgear and approached me with a slight smile.  
 
    “Guten tag, Fraulein Harper,” he said in his usual clipped voice. “It is good to see you again.” 
 
    Manfred’s passenger was having some trouble with the headgear, prompting Bill to say, “Hold up, lemme get that flight wrap off ya.” The passenger nodded and knelt down so Bill could reach it. 
 
    Then Tallis stepped forward. While he wasn’t a jealous type, strange men who called me by my name had received some bad outcomes in the past.  
 
    “Ah’d like ta know the name o’ the man who saved me life,” he said with all the grave respect he could muster. 
 
    Manfred brought himself to attention, clicking the heels of his boots for emphasis. “Kapitan Manfred Albrecht Von Richthofon, formerly of Jasta 11, Jagdgeschwader I.” He looked back at his plane. “I am also called ‘The Red Baron’.” 
 
    Bill barely managed to get the passenger’s headgear off when Tallis nodded and held out his arm. “Tallis Black, former laird of Castle Fergus.” 
 
    Manfred took his hand and gripped it. “As one fallen noble to another, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, mein herr.” 
 
    A startled cry came from the passenger as her long black hair spilled out.  
 
    “Sorry, sorry!” Bill said, nearly toppling over himself. 
 
    One look at those piercing eyes and there was no mistaking the identity of Manfred’s passenger.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Ariadne?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you be with Asterion?” Then I remembered Asterion’s situation the last time I saw him. “Oh, no, don’t tell me...” 
 
    “Alaire’s tower has fallen,” she said with a sigh. “Thankfully, my beloved has not.” 
 
    The way she referred to the Minotaur as her beloved made my heart ache because there was a time when I considered him the same. In fact, were it not for Tallis, I was sure Asterion and I would have been a thing. But, truly, there was no man who could eclipse Tallis in my eyes. He was and always would be my one. “Where is he, then?” 
 
    “Leading the survivors through the Dark Wood,” Ariadne answered. “He insisted that the Captain and I go ahead of him.” She unwrapped the package in her hands to reveal an arrow, but not just any arrow. The silver head and perfectly smoothed wood along with the expertly placed feathers established it as a work of art. 
 
    Sally’s head rested on my shoulder and she studied the arrow with a thoughtful hum. “Only Hephaestus could make something so stunning and flawless.” 
 
    “You talkin’ ‘bout me?” Bill asked, posing ridiculously as I frowned at him and Sally just laughed him off. 
 
    “Actually, this arrow is for the Herald,” Ariadne said, handing it to me. “And for her great love.” 
 
    Tallis’s face screwed up. “Forgive me, but Ah do nae understand.” 
 
    “Herr Hephaestus told me,” Manfred interjected, “that at the proper time and place, its true purpose would reveal itself.” 
 
    Once, I would have been frustrated by the double-speak. Now, however, I was accustomed to it. I just said, “Then I’m glad both of you got here safely with it.” 
 
    “And what of Ms. Frank?” Annice asked, her eyes probing both of our guests. 
 
    “She’s with Asterion at her own insistence,” Ariadne said, her voice betraying her frustration. “That child seems convinced she can lead them all out of danger.” 
 
    A harsh burst of static came from the plane, followed by words in what sounded like rapid-fire German.  
 
    “Entschuldigung,” Manfred said before running over to the plane. His hand dipped into the cockpit and he came back with a radio microphone in hand. “Jawohl, Fraulein Frank?” 
 
    I’d be lying if I said I could understand the rest of the conversation the two had. But the longer Anne talked, the tenser Manfred seemed to get. He gave her a set of final instructions before tossing the mic back into the cockpit. 
 
    “Herr Asterion’s party is rapidly approaching our location,” he explained. “Unfortunately, a number of pursuers are also nipping at their heels.” 
 
    “What kind of pursuers?” I asked. 
 
    “A pack of greater demons from the description. No doubt, they picked up the scent either in Dis or the Dark Wood.” 
 
    “We can’t let them in!” Melpomene shouted, her eyes full of stark fear for the first time since I’d met her. 
 
    “We must,” Poly retorted, letting her sister know this was non-negotiable by her tone. “They are our allies.” 
 
    “No,” Mel snapped with rage and anger in her eyes. “If even one of those demons gets away—” 
 
    “We’ll ensure that this is where they all die,” Tallis said, lifting up his sword. 
 
    “C’mon, Mel,” Sally said, putting a hand on Melpomene’s shoulder. “Using your logic, we shouldn’t have rescued the rest of you either.” 
 
    “Maybe I would have been better off!” her sister snapped back, throwing off Sally’s hand. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this blame-game,” I pointed out, my heart filling with dread and as far as Asterion and Anne were concerned, there was no way we weren’t going to rescue them. “Manfred, can you get your plane back up in the air?” 
 
    The old flier’s eyes did a quick sweep around the bay we all stood in before replying, “Ja. The outside road has enough yards to take off.” 
 
    “And how long can you stay up there?” Poly asked, doing some serious calculations in her head. 
 
    Strapping his headgear back on, he said, “The fuel tank is almost out of petrol. I can keep it in the air for a few minutes but no longer.” 
 
    “That’s suicide, man!” Tallis protested.  
 
    “Yeah, what Conan said,” Bill agreed, cocking his thumb at Tallis. Terpsichore supported their exclamations with a few objecting notes of her own. 
 
    Manfred just grinned. “I died once already. Perhaps it will be easier the second time.” Mantis then flew over to the passenger cockpit, landing on the edge and buzzing its wings. Manfred grunted as he stroked the tiny metal wings. “I appreciate the sentiment, kleiner. But this is something I must do alone.” 
 
    “The hell you will, Man-fro,” Bill said, waddling up to him. “If you’re goin’ up there, then I am too.” 
 
    Manfred jumped on the wing. “And what exactly do you plan to do?” 
 
    In answer, Mantis flew down to Bill’s hand and turned into its bow form. Even through the goggles, I could see Manfred’s eyes widening at the weapon. “Guardian angels got their own perks, flyboy.” 
 
    Manfred looked over at me and I just shrugged. What did he expect me to say? It’s not like Bill could die. To his credit, Manfred reached down and helped Bill get into the plane. He still had to put him in the cockpit before climbing in himself. 
 
    “I’ll give you a boost,” Urania said while Poly hit the switch that opened the bay doors. 
 
    “Billy, you be careful up there,” Sally called out to him, worry in her eyes. 
 
    Mehta tensed up her bowstring with an arrow too. “Hope we’re dealing with manageable numbers.” 
 
    “So do I, but what are the odds?” Annice asked, scratching into the metal of the bay with a sharp knife. It looked like it was made from Prima Materia. 
 
    The roar of Manfred’s plane drowned out any further conversation. I gestured to Tallis and Mehta to follow me before looking at my aunt. She gave me a proud smile while shaking her head and pointing down at the marking she was making. Whatever she was doing had to be important in keeping us, as well as Asterion’s people, safe. I nodded before running out the quickly opening bay doors. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Once Manfred’s plane was aloft, I could finally hear what was going on again. Of course, that would also be when the unmistakable sounds of battle were audible down the slope.  
 
    “Blast it,” Tallis grumbled. “Now we really cannae let them bastards escape.” 
 
    There was a lot of road to descend before we got to the path down the mountain. I couldn’t help thinking how much easier it was by vehicle. My eyes were firmly planted on our allied plane in the sky. 
 
    “With all due respect, dear,” Mehta said between panting breaths, “the road lies ahead of us rather than above us.” 
 
    “If anyone can spot Asterion’s crew first, it’ll be Bill,” I explained, breathlessly getting the words out. “When Manfred makes a dive, that’s where we’re going.” 
 
    “Aye,” Tallis agreed. “Machine or nae, high ground remains high ground.” 
 
    My love for Tallis filled me as I looked at my man. He had the giddy grin of a man just as much in love as I. God, why did I have to die in order to find him? 
 
    The gradual increase of noise brought my attention back to the plane. It was in a dive, going so fast I feared it would hit the mountain. Then the chitter of the machine gun split the air and the plane rose once again into the sky. I saw flashes of light coming from the backseat that slammed into the ground as fast as the bullets. 
 
    “Slide down!” Tallis barked before jumping onto the nearest cliff face. His momentum carried him but he had to stop every few feet to course-correct. I was less adept at it but I imitated him. That proved to be a serious mistake and I immediately lost my balance and started toppling forward. A firm hand caught me before I could do a faceplant. 
 
    “Men are so impatient, aren’t they?” Mehta remarked with a sardonic twist of her lips, guiding me the rest of the way. When we reached the bottom of the cliff, the clashing of arms wasn’t more than a few feet from us. True to his history and nature, Tallis ran straight into the thick of it, his raised sword in hand and a battle cry on his lips.  
 
    Shaking her head, Mehta shoved me forward. “Try to keep my brother alive,” she said before aiming her bow and releasing an arrow. 
 
    The demons surrounded Asterion’s group completely. They looked like a pack of baboons on steroids. Towering eight feet tall, the primates used whole trees as clubs when they weren’t using their massive bare hands. Some of them were lying dead from Manfred’s bullets and Bill’s arrows but far too many were unharmed and pounding everybody inside their circle into pulp and paste. Tallis kept slicing their hamstrings, drawing their attention away from the people we’d come to rescue. 
 
    I felt rather than saw the blue tinge of my blade before it reached out and encompassed me. Two of Mehta’s arrows struck the demon ahead of me, but it turned around and looked straight at me. Swinging the tree club in its hand, my blade stopped it with a forcefield. The impact of its club rocked the ground under me, and it broke the demon-ape’s weapon, which it stared at stupidly as my shield faded. The demon’s belly was now exposed enough to slice it open, and so that was exactly what I did. The thing screamed in agony, slamming down its fists on the spot where I was. In response, I hid between its massive legs and struggled to keep my footing from the shockwave. 
 
    Despite the confusion, the bull’s roar sounded above the din. I spotted Asterion swinging a great battle axe into an ape’s skull. Anne was strapped to his back like an infant, calling out the location of the next demon-ape ready to strike. Gwydion dodged in and out of the blows, keeping his footing while throwing daggers at their eyes, noses and any other sensitive parts on the demonic faces he could hit. I recognized the others; they were the ex-Retrievers we’d helped along the way, now desperately trying to fight off the giants. 
 
    Asterion grunted as I reached his side. There was no time for words, we were so busy dodging and delivering blows. Anne had a relieved smile when she spotted me. The whir of propellers prompted me to yell out, “Incoming!” before throwing up another magic shield to defend my people. The bullets bounced off the shield like lead rain but tore holes through the giant monsters surrounding us. Many were dead so we managed to escape from their mini-siege.  
 
    Bill practiced tailgunner archery from the plane’s backseat as Tallis called out, “Roll ‘em up!” Without waiting to see if we understood, he yelled something else as he ran at the nearest ape still standing. The tree in the big monster’s hand was whittled down by the gunfire but big enough to squash Tallis. I was suddenly tugged by something, and immediately stepped in front of Tallis as the club swung downward. My blade lopped off the thick trunk as though it were a twig, leaving the demon holding a stump. It threw him off-balance and Tallis easily slit open his throat. He didn’t pause a second before attacking the next one and barely took three steps before I got ahead of him again. 
 
    The others followed our lead, everyone slaying our foes one by one. Being so close to the cliff face, there was too little room for the demons to encircle us now. Soon, there were only two left, now reduced to erratically sweeping their hands at us to keep us away. I heard a squawk on my right and looked up to see Anne holding the radio mic to talk to Manfred in German. Between the apes’ roars and blows, it was impossible for me to hear what she said, although it was in English. 
 
    Two arrows suddenly appeared in the left demon’s eyes, and it screamed in pain. The one on the right got the same treatment. Their swings became even more erratic, allowing Mehta’s arrows to land in the tenderest parts of their big bodies. A sputtering plane engine could be heard. It sounded like Manfred’s plane finally ran out of fuel. But the guns were still as steady as ever, each round tearing through the enemy like tissue paper. Golden arrows from Mantis finished the job, piercing each one’s head. 
 
    On its ascent, the antique plane’s engine finally fell silent. When I saw it start to dip, my heart started pounding in earnest. It was headed straight into the cliff and unless it were saved by divine intervention, it didn’t look good. I pointed my Blade of Power at the plane, channeling all my will into its shaft. I could feel a massive amount of energy leaving me at the same time that a blue bubble suddenly started surrounding the aircraft. At the point at which it hit the cliff, the plain simply bounced away like it was made of rubber. I waited until it was upright before dissolving the forcefield completely. Then the plane hit the ground with a heavy “CRUNK!” and rolled to a halt. 
 
    A loud snort preceded the sight of a hand and I turned to find myself face to face with a man I hadn’t seen in quite a while.  
 
    “It would seem your power has only grown exponentially since last we saw each other,” Asterion said with an impressed tone. 
 
    “Asterion,” I said in surprise. 
 
    “Lily,” he answered with a smile and a nod. The feelings I’d always had for him came back in a swell and from the fact that he dropped his gaze to the ground, I imagined the same went for him. “Thank you,” he said finally, as he looked up again. 
 
    I wanted to reach out to hug him but somehow, I didn’t think that was a good idea—which really didn’t make a lick of sense but there it was. 
 
    “My part was easy,” I demurred. “The real miracle came from Manfred’s bullets and Bill’s arrows.” 
 
    “My arrows didn’t count?” Mehta asked in a teasing tone as she walked up behind Asterion. 
 
    Anne wore a relieved grin. “You all counted,” she said in a voice nearly in tears. “All of you mattered.” 
 
    Asterion reached up a gentle hand to stroke her head. “I never should have questioned your insistence on taking the radio with us.” 
 
    She sniffed and wiped her eyes. “It was heavy. I knew why you thought it might hurt, rather than help us.” 
 
    “Well, lass, Ah’d say that it saved y’all in the end,” Tallis said in a gentle tone as he walked up beside me, placing his arm around my shoulders as he looked at Asterion and the two inclined their heads at one another. 
 
    Anne smiled and looked at me. “Like I said… every bit of it came from all of you and that’s what made the difference.” 
 
    By then, the plane stopped a few feet in front of us. Manfred looked over the cockpit and gave me a thumbs-up. 
 
    “Sorry about the rough landing,” I called out. 
 
    “As I once told you, Fraulein,” Manfred called back. “Any landing we can walk away from is a good landing.” 
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    Me muscles ached by the time we rolled the Red Baron’s metal bird back to the bay.  
 
    I felt as though I’d spent a full day at the forge after the way me arms throbbed and smarted. The plane was still in good enough shape to fly, I was told, which was reason enough for us to haul it back up the mountain. Somehow, Besom managed to summon more of them daft Harpies and they feasted on the remains of the demons we’d dispatched. Mehta explained that they even used the big bones by grinding them into small pieces and making nests from them. I hoped me Druid sister was right as the fewer traces we left, the better. 
 
    Me heart leapt when little Anne ran all the way over to Ariadne, who swept her up into a hug. Asterion walked over to join their embrace and a pang of emotion filled me chest. Such a delightful sense of family would never be Lily’s and mine. However, I had no one but meself to blame and now was not the time for regrets or wishful thinking on things that could never be. 
 
    The stookie angel started moaning the moment the doors closed. “These delicated feet were not designed for hiking.” 
 
    “Well, good thing yer fingers are sturdier than yer casan,” I replied. “Or ye’d ne’er have gotten a chance ta complain.”  
 
    Bill opened his fool mouth but failed to reply when Besom’s voice called out, “I can’t leave you boys alone for one second, can I?”  
 
    “He started it!” the stookie angel and I chorused, pointing fingers at one another. 
 
    Besom just rolled her eyes and waved her hand. “If you two are finished, Asterion wants to brief us on where we stand with the Forsaken.” 
 
    The mention of the nightmare coming to claim us instantly made me forget me irritation. “Aye, sooner is better, Ah would nae wonder.” 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    When I entered the conference room, a quartet of familiar faces were sitting on the other side of the table. Although I never got to know the former Soul Retrievers very well, I smiled at them warmly and went over to greet them. 
 
    “Good ta see ye all are still duckin’ Shade,” I said. 
 
    One of the lads—Haqim, I think was his name—released an uneasy chuckle with a weak smile, saying, “Yeah, but if you guys hadn’t shown up at the eleventh hour, that might not be true.” 
 
    “Me point is: ye’re here now, lad,” I told him, putting me hand on his shoulder as a comrade. “An’ tis nae just yerselves that are glad fer that.” A loud snort blew from behind me. I looked over to find Asterion waving me over. “Duty calls,” I told them. 
 
    I turned away to face the bull head of the man whom I had saved. Gwydion was standing at his shoulder with his usual, insufferable grin. For once, I found it preferable to facing the man who in many ways had won the heart of Besom. But that didn’t mean I liked looking at the Welshman’s mug. 
 
    “Wha’ ye got ta be so smug aboot, Welshman?” I growled. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Gwydion replied, his arrogance more evident with each syllable. “For one, we’re still alive, and two, Lily’s aunt is hastily covering our tracks with a few wards, not to mention our package arrived ahead of us and we still stand a fighting chance to push the Forsaken back into its hole.” 
 
    “But only if our plans go right,” Asterion countered, lowering his bull head and inspiring me with hope that he planned to toss Gwydion onto his horns. 
 
    “Is my mom still safe, Gwydion?” Besom asked as she walked up. “I know it’s probably been quite a while since you last checked on her, but—” 
 
    “Oh, I manage to keep in contact despite the chaos,” the Welshman answered, his tone sounding closer to being tender than ever before. “As of three hours ago, she was fine and unharmed.” 
 
    “Do ye s’pose that Alaire will get desperate enough ta use her against Besom?” I asked, sliding me hand up Besom’s fair shoulder. Without looking, she grasped me hand as tightly as she could and though it were petty of me, I hoped Asterion was well aware.  
 
    “Well, he’s got bigger worries now,” Gwydion answered. “He hasn’t stopped worrying about the Forsaken since it arrived at Dis.” 
 
    “Yeah, we got that much, G-bag,” the stookie angel said. “But when an’ where exactly does that finely-crafted arrow you had Man-fro deliver to us come into combat?” 
 
    The Minotaur turned around to look down at the wee form of Ariadne. “My beloved, perhaps you can explain it better than I.” 
 
    From the corner of me eye, I saw Lily give the two a sad smile which pulled at me heartstrings because I knew her feelings for the bull man ran deep. Mayhap as deep as his did for her, but thanks to fate, the two of them would never be together, owing to the fact that Ariadne and I were in the picture. Ariadne stepped forward and drew everyone’s attention before speaking.  
 
    “When we got to Dis, I spent a great deal of time researching Lily’s title of ‘Herald’.” 
 
    “How’d ya do that, Ari?” Bill interrupted. I growled at the stookie angel, and he said, “What? There’s no such thing as a pubic library down there, right?” 
 
    “Whatever else Dis may be,” Ariadne replied patiently, “it remains a city. All cities are mazes with a heart. I can always find my way through a maze.” 
 
    It was hard to tell but I think Asterion smiled with pride and I reminded myself I had nothing to fear from him where Lily was concerned. While he might certainly still love my besom, that love was overshadowed for his love for this woman. And that served me just right. “That was how we found a cache of prophecies by Tiresias…” Ariadne continued. Asterion’s eyes drifted over to the corner where Anne Frank was busily talking to Sally. “I must assign due credit to Anne for finding the one that we needed to see. 
 
    “It spoke of a battle yet to come,” Ariadne said, “between the Herald of Light against the Harbinger of Darkness. It also spoke of…” She closed her eyes and paused before adding, “a great shaft, forged by the lame one and empowered by the Herald’s love, will spark the flame that shall push back the Harbinger and cast him into the eternal darkness.” 
 
    “So why use an arrow as opposed to, let’s say, a spear?” Besom inquired logically. 
 
    Ariadne snorted. “Honestly, I’ve no decent answer for that. None that I could give would pass the test of logic from my true father, Daedalus. But as I read the words, I could see it in my mind’s eye.” She pulled out a piece of parchment from her belt. Her clothes were so dusty that they blended perfectly with the landscape. We looked at the parchment and saw a crude sketch of the arrow that Bill now held. 
 
    “And what precisely does this prophecy speak of?” Annice asked, making her presence known. Mehta stood close with loving arms around her.  
 
    “We had to flee before I could read more,” Ariadne told Besom’s aunt. “The prophecies were carved into the walls, so there was no way to take them with me.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Annice said, shaking her head. “It all seems too simple-minded a solution, as most of Alaire’s are.” 
 
    “An’ what’s with this ‘eternal darkness’ Tiresias was talkin’ on aboot?” I asked. “Surely it’s nae speakin’ o’ Shade, or is it?” 
 
    Besom held up her finger. “What if it’s a reference to the Void? That’s pretty dark although it fits my definition of ‘eternal’.” 
 
    Annice tapped her chin in thought. “I think you might have something there, Lily. But the question now is: how do we transport our oncoming apocalypse there?” 
 
    The smile on me woman’s face was so bright, she lit up the whole room. “The portal! If we can figure out how to get it here, we can change the destination—” 
 
    “Right before we send it backpackin’ to obliviscurity,” Bill said triumphantly. Mantis flew up to his head level, perching on the forged arrow with its little legs. When it buzzed, the stookie angel sighed. “Yeah, ya got a point, yo. How the hell does this little feathered missile fit in?” 
 
    Besom held her hand beneath the tiny metal bug and Mantis dropped the arrow into her hand. A blue wave passed over her and from the look in her eyes, I could tell she was now experiencing something far away from here. As suddenly as the image appeared, it evaporated and her attention was mine once more. Holding the arrow up to her face, a slow smile curled her lips.  
 
    “I think I might have an idea about what this is specifically meant for.” Then her smile faded, and a more serious expression replaced it as she looked over at the Muse sisters. “But we need to know more about how the portal works.” 
 
    “Mayhap we need ta talk ta Hunt again,” I said. 
 
    “Poly and Sally could handle that for us.” She put the arrow away. “I’m going to speak to Manfred, and find out if his plane can fly tomorrow.” She looked at me. “Talk to Poly and see what we can get on this portal.” 
 
    Her piece at an end, she walked off with purpose in her stride. 
 
    “She’s come very far, hasn’t she?” Asterion remarked to me in awe. 
 
    “Aye, that she has,” I acknowledged and something stirred inside me that I’d long denied. 
 
      
 
    ###
LILY 
 
      
 
    I was so excited, I had to remind myself to take a breath. I checked in with Manfred first and noticed Poly and Sally’s sisters were there to “help” him get his plane ready. However, one look at the way they were acting told me they were more than just interested in Manfred’s plane and by the way he was soaking up their attention, I couldn’t say he minded. All of them assured me the plane would be ready for flight and feeling content where that subject was concerned, I walked over to Asterion, Ariadne and Anne, who were scanning a map of the Kingdom and determining the best route to the portal.  
 
    Poly then summoned me to the AE in-house phone, where Mr. Hunt was waiting on the other end. The man sounded rattled when I answered and said, “Understand that if I’m caught even talking to you—” 
 
    “I get it,” I replied. “But if you can tell us how to adjust the portal, pretty much all of our problems can be solved.” 
 
    Nothing came from the other end of the line but some heavy breathing. After a minute of that, I decided to sweeten the pot. “In return for your information, Directors Polyhymnia and Thalia will make it their personal mission to assign due credit to you alone for taking down the Forsaken.” 
 
    “They’d… they’d do that for me?” Walter asked. Although I could tell he wasn’t quite convinced, I could tell he wanted to be. 
 
    I gave the Muse sisters a smile. “One thing I’ve learned about those two is that they’re strong believers in rewarding good work. Doesn’t survival and fame sound better than any offers by your current bosses?” 
 
    Walter sighed. “I’ll have to make any adjustments myself. No one else knows those controls but me. Just keep Von Braun away and we have a deal.” 
 
    I couldn’t say yes fast enough before I hung up the phone. The next few minutes were spent making fresh burner phones for tomorrow. Everyone would be getting one before the night was up. 
 
    Finally, Annice was learning the requirements for the protection rites to keep Alaire’s various airborne forces from swarming us. Mehta stood on the sidelines, tapping her feet while waiting for her lover to finish. My aunt smiled and said, “I promise that once this is done, we’ll have the rest of the night to ourselves.” Then she looked over at me and added, “Unless our fearless leader has something else in mind?” 
 
    “Just this: get all the R&R you can,” I said, looking towards the closed bay door with some trepidation. “It might be your last chance for a while and tomorrow we’ll need you to be as well rested and ready as possible.” 
 
    Annice fixed me with a look that reminded me so much of Mom, I couldn’t deny the family resemblance. “Sound advice you should be taking to heart yourself.” Her gaze drifted from me and paused over my shoulder. “I spy with my little eye a certain Scotsman who’d greatly appreciate your company right now.” 
 
    Sure enough, Tallis was standing on the other side of the bay, talking to the ex-Retrievers. The familiar way he gestured as he walked among them indicated he was giving everyone a pep talk for the fight ahead of us. 
 
    “Well, enough of that,” Annice said behind me. I turned around, only to be startled as my aunt enveloped me in a hug. “Whatever happens tomorrow, Lily, I couldn’t be prouder of you.” Her voice was full of tears which started tears burning in my own eyes. I returned her embrace, grateful for her validation as she rocked me back and forth.  
 
    When our embrace ended, tears streamed down her cheeks, even though she was smiling. “All right, then,” she sighed. “I must go now. I believe I’ve stretched my wife’s patience to its absolute limit.” 
 
    “I’d wait another century for you,” Mehta said, embracing my aunt from behind and giving her neck a gentle kiss. 
 
    Annice hummed her appreciation as she looked out to Tallis. “Looks like your man is finished,” she told me. “Best not keep him waiting.” 
 
    I nodded and said a quick goodbye. After that, I half-walked, half-ran across the bay until I met up with Tallis. When he turned to face me, I threw my arms around him and held him as tightly as I could. Just being in his presence made me feel like everything would be all right. 
 
    Nodding at the retreating ex-Soul Retrievers behind us, I asked, “How are they holding up?” 
 
    “Pretty well, considerin’,” Tallis answered, visibly impressed with our recruits. “Tol’ them they’d be within their rights ta sit oot tomorrow—that this wasn’t their fight, but nary a one o’ them wants ta be anywhere else but in the fight.” 
 
    My heart swelled with pride. “They’re brave kids, aren’t they? Thrown into the meat grinder by AE, used for servants and even worse down in the Asylum, and fighting desperate odds in the Underground City with no hope of backup…” 
 
    “Ye speakin’ o’ them or yerself, Besom?” Tallis asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    I didn’t answer because I couldn’t. “Is there someplace we can go and enjoy some alone time?” 
 
    My Scotsman gave me a craggy grin. “Poly has provided a cot fer us ta share down the way.” He jerked his head in the general direction before guiding me towards it. 
 
    Even as we walked, and I was sure there was nothing more I could do, I kept looking over the bay, the offices and the others—my army. I was just keen to find anything I might have missed. 
 
    “Ahh, none o’ tha’ now,” Tallis said, giving my shoulder a gentle squeeze. “We’re as ready as we can be.” 
 
    His words relaxed me enough to lean against him and sigh long and hard. “The problem with being in charge is just that: being in charge. Everybody expects me to make it all good. And I still don’t feel even close to ready.” 
 
    “Coulda fooled me,” Tallis said gently. “The wee slip o’ a lass who stumbled into the Dark Wood, lookin’ for me to craft her a blade is nae the same one Ah’m holdin’ now.” 
 
    I looked up at him with nothing but love in my eyes. “I could say the same about the grumpy, mean Scotsman living in the creepy woods.” 
 
    He chuckled at that and held me even tighter. Strangely, everything felt right, though that made no sense, given what we would soon be facing. I pulled out the arrow Manfred and Anne had delivered, recalling the vision I’d seen from it earlier. 
 
    “So what’d ye have in mind fer tha’ flyin’ shaft, luv?” Tallis asked. 
 
    We arrived to the room where our cot was and I said, “You’ll see when we get inside.” 
 
    Once Tallis shut the door behind us, I lay the arrow and my blade under the hanging cot in the center of the room. Then I turned around and eyed my man with a grin that hopefully told him every wicked thing I wanted to do to and with him. In seconds, we couldn’t tear each other’s clothes off fast enough. Tallis tried to wrestle me onto the cot but I pushed him onto it first, then I did my best to savor every moment of his nakedness and glory. 
 
    “Ye ne’er answered me question, Besom,” Tallis said, his eyes lusty while his breathing became more rapid and shallow. 
 
    “We’ve both faced nothing but ugliness since we’ve met,” I told him, taking hold of his sizable shaft. “But now, I don’t want to think about any of that.” 
 
    When he opened his mouth to ask, I kissed him and angling myself above him, slid him inside me. After that, there was nothing to observe but the intensity and heat of our lovemaking. I eagerly soaked up his feelings for me and gave them back exponentially in return. Our emotional feedback looped, building into a crescendo with each stroke. When we got close to the peak, I used my mind to contact my sword.  
 
    The faint blue glow beneath Tallis indicated the Blade of Power had received my summons. I reached further into it until I saw the arrow with my mind’s eye. It responded with a message that seemed more like an impression. It seemed to be waiting for what I was willing to offer it. I kept Tallis engaged, pushing both of us closer to climax. I reached mine first, and the explosion inside me rattled my surprised body. Maintaining my contact with the arrow while riding delicious waves of pleasure was a challenge I struggled with. But it was worth it, and my pleasure needed to make this happen. 
 
    The arrow greedily accepted my energy while craving more. It got its wish with my second, third and fourth orgasms. When Tallis achieved his own, a bright white light shone that obliterated the azure glimmer of the blade. At that precise moment, I saw my vision again: the distinct outline of Talos approaching the portal.  
 
    Exhausted, I collapsed onto Tallis’s chest, panting hard. He stroked my hair and turned his head to the side as the light faded away.  
 
    “Ye infused that bauble with the love o’ the Herald,” he recited as I looked down at him and nodded with a shy smile. His grin was broad. “Clever lass!” 
 
    I kissed his hairy chest. “I manage.”  
 
      
 
    ###
BILL 
 
      
 
    I waited for the longest time. Anybody else, I’d have blasted into the room ta let ‘em know I was there. But that woulda been disrespectful. After everybody else knocked off, Poly and Sally kept going, doing their seven-tuple check on the plans for tomorrow. Well, mostly Poly was. Sally was examinating the workflow chart but I knew how exhausted she was getting by the second. 
 
    A little buzz from Mantis got my attention. “What do you want?” I asked, even though I was pretty sure I already knew. My bow shapeshifter flew off my shoulder and hovered in front of Poly and Sally. Its incessant buzzing annoyed me, so I snapped: “They’re busy!” 
 
    After a really vigorous buzz, Mantis flew over to Sally’s face before I could grab it. Sally, being as good-natured as she was, just laughed as she looked at my bowbug flying past her. When it flew to Poly, she didn’t take it as cheerfully as Sal. 
 
    “Oh, what in the name of Olympus is going—” she started to say before she saw me. 
 
    I held up my hands. “I had nothing to do with it!” 
 
    Poly gave me a skeptical stare. “And yet there you stand and let your personal weapon distract us from—” 
 
    “What exactly is it doing, sis?” Sally interjaculated, throwing up her hands. “We’ve been over this plan so many times that my eyes could cry tears of blood. We’ve done everything we can until tomorrow.” 
 
    Poly’s face contortured so much, my heart ached. “But what if we missed something? What if the plan cannot succeed?” 
 
    Sally shrugged. “Then we did our best! Leave it! Our best is all we can do.” 
 
    “That is not good enough!” Poly yelled loudly. “Our suffering and our sisters’ suffering has to be justified. We cannot fail everyone in the afterlife! We must succeed.” 
 
    Anybody else would have thought she was mad, but even the auras of Muses don’t lie. There was so much fear and worry swirling through her aura, I practically ran up to squeeze her hand with reassurance. “We’re gonna succeed, Polyhymnia. You can bet on it.” 
 
    I so raratively used her full name that she looked down at me and said, “I…” she stam-hammered. “I believe that marks the first time you ever called me by my proper name.” 
 
    “I got your attention, didn’t I?” I answered, my smile all swole up with hope that I could squash her panic like a bug. 
 
    “I know I’ve already asked you this, Billy,” Sally said in a voice just as quiet and serious as her sister. “But I don’t see how you do it. Uriel’s still helplessly encased in stone, our plan has crappy odds in its favor, and yet, you still think we can triumph.” 
 
    “That’s because I believe,” I said with convictory. When I saw Poly’s eyes, I added, “Yeah, yeah, I know you thought I lost my faith. But… well, Nips taught me a few things.” I cleared the loogie in my throat. “She remindered me of a few more too…” 
 
    “What are you trying to say, William?” Poly asked. Now she was using my proper name. 
 
    For a temper-brief moment, I almost chickened out. Then I gathered up my gallstones, nerves and guts, and decided to take a chance. “It’s always been just the two of you,” I confessed. “I love you… both more than any women…” I paused as I had to think about that. “Well, minusing Lils, o’ course, but I don’t love her in the same way I love you both. Me and her are more like roomies, or bro and sis...” 
 
    Sally put her hand over her mouth and said, “Oh, Billy…” 
 
    “I know it’s a lot to think that maybe…” I said, daytripping over my words. “That maybe you both might sorta have some kinda feelings for me too?” 
 
    “Us both?” Poly asked. 
 
    I nodded ‘cause I couldn’t think of no other way to say it. “I could never choose between you two and I wouldn’t want to…” I had to stop to take a breath because there was pools starting up in my eyes and I didn’t wanna go swimming just yet. Mantis just landed on my nose and wiped off my cheeks with a handkerchief, the crafty, little jewel. 
 
    Poly also wiped my cheeks. “You only ever have one choice in love, Bill, and that is whether or not to admit that your love exists.” 
 
    “And my sister and me… well, we’d be honored to… date an angel,” Sally added with a seductuous smile. 
 
    I hung my head for more sympathy. “Always figured you’d want someone like Uriel or Matteo…” 
 
    “Kindness, loyalty, resourcefulness, and unshakable faith?” Poly said, kneeling down and stroking both of my cheeks. “What more could anyone ask of a guardian angel?” 
 
    Then someone was kissing my head from behind. “Not… a damned… thing…” Sally whispered with each fresh smooch. 
 
    My lips landed on Poly’s and we started swapping our spittle. Sally was still behind me, stripping off my clothes like she was in some kinda race. Grinning like the Cheshire bat, I thanked my lucky stars for all the online research I’d done on the horizontal lambada. 
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    Sighing with relief, I scaled the last foot of rock.  
 
    Mind, I still had to make sure that Besom, the stookie angel and everyone in tow made it up the cliff too. But I was still a long way from dragging meself up the sheer face of it, even with the help of ropes and pitons.  
 
    I could just make out the tiny, false cliff face that masked the bay door entrance. It had taken us a solid hour to scale this hunk of rock but it was more than worth it. The outskirts of the Kingdom lay directly ahead of us now and the skyline was as grey as it had been when we first started but the flickering lights from the portal area were a welcome sight. 
 
    The Welshman brought up the rear and took me hand. When I looked at him, he was wearing one of his damned infuriating smiles.  
 
    “Who would have thought you’d end up helping me?” 
 
    “Say one more word, Gwydion fab Don, an’ Ah’ll help ye down the fastest way,” I threatened him with a growl in me voice. Me remark earned me some uneasy looks from the Retriever lads and lasses. 
 
    “If I can interrupt your sparring,” Besom said, stepping between us and waving the soreness from her arms, “I’d like to get moving.” 
 
    The Welshman had the cheek to raise his hand. “So long as I take the lead, as we agreed?” 
 
    Me woman’s eyes lacked the amusement that danced in his. “Whatever you do to distract them, just make sure it lasts long enough for us to get through.” 
 
    After a pretentious courtly bow, the right bastard headed towards the Kingdom proper. 
 
    “I’m still not sold on him going ahead of us,” a Soul Retriever lass said, her eyes tracking the Welshman until he was out of sight. “They might just cut him down and be done with it.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t misunderestimate the son of Don, yo,” Bill said with grudging respect. 
 
    “Who?” she asked, frowning. 
 
    “G-dog,” the stookie angel answered and motioned to the Welshman. “Yeah, all that slip-cerity might make you double check him, but he knows how to lace just enough truthliness to get past the dummies that Blondie calls his foot soldiers.” 
 
    Now, we were going the same direction as Gwydion, but slower. Despite the befuddlement charms that Annice applied for us, I still felt fearful looking up at the skies. Would her magic prove strong enough to repel the Griffin packs and sharp-eyed Seraphim overhead? 
 
    A slim hand tapped me chest, making me amulet swing forward. The Ogham carved on it shone in the strong white light.  
 
    “It’s working, brother Tallis,” Mehta told me, before adding, “it won’t protect us in the final struggle but it’s enough to get us inside.” 
 
    I nodded but me hand wasn’t too far from me blade. “Nae disrespect ta Mistress Annice, but Ah’ve seen plenty o’ things go awry at the least opportune moment.” 
 
    Mehta swiveled her head to see her beloved. “Think we can forgive his paranoia?” 
 
    “No reason not to,” Annice said with a reassuring smile on her face. “The more alert we are, the more prepared we’ll be in the unfortunate event that things go wrong.” 
 
    “How wrong can they go?” Haqim asked, nervously fingering the gun—a machine pistol, I think they called it—that we’d fished out of the base’s armory. 
 
    “Hope for the best an’ prepare for the worst, lad,” I told him. The sparse grass and dirt path we were walking on finally changed to paved streets. “Ye wanna survive this battle, nothin’ less will do.” 
 
    After that, we were silent. The vast stone canyons around us barely recorded our footsteps when they reverberated softly. The liberated Retrievers were horrified when they saw the statues that had been people only a few short days ago. I understood their fright, seeing the pleading eyes that tracked our progress. For meself, a righteous fury burned within. One way or another, these poor souls had to be liberated this day. 
 
    We were halfway through the first block when Besom patted the stookie angel on the shoulder. Without another word or breaking stride, he pulled out his phone and fiddled with the controls on it. A minute later, an unsteady image popped up, flying high above us, dipping and diving in topsy-turvy ways.  
 
    Bill looked at me lovely and gave her a thumbs-up. Besom raised her pointer finger, waved it around us and shrugged her shoulders. After a minute of the stookie angel looking down at his phone, the slight buzz of Mantis’s wings became audible as it turned the block ahead of us. Bill looked up and waved his free hand like he was wiping something off. We were alone, relatively speaking. 
 
    Besom pulled out her phone. I noticed a small copy of the map that the Muse sisters gave us on the screen. A bright red line highlighted a direct path from the cliff to the portal area. After a quick check of our surroundings, Lily pointed towards the right and we followed her. 
 
    The route got a wee bit tricky but we forged on. Before the end of the next street, a Lemure patrol popped up on the opposite side. We ducked down an alley that thankfully ran parallel to the route we would have taken otherwise. But when we emerged, a trio of Griffins were clashing with twice as many Harpies. None of the marks that held the Griffins in check was visible on them. There was just enough noise to allow us to slip past into another alley and stay out of sight. 
 
    By and by, the twin spectacles of Talos and the portal loomed above the landscape ahead of us. I noticed fewer statues around us as we approached the gates guarding the behemoths. Had they been moved? Or were there fewer souls in the area when the Medusa machine froze everyone? Both questions fled me mind when the voice of the Welshman interrupted me thoughts. 
 
    “While I understand your position, gentlemen,” he said to a Seraphim and a human soul clad in United States Army fatigues from the late twentieth century. “I nonetheless must insist I see CEO Alaire.” 
 
    “No, you’re leavin’, and you fail to understand shit, pretty boy,” the Army man snapped with a harsh twang in his voice. 
 
    Per our plan, we ducked down another alley that led directly to a shadowy spot on the walls. As we got there, the Welshman said, “Then help me to understand. And perhaps I can be convinced to leave.” 
 
    “Since when has that ever been true, Gwydion fab Don?” the Seraphim asked in an impatient tone. While Annice pulled out what appeared to be paint, the angel approached the Welshman just to glower at him. “Your one enduring quality is your inability to accept strict authority.” 
 
    “Which is why, unlike Bran the Blessed, Mag the Ancient, and so many others, I still walk the afterlife, da syr. I would hate to see you develop their inflexibility.” 
 
    By then, Annice, with the help of the liberated lads and lasses, had painted a solid outline of a doorway. Mehta was painting a doorknob on the side of it as the soldier said, “Why don’t we just shoot him, sir? Surely, Mr. Alaire wouldn’t mind us—” 
 
    “It is not your place to decide what the CEO would or would not mind, Corrigan,” the Seraphim thundered, firmly shutting the impudent man up. “At a minimum, we will detain him to keep him from anymore mischief.” 
 
    “You wound me, Zamiel,” the Welshman said, clutching his chest with mock solemnity. 
 
    A flaming sword suddenly appeared in the Seraphim’s hand which he swung at the Welshman’s left shoulder. I winced when it neatly sliced his arm off like a sickle threshing wheat. I clutched me blade tighter before glancing over to see how the false door’s progress was coming along. Mehta painted the final pair of hinges opposite the door handle while Annice inscribed the middle with some Ogham. 
 
    To his credit, the Welshman didn’t much react to his grievous wound and I had to wonder if he’d even felt it, such was his candor. Mayhap it was just shock? “Well, I suppose you really have wounded me now.” 
 
    The Seraphim grabbed Gwydion’s remaining arm and yanked him closer. “Corrigan, pick up that piece of meat and bring it with us. This will be the last he sees of that limb.” 
 
    A whisper in Gaelic made me turn around. The painted door was now a real one that Besom opened swiftly. The stookie angel looked again at his phone and nodded with another thumbs-up. We were still in the clear. The Seraphim loudly demanded a changing of the guard while we all slipped inside. This time, I was the last one to go through and the door swiftly closed behind me. All traces of the door instantly vanished from sight, leaving a blank wall once more. Besom gave Annice a grateful look but only got a shrug and a grin for her trouble. Me beloved put Bill in the lead as we moved deeper into the portal area. 
 
      
 
    ###
LILY 
 
      
 
    Even though the distance was shorter than we’d already crossed, we were traveling way too slowly for my liking. Bill kept steering us away from Lemures and a few human troops that he spotted crawling all over the area. I knew Tallis and Mehta were itching to cut loose but that was the last thing we needed. We lacked the numbers as well as the raw power to take them all on. Well, maybe I could have handled it, but I wanted to do this right. Even if I managed to wipe the floor with everything Alaire had, I might lack the strength to stop the Forsaken. 
 
    I checked my phone clock again. Three minutes before Walter pulled his big move, assuming he would. Tallis suspected he might not come through for us but I had a good feeling about him. Anybody working under Streethorn had to be more than a little vindictive. And he’d also helped us fight against his bosses previously. No reason to believe he wouldn’t do it a second time, especially with the stakes so high. 
 
    The towering portal was our True North, guiding us straight to where we had to go. I was a little surprised when several batteries of primitive missiles flew past the portal. Then I got a good look of what was going on within. The cityscape of Dis was nearly gone now, no more than a few blocks left before everything was gobbled up. The inky blackness inched closer and closer to the portal face. 
 
    A door opened up, forcing all of us to duck around the corner. Even if I failed to see the blonde from behind, I’d recognize Alaire’s voice anywhere.  
 
    “You’re absolutely sure your missiles will eliminate it, Doctor?” 
 
    “Positive, mein herr,” Von Braun replied. “My test results conclusively prove that the Styx waters will dissolve any substance known to the Afterlife.” I felt my jaw tensing up.  
 
    You mean Walter’s test results, you Nazi asskisser, I thought. If only we’d had a chance to do something about him before. 
 
    The pair were too well guarded for us to follow very close. But even while hanging back, we kept pace well enough to listen to their whole conversation. “Must I remind you how much of a singularity the Forsaken is?” Alaire scoffed at him, a slight edge of hysteria in his voice. “If these so-called ‘wunderwaffen’ of yours fail—” 
 
    “I am quite aware of the consequences of failure,” Von Braun told him. “Yet nothing suggests the Forsaken will be any exception to the deadliest feature of the Styx.” 
 
    I felt a hand poking my arm. When I looked over, Bill was pointing at his phone screen. Mantis was just coming down for a landing on Walter’s shoulder, who suddenly looked at the screen in bewilderment. Bill’s pet weapon was rhythmically tapping something out with its leg. Given all the time we had for Mantis to practice the Morse code message, we could only hope he’d gotten it right. By the time Mantis tapped the message out a second time, Walter’s face revealed his understanding. He nodded at the camera and looked right back down at the controls with renewed purpose. Mantis took off again, leaving Walter behind.  
 
    When my guardian angel waved our eyes over to a nook on the left, I nodded and patted his cheek. Bill had a lot of faults but his virtues outweighed them and now he gave me a smile and took off as quietly as he could. The rest of us made our way closer to the platform where Walter was working. At right about the same time, the now one-armed Gwydion popped up too. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Alaire snapped at the Seraphim. 
 
    “He demanded to see you, sir,” the Army man replied. The look he got from Alaire made him take a few steps back.  
 
    And Alaire’s expression didn’t lose an ounce of disgust as it landed on the angel. “Well?” 
 
    “The son of Don insisted that he had information vital to the defeat of the Forsaken,” the Seraphim explained. 
 
    “You do remember that I’m right here?” Gwydion interjected with mock indignity, seemingly more upset about that than he was his missing arm. 
 
    “Something that I have a hard time forgetting is your presence,” Alaire sneered. “Now what is this information?”  
 
    “Well, you could at least give me back my arm before I tell you.” 
 
    Zamiel gave his boss a dubious look but the master of the Underground City just waved him off dismissively. As soon as the Welsh trickster got hold of it, he positioned the severed arm back into his shoulder. With loud sounds of popping and cracking, the arm reattached itself. 
 
    “Ah, that’s better,” Gwydion said. 
 
    Corrigan aimed his gun at Gwydion’s head. “Boss is still waiting, asshole.” 
 
    “Indeed, I am,” Alaire said, tapping his Gucci-shod foot. “And not for much longer.” 
 
    “Well, that whole business of tipping the missiles into the water of Styx?” Gwydion began. “No chance it’ll work.” 
 
    Something made my phone buzz in my pocket: a text from Bill. I saw a thumbs-up emoji. Looking back up again, I found Alaire glowering at Gwydion. “How would you know what these missiles are tipped in?” 
 
    Gwydion laughed right into his face. “As loud as you were, it’s a miracle they didn’t hear you in Dis.” 
 
    “With respect to your divinity,” Von Braun said, making it very clear how little he respected Gwydion, which was not at all, “what do you know about what can and cannot hurt the Forsaken?” 
 
    “I know because I already saw it tried before,” Gwydion said, his smile becoming more of a smirk. “Up close.” 
 
    “Explain,” Alaire demanded. 
 
    Gwydion shrugged and then pulled on his arm, as if to make sure it was still securely fastened. That whole show had been very strange, to say the least. “The Flamels used the waters of the Styx in their effort to repel that hunleff from the tower. Didn’t even slow it down.” 
 
    Alaire’s eyes narrowed before darting between Gwydion and his chief scientist. Von Braun got in front of the Welsh trickster and blurted out, “As I have often made crystal clear, Herr Alaire, there is more than just Styx-water in—” 
 
    “Yet you were confident that was the key,” Alaire told him, centering all of his anger on the doctor. “Why am I now hearing otherwise?” 
 
    “Because he is a dumkopf!” Von Braun spat angrily, waving his hand at Gwydion in disgust. “A pathetic throwback to a time long before the age of science! What could he possibly know about rocketry or munitions or—” 
 
    The laughter from Gwydion’s lips chilled the air. “I’m surprised you didn’t sell him on nukes while you were at it, dyn mud. But I guess after a certain Herald trashed your Plan A… Oh, I’m sorry. I meant, your assistant’s Plan A…” Von Braun’s face got red as Gwydion finished, “You just fell back on what you knew. Not that it’ll actually work but…” 
 
    Some unflattering German phrases roared from Von Braun’s throat before he lunged at Gwydion. Corrigan and Zamiel struggled to hold him back. I looked at Annice and Mehta, who nodded and took off in the other direction. The Retrievers eyed me nervously as I held up my hand. It wasn’t quite time to make our move but the time was getting very close. 
 
    Von Braun was still cursing Gwydion in a long stream of German by the time he was pulled off the trickster.  
 
    “Enough!” Alaire roared. That shut the German scientist up, although his eyes bored a hole into Gwydion. 
 
    Alaire wore his own hateful stare as he marched up to the Welshman. “If Styx-water isn’t the answer, then how do we stop The Forsaken?” 
 
    Gwydion shrugged. “I have no idea.” 
 
    Zamiel pulled his flaming sword out. Gwydion was not intimidated. “Not that again?” he asked in a bored tone. 
 
    “Bullshit,” Corrigan snarled, thrusting the gun back into Gwydion’s side. “You said—” 
 
    “That I had important information about the Forsaken,” Gwydion finished for him. “I never said I knew how to stop it.” 
 
    Another buzz from my phone turned out to be a simple text from Annice saying “Here.” The portal began to hum and swirl vigorously and I sensed it wouldn’t be as easy as flipping off a light switch to shut it back off again. 
 
    “The existential threat to all life is about to come through any minute,” Alaire said. “And you’re telling me now that you don’t know how to stop it?” 
 
    “Okay, I lied,” Gwydion said with a grin. Then he frowned before adding, “The fact is… you can’t stop it. No one can. And none of your pet scientist’s fancy toys can change that.” 
 
    I tensed up. This was the moment we were waiting for. The Forsaken was too close to ignore and Alaire was too angry to think straight. I quickly typed “Now” in a text message, which I sent to a couple more recipients. 
 
    Alaire’s expression was openly scared and he turned to Corrigan. “Get over to Hunt. Have him deactivate the portal before—” 
 
    An arrow twanged through the air, knocking Corrigan off his feet before he faded into Shade. Another one caught Zamiel in the throat, and he sank to his knees in pain.  
 
    “Go!” I yelled, charging to the front with my Blade of Power glowing blue. 
 
    Tallis and everyone else yelled their own battle cries behind me, taking the rest of the Lemures by surprise as we fell on them. My blade sliced open one, which was quickly followed by a burst of gunfire into the open wound. I was pleased to see Tallis doing the same thing on his end. The big bugs didn’t stay startled for too long. Soon, they were pushing back, although more than a dozen of them suffered aggravated wounds from the blades and guns. 
 
    “Fall back!” I yelled, pointing towards the portal console. I was pleased to see how well the Retrievers maintained their discipline and training. They efficiently provided cover fire while Tallis and I used our blades to hold back any Lemures that got too close.  
 
    “Tallis!” Alaire roared with anger as he leaped over the Lemures to get right in front of Tallis. He got close enough for Tallis to head-butt him viciously. Reeling backward, Alaire yanked out a Roman short sword from inside his suit coat. Tallis just dodged his swipe before bringing his bigger sword down on Alaire. But Alaire blocked the swing by holding Tallis’ sword by the hilt in one hand, and the blade in the other. The blood that emerged from his palm was promptly thrown into Tallis’s eyes. 
 
    Tallis cried out when it blinded him, yelling, “Besom! Get going!”  
 
    Much as I wanted to help him, we had a job to do so I was forced to leave him, all the while reminding myself that Tallis was in no way ill equipped to deal with Alaire. I wasn’t able to think long on Tallis because too many Lemures were in hot pursuit. Despite their smaller legs, they remained faster than us. By the time we got next to one of the missile launch pads, we had to do something quickly. My attention was drawn to the big red button on the control pad directing the missiles. 
 
    Pulling my power to the fore, I created a blue forcefield which blocked off the Lemures and I slammed my fist on the button. The missiles came to life, and the thrust required to launch them roasted the Lemures into piles of ashes as they took off. We waited until they fully lifted off before we hurried on. 
 
    By the time we got to the portal console, Bill and Mehta were already there, sending arrows at the sky. Griffins were dropping with each shot but way too many still kept approaching our position. Annice stood by Walter on the console, carving symbols into the side of it with her knife. 
 
    “How much longer?” I asked, observing the fast-approaching Griffins with serious fear. 
 
    “No more than five minutes,” Walter replied, trying not to appear nervous. 
 
    After taking down another charging Griffin, Mehta cursed. “That was the last of my arrows.” 
 
    “Where the hell is Man-fro?” Bill grumbled, handing an arrow to Mehta. 
 
    Before either one of them could fire, the chatter of twin machine guns tore through the Griffins. Then came the distinctive drone of a biplane, followed by a set of familiar shrieks. Manfred’s red flier emerged from the clouds, surrounded up by a full squadron of Harpies that flew ahead of him. The whole formation slammed into the barrage of Griffins. In no time at all, our enemy became too occupied with our rescuers to bother with us. 
 
    Bill blew out a breath. “Sure took his sweet time.” 
 
    “It takes time and skill to steer Harpies in the air,” I answered, giving his head an affectionate rub. 
 
    “Wait,” Walter said, looking from his console to the portal itself. “How close are we to—” 
 
    His sentence was cut off by an undefinable sound. Like a cross between a shriek and a sigh, it had a particular timbre all its own. The source seemed to be an oozing blackness that came from the portal like sludge from a water pipe. It was indescribable but mostly slime, black fog and an awful substance I couldn’t identify. Being so close, I knew why it was called The Forsaken. 
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    “No, no, no,” Annice yelled out. “It’s too soon!” 
 
    The rapidly approaching mass consumed everything in sight, including the console. The Retrievers fired their guns but the bullets were no more effective than bee stings to an elephant. They couldn’t slow the ugliness down. Von Braun’s missiles soared as well, but as Gwydion warned Alaire, they were rendered as useless as the ex-Retrievers’ guns. 
 
    “Run!” I told everybody, yanking Walter away from the console while we still had time. 
 
    “Run? Where?” Mehta yelled back, grabbing Annice’s arm. 
 
    My eyes fell on the closest tall thing that loomed ahead of us. “Talos!” 
 
    The arrow was burning my back. I doubted my forcefields could do anymore than slow the massive blob down. But in my mind, my vision kept replaying on a loop. All I had to do was give the arrow to the bronze giant and we could turn the tide. 
 
    The useless missiles were gobbled whole while we fled. Unfortunately, I heard no explosions, which would have at least been something to cheer us. A distinctive chill lurked behind me, tugging at everything inside me. I recalled that awful time when I was Persephone’s puppet, but this was worse. If I were caught now, there was no way I could come back. The Forsaken would absorb me just as it was absorbing everything else in its path. 
 
    Bill started huffing and puffing, his legs collapsing under him. I grabbed hin and hoisting him against my shoulder, continued forward. The twang of his Mantis-bow sounded in my ear as Bill kept firing arrow after arrow at the Forsaken. 
 
    “Oh, c’mon, Black La Goo!” he snapped. “Something’s gotta halter ya!” 
 
    The only comfort I could find in the chaos was that everyone still managed to stay ahead of the abomination and Talos was coming closer. The arrow got hotter and hotter.  
 
    Patience, I thought. We’ll get you where you need to be soon enough. 
 
    That cheery thought was interrupted by a tangle of claws and feathers dropping out of the sky. The Griffin blocked our path to Talos, the last thing we needed right then! The bird-lion looked absolutely livid, half out of its mind from fighting with Manfred and the Harpies. The ex-Retrievers shot a few rounds but they lacked the punch of Manfred’s machine guns. They just made the thing angry and it leaped up into the air and tried to tackle me from above. I ran my blade across its belly into its stomach, and it screamed in pain before disappearing into the Forsaken. 
 
    A solid wall of white light appeared behind us then, which the Forsaken slammed into like a tsunami. Above my head, the Seraphim were raising their hands and chanting in chorus. The Forsaken relentlessly kept pushing forward, and I wondered how long we would be spared. Another unwelcome sight blocked the front of Talos’s ankle: a solid line of Lemures, led by the still-armed Alaire. My heart dropped at the sight of him. If Alaire was here and Tallis wasn’t… it could only mean that Tallis hadn’t survived. 
 
    I turned to Annice. “We need to get past them.” 
 
    She gave me a sad smile. “No, dear, you need to get past them.” She thrust her thumb right between my eyes as a surge of words spilled into my brain. My head throbbed when she withdrew her hand and told the others, “Let’s give Lily some time.” 
 
    I would have protested but my head throbbed so painfully that it was all I could manage to stay on my feet. With a war cry, Annice ran at the Lemures. Mehta fired a couple of Bill’s arrows as she ran alongside her and the ex-Retreivers shot their guns with wild abandon.  
 
    “C’mon, Nips!” Bill said, swatting my shoulder like the desk bell of a hotel. “The cover of confusion ain’t gonna last long.” Grinding my teeth, I did my best to dodge the clashing. Bill told me the fuel for Talos was right next to his heel. 
 
    I nearly made it when Alaire swooped in front of me, his sword still in hand. 
 
    “Piss off, Blondie!” Bill said, firing more arrows with Mantis.  
 
    Alaire’s blade deflected every one of them before he bashed my guardian angel in the face with the pommel of his gun. Bill away from me as I drove my knee straight between Alaire’s legs. His face revealed the accuracy of my strike before I whacked it with the flat of my blade. I pulled out the arrow, which had become almost too hot to touch. I had less than two steps to give it to Talos but Alaire’s blade knocked it out of my hand. 
 
    I was dumbfounded when Alaire started attacking me. My blade barely blocked him as I yelled, “What the hell are you doing?!” 
 
    “I won’t let the Forsaken take you,” Alaire replied. “Don’t fight me on this.” 
 
    “I plan to stop it, you shit for brains!” I protested, trying to block his blows while getting a bead on where the arrow went. 
 
    “You heard that bastard Gwydion,” Alaire said. “Nothing can stop it. But I can save you!” 
 
    The last of the ex-Retrievers fell from the Lemure assault. They faded out of sight just as Annice and Mehta dropped together. Despite the distance, I was certain they’d grabbed each other’s hands before they too went to Shade. 
 
    I couldn’t watch them—couldn’t fathom what was happening. Instead, I just focused on what I had to do—stop the Forsaken. 
 
    I drove Alaire back with my sword, saying, “I... don’t... need... to... be... saved!” I emphasized my last word with a kick under his blade that landed deep in his stomach. It provided enough distance to allow me to retrieve the fallen arrow. 
 
    I sensed the Seraphim barrier starting to give way. I knew Alaire was running behind me but I only had eyes for the arrow. Unless I got it to Talos, nothing else mattered. Hearing how close Alaire was from his increasingly louder footsteps, I knew I wasn’t going to make it. 
 
    A meaty thud sounded behind me, followed by an “Ugh!” as someone landed on the ground.  
 
    “We’re nae finished, oath-breaker!” Tallis’s haggard voice exclaimed amid the sound of clashing blades. My heart swelled with love and relief but I just scooped up the arrow and kept running towards Talos. 
 
    It didn’t take long for me to find the right place to drop it inside him. I practically hurled the arrow to keep it from scorching my hand. I knew what was inside of Talos. Hephaestus had provided the requisite fuel for Talos in something easily portable for travel.  
 
    A great rumble shook the ground around us and a familiar blue light emerged from inside Talos. It filled up the giant bronze man like neon illuminating a tube. But it wasn’t working as fast as the collapse of the white barrier, which started to break and the Forsaken moved towards us again. 
 
    As much as I wanted to use my legs, seeing the sheer overwhelming wave coming at me froze me on the spot. When it got nearly twenty feet from me, my legs were motivated to work again.  
 
    Not now, I thought. I did what I was supposed to do. This is the part where— 
 
    “C’mon, ya stookie angel!” Tallis roared over the wave while he snatched Bill up with his free hand. To my surprise, Alaire ran toward me with his sword raised. I lifted my own blade just in case he tried to do anything stupid. He surprised me when he stopped right in front of me and waved his sword in a pattern. The pattern became a glowing red glyph that flared outward before pushing the Forsaken back a few feet. 
 
    “Get behind Talos!” he yelled over his shoulder, tracing the same pattern with his sword again as soon as the first glyph collapsed. When the second glyph approached the black wave, the distinctive buzz of Mantis’s wings alerted my ear. The little bug jumped up and down on me before moving on to his master, now clinging for dear life to Tallis’s arm. I ran around the bronze giant’s foot, looking upward when I got to the other side. 
 
    The blue infusion was creeping up my massive metal guardian much too slowly for comfort. Meanwhile, Alaire seemed to forget any sense of self-preservation by getting closer and closer to the Forsaken. If he hadn’t been making the glyphs, it would have swallowed him up in about two seconds. 
 
    “He cannae be serious,” Tallis said in wonder, letting Bill down. 
 
    “Looks first-heart-attack-serious ta me, Conan,” Bill muttered, his voice equally amazed. 
 
    A great groan sounded from the top of Talos. Then the foot we were standing in front of slowly lifted off the ground. It rose high enough for me to see Alaire looking back at it, instead of finishing his latest glyph. While the previous glyph began to wear out, he locked his eyes on mine and smiled. Then the Forsaken absorbed him with its dark embrace, swallowing him whole.  
 
    With nothing left to stop its progression, it rushed past Talos’s feet. A flash of blue flared up between it and the advancing giant’s feet, blocking off its advance like water against Plexiglass. The foot finally descended right in front of the overwhelming nightmare that chased us before Talos picked up the other one. Talos’s second step pushed the Forsaken back even more, despite all its efforts to resist. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” Tallis said, clearly impressed. “Hephaestus gave us jist wha’ we were missin’.” 
 
    I could hardly hear him because the presence of another mind suddenly intruded on mine. It was painful to read its thoughts at first: all clanks, gears and hard, straight lines. But I eventually got a sense of what Talos was trying to tell me. It wanted to know which way to push the dark thing it was up against.  
 
    Take it back the way it came, I thought. Move forward.  
 
    I sent the message to Talos three times in a row, hoping that was enough. To my relief, Talos did what I asked, slowly rolling the Forsaken’s advance back with slow, even steps. On its fourth step, an unwelcome sight bubbled up from the Forsaken. Lemures ran at us, moving as fast their legs would carry them. 
 
    Bill called out something in a language I didn’t recognize, followed by a high-pitched whistle.  Mantis snapped right back into its bow form and leapt into his hands. The arrows flew as fast as gunfire, missing their carapaces and landing right in their faces. The dozen he cut down were insignificant when twice as many were still running at us. A deep calm came over me as I aimed my Blade of Power at the horde. The blue flowed from my blade into my arm until it covered my entire body.  
 
    It whispered to me, This is your moment. Make it count. 
 
    The burst of words that my aunt placed in my head echoed as I started charging our attackers. I raised my sword and brought it down on the nearest Lemure. The empowered blade sliced through the armored hide like tissue paper, and it screamed in agony. Tallis followed up by plunging his own blade into the open wound, until it was dead. That pattern held as we sliced our way through the Lemures, swiftly taking out six of them. The only problem was the other eighteen that turned around to chase us. Talos hadn’t moved far enough ahead for us to escape them on foot, even if we were faster than they were.  
 
    I was turning around to make a stand when more arrows suddenly rained down from above. At first, I thought they came from Bill but the arrows were bigger and the angle was all wrong. I glanced up to see the Seraphim firing arrows from the sky. Every one of them were repeating the same phrase that Bill had used before the whistle. Being confined to the ground, the Lemures didn’t have any way of fighting an opponent so far up. They scattered like the overgrown roaches they were, giving Tallis and me some breathing room.  
 
    “Nips, Tido!” Bill shouted from behind them. “We got this! Just stay close to Tall, Bronze and Lethal!”  
 
    Neither of us needed more encouragement. In no time, we slipped between Talos’s massive feet. Watching him take another step, I estimated he could push the Forsaken back at least ten feet or so with each step.  
 
    “Since when did the Seraphim join our side?” I yelled to Tallis above the general chaos. 
 
    “Since somethin’ worse than us decided ta end the Kingdom,” Tallis yelled back. “That was an ol’ Enochian cry fer help the stookie angel just yelled. Nary an angel would dare refuse ta heed the call.”  
 
    With the portal console no more than one step away, I began to feel more optimistic. But Annice’s chant grew louder and louder in my head with each step I took. It got to the point of distraction, making me use all my energy just to understand it. When Talos took its final step, more Lemures appeared in front of the console. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” I yelled in despair, preparing for another fight. Then I noticed something about them. Their glowing wounds marked them as the same ones we’d initially injured. 
 
    “Ah’ll hold the line, Besom!” Tallis yelled, running ahead of me. “Finish it fer us!”  
 
    I wanted to protest but the chanting in my head made it hard to do anything but keep moving. Tallis took on the monsters to the left, so I broke to the right and ran for the console. A couple of Lemures suddenly rushed in front of me, impeding my progress. I expected to fight but a huge shadow loomed over the bug army. Talos smashed them into the ground with his feet, so I ran around him to get to the console. I got a little nervous when the bronze giant’s shadow covered me but his next step was far beyond where I needed to be. 
 
    I was drawn to the markings Annice made on the side of the console. By then, the chant had grown very loud in my head, and I could hardly think of anything else. I took a deep breath and yelled out the words at the top of my lungs. Then, I couldn’t stop repeating them—over and over again in an increasingly louder voice. I could hear my vocal chords getting raw from all the yelling but it didn’t matter to the voice in my head.  
 
    A yellow cord suddenly attached itself to Annice’s scratches. I looked at the place where it came from and found the Lemures. All of them were frozen in place due to whatever I was doing. So, I kept yelling out the words, and a heavy draft came from the portal as it changed into a black hole in the center. Though it was different from the Forsaken, I recognized it at once: the Void. It sucked all of the remaining Lemures into the portal itself before they all vanished into nothingness.  
 
    The Forsaken started resisting Talos when the portal pulled it in. But it couldn’t handle the suction of the portal and the push of Talos at the same time. Soon enough, it was clutching the sides of the portal, wrapping its tendrils around it. I could see the metal deforming as it squeezed. Talos did his best to pull them away but the Forsaken stubbornly held on. 
 
    “Enough,” I said before I ran past the console, raising my Blade of Power. All the blue flowed out of my body and back into the Blade. The blade itself suddenly grew to the size of Talos’s shin, though it didn’t feel any heavier. Its shining edge crackled with energy that would annihilate anything it hit. I raised it over my head and brought it down on the Forsaken’s right tendril. The blade cut through the shadow mass with the same ease that it had sliced through the Lemures, and the Forsaken started to lose its grip. Talos punched it hard again and knocked the left tendrils away, which the Void greedily claimed.  
 
    The bigger blade vanished and I sank to my knees in exhaustion. I was just catching my breath when a final tendril shot out of the portal and wrapped around my waist. I dug my blade into the ground to keep from being taken, but I was sapped of strength and now could feel myself slipping away. 
 
    “No!” Tallis cried out, grabbing me in his arms. 
 
    The mere sensation of his hands sparked all the feelings of love that had carried me through the battle so far. His mind joined mine once again, and all the images of our time together flashed through my mind’s eye. Then I felt one more mind touching me, the metal mind of Talos. It was giving something back to us. Before I could figure out what that thing was, a burst of blue surrounded us, severing the Forsaken’s tendril from me completely. Once the last of it slipped back into the other side of the portal, Talos raised its massive fists. The sound of scraping metal assaulted our ears as it smashed the portal completely to bits. By the time it finished, there was nothing but a scrap heap as far as the eye could see. 
 
    The crisis over, I could finally relax into Tallis’ s arms.  
 
    The last thing I said before happily nodding out was, “We won.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    SIXTEEN
Tallis 
 
      
 
    “For the last time, would you quit fussing over me?” Besom told me in a croaky voice as the elevator bell rang for our floor. 
 
    “The battle was jist a fortnight past,” I pointed out. “Ah cannae believe that the rest o’ ye’s in better shape than yer voice.” 
 
    “I might be tired still, but I can still walk,” she said as we both stepped into the busy hallway. “Besides, whatever Poly and Sally have to share must be important enough to justify making the trip.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. Nor could I blame her for being restless after several weeks of convalescence in me Dark Wood cabin. No one could object to her resting in the Kingdom, since none were left to say anything, but she needed peace more than anything else. The Dark Wood, however, was a far cry from those who might need us, so it was no wonder that she’d jumped at the chance to leave when the Welshman came calling with an invitation. 
 
    The lad, Franz, was standing outside Poly and Sally’s door as we got closer. A line of townsfolk were waiting in front of him but his eyes picked us out of the crowd in a heartbeat.  
 
    “Oh, Herr Tallis, Fraulein Harper!” he called out. “You are both expected. Please go right in.” 
 
    “Why do they get to go first?” a woman with an American accent and an obnoxious voice called out. “I’ve been waiting for two hours!” 
 
    Franz got between her and us while we opened the door. “As I already explained, mein frau, you must fill out Form Y-36b correctly in order to ensure that…” 
 
    His droning explanation mercifully faded away as I shut the door. But Poly and Sally were wrapped up in their own phone conversations at their desks. 
 
    “For the last time, Urania,” Poly said into the receiver, “building a new route to New Botany Bay takes time and material that we currently lack.” 
 
    “Oh, would you just do it, Mel?!” Sally shouted into her phone. “You have more than enough Seraphim to keep you safe on the streets of Dis.” 
 
    “Yes, I will be glad to discuss your projections,” Poly said, “so I expect them by the end of today.” 
 
    “Hey, if you’re that worried,” Sally said, “you can always call on Asterion for backup. You think anyone in their right mind will try to mess with him?” 
 
    Both of them hung up their phones and sighed at the same time. 
 
    “Is this a bad time?” Besom asked them, looking a bit mortified but also trying not to laugh. 
 
    Poly raised her finger, punched a button on her phone and waited a second after putting the receiver to her head. “Hold all our calls until further notice. We’re having a conference.” 
 
    Sally laughed in weary delight. “Is that what we call ‘catching up with old friends’ these days?” 
 
    “Better than talking to the family at this juncture,” Poly said, leaning back in her seat. “But no, in answer your question, Lily, this is actually a good time.” 
 
    “So whit did we miss while we were gone?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s a loaded question,” Sally said with another laugh. “I don’t think we’ve stopped to take a quick breath in over a week now.” 
 
    “How’s Uriel adjusting as the new CEO of Afterlife Enterprises?” Besom asked. 
 
    “Interim CEO,” Poly corrected her with a raised finger. “Soon as we gave him an ashtray and lifted the prohibition on smoking in his office, he slid into the role quite easily!” 
 
    “Much of Uriel’s time,” Sally started, then shuddered before adding, “and, ours too quite honestly, has been spent culling out the holdovers from Alaire’s corrupting influence.” 
 
    “And the rest of Uriel’s time is spent rebuilding the Kingdom’s infrastructure,” Poly added. 
 
    “How does that cull work, exactly?” Besom asked. “I mean, do you throw the bad guys into Shade?” 
 
    Poly emitted a bright laugh I’d never heard before. “Oh, we have ways of dealing with those people that would make Shade a divine blessing. For instance, your old supervisor, Mr. Streethorn? He is now the receptionist at the front desk of the Asylum.” 
 
    Besom laughed so hard, she had to clutch at her throat. “Oh, God, that still hurts too much.” 
 
    “Easy now,” I said, offering her the last few cough drops Dr. Jung had given us a few days ago. Despite her pain, she had a smile on her face and that made everything all worthwhile. 
 
    “And you already know what happened to Alaire,” Poly said. 
 
    Besom nodded. “He got swallowed up by the Forsaken,” she said in a soft voice with a strange sort of hollowness. “He was… trying to save me.” 
 
    “Something we all still can’t believe,” Sally said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Me too,” Lily admitted with a wee laugh. 
 
    “A fittin’ end, ye ask me,” I said as she smiled up at me. 
 
    “You know, we really should thank Alaire,” Sally continued. “Because of him, AE is getting a long-overdue overhaul that should result in making it a more streamlined organization.” 
 
    Besom’s eyes got wistful and I knew why. If not for Alaire, she’d never have gotten the chance to end Afterlife Enterprises’ corrupt regime. Yet, so too, the Kingdom might not have been relegated to the state it was currently in. 
 
    “I have more good news,” Poly announced. “Mr. Walter Hunt is now the new director of our Research and Development Department.” 
 
    “An’ whit became o’ Von Braun?” I asked. 
 
    “He was obliterated by the Forsaken,” Sally said. “Serves him right for firing off missiles that failed to do the job.” 
 
    “In fact, that’s what brings us to why you both are here,” Poly said, straightening up in her seat. “We have instructions to sort out your respective statuses as part of the grand reorganization.” 
 
    Me heart sank at hearing those words. “Does that mean Ah’m due ta resume me position as head o’ the Underground City?” 
 
    “Oh, no! We’d never do that to you!” Sally said on a laugh that said she couldn’t imagine I would have imagined as much.  
 
    “But someone has to be in charge of all that mess, right?” Besom asked. 
 
    “Indeed,” Poly affirmed. “Which is why that position now belongs to Asterion, effective two days ago.” 
 
    Besom frowned. “Did… is Asterion okay with that?” 
 
    Poly nodded to her. “I’d say so since he was the one who offered to take on the role.” 
 
    “And Princess Ariadne is his official advisor now,” Sally added. 
 
    That made Besom smile. “And unofficially, I suppose she’s also become his queen.” 
 
    Poly nodded. “And Ms. Frank has a new job as well. She is tasked with the proper tracking of the last Y2K souls who are still extant down there.” 
 
    “Then if ye’re nae gonna gimme back me ol’ job…” I began. 
 
    Sally rubbed the back of her neck. “Uriel insists that Lily receive a special reward that no one else could earn. I mean, just getting to live in the Kingdom doesn’t really cut it for her.” 
 
    “Nor should your substantial contributions go unnoticed, Tallis,” Poly added with a clipped nod. “Therefore, we are authorized to send both of you back to Earth.” 
 
    “As what? Soul Retrievers again?” Besom asked, looking glum. 
 
    “No! You will both be living human beings again,” Sally told her. 
 
    Besom and I were speechless at her words. “But…” Besom finally sputtered, “isn’t that… impossible?” 
 
    “Oh, c’mon, Lils,” a familiar voice sounded before Bill waddled around the corner of the desk. “You oughta know by now that nothin’s impossible when it comes to the afterlife.” 
 
    Wee Mantis flew up behind him and landed on me shoulder. “Keepin’ that stookie angel straight, wee one?” I asked as I stroked its wings. 
 
    Then Besom stumbled and I moved to catch her.  
 
    “Hey, breathe, Nips, breathe,” Bill said, rushing to me beloved and taking her hand. “In through the nostrails, out through the mouth-rails.” 
 
    She did as he requested for a minute or so without replying. Poly started to frown.  
 
    “Forgive us, Lily, but is that a good reaction or a bad reaction?” 
 
    “Oh, c’mon, Poly!” Bill said. “This isn’t like givin’ an old-timer a free ticket to live as a supermodel. This is a one-way ticket from Eternity to Mortality—it’s gonna take her a second to digest it.” 
 
    “Well, if you had a notion of how this gift would be received, William,” Poly said in a spousal tone, “why did you bring it up in the first place?” 
 
    “Wait,” I said with a bit of confusion. “This was yer idea, stookie angel?” 
 
    “Well, duh!” Bill said and Mantis jumped back on his head. “Don’t get me wrong... Uriel is a stand-upfront archangel. But he don’t exactly understand that humans have an instinct ta survive, y’know? So, I had ta ‘splain it to him.” 
 
    “Then Billy started arguing with the other archangels,” Sally started to smile as she picked up the thread. “They all went around and round until…when did it end, sis? Sometime yesterday?” 
 
    “Two days, three hours and forty-one minutes ago,” Poly recited as she glanced down at her phone. “As I recall, the crucial point of the debate was that our Ms. Harper accomplished something no one else could. As a result of her loyalty and sacrifice, both AE and its affiliates can operate once again.” 
 
    Sally looked at Besom. “We owe everything to you, Lily.” 
 
    Me love remained quiet. 
 
    I nodded and said, “A worthy reward fer an equally triumphant victory.” Then I wondered how I managed to deserve such treatment. While I’d done me best in the struggle, the part I played was not nearly as much as me beloved undertook. 
 
    Besom finally asked, “But how would that even work? I doubt my old body’s in any shape to use now.” 
 
    “An’ me own boody is little more ‘n dust now,” I added. 
 
    Poly shrugged as she tapped away on her computer. “Winning impossible battles are your specialty. Bureaucracy is ours. Purely as a matter of practicality, you will both have new physical bodies upon your return to Earth.” 
 
    “You’ll also be given ample money,” Sally said cheerfully.  
 
    “The funds for your apartment rent have been held in escrow for a while. We’ll release them in new accounts under your new identities. Plus, a bonus,” Poly finished. 
 
    Sally winked at Lily. “An… ample bonus.” 
 
    But Lily was still frowning. “You mean… we can’t go back as ourselves?” she asked, sounding a little disappointed as she looked over at me and shook her head. The idea that she would not appear as she did now—aye, the thought bothered me too. 
 
    “If it were possible, we would do it in a nanosecond,” Poly said kindly. “In fact, I originally proposed the idea that you were misidentified in your fatal car crash and whisked away to Edinburgh for a brief period of time.” 
 
    Sally held up her hand. “No offense, Poly, but that sounds even dumber every time you say it.” 
 
    Poly glowered at her sister. “Don’t be rude.” 
 
    “What about tellin’ Tido and Lils what’s actually on the table, yo?” Bill piped up, waving his hands around. 
 
    Poly sighed. “We’re telling them now.” 
 
    “And this is the new plan we came up with: you’re actually your own twin sister,” Sally explained. 
 
    Besom almost laughed again as she stared incredulously at Sally. “In case you haven’t noticed, Sally, I don’t look anything like I did when I was alive so how would I be my own twin?” 
 
    “You’re a fraternal twin,” Poly said. “Due to mishandling of paperwork at the hospital, you and your twin sister were separated at birth. As a result, you grew up several miles from your hometown.” 
 
    “But my mother knows she didn’t have twins,” Besom pointed out, still frowning. 
 
    Poly nodded. “Well, we can plant that truth in her mind.” She looked at Sally. “Thalia and I decided that would be one mistruth we could conceivably cover.” 
 
    “Bringing you, as in Lily Harper, back to life though? No, there’s just too many chances that we wouldn’t be able to wipe everyone’s minds and if even one person happened to remember your death, it could cause all sorts of problems,” Sally went on. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Besom said. “I understand.” 
 
    “So we plant this one little piece of information in your mother’s head—that she had twins and you happen to be one of the twins and then,” Poly continued. 
 
    “Then you took a vacation to Edinburgh,” Sally picked up. “When you got there, you met the strapping Tam Fergus, the last man in a bloodline of Scottish lairds.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “An’ whit is Tam’s story?” 
 
    “Oh, Billy and I made up a good one,” the cheery Muse replied with a girlish giggle. 
 
    I looked down at Bill with a suspicious eye. “Stookie angel…” 
 
    “Hey, hey, Tido! It’s not bad, yo!” Bill protested. “I decided you oughtta be a Ren Faire enthusiast, y’know? A professor of Scottish history—” 
 
    “A professor, am Ah?!” I exclaimed with outrage. “A bloody professor?” 
 
    “Yes! And you didn’t like being in a boring classroom day after day,” Sally said with an irrepressible smile still on her face. “So, you decided to venture out to the Scottish wilds, specifically, to the edge of Loch Maree. For an undetermined number of years, you chose to live like a hermit in a little, stone cottage,” she continued as she turned her computer monitor ‘round to face us and I focused on the small structure surrounded by the craggy mountains and the purple heather. I felt a twinge in me heart at the sight.  
 
    “But all that changed,” Sally continued, pulling the screen back to face her again, “when a pretty American girl named Lori Hammond wandered into your territory, saying she was lost.” 
 
    “Lori?” Lily asked with a laugh. 
 
    “After you assisted her in a lengthy recovery from her ordeal,” Poly continued, “you fell deeply in love with her and agreed to return to America. Coincidentally, Ms. Hammond also discovered she was the long-lost sister of Lily Harper.” 
 
    I initially balked at the premise. Such a falsehood countered all that I’d learned since me death. But this was the only way I could share me life with Besom, me human life—something I never thought I’d have again. 
 
    “Ah’m assumin’ ye submitted all the necessary paperwork ta make this so?” I finally said. 
 
    Poly snorted sarcastically. “I am executing the paperwork as we speak. A few more keystrokes and you shall both be ready to depart.” 
 
    Tears glistened in Besom’s eyes. I knew how she felt. After so much pain and horror, this seemed too good to be true. To her credit, she restrained her tears and cleared her throat.  
 
    “This is so wonderful… It’s so much more than I ever hoped for.”  
 
    “I’m afraid there is still some fine print,” Sally said unhappily. “The best we can do is send you back as you look right now. And you will both be subjected to another death eventually…” 
 
    “Well worth it,” I replied before turning to me love. “Aye, Besom?” For me own part, I couldn’t imagine her looking any other way and I had a feeling she felt the same. 
 
    Tears streaked down her beautiful face but she smiled. “Aye,” she answered with a laugh of happiness. Then, reaching down to her guardian angel, she squeezed his hand and said, “Thank you, Bill.” 
 
    Damn if the stookie angel’s eyes weren’t glistening too! “Hey, I need a job too,” he said, playing it off as if it were nothing. “And Uriel was grate-cious enough to give me my old one back.” When her eyes widened, Bill chuckled. “Yeah, Nips, I’m still your guardian angel! And I swear I’ll do a much better job o’ watchin’ out fer ya this time.” 
 
    She patted his cheek. “I have no doubts about that.” 
 
    “The system AE set up was what really let us all down,” Sally said.  
 
    Poly cleared her throat. “Well, I am afraid we must finish tying up a few more things before we can see you off. Would you mind, Bill, taking them over to the lobby for a while while we finish the paperwork?” 
 
    Bill held out his hand. “Not as long as you got a voucher for the best grub in the mess hall.” 
 
    “Fine,” Poly sighed. “Thalia, did you get the—” 
 
    “Of course,” Sally said, giving Bill the precious slip of paper. “Try to be a little nicer to our husband, wouldja? He’ll be just as busy as us, you know.” 
 
    “Um,” Besom said as she looked at all three of them and paused. 
 
    “Yes?” Poly asked. 
 
    “That place where Tallis, er Tam, lived in Loch Maree… the stone cottage you just showed us…” 
 
    “Yes?” Sally asked. 
 
    “Is it still available?” 
 
    I looked at her. “You dinnae want to return to America?” 
 
    She breathed in deeply. “I can’t help but think my old life is gone.” 
 
    “But we can somewhat bring it back,” Sally said. 
 
    Besom shook her head. “I don’t want to implant things that aren’t true into my mother’s head and… she’s suffered enough. I think… Lily Harper is dead and buried. What’s done is done,” she said sadly and then breathed out a long breath. “And so is my life in the US. I think…” She looked up at me. “What do you say to the Highlands, Tallis?” 
 
    I couldn’t help me smile. “Wherever ye are… that place ‘tis me home.” 
 
    “Okay,” Poly said and clapped her hands together as Besom reached out for Bill and the two hugged for a long while. When they pulled away, they both were crying.  
 
    “You take care of her, Tallis,” Bill said as he looked at me and I pulled him in for me own hug. 
 
    “Do ye realize that’s the first ye’ve actually called me by me own name?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Yeah, an’ it’s probably the last, Tido.” 
 
    I waited until Besom started for the door to ask the one question that remained on me mind. “Why me, stookie angel?” 
 
    Bill frowned at me, “What? You don’t want a second life, Conan?” 
 
    “Ye know better ‘n that,” I growled at him. 
 
    “I think I know what Tallis means,” Besom said, subtly putting herself between the two of us as she faced Bill. “I can see why you fought for me to live again. But why did you fight for Tallis?”  
 
    “Damn, can’t a guy do somethin’ nice once in a millenium?” Bill asked in exasperation. Both of us just looked at him and waited for the real answer. The stookie angel finally sighed and admitted, “All right, all right… the way I saw it was: how snappily-ever-after could Lils be if you weren’t around, Conan? I already got my happy endin’.” He glanced back at Poly and Sally before he faced us again and his face darkened a little. “Guess you could say your aunt and Mega got theirs too, or they will once they get sprung from Shade which is gonna be today, by the way.” Then he looked between us and grabbed both of our hands. “But you kids? Ya got some spectacularity. I wanna see where that might go.” 
 
    He put our hands together, wrapping his own around them. Little Mantis flew on top of his head and buzzed happily. 
 
    “And when you do free Annice,” Besom started. 
 
    “First thing I do is have her make a trip to see you, Lils,” Bill answered. “But it’ll be like a one-time thing ‘cause Annice don’t belong in the land o’ the livin’ no more.” 
 
    “Where will she belong in this new government of yours?” Lily asked. 
 
    Bill shrugged. “Wherever she and Mega wanna be, I guess. That’s kinda up to them.” 
 
    Besom nodded and seemed pleased with that.  
 
     
 
    ### 
 
    LILY 
 
      
 
    On the outskirts of the Kingdom, we plodded the trail to the Dark Wood, which lay ahead of us for the last time. Lining the pathway were all the people who’d survived the final battle. Manfred was there in full uniform. Walter wore his best suit. All the Muse sisters were collected and smiled at us, singing a full chorus of an Ancient Greek song of joy. Asterion, Ariadne and Anne posed like family on the left. And waiting at the end of the line was none other than Uriel with Bill and Mantis standing by his side. 
 
    Tallis and I took our time to say our farewells. There was a lot of hugging, and even more tears. I knew I’d see them all again someday, when my own natural life expired, but who knew how long that would be?  
 
    “Well, Nips…” Bill said, at a loss for words for the first time since knowing him in the flesh. “It’s been real.” 
 
    “Real crazy, real scary, and real enlightening,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, what you said,” he replied with a big smile. “See ya around then, I guess?” He swallowed hard. 
 
    “Will I see you again?” I asked, my voice coming out as a whisper. 
 
    “Yeah,” he answered, wiping away his tears with the stained sleeve of his shirt. “When it’s your time, I’ll come callin’.” 
 
    I smiled and pulled him in for another hug, feeling like I never wanted to let go. “I’m going to miss you, Bill, more than you will ever know.” 
 
    “Just remember,” he said between tears. “That I’m always with you.” 
 
    Just then, Uriel walked up to us, happily puffing on a Camel and blowing smoke rings. “I must ask for your arms before you proceed.” 
 
    While Tallis handed over his claide without question, I hesitated. The Blade of Power had become much more than a weapon to me. It had become an extension of myself. 
 
    “Fear not,” Uriel assured me. “The sword is merely a container for all that you feel within. And that container goes with you.” 
 
    That encouraged me and I handed over the sword with confidence. 
 
    “Ye’re sure this path is safe?” Tallis asked as he faced the road ahead of us. 
 
    “Asterion’s people ensured it’s clear,” Uriel answered. “You need only follow Mantis to find your way home.” 
 
    Home! That word sparked a blaze in my heart, filling me with hope. Against all the odds, I was finally going home. Well, to a new home—a home in the Scottish Highlands that I could barely wait to call my own. 
 
    The End 
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    It was time for a fresh start.  
 
    All my bags had been packed and I’d been more than ready to go, to quote John Denver. 
 
    And now that I’d escaped Minneapolis, and found myself safely ensconced in New Orleans, I could breathe a little more easily. Yep, with the two thousand miles that now separated me from Jonathon Graves, my recently declared ex-husband, my future never seemed brighter, nor life sweeter.  
 
    It’s funny (well, not in a ha-ha sort of way) but I always thought of divorce as the last resort, as the ultimate failure. Somehow it seemed better, more courageous, more right to continue bearing the tattered and bruised flag of a failing marriage (regardless of how unhappy said marriage was) than to throw in the towel and admit that sometimes you screw up. Sometimes you make decisions you have no business making. Sometimes you desperately yearn to make a wish on a falling star that might rewind your life and allow you to skip whatever drastic decision you made that led to the biggest mistake of your life. 
 
    In choosing to accept Jonathon’s marriage proposal five years ago, I’m convinced I must’ve been possessed by the ghost of June Cleaver much to the chagrin of my true self. That, or maybe Nurse Ratched had performed a lobotomy on me without my knowledge. Otherwise, I just couldn’t reconcile how I willingly threw my lot in with his. Why? Because our lots had no business being thrown in together. Nope, we were like oil and water, cats and dogs, Lindsay Lohan and a law-abiding existence. Jonathon and I existed at polar ends of the personality spectrum. And in our case, while opposites did attract, the result was impending doom. 
 
    Regardless, at some point, I must have thought I was in love with him even though I’d always been convinced he was never in love with me. But sometimes you get bitten by the lunacy bug. Then you wake up one day to find yourself living an “inauthentic life” (to quote the innumerable self-help books I’d lost myself in for the last five years). And all you can do is ask yourself, in silent, nauseous wonder, how in the hell did I get here? The answer isn’t a fun one, by any stretch of the imagination.  
 
    For the old me, though, the whys and hows of my situation weren’t the important parts. I bought into the whole “when you’ve made your bed, you lie in it” mentality and consequently I’d become a marriage martyr; I’d tried to convince myself that I was truly happy. And even after I could willingly face that my happiness was a sham, I still wasn’t sold on divorce. Instead, I figured my marriage was the same as any other marriage—that holy matrimony was, by nature, crippling. 
 
    All I could feel was intense relief—intense, wonderful, magnificent relief. Whatever my past, whatever exhaustive anger and depression I harbored for so many years, I’d escaped it all now. And that was the beauty of life. No matter how bad things got, no matter how much you hated your predicament, there was always a way out. And luckily for me, I’d found it. 
 
    And now as I stood on Prytania Street, in the middle of the Garden District of New Orleans, I took a deep breath of the humid air, the cloying scent of stale blooms of Cecile Brunner roses wafting over my neighbor’s fence. But all I could really smell was the divine scent of freedom, the scent of the beginning of the rest of my life. This new beginning just happened to be a three-story, Greek Revival mansion from the late eighteen hundreds that was situated on the middle of Prytania Street, between a rambling, yellow Queen Anne Victorian and a four-story Italianate wonder with black wrought iron railings on all four of its porches.  
 
    I was starting over, finding myself again and thus, in need of a diversion. No, I needed something bigger than a diversion. I needed something that would wholly occupy me, something that would require the full extent of my energy. Getting out of my marriage had been such an emotional drain, I knew that I’d have to throw myself into an overwhelming project, something that would require the full commitment of my brainpower and time. I needed something that would exhaust me so I wouldn’t be left at night with nothing but my wounded, naked thoughts. I required a project that would completely wipe me out and, in so doing, allow me to sleep at night. Having no children to aid in the task was actually a huge blessing. I could only thank my lucky stars that Jonathon’s and my relationship never evolved into the territory of having babies. Nope, I had no ties to Jonathon at all, which was exactly the way I wanted it. 
 
    Given my need for a diversion, renovating a three-story, five-thousand-square-foot mansion was just what the doctor ordered.  
 
    “This one’s gotta be in the worst repair of any I seen in, oh, ten years, maybe,” Hank said, his caterpillar eyebrows reaching for his grimy baseball cap. He frowned at me before turning to study the monument that I called my new home. Hank was old and had one of those faces that had weathered time, but as to how much time, I wasn’t so sure. He could’ve been in his early sixties or his late eighties, for all I knew. Shit, if he were one hundred, I wouldn’t have been too surprised. He sighed and shook his head like he thought I was getting in way too deep. “It’s gonna be one heck of a project,” he continued, his bushy mustache obscuring his entire mouth until it looked like a hamster was clinging to his face while having a seizure. Hank was a mechanic who owned his own repair shop just out of town.  
 
    I nodded. “Yep, that it is,” I answered, a smile seeping into my words. For as much of a “project” that the renovations on my new home would prove to be, I still wasn’t in any way concerned. Nope, that’s because I was far too overcome by the possibilities, which only filled me with unbridled excitement. 
 
    And, yes, I could honestly say I was completely cognizant that I was absolutely getting in over my head. But I didn’t care. I welcomed the challenge because how deep I sunk into the project wasn’t the point. Instead, the point was my freedom and this being the first chapter in the book known as the rest of my life.  
 
    “I believe it,” I said, no amount of angst or apology in my tone as I gazed up at my new home again, feeling the pride I imagined a new parent feels. Yep, my life was now dominated by a three-story study of peeling paint, broken balustrades, dusty windows, and sagging verandas. It was a sight for sore eyes, but one that filled me with pure anticipation and excitement of a new journey. I was on my way to uncovering a lost pathway, previously obscured by the foliage of “self-doubt,” to borrow from the myriad self-help books.  
 
    “So you related ta Myra?” Hank asked while eyeing me pointedly, one bushy white eyebrow arched up in curiosity. 
 
    I nodded but then sighed because even though Myra was my great-aunt, I’d never known of her existence. “She was from my mother’s side but, unfortunately, I never got to meet her.” 
 
    Hank nodded. “So how’d ya come ta end up here then?” 
 
    I smiled and then cocked my head to the side as I considered it. “It was pretty coincidental, actually,” I started. “On the same day my divorce was finalized, I also learned that Myra had passed away and left this property to me.” 
 
    “An’ you ain’t never even laid eyes on ’er?” Hank continued grilling me, his expression one that revealed he wasn’t sure if he should believe me or not. Why? I had no clue. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope.” And the other unfortunate part about the whole Great-Aunt Myra situation was that I had no way of questioning my mother as to the existence of her because my mother had passed away when I was eighteen. I’d never known my father.  
 
    So I was basically left with a huge mystery as to how I’d ended up with this old mansion but, if anything, our cloudy pasts only connected me to the property more. And now standing here, in front of the house, I just felt as if I belonged here—as if the blood that pumped through my veins was tied to this grand mansion.  
 
    As strange as it sounds, I almost felt as if the house and I were buddies, friends. In my own bizarre imagination, I needed this house as much as it needed me. Just as I would be saving this old, dilapidated home and bringing it back to its former glory, it would also be saving me—by keeping me from focusing on my failed marriage. It would save me from wondering, in my heart of hearts, if I’d made a mistake in leaving Jonathon. As much as I knew the decision to get divorced was the only decision that could be made, it didn’t silence that nagging voice in the back of my head that doubted most of my moves, as well as most every decision, I made.  
 
    The behemoth undertaking that renovating this nineteenth century mansion would prove to be wouldn’t allow that frustrating voice to speak. I only hoped that this incredible adventure would allow me to reunite with myself, the person who’d been mute for the last five years. My plan was to center myself and truly discover just who I was, and more importantly, who I wanted to be. Peyton Graves, wife, was dead and gone; but rising from her ashes, complete with her newly reacquired maiden name, was Peyton Clark. And I couldn’t help but think this house was the key to finding myself, since the house represented a past I knew nothing about but a past that was still very much a part of me. 
 
    “You’se divorced?” Hank asked, still spearing me with that beady-eyed expression. I simply nodded. “Ain’t you gotta ’nother fella ta help you?” he continued, shaking his head in what I perceived to be disappointment, combined with disapproval. 
 
    “Nope,” I shook my head more fervently than he had. My entire being rebelled at the mere thought of a “fella” in my life. “And that’s exactly the way I want it.” 
 
    He laughed, making the sound of someone who’d smoked unfiltered cigarettes for far too long. “You ain’t gonna be off the market for long, missy,” he said with a wide smile that revealed missing teeth on both sides of his worn-down canines. “Attractive woman like yerself is gonna find herself pretty much in demand.”  
 
    I could feel my cheeks blushing as I dropped my attention to my hands. I suddenly wished I were better at accepting compliments. ’Course, I wasn’t exactly well acquainted with them. In the five years I was married to Jonathon, I could have counted the rare moments he complimented me on one hand.  
 
    “Yep, just gotta stand up straight an’ give ’em a view of that dazzlin’ smile, and them warm brown eyes an’ I reckon any feller’ll be yours.” 
 
    I laughed, even as I realized Hank had a point about me standing up straight. ’Course, when you’re five-foot-ten, and you tower over most people you come into contact with, it almost seems natural to want to hunch over. But, Hank was right—I needed to be comfortable with myself even if I sometimes found it difficult. The truth was that I wasn’t even really sure what I wanted the new “me” to look like. Aside from the obvious things that I couldn’t change (well, without surgery anyway) like my bone structure, the color of my eyes, and the shape of my nose, I’d already subjected the easily changed aspects of myself to a complete makeover. 
 
    Yep, as soon as my divorce was legal and I’d received my settlement, I’d promptly attempted to erase everything that reminded me of the married me, the me who’d tried so hard to be everything Jonathon wanted me to be, even at the cost of self-betrayal. As soon as I’d received that glorious announcement that I was no longer connected to Jonathon, I’d thrown out my entire wardrobe. It had been an easy task to accomplish because it wasn’t like my closet was full of fun, flirty pieces. Nope, instead it amounted to an array of blah slacks, knee-length skirts (yawn), blasé silk blouses, and blazers in earth tones, black, white, or the full spectrum of gray.  
 
    Well, not any longer.  
 
    In just the course of a week, I’d managed to replace my wardrobe with myriad miniskirts, hip-hugging jeans, spring dresses, plunging blouses, and bikinis. And Betsey Johnson would have been proud of the bouquet of colors that now bloomed in my closet.  
 
    But my wardrobe hadn’t been the only subject that was in need of an overhaul. I’d also hacked off my elbow-length, mousy brown hair in favor of a chin-length bob. Then I’d bleached it the exact same shade of platinum blond it was in my twenties. Even better, I’d encouraged the makeup artist at the NARS counter to use my face as his own personal canvas. The result? A Peyton that felt much more like the old Peyton, the girl who loved to party like a rock star and looked the part. With my new wardrobe, haircut, and overall ensemble, it was almost like I’d rewound time and returned to the woman I’d been before Jonathon had crossed my path. 
 
    At forty-four years old, I was finally learning how to be me. 
 
    “Thanks, Hank,” I started, remembering the conversation. “But I’m definitely not looking to date anytime soon.” I took a deep breath as he offered me a confused expression. “I just really need some me time,” I finished. 
 
    “Just don’t let yer life pass ya by,” he answered with another shake of his head that told me he didn’t understand independent women. He turned around and faced the barbarian that was my new (but very much pre-owned) vehicle behind him. It was a 1980 International Scout II with a burnt-orange paint job. It looked like it was right out of the seventies, complete with a rainbow stripe of brown, yellow, and white, which ran the length of the entire truck. The Scout reminded me of a giant box on wheels, something between a Ford Explorer and a Hummer—and I do mean the authentic type of Hummer, the army-issue Hummer not the one you see yuppies driving on the freeway.  
 
    The Scout was worlds away from the black Mercedes SLK Roadster I’d been driving only weeks earlier. But, strangely enough, I didn’t miss the Mercedes for a minute, not even a split second. 
 
    “So she’s all good to go?” I asked Hank, stealing another glance at my new ride while grinning like a teenager just receiving her first set of car keys. 
 
    “Yep, new tires, new brakes, and basically a new engine. She’ll run you good for a long time, Miss Peyton.” 
 
    “Thanks, Hank,” I said, smiling because he refused to call me by just my first name. Instead, he insisted on adding “Miss” to it. “What do I owe you?” 
 
    “I ain’t done the math yet, honey,” he said with a chuckle, running his hand across the hood of the Scout as if he would miss it, or did already. Hank had not only sold me the Scout, but he’d fixed it up as well. And since the Scout was older than I was, and Hank was a mechanic, I figured he and I would be seeing a lot of each other . . .  
 
    “So . . .” I started.  
 
    “So I’ll just call ya when I got it all figured out.” He patted the top of the Scout as if it were a loyal dog before wedging his hands into his oil-stained coveralls. Then he offered me another gap-toothed smile. “That is, if you gotta phone hooked up somewhere in that museum of yours?” 
 
    I laughed, ignoring the jibe because truthfully, I didn’t have a home phone. Not that the house wasn’t set up for phone connectivity, I just figured since I had my cell phone, why bother with a house phone? “Believe it or not, that ‘museum’ even has electricity and running water.” 
 
    “Well, consider me surprised,” he said with another throaty smoker chuckle as he walked over to a Ford truck that was so covered in rust, it appeared brown. I glimpsed traces of white paint peeking through the coppery oxidation. He glanced back at me and shook his head. “Almost as surprised as I am ta find that ol’ biddy, Myra, actually had her some family.” 
 
    “How well did you know her?” I asked.  
 
    He shook his head and kicked at the ground with a boot that looked as if it had survived World War II, which it very well might have. “Not too good,” he said and shook his head. “She kept ta herself mostly, holed up in that there house. I think I seen her . . .” He scratched his head. “Ah, maybe three times in the thirty years I been comin’ ta these parts.” 
 
    So Hank wasn’t exactly a good source when it came to finding out more about my lineage. I couldn’t say I was surprised. “Thanks, Hank,” I called out as I waved to him. With a long exhale, I turned to face my new home. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
      
 
    Two nights later, it was pouring rain.  
 
    The skies erupted into a garish display of yellow lightning as thunderclaps interrupted the otherwise comforting sound of the rain pelting the roof and windows, warning everyone to keep inside. I, for one, dared not upset the god of thunder by even thinking of venturing outside and, instead, sat huddled beneath a heavy wool blanket in front of my electric heater, praying the portable appliance wouldn’t blow another fuse. The sounds of raindrops leaking through the roof and plopping into two iron pots, four iron skillets, and five glasses made a symphony in their own right.  
 
    I glanced up at the door when I heard what sounded like a knock, but dismissed it, figuring the wind must be causing something to rap against the house. Besides, who would decide to visit in the middle of a storm? The only person I knew in New Orleans was Hank, and it was way past his bedtime, or so I assumed. Granted, it was only nine o’clock, but I had a feeling Hank was an early-to-bed, early-to-rise kind of guy.  
 
    The second strident knock on the front door convinced me that it didn’t have anything to do with windblown drops of rain. I pushed on my slippers and padded over to the front door, wearing the blanket around my shoulders and probably resembling an old crone with the flu. After checking the peephole, which afforded me no more than a blurry view of someone in a white shirt, I pulled the door open as far as the chain would allow and poked my nose out. 
 
    “Hi,” I started, my eyebrows furrowing in the middle as soon as my gaze settled on the impossibly tall man looming before me. “Can I help you?” 
 
    Now, I’m pretty sure that fate had nothing to do with this gigantic and, ahem, very handsome man randomly showing up on my doorstep, but I was at a complete loss as to who he was or why he was visiting me. Last time I’d checked, I wasn’t in contact with any broad-chested, golden-haired Adonises with . . . dimples?  
 
    “The name’s Ryan Kelly, ma’am,” he said as he offered me a beefy hand along with the most charming smile I’d ever seen. His pronounced Southern accent was easily as appealing as his boyish smile. 
 
    “Oh,” I answered, making no effort to shake his hand. It wasn’t that I was trying to be rude, but I had no clue who this man was and I had a sneaking suspicion he was going to try to sell me something. 
 
    He laughed as if it was of no consequence to him whether I shook his hand or not and then plopped said hand into his jeans, shaking his head at his apparent mistake while his dimples continued to deepen. “You must be wonderin’ what the heck I’m doin’ on your doorstep?” 
 
    “Um, yeah, something like that.” 
 
    He chuckled again and the sound was so inviting, I could feel my lips beginning to part in a reflection of his smile. Hmm, maybe fate did have something to do with Ryan Kelly? Maybe he was the god of thunder, who just happened to ride in on the storm, fleeing his kingdom up in the clouds.  
 
    “I’m your neighbor,” he said finally as he motioned over his right shoulder. “I live up the street, maybe five houses.” He brought his gaze back to mine and I felt myself flushing. “I just wanted to make sure you were doin’ okay in this storm.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, feeling incredibly relieved that he wasn’t going to try to sell me a vacuum cleaner I didn’t want or a set of stainless-steel knives. Taking a deep breath, I realized how completely unfriendly I appeared—especially to a neighbor. “I’m, uh, I’m fine, thanks.”  
 
    Ryan had to be six-five, six-six if I had to guess, and his incredibly broad shoulders and overall giant frame made him look like he’d missed his calling as a football player or a wall. With the peppering of gray around his temples and in his stubble as well as the crow’s feet around his eyes and his laugh lines, I figured he was my age or maybe a little older.  
 
    He didn’t say anything for a few seconds, just appeared to be taking stock of me, as if trying to decide if I were being honest about my announcement that I was fine.  
 
    He extended his hand again. “Let’s try this again. Ryan Kelly, ma’am, pleased to meet you.” 
 
    I laughed nervously as I unlatched the chain and opened the door. Reaching my hand out from beneath my blanket, I allowed him to shake it. I tried to ignore the charismatic and charming drawl that decorated his words, but with little luck. I wasn’t from the South—nope, I was born and bred in Minnesota so I was definitely unaccustomed to Southern hospitality. I’d actually only ever been to New Orleans once, when I was a junior in college, working my way toward my bachelor’s degree in history. It was summer break and after spending a year and a half working part-time gigs, a girlfriend and I had saved up enough money to take a road trip across the country. Or so we’d thought. We’d actually ended up running out of money in New Orleans so we spent a few days here, a few days that had found a permanent place in my heart. Of course the Cajun food had been a good selling point, but the pull I felt to New Orleans was much more about the culture itself. The people were among the most open and friendly I’d ever come across and the sense of history was both pervasive and awe-inspiring. All told, the Big Easy had existed in my memories as a place where I felt . . . home. 
 
    “Peyton Clark,” I managed after a protracted silence. “Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Ryan laughed a deep, infectious sound. “I apologize for gettin’ off on the wrong foot, so to speak. I hope I didn’t frighten you?” he asked quickly, as if the thought just occurred to him. That was when I realized my hand was still in his. I pulled it free and smiled apologetically, as if it were an odd thing for me to pull my hand away from his, even though I knew it was much odder still that he’d held it so long. Thinking I could have been, and, therefore, probably should have been, frightened by some random dude showing up at my house at night, I realized I wasn’t frightened at all. That thought actually scared me more than Ryan’s unannounced visit. “Um, you didn’t frighten me.” 
 
    He nodded and offered me another winning smile. “I’m happy to hear it. Just wasn’t quite sure what sort of impression I was makin’ on you. I hope it’s not a bad one.” 
 
    “No, it’s not a bad one,” I answered quickly.  
 
    “You sure you’re okay here?” he asked again, offering me a drawn eyebrow and a general expression of disbelief. He even looked past me, craning his head as if to take stock of my home’s interior.  
 
    “I’ve got a few leaks,” I admitted at last, then shrugged like the eleven canisters filling up with rainwater around the house weren’t any big deal.  
 
    “I knew it,” Ryan said with another boyish grin. “And I should also probably admit something . . .” 
 
    “What?” I asked, immediately overcome by a wave of suspicion as visions of Hoover vacuum cleaners started to dance before my eyes. 
 
    “My visit wasn’t just to be neighborly,” he started with a heartfelt sigh. “Hank asked me to come by and check on you.” He smiled broadly. “Ol’ coot was convinced this place was gonna fall apart on top of you.” Then he glanced past me again, chuckling. “An’ can’t say I disagree with him!” 
 
    I laughed. “So you know Hank?” 
 
    “We go way back,” Ryan said in explanation as he flashed his toothpaste-commercial smile. “Hank’s been our family mechanic since I was in diapers.” 
 
    “I see,” I answered with a quick smile as neither of us said anything else for the space of four heartbeats. “I . . .” 
 
    “So,” Ryan started at the same time I did and then chuckled as I shook my head and let it be known he could speak before me. “I guess you’re plannin’ on fixin’ this place up?” 
 
    I nodded immediately, pleased to have a new topic of conversation. I wasn’t one who dealt well with uncomfortable silences. “Yeah, that’s my plan.” 
 
    “By yourself?” he continued, his eyebrows raised as I nodded.  
 
    “Well, I’m obviously not going to do the work myself . . . I figured I’d hire it all out.” 
 
    He nodded. “And you’re livin’ in it at the same time?” This time he shook his head. “Probably not the best idea, Ms. Clark.” 
 
    “Just call me open-minded, I guess.” 
 
    He frowned. “That’s one way to look at it.” He continued to look past me, into the living room, as if taking stock of myriad needed repairs already.  
 
    “Do you know anything about construction?” I hesitated. 
 
    I couldn’t tell if he nodded or shook his head. It was a perfect mixture of both. “I dabble, Ms. Clark.” 
 
    “Please, call me Peyton,” I said quickly, suddenly realizing I hadn’t yet invited him inside. The rain splattered him from behind and an errant leak above the door kept dripping onto his shoulder. I was also slightly afraid that the termite-infested floorboards of the porch might give way under his weight. And that wouldn’t be a pretty picture. 
 
    “I dabble, Peyton.” The way he said the words caused me to swallow down a large lump of what I imagined was nervousness. I didn’t say anything but watched him glance around the foyer before bringing his dimpled smile back to me. “Big job.” 
 
    Then I remembered I was planning on inviting him in. “Would you, uh, like to come in?” 
 
    “Thought you’d never ask!” he said with a chuckle and took a quick step inside, the floorboards creaking in time with his footfalls.  
 
    “So, you dabble,” I started, suddenly nervous that this enormous man was inside my house. It wasn’t so much because I was afraid he might hurt me—I believed his story about being my neighbor and figured a friend of Hank’s was a friend of mine. My disquiet arose from the thought that here we were, alone, in my house. I shook the thoughts right out of my head, irritated with myself. I was acting like a total and complete moron—like I’d never seen a hot man before. And I had definitely seen lots of hot men . . . And once upon a time, the party girl Peyton had done a lot more than just look . . .  
 
    “I do,” he answered matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Does your dabbling ever include renovations on very old homes?” I asked, sounding beyond hopeful. One of the first items on my to-do list was to find a general contractor to run the show on my remodel. And, while I didn’t suppose Ryan, as a “dabbler,” could fit the bill, maybe he knew of someone who could. 
 
    He stood in the foyer and appeared to be taking in the house as he gazed first to the left, then the right. Finally, he spun around and faced me. “In the past,” he answered somewhat evasively and then eyed my house again, shaking his head. “But what I can tell you, Peyton, is that this place is not fit for you to be livin’ in.” Then he made a point of eyeing the pots and glasses already overflowing with rainwater. “Case in point.” 
 
    “What’s a little rainwater?” I asked with a smile and a shrug, completely not okay with the knowledge that I was definitely attracted to him. ’Course, what straight woman wouldn’t be? With that height and build, and those warm eyes and that damned smile, I was more than sure that Ryan Kelly was quite popular with the ladies. Which was just as well because I wasn’t interested in dating or men in general . . . or so I continued to remind myself.  
 
    But I couldn’t ignore the stirring of butterflies in my stomach. Was this how it was going to be now that I was divorced? After being with only Jonathon for the last five-plus years (and it wasn’t like he was very good in bed), was I now going to take note of every attractive man like a cat in heat? Because if that was what lay in store for me, I couldn’t say I was exactly thrilled.  
 
    “Well, first off, I wouldn’t describe this as a ‘little rainwater,’” he said with a knowing smirk. “Your livin’ room looks like the backdrop for Noah’s Ark.” 
 
    We both laughed but then I sighed as I glanced around the room and realized I’d been looking at it with rose-colored lenses. Realistically, the roof was leaking like a sieve; there was a perpetual musty, damp smell; and it wasn’t exactly warm. But, hey, it was mine. 
 
    “You know this whole setup isn’t exactly safe?” Ryan continued as he waved dismissively toward the heater in the center of the living room and all the pots and glasses surrounding it. 
 
    “How often does it rain?” I asked with a shrug, like whatever point he was making wasn’t too important. 
 
    He chuckled. “Often enough that I’m gonna give you some free advice.” 
 
    “Here we go,” I muttered, unable to keep the smile from my lips even as I chastised myself again for flirting with him.  
 
    “My sister is the manager at the Omni Royal hotel in the French Quarter. I could hook you up with a very good rate.” 
 
    “I want to live in my house during the remodel,” I argued, even going so far as to cross my arms against my chest, which, when in context with the blanket draped around my shoulders, probably made me look like I was imitating Hiawatha. 
 
    “I meant you could stay at the Omni just until the rain ends,” he answered quickly before offering me a cocked-brow expression. “I’m sure it’s not exactly comfortable livin’ here. It smells like a wet dog.” 
 
    I laughed because that was the exact smell I’d been trying to put my finger on for the last few days. Then I sighed as I realized he had a point. But I also didn’t like the idea of throwing in the towel and moving into a hotel for who knew how long? I glanced around the completely barren house, realizing maybe I had been a little too hasty in wanting to move in right away. I mean, there wasn’t any furniture, not even a rug. I had a closet full of clothes, which were probably being rained on; a portable heater; a mattress; and linens upstairs in the only dry bedroom I could find. Oh, and I also had the blanket around my shoulders. I guess I hadn’t exactly planned very well. 
 
    “Really, I’m fine,” I started, completely aware of how empty my words sounded. 
 
    “The rain is supposed to last another four days at the least,” Ryan said with a triumphant grin. Then he glanced over at the pots and glasses spread across my floor. “An’ by that time, this place will be a flood zone.” 
 
    “Okay, point taken,” I grumbled.  
 
    “Is that a yes?” he continued, sporting that impossibly charismatic smile of his. 
 
    “A yes to what?” 
 
    “To my incredibly generous offer of housin’,” he answered without a beat.  
 
    I smiled and in doing so, realized I’d just ceded him a victory.  
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