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        There is a gate to another world. The government has known about it for years. Beyond lies a land like no other.

        Xandia, the treasure of the gods.

        Sergeant Mark Sheppard is a member of the Earth Taskforce sent to explore Xandia. A soldier at heart, most of the time he has to play diplomat to the beautiful Lady Tallet.

        But Xandia has its secrets.

        So does Grace Brown. She’s just an ordinary human, but her whole life she’s been obsessed with Xandia. Her dreams of its lush plains and mountainous lands eat her up from the inside out.

        Those dreams are about to turn into a living nightmare as an accident on Earth pulls her through to the Otherside. Sergeant Mark Sheppard will have to do everything he can to take her home.

        But it won’t be enough.

        For when Xandia beckons, all fall.

        …

        Oblivion Gate is a thrilling, fast-paced action adventure blending sci-fi and fantasy. It is sure to please fans of Odette C. Bell’s Ki and Betrothed.
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      They call it the doorway to heaven. The rest of us call it the doorway to hell.

      I don’t know exactly when it opened; the Army spread so much misinformation about it that ordinary citizens like me have no idea what the true story is.

      All I know for sure are two facts. It’s a wormhole to another world – a door to a different place.

      And it’s calling me. It’s been calling me my entire life. Long, long before news of the wormhole hit the public, I dreamed of that other land.

      It beckoned me from childhood, shadowing my every step, chasing through my every dream. And today, it will finally catch up to me.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sergeant Mark Sheppard

      

      

      Another day, another ridiculous request.

      I don’t know why I kept up with them. Okay, I do – my superiors told me to go through with them, and I was a loyal little Army brat. Plus, considering the current situation with the realm on the other side of the wormhole – X4 90, or Xandia, as they called themselves, we had to keep the Othersiders happy.

      Shit, Othersiders. Even though I’d been part of the special military taskforce who restricted and controlled transport through the wormhole for three years now, sometimes it still hit me like it had the very first day I’d found out about the door.

      Once upon a time, humanity had thought it was alone. It had always been wrong. Out there, connected through a network of wormholes, was another realm.

      I could fondly remember over five years ago when I’d been nothing more than a brat in the Academy and the news had hit. Though the top brass had known about it for a full 50 years before that, it had finally got out, as the portal had grown so large, even the top military might in the world hadn’t been able to hide it from view.

      Now everyone knew about it.

      Everyone.

      Though the Othersiders weren’t exactly aliens – as they didn’t come from another planet, but another dimension – it was close. Close enough that it had changed everything. Or it should have changed everything.

      I’d grown up on a steady diet of sci-fi films as a kid, and I knew what was meant to happen on first contact. The world was meant to freak out, lose its shit, riot, and then change. You know, deep-seated, meaningful social change. The kind of change that would finally get rid of inequality and man’s lust for grabbing the resources of others.

      But it hadn’t changed.

      Sure, the media’s favorite topic was the portal, and politicians around the world vied for control of it, but that was it. To the common man, the portal was an incredible fact, but nothing that would change their day-to-day lives.

      It had changed mine, though. Three years ago, when I joined the Taskforce, after half a year of specialized training, I’d been allowed to go to the Otherside.

      I’d seen the footage, read the reports, and known what to expect. But actually going through the portal? It was indescribable. Firstly, the process of walking through a stable wormhole to another dimension was just… nuts. Excuse me if my words have abandoned me, but that’s honestly the only way to describe it. It feels like you’re being torn apart, ripped to shreds, then re-knitted again all in a few precious seconds. And that happens to me every time I have to switch posts from Earth back to Xandia.

      Which is what I had to do this morning. I’d been given another unreasonable request by Lady Tallet of the Zentaria Royal Family to buy her yet another set of Tahitian pearls.

      That’s why I was right now standing in line at a seriously expensive jewelry store, in full dress uniform, trying not to smile too uncomfortably as the rich hoi polloi around me looked at me suspiciously from over the tops of their diamonds and gold.

      Me? I just brought up a hand, flattened my hair again, grabbed my wallet, and kept playing with the hard plastic of the military credit card that would furnish dear Lady Tallet with another set of pearls.

      The military would do anything to keep the Zentaria Royal family on-side. Why? One word. Resources. Of the mineral variety.

      The other realm was an untapped Earth. Kind of like our planet would be if we hadn’t stripped it away through millennia of mining. All the gold, all the precious metals, all the rare earth elements – all the coltan, the lithium, the uranium – it was all still there. And it was ours for the taking.

      And Xandia’s mineral resources were only the beginning. Their true wealth lay in Candarian Ore – a metal that plain didn’t exist on Earth but one that had the potential to completely change our technological evolution. Of all the resources the Xandians had, Candarian was the one they held onto the tightest. We’d only just managed to get our hands on some samples over the past several years, and they’d blown our scientists’ minds. Get enough Candarian, or so the theory went, and Earth’s clean energy crisis would be a thing of the past.

      Heck, if you believed some of the ancient Xandian scriptures, Candarian was just the beginning. Scratch deep enough under the surface of Xandia, and there was yet more magic for the tacking.

      So we played nice. The military did everything conceivable to keep the ruling family of Zentaria on-side.

      As a loyal representative of the Army, I had to play nice too. So I smoothed a smile on my face as soon as the lady at the counter dealt with her final customer.

      “Here for the special order?” She let her gaze tick down my dress uniform.

      I pulled out my card. “They called ahead?”

      “They always do.”

      Thankfully she was quick and efficient and had the pearls boxed up as soon as she could. Which meant I could get out of that stuffy store and onto the street beyond before I lost my nerve and started to question if jewelry errand-boy was the job I’d signed up for when I’d decided to serve my country.

      It was a blisteringly hot day, and the only reason I was being forced to wear a full dress uniform was that this was official business. Hell, I was even being forced to wear my hat. Though I’d taken it off in the store out of politeness, I had to cram it back on my head the moment I was out on the street.

      I’d even been a good, dutiful little soldier boy and straightened my pin. Both were requisite branding when it came to the Portal Taskforce. It was part of the UN’s attempts to keep the portal front and center in people’s minds. Part of their attempt to show everybody that we were winning – that we were safe, and that we were getting everything out of the portal that we needed.

      As I looked around the street, casting my glance over the various pedestrians as they chatted on their phones and drove past in their cars, I kind of wondered what the point was.

      When the portal had first been discovered – or at least made public – it had been done so with the promise that this would change everything. They’d said there’d be a quantum leap forward in human technology, but that promise hadn’t come to fruition.

      Yet.

      Who knew how many more Tahitian pearls I’d have to buy to get our hands on more samples of Candarian?

      There was another option – we could just take it. Earth’s military might far outstripped that of the Othersiders.

      Technically.

      And there was a big damn technicality.

      Though the majority of Xandians led a relatively simple life compared to humans, there were glaring exceptions.

      Your average Xandian had a roughly agrarian lifestyle centered around farming and trade.

      Their gods, however, did not.

      Yeah. I just said gods. Once upon a time, I’d been a religious man. Then I’d met them. They looked roughly the same as an average Xandian, but they had… Christ, how do I put this without sounding like an imaginative kid?

      They had powers.

      Super strength, agility, quick healing, extreme physical resilience – you name it. They also had strange powers that couldn’t be explained.

      So while technically Earth could just assault Xandia and take what we want, their gods were a wild card we couldn’t estimate. Though we’d tried to study them, they were strictly off limits. You’d see them walking through a crowded marketplace or off in the distance in one of the Royal palaces, but never up close.

      There was a standing reward out for any military officer who could get close enough to a god to figure out how they worked.

      Until that happened, Earth would have to play by Xandia’s rules.

      And there was a bucket-ton. They were a highly superstitious race. I wasn’t talking black cats and broken mirrors, here – I was talking demons and myths. You couldn’t shake the hand of a Xandian if yours were cold – cold hands meant you’d been infected with demon breath. You couldn’t speak if you had a stutter – a stutter meant an evil spirit had hold of your tongue.

      That was just the beginning. The list of Xandian rules was so extensive, every person sent from Earth was given a pocketbook of them they had to keep on them at all times.

      Those were just the small rules. The big rules were even more insane.

      It was forbidden to drag the sun from the sky.

      It was forbidden to wake up the sleeping Goddess of Death.

      And it was forbidden to bring Pandora home.

      Though the first two didn’t make any sense, that last one at least struck a chord.

      Pandora was no transliteration mistake – it was the same word as the ancient Greek. It was the same damn myth too. To the Xandians, if Pandora was ever brought home, she would open a box of all that was bad, evil, and forbidden. She would unleash the demons of Xandia upon the world once more, and the realm would be swallowed up.

      Though I usually didn’t believe in coincidences, this one got to me. By all accounts, the portal hadn’t opened 50 years ago – it had only been found then. So it technically was within the realm of possibility that other humans had wandered into Xandia before, and maybe they could have brought their knowledge of Greek myths with them. Yet there was a problem with that theory – the primary portal gate was a full kilometer above international waters in the Indian Ocean.

      Just thinking about the sheer possibilities gave me a headache, and I yanked a hand up, pressed it across my brow, and tried hard to massage away the pain.

      That’s when my phone rang.

      I picked it up, not even bothering to look at the screen. “I’ve got the damn pearls. Keep your shirt on. Have you set the coordinates for the sub-portal?”

      “You always sound so grumpy in the morning,” Cadet Sparks commented with a lilting laugh.

      “That’s because I am grumpy. How are the negotiations with the Vandax going?”

      “Badly. I tell you, the more we negotiate with the Othersiders, the savvier they get. If you believed the reports 15 years ago, they were nothing but primitives.”

      I growled. I hated that word. “Then we came along, screwed them over for their minerals, and they eventually got wise. It happens, Sparks. And it’s their right to demand adequate compensation for loss of material wealth.”

      Wherever Sparks was, I swear she was rolling her eyes at me.

      So I just set my teeth into a grim line. “How about that sub-portal, though? Is it up? I was told by Colonel Ventari that these pearls are an integral part of negotiations with the Zentaria family.”

      “They are, they are. And we’ve got a sub-portal opening up in a secure transport station in the middle of the city. You don’t need me to guide you there, do you, Shep?”

      “I’ve been there thousands of times; I think I’ll be fine,” I said grumpily.

      “You should try to catch a bit of beauty sleep before you go see dear Lady Tallet. She’ll be disappointed if you’re this gritty.”

      “Had to get up at 4 o’clock in the morning to transport over here and buy these damn pearls. Lady Tallet can take me as I am.”

      Sparks let out a significant laugh. “I’d be careful, Sergeant – she’ll take you up on that offer.”

      I winced. Once upon a time I’d liked to think that my life had been complicated. Five years ago before I’d found out about the existence of the Othersiders, I’d thought there’d been too much on my plate. From shifting family relations to growing up as the son of a decorated general, there’d always been too many machinations for me to juggle.

      Now?

      Now I was right in the middle of two frigging realms. If I thought my life had been complicated then, I could now appreciate that I’d been nothing but naïve.

      Now the whole goddamn world was complicated. Because now the world was two.

      Turning off the phone and returning it to my pocket, I rubbed my face and made an automatic beeline for the security station. There were several in the city, but only one big one. My team and I referred to it as the train to oblivion. Though that wasn’t the technical name of the continent on the Otherside, it was close. They called it Oblevia. We called it oblivion.

      Humans always love a shortcut, after all.

      And that right there – looking for shortcuts – summed up everything to do with Earth relations with the Otherside.

      Before I could descend too far into my twisting thoughts, I heard a siren.

      It wasn’t that unusual – this was a big city. But it was a loud siren.

      A second later?

      A second later there was an explosion.

      Not close enough that it threw me onto the road and blasted my eardrums to smithereens, but close enough that I ducked down instinctively and shifted toward a parked car.

      With my heart in my throat, I turned, and I saw a plume of smoke rising over the city.

      Everyone began to scream and run in the opposite direction.

      I tucked the pearls under my arm and ran toward the smoke.

      I wouldn’t get there fast enough.
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        Grace Brown

      

      

      I was having another one of those days.

      A day when I felt more connected to the portal than any other.

      Which was crazy. So goddamn crazy. I didn’t want to be another one of those psychiatric nut cases you hear about on TV every other day. Ever since news of the portal made it to the public five years ago, crazies had been crawling out of the woodwork, claiming they were long-lost citizens from the Otherside who’d stumbled through the portal to our realm. Everything from wizards to goddesses to lost princesses – you name it.

      The DSM now recognized it as an extant psychiatric condition – Otherside grandiose delusion. OGD for short. And I wasn’t an OGD-er.

      I just wasn’t. So as I walked past the security line that cordoned off the block from one of the numerous Earth Security Stations in the city, I clenched my hands into fists, locked my teeth together, and stared at my shoes.

      Maybe the guards always on patrol outside thought I was dodgy, but it was the only thing I could do not to twist my head and lock my gaze on the station. I knew what happened inside. I didn’t need to look it up on Wikipedia. I didn’t need to ask any passing schoolchild. Everyone knew what happened inside one of those stations.

      But not in the way I knew. For I swore I could feel every time the portal was opened up between our world and the Otherside. Feel it like something being yanked back and forth in my heart.

      My obsession with the portal aside, I was usually a happy person. Plucky, funny, the kind of girl who always tried to make light of a situation. Or at least, that’s what I’d had been before news of the portals had struck.

      Now… it just felt like I was being pulled closer to it every day. Things that once distracted me no longer had any effect. From friends to family to TV shows to culture to politics – it was like my world was unavoidably narrowing. Every single time I walked past the security station on my way to work at the bank, it got worse. It got to the extent where I wondered if I should go book myself into a psychiatric clinic.

      Today was no different. In fact, today was the worst it had ever been.

      It was already a sweltering hot day, and while everyone around me was in shorts and T-shirts, I was cold. To the bone. It was almost making me rigid like a steel pole as I encouraged my limbs to move and pull me across the street away from the security station.

      It felt like someone had injected something into my blood. Ice, maybe, maybe just space. The endless space that should separate us from the Otherside, but no longer did – all because of the portal.

      All because of the portal.

      Incapable of stopping myself any longer, my head tilted up, and I stared at the security station.

      It… it was in the center of my chest. Right there in my heart. This pulsing. This throbbing. This beat that didn’t feel like it came from me but rather came from outside.

      The more I concentrated on it, the more the world around me just seemed to… disappear. Almost as if it were whittled away. Almost as if my vision had become a tunnel – a tunnel connecting me only to the security station and the portal beyond.

      Though the guards who always stood outside the security station were usually pretty lax, they were still trained. And when I stopped right in the middle of the street to stare at them, I watched one raise an eyebrow. “You all right, ma’am?”

      Come on, turn around. Turn the hell around, I told myself as I clenched my hands into such tight fists it was a surprise the fingers didn’t punch through the other side.

      But I couldn’t do it. Something had its hooks in me, and I simply couldn’t turn around. I’d been wrong – this wasn’t just worse than yesterday, the last time I walked past the security station. This was on another level. Because now I just couldn’t….

      There was a beep right behind me, and I realized a car had come in close. That alone gave me the distraction I needed to shove past the pull of the portal. In an ungainly wobble, I staggered out of the way.

      I caught sight of the car as it drove past and the guards at the security station made way for it. It was black and had government plates, and despite the fact it had tinted windows, I could see who was traveling in the back as the window was wound down due to the heat.

      He was a handsome young man, maybe a couple of years older than me with glasses that couldn’t hide some of the most piercing eyes I’d ever seen.

      He shot me the kind of look that told me he was genuinely concerned as he muttered, “You shouldn’t stand in the middle of the street, ma’am.”

      No, I shouldn’t. Nor should I stare, but I couldn’t stop myself as the car wound its way in through the security station past the guards, past the massive reinforced doors that opened for it and beckoned it into the huge, reinforced facility.

      … Just for a fleeting second, just for a fleeting frigging second I had to fight the urge to run in after it. My rational mind knew what would happen – the guards at the front with the heavy rifles would shoot me dead. The military took the security of their sub-portals very seriously.

      But do you think I could see reason?

      Do you think I could control the growing, crazy desire to reach toward the portal like a child calling out for her mother’s hand?

      I… I couldn’t… control myself.

      I took a step forward.

      But the guards didn’t shoot me. They didn’t have time.

      Something exploded out of the side of the facility.

      The force of the explosion slammed into me. It was strong enough that it sent me flying.

      The two guards were closer, and they weren’t as lucky. One of them smashed against the wall with bone-breaking force and the other one copped a face-full of the explosion, his body being blasted apart in seconds.

      Though I’d been in the path of the explosion, it didn’t kill me.

      I… was alive. I was down on the ground, and I could feel blood trickling from a deep gash in my head, but I was alive.

      With one look at the street around me, I knew I shouldn’t be. The bodies of the guards were joined by several other pedestrians who’d been walking past at the same time. Cars had been flipped on the opposite side of the street, and the building directly across the road from the explosion had lost half of its front.

      But me?

      With a shaking hand pressed into the hot street below me, I rose, blood still trickling down from the wound in my head and dashing over my pale white cheeks and wide-open eyes.

      My ears rang. I couldn’t hear a thing, not a goddamn thing other than the reverberating beat of my heart as it pounded away in my chest.

      My sight was blurry as if somebody had grabbed my eyeballs, chucked them in a jar, and shaken them about until they’d cracked.

      But none of that mattered.

      The only thing that mattered?

      There was a hole in the side of the facility. And my little broken mind told me one thing – to walk toward it.

      Go inside.

      I had to walk inside to find the portal, to finally travel through to claim my destiny.

      As sirens blared and people screamed, I did it – I took another step forward.

      I couldn’t control myself. And with no guards around, there was no one else to control me, either.
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        Mark Sheppard

      

      

      I ran with everything I had, making a beeline for the security station. That’s where my gut told me the explosion had come from. It wasn’t the exact strange blue crackle in the plume of smoke erupting over the city – it was just plain old intuition.

      And my intuition wasn’t wrong. By the time I hooked a right down the wide avenue that led to the security station, I saw it. The side of the building had been ripped in two as if by a giant hand.

      There was pandemonium. Guards had spilled out of the facility to deal with the injured and dead.

      I ran straight toward a contingent of guards rushing out of the open security doors. I caught the guy in the lead. “What the hell happened? Have we been attacked?”

      Though I didn’t know this guy specifically, all he needed to do was take one look at my uniform – and more importantly my pin – and he snapped a salute. “We have no idea what caused the explosion. At this stage, there are no aggressors. It’s being treated as an unknown accident.”

      “Casualties?”

      “Two soldiers, three civilian pedestrians. Four injuries, including Major Phillips.”

      “James?” I demanded, the color draining from my face. “How is he? Is he—”

      Before I could say alive, I heard a humorless chuckle. Somebody walked from the other side of the partially open security doors. It was James. He had a massive gash in his head, and his glasses were askew. There was a profusely bleeding cut in his arm which had been hastily bandaged. “Alive. Yes, I can confirm I’m alive. Were you close to the explosion?” he asked in the same efficient tone James was legendary for.

      “No. Ran here. Do we know if it had anything to do with the portal? Is it open? Has it been affected?”

      “We don’t have any answers yet. I’ve ordered a contingent of soldiers to clean up the area, deal with casualties, and keep civilians out of the way.”

      “How can I help?” I asked immediately. Though James wasn’t my direct superior, he was my best friend. We’d gone through the Academy together, and though he’d quickly risen through the ranks, I held no animosity toward him. Because he was a brilliant strategist and a competent manager. Me? I just knew how and when to get my hands dirty.

      I turned around and quickly surveyed the situation. I’d managed to run here within 2 to 3 minutes of the explosion occurring, so the scene was still pretty fresh. Civilian injuries hadn’t been cleaned out, and though a few medics were picking over the remains of casualties, they hadn’t been bagged yet.

      I shifted hard on my foot and threw myself forward, intending to head for the old woman sitting on the side of the street close to me. She looked badly shaken up, and she was quivering on the spot, her eyes plastered wide.

      But that would be when I saw her. There was a woman standing there in the middle of the road, not too far from the front of the security station. She was just standing there. Blood was dripping down her brow from a superficial scrape, but that appeared to be her only injury. The wind had picked up, and it was catching the ends of her loose, messy hair, blowing them over her face, making her still figure look all the starker as she remained as locked as a mountain rooted into the earth.

      While everyone else who’d survived the explosion was sitting or lying down, she was just staring at the security station in total shock.

      I’d been in situations like this before. Terrorist attacks weren’t that uncommon on the Otherside – while some groups welcomed our presence, plenty didn’t. So I knew what people did when there was a sudden, unexpected attack. Some ran for cover. Some ran toward the trouble. Some collapsed in fear and pain. And some people? Some people were immobilized. They just became locked on the spot as if somebody had hit pause on a TV.

      I approached the woman warily, slowly reaching a hand out, sure not to make any sudden moves. “Ma’am – ma’am, you’ve been in an explosion. But you’re alright. It’s going to be alright,” I kept repeating in a clear, gentle tone, sure to keep my voice at an even, steady pace.

      She ignored me.

      I took several more steps toward her. That’s when I noticed her hands were curled into tight fists and her body was as rigid as a mountain range.

      It looked as if she was using all her might to hold herself in that one spot.

      There was sweat beading across her brow, shifting under the angled cut of her fringe and tangled, shiny black hair.

      Her face was all crumpled up, tears trickling down her cheeks, her jaw so clenched it looked as if someone had wired it shut.

      “Everything’s going to be okay,” I defaulted to saying as I took another step toward her.

      That would be when she yanked her head up. She looked right at me, then her eyes jerked off and locked on the facility behind. I watched in perfect slow motion as her eyelids pulsed wide and her pupils dilated. “No it won’t,” she had time to say.

      There was another explosion.

      It caught me in the back, shunting me forward, and it pushed me into her. Instinctively, I wrapped my arms around her back, finding the strength from somewhere to cradle her head so it wasn’t smashed against the pavement as we plowed into it.

      Heat seared across my back, my ears rang, and my head felt like scrambled eggs – but that was it. There was no shrapnel and nothing was torn from my body.

      I even managed to dodge the rubble as it hailed down around us. I shifted further over her, using the bulk of my back to ensure nothing struck her face.

      She remained as rigid as a pole beneath me until the echo of the explosion died out and the heat disappeared.

      Though my ears were ringing, I still had enough acuity left over to hear the soldiers behind me screaming.

      I shoved a hand into the hot asphalt below me, turned hard over my shoulder, and stared in horror at the facility.

      The doors had been blasted clean open. The several soldiers who’d been standing close by – including the Sergeant I’d questioned earlier – were dead along the street.

      “James?” I bellowed, gaze darting to the last point I’d seen him, my heart telling me to prepare for the worst.

      That’s when I saw him moving – shifting up from underneath a pile of rubble.

      He was shaking and looked as if he was bleeding from every limb.

      “James!” I shoved up.

      So did he. He staggered forward, but before he could reach me, he turned, tipped his head back, and stared at the facility.

      I pushed to my feet. I turned fully to face the facility. My gut bottomed out, my heart shaking with a horrifying punch as I realized the facility had been half destroyed. Plumes of acrid, blue crackling smoke spun high into the air, pushed on by violent eddies of wind that seemingly came from nowhere. The street around me was a mess of rubble, chunks of molten steel, and melting sections of asphalt.

      “James?” I tried once more.

      From the look of him, he wouldn’t be able to hear. I could only just pick up the sounds around me – the sirens, the far-off screams, and the fire burning out of control in the facility beyond.

      They were all loud, immediate sounds. I picked up something else, too – a shuffle of feet and stiff joints as the woman behind me finally rose to her feet.

      Though I didn’t want to take my eyes off James, there was something about her that saw me twitch my head to the side.

      Another blast of wind sailed into the back of her head, caught her hair, and sent it scattering over her face. I could only pick up a few scant glimpses of her wide-open eyes. They were still locked in rigid fear on the facility.

      When you’re a soldier, you’re trained to deal with sudden, unfolding, violent situations. They take you through multiple scenarios, push your body to the limits, and teach you about natural physiological reactions so you can act when everyone else freezes.

      But there was something about the exquisite, total look of soul-shaking shock in that woman’s eyes that held me to the spot.

      I stayed there until James staggered over to me, reached a hand out, and clamped his bloodied fingers on my shoulder for support.

      “Get everyone out of here. Something’s gone wrong. We have to evacuate. There could be more explosions.”

      Don’t ask me how he managed to string together his words. He looked as if he could barely stay on his feet, let alone think of a coherent sentence and wrangle his cracked, bloodied lips into speaking it.

      Though he gripped my shoulder hard, his swaying body shifting into mine for support, he still managed to keep on his feet.

      “Mark, run,” he managed one last time.

      I finally tore my gaze off the woman.

      I shifted around, brought an arm up, and caught James just before his knees could give way.

      As I guided him down to the rubble-covered street, I watched the woman twitch. It was such a full-body affair, it was as if someone had suddenly struck her in the gut with a bat.

      She fell down to one knee, twisted, scraped her palm against a hard section of broken metal, cut it, spun on the spot, and ran.

      Finally she ran.

      Droplets of blood splattered out over the street as she sprinted through the chaos.

      From behind me, the facility’s alarm suddenly cut out. I doubted it was because they thought the situation had been controlled – it was still unfolding at a breakneck pace. No, the alarm mechanism would’ve presumably been burned or blown up.

      Dammit, what the hell had happened here?

      No time to think.

      Just time to act.

      I hooked an arm around James’ hips and hauled him to his feet.

      He may have always been the smart one, but I was the athletic one, and despite his tall lanky form, I had the muscles to drag him forward, his limp shoes tracking trails through the dust and ash.

      “Come on, stay with me,” I spat through cracked lips, ignoring my own shaking body as I pulled James forward.

      For some damn reason I kept my gaze locked on that woman until she was out of sight. When she finally turned the corner at the end of the street, I actually smiled.

      She saved herself.

      Which meant I could concentrate on James.

      “Just leave me, Mark. I’m a dead weight. You need to contact the local authorities – tell them to clear this entire sector of the city. We have no idea—”

      There was another explosion from behind me. It wasn’t massive – probably just a gas tank or two going up. It was enough, however, that it shook the road, and my already adrenaline-filled body jolted with gut-punching fear. I skidded down to one knee but didn’t drop my grip on James’ stomach.

      I hauled him back up as I turned over my shoulder, stared at the facility, then pulled my gaze away.

      More of that blue-tinged smoke was reaching up into the sky, the flames crackling like damn lightning.

      Something must have happened to the portal.

      There’d been accidents with sub-portals before, but nothing like this to my knowledge. Then again, I was just a grunt who was sent to the Otherside to do footwork. I wasn’t like James – someone privy to the portal’s real secrets.

      I finally reached the end of the street and hauled James around the corner.

      The street wasn’t clear. Too many pedestrians were out on it, staring gobsmacked at the tall flames and spires of smoke spilling over the city.

      “Get the hell out of here. Run, dammit!” I screamed until my voice went hoarse, spittle flying from my lips as I hunched forward from the muscular contortion of shouting so loud.

      A few pedestrians either reacted to my angry blast, or caught sight of my uniform and figured out what it meant. They turned on their shoes and sprinted in the opposite direction.

      Too many of them remained there in the middle of the road, staring like frozen statues.

      My gaze ticked through them for some reason, as if I was looking for someone. And I was. Her.

      Despite the chaos of the past few minutes, the image of that woman stuck in still-frame as her hair scattered over her face seemed burned onto my retinas.

      It was there even as I closed my eyes, trying to blink back the grit and smoke that had made it even this far away from the facility.

      “Just leave me here, for God’s sake, Mark. That’s an order.”

      I grunted through a laugh. “You’re not technically my superior.”

      “I am now. Who knew who was killed in that explosion?”

      It was a cold damn thing to say, and it brought me back to Earth.

      Though the entire facility hadn’t been destroyed, a fair chunk of it had been. That meant a lot of lives lost.

      Goddammit.

      Goddammit.

      But James was right. If my direct superiors had been killed in that explosion – and odds are they had been – Mark was now above me.

      “I’m gonna say this one last time – let me down here. That’s an order, Sergeant,” James growled.

      “Dammit, James, I’m not going to leave you behind.”

      “You’re not leaving me behind. I want you to grab a phone, call headquarters, and find out what the hell happened. Ensure they are coordinating a total evacuation.”

      “Sorry, total evacuation? Before you said we just needed to evacuate this sector of the city?” We’d stopped just beside a Café. Someone had knocked the chalkboard sign down, and my heavy, ash-covered boot was now propped on it, the board cracking beneath my weight.

      There were wrought-iron chairs and tables beside me, all of them knocked over, all of them starting to become covered in spots of ash that were hailing down from the plumes that continued to blast high over the city like pillars from heaven.

      James had his head turned up, his gaze locked on the crackling blue flames, even though I knew his sight was bad enough that through his cracked glasses, it would all be a blur to him. Still, there was something about the tension riding up his cheeks that told me he didn’t like what he saw.

      “The entire city needs to be evacuated, Mark, and I need you to make that happen. Put me down here. Get me a phone, if you can find one.”

      James didn’t wait around for me to put him down – he bodily shoved himself out of my grip, and short of dumping him onto an upturned table, I guided him down, pulled up a chair with the toe of my boot, spun around, and shoved him into it.

      I took a staggering step back, wicking away a few dribbles of blood from my brow.

      I’d already done a quick injury count, and I’d gotten off extremely lucky. My back was sore, and the skin was no doubt scorched, but it wasn’t a particularly bad burn. I had a few cuts and scrapes, and I’d have countless bruises from slamming into the pavement and protecting that woman, but none of them were life-threatening.

      I shoved a hand into my pocket, ready to pluck out my phone, but my fingers just brushed up against cracked glass and splintered metal.

      I pulled it out only to realize I must’ve landed on it and cracked the damn thing through the middle. I didn’t chuck it to the ground. The phone might be broken, but it was still military-issue, and with some sophisticated tech, you could probably scrape some top-secret data. So I dutifully shoved it back into my pocket.

      Don’t ask me how James managed to hold himself up in that chair, but he did. His tall form crumpled in half as he locked his shaking elbows on his knees for support. He cradled his bloodied head in his hands, pulled off his broken glasses, stared at them through bleary eyes, then shoved them back on his face.

      I pivoted to the side, ran toward one of the pedestrians still standing in the middle of the road, and demanded their phone. When the guy didn’t give it to me, I saw it bulging out of his pocket, and I just shoved a hand in and grabbed it.

      “Hey!” he stuttered.

      “Military business, sir. This is being confiscated. Now get the hell out of here. We don’t know if there’ll be more explosions.”

      The guy didn’t look happy, but maybe he took another good look at my uniform and appreciated I wasn’t stuffing around, because he turned and ran.

      I shoved the phone at James, and he grabbed it up, making an emergency call.

      I stood dutifully by his side as he patiently told the dispatcher on the other end of the line who he was and waited to be patched through to his superiors.

      James wasn’t the kind to let me just wait around and guard him, though.

      “Get all of these people off the street, now. Check the buildings, too. The two streets around the facility are going to be the worst affected.”

      “What are you talking about? Do you know what happened?” It was a crazy question. In my head right now, no one could possibly understand what had just happened. This situation had unfolded like a book whose pages had been ripped from it and chucked in a blender.

      James looked at me seriously. “The sub-portal must’ve malfunctioned. Two things could happen from now on.”

      My skin chilled as I realized from the look in his eyes he knew precisely what he was talking about.

      “We could have a critical cascade failure and lose half of the city, or the portal location could shift due to energy fluctuations.”

      “Sorry, shift?”

      “I’m telling you a portal could open anywhere within two blocks. You need to get these people off the street. Now.”

      I reeled.

      Though I didn’t understand the underlying temporal-spatial physics involved, I understood one thing. The military didn’t just exist to negotiate with people on the Otherside – we were here to stop people from Earth wandering through.

      We couldn’t do that if an uncontrolled portal opened up in the city.

      I didn’t need any more encouragement. I spun on my foot just as James got through to one of his superiors.

      I started to scream at the people standing in the street, bodily hustling them on.

      When that was done, I jogged back to the street in front of the facility, checking it again for any sightseers.

      There were none.

      Just before I ran back to James, I saw a maintenance pit to my side that was open.

      There were trails of blood along the mouth of the pit. But that wasn’t it.

      There was a red scarf that had snagged on a jagged piece of metal, and it was fluttering in the wind.

      I’d seen that red scarf. If I closed my eyes right now, I could conjure up a close-up of it, in fact.

      That woman had been wearing it.

      Before I knew what I was doing, I bolted toward the maintenance pit, skidding down to my knees as I locked a hand on the edge and screamed, “Is anyone in there?”

      Nothing.

      Though I could easily assume the woman had ditched her scarf – considering it was too hot for one anyway, my gut clenched, and before I could stop myself, I skidded on my knees, further ruining my white dress pants, and I climbed down the ladder into the pit.

      “Hey, is anyone down here?”

      I heard nothing.

      I took a step forward, my better judgment telling me to get out of this pit and go help James, but that’s when I heard soft sobbing.

      It was unmistakable, and it reached in, grabbed my heartstrings, and damn well plucked them out of my chest.

      The pit was dark, and if there’d ever been any lighting in here, the explosion had obviously taken it out.

      I ran through it, focused on the sobbing.

      This pit must’ve connected to sewer maintenance or one of the support tunnels for the subway, because as I stumbled in the dark, I reached a cold, smooth, half-open door. Anchoring my hand on the handle, I wrenched it open only to see a few flickering lights leading down a shaft to another section of the maintenance tunnel below.

      There was a small ladder. I turned, grabbed hold of it, and practically slid down it.

      By the time I jumped off, the sobbing was louder.

      I was definitely in some kind of maintenance tunnel belonging to the subway, because I could see control wires neatly bundled along the walls. A few lights flickered on and off above, giving me surreal flashes of the darkened tunnel around me.

      As sweat dripped down my back and my heart beat harder at the sound of that sobbing, I reached a wider section of the room as it suddenly opened out.

      And I saw her. The woman from before.

      She was down on her haunches, her back propped against the wall, her head buried between her knees.

      There was a guy a few meters away, face down and still. From the blast marks over his skin and his proximity to a chunk of sparking wires in the wall, it looked as if he’d been electrocuted.

      The explosion must’ve disrupted the power under the street, caused some kind of overload, and killed him on the spot.

      … Did this lady know him? Or was she just down here to hide?

      “Come on – you have to get out of here.” I made it toward her, wrenching my gaze off that guy’s still form.

      She shook her head, never drawing it away from her knees.

      She was wearing stockings, and they were torn, blood trickling down her shins and peeking through the ladders in the nylon.

      I got down on one knee beside her, hesitated, then placed a hand on her shoulder. “You need to come with me,” I said each word slowly, breathing through them. “It’s okay. You’ll be okay. It’ll all be okay.”

      The last time I’d said that, the facility had exploded a second time. This time, it felt like I was tempting fate again.

      Sure enough, she yanked her tear-streaked face up, and it was the first time I got a good look at her eyes. They were white-rimmed, her brown irises shimmering with tears.

      There are a few scenes that will always stick in your head after a disaster. Maybe it’s a kid’s shoe sitting on top of a chunk of rubble. Maybe it’s a pot plant cracked down the middle, its dirt mixing with dust. Maybe it’s the still, frozen face of a corpse, its eyes open as it stares up to the heavens that betrayed it.

      Or maybe it’s this. Here. Right now. This lady’s expression as she stared at me as if the entire world had been yanked out from under her feet.

      It forced me to swallow, nerves scattering down my throat and into my chest. They tightened my muscles until they reached my arms and hands, and I gripped her shoulders harder. “We need to—”

      “It’s too late.” Her face scrunched, her cheeks twisting hard into her eyes as more tears trailed down them.

      “It—” I began.

      The hair started to pick up along the back of my neck.

      It was a distinct sensation. One I’d felt all too many times before.

      I started to taste something – this burned, acrid bitterness that somehow filled my mouth, despite the fact my olfactory senses were still overcome from the explosion.

      My eyes had a chance to widen before a crackling started to build in the air.

      Dammit.

      No.

      Not here.

      The portal was opening.

      James had been right.

      God—

      The woman suddenly barreled into me, wrapping her arms around my chest and pulling me forward.

      It was so sudden, I couldn’t stop her.

      She fell on top of me, her messy black hair scattering over my face.

      It fell over my eyes, but I could see through just a slit of it. And it provided a frame for the air directly above me.

      The portal started to open. Right where my head had been.

      In a controlled setting, you weren’t this close to a portal. It opened first, and you went through it second.

      Now I was close enough that I could touch it.

      The rest of reality fell away as my every sense locked on that pinprick of light building a meter above me.

      The woman stopped crying, her sobs cutting out as if someone had wrapped their hands around her throat.

      She became limp – or at least most of her did. Her hands were the only things that tightened, and they locked around my back, fixing me in place against the ground.

      My senses became overwhelmed as the crackling became so loud it was like I was in a forest that had suddenly burst alight into a raging wildfire. My eyes began to burn from the light. And yet I couldn’t close them.

      There was something… so goddamn profound and compelling about watching that pinprick of light grow. It was almost like watching a new reality being born.

      The woman shifted, drawing her face up, pushing it against my own, forcing my eyes to close as her cheeks pressed into them.

      When a portal opened, everything within its radius was pulled into the Otherworld.

      I felt it begin to open.

      That crackling in the air suddenly cut out as everything became eerily silent. It was as if I’d gone from a bustling city into the world’s deepest cave.

      The air became cold – not like the frozen depths of space, but like a frost had suddenly picked up over the maintenance tunnel.

      I knew my breath would be nothing but cold sheets of white as it hit the air.

      Then I felt something shift through me.

      It was a memorable sensation. It felt like you were being pulled but pushed, expanded but contracted, hugged but ripped apart.

      It was a sensation I knew would linger hours after you transported through.

      … Transported through. Whatever slip of my mind that still functioned told me I was about to appear on the Otherside.

      Silence – that deadly still silence – was suddenly cracked by the call of a bird. Then the rustle of wind through trees.

      They were far off for now but getting closer.

      Then it happened.

      Everything shuddered. Just once.

      And I was pulled to the Otherside.

      I didn’t have my pearls anymore. I’d dropped them in the chaos.

      I had a woman from Earth instead. Or maybe she had me, because her arms didn’t drop from around me until the portal grabbed us and stole us away.
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      I… I’d been pulled… through a portal. One had found me. It had swallowed me up.

      It had—

      I could hear the call of birds behind me and pick up the sound of a clipping wind rustling through trees.

      The air was cool – cold even, missing the warmth of summer heat.

      It was clean, too, instantly lacking the scent of burned metal and rubble.

      No.

      I—

      I felt the man beneath me shifting.

      It was the first time he’d made a move since I’d shoved into him before the portal had appeared to swallow me up.

      My arms were still locked around him as if I was using them as chains to keep him in place.

      Now he pivoted from the hip, pushing against me and forcing us both to sit.

      I fell into his lap, still not brave enough to unclamp my hands from around his back and pull my face away from his cheek.

      “It’s okay,” he managed in that same deep voice he’d used outside of the facility. It was the kind of voice that could reach in past even the greatest confusion and hold you to the spot.

      But this wasn’t confusion anymore – this was abject horror.

      The nightmare I’d been dreaming of my entire life had finally come to pass.

      I’d been sucked back to the other side of the portal.

      I—

      He brought up a hand and placed his palm and rough thumb against the back of my head, cradling it gently. “It’s okay. There’s no threat. You’ve just been transported to Xandia. You—”

      At the term Xandia, I freaked out, clamping my hands around him even tighter until I ground my face into his hard jaw.

      “There’s no threat here, ma’am. The portal has closed.”

      The threat had never been the portal. It was the very ground beneath me, the sky above – the very realm that had pulled me back.

      Pulled me—

      I… I had to get a hold of myself, didn’t I?

      This was all paranoia, wasn’t it? I tried to tell myself that, using the same firm voice I’d developed over the years to deal with my phobias and fears, but it wouldn’t work.

      I’d woken up this morning knowing I would be pulled through the portal, and I’d been right.

      I—

      Still cradling one hand on the back of my head, the guy broke my grip on his shoulders with a gentle but firm tug.

      He sat me down, and he stood.

      I crumpled, instantly folding my knees up and locking my face against them as if I couldn’t dare face the world around me.

      I heard him take a shaking sigh. Then he straightened, his muscles creaking from the effort. It sounded like he brought a hand up, clamped it over his mouth, and breathed through his fingers. “Dammit,” I heard him spit quietly. He took another breath. Then he shifted toward me. He placed that same broad hand on my shoulder. “I need you to look at me, ma’am. I need you to listen to me, too. And I need you to trust me.”

      It was that last bit that finally got my attention, that finally saw me pull my head from my knees.

      I knew I would look like a mess – tear-streaked, covered in ash, and nothing but a shaking puddle of fear and used-up adrenaline. But I still looked at him.

      He was handsome, though this wasn’t the time to note that. It also wasn’t his defining characteristic. He seemed to have this kind patience, if that made any sense. But what made it more confusing was it sat alongside this hard determination. It was obvious he was a soldier, though his dress uniform had seen better days. But from the deep look in his eyes, he was no ordinary grunt.

      Now he could see my face, he forced a broad smile. “Please just trust me, ma’am. This is… an unusual situation, and you’re going to need to listen to everything I say.”

      I couldn’t help but listen to him. That deep rumble of his voice was the only thing that could drag my mind off the fact I was finally here.

      “We’ve been transported through the portal. But we can get back. And we will get back. All we have to do is head to a military base on this side, and we can return to Earth. Do you understand?”

      … It took me a moment, but then I actually listened to what he was saying.

      I could return to Earth?

      Just the possibility saw me unwrap my arms from around my knees.

      This saw an even broader smile spreading across his lips. “You’re okay, ma’am. Your injuries don’t appear to be significant. Are you hurt?”

      I shook my head.

      “That’s a relief,” he managed.

      He cast his gaze around us.

      “What’s your name, anyway?” he tried, that large smile still pressing across his lips.

      How he could find the strength to smile after that ordeal, I didn’t know.

      If being drawn back here weren’t bad enough, the process of being sucked through a portal was… one that would stay locked in my skin for the rest of my life. It felt as if someone had scraped off every cell, put them into a blender, and then scraped them back on. Terrifying tingles raced up and down my back, over my chest, into my legs, and over my face. They sank into my jaw as if they were tiny drills that wanted to unhinge it from my face.

      As I brought up a hand and clutched it onto the side of my chin, I managed to part my lips. “Grace. Grace Brown.”

      “Nice to meet you, Grace Brown.” He actually reached out a hand.

      I couldn’t have stood if I’d wanted to. My limbs were so weak, if I tried to push up, I knew I’d face-plant the dirt beneath me.

      Yet there he was, looking as if he hadn’t just been sucked through a wormhole to another realm. He kept his hand reached out until, reluctantly, I pulled up the hand still locked around my knees and placed it in his.

      I let him do all the shaking.

      His fingers were warm.

      “You’re pretty cold. It’s an aftereffect of traveling through the wormhole. You get used to it. Believe it or not, you get used to everything. And, Grace,” he nodded toward my face, “the tingling in your jaw subsides, too. Trust me.”

      There it was again – he wanted me to trust him.

      And I would, if he could deliver on his promise.

      My gaze flicked up, and it must have been so concentrated with desperation that he thought I would explode, because his fingers tightened around mine before I could drop. “You okay? You going to hurl? It happens sometimes on your first transport.”

      I shook my head, my lips about to open to tell him this wasn’t my first transport. But that was crazy, because it was my first transport.

      I’d never been to this realm before, despite what my dreams told me. It was one thing being crazy in the confines of my own head. I couldn’t afford to let this man know anything about my unhinged past. “I’m okay. Just… were you being honest? Will it be simple to get back home?”

      He held onto my fingers for just a few seconds longer then dropped them. He stood up straight, and that for some reason gave weight to his words as he nodded once more and said, “It’ll be easy enough. We’ve just got to figure out where we are. Then we can make contact with an Army unit. If we’re lucky, we might even spot one out here. Once we make contact, we can call in a transport, head to the local base, and you will be home by the end of the day.”

      I’d just met this guy, but I trusted him. Or at least I wanted to trust him, and that saw me finally let my hand drop from my face. I even pushed up and managed to stand.

      “Whoa, be careful there. You might not have your balance back—” he began. “Nope, you’ve got your bounce back. You must be a natural. First time I transported through, I was a mess for an hour.”

      I could tell his words were meant to encourage me, but they did the exact opposite. The terror I’d managed to push away at the prospect that this man would be able to get me home crawled back in. It grabbed hold of my throat, shook me, and told me my nightmares had finally come real.

      I was back home.

      As those words echoed in my mind, I finally turned from him and gathered the courage to assess just where I was. Sinking my nails into my palm and hiding it beside my leg so he couldn’t see, I tilted my head up.

      We were in another world. That was apparent.

      We were on the side of a grassy, rolling hill that fell down into a massive valley. Beyond it was a ridge of mountains that were so high, they appeared permanently capped with snow, clouds hugging them like curtains.

      Behind us as I stretched my head over my shoulder, I saw forested peaks tumbling into the distance.

      The air was cold and clean, completely lacking not just the acrid scent of the smoke that had filled the city after the explosion, but the particulate pollutants, too.

      I was never one for trekking, but even when I had managed to get out of the city, I hadn’t experienced wilderness like this.

      The guy appeared to leave me alone for a few seconds, as if he wanted to give me a chance to drink in the view. His gaze was still locked on me, and out of the corner of my eye, I watched a specific smile spread his lips. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she? Welcome to Xandia.”

      I couldn’t pull my gaze off the view, let alone thank him for welcoming me.

      I… felt strangely connected to this view. From those mountains pulling up in the distance to the forests behind me, I felt as if I’d trekked these very woods and hills. But how the hell would I have done that?

      This insanity of mine had to stop before this guy got any inkling that I was an OGDer.

      Though it was hard, I managed to bring up a hand, lock it on my mouth, breathe through my fingers, and turn toward him. “What’s—”

      Before I could finish asking my question, he pushed out his hand. “Sergeant Mark Sheppard.”

      I grabbed his hand, letting him do all the shaking, thankful for his warmth.

      He frowned at my coldness. “We’ll try to get you out of the wind. We’ll head up to the forests behind us.”

      Before I could balk, he chuckled.

      He shrugged expressively. “I know the story you get told on Earth. Xandia is meant to be a dangerous place with fantastic creatures, warriors, and brigands. It’s not really. It’s pretty safe. Plus, we’re both instantly recognizable as humans.” He brought up a hand, grabbed the pin on the tattered front of his white jacket, and polished it with his thumb until it sat proud.

      “What’s that?”

      “This?” He kept repositioning it for a few seconds until it was dead straight across his broad chest. “It’s our ticket out of here. It will identify us as humans from the Portal Taskforce. If we come across anyone in this region, they’ll take us to the closest market. There’ll probably be a few members of the Taskforce there. And then,” he shrugged, “home again. It will be easy.”

      … Why did I believe this man while everything I had inside me told me he was lying?

      His words were one thing – that haunting feeling that had been shadowing me my entire life was another.

      It promised me that now I was here in Xandia’s clutches, this place would never let me go.

      I brought up a hand, clamped it on my shoulder, and shrugged into my grip, shivering slightly.

      “Okay – Let’s get out of the wind. Plus,” he ticked his head up, appeared to get his bearings as he swung his gaze methodically from the mountain range in the distance to the forest, “I think we might be lucky.”

      “Lucky?”

      “Pretty sure I’ve been to this region. It’s only a couple of hours’ walk from one of the main cities.”

      “Okay,” I managed, not that he needed my input.

      “It’s a pretty vastly explored area, so they’ll probably have a touch base.”

      “Touch base?”

      “Waystations the Army have in areas just like this with dense mineralogical deposits,” he began, before pausing and twisting his jaw to the side.

      I frowned. Despite the fact I’d just walked into a living nightmare, I always had pretty good empathetic skills, and I could appreciate he’d just shared a little too much. I shrugged. “It’s no great secret that the Earth has mining contracts with this place. There’s plenty of speculation about it on the news all the time.”

      He conceded my point with another shrug but still looked uncomfortable. “Though now’s not the time, you’re probably going to have to sign a very strict secrets act when you get home. The Army has to control information about this place.”

      I nodded. At the prospect of getting home, if this guy wanted me to give up a kidney, my cat, and everything else I had, I’d do it.

      “Anyway, in areas that have been surveyed a lot like this one, there are waystations. Just concrete bunkers with everything you need to stay the night. Spare packs, clothes, food. If I’m right and I know where I am, we shouldn’t be more than half an hour away from one. It will be just up this rise in the forest.”

      With nowhere else to go and no one else to trust, I waited for him to pivot and stride forward.

      Though he had a tall form, he didn’t walk too fast, and rather kept methodically swinging his gaze to me to check that I was okay.

      Okay. How could I be okay? Sure, I was keeping it together better than I thought I would, but inside, something was still twisting. Back when I’d been a kid, the nightmares I’d had about this place had been unreal, violent, desperate affairs. They’d been bad enough that I’d been taken to psychologists. I’d never told them my dreams had come from another world – because at the time, no one had known about the portal.

      And since, I hadn’t said a word to anyone about my condition.

      But as we dwindled into silence and Mark appeared to concentrate on finding the waystation, I had no one to distract me.

      Fortunately I still had the trim jacket I wore at the bank, though I’d lost my winter’s coat in the chaos after the explosion. I could shove my hands into the small pockets and at least try to keep some warmth locked in them.

      The rest of me tried to pull away from the green grass below us, the forest coming up in front, and those damn mountain peaks behind. I wanted to withdraw in on myself until nothing else was real anymore and I woke up from this nightmare.

      For some reason something told me that on those mountain peaks, amongst the forested, snowcapped crags, would be a nightmare far worse than any I’d ever been able to imagine.

      This was just a prelude to what would come next.

      Though Mark was clearly concentrating, every minute or so, he kept sharing words of encouragement, promising me we weren’t that far off.

      Did I really look that broken?

      The answer was probably an emphatic yes. I would look like a bedraggled mess.

      It took us a surprisingly long time to reach the line of the forest. We had to climb a precipitous steep hill to reach it, and though it was covered in green swaying grass that shifted and undulated with the chasing wind, it was wet and slippery. I tumbled over more than a few times, though Mark was always by my side, pulling me up before I could roll back down the incline.

      By the time we reached the top of the hill and turned around, my stomach had tied itself into such a tight knot, it would require a surgeon with a scalpel to undo it.

      I took a deep, chest-seeking sigh, curling my hand into a fist again.

      I wasn’t careful this time, though, and Mark watched as I curled a hand into such a tight fist, I almost cut my palm.

      He cleared his throat and, without invitation, patted his hand on my shoulder.

      The move didn’t linger, though his heat did, and at least it distracted me as I tilted my head up to him.

      “I know this must be hard, ma’am,” his voice changed register, dipping down, becoming low but sure. “But you will get back. Trust me on that.”

      He was close enough that it was unavoidable as I looked up into his eyes.

      And as I looked up into his face, it blocked out the forest behind us, the mountain ranges beyond, the wind, the grass, everything.

      “Can you promise me that?”

      He tilted his head to the side, an odd smile curling his lips. Then the smile broadened, and he nodded once. He had a strong nod, and his whole body got in on the act. This wasn’t some cursory move – this was him confirming with his every muscle that he could promise me that. “You couldn’t stay here anyway. It’s against the rules. Trust me, everyone will help you get home.”

      He turned away sharply.

      … All this time I’d been focused on my own emotion – now I saw his. Sure, he was putting on a brave face for me, but every time he looked away, I watched the tension march up his face, clench his jaw, and squeeze.

      … He was a soldier – that much was clear. And back there in front of the facility, I’d watched him screaming his friend’s name.

      God… his friend.

      I hadn’t known a soul in that facility.

      Mark had probably known everyone.

      As he turned and headed into the forest, I hesitated. I wanted to reach out and grab hold of his muscular arm, but I shoved my fingers back in my pocket.

      What could I say to make this better for him?

      It was clear I was nothing more than a burden to him at the moment. If I kept quiet and did nothing, at least I could minimize any inconvenience.

      So I folded in on myself as I shoved my hands into my pockets once more.

      I’d been trekking a few times – like I’d said – but it had always been on recognized paths. And, unsurprisingly, it had always been on Earth.

      This place was….

      A shiver ran up my back as I stared first at the unknown trees reaching high into the canopy above, then through them to the twisting, winding tracks beaten through the shrubbery and undergrowth.

      I was no expert, but it looked as if they’d been made by large-footed beasts.

      Mark took a step forward, his expression still distracted, his face hooded in shadow as a soulful frown marked his lips.

      When I didn’t follow, he turned to me. “It’s okay. It’s relatively safe here. The dangerous forests are more northward.” He paused as he realized what he’d said. He brought his hands up and spread them. “There’s never been a serious attack here.” Again his jaw twitched to the side as he appreciated that wasn’t great encouragement. “Ma’am, you’ll be all right with me. Come on.”

      I brought a shaking hand out of my pocket and pointed to those twisting paths through the trees. “What caused those? Some kind of… animal, right?”

      His eyebrows peaked as he shifted around and looked where I was pointing. “Yeah, it’s a babook. Kind of a beast of burden. They’re pretty common in this forest. They’re friendly enough. Especially if you’ve got food.”

      My skin crawled, and for the life of me, I couldn’t allow my hand to drop. It seemed frozen there as my brain caught up with the fact that I was no longer on Earth.

      I might’ve been dreaming of this place since I was a kid, but there was a difference between being haunted by an impression of it and the real thing.

      I knew nothing about Xandia.

      He cleared his throat. “I’m pretty sure the waystation’s close. We’ll only be in the forest until we get to it. Then we’ll head back out onto those grassy plains. They’ll be the easiest way to get to the city. You coming?”

      I looked at him. I waited for him to say what I knew would come next.

      And sure enough, his lips parted as he added, “Do you trust me?”

      Usually you didn’t trust people who asked if you trusted them all the time.

      I guess Mark was different. Because I found myself nodding. Then I finally took a step into the forest.

      The first thing I noted was the scent. It was woody and earthy, sure, but had these undertones I’d never smelled before. It was like burned orange mixed with honey and iron shavings.

      That wasn’t to mention the trees themselves. They were these humongous, broad-trunked, gnarled affairs. While the wood was mostly gray-brown, the branches weren’t. They were green tinged with purple, and there were slicks of blue luminescent moss further up into the canopy.

      I got so distracted staring at them, I walked into Mark’s back a few times.

      “We really don’t need any broken ankles. Try to look where you’re going,” he encouraged.

      “Sorry. It’s just—”

      He tilted his head up and stared at that luminescent moss. A fond smile marked his lips. “Yeah, I get it. It’s amazing. Nothing like it on Earth. I’ll warn you, kind of ruins you when you go back home. The forests and wilderness of Xandia are unlike anything else. The air is unpolluted, life is relatively simple,” he added, but his voice twisted strangely on the word relatively, “and the food is something else. Makes you want to stay,” he chuckled to himself. Then he obviously realized his mistake, and he shook his head. “Not that you can stay. You understand—”

      “There’s no way I want to stay in this place,” I said firmly.

      He looked at me, a slight frown drawing down one side of his lips, then he nodded. “Come on.”

      We dwindled into silence again.

      I could tell from the fact Mark unconsciously sped up that we had to be close to the waystation.

      The forest was thankfully silent. Though maybe that wasn’t a good thing. Without the sound of wind rushing through the trees above, I could pick up even the faintest crackle of a twig meters away.

      I could sure as heck pick up Mark’s frequent sighing. It was heavy, and every time he breathed hard, his shoulders dropped a few centimeters.

      I’d promised myself I wouldn’t mention what happened back on Earth, but now I changed my mind. “I… I’m sorry for what happened back there,” I managed weakly.

      “Don’t be sorry. You did pretty good. You pulled yourself up—”

      “I mean on Earth. I mean… in the facility. That explosion. You had friends there, didn’t you?”

      Sharp silence spread between us.

      Dammit, I shouldn’t have mentioned anything.

      My skin crawled. “I….”

      “It is what it is.”

      “Sorry for mentioning it,” I said weakly and pressed my lips together as hard as I could. I would think twice about opening them again. Obviously this guy was only just holding onto his emotions.

      Several seconds went by in grim silence before he took another sigh. “It’s okay. Probably needs to be mentioned. I still have no idea what happened, but… I hope it wasn’t so bad that it took out the entire facility. And I guess there’s one thing I can be thankful for.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That portal opened and sucked us through.”

      I twitched. Thank God he wasn’t looking at me and was instead locking his morose gaze on the forest floor before us. It meant he couldn’t see just how overcome I was by that statement.

      He was thankful I’d been sucked through to Xandia?

      He brought up a hand, clamped it on the back of his head, and rubbed his thumb over the dent in his Atlas vertebra. “I’m assuming – not that I really know enough about portal mechanics – that when the portal opened up, it stopped whatever energy cascade was causing those explosions. I guess I can live in the hope that means the city is fine and it will be how we left it.”

      There was a long pause.

      “I probably shouldn’t have shared that. You really have to sign a secrets act now.”

      “I don’t understand anything about quantum physics,” I explained softly. “And I have no idea what you just said. I just hope everyone’s okay.”

      He hadn’t looked at me. Until now. He turned his head to the side, a crumpled smile on his lips. I got the impression this was how he really smiled. Don’t get me wrong – he didn’t come across as a fake guy. But all those broad grins he’d offered earlier had been for my sake, not his. Now the crumple marking his lips was more for his own benefit. “Yeah. Same here. Come on – I think we’re only a couple of minutes away.”

      I… trusted him. And he was right. Before too long, we came across a squat bunker.

      As soon as he saw it, Mark bounded toward it, and I got the impression that even if a concrete wall had suddenly sprung up between him, he would’ve just leaped over it.

      The bunker was locked – but not with a padlock. It utilized some kind of biometric scanner.

      My stomach instantly twisted as I saw it, and a frown marked my lips. “Isn’t that expensive?”

      There was a beep as the scanner recognized Mark’s identity. He turned his head over his shoulder and shrugged. “The Portal Taskforce budget is the largest in all of the military.”

      “Right.”

      The massive, thick metal door un-clicked and swung inward.

      Mark encouraged it with his shoulder as he pushed in faster.

      “Finally,” I heard him mutter in relief under his breath.

      I inched in carefully after him, not knowing if I was welcome inside or whether it was top-secret.

      Mark didn’t bark at me to stay outside.

      Nope.

      He went straight over to a neatly lined up rack of backpacks.

      Beside them were guns.

      He didn’t go for the backpacks or the rations.

      He went for the guns.

      It wasn’t until he plucked up a handgun that his shoulders relaxed.

      A frown dug right down into my lips. “You were lying, weren’t you?”

      He looked up at me, confusion crumpling his brow. “What?”

      “That forest isn’t as safe as it seems, ha?”

      “The forest is safe. But Xandia can sometimes be unpredictable,” he explained in a muffled voice. “Now, let’s pack.”

      I don’t know why he said let’s. It wasn’t like I knew what I was doing.

      I hung out in the doorway, the cold forest wind at my back, playing with my tangled mess of hair as I watched him shove rations into one of the already stuffed packs.

      When he reached a row of neatly folded uniforms and boots, he paused. He looked down at his uniform, and possibly for the first time realized how ruined it was.

      I turned on my foot and walked out of the bunker. “It’s okay, you can change. I’ll be fine out here.”

      “Thanks,” he muttered.

      With my hands still in my pockets, I pushed my back against the cold bunker wall behind me. Slowly, I tilted my head up, and I watched the canopy above. It didn’t even sway. I don’t know what the branches of those trees were made out of, but they were more like metal and less like wood.

      They… felt like a web.

      This entire world felt like a web. And the further I walked into it, the more trapped I became.

      I squeezed my eyes closed as another wave of emotion took me.

      It didn’t have time to do much.

      I heard a rustling from behind me.

      Mark was a quick hand at dressing, because he appeared in fatigues, heavy boots, and with a holster around his hips. There were two guns in it. There was also one over his shoulder.

      My gaze darted to them.

      He pressed his lips together. “It’s more for ceremony than anything.”

      “Ceremony?”

      “Believe it or not, when we get closer to the city, it’s our weapons that the ordinary Xandians recognize us for.”

      I gave a twisted chuckle at that. “Oh, I believe it.”

      He paused. “The politics in this place are complicated,” he began, obviously about to launch into a defense of military engagement in this realm.

      I shook my head. “I understand. You don’t have to explain yourself to me. Do you have everything you need?”

      “Yeah. There are boots in there that might fit you. They’ll be better than those ballet flats.”

      “I have very small feet,” I informed him as I walked in, hands still in my pockets – always in my pockets.

      I took one look at them and shook my head.

      “At least try pulling them on.”

      “They are at least two sizes too big. I’d break my ankles in them. And as you said before, that’s not allowed.” I was trying for a joke, but it fell flat.

      I could tell I was doing the one thing I wanted to prevent. I was adding to this man’s stresses when I knew they’d be as high as the Empire State building.

      “Sorry,” I added.

      “It’s not your fault.” He shrugged. “I’ll still pack them, though. Worse comes to worse, we’ll pad you out in them.” He pulled the pack off his shoulder, shoved the boots inside, then took one last look at the bunker around him. “I think I’ve got everything. I’ll have to put in a requisition order to refill this place.”

      He went to the door, then paused. “You need a jacket?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not cold. I’ve warmed up now,” I lied.

      Though it wasn’t technically a lie.

      I was always cold. It was just a feature of being me, I guess.

      If you had me in front of a fire, my hands would still feel a good five degrees cooler than the rest of me.

      “Well there’s a jacket in the pack if you need it. Right, let’s head out.”

      I walked out first, and he swung in behind, closed the door, slammed his hand back on the biometric panel, and waited for it to beep. Even then he reached forward and checked the door, putting his full weight into it in case the handle hadn’t locked properly.

      It didn’t shift a millimeter.

      … Which further reinforced that it was expensive.

      Hell, the biometric panel looked like it had been made out of titanium or some other reinforced substance. Fair enough – it was out in an unguarded forest.

      Point was, it would be expensive.

      I get it. In terms of potential resources, there was nothing on Earth that was anything like Xandia. So of course the Army spared no expense when it came to securing their interests over here.

      But… this felt wrong.

      Mark’s mood had changed now he’d gotten new clothes and rations. Or maybe it was to do with the weapons slung over his hips and shoulder.

      He kept asking me to trust him, but I could appreciate that trust could only go so far. He wasn’t a dodgy guy – he seemed the exact opposite. I don’t think I’d ever met someone with as much direct genuineness as him.

      But he’d be constrained by what he could share.

      If the few snippets of information he’d randomly blurted were enough to make me sign a secrets act – I shuddered to think what else he’d know.

      We walked in silence, quickly exiting the forest.

      Though I’d been terrified when I’d come in here, something about this place had started to soothe my nerves. Or maybe that was the wrong way of putting it.

      It had started to draw me in, enfolding me like the strong arms of the trees above.

      If I closed my eyes for long enough, I swore I could remember dreams I’d had in places just like this. Moon-swept forest floors with rigid purple-green canopies. Houses and villages built in the trees, with nothing more than the glowing luminescent moss for light.

      When we finally reached the edge of the forest, Mark turned to me. “Can you believe people actually live in forests like that? Up north, they have whole villages built in the trees. You’ve gotta see it—” he shook his head. “To believe it,” he added before it could sound like he wanted to take me there.

      I looked at him sharply.

      It was just a coincidence, right? That a few seconds after I’d partially remembered a dream of villages just like that, he’d mentioned them?

      Yeah, a coincidence – it had to be.

      Plus, those trees were so sturdy and the branches so tough that of course people could live up them.

      You could deduct that it would occur – this wasn’t me remembering anything. This was just me being crazy.

      “You okay?” Mark frowned.

      I shook my head and tried for a smile. “Fine. I guess I just grew accustomed to the forest. Don’t really want to leave it now,” I said honestly as I brought my hands up and rubbed my arms.

      He chuckled. “This place can do that to you.”

      “How much longer—”

      “Maybe three hours along that plain there.” He pointed to a rolling glassy plain that seemed to lead down to a winding path.

      Apart from the bunker, it was the first time I’d glimpsed any sign of civilization.

      The muscles up my back clenched, and I hid my hand behind my back to curl it into a tight fist.

      There was something about that path. It felt like as soon as I set foot on it, I’d be dragging myself back to Hell.

      “It’ll be easy from now on. Promise.” With that, Mark repositioned his pack and pushed off.

      I wanted to stay in the forest – I really did. I felt protected in here. If I climbed up into those trees, maybe no one would be able to find me. Maybe I’d just be able to slip into oblivion.

      Oblivion….

      That word… it drew something out of me, rekindling some memory.

      Maybe Mark could tell I was slipping, not just behind, but emotionally, because he made more effort to draw me into a conversation. “What do you do, anyway?”

      “I’m a teller at a bank.”

      “Got any family?”

      I shook my head. “I live alone. I have a cat, though. At least she’s out – maybe the neighbors will see her and feed her when I don’t come back,” I commented to myself quickly.

      He chuckled. “Like I said – we’ll be back by the end of the day.”

      “… Yeah.”

      There must’ve been something about the way I said that, because I watched him straighten. He opened his mouth, and I got the impression that he was about to tell me to trust him once more. That it would all be okay. That I’d come back in one piece. That it was only hours until I would see my home planet again.

      But it wasn’t okay.

      Before he could open his mouth and give me another empty platitude, I reminded myself of one thing.

      When I’d woken up this morning, I’d known I’d end up here.

      When I’d walked past the facility, I’d known it would draw me in one way or another.

      And when Mark himself had faced off in front of me after the first explosion and had promised me that it would all be okay, I’d known it wouldn’t.

      I’d known another explosion was just around the corner.

      And right now, that same certainty climbed me, hunkering around my shoulders, feeling as if the weight of the world had suddenly descended from above.

      Mark did it again, reaching a hand out and placing it gently on my shoulder. His hand was large and broad, his thumb and fingers rough from overuse. But like I’d said before – at least they were warm.

      And I’d take any warmth to eke out the cold that had settled deep in my soul right now.

      “It’ll be fine. I’ll make it fine,” he added.

      I looked at him.

      I wondered if he had any idea just how much he would have to sacrifice to achieve his promise.
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      I hadn’t trained for this.

      This was beyond the realms of possibility. Or at least it was meant to be.

      Technically back in the bad old days when the portal had been discovered 50 years ago, it had taken years to understand the underlying temporal-spatial dynamics involved. There’d been accidents with wormholes that had opened randomly.

      But that wasn’t meant to happen anymore.

      Yet it had.

      A goddamn uncontrolled portal had opened up and sucked me through.

      It would be one thing if I was on my own. But I wasn’t on my own, was I?

      My gaze swung toward Grace Brown, and my stomach twisted yet again.

      This was something I hadn’t trained for, I reminded myself once more, but it was at least something I had in-hand now.

      With rations and a relatively good idea of where I was, I could lead us back to a base. Then it really would only be hours before Grace was home again.

      Then?

      Then the cleanup would begin.

      I controlled my emotions, even my expression, too.

      I didn’t let any of my internal conflict show, even though it raged within me.

      My mind was locked on James. Dammit, he better be alive.

      And the facility… hopefully the damage wasn’t as bad as it had seemed. Hopefully most people had managed to get out of there.

      Hopefully….

      That was the thing about hope, ha?

      You had to clutch hold of it when you didn’t have facts. But I wouldn’t need it in a few hours, I kept promising myself.

      I just had to concentrate on putting one foot in front of another.

      Oh yeah, and I had to keep encouraging Grace along with me.

      She was doing well, and yet not great at the same time.

      I was pleasantly surprised by the fact she hadn’t reacted physically to being transported here.

      I hadn’t been lying – when I’d first gone through the portal, it had taken me an hour to get back on my feet.

      It was only people who’d transported frequently who were meant to be able to pick themselves up and dust themselves off in seconds.

      So at least Grace had that going for her.

      Emotionally?

      She was fraught.

      I couldn’t expect anything different.

      This morning, she’d been on her way to the bank, presumably, when she’d barely survived a series of deadly explosions.

      For all I knew, she might’ve known people who worked at the base or some of the pedestrians who’d been killed.

      She was traumatized, in other words, so I had to be careful where I trod.

      “What kind of cat have you got?” I asked, realizing the one thing I could do right now was to distract her. And hey, maybe I’d be distracting myself, too.

      I winced at my own weak question, but I knew nothing about this woman, and she wasn’t exactly embracing our conversation.

      She seemed haunted by something.

      And it wasn’t like I had to stretch my mind far to appreciate what that was.

      She’d just been through hell.

      “Just a domestic. Long-haired. Name’s Jim.”

      “Good name for a cat,” I tried, wincing again.

      Usually I had better conversational skills around women.

      We dwindled into silence. As soon as we did, it would take only a few seconds until one of Grace’s hands would clench into a fist. Though she was usually careful to ensure it was the hand that was hidden from me by the rest of her body, I could tell from the angle of her elbow and shoulder what she was doing.

      So I cleared my throat yet again. “You…” I trailed off, about to ask if she was single, but I reminded myself quickly that she had no family, and it was a really inappropriate question.

      “You don’t have to keep drawing me into a conversation, Sergeant. I’m okay.”

      “It’s to while away the time.”

      “You don’t look like the kind who has trouble living in the silence of his own mind.”

      … That was a strange comment. It wasn’t just strangely worded – the delivery was all wrong. Her voice twisted, and she had a far-off, almost disconnected look in her eyes, making it clear she was talking about herself.

      I cleared my throat, brought up a hand, and scratched my chin. “You’ve got to have questions about this place. Not that I can answer most of them,” I quickly reminded her and myself firmly, but right now, I’d do anything to take her mind off her fear.

      “I don’t have questions.”

      This woman had intrigued me since the moment I’d seen her. It wasn’t just the raw emotional nature of our first meeting – it was every interaction since.

      She was… odd. Though odd wasn’t the right word. I couldn’t figure out a better one.

      She was the kind of woman who commanded your attention and kept it. The kind of woman who, if you closed your eyes for a second, you feared you might miss her doing something important.

      Realizing I was allowing my thoughts to get the better of me, I scratched at my jaw.

      The both of us were remarkably healthy, considering our ordeal. As I trailed my nails down my throat, I dislodged a few scabbing scars, and a little splattered blood, but that was it.

      I knew there was a light gash in my brow, and when I got back to base, I’d patch it up.

      As for Grace?

      She was on her feet, and there was a little bit of blood splattered down her knees and over her cheek, but that was it.

      I got the sudden desire to ask her how she’d survived the explosion, but my better mind quickly kicked in and told me not to mention it. Do that, and I could accidentally unleash a tidal wave of emotion.

      It was clear this woman was just holding on.

      “If you want to converse, I guess we could… talk about the weather?” she tried.

      I couldn’t help it, and a kinked smile climbed my lips, my brow scrunching. “Scintillating topic.” Now might not have been the time for light banter, but I slipped into it all too easily around this odd woman.

      She shot me a bashful look, squeezing her lips in and scrunching them. “I was just wondering why those mountains are like that.” She appeared to reluctantly pull her hand out of her pocket and point toward the range in front of us.

      I shrugged. “Like what?”

      “The clouds haven’t shifted around those peaks since we got here. They look like they’re permanently enshrouded.”

      I let out a small chuckle and opened my mouth to tell her she had great observational skills, but then I damn well stopped myself.

      Keeping her distracted was one thing – sharing military secrets was another.

      You see, she was right – they were permanently enshrouded with clouds. It was an odd meteorological phenomenon no one had been able to adequately explain, and just another to join the long list of peculiarities about this realm. But importantly? It was something Grace really didn’t need to know.

      She looked at me expectantly.

      I shrugged. “They’re just clouds. Anything else you’d like to know… about the weather?”

      She looked at me, and either I was starting to get to know this woman, or my emotional intelligence was on-point, because I got the distinct impression she knew I’d just smoothed over her question.

      “How long have you been over here?”

      “Do you mean how many times I’ve traveled? Or the longest amount of time I’ve spent here?”

      She took several quiet seconds to answer, her lips pressed together uncomfortably. “You say travel like it’s the most natural thing in the world. Like you’re just going overseas or something.”

      I chuckled, scratching along my hairline. “I guess you’re right. I’ve never noticed. But to be honest, it is. It’s overseas travel without… well, without any seas being involved. Or planes.”

      “What’s the longest amount of time you’ve spent over here?”

      I shrugged. I quickly tried to ascertain whether it would be too much of a breach to explain this to her, and concluded it was hardly top-secret. “I think the longest I’ve spent here is about a three-week stint.”

      She paled. “That long?”

      I let out a small chuckle. “Yeah. There’s a lot to do. You’ve got to justify portal travel, too. If you don’t have to go back, you don’t go back.”

      “But what do you do?”

      We’d promptly strayed into a conversation I could not continue.

      All I had to do was wince, and she shook her head. “Never mind.”

      She looked at her feet, making it clear the conversation was over.

      “As for your other question,” I continued, even though she hadn’t had another question, “I haven’t really kept count, but I guess I’ve transferred a couple of hundred times.”

      Her eyes practically boggled. “A couple of hundred times?” she asked quietly, her voice strangled.

      I went to chuckle again, but it seemed disingenuous. She was really shocked for some reason.

      I pressed my lips together instead and shrugged. “Yeah. Like I said, I’ve lost count. I guess,” I let out a stupid laugh, “it’s no different to someone taking the bus to work every day.”

      “Except you’re being pulled across space to this soulless place.”

      My brow twitched up. “Sorry, soulless?”

      She paled slightly, her cheeks dropping, a blast of wind catching her hair and sending it whipping around her face, framing her surprise once more.

      I remembered that surprise. Like I’d said back on Earth, an image of it seemed seared into my mind. Even once I left this woman far behind and I returned her to where she belonged, I imagined I’d still be able to re-create that scene exactly. There was something about her stilled fear that would stay with anyone for life.

      “Sorry. Ignore me. I get verbose when I’m stressed out.”

      “You’re hardly verbose.”

      “Well I usually am,” she said distractedly as she looked to the side.

      “… Yeah.”

      I did it again – I trailed off into an awkward silence.

      I’d traveled with enough different people over the years to appreciate that some people didn’t like chit-chat. I could swing both ways. You wanted to talk, I’d join in. You wanted silence so you could contemplate the vast wilderness around you – I’d join in with that, too.

      But every time this woman stopped speaking, for some reason, it pulled me further into her story and made me want to know more.

      Like why she’d run down that maintenance shaft to hide. I could answer that question myself – she’d been overcome and her hindbrain had told her to look for the first quiet, protected place she could find. She would’ve seen that open maintenance tunnel in a split second and decided to throw herself down it.

      “Why did—” I began, but then I stopped myself.

      “What?”

      “Never mind.”

      “… You were going to talk about the explosion, right? You want to know what happened?”

      Prickles danced over my back, into my cheeks, and along my throat.

      I’d been doing such a damn good job of attempting to distract this woman that I’d forgotten all my own troubles. Now they flooded back in.

      “I don’t know what happened. I was walking past. I watched this car drive in, and the next thing I knew, the side of the building exploded.”

      “… How close were you?”

      “I was exactly where you found me. I don’t know, 20 meters back, I guess?”

      “You were damn lucky, then.” Thinking back, Grace had been standing in the path of the explosion. Twice. Yet she’d gotten off with barely a scratch.

      “… Yeah, lucky.”

      We dwindled into a much sharper silence this time, and I rued the fact I’d dragged her into this conversation.

      But it did the one thing my other pathetic questions hadn’t been able to do – it got her speaking again. Because without another question, she opened her lips and volunteered, “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Saving me. From the second explosion. And sorry… I got you dragged here.”

      I pressed my lips together and nodded. Then I shook my head. “You didn’t get me dragged here. That portal opened randomly. And in a way, it’s lucky I was there when it did. If you’d been dragged here by yourself—” I stopped abruptly. It wasn’t because I didn’t want to share any secrets of this realm with Grace – it was because I didn’t want to make her any more scared.

      Yeah, I’d pretended we were safe out here. And mostly we were. But if there was one rule about this place, it was unpredictability.

      There were brigands. There were untamed beasts, much larger and more violent than anything there was on Earth. And there were those who did not agree with the Portal Taskforce’s presence.

      It was the last group you had to worry about this far out from the military base, especially when you didn’t have other soldiers to watch your back.

      “I guess I would’ve stayed here till I died,” Grace said abruptly.

      It took me a moment to link her comment back to our conversation. I paled as I realized I’d freaked her out. “You would’ve been fine. Someone would have found you.”

      She got the strangest expression as she stared distractedly at the ground. “Yeah.”

      Why were this woman’s reactions so off-kilter? Why did every second thing she said make the skin along the back of my neck crawl?

      I scratched my ear. “None of that matters, though. We were transported together. So let’s concentrate on making it to Maglite, the closest city.”

      We’d finally reached the path at the base of the grassy plain.

      Grace seemed to hesitate before she strode onto it.

      She had the oddest crumpled expression.

      She kept twisting her head up, her gaze tracking along the beaten dirt road.

      “It’s really quite safe,” I tried.

      She didn’t respond.

      We dwindled back into silence. I racked my brain, trying to think of something to say to draw her out of her own head.

      I didn’t have to rack my brain for long.

      “When we get to the city, you’ll be able to see one of the Royal palaces. Quite a sight—” I began.

      Grace’s knee buckled suddenly, and she fell harshly to the side.

      “Whoa.” I skidded over to her, grabbed a hand on her elbow, and helped her up.

      She anchored her other hand on my wrist as she pulled herself to her feet.

      And that’s when I felt her fingers.

      They were as frozen as flesh that had come directly from the freezer.

      “Dammit.” I re-gripped her hand and let my fingers linger around hers, her wide eyes opening further when I didn’t promptly drop her hand and shove away.

      “… Ah, why are you still holding my hand?”

      “Your fingers are cold – seriously cold. I thought it was just the aftereffects of the jump. But it’s been too long.” I brought my thumb around and ran it up the side of her palm, checking the rest of her hand.

      It was as icy as a frost-covered rock.

      Looking bashful, her bright cheeks flushing with a touch of red, she shrugged. “It’s a genetic condition. They’re always cold. Sorry,” she added, as if it was her fault. “… Is there a problem?”

      “It’s not ideal considering traditions around these parts.”

      “Sorry?”

      I finally dropped her hand; I had no good reason to keep holding it, though my fingers were tempted to linger to heat her up. I pulled my pack off my shoulder, shoved a hand in through the top, and started rooting around for a pair of gloves. Technically, they were tactical issue, and were intended to assist you in gripping onto your gun during cold conditions, but they’d do for now.

      Anything would do for now, I told myself firmly. All I had to do was get Grace back to a military base, and this misadventure would be history.

      I proffered the gloves at her.

      When she blinked in confusion, I picked up her hand and pushed them into her open palm.

      I had a fleeting moment to wonder why I was being so tactile with Grace all the time, then she shook her head and shoved the gloves back. “The cold doesn’t bother me. Never has. Plus, those gloves look at least four sizes too big—”

      “Just put them on.” I shoved them back at her. “It’s a sin to have cold hands around these parts.”

      She gave me a look – one that told me this place made no sense.

      I laughed softly. “Yeah, I know – mad. But it’s their culture, not ours. And until we can get you back to a base, we’re going to have to live by it.”

      She shrugged and pulled on the gloves. She was right – they were far too large, and the fabric bunched around her knuckles and fingertips, looking like they would fall off if she so much as gestured too quickly.

      Before I could think it through, I shifted in, my boot crunching against the loose gravel below us, and I scooped up her left hand. I pulled the glove on properly, hooking the base under her sleeve so it was more secure.

      I did the same to her other hand, then stood back.

      It was only when she looked up at me with that slightly surprised expression she always had that I realized I’d done it again. Why was I so hands-on with this woman? It wasn’t like she couldn’t have secured the gloves tightly on her own.

      Before I could look too confused by my own actions, I turned, cleared my throat, shouldered my pack, and shrugged forward. “The market is just this way. A head’s up, though – it won’t be too much longer until we start seeing traffic.”

      Though I had my back to her, I could just see her out of the corner of my eye as she took a step forward. She brought her hands up and rested them on her elbows as she appeared to warm her arms.

      It didn’t work, and she shivered, her slight shoulders trembling under her small jacket.

      “I thought you said you didn’t feel the cold?” I pressed my bottom lip up and tried for a friendly smile.

      It took her a moment to pull her eyes off the dramatic view of the snow-capped mountain ranges in the distance. She looked up at me from under flattened brows, her mouth ticking into a half-frown. “I’m not cold… I guess.”

      “You guess?” I laughed. I couldn’t help it – Grace’s reactions were always so strange.

      She blinked quickly and looked away.

      Realizing I’d gone too far, and reminding myself swiftly that this woman had just been through hell, I pulled my pack off yet again, shoved a hand into it, and grabbed out the jacket I’d packed for her. Just like my gloves, it was far too large for Grace, but if she zipped it up, it would still keep out the cold.

      She looked at it, hesitated, then only took it off me once I shoved it closer.

      At least this time I didn’t bodily put it on her. I just watched out of the corner of my eye as she pulled her hair over her shoulder, pushed into the jacket, and zipped it up. Or at least she tried to. She was having a legitimately hard time considering her gloves were too large. After a few attempts to push the zip into the base of the jacket front, she gave up, shoved her glove into her mouth, and went to bite it off.

      I stepped in, then hesitated.

      Stop dressing the woman, Mark – I chastised myself firmly. She’s a frigging grownup.

      She looked up at me.

      I cleared my throat. “Do you want me to, ah—”

      She pulled the glove off in one swift move, grabbed the jacket firmly, and zipped it up.

      Then she pulled her glove on tightly, tucking it under the sleeve just as I had.

      My stomach sank as I realized I shouldn’t have offered, but before it could bottom out too much, she arched her head forward. “Let’s go.”

      She appeared to hesitate, one foot shivering slightly, then she pushed off, her ballet flats crunching over the uneven earth.

      Her gaze was locked on the rough path ahead – for a few seconds at least. All too soon it ticked up like clockwork and locked on the mountain range in the distance.

      As we walked in silence, and as I tried to recover from that damn uncomfortable interaction, she never pulled her gaze off the mountains. It was like she was being drawn toward them or something.

      I shook my head to dislodge that stupid thought, and I jogged to catch up after I’d shouldered my bag once more.

      In the distance, the wind howled along the dara wood forests. Chill and fast, the gale seemed to howl in off the mountains, and it brought with it the frigid promise of snow.

      I just hoped we reached the Maglite before the storm hit.

      Tugging my head back down and angling my face toward Grace, something told me we wouldn’t make it.
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      There was only so long I could keep this charade up. With every second, I felt my grasp on my mental health slipping like icy fingers against a smooth steel wall.

      I could tell Sergeant Mark Sheppard already thought I was mad.

      At least we were walking in silence again.

      Maybe he realized our conversation had dried up, or maybe he was wondering just how insane I was.

      The answer?

      Mad enough to think that those mountains in the distance were calling me.

      Though I’d been dreaming of this place since I was a kid, the dreams had always been diffuse, nothing more than flashes that were easily forgotten. They’d formed lasting impressions, sure, but more than anything, I remembered the feel of Xandia, but nothing specific.

      Now I swore I was getting these detailed sparks that flooded my mind randomly.

      From that village up in the treetops in the forest, to massive great big beasts of burden that were halfway between an elephant and a snuffling dog.

      They were just the beginning. When Mark had spoken of a Royal palace in the city we were headed to, I’d lost my balance because a memory had slammed into my head with all of the force of a bat to my brain.

      I’d seen it – right there in front of my mind’s eye. Fully detailed, as if somebody had burned it onto my retinas.

      The image in my head was so real – so damn real that it couldn’t be a hallucination.

      … Right?

      But if the Royal palace was bad, those mountains were worse.

      I… was obsessed with them.

      I had to continually readjust my path so I didn’t end up veering toward them.

      They… they seemed to hold the key to all of this. If only I was brave enough to walk up them, I’d find out precisely why this land had been haunting me my entire life.

      “You hungry? Thirsty?” Mark tried for the fifth time.

      He probably thought I was about to drop – that, or have some kind of hysterical fit.

      His face was permanently crumpled with concern now, and I could tell he wanted to get this babysitting of me over and done with so he could get back to his real work.

      Though I’d been so consumed by my own troubles since appearing in Xandia, at least one thing could hold my curiosity.

      “Why did you put your hand up to work on the Portal Taskforce?” I asked out of the blue.

      Mark swung his gaze toward me, and I could tell from the small smile on his lips that at least he was happy I was initiating a conversation finally. I could also tell from the crumple in his brow that it would be another conversation where he would have to measure his every word lest he let some all-important secret out. “I was in the Army before news of the portal hit.” He shrugged. “I’ve always liked adventure. And there’s nothing—”

      “Quite like Xandia,” I finished his sentence.

      He shrugged and gave another affable grin. “Yeah. Once you come here, it gets in your blood, you know?”

      I stiffened. Realizing I couldn’t keep clutching a hand into a fist every time I became emotionally fraught, I settled for grinding my teeth instead.

      If I wanted to hide my reaction from Mark, I didn’t do a good enough job. He brought up his hands and winced. “Though you do technically need to go through a quarantine bath every time you transport back to Earth, there are no significant contagions that Earth antibiotics can’t fight. Which kind of sounds bad,” he conceded. “What I’m trying to say is it’s very unlikely you’ll pick up an infection.”

      I just watched him. An infection I could deal with. Xandia somehow getting into yet more of my blood – I couldn’t.

      I brought up a gloved hand, latched it on my shoulder, and tried to rub some heat into it.

      Mark became fascinated by the move for some reason. “You’re still cold?”

      “I told you, it’s genetic. I can never really heat up.”

      He winced. “Just don’t touch anyone,” he said randomly.

      “Sorry?”

      He shook his head. “This place is great, sure, but their superstitions are something else. In Xandia, it’s a sin to have cold hands.”

      I swallowed.

      “Don’t worry. They’re not going to do anything to an outsider. But maybe don’t provoke them.”

      Rather than tell him I didn’t randomly go around touching strangers and trailing my cold hands down their backs, I sharpened my gaze. Interest curdled within me for the first time since our conversation had begun. “What… other superstitions are there?”

      He snorted. “They are innumerable. You’re meant to travel with a book detailing them whenever you come here.”

      “… Can I have a look at it?” Why was I suddenly so interested?

      Right, because I couldn’t stop myself. This curiosity was coming from somewhere inside me, and I couldn’t damp down on it like I had before.

      Mark opened his mouth automatically, but obviously thought better of offering me one. No doubt it would just contain more secrets. “They’re mostly just random things. You can’t stutter in public.”

      I twisted my lips to the side.

      “Yeah, I know, cruel and unusual, right? Stuttering means you’ve got a demon grabbing your tongue or something.”

      I winced harder.

      “… You don’t stutter, do you? I haven’t heard you—”

      I shrugged my shoulders tightly. “M-maybe when I’m nervous,” I volunteered, and for the first time, I demonstrated fully well that I stuttered as the m in maybe wavered.

      Mark did not look thrilled, but he shrugged it off, his shoulders retaining some stiffness he couldn’t shake out. “It won’t be a problem. You won’t have to talk to many people.”

      “So shut up and keep my hands to myself?” I summarized.

      He let out an uncomfortable laugh. “Sounds bad when you put it like that.”

      “… What… other superstitions are there?”

      I could tell Mark was infinitely gladdened by the fact I was finally involving him in a conversation where he didn’t have to bend over backward to keep me interested.

      He ticked his gaze up to the left, and I could tell he was probably sifting through his mind to find information he could readily share. It didn’t take him long for his lips to kink. “You want crazy, try this. It’s forbidden to pull the sun from the sky.”

      Something in my stomach kicked.

      He must’ve taken my crumpled expression as confused amusement, because he let out another laugh. “I know, right? It’s illegal to wake up the Goddess of Death.”

      I clenched my teeth.

      “But number one,” he brought up a finger and pressed it forward stiffly, “it is forbidden to bring Pandora home.”

      Pandora.

      That word… made its way in. It forced its way into my mind, then from there, down into my body. It felt like a knife someone had stabbed into the center of my forehead and dragged down, down, down.

      I couldn’t control my expression.

      I wasn’t obsessed with Greek mythology. I’d never studied it.

      And back on Earth, the few times I’d come across that word, I’d never acted like this. But here, with the backdrop of those damn mountains, my gut tried to pull itself from my body.

      “That was a little freaky, I know, right? It’s just a transliteration error. It sounds like Pandora to us, but it’s probably Pandarra to them or something,” he tried.

      I’d just met this man. Our interactions had been fraught, and I’d hardly gathered the experience to enable me to read his mental state. But right now I could tell he was lying. It was to do with the stiffness of the skin around his eyes, the pale touch to his cheeks, and the tightness of his neck muscles.

      “… Yeah,” I managed, somehow forcing my lips to move though all they wanted to do was remain clamped shut like a vice.

      It was forbidden to bring Pandora home.

      It was… forbidden to bring Pandora home.

      That phrase repeated in my skull. It was like the verbal equivalent of a drill that was meant to strip back my gray matter and search for something buried deep within my mind.

      Mark stretched out his shoulders. He went to open his mouth, but I watched his head yank behind us, a deep frown marking his lips.

      He stared back the way we’d come, his gaze narrowing.

      “I think traffic’s coming,” he said, voice careful.

      I watched him reposition his weight, his hand brushing toward his side.

      I could see from the tension riding up his wrist and fingers that he was getting ready to grab one of his guns if he had to.

      I was hardly conversant with the great outdoors, but I could appreciate that in valleys like this, sometimes you couldn’t accurately detect in which direction a sound was coming from.

      Mark would know more than me, though, right?

      So why did I suddenly draw up a hand and point it in front of us? “It’s coming from that direction,” I said calmly and matter-of-factly.

      “What?” Mark swung his head around and blinked in front of us, just in time to see clouds of dust starting to lift up the twisting path that disappeared behind a hump in the hill.

      Mark didn’t say anything.

      He took a step until he repositioned himself in front of me, and without a word, backed off, pressing me further off the path.

      “Probably soldiers come to find us,” he tried. “Maybe the portal substation wasn’t so damaged after all, and they managed to detect where the portal spat us out.”

      “That dust doesn’t look like it’s coming from a car to me. It doesn’t sound like one, either,” I volunteered again, even though I couldn’t detect what the sound actually was. It was too far off. And the wind was directed toward it, not away.

      And yet—

      Just as something appeared over the rise in the hill, my gut bottomed out.

      It was as if I’d swallowed a bomb and it had just exploded in my stomach.

      I lost all muscular control. It was robbed from me as if someone had severed my spine.

      Mark was still standing protectively in front of me, one hand hovering close to his gun, his stiff fingers ready to snap it out in a second.

      As my knees cut out, I tumbled into the ditch behind me.

      Mark half turned his head toward me, but before concern could rumple his brow, the vehicle finally came into view.

      It was a carriage.

      Large and ornate, it looked as if it was as wide as a large SUV and just as long.

      It wasn’t being dragged by horses.

      It was being dragged by two dog-like elephant beasts. The very same beasts I’d seen in that flash of a memory from before.

      I lost it, a strangled gasp escaping my lips.

      I was too weak to even bring up a hand and clamp it over my mouth.

      The carriage was one of the most ornate things I’d ever seen.

      It was gold, black, and blue, and looked like an amalgam of Moorish design with rococo gilt.

      As it came over the rise, sunshine struck it, playing along the metal edges, glimmering along the blue enamel like a sunset over deep blue ocean waters.

      I watched Mark practically crumple in relief.

      His hand instantly dropped from his gun. I could see a slice of the side of his face, and half a smile crept up his lips.

      I twisted. On the inside and the outside.

      It felt as if something grabbed hold of my heart and tried to wrench it from my chest. At the same time, I remained crumpled in the ditch, my arms moving around each other, my hands locking onto my elbows as I drew my knees up.

      “It’s okay. It’s just a Royal carriage. Thank God.”

      I didn’t waste the breath to point out that Mark had promised me this region was safe.

      I focused on the exact cold, dreadful tingles racing down my back, across my hips, and into my legs.

      It felt like somebody had injected ice into my bloodstream and they just kept doing it, second after second until the one thing I feared happened.

      The carriage didn’t stream past us, those odd creatures at the lead running out of sight, harnessed to the massive wheeled structure with strips of cast metal and gray leather.

      No. The carriage stopped. And as it did, my heart stopped for a few beats as if I was going into cardiac arrest.

      There was no one up front driving this thing – just those two beasts and the carriage itself.

      “It’s okay. I know those babook creatures look strange. But you can get up, Grace. Everything’s fine now,” Mark tried as he brushed some speck of dirt off his pants and appeared to straighten himself as if he was a pupil about to stand in front of the principal.

      I didn’t get up.

      I couldn’t.

      My gaze wasn’t locked on those two chimera-like creatures that looked as if they were out of a kid’s flipbook.

      It wasn’t that my nose was overcome by the strange scent of trodden dirt mixed in with animal hide and this sickly sweet scent I couldn’t place.

      It wasn’t even the imposing look of the carriage itself that felt as if it had been pulled from Tsarist Russia and had come directly out of the mind of Faberge himself.

      No. It was what was inside that was slowly destroying me.

      Who was inside?

      I—

      It took several seconds for the door to open.

      I heard something unlock. It was faint, so indistinct, it sounded like nothing more than a fingernail tapping another fingernail from across the room. Yet I picked it up, because I felt it.

      It was this truly sharp sensation that stabbed into the back of my neck like a knife.

      The carriage was big, but maybe I didn’t appreciate how truly big it was until the door opened and I saw my first Xandians.

      I looked up into the face of a man who looked roughly human. The only thing that gave away his alien roots was the pale color of his eyes. They looked like tumbled glass embedded in white sand.

      He also had lines and dots on his skin.

      They weren’t veins so much as some strange patterning.

      A splatter of spots rose up the side of his cheeks and stopped just under those eerily pale eyes.

      He was wearing a purple and red, trim uniform that was high at the neck and came down tightly to his wrists. It looked reminiscent of Mark’s own dress uniform. There was one difference, however.

      There was a massive great sword slung at this man’s hips.

      It was sitting in a jewel-encrusted scabbard, and along one side was writing I’d never seen, and yet writing I somehow instantly recognized.

      It wasn’t from Earth. It wasn’t even from my dreams. And yet, I… though it sounded completely crazy, I got the impression I’d been seeing it my whole life, almost as if I always caught glimpses of it out of the corner of my eye.

      Though Mark had looked unbelievably relieved when the carriage had approached, now I watched his cheeks stiffen.

      “I know you,” the Xandian man announced. “You are Sergeant Steward or something.”

      “Sheppard. Sergeant Mark Sheppard.” Mark flattened a hand on his stomach, placed his other hand on top of his knee, and bowed low for precisely 5 seconds.

      The man in the carriage did nothing. Except for sweep his gaze over to me.

      A frown marked his broad lips as those pale eyes narrowed. “What are you doing out here? I thought you would be at the palace,” he said to Mark. “I thought you had another present for Lady Tallet.” The man’s voice had been even until he said the words Lady Tallet.

      Mark looked bashful.

      I’d seen Mark go through a gamut of expressions so far, but bashful hadn’t been one of them. Awkward, sure – he seemed awkward every time he had to touch me. But this?

      It was a mix of embarrassment and deep-seated unease. He pressed his lips together then dragged them across his teeth. “There was a slight accident.”

      “Accident?” The man smiled.

      Normal people didn't smile when others had accidents.

      From the moment I’d set eyes on this man, I’d been able to appreciate his character.

      Sure, he wasn’t human, but to me that didn’t matter.

      I could see past the pageantry and dappled spots and pale eyes.

      On the inside was a man I could recognize. A man who devoted himself 150 percent to himself.

      You very rarely met people who were truly arrogant. You often met people who were master compartmentalizers and managed to subsume their morals under their desires.

      This guy?

      He looked like the self-appointed ruler of the world.

      “Sir Jarrak, it is good to see you.”

      This man, Sir Jarrak, flicked his gaze to me once more. “What manner of dress is that woman wearing?” I watched his gaze dart down from my overly large military jacket with my gloved hands peeking through, then down to my blood-stained stockings and ballet flats.

      “She’s…” Mark trailed off.

      I could tell from this brief interaction that Mark hadn’t been expecting to meet this man, whoever Sir Jarrak was. Just as I could tell that Mark’s mind was furiously attempting to come up with some story as to why we were here.

      He’d led me to believe that once we met someone from the Royal family, it would be a hop, skip, and a jump back to a military base and then Earth.

      But Mark had to be pussyfooting around this man for some reason.

      “She’s a guest,” Mark lied.

      … A moment before, he’d admitted that there’d been an accident. Now he seemed reluctant to mention it again.

      “What is her position within your Earth hierarchy?” Sir Jarrak asked as he offered me another flashing-eyed look.

      “She…” Mark tried.

      I hadn’t known Mark long, but I appreciated one thing – he was a terrible liar.

      Something in me told me not to open my mouth, yet a far greater force rose up to push that something away.

      “I’m what we call a banker. I deal in precious minerals, currency, and wealth,” I said, surprising myself when my voice was smooth and even.

      What I’d said wasn’t technically a lie, so my delivery had come off perfectly.

      Sir Jarrak arched an eyebrow, suddenly looking more interested. “I see. An important guest. But why are you two walking along the outskirts of the Dewer forests? I thought we made it clear that there were many brigands in this area and groups of alternative means.”

      I had no idea what a group of alternative means meant, but I understood brigands.

      I shot the back of Mark’s head a look. No wonder he’d been so keen to get his hands on his guns.

      Mark straightened his shoulders once more, and he was obviously thankful I’d come up with a good enough excuse as to who I was and why I was here.

      “I—” Mark began.

      Sir Jarrak locked his gaze on me again. There was something awfully penetrating about it. It felt like he was slowly burning you alive with two lasers. “Is she here to assess the mineralogical wealth of this area?” Sir Jarrak said snidely. “I thought your… what was the word again? Oh yes, geologists, had already done that?”

      “I’m not a geologist, sir. I’m a wealth creator,” I said with a straight face. It was pretty easy. That’s what my bank tried to force us tellers to say whenever we advertised credit cards and loans. We were meant to act as if they were services that would make the customer rich, not the bank.

      Jarrak’s expression changed again. “I see. But you spoke of an accident. Has your means of transportation become lost?”

      Sir Jarrak gave the hill behind us a cursory glance.

      He was the kind of man who gave you the impression that everything he did was cursory until he chose otherwise. In other words, he would interact with you only as he saw fit until he found something worthwhile in what you did or what you owned.

      “Yeah, our transport became lost,” Mark lied flatly.

      “I see.” A fake smile spread Sir Jarrak’s lips. “In that case, please come aboard.”

      Mark hesitated.

      “There is no need to stand on ceremony, Sergeant,” Jarrak said the word Sergeant with dripping derision. “I welcome you aboard. You are the honored guests of Oblevia.”

      I tried not to gasp again, even though the urge controlled me.

      What?

      What had he just said?

      … Oblevia?

      Why did that word—

      Jarrak ticked his gaze toward me once more. He nodded in deference. “Please, honored guest, you’re welcome in my humble carriage. What title do you possess?”

      Mark was still clearly making his mind up, so he answered relatively automatically, “Her title is Miss Grace.”

      “Miss Grace it is. A beautiful name, may I add. Grace has an equivalent in our own native language, not that we use it much anymore. You humans opened our eyes to the subtleties and power of English when you visited us 50 years ago, after all.”

      I looked at him, trying to control the horror that the word Oblevia had created within me. “Ah, thank you,” I managed awkwardly.

      Mark finally made up his mind. With one last look over his shoulder at the forest beyond, he gestured me forward.

      This entire time, I’d been down on my knees in the ditch.

      I hadn’t moved, and I hadn’t noticed until now.

      Jarrak obviously had, because a slightly amused smile picked up his lips. “I can pick you up if you would prefer—”

      “She’s fine,” Mark said stiffly. He turned over his shoulder to offer me a hand.

      I rose on my own.

      Did my limbs still feel like jelly?

      Absolutely. Was my heart beating at 100 miles an hour? Yes.

      Did my stomach twist at the idea of getting in this carriage?

      Of course.

      But at the same time, I didn’t have any other option.

      Mark waited until I was on my feet, then he got in the carriage first, pushing close to Jarrak and waiting for him to shift out of the way.

      Mark turned around and offered me a hand.

      I reached my arm out and let him grab my hand. He easily pulled me up the high steps.

      That’s when I saw the inside of the carriage.

      Its opulence wasn’t what caught me.

      I’d been right before when I’d said it looked as if it had been born of Faberge’s imagination. The inside looked precisely as fancy as some golden jewelry box.

      There were rounded porthole-like windows that allowed one a view of the rolling plains around us, but they were nothing compared to the view inside.

      There were two other people.

      One was potentially the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

      But her dress, eyes, and perfect complexion could not detract from the man sitting on his own along one side of the carriage.

      He was dressed from head-to-foot in simple black robes.

      They covered his hands and hung low to his feet, only a pair of thick black boots visible. The hood obscured his face right down to his chin.

      I couldn’t even see his lips.

      But his chin was enough.

      While the lady also possessed delicate smatterings of spots up her cheeks and a few twisting lines too, this man… he….

      There was a line of light right down his chin, over his jaw, down his neck, and presumably one that tracked over the rest of his body.

      It wasn’t some kind of tattoo.

      It was illumination as if the man had bioluminescence like a firefly.

      Though I was overcome by the sight, riveted to the spot as if I’d just met a freaking god, I wasn’t the only one who was impressed.

      I watched Mark’s cheeks twitch, his eyes widening slightly, his brow pushing up high against his hairline.

      This carriage might have been large, but that didn’t matter.

      I felt as if space was suddenly contorted and I was drawn toward the man in the black robe like a magnet being attracted to its opposite pole.

      “I understand you are an honored guest,” I heard Jarrak from behind me, “but you must not stare at the priests and priestesses of Xandia. I had assumed your Earth Taskforce had spread this knowledge by now.”

      I managed to jerk my terrified gaze off that so-called priest – though in my head, he still looked more like a god – and I fixed it on Jarrak.

      Though his cheeks were rigid with a touch of anger, there was still a slight glimmer of amusement in his eyes as I stared at him in abject terror.

      Mark cleared his throat. “She’s a fly-in. She isn’t here for long. I’ll take responsibility.”

      “Indeed.” Jarrak’s eyes narrowed as he looked at me, then he gestured for me to take a seat next to the woman in the insanely beautiful dress.

      I wouldn’t say it looked like it was out of a fairytale. It was far too detailed for that.

      The bodice was made of an unusual shimmering soft fabric I’d never seen the likes of. It was comparable to an amalgam of silk, satin, and pearls.

      It was embroidered in this shimmering, light silver thread.

      Just like Jarrak’s scabbard, it was emblazoned with those same haunting symbols.

      The ones that reached into me and told me I knew that language though I’d never seen it before.

      “Sit down, Grace,” Mark said stiffly under his breath.

      I took a moment to reposition myself and turn around, somehow hating the fact I was showing my back to that priest.

      The carriage had several couch-like seats, and I sat right on the edge of one, as far away from everyone as I could manage.

      The woman turned toward me, her perfect eyes flicking over me thoroughly before she nodded once in deference.

      Well, I say deference – it was little more than a flick of her neck.

      I tried to do the same, but Mark cleared his throat, so I went back to stiffly sitting on the edge of the couch.

      Jarrak turned, apparently satisfied, hooked a hand on the door, and closed it.

      As it shut, I got the fleeting desire to shove past and throw myself back out into the wilderness.

      I’d been wrong. I felt so much safer there than I did in here.

      Mark waited for Jarrak to gesture to a seat before he sat down.

      It wasn’t next to the priest. And I quickly realized it was probably because no one could sit next to that strange man, let alone look at him. Every time I so much as tried to glance at him, Mark would clear his throat pointedly.

      “Where is it that you are headed, Sergeant?” Jarrak asked as he arranged himself beside Mark on one of the long couches.

      Both men were roughly the same size, but as Jarrak leaned back, hooked one leg over the other, and let his sword bang onto the chair between him and Mark, it was damn obvious he was trying to take up more room.

      These were the first aliens I’d ever met, yet they postured precisely like humans.

      And they spoke English.

      That fact made my mind reel.

      Though I’d always been obsessed with the portals and had researched everything I could back on Earth, most of the day-to-day details of Xandia were kept secret to ordinary humans like me.

      I had no idea we’d introduced English to Xandia and they’d accepted it wholeheartedly.

      Just as I’d had no idea Xandians could be this terrifying.

      I clamped down on my jaw, forcing myself not to swivel my gaze to the priest.

      Was he looking at me?

      There was no earthly way I could tell. The fabric of his hood was dark and thick and completely obscured his eyes. It was so large, the bunched fabric hid the angle his head was turned in.

      And yet, for some damn reason, I knew his gaze was locked on me.

      I was so uncomfortable, it felt as if I’d swallowed slithering snakes.

      “Where are you heading?” Jarrak asked Mark once more.

      “The Area Eight Substation.” Mark spoke in a monotone, and the entire time, he kept most of his attention locked on me, no doubt to ensure I didn’t do anything that would insult Sir Jarrak and his strange entourage.

      Though I was seated right on the edge of this large couch, I wasn’t the only one attempting to keep to myself.

      The lady beside me hadn’t said a word to me, but she had bunched her dress away from me, and she held it protectively in one stiff hand, her head imperiously directed toward the view.

      “Such a quick visit,” Jarrak commented. “Lady Tallet will be terribly disappointed if you don’t include her in your itinerary.” It seemed that whenever this Sir Jarrak character said the name Lady Tallet, he did so with enough derision to fill a bucket. It practically dripped off him, his stiff lips becoming white as tension climbed his face.

      “I will return soon. This detour wasn’t planned.” Mark didn’t look at Jarrak as he spoke.

      Jarrak flicked his gaze to me on the word detour. “I see. But it must’ve been a valuable one. Tell me, Miss Grace, how do you create wealth?” He leaned forward, his leg still crossed over the other, his arms still splayed along the back of the couch.

      I watched Mark swallow uncomfortably.

      “Are you asking how the integrated financial system of Earth works?” I stammered through my words, realizing that if I had any chance of taking hold of this conversation, I would have to lose Sir Jarrak in complicated concepts he didn’t understand.

      He arched an eyebrow. “I must admit that my tutelage in Earth economics has been somewhat lacking. But I’m not asking that. I’m asking precisely what it is you trade in.”

      “Equity, loans, and financial products,” I said.

      “Before, you mentioned precious minerals. Do you have any on you?” He looked me up and down.

      I looked at Mark.

      “You see, it is customary to offer a member of the ruling class a gift upon meeting them.”

      “This is not the first time we have met,” Mark tried.

      Jarrak didn’t appear to be paying any attention to Mark. He still had his full attention locked on me.

      I had nothing on me. I’d lost my bag. Even then, I really doubted this guy would want a five-dollar bill or a stick of gum.

      Before I could hope that this was just some game Jarrak was playing, the priest shifted in his seat, and this time obviously angled his head toward me.

      It sent such a sharp cascade of nerves darting up my back, I almost fell from the seat.

      “Unfortunately we lost one of our packs—” Mark lied.

      I did a mental calculation of everything that was on me.

      I had a used tissue in my pocket – and I really doubted this arrogant man would accept that as an esteemed gift.

      I had ruined stockings, a stained jacket that was covered in ash and blood, and—

      I shoved a hand down my top.

      I pulled out my necklace.

      It was simple. It wasn’t worth much.

      But it meant something to me.

      It was a polished piece of maw sit sit – a type of jadeite – set in a silver bevel setting.

      I unhooked the clasp competently with one hand, hesitated, then handed it over to him.

      He shifted forward and opened his hand, suggesting I would have to get up and give it to him.

      I pushed up, but at that precise moment, the carriage set off, and it shuddered so violently, I was thrown forward.

      Mark tried to twitch to his feet to catch me, but he was nowhere near as fast as Jarrak who was closer.

      The next thing I knew, Jarrak had a hand on my hip and one on my elbow, holding me in place.

      I gave a small gasp of surprise right in his face.

      Jarrak just smiled, a twisted, broad grin jerking up into his cheeks. “I can’t have a guest falling at my feet,” he said.

      I got the sudden impression that he wanted to add not yet.

      Still holding me in place, but thankfully removing his hand from my hip, he ticked his head down and locked his gaze on my offering.

      He played with the chain, slid his fingers down it, then grasped the pendant.

      It was small, but it was still an impressive example of maw sit sit, struck through with luminescent green lines.

      “I have not yet seen this stone. It fascinates me. What a beautiful gift. And still warm from its owner,” he added creepily.

      My stomach twisted.

      “I accept.” He took it from me, released his grip on my wrist like a clamp unlocking, then nodded at my seat once more as if I was a dog who was meant to crawl back to the doghouse.

      Feeling less comfortable by the second, I shifted over, getting my balance first so the rocking carriage didn’t knock me off my feet once more.

      I sat right on the edge of the couch this time, my leg muscles locked in case I had to spring up, grab the door, and throw myself at the mercy of the brigands beyond.

      Jarrak sat down, taking up just as much room as before, brought up my pendant, and let it twist in front of his face. “Now this is a present. I should have to remember it. I will give you something of equal worth.” He looked at me over the top of the pendant.

      I brought my hands up and waved them. “No, no. That’s fine. Please just accept… my gift.”

      I loved that pendant. The last thing I wanted to do was give it to a letch like Sir Jarrak.

      Suffice to say, Mark didn’t look happy. I don’t think his jaw could be stiffer. His neck muscles looked so tightly wound, they were like rubber bands someone had wrapped around his throat.

      I had no idea how long it would take us to get by horse and cart to our destination – not that the creatures outside were horses.

      But I understood that every single second of this would be utter torture.

      Yet this freakish Jarrak wasn’t the worst part by far.

      I could put up with his arrogant advances.

      The priest sitting quietly on his own, however, was something completely different.

      I kept staring at that flash of light down his chin and neck out of the corner of my eye, begging myself never to look at him directly.

      His… just his mere presence did things to my mind.

      I started to see things. If I was foolish enough to close my eyes for too long, those impressions would become all the sharper.

      I saw valleys studded with townships, farm fields, and great pitted roads joining them.

      And then I saw cities, sprawling, cobbled, with three-story thatched homes marching up toward palaces on hills.

      And shrines… I saw shrines to gods.

      I saw men just like Sir Jarrak, and ladies just like the one who sat beside me.

      All of these impressions, all of them on fast forward, all slamming into me, getting faster, getting harder. Every one undermining me further as I sat there on the edge of that seat, my hands curled into bloodless fists as I pressed them against my knees and stared dead-eyed at the floor.

      I had to get away from this place.

      Because the further I traveled into Xandia, the further its web ensnared me.

      Go too far in, get too caught up, and I would never be free again.
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        Sergeant Mark Sheppard

      

      

      This was about the worst thing that could’ve happened.

      Even brigands would’ve been easier to deal with. Now I was armed, I would’ve taken a whole gang of them over this bastard.

      Because Jarrak was a bastard.

      Of all the affiliated members of the Zentaria Royal family I could have come across, Jarrak was the worst.

      He wasn’t technically a member of the Royal family – just a hanger on if you asked me.

      Technically half of noble birth, he liked to pretend he was a military man, though his only training was in arrogance and self-assuredness.

      I’d had run-ins with him in the past. Sir Jarrak had been courting Lady Tallet for years. And Lady Tallet?

      Yeah, Cadet Sparks had been right back on Earth.

      For all intents and purposes, Tallet would take me as I was.

      She was infatuated with me for some reason, and while I tried to keep my distance, my superiors used that infatuation. Hence the fact this morning I’d bought her yet another set of pearls.

      She was the daughter of Prince Larat, who nominally ruled this area. In other words, she was an extremely important player.

      Sir Jarrak?

      He was just an irritating wildcard who most of the time I thankfully avoided. But right now? It was pretty damn hard to avoid him considering he was right next to me and taking up as much room as a bull.

      His jeweled scabbard kept banging into my side. That I could take.

      The fact Jarrak had locked onto Grace like a targeting missile, I couldn’t take.

      The bastard had demanded a gift from her.

      I knew Xandian tradition.

      Though it was customary upon first meeting a new group of people to exchange gifts, the Taskforce had given more than their fair share of presents to the Royal family, including Jarrak.

      Yet the prick had made her give him her necklace.

      For what?

      Dominance. Everything Jarrak did was about dominance.

      Now Grace, the poor thing, sat on the edge of her seat, trying to keep to herself, her hands locked on her knees. Though they were covered in my tactical gloves, I could tell they’d be as white and bloodless as a corpse’s.

      Though the last thing I wanted to do was draw Sir Jarrak into a conversation, I needed to know how long it would take to get to some habitable station. Anything would do.

      Earth forces were pretty thick around this area, and they had detachments in most towns. All I needed to do was meet a fellow soldier – that’s it. Then this nightmare would be all but over.

      Hey, or maybe the nightmare would just be beginning.

      Because there was one of them in the carriage.

      Seeing Sir Jarrak was one thing – having a priest only a few meters from me was another.

      Priests weren’t gods. They were close, though. Some subspecies as far as human intelligence went.

      The lines that marked their entire bodies, running around their midlines like a rope holding them together, were not ceremonial markings.

      It was some form of bioluminescence mysteriously produced by their bodies.

      They were the clearest indication of a subspecies we’d seen that had diverged from the mostly humanlike population that ruled Xandia.

      Apart from the gods, that was.

      The prevailing theory went that the priests and the gods were some kind of evolutionary branch compared to the rest of the population. An unspeakably powerful one.

      If you believed scriptures, however, they came from the stars, and they were sent by the rulers of the universe to keep Xandia safe.

      I’d seen priests and priestesses before. Unlike the gods of Xandia, they were relatively familiar sights in most populated areas.

      So I knew the rules regarding them. You didn’t look them in the eye – which was pretty easy considering they always wore hoods over their faces. You didn’t even look toward them, though. And you certainly, certainly didn’t touch them.

      The question was, what on earth was one doing with Sir Jarrak?

      As far as I understood it, they were powerful symbols among the populace, and as such, they tended to stay out of politics.

      Though you could pretend that Sir Jarrak wasn’t a political man, and instead had some passing affiliation with the Army, that was bullshit.

      The only reason he was interested in the sweet Lady Tallet was so he could further his career and gather more power.

      I distracted myself with these thoughts and more, jerking my gaze toward Grace every minute or so to check that she wasn’t about to pop.

      Though her legs looked fatigued from holding her against the edge of the seat, she looked as if she was keeping it together. For now. Who knew what would happen if Jarrak kept baiting her?

      Though as much as I wanted to keep my mouth shut to reduce the amount of torture Jarrak could put me through, I really needed to know where we were going. We were traveling in the opposite direction to the substation I wanted to head to. “Sorry to interrupt you, Sir Jarrak, however—”

      “You would like to know where we’re going. We are making just a slight detour, then I will change my plans and take you back to Maglite City.”

      “… Thank you, sir,” I forced myself to say, keeping every single hint of derision free from my voice, though it was damn hard.

      I was seated forward, my backpack beside me, propped against my leg, the gun over my shoulder angled on the opposite side of Jarrak.

      It wasn’t that I thought the bastard would make a grab for it.

      It was because I was left-handed and I wanted to keep it within ready reach.

      Did I honestly think there’d be any trouble?

      Not any overt trouble.

      Men like Jarrak didn’t specialize in that kind of chaos.

      Machinations and intrigue?

      You betcha. He was born for it.

      I watched Jarrak as he took up even more space, arching his shoulders and shifting his arms around.

      It had been five minutes since he’d stopped torturing Grace, but as I watched his gaze tick up from her shoes, over her blood-splattered knees, then up to her face, I realized the bastard was ready for another round.

      Just as he opened his mouth to no doubt utter another inappropriate question, I cleared my throat.

      “How is the Lady Tallet, Sir Jarrak?”

      Jarrak stiffened. “I would assume you know better than me. You’ve seen her so often lately. Or so my friends at the court tell me.” He emphasized the word friends.

      Men like Jarrak always wanted you to know that they had their eyes on you even when they were far away.

      “Then how are your businesses?” I asked.

      This finally tore his attention off Grace, and I felt him swivel his gaze toward me, the first time he’d looked at me since we’d started conversing. He let out a snort of a chuckle. “While I can detail them, I wouldn’t bother. You and your kind aren’t that interested in the way my people run our businesses,” he said the word businesses harshly. “And are rather more fascinated by the things under our ground.”

      “According to Lady Tallet,” I said, realizing that the only way to keep Jarrak interested in this conversation was to keep referring back to her, “you’ve been asked to train forces out in the eastern forests.”

      He stiffened. His hand drifted down to his scabbard, and he played with the large jewels encrusted in the top, his thumbnail digging against it as if he wanted to pull it out. That, however, was not what he wanted to pull out. The sword, on the other hand, was.

      If Jarrak had his way, mark my words, he’d run me through in the blink of an eye.

      Then again, I’d shoot him well before he had the chance.

      “I suppose Lady Tallet is quite fond of chatting,” Jarrak said stiffly. “She is, of course, true. I have humbly accepted the task of training our forces. But it would be so boring to a military man of your might,” Jarrak barely managed to force the word might out as his gaze locked on the guns holstered at my hips.

      I just pressed a snide smile over my face. Though my smarter side kept reminding me to play this cool, to keep my diplomacy at the fore, and control myself in every way, I couldn’t help it.

      The carriage was traveling fast, so it was clear Jarrak was heading somewhere as quickly as he could.

      Though it was a relatively smooth journey, and the babook beasts outside were quick-footed and heavy enough that in most patches, the carriage wheels practically glided over the road, it wasn’t as if there were highways out there.

      Every now and then, we struck heavy potholes. Though the seats were cushioned, Grace was sitting on the very edge of hers, and I kept watching her tense her legs and hold her body to stop herself from falling off the couch.

      I was tempted to tell her to sit back, but it was clear she was trying to keep as far away from the lady beside her.

      And fair enough. The woman looked as if Grace was dirt that had been tracked over the carpet.

      Though I’d grown up as the son of a distinguished general, and I was no stranger to being treated differently, once I’d joined the Army proper, that had mostly ended. Especially when I’d become part of the Taskforce. In the Taskforce, you weren’t special – you were just a cog in a moving wheel. Stop moving with the rest of the wheel, and you’d be pushed out, no matter who you were and who your dad was.

      So I didn’t like elitism. Even though Xandia was built on it.

      There was something I hated even more. Intimidation. I get it, most of the Army is built on intimidation and posturing, but it’s used judiciously and ultimately for the protection of all.

      You tell that to the people in this carriage.

      From Jarrak, to his lady, to that damn priest – they were making us feel as welcome as a hole in the head.

      My gaze ticked back toward the priest, though I was smart enough to swivel it off before anyone noticed.

      The guy had his head turned toward Grace, the angle of his neck obvious from the way the fabric of his hood bunched.

      Why the priest was so interested in her, I didn’t know, but I didn’t like it for a second.

      “How are the Taskforce’s negotiations with the Ventax going?” Jarrak asked without preamble.

      I stiffened.

      Though conversing to take this asshole’s attention off Grace was one thing, I had to be careful not to spill any Taskforce secrets.

      I managed a small smile. “As well as can be expected.”

      “Perhaps you need some advice. The Ventax are such a reprehensible, rudimentary people. They respond to two things. Threats and resources.”

      “… Thanks for the tip,” I managed.

      Just how long would this torture last?

      I was half tempted to tell Jarrak to stop the carriage so we could get out.

      Seriously, whole armies of brigands would be better than this.

      As the conversation dried up, Jarrak let out a derisive little snort, then brought up Grace’s pendant once more.

      He fondled the chain in a way that made my stomach curl. Then he grabbed hold of the pendant, brought it close, and rubbed it between his thumbs. “Such fine quality and design. It outstrips anything the Taskforce has given me thus far. I’m sure we will become friends indeed.” He looked directly at Grace.

      I’d left the bastard alone for half a second, and he’d locked onto Grace once more.

      Her face twisted at that comment, just as it should, because it had been as sickening as a dose of ipecac.

      I went to clear my throat.

      Grace straightened her back, her hands still clutched into fists and pressed against her knees. “It’s not worth—” she began, obviously about to tell him it was nothing more than a trinket.

      I shifted forward. “It’s an extremely rare stone on Earth,” I spoke over her. “You’re correct, Sir Jarrak. You have such a good eye when it comes to valuables.”

      Though I wasn’t above stroking this guy’s ego, it made me want to hurl.

      I kept hold of my stomach, however, as I smoothed a smile over my face.

      Jarrak continued to stare at the pendant, appraising it with his head tipped back and a certain look in his eye.

      That look right there?

      I’d seen it before in the other men of the Zentaria court.

      They were the kind of assholes who thought they could own anything and everything around them, including people.

      “I see. I am a lucky man indeed, then. I am indebted to you.” He gave a perfunctory bow.

      “I really—” Grace said, obviously about to say she really didn’t want a man like Jarrak indebted to her.

      I cleared my throat again. “Consider it a present from the Taskforce. Grace is a representative, after all,” I lied.

      “I see. I have never been in such a position of honor with your Taskforce before. Perhaps your estimations of me are rising.”

      “… Indeed,” I managed. I didn’t have to tell you that I was not the kind of guy who walked around saying indeed all the time. I didn’t have airs and graces. I just had a job to keep people safe.

      When dealing with bastards like Jarrak, you had to learn a whole new repertoire.

      We thankfully slipped into silence, and Jarrak kept most of it to assess the pendant.

      I glanced at it a few times, and I had to admit it was nice.

      Though I barely knew Grace, it was easy to tell she wasn’t made of money. She was a bank teller, not an investment broker.

      While the pendant didn’t look important, it was the only jewelry she was wearing, which suggested it was important to her.

      … When I was back on Earth, I’d see if I could get the Taskforce to replace it. If they wouldn’t replace it, I’d just pay for it out of my own pocket.

      She’d already sacrificed enough coming here.

      As we slipped into silence, I found my head tilting to the side as I stared through the portal-like window.

      The countryside flashed past outside, just a continuous line of mountains and trees and rolling vast grassy plains.

      It was beautiful, but starker than usual for some reason.

      Maybe I was feeling the cold – perhaps I was coming down from the adrenaline-fueled situation that unfolded back on Earth.

      Or maybe there was a dense kind of ominous feeling enshrouding my shoulders for another reason.

      It would become worse whenever I ticked my gaze toward Grace. Some niggling impression at the back of my head promising me this situation would only become more complicated and not less so. More than anything, it was promising me I’d lied to her. And I hated lying. It was against my damn character. It was the one thing my dad had taught me.

      You speak your mind. And more than anything, you come good on your promises.

      But that niggling feeling at the back of my head kept telling me that no matter how hard I tried, I wouldn’t be able to come good on my promise to Grace.

      It wouldn’t be simple to get her back to Earth – it would be the hardest thing I’d ever done.

      I let those thoughts settle for half a second before I shook my head at them.

      There’d been some hiccups, sure. But we would get back on track. I just had to keep a cool head.

      Though I let my mind wander, I kept checking in on Grace, even though I couldn’t outright ask her how she was.

      I assessed her with a quick flick of my gaze, and though she was still stiff, at least she didn’t look as if she wanted to throw herself at the door and jump out onto the road anymore.

      Her legs had relaxed a bit, though her hands were still propped on her knees.

      I watched as she brushed her fingers over them, the thick, bulky fabric of my tactical gloves snagging the ladders in her stockings.

      Dammit. I hadn’t dealt with her injuries, had I?

      There were superficial cuts along her face and hands, but there was a lot more blood on her knees. She’d probably gashed them badly. What the hell had I been thinking? All this time when I’d been trekking, I could’ve pulled out the first aid kit in my pack and patched her up.

      Now I wouldn't dare do it – not in front of Jarrak.

      I reprimanded myself, just stopping myself from slapping a hand on my leg in frustration.

      Grace abruptly stopped rubbing her knees, a deep frown marking her lips for some reason.

      With a twitch, she pulled her skirt down, arranging it firmly in front of herself so the fabric was pulled as far over her knees as it could be.

      She obviously didn’t want to make any movements in front of Jarrak in case she got his attention again, though the selfish idiot was far too taken by her necklace to notice.

      The priest?

      He still had his head turned toward her.

      I’d clear my throat and tell him to keep his eyes to himself, but that would be a grave mistake.

      Though I was confident I could fight myself out of any battle with Jarrak, mowing down even a peripheral member of the Zentaria Royal family would not be looked on well by my superiors.

      As time ticked on, I found myself practically praying. Like I’d said, once upon a time, I’d been a religious man, but that had pretty much gone out the window after I’d come to Xandia.

      It wasn’t just the fact I’d seen their so-called gods. It was… I dunno.

      God kind of made sense back on Earth where things were simple. But here? Where you felt like you’d been pulled into the pages of a fantasy novel every time you traveled through the portal – you realized the universe was a heck of a lot more mysterious than any one religion could account for.

      Still, I found myself muttering prayers over and over again in my head, hoping that everything would damn well work out.

      At least no one spoke again until finally we arrived somewhere.

      I’d been keeping a watch on the windows for a while now, so I appreciated we’d traveled further into the valley – further than I’d ever been.

      I was hardly a mineralogical surveyor, but I had been on a few missions with geology teams, protecting them from the wilds of this area.

      Still, I hadn’t been here, and I frowned as I pushed myself to my full height, angling my chin up, noting we’d stopped in front of some kind of stone structure.

      I’d give the Xandians one thing. Their architecture was something else.

      It was grand, reminiscent of the palaces and castles back on Earth, but with… I dunno, more importance to it somehow.

      They had different construction methods and different amalgams of metal and stone, sure, but it was more to do with their sense of pageantry.

      The main palace in this province was something else.

      It made you feel like you were walking into a Disney film.

      So I wasn’t all that surprised when, as I tilted my head up and saw the side of the dark stone structure outside, my stomach twisted with nerves.

      “We are here. You’re welcome to go outside to stretch your legs and explore the grounds. I doubt you have ever been somewhere like this,” Jarrak said each word with grandiose importance. “My business will take less than 10 minutes. Then I assure you I will take you back to Maglite.” He rose, Grace’s pendant still in his hand, clutched so stiffly I’d probably have to use a crowbar to get it back.

      As he shifted past Grace, he reached out a hand to her.

      She looked up at him, her eyes widening in shock.

      Grace looked pretty normal, though I didn’t like to judge people’s looks usually.

      She did have very involved eyes, though. I get it – involved wasn’t usually a description you used when it came to describing people’s features.

      Her eyes pulled you in, though.

      It wasn’t that she had long, graceful eyelashes or anything, and her irises were a pretty normal brown. It… was the way she looked at you. There was this presence behind her gaze that tried to pull you in.

      Maybe Jarrak noticed too, because the bastard’s lip twitched into half a grin. “I’m not sure if you have this tradition back on Earth, Miss Grace, but I have offered you my arm, and it is customary for you to take it. I intend to help you out of the carriage.”

      Grace looked at me, and she seemed about as terrified as a deer in the headlights.

      I just winced.

      She pushed up, her legs shaking.

      She’d been holding herself on the edge of the seat for about an hour, and I could tell it had taken its toll on her tight hamstrings.

      Still, at least she held it together long enough that she didn’t fall against Jarrak.

      She lightly pressed her arm over his.

      He straightened, stretched out his shoulders, and made himself look as big as he could.

      Me, I let my jaw fix into a straight line as I pushed to my own feet.

      Jarrak helped Grace out of the carriage, which unfortunately was a good thing, because as soon as her feet hit the road outside and her head ticked up to the imposing shrine before us, her knee buckled again.

      She fell hard against Jarrak, but his grip on her arm was strong enough that he kept her on her feet.

      “Be careful, my lady. I fear your seating arrangements have made your legs weak. Let me assist you.”

      Grace looked mortified.

      Her pale cheeks were turned toward the shrine.

      I had to keep reminding myself this was her first visit to Xandia.

      While I could see a babook and not bat an eyelid, they would be like aliens to her.

      And while I’d come across plenty of otherworldly Xandian buildings, this was her very first one.

      She gasped, her white, bloodless lips opening in a tight pull.

      Jarrak angled his head toward her. “It’s quite a sight, isn’t it? Has an effect on you, if you allow it. All the buildings of Xandia do. The architecture of modern times cannot affect the mind and body as those of yore. If you have an interest in such buildings, I can satisfy it for you. I am somewhat of a historian, you see.”

      My hand involuntarily tightened into a fist as he said the word satisfy. I jumped out of the carriage behind him and locked my gaze on the back of his head.

      Though I admittedly loved my work on Xandia, men like Jarrak made me want to retire.

      “… What is this place?” Grace asked in a haunted voice.

      “It is a shrine to the gods.”

      Her arm tightened on the word gods, and that had the unfortunate effect that it brought her slightly closer to Jarrak.

      “It’s….” She shook her head, obviously incapable of finishing her thought.

      “Majestic, isn’t it? I must say, I like your reaction. It is far more genuine than most of the other people of your Taskforce who glimpse our wonders.”

      There were two soft thumps as the priest jumped down from the carriage behind me.

      I turned over my shoulder to watch him shift past, his billowing black robes making him look like a walking shadow.

      He said nothing. He simply walked toward the shrine.

      It was made of an old stone that was dark and yet light depending on where the sun struck it.

      Though the sun was getting admittedly low in the sky, it still crept into this section of the valley.

      We’d come some distance. The carriage had traveled fast, after all.

      We’d left the dry wood forests of the grassy plains far behind.

      This shrine instead backed onto Tetek woods, and they were far darker and more compact.

      They ran up the side of a precipitously tall hill that reached into the mountain ridge beyond.

      If I tilted my head all the way back, I could just make out the mysterious cloud-covered peaks.

      Jarrak still had a hold of Grace’s arm, and though all I wanted to do was break his grip, I settled for taking a step close in by Jarrak’s side.

      I casually pushed my hand into the pocket of my jacket, my rifle sliding over my shoulder and banging between Jarrak and I as I tilted my head toward him. “You have important work to do, Sir Jarrak. We won’t explore very far. Thank you for this offer, though. What a sight,” I said as I didn’t bother to turn my head toward the building.

      Jarrak swallowed an expression of disgust.

      “Grace,” I tilted my head away from Jarrak, “let’s stretch your legs.”

      Grace didn’t need to be told twice.

      She slid her arm out from underneath Jarrak’s, tensed her legs so she didn’t wobble, and headed toward me, a look of utter relief on her face.

      Jarrak cleared his throat darkly, then turned and walked toward the shrine.

      He strode up the carved steps and soon enough disappeared through the darkened open doorway.

      Behind us, the lady remained in the carriage.

      We’d come down a twisting path to get to the shrine, and the whole building was ensnared in a deep, darkened valley.

      Tetek forests hung around it on all sides like partially opened curtains.

      I kept my gaze on them warily.

      “You okay?” I finally asked in a genuine tone once we were out of earshot.

      Grace was still turned over her shoulder, her head twisted toward the shrine.

      I couldn’t see her face anymore, but her shoulders had risen up high toward her ears.

      “Hey, Grace, you okay?”

      Nothing.

      She was still staring off toward the shrine.

      “Grace?” I shifted out a hand and tapped it on her shoulder before I could remind myself that I’d made a promise I would stop randomly touching this woman.

      She reacted to my touch, her head jolting forward.

      That’s when I saw how white her cheeks were.

      And those eyes? Her eyes with the power to draw anyone in? They were just as wide and emotive as ever.

      I gave her a crumpled wincing frown. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea we would run into him. If I’d known that carriage had belonged to him, we would’ve kept walking.”

      She appeared to take several seconds to compose herself. “It’s not—” she began, but she stopped herself as she shook her head.

      “It’s not what?”

      “I’m okay,” she defaulted to saying.

      My lips crumpled into a small twitching smile. “Really? You’re pretty wobbly.”

      She looked down at her legs then up at me. She gave a shrug.

      For some reason I laughed at it. Maybe I just needed something to laugh at; maybe it was the cute, crumpled look she gave me.

      “I feel like I’ve been doing squats for an hour.”

      “You could’ve sat further back on your seat,” I tried.

      “I think that woman would have kicked me off if I’d done that. Who was she, anyway?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “Just another dignitary. Then again, she can’t be a particularly smart one if she’s joined Sir Jarrak.”

      I expected Grace to launch into a series of questions about him, but she didn’t. She appeared to stop herself from turning over her shoulder to look at the shrine once more. “Who was that man with him?” she stammered forcefully, as if her voice had a mind of its own.

      “You mean the priest?”

      Her shoulders twitched. “Yeah, the priest. What… what was he?”

      I had to commend her observational skills again. She’d been the one who’d accurately detected which direction the carriage had been coming from. Now she appreciated that the priest wasn’t an ordinary Xandian.

      “That line down his chin wasn’t just some ceremonial marking, was it? It was… light coming from within him, right?” Every word she said was more contorted with tension than the last.

      “Yeah. He’s not your ordinary Xandian.” I opened my mouth to explain further, but I quickly realized I couldn’t.

      The one thing Grace needed from me right now were answers, but they were the one thing I couldn’t give her.

      We were walking off randomly along the path, but at least with every step we took, Grace’s legs started to wobble less.

      Her face did not relax. Her expression was still as horrified as ever.

      “Sorry about this, Grace. It should have been a pretty simple trek to get us back to the substation. And it will be. We’ll just have to endure a hell of a ride to get there. You did a good job, though. If Jarrak tries to converse with you again, just let me deal with it.”

      “Who is he, anyway?” she finally asked.

      “Just some royal asshole,” I swore. “Some idiot who’s spent his entire life machinating while not doing anything worthwhile.”

      “I thought people like that only existed on Earth?”

      I let out a deep-bellied laugh. “Welcome to Xandia. You’ll find that 99 percent of what the Taskforce does is diplomacy.”

      She stared at me as if she was waiting for something.

      I turned slowly and arched an eyebrow. “What?”

      “I was waiting for you to wince.”

      I pressed my lips together, appreciating I’d been nothing but awkward around this woman.

      “Didn’t you just share something you shouldn’t have?” she pointed out quickly.

      Thinking back, I realized I probably had, but I shrugged.

      Knowing that the Taskforce was mostly here to discuss mining rights with the Xandians was hardly a secret. I opened my mouth to make some kind of joke about her knowing so many secrets she would have to join the Army, but I realized she wasn’t in the joking mood.

      She kept tilting her head back toward the shrine.

      Her neck muscles were tight, her shoulders still high. I got the desire to try to push them down, but I really was going to keep my hands to myself this time. “You okay?” I asked softly.

      She yanked her head around and began to nod, but stopped.

      “I know this all must be insane. But we’ll get back soon. I promise,” I began, about to tell her I’d been to Xandia so many times, I knew just how simple this task would be, but my words died on my lips.

      Because Grace suddenly skidded to a stop.

      Though I’d been involved in this conversation, drawn in by her eyes like always, now my training kicked into gear.

      “What’s that?” She slowly drew a hand out of her pocket and pointed down the hill beside us.

      I repositioned my weight quickly, narrowing my gaze as I looked where she was pointing. “What are you talking about?” My words were sharp and efficient.

      “That… path?”

      I shifted around her fully now and tilted my head to the side.

      We’d walked up a rise and were now on the eastern side of the large shrine.

      There was a perpetual shadow beside us, this side of the tall building darkened as the sun set on the opposite side.

      Peering through the gloom, I could see there was a path winding up from the back of the shrine into the forest.

      Unlike a lot of the paths around these parts, it was well maintained.

      There were delicately carved stone lanterns at even intervals along it, and the path itself looked as if it had been swept of leaves recently. There were no branches on it, no twigs, no nothing.

      I found myself frowning, then I shrugged. “I guess it’s part of the shrine. I didn’t think these things were that maintained these days.” I forced myself to give another shrug. “Xandia always throws you surprises, though.”

      Grace wasn’t paying attention to me anymore. She was leaning forward, head tilting as she appeared to follow the line of the path up as it disappeared into the heavy canopy of the forest.

      She tilted her head all the way back and pushed up onto her tiptoes until she locked her gaze on just the top of those snowcapped, cloud-covered peaks.

      My gut clenched with interest as I watched her.

      Sure enough, she looked just as freaked out as she had when she’d glimpsed that mountain range before.

      Her skin was plastered with sweat and became dappled pink and white with the cold.

      “… Grace, you okay?”

      Her eyes were wide. So damn wide they looked like two paths down into her soul.

      “… Grace?”

      She wasn’t paying any attention. So I had to do it again. I brought up a hand, hesitated, then tapped her lightly on the shoulder. “Grace?”

      She finally tugged her head around.

      She shivered violently. “Sorry. I guess I’m just paranoid. Everything is freaking me out about this place.”

      I tried for a crumpled smile. “You’ve been through a hell of an ordeal,” my voice choked slightly as I tried to stop myself from remembering that I’d been through the same damn ordeal. “Just put it out of your head.”

      She swallowed, pressing her lips together, her throat pushing tightly against the collar of her zipped-up jacket. “… Yeah. Should we head back?”

      “Sure.” I turned.

      So did she. But rather than head back, she started to walk down toward that path.

      I waited for her to stop and turn around, and when she didn’t, I ducked forward and pushed in close. “We should go back the way we came.”

      “What?” She stared down at her feet as if she was only just realizing where she was headed, and she sucked her lips in. “Sorry. I—”

      Again I watched her head as it was drawn up like a puppet on a string, her gaze locking on that slim glimpse of the mountain range beyond.

      “Don’t mention it,” I managed with a small, crumpled smile.

      I went to turn away, this time keeping closer to Grace’s side.

      She got several steps before she turned again, her head angling predictably down the path.

      My shoulders dropped. “What is it, anyway? What do you think you see?”

      She brought up a hand, clamped it along the back of her neck, and scratched her skin as if something was bothering her. “I don’t know. It just seems off.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her that she’d had a hell of a day and she wasn’t in any state to be able to tell objectively what seemed off or not. All of her intuition had been bamboozled by the fact that she’d been thrown into another damn dimension.

      I didn’t get the chance.

      Despite the fact Grace’s legs were still wobbly, either they had improved remarkably quickly, or she just pushed past the pain, because the next thing I knew, she was already trundling down that path.

      “Grace,” I called out, though I was careful to ensure my voice wasn’t that loud, lest I call the odious Sir Jarrak toward us.

      Grace didn’t pay any attention.

      She looked like a scent dog after prey as she competently skidded down the steep incline that separated us from the side of the shrine.

      “Dammit,” I spat bitterly under my breath as I pushed off after her.

      My pack was on my shoulders. There was no way I was going to leave it in a carriage with someone like Sir Jarrak lurking around. There wasn’t that much military-grade tech inside, but who knew what he could do with the goods within?

      Probably use them in yet another game of cat and mouse, because I was sure that’s all he ever played.

      “Dammit, Grace,” I called again, measuring my volume but hoping it echoed out to her.

      She put on a burst of speed.

      What the hell was wrong with this woman? At one point, she was staring at me with sincerity crumpling her features as she promised she hated this place. The next, she was being drawn in by its mysteries.

      As I’d already said, the shrine was an odd building. Welcome to Xandia – everything was strange.

      It wasn’t just the architecture with this one, though – it seemed to have more of a… I dunno, presence about it.

      You get that sometimes with certain architectural buildings back on Earth. The Cathedral of Chartres in France was one good example. Something built on such a grand, complicated scale that it gives you an inkling into the human mind, not just a roof to keep the rain off your head.

      Though the outside of the shrine wasn’t particularly complex or ornate, as soon as I approached, the skin along the back of my neck tightened as if it was plastic wrap that had shrunk in the microwave.

      I found my head ticking toward the side, my gaze slicing up the darkened, shadow-encased wall closest to us.

      It was dark stone, sure, but it wasn’t from lack of cleaning.

      The rock was pristine somehow, as if it had only been laid the day before. There wasn’t a hint of moss or lichen climbing the side, despite the fact I could tell from this darkened valley that it had the perfect conditions for rising damp.

      Now was the wrong time to contemplate this building’s mysteries. The small but precipitous dirt incline that separated me from the path Grace had jumped onto was steep, and I was overbalanced with a 30-kilo pack.

      The next thing I knew, I skidded hard to the side and fell down to my knee.

      Grace had somehow already made it at least 20 meters away.

      I cursed loudly.

      She turned, one hand clenching into a fist, and stared at me over her shoulder.

      Another blast of wind caught her hair.

      And again, I stared at her expression in still-frame as her fringe framed it.

      It was the kind of sharp, dramatic image that could take anyone’s breath away.

      There was something about Grace—

      She teetered on the spot, then turned to come back to me.

      She didn’t reach me.

      The small path we were on led past the side of the shrine.

      The shrine was built off the ground around it, the main rooms within sitting on a large stone plinth.

      The building was big – maybe 40-meters squared at the base, and certainly imposing enough that we couldn’t see the carriage we’d left further down the path, let alone any doors or entranceways into the shrine.

      I knew from experience that dusk set quickly in Xandia, and the side of the building was already plunged into dark shadow.

      The lanterns that ran up that strange, perfectly kempt path into the mountains had already turned on.

      Their delicate yellow glow illuminated certain sections of the path, and Grace was close enough to one that it played along her blood-spattered stockings and the side of her large military jacket.

      So I could see her perfectly well enough when something jumped off the side of the shrine and landed right beside her.

      It moved quickly, just a streak of black. Enough that by the time I managed to suck in a breath and shove to my feet, the man already had a hand on her.

      Grace let out a gasp then became deathly silent.

      “Grace!” I went for my holster, pulling out one of my handguns in a split second.

      “This pathway is off-limits,” someone growled.

      The figure around Grace shifted, and I finally saw the strike of blue light down his chin.

      … Jesus, it was the priest.

      I relaxed my hand on my gun. I did not, however, automatically lower it. I knew the rules – I understood precisely what I was meant to do in this circumstance, and it was not to continue to lift a gun at one of the sacred symbols of Xandian culture.

      You tell that to my hand.

      The guy still had a tight grip of Grace’s wrist, and she was as stiff as a pole, her body rigid as if someone had frozen her on the spot.

      It took me a moment to find my voice – my throat was that constricted from the sudden scene.

      Back in the early days of portal activity, your greatest skill as a representative of the Earth Taskforce had been diplomacy. There’d been countless misunderstandings – of course there had been. Take one look at Xandia’s countless superstitions, and you could quickly appreciate you couldn’t walk two meters without breaking some rule.

      The success or failure of the Earth mission was solely based on our ability to smooth over any misunderstandings that occurred.

      I finally forced myself to lower my gun, but my fingers and elbow were stiff for some reason as if an invisible force was attempting to hold them in place.

      “Sorry – we didn’t know we weren’t allowed here. Sir Jarrak said that we could explore anything.”

      “Sir Jarrak misspoke. Return to the carriage.”

      I waited, getting ready for him to release Grace. When instead his hand remained clamped around her wrist, I ticked my jaw to the side stiffly and cleared my throat. “She’s coming with me,” I said. It wasn’t a question. Nobody would hear the register of my voice and think it was anything but a statement of fact.

      Grace hadn’t said a word. She’d gasped once, and that was it. From the tension around her chest, it looked as if she hadn’t even sucked in a breath since the priest had captured her.

      My hand was still on my gun – I hadn’t holstered it yet, and that was a good thing, because it made it damn obvious when I tapped my finger along its length, the click of my short nail against the metal echoing out in the relative silence around us.

      … Ha, silence. Maybe this wasn’t the time to notice this, but it was deadly quiet around here.

      It shouldn’t be.

      I’d been to thick forests just like this, and they were always full of the eerie sound of bird cries, unknown animal calls, and wind rustling through trees. But right now there was nothing.

      It sounded like we’d gone into a soundproof chamber.

      The skin along the back of my skull tingled.

      The priest huffed and finally let Grace go.

      He shoved her, and she had to take a staggering step not to fall down to her knee.

      Without another word, the priest turned, clamped his hands behind his back, and began to walk down that eerily silent, perfectly clean path into the mountains.

      “Bastard,” I commented under my breath.

      It might have been gloomy out here, but like I’d said – the lanterns had turned on. So as the priest walked past one, its illumination was caught along his exposed hands.

      I saw blood running down his long, pointed fingernails.

      It would be Grace’s.

      I still had a hold of my gun.

      I didn’t use it, but it was pretty damn hard not to point it at him again and demand he apologize.

      The hardest thing about working on Xandia wasn’t just working around their superstitions – it was working around their injustices.

      Earth could hardly comment. We’d made it to the modern age, cured countless diseases, and started to solve poverty, yet we still had innumerable injustices.

      At least we recognized what was right and wrong and understood the importance of fundamental rights.

      They often got trampled on Xandia.

      Priests and priestesses were above the law. Technically if this guy had decided to do anything to Grace, I would’ve had to think twice before intervening.

      Do so, and it could have created a diplomatic incident.

      But you know what? I would’ve intervened anyway.

      Though my knee hurt from where I’d fallen, I shook it off quickly as I jogged easily toward her.

      She was riveted to the spot.

      She slowly turned her head over her shoulder, her messy, tangled, silky black hair all bunched around her shoulders as she stared at the priest.

      He took his time, his hands still clasped behind his back as he wound his way down that mysterious path up into the quiet hills above.

      “Grace,” I dropped my voice so it wouldn’t carry as I reached her.

      This time I didn’t have any qualms about reaching out and gently picking up her wrist. It was the one that bastard had snagged hold of. I yanked down the long sleeve of her military jacket, knowing I’d see a deep wound.

      Priests had long fingernails – pointed and sharp, essentially like tiny little daggers they carried around with them all the time.

      The knot of tension in my stomach told me there’d be a bloodied gash in Grace’s wrist.

      … Except there wasn’t.

      It took her a long time to pull her attention off the priest and shift her gaze toward me.

      It was in time to see my completely confused expression as I repositioned my grip on her wrist, tugged the jacket down further, and twisted her arm this way and that.

      But there was no injury.

      There was blood, sure – it was fresh and deep red and slicked along the cuff of the green fabric.

      There was just no injury from which it had come.

      As Grace looked at it, she seemed just as shocked as I was.

      I opened my mouth, paused, then shook my head. “Must’ve been his blood. Maybe he got it from the shrine,” I tried to rationalize to myself.

      Grace didn’t say a word.

      Far back toward the carriage, I heard someone calling.

      It was Jarrak.

      The break was over, ha?

      Time to get back into the carriage for more torture.

      I looked right at Grace and opened my mouth.

      She winced. She could tell from my serious expression what I was about to say.

      “I’m sorry I walked down the path. I just—”

      “Xandia is a dangerous place,” I controlled my voice, keeping it low, not just so it wouldn’t carry in case the priest had crazy good hearing, but because I didn’t want her to think she was in too much trouble.

      Though she was.

      Before you came to Xandia, you had it drummed into your head that you followed the rules.

      This wasn’t like going on some innocent overseas trip.

      This was a goddamn alien world.

      You had to follow the orders of your superiors, you had to keep to the rules, and you had to control your curiosity.

      Curiosity had gotten a number of the first team of soldiers to come over here killed.

      And though things were much better these days, there were still accidents, especially with the separatists.

      Grace looked genuinely apologetic, her expression still crumpled, her lips white as she sucked them in. Her gaze kept ticking down to her wrist, though, and it took me a while to realize I was still holding onto it.

      Goddammit, man, I thought to myself. What’s wrong with you?

      I dropped her hand quickly and just stopped myself from taking a step back and shaking my fingers free as if I was trying to rid myself of the feel of her.

      When she was released, she immediately brought up her wrist and rubbed at it with the base of her other palm.

      “Did he hurt you?” I asked sharply.

      “… I don’t…. I’m fine,” she said quickly. “We should head to the carriage.”

      “Sure. No, wait. I’ll fix your knee first. Those gashes looked pretty bad back on Earth. Sorry it’s taken me this long—”

      “I’m fine,” she said quickly, the words shaking out in a muttered gasp.

      “I can see the blood, Grace.”

      “It’s nothing. Honestly,” she pushed those garbled words out again. “I really don’t want to keep Jarrak waiting. I don’t think he’s the kind who likes to wait for others.”

      On that we could agree.

      Though I wanted to insist, I took another glance at Grace and realized she honestly did look fine.

      Sure there was still crusted blood and ladders in her stockings, mud and ash too, but nothing looked fresh.

      As soon as we got back to a base, I’d get a medic to look at her.

      With that promise bolstering me, I shrugged toward the path.

      As we reached the steep incline that connected back to the path above, I went to shove out a hand to help Grace.

      She’d be wobbly, right?

      Nope.

      She took to the incline with ease. She might’ve been wearing thin ballet flats, but that didn’t matter.

      She practically skipped up the rough rocks as if they were nothing at all.

      I couldn’t help but shoot an impressed glance her way as I finally hefted the pack up with me. “You’ve found your footing quickly. You work out or something?”

      “… Sure,” she answered without answering the question.

      She waited for me to join her on the main path, then she pushed off.

      And me?

      I waited, because I knew what she would do next. And sure enough, she got two steps before she turned, her head practically on autopilot as it twisted toward that mysterious clean path.

      I watched her gaze narrow, her cheeks slacken, and a few beads of sweat slide down her temples.

      It was enough to make my gut clench. And yeah, it was enough to make me turn my head toward that path too.

      Like I’d already said, mysteries abounded on Xandia. Sure, the military had investigated a lot, and these weren’t the bad old days of 50 years ago. But there was always more to discover.

      And hey, maybe Grace had inadvertently come across yet another curiosity.

      Or maybe, I found myself correcting my own thought with quick force as my gaze locked on the side of her face, I’d found a greater curiosity in her.
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      … I couldn’t deny it anymore, could I?

      I was… unraveling. Or maybe unraveling was the wrong word. Opening felt better.

      I was like a tightly closed box someone had started to pry open.

      Every step I took in this place – every breath I inhaled – was bringing me closer to something within myself. Something that had been hidden my entire life, and something that could only come out here, on the soil of Xandia.

      By now I was 150 percent sure that Sergeant Mark Sheppard thought I was absolutely insane.

      At least he was being nice about it.

      At least he was here, too, because who knows what kind of trouble I would’ve gotten myself into with that priest back there.

      Just thinking about it made me clamp my hands on my elbows and try to chase the heat back into my body.

      We were back on the carriage, and we’d been traveling in silence for about half an hour.

      I was careful not to make any sudden movements.

      At least I was fully seated this time. Now the priest wasn’t with us – as we’d left him behind at that awful shrine – we’d been able to spread out. I had a seat to myself.

      The lady was seated by herself as well, and Mark was positioned alongside Jarrak.

      I could tell Mark wasn’t thrilled about that.

      I could also tell he was presumably using all his training to control his expression, let alone to stop himself from using that very same training to knock Sir Jarrak out.

      Jarrak was one thing. That priest had been something else entirely.

      I could still remember the moment he’d leaped down from that dark shrine, grabbed me, and sunk his nails into my wrist.

      I… I’d felt them pierce the flesh. I’d felt my blood squeezing out, dripping along his fingers, and splattering over my jacket.

      I’d been frozen in fear, too terrified to scream, but I’d damn well felt the blood.

      Yet when Mark had pulled my sleeve up, there’d been nothing.

      … Dammit, there was no going back from this, was there?

      I was completely mad now.

      I didn’t know who the lady was we were traveling with, but she must have had neck muscles to die for, because the entire time, she looked out of the window by the door, never swiveling her gaze to Mark or me.

      I could tell she was particularly displeased by my presence. It was in the tilt of her nose and scrunched lips.

      If she thought I was any competition for this Sir Jarrak, she had another thing coming.

      He was the most arrogant man I’d ever met.

      I wanted to tell myself that back on Earth, men like him didn’t exist.

      But I hardly interacted with the rich hoi polloi, did I?

      Still, if I really concentrated and pushed past his snide smile, I appreciated there was something off about his character.

      His self-importance and grandiose words almost seemed more like a well-calculated act to keep people off-guard.

      … As soon as those thoughts circulated through my mind, I pushed them away.

      It wasn’t an act. And I hardly had the training to be able to deduct the characters of Xandians.

      I just needed to keep to myself, stay seated, and interact with no one.

      I could tell Mark was mighty displeased with me walking off the path like that and being attacked by the priest. I could also tell he’d breached some kind of rule when he’d pulled out his gun and pointed it at the man.

      I imagined when we were alone, he’d question the hell out of me.

      … And what exactly would I say?

      The moment my eyes had locked on that path, I’d needed to climb up it. It had reached into me, grabbed hold of something I’d never been aware of, and started to pull it out of me.

      Throughout my life, I’d always had impressions – images and senses that didn’t make sense and seemingly came from nowhere. But at least back home I’d nominally been able to control them.

      Here on Xandia, they were controlling me. And they’d coalesced into a point, becoming impossibly strong when I’d stared up that path.

      The carriage hit another pothole, and I was forced to clamp my gloved hands on my knees to keep my balance.

      The bulky fabric shifted past the ladders in my stockings, dislodging some of the mud and dried blood.

      Mark’s gaze flashed toward them.

      I stiffened.

      He’d promised to patch them up the first chance he got.

      But therein lay another problem.

      My knees were fine.

      I’d discovered that in the carriage ride over here, and it had freaked me the hell out.

      Just as I remembered that priest grabbing me and cutting my wrist, I remembered in perfect, excruciating detail when I’d fallen on the road after the attack and hot chunks of rubble had sliced right through my skin.

      It wasn’t a figment of my imagination. The blood down the outside of my stockings was mine.

      The injuries, however, had disappeared.

      I longed to tell someone what was going on with me – to touch base with someone who had a firm grip on reality, to get them to tell me if I was really going insane, but it wasn’t as if I could open up.

      So I just sat there, thoughts becoming more twisted and convoluted as we traveled in silence.

      Jarrak seemed lost in his own thoughts. Which was a great thing. I didn’t want to get drawn into any more conversations with him.

      The more I thought about it, his arrogance and self-importance really did seem like an act. And though I had no reason to assume this, I got the impression that there was a much smarter man sitting underneath. One who knew precisely which buttons to press to get people to do what he wanted.

      “It will only be a few more minutes now,” Jarrak announced abruptly.

      I’d been so lost in my thoughts that I actually jolted at his words.

      And that? God, that just brought his attention back to me.

      Whenever he dragged his gaze over to me, I felt like I was being put in a prison.

      “I apologize for startling you, Miss Grace. I appreciate you must have had such a trying day. I hope tonight will be better.”

      “Sorry?” Mark said immediately, his voice deep with a note of growling warning.

      Jarrak let out a manufactured laugh. He also smiled, and as I watched his face, it was almost as if he programmed each muscle to move in perfect synchronicity. Everything about this man seemed precisely crafted, including the slight lilting laugh he gave Mark. “Do you think I would let such honored guests go without showing them true hospitality?”

      Mark’s expression softened, though only by a fraction. “We really just need to get back to a base. You can… show me your hospitality later,” Mark managed, though I could tell his words were like letting blood from a stone.

      “But I must thank my esteemed guest – Miss Grace. No one has given me quite such a nice gift before.”

      I could tell Mark just stopped himself from rolling his eyes. “Thank you, Sir Jarrak. Perhaps Miss Grace can come back later. For now, we need to return to Earth.”

      Mark flatly lied. I would never come back to Xandia again.

      If I ever got free, my mind pointed out darkly.

      There was every chance I would never even leave Xandia in the first place, let alone have the opportunity to come back.

      Jarrak slowly swung his gaze over to me, and I could tell it was a timed movement to ensure Mark watched his expression closely.

      Jarrak’s face lightened as he shifted forward, the mere sight of me warming him, apparently.

      He was sitting in precisely the same position he’d been in on the ride over here. He was taking up as much room as he possibly could. It wasn’t like Mark was a small man, but he had to sit toward the edge of the seat, his hands rested on his knees to give Jarrak the room to sprawl out.

      Now Jarrak twisted and angled himself toward my seat. “As I said before, I’m somewhat of a historian of note around these parts. From your… reaction,” he said quietly, “to that sacred shrine, to reward you for my great gift, I will allow you to see more ancient buildings. This would please you, no?”

      He had my attention. I knew exactly what he was doing, but that didn’t matter. I unavoidably stiffened, my eyes opening.

      Before I could say anything, Mark ticked his jaw hard to the side. “Like I said, Sir Jarrak – perhaps some other time. We’re on a tight schedule—”

      “My own residence in Maglite,” Jarrak brought up a hand and tapped the base of his fingers against his chest, his hand sliding off the smooth, detailed, precisely cut fabric of his trim uniform, “has such a shrine in its basement. It is very old. It’s built within the catacombs beneath the city.”

      “… What?” Mark asked. He’d been doing a good job of holding the line and ignoring Jarrak’s offers. Until now.

      As I watched his cheeks stiffen, I could tell Jarrak’s story was sparking his interest.

      Jarrak didn’t even bother to turn to Mark. “Indeed. My residence is one of the oldest in the city. Parts of it are even older than the Royal palace.”

      “You’ve never—” Mark began.

      Jarrak dismissively waved a hand at him. “I’ve never decided to share this with you or the other humans until now. No one’s earned my interest as much.” Jarrak looked right at me.

      I felt like a deer in the headlights. No. Like a target in the crosshairs. I imagined that even if I threw open the door and jumped onto the road, his gaze would track me wherever I went to hide in Xandia.

      I could tell Mark was equally drawn on by his interest and his need to control this conversation.

      Just before I could wonder if he’d pick his curiosity over me, he sat further back in his seat. He shifted his shoulders, rolling them behind him as if they were sore when in reality all he was doing was taking up more room until his arm shoved against Jarrak’s. “Grace will be back in a week. We’ll organize it for then.”

      I thought Mark was a bad liar. Or maybe he was just a bad liar around me. As he smoothed a certain smile over his lips, his expression and delivery were simple and easy and didn’t for a second belie the fact this was pure fiction.

      In a week, if Mark had his way, I’d be back at home, back at work, and back alone.

      Jarrak didn’t reply. He kept smiling at me.

      I was paying so much attention to him – because my body wouldn’t allow me to look away – that I noticed when his gaze flicked down to my arm for just a second.

      It was the same wrist that the priest had grasped.

      There was a sharp look in his eyes. It was enough that I sat back in my seat and crossed my arms, hiding the sleeve from view.

      Unease tumbled through my stomach, as quick and fast as lightning over a grassy plain.

      Which was appropriate, because outside, I heard thunder far-off in the distance.

      Jarrak glanced up at it. “I fear the weather is setting in. My priest did suggest there would be a storm before he left us.” Jarrak smiled as, far up in the distance, there was another clap of thunder.

      “What, storm? You sure?” Mark asked, his voice quick, a note of tension infiltrating his tone.

      Jarrak flashed his gaze toward him. “Though I have heard it described that you have… what’s the word? Meteorological scientists back on Earth to predict your weather patterns, we find the priests and priestesses equally as good if not better. So I can assure you, there will be a storm tonight.”

      Mark ticked his jaw from left to right, and I watched tension climb his cheeks. “The entire night?”

      “Yes, the entire night. Do you find it inconvenient? Ah, yes,” Jarrak brought up his hand and clicked his fingers loudly, “the portals won’t work when there’s too much electrical interference over one of your substations. A shame. You’ll have to stay in Xandia just that little bit longer.”

      Mark did not look pleased. He looked as if he wanted to go outside and scream at the storm.

      He settled for resting his hand beside his leg and tapping his stiff fingers on his taut thigh muscle. Which, incidentally, was pretty close to his holstered gun.

      I just sat there.

      A specific tension rose up my back, tingled along my spine, and sank into the back of my head just as a clap of thunder blasted out overhead.

      There was a flash of light close by the carriage, and it shook.

      The lady gasped, and Mark jerked his head up.

      I didn’t move. I’d… known it would come.

      And Jarrak?

      He didn’t move, either. He just kept his gaze locked on me as if he didn’t want to miss a thing.

      You know that feeling I described before? About how with every step I took into this land, I was walking into a spider’s web?

      Now I felt as if the spider itself was coming to find me.

      The rain started to pour down, thick and hard. It slammed against the roof of the carriage, driving into it like nails from a builder’s gun.

      I usually liked the rain. Listening to it trail down a pane of glass while I was safely wrapped up warm inside a house was one of my simple pleasures.

      Now it felt like a trap, and every single droplet of water a new bar that would hold me in place.

      The rest of the trip into the city was a blur.

      As we approached the city, my senses sharpened once more, that impending sense of doom wrapping tighter around me like I was a mummy about to be thrown in a tomb.

      I was too short to see out of the portal windows that were arranged below the roof of the carriage.

      That didn’t stop me from tilting my neck on a painful angle as I started to see buildings.

      The very first thing we passed was a gate.

      This enormous, tall, thick structure that was the first true sign of civilization I’d seen apart from that old shrine.

      My stomach wound into a knot as we slowly passed through it. That knot only tightened as I started to see tall three-story buildings.

      I couldn’t tell what they were made of – it was too dark as the rain pounded down from above. But every now and then, I caught sight of tall lanterns, and the eerie white-yellow glow they cast sent illumination scattering up the side of various houses and taverns.

      The light didn’t flicker. Though my gut instinct told me it was flame, my eyes betrayed that.

      They looked like trapped fireflies or glowing orbs.

      The lights were one thing, the feel of the city another.

      Though my hearing wasn’t usually sharp, I could discern all sorts of things, from carriages shifting past us, to other snuffling babooks. Even to pedestrians somehow braving the rain.

      Life, in other words. Civilization. A functioning world other than Earth.

      I was seated on the edge of my seat now, my head twisted all the way up, my eyes wide.

      Mark cleared his throat. “It’s your first rainstorm in Xandia,” he said pointedly. “I know they’re pretty different to the ones on Earth.”

      It was completely left of field, and I had to sift through his words to figure out what he truly meant.

      We’d told Jarrak I was an esteemed guest.

      Meaning, presumably, I, like every other member of the Taskforce, had been trained before I’d come here. So there was no earthly reason for me to stare up at the sides of buildings like I’d never seen them before.

      I dragged my teeth over my bottom lip. “Yeah. More intense than most storms I’ve seen,” I muttered as I forced myself to sit back down.

      To be fair to me, Mark was hardly controlling his reactions. But rather than staring out at the glimpses of the city outside, I could tell he was itching to stop the carriage, go out, and find someone from the Taskforce.

      Our mission here was essentially done, wasn’t it?

      Ha, look at me referring to it as a mission.

      Our accident on the Otherside was almost done.

      We were so damn close to getting out of here.

      I didn’t know where the military base was exactly, but presumably, once the storm was done, it would be over.

      … Over.

      For the first time in a long time, I let myself hold on to the hope that I really could get out of here.

      It saw me relax a smidgen, my hands pulling away from my knees as I leaned back.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jarrak’s gaze flick toward me.

      It locked on my knees first, then shifted up to my face.

      I stiffened.

      Though I couldn’t explain why my knees were suddenly better and why my wrist had healed seconds after it had been injured, no one else knew, right?

      I—

      I didn’t get a chance to finish that thought.

      Mark suddenly jumped to his feet.

      “Stop the carriage,” he commanded.

      “It’s raining heavily out there, and we have ladies to think of,” Jarrak said sycophantically.

      “We just passed a team,” Mark said excitedly.

      When Jarrak made no move, Mark shifted over to the door, opened it, and yanked his head out into the rain.

      I saw the city. But I didn’t just see it – I felt it. Rushing all through me, this knowledge that I’d been here before. I’d—

      I know I stared at the door agape as Mark judged the speed of the carriage and jumped out.

      I immediately felt his lack as he left the carriage.

      As if we were tethered together, I found myself pushing up to my feet to follow him.

      Before my brain could go through with its crazy plan to jump out of the carriage after him, Jarrak got to his feet.

      He shifted in close, angling to grab my wrist – the same wrist the priest had grabbed.

      Before he could, the carriage came to a halt.

      I could hear someone outside making strange noises.

      Jarrak’s face stiffened. “We should never have taught the humans how to interact with our beasts,” he muttered under his breath.

      … I wasn’t meant to pick up his words. That thought suddenly struck me. It wasn’t the quietness of his mutter.

      It was the fact it was in another language.

      Terror suddenly gripped me.

      My ears had heard a string of strange guttural hisses. My brain had interpreted their meaning.

      Before I could freak out completely, Mark’s sodden body appeared in the open carriage door again. He looked right at me. He jammed his thumb backward. “Come on, Grace. I found a unit. Show’s over.”

      “Now, now, Sergeant,” Jarrak said, his words filled with frayed patience, “you can’t really expect a lady to jump out into the cold night, can you? I’m not that odious, am I?”

      Mark almost missed the second comment, then I saw his cheeks twitch in a specific way. It told me he hated having to bend over backward to be diplomatic to this man. “Nothing to do with you and your generous hospitality, Sir. I will be telling my superiors about it, mark my words. But we really are on a tight schedule.”

      “It can’t be that tight. You won’t be able to leave for your Planet Earth today. You’ll have to wait until the storm is over. And if my priest is right, then it will last a whole day.”

      Even as the rain drove down around him, slid off his forehead, and trickled down his cheeks, I watched Mark blanch. “What? You said it would only last the night—”

      “I’d momentarily forgotten my priest’s advice. This storm may last more than 24 hours. There is time for you both to explore my shrine. My offer may expire,” he added. “If you would like to see the unique structure at the bottom of my residence, please return with me.”

      Mark didn’t even have to think it through this time. “Sorry, Sir. Grace,” he flicked me forward with a quick move of his hand, “let’s go.”

      I was on my feet. I was still close enough to Jarrak that I could practically hear his muscles as his neck slid toward me and his gaze locked on the back of my head.

      It was as if he was checking to see who I would be loyal to.

      Which was foolish.

      I’d only just met Jarrak, and I’d only just landed in Xandia. And I would never have loyalty to either.

      I shifted over to Mark.

      He instantly reached out a hand, and I let him grab mine as he helped me jump out of the carriage.

      The rain immediately drenched me.

      It was driving down so hard, it was practically monsoonal.

      It didn’t stop me from seeing the outlines of several soldiers to my left.

      The conditions might not have been great, but I could see their faces under their rain hats. And they were human.

      They also looked relieved, suggesting news of the accident at the facility had already spread.

      I couldn’t hide the hope in my eyes as I stared at them.

      Mark shifted, clamped a hand on the side of the carriage, and tilted his head up. “Thank you for your assistance, Sir Jarrak. It will be remembered, and you will be rewarded,” he said in a quick, practiced tone that suggested he’d made promises like that many times before.

      I didn’t hear Jarrak’s reply if he gave one.

      I swore I felt his gaze locked on the back of my neck, though. Which was stupid – I was only just in line of sight of him.

      Mark closed the door, shifted around the side of the carriage, made some strange utterances under his tongue, and then patted one of those strange babook creatures on its back before it shifted off eagerly into the rain-drenched streets.

      Mark tipped his head back, clamped a hand over his eyes, and sighed. He didn’t appear to care that rain splashed into his mouth as he did. He just coughed it out. Then he faced the soldiers again. “Boy am I glad to see you. Where’s your superior?”

      “Just this way, sir,” one of the women said as she jammed a thumb backward toward a tall building behind them.

      It kind of looked like a tavern. Or at least that was the impression I got. It was pretty hard to judge what it was from outside.

      Mark stayed close by my side, though I could tell he was having to measure his pace as he bounced up the steps and threw open the door.

      I’d played fantasy games as a kid, though I’d hardly been an aficionado of the genre.

      I couldn’t help but feel that this scene was smack bang out of one.

      The tavern in a mysterious fantasy city was usually where the hero was given some impossible mission.

      I didn’t for a second let my imagination get the better of me, and I really doubted Mark would be given some new all-important operation inside.

      No. I was a pragmatic woman. And despite the fact I was trying to control my paranoia, it was still getting the better of me. I just couldn’t shake the feeling that once we were inside, yet another spanner would be thrown into the works.

      Mark opened the door for me, and he had to really lean his arm into it. The thing was large and heavy, and though I was hardly a materials expert, it looked reinforced for some reason.

      I walked inside, the three soldiers behind me.

      The place kind of looked similar to a pub out of some kind of medieval re-enaction. The building was mostly made out of sturdy wood beams, and there was a large staircase that led up into the top floors. There were tables, chairs, and a bar toward the back.

      The decoration, however, was decidedly non-human.

      There were strange tapestries on the wall and a mural on the ceiling.

      It was the mural that instantly got my attention.

      Though I was still in the doorway, I ticked my head back and stared at it.

      The painting style wasn’t perfect and looked pretty naïve, but that wasn’t the point. The sprawling narrative that ran from one side of the ceiling to the other was. It looked like a world being born only to be destroyed.

      It—

      Mark shifted in close behind me, trying to get past. “Come on, Grace. It’s almost over. I promise.”

      One of the soldiers had walked ahead, and a woman pulled herself up from one of the tables in the corner.

      She was wearing army fatigues and had the kind of expression that said nothing would throw her. Except as soon as her gaze locked on Mark, I watched her eyes open in a twitch of fatigue. “Thank God for that. We all thought you were dead.”

      Mark clamped a hand over his mouth, let his shoulders lower, and shook his head. “Sorry to burst your bubble. But I’m still alive. This is—” he jammed a thumb toward me. He stopped. I doubted it was because he’d suddenly forgotten my name.

      Though there were only soldiers nearby us, there were other Xandians in the room.

      All eyes were on us.

      The woman cleared her throat. “We know. Come sit down, Mark. Things are complicated.”

      My stomach twitched.

      “Colonel Squire?” Mark asked, his voice uneasy. “What—”

      She pointed to the seat next to him.

      Mark sat.

      Squire shifted her gaze to me. “Though you are a civilian,” she said as quietly as she could, “you better come sit too.”

      I did as I was told, sitting next to Mark.

      Mark had been hiding his emotions the entire time since we’d arrived in Xandia.

      I could tell all he wanted to do was figure out what had happened at the facility, and yet he’d managed to park that fear and uncertainty and look after me.

      Now I watched his cheeks twitch and become pale, the skin around his eyes drawing thin. “… How bad is it?”

      “There were thankfully few fatalities, and most of them were out on the street. We got off remarkably lightly for an explosion like that,” Squire admitted quickly with a relieved sigh.

      Mark’s shoulders receded, but only by a touch. His gaze ticked up and locked on Squire sharply. “What the hell happened?”

      “We don’t know.”

      “Surely it’s under investigation. James—” Mark began, his breath catching in his chest.

      “Major Smith is fine. Or at least he was the last time we managed to make contact.”

      Mark frowned. He jammed a thumb up. “You didn’t call? Are we having trouble opening even small portals for radio signals?”

      Though most of his conversation was going over my head, I could appreciate one thing. Mark was misreading Squire’s expression.

      The woman looked like she would never be thrown by anything, but I could see the tension around her eyes. It marked her dark knuckles as she kept her hand planted on the table in front of them. “We haven’t been able to establish even a communication portal for five hours. It has nothing to do with the storm.” Her voice dropped so low, you would’ve had to be as close as Mark and me to hear it.

      Mark blanched. “What?”

      “We don’t know what caused that explosion, we don’t know what it did, and the last we heard, they’re still trying to figure it out. We managed to receive some communications after the explosion – enough to confirm what happened and enough for James to warn us it was likely a random portal had opened up and sucked you in. That was it. Since then, all traffic has been cut off.”

      Mark reeled.

      I’d never seen him this surprised. And despite the fact I’d really only met the man today, I appreciated this was significant.

      I didn’t say a word. I just sat there, my hands clamped in my lap, my nails pressing hard into my palms.

      If I was with it, I’d slacken my grip lest I cut myself.

      … But a quiet voice in the back of my head told me that even if I did, it wouldn’t matter.

      Mark reached up a hand, placed it on the back of his head, and appeared to try to hold on to his emotions. “We have to figure out—”

      “It might be something to do with the storm. It might be something to do with the explosion and the storm. We are not sure. Our scientists are working on it. Last we heard from Earth, they’ll probably have this sorted in several days at the most. We trained for this. We planned for it,” Squire said evenly, every single word measured as she shifted back and patted down her wiry black hair. “It was always predicted we’d face hiccups like this. We’ve been lucky. Portal traffic has been relatively predictable until now. But this is an inherently complicated situation, and complexity will always lead to unexpected outcomes.”

      Mark finally dropped his hands.

      Suffice to say, working at the bank, I didn’t really come across women like Squire. I instantly liked her, though. Sure, it wasn’t as if she abounded with warmth, but she had something that more than made up for it. This deep-seated competent efficiency.

      It was almost enough that it washed away the horror of that shrine and the carriage ride. But it couldn’t quite wash away the content of what she was saying. And somewhere in the back of my head, it clicked.

      I would have to stay here for at least another few days.

      I watched Mark draw a hand into a fist. “What do we do—” he angled his head toward me, but seemed incapable of finishing his sentence.

      Squire looked at me directly. “I’m sure Mark here has already briefed you on the fact that everything you learn here you will have to keep to yourself. Once you’re back on Earth, you will have to sign a secrets act. Can I rely on you?”

      “Grace Brown,” I gave her my name quietly. Then I looked her in the eye and nodded. “I understand,” I added, hoping my voice didn’t sound too weak, “and you can rely on me.”

      Squire nodded once. “Good. Now, I hate to have to do this to you, Mark, but change your clothes.”

      He made a face. “Sorry?”

      “There’s a dress uniform upstairs that’s roughly your size.”

      “Dress uniform?” Mark looked completely lost.

      “Lady Tallet,” Squire said simply.

      I watched Mark’s shoulders practically drop off his back. “You serious?”

      “Yes, we are. She expected to see you this morning, and we already heard from the palace that she’s been continuously asking where you are. Now we’ve confirmed you’re alive and in one piece, you need to go serve Earth.”

      I looked at Mark, confused. This wasn’t the first time I’d heard Lady Tallet mentioned, and as I watched Mark, I got the impression that he hated his job once more.

      He brought up a hand, locked it on his brow, and scratched it, dislodging water from his hair and sending it trickling down his wrists.

      It splashed onto the hard, polished wood of the table as he slapped his hand onto it and ground his jaw from left to right. “This is bullshit.”

      Squire arched an eyebrow. “I’m going to let that slide considering the day you’ve had. It is what it is, though. Go and change. I take it you lost the pearls?”

      Mark didn’t even have to answer. He just shot Squire a pointed look.

      Squire turned her tongue around in her mouth. “We’ll try to find something. We’ve already sent news ahead to the palace that you’re fine and you’re coming. Go change, and we’ll get transport ready for you.”

      Mark groaned but stood. He snapped a salute.

      It was sharp, it was practiced, and it was given with genuine esteem.

      Colonel Squire nodded once.

      Mark went to shift away, but he stopped. It was as if he’d just remembered that I was still here.

      I offered him a crumpled smile. “Go ahead. I’ll be fine.”

      He shifted around and sat straight back down.

      “Sergeant,” Squire began pointedly.

      “You need to be careful. I had to lie.” His voice dropped down.

      Squire sat up straighter.

      “I… goddamn. Sir Jarrak came across us. I couldn’t tell him we’d had a portal accident and it had sucked a civilian through,” he made sure his words were as quiet as breaths as he tapped his hand on the table. “We told him Grace was a wealth creator.” He winced.

      Squire looked at me. “What do you really do?”

      “Bank teller. Sorry… the lie was mine. Though it’s not really a lie. It’s what the bank tells us to say.” I knew I sounded like an idiot, and I hated being incompetent around this woman.

      She didn’t snap at me, though. She appeared to look to the side and calculate things for a few seconds, then she shrugged. “We’ll keep up the impression. Now head out.”

      Mark didn’t stand. “Sir Jarrak… mark my words, he’ll be back. He,” Mark seemed uncomfortable with the concept as he obviously tried to pick his words carefully, “latched onto Grace. You know how he is.”

      My stomach kicked at the term latched on.

      Squire didn’t look pleased, but she didn’t look thrown either. “We’ll keep them separate. Is there anything else you need to tell me?”

      Mark looked at me strangely, and I watched as his gaze ticked down to my left wrist. It was only a micro movement, but it was enough that a new wave of fear hit me.

      I watched as he shook his head. “Nothing. Okay. Wish me luck,” he said in a defeated voice as he stood.

      He got two steps away from the table this time before he turned. He looked at me. He went to open his mouth.

      I just brought a hand up and waved. “You’ve come good on your promise, Sergeant.” I knew I looked like an idiot, but I couldn’t stop myself. “Your mission here is done.” Crap, I sounded like a fool.

      If Mark noticed, he didn’t care. He crumpled his lips into a smile. “Sure. Don’t mention it. And—” he went to turn to me.

      I looked at him.

      He looked at me.

      I saw the same expression he’d been shooting me the entire day. The one that said he couldn’t quite tear his eyes off me for some reason.

      But this time, he managed it. He shook his head and walked off.

      I watched him until he was out of sight.

      Colonel Squire stood, clamping her hands behind her back. “I’ll have one of my officers take you upstairs, find you a change of clothes, and run you a bath. Do you have any significant injuries to speak of?”

      “Nothing,” I said.

      “No scratches or bruises?”

      I paused. I thought hard, then shook my head, not looking her in the eye as I said, “Nothing,” quietly.

      She looked impressed. “You got off lightly.” With that, she walked away.

      I turned in my seat, my gaze being drawn up to the mural on the ceiling.

      It promised destruction.

      And so did my beating heart.

      Before that morbid feeling could settle in, I found myself turning my head up in the direction of the stairs where Mark had disappeared to.

      I wanted to follow him. Because while my heart promised destruction, maybe if I stayed close to Mark he’d come good on his promise.

      He’d keep me safe and take me home.

      And all I wanted to do was return home.
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      Did I want to leave Grace?

      No.

      Did I think my mission was over with her…? No.

      I knew what the answer to that should’ve been. In theory, everything was fine. Yeah, for some reason the portals were down, but as Squire had said, we’d always prepared for circumstances like this. The last several years of portal travel had been relatively simple and predictable. Back in the bad old days, the portals had come and gone essentially at whim.

      If our best scientists thought traffic would resume again in several days, then it would.

      All Grace had to do was wait, then she’d get back.

      I’d buy her a replacement necklace as soon as I could, I reminded myself as I stood and watched the rainswept lawns, the sunrise sending glimmering streaks of light flickering over the pools of mud in front of me.

      I hadn’t spent last night at the palace. Heck no. I’d made a brief visit and then been forced to come straight back in the morning.

      I hadn’t even been able to clap eyes on Grace.

      Now I stood and waited under the open veranda just beyond the conservatory doors, my hands clamped behind my back, my shoulders uncomfortably cramped in my slightly too small dress uniform.

      Lady Tallet had demanded we have breakfast together.

      As always, once I’d arrived at the palace, I’d been asked to wait. The table was being set in the conservatory behind me. I always got jumpy legs whenever I was told to wait, so I’d walked out here.

      I now faced the palace gardens.

      They were spectacular, even though right now they were solidly drenched.

      As I tilted my head up, I realized the storm hadn’t passed yet, either. This was just a moment of calm as the clouds amassed again on the horizon.

      There was a pond just beyond a grass strip in front of me. Deep, carved, and ornate like everything else in this grand castle. Though the calm waters usually caught my attention whenever I was being forced to wait, my gaze kept ticking up to those clouds.

      They seem to promise a heck of a lot more than rain.

      Behind me, the palace staff worked to set the table and prepare breakfast.

      I heard snippets of conversation. None of them were in English.

      Though most of the population in cities like Maglite close to portal substations knew English, they didn’t bother to speak it when humans weren’t around.

      The native language of Xandia was an exceedingly complicated one. I’d studied it for five years straight, but I could still only pick up snippets of conversation.

      There were very few people competent enough to translate complicated conversations. James was one, but even he couldn’t keep track of some of the more esoteric discussions.

      Right now, behind me, I could only pick up snippets of what was being said. It was something about some official ceremony to be held in town later this morning.

      Just as I turned my head, wondering if it would have anything to do with Lady Tallet and if she would drag me with her to it, I watched the doors to the conservatory open.

      The lady herself walked in.

      Was she beautiful?

      Of course she was. By human standards, she was stunning.

      Xandian skin was much clearer than most humans’. And with those smatterings of spots and pale eyes, it was fair enough to say that Xandians looked like creatures out of some crafted and beautifully painted fantasy scene.

      Lady Tallet didn’t just have a pretty face, though. She had the most elaborate clothes you could imagine. Each one looked like a piece of art. Move over Queen Victoria – Tallet looked as if she wore a jewelry box wherever she went. Pearls dripped off her neck. Every set I’d ever given her. And considering that was about 10 so far, it was a surprise she could keep her neck up.

      As soon as she saw me, her face opened with obvious fondness, and she instantly brought up a pale white hand and clutched her pearls, her delicate fingers rolling down the strings. She had smatterings of blue spots over the back of her hands that she usually chose to hide with gloves.

      She was getting more comfortable displaying them around me for some reason. No one had told me what it meant, but considering this was Xandia, everything meant something.

      I instantly bowed. Going through the motions, I placed a hand on my stomach and one by my left knee, ensuring I remained bent for precisely 10 seconds.

      You had to time your bows based on who it was directed to. To a lower nobility like Sir Jarrak – you could comfortably get away with five seconds. To someone like Lady Tallet, you practically had to stare at your navel for the rest of your life.

      “Please, Mark, please. Not around me. Stand.” She shooed me up with two waves of her hands.

      I nodded.

      She looked at me hopefully.

      My mouth twisted to the side. “I apologize, Lady Tallet. Unfortunately the pearls I bought you were lost. They will be replaced, however.”

      “Mark, don’t be silly. You’ve brought me so many wonderful presents. I couldn’t imagine another. Now please sit. Breakfast is prepared. I’ve asked our cooks to prepare all of your favorites,” she added with another hopeful smile.

      For the first time, a genuine grin chased across my lips. Like I’d said, Xandian food was a heck of a lot better than Earth’s. I didn’t know what it was – something in the soil maybe, or the fact that the fruits and vegetables hadn’t been overbred.

      It got my stomach grumbling.

      She ushered me forward with another cursory bow, and I shifted toward the table.

      The massive conservatory doors were open, and they led to the covered veranda beyond. So there was more than enough visibility for me to see somebody walking through the grounds. They were in a long dark robe.

      I instantly recognized them as a priest. Even from here I didn’t need to see that glimmering blue streak down their chin.

      I stiffened.

      Tallet saw where I was looking, and she pushed up onto her toe and angled her head beside me. “Oh, yes, a priest.” She nodded in deference. “He’s here for the ceremony later this morning.”

      My stomach clenched for some reason, and my back straightened.

      Priests nominally looked like each other. I mean, they all wore such large robes, apart from their chins and their occasionally exposed hands, there were no differentiating features. So why did I get the impression that as that man strode across the grounds, I knew precisely who he was?

      “Is everything okay, Mark, I mean Sergeant Sheppard?” she stammered.

      It was tradition to always have a title when you were speaking to a dignitary in Xandia.

      It wasn’t like I was a dignitary, and I was usually at pains to point that out to Tallet. Now I didn’t bother. I just let my eyes narrow. “He looks like the priest who was traveling with Sir Jarrak,” I muttered, though I should’ve kept it to myself.

      “You have remarkable eyesight,” Tallet said in an impressed tone. “It is Sir Jarrak’s priest.”

      I snapped my gaze toward her.

      She looked confused, and she pressed a finger forward. “I heard that he assisted you with transport last night. You were very lucky indeed to meet his priest.”

      I made a face. While I’d been traveling with Jarrak, he’d referred to the priest as his, even though I was relatively certain even a nobleman couldn’t lay stake to a priest or priestess.

      “His priest?” I emphasized the word his.

      “Sir Jarrak indeed has a unique relationship with this man. This priest has pledged himself to Jarrak’s aid.”

      “… That can happen?”

      “Indeed. When a priest is impressed by the light of someone’s soul, they can attach themselves and assist with that person’s destiny.” She clamped her hands behind her back and watched the priest until he was out of sight. Then she ticked her beautiful wide eyes up to me. “The food is on the table, Sergeant Sheppard.” She reached a hand toward it.

      “Yeah,” I said, categorically the first time I’d said a casual yeah to a member of the Royal family, let alone Lady Tallet. But I wasn’t in the mood to pull myself up. “What’s the ceremony today?”

      “I will attend. You’re welcome to come with me,” she said excitedly.

      Though I usually measured my interactions with Tallet, I nodded once firmly. “I’d be delighted to.”

      I let her lead me back to the table, but just before I sat, I tilted my head over my shoulder and stared in the direction where that priest had disappeared to.

      I got that impression. The one that sank through my gut, the one that bottomed out through my stomach. And the one that told me my mission with Grace wasn’t over.

      It was just beginning.
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        Grace Brown

      

      

      I’d slept.

      Badly.

      The bed had been thankfully soft, though there hadn’t been a pillow and I’d had to bunch up my army jacket to manufacture one.

      The pillow hadn’t been the problem.

      The dreams had. Flashes. Blasts. One after another. Glimpses of Xandia, places I’d never been, cities, palaces, shrines, and mountains. Cold snowcapped mountains permanently enshrouded in cloud.

      As I sat at one of the tavern tables, considering the ration pack Squire had given me, I kept to myself, my mouth pressed so tightly shut, it was a wonder I didn’t lose my lips from blood loss.

      I didn’t want to get in anyone’s way, and I could tell that Squire and the other soldiers who stayed here were frantically busy.

      I just hoped it meant the portal system was back up again. The sinking feeling in my heart told me that wasn’t the truth.

      Though Squire had offered me to have a freshly cooked meal from this place, I’d insisted on rations. I’d already walked on Xandian soil. I’d already breathed its air. Eating its food would be a step too far. Eat its food, and I was certain I would start to become it.

      I didn’t taste the meal bar I was eating. Either it didn’t have a taste, or my mind was too twisted to try to discern a flavor.

      I’d overheard a conversation between two soldiers, and though Mark had returned last night, he’d already gone out again to see Lady Tallet.

      I thought my life back on Earth had been busy. I appreciated that for someone like Mark, there was never any downtime over here. He must really be loyal to his cause to have to put up with this much work.

      I had no real idea what Colonel Squire wanted to do with me, but I could tell she didn’t want me to make a scene.

      Presumably she’d just keep me in this tavern for the next several days until the portal finally opened and she could get rid of me. So I kept to myself as I sat quietly, and more than anything, I kept hold of my emotions. But it was hard, so goddamn hard.

      The dreams last night had been more than intense. They’d beaten through me in a way I’d never experienced before, feeling like I’d pushed coals into my mind and they’d burned right down through my body to my core.

      All of them – all my damn dreams had centered around that path up into the mountains.

      … It was calling me. That fact was no longer deniable.

      But more than that?

      That priest. He’d haunted my nightmares last night. I’d seen his hooded face, that strike of light traveling over his chin – and I’d watched it twist to the side as his grim, stiff white lips had finally appeared underneath the edge of his hood and he’d smiled.

      Just put it out of your damn head, I tried to tell myself as I picked up my meal bar, breaking off a portion with the tips of my fingers and rolling it around as if I was a kid who didn’t know how to eat politely.

      One good thing about being in this tavern and under the constant watch of soldiers was I wasn’t too far away from the center of action.

      There were two men sitting at the table behind me, between me and the door as if they thought I’d actually make a run for it and wanted to spend another second out there in the rest of Xandia.

      Though they were technically watching me, most of their attention was held for their conversation.

      “I’ve never heard of it. Just another damn superstitious holiday to add to the ever-growing pocketbook of dumb ass rules about this place,” one of the soldiers said gruffly as he took a drink from a steaming mug.

      “Keep your damn voice down,” his friend chastised him in a quick, low voice.

      “There are no Xandians around. Just us.”

      The men were speaking in low tones, and though their table was close-ish, I got the impression they didn’t think I could hear.

      I could hear perfectly, though.

      Just another problem to add to my growing list of woes.

      Was I still freaking out about the fact my injuries had healed?

      Absolutely. They had all disappeared. Every cut, every scratch, every gash, every bruise. All of it gone.

      There wasn’t a mark on me. It looked as if I was in perfect health. And maybe I was. I usually had stomach troubles, yet I was eating this bland, awful meal just fine.

      I suffered from allergies and asthma, too. It had taken until I’d gotten to this tavern to realize that all the time I’d trekked with Mark, I hadn’t coughed or wheezed once.

      Something… was happening. I couldn’t deny it anymore.

      Whatever it was, I swore it assisted me hearing these men’s muttered conversation, despite the fact an ordinary person wouldn’t be able to pick it up.

      “What the hell is this one about, anyway?” the churlish soldier continued.

      The other guy rolled his eyes, clearly unhappy at the tone of the conversation, but too tired to drag his friend up on it again. “I don’t know. Something to do with the return of the sun.”

      “The sun gets up every morning and goes dark every night. What the hell is there to celebrate?”

      “Come on, Josh, you’ve been warned once. Squire hates it when you keep picking holes in Xandian culture. We’re not here to judge them—”

      Josh snorted. “We’re just here to take what we need.”

      My stomach twisted.

      Back on Earth, of course I’d known of the mineralogical importance of Xandia. It was touted in the press. Yet it was meant to be a side note to what was primarily a diplomatic and scientific exploration of another world.

      Now I was here on Xandia, I realized how skewed that picture had been.

      Everything I’d heard so far was about getting Earth’s hands on more resources. It wasn’t about cultural exchange – and these two men were making that apparent.

      And… that made me bitter.

      Don’t get me wrong. My entire life I’d been trying to stay away from Xandia, and I certainly didn’t have a bone in my body that wanted to defend it. But the thought that these people were just being economically abused by a power greater than them made my hand curl into a fist.

      It was a slight movement, a slow one, too, as my fingers dragged over the polished wood of the table and pressed hard into my palm.

      This was wrong, a voice inside told me.

      And someone had to stop it.

      Before it was too late.

      Xandia shouldn’t be plundered. And its resources would be nothing but poison if they were taken back to Earth.

      … It took me a few seconds until that thought settled in.

      Poison?

      “Look, I don’t really know the content of the ceremony today; I just know that it’s important. Important enough that a lot of dignitaries will be there, including Lady Tallet and a few other Maglite nobles.”

      Josh snorted. “Well then, we will have to put on a good show. Wouldn't want Lady Tallet to think anything less of us humans. Then again, showing her human manners,” his voice twisted in an odious way, “ain’t really up to us, is it? You hear Sheppard came back late last night?” Josh sniggered.

      My other hand curled into a fist. Was it out of jealousy?

      I don't really know. The tone of this conversation was getting to me in a way I’d never experienced before.

      Was I a particularly violent soul?

      Absolutely not. I was the kind of person who would run in the opposite direction from trouble, not toward it gnashing my teeth.

      I had never once broken up a fight on Earth. I sure as hell hadn’t started one. But as these men continued to converse, all I wanted to do was tip the damn table over and scream at them.

      “Hold up,” Josh’s friend said. “Squire is coming. Keep your damn mouth shut. She’s warned you before.”

      “What the hell is she going to do? The portal is closed. Plus, there are too few of us trained soldiers who can put up with Xandia for any length of time. She’s not going to kick me off the squad. She’s just going to give me another empty warning.”

      There was heavy footfall down the stairs, and Squire appeared in clean, pressed fatigues. Her wiry hair was pulled back into a tight bun at the base of her neck, though a few strands had already worked their way free.

      She grabbed them and shoved them behind her ears with the kind of determined force I imagined marked every single one of her moves. She gazed toward Josh and his friend for half a second before repositioning her attention on me.

      Ordinary people didn’t reposition their attention – but you needed a new vocabulary when it came to Squire.

      She stopped in front of my table. “How are you going?”

      It was a direct question, and maybe it lacked emotional warmth, but it made up for it by giving you the impression that if you had a problem, she’d solve it for you on the spot.

      I shrugged. “Fine, I guess?”

      I could hear that Josh and his friend had stopped talking, and for some reason, I could tell from the specific scrunch of the fabric of their fatigues and the creak of their muscles that they’d turned to look at me.

      … I’d never had hearing like this, nor impressions as strong. I didn't let that derail me as I continued to stare at Squire and she assessed me with a half frown. “Did you sleep?”

      I scrunched my lips together and forced a nod.

      “Your head says yes but your expression says no. Which is it?”

      Around Mark, I felt I could lie and hide my feelings. Around Squire, I got the impression she knew more about me than I did.

      “… Not really, I guess. There was a lot on my mind,” I tried to explain.

      “That there would be. You probably want to know what happens today. You stay here,” she said smoothly.

      I nodded eagerly.

      “It would be safest to keep you off the streets. We can’t afford to have any untrained assets out there. Not today.”

      I twisted my lips into a frown. “Why? What happens today?”

      She shot me the kind of look that told me I didn’t need to know that information.

      I shrugged. “Sorry. Jarrak mentioned something to do with some kind of ceremony,” I added before I’d even realized what I’d done.

      Jarrak hadn’t mentioned anything. I’d heard it off the two men behind me.

      I didn’t usually lie. I usually wasn’t this frazzled, though.

      Squire didn’t look happy, but she shrugged. “Yes, there is a ceremony today. Just another solar festival.”

      “Will anyone come to the tavern?” I asked quickly.

      “No. It’ll be out in the town square. This place will be quiet. We’ll be thin on the ground, though. We need to make our presence felt at the ceremony, but I’ll keep two soldiers here with you.” She cast her gaze around the room and quickly locked it on the two men behind me. “Josh and Matthew here will do.”

      “Come on, sir,” Josh said in a drawl. “I’d rather be out there—”

      “If that’s a poor taste joke about to come out of your mouth, stow it,” Squire snapped.

      Josh let out the slightest huff. It was so quiet, an ordinary person wouldn’t be able to hear it.

      So why the hell could I hear it as clear as day as if it was right behind my head?

      “You’ve gone a bit pale. Are you disappointed you can't come—” Squire began, looking straight at me.

      I shook my head quickly. “I’d rather be here, sir.”

      “You’re not in the army. You don’t need to call me sir. Good to see we’re on the same page, though.” Squire went to shift away, then paused, repositioning herself as she shifted lightly on her feet toward Josh and Matthew. “It should be quiet. If anyone comes in, though, don't let them know we’ve got a guest.”

      Josh snapped a sloppy salute. How I could tell it was sloppy, considering Squire was right, and I was a civilian, I didn’t know. I just got the impression he barely put any muscular tension into it and he was just going through the motions.

      Squire didn’t pull him up on it and just snapped a goodbye before walking briskly for the door.

      It wasn’t until it was closed behind her that my stomach started to sink. It continued to sink as I watched more soldiers clamber down the stairs and head out onto the city street beyond.

      I shifted around in my seat until the last one was out and the door closed.

      That’s when I felt Josh’s attention on me again. I had my back to him. So how the hell did I know that he was looking at me?

      He cleared his throat. “Finish off your meal, civilian. We’ve got this.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered to myself as I turned and continued to pick at my bar. “I might go upstairs, though—” I began.

      “Better to stay with us,” Matthew said.

      I didn’t know if I liked Matthew. He let his friend get away with saying a lot of crap, but at least he seemed the nicer of the two. So I turned around and at least looked him in the eyes as I nodded.

      I shifted back to my meal.

      I didn’t have an appetite. I honestly didn’t. It wasn’t just the fact this meal bar tasted of nothing. It was like my stomach refused this kind of food, as if it was looking for something purer, cleaner, closer to home.

      Those three concepts made no sense. I’d never been a particularly health-conscious eater, though I’d hardly had a junk-food diet, either.

      I wasn’t somebody who worried about unknown pollutants in their food, either.

      But it wasn’t those concepts that made me curl a hand into a fist again. It was the fact I wanted to eat something closer to home. And by home? I meant Xandia.

      I shook my head, ensuring the move wasn’t hard enough that Matthew or Josh could notice as they returned to their conversation.

      “Squire has cleaned the building out of everyone but us,” Josh commented after a while. “You think she’s had another tipoff?”

      “Who knows? She’s probably just being cautious considering what happened last time.”

      The skin on my back itched.

      “If they just took our kid gloves off, we could crush the separatists in a night. Just let me at them,” Josh said in a hard voice.

      “It’s not that easy to take on insurgencies,” Matthew tried.

      Josh gave a cruel laugh. “Sure is. Especially when you’ve got our firepower. The only reason they’re getting away with it is that they’re hiding behind Xandian rules. If I had my way, we’d clear them out in a day. It wouldn’t be too hard to go door-to-door and figure out where people’s loyalties lie.”

      “Will you keep your damn voice down?” Matthew tried again, his voice peaking high with exasperation.

      “Why? Squire isn’t even here anymore. There are no Xandians around. It’s not like that civilian can hear us, either.”

      I was aware of the fact that Josh jammed his thumb in my direction.

      … I could hear them perfectly. I could hear him as if someone had taken a recording, cleaned it up, and played it to me through earbuds.

      “Just keep your mouth shut,” Matthew tried.

      “All I’m saying is we can’t afford to be lax. The more we let the separatists get away with, the more they’ll try to get away with.”

      “Which I guess is why Squire is taking most of her forces to the ceremony.”

      Josh let out a snide laugh. “Perfect opportunity to break into a few Xandian houses and confirm if they belong to the separatists.”

      There was a significant pause. “You wouldn’t really—”

      Josh laughed again. “Course not. But at the same time, we can’t just stand around and do nothing.” As he kept speaking, his voice became progressively harder with tight emotion.

      Matthew paused, and I could tell he was sifting through his words. “You could see a counselor—” he tried.

      Why did I suddenly feel as if the blood drained from Josh’s face?

      “You think I need a counselor?” he spat.

      “Keep your voice down,” Matthew tried again.

      “I don't need a goddamn counselor. I need Shane. You haven’t lost a friend in one of these attacks yet, Matthew, but it’s coming. The more we let them get away with, the more they’ll try,” he repeated his favorite saying. “There is no reason for us to stand around and be goddamn cannon fodder for these inbred cavemen. We know what we want; we should just go out and take it. There’s no point in diplomacy.”

      My entire body was primed to listen into the conversation. Not just the words being said, though, but the way they were being said.

      I couldn’t see Josh, but that didn’t matter. It was like a replay of his expression was going on in my mind, as if I had eyes in the back of my head.

      I could tell precisely how tight his lips were, exactly how much tension ran up his jaw, and how white and pale his cheeks had become.

      “Look, Josh,” Matthew began.

      There was a thump from upstairs.

      I thought I was the only one who heard it, but Josh and Matthew suddenly grew quiet.

      “What the hell was that?” Matthew asked in a tense tone.

      “Everyone’s out, aren't they?” Josh asked.

      There was another thump.

      Both men jumped to their feet.

      I became riveted to the spot as fear sliced through me. It was fear unlike any I had ever felt. Wait. I had felt it before. It was precisely the same terror that had risen within me when I’d stared at the facility just before the second explosion.

      Once more I felt as if my irrepressible destiny was reaching up to pull me further into this labyrinth of hell.

      I pushed to my feet, my limbs shaking in horror.

      “You sit back down, ma’am. You check it out,” Josh said to Matthew.

      Matthew shifted lightly over to the stairs and took them quickly.

      “It’s probably nothing,” Josh said, either for my benefit or his as he sat back down. This time I could see him with my real eyes, and I could appreciate his back was stiff.

      His hand rested on his gun.

      “Couldn’t it just be one of the Xandians who owns this establishment?” I tried, my voice nothing more than hope as I desperately attempted to tell myself nothing was going on.

      Josh didn’t even bother to switch his gaze over to me. “They work in shifts. They should be gone by now. It’s probably—”

      There was a much louder thump this time, and I could pick up a gasp of air.

      I didn’t know if Josh did too, but he jumped back onto his feet.

      He pulled out his gun.

      “What’s—” I asked, voice shaking.

      “Don’t speak,” Josh said in a low, controlled growl.

      I stood, one hand propped against the table, my fingers becoming white with cold fear.

      There wasn’t another gasp. But I swore I could hear footfall. Low and quiet.

      There was a creak on top of the stairs.

      I jerked my head up.

      And I saw Matthew.

      “Jesus Christ, you scared the hell out of me—” Josh began.

      Matthew was dead.

      Someone was holding him, a hand around the back of his neck, their grip so strong that they had him propped up as if he was standing.

      With a satisfied breath of air, Matthew’s assailant let him go.

      Matthew tumbled down the stairs, every thump of his body like a nail being driven into a coffin.

      Josh didn't wait. He started shooting.

      I ducked to the side, the sudden sound tearing through me as I clamped a hand on my ear.

      I kept an eye open, though, enough to tell Josh’s bullets did nothing as his assailant ran for cover beyond the stairwell.

      “Dammit,” Josh roared just as Matthew’s still body tumbled to the base of the stairs.

      He fell close by me. I saw his sightless eyes.

      There was a crackle of something sparking along his skin. I discerned it for a single instant before it sank into the floorboards and disappeared.

      There were fingernail marks – deep gashes in his throat. Red welts of blood slicked down them. But I doubted that had been what had killed him.

      No – it had been that blue crackle.

      I—

      “Get down,” Josh bellowed. “Run for cover,” he added as he pushed toward the stairs, his gun out, his fingers steady and locked around the trigger and butt.

      There were more thumps from upstairs.

      Josh hesitated, then threw himself up them.

      “No,” I screamed out to him. “It’ll kill you—”

      There was nothing I could do to stop Josh. By the time my scream cracked out of my lips, he’d already reached the top of the stairs.

      I stood, riveted to the spot, tears streaking my cheeks, fear gouging a hole in my heart.

      I took a staggering step back just as I heard a thump.

      That was it. Just a single thump. No screams, no shots, no nothing. And just as I’d known John’s expression even when I hadn't been able to see him, I now knew he was dead.

      I took a jolting step back. Then another.

      I turned, and I ran.

      I reached the door just as I heard something hissing on top of the stairs behind me.

      I wrenched the door open, and I threw myself out.

      That would be when something wrapped an arm around my middle and a hand over my mouth.

      “Sorry, Miss Grace, but it’s time.”

      I had no chance.

      There was something tickling along the man’s fingers, and in a few short seconds, it robbed me of my consciousness.

      I had the time for one last thought.

      Mark had promised me he’d take me back home.

      But to do that, he’d now have to tear this world apart to find me. And Xandia?

      It was about to rise up.

      
        
        The end of Oblivion Gate Episode One.
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        Grace has been kidnapped. But that is the least of Sheppard’s troubles.

        The Xandian resistance has lain low for 50 years. It is time for them to rise. And Sheppard and his team are their first targets.

        When Maglite is attacked, Sheppard is drawn deep into a battle which will swallow him whole.

        But if he thinks his destiny has become twisted, it is nothing compared to Grace. Her transformation has begun, and nothing on Earth or Xandia can stop it.

        It is time for Pandora to return to the land. And it is time for the land to rise up and meet her.
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          Sergeant Mark Sheppard

        

      

    

    
      Another day in Xandia, another damn ceremony.

      All I wanted to do was get back to the tavern to see Grace, but as always, things were out of my hands.

      “At least try to smile,” Squire grumbled from beside me as I stood to the side of the stone podium.

      “I am smiling. Can’t you see?” I kept my hands firmly tucked behind my back as I turned my head up and stared at the sky.

      The clouds were still there, marching across the horizon like an indomitable force getting ready to sweep over Maglite.

      We had a half hour, an hour tops before the deluge opened up again.

      I opened my mouth to ask the one thing that had been on my mind all day, haunting me like a nightmare, “Colonel—”

      “No, Sergeant,” Squire let out a long-suffering sigh that told me she’d had an even worse night than I had, “there’s been no news about the portal yet. Our best – and only – estimate is still at least two more days before it’s operational and we can hear from Earth again.”

      “That’s not what I was going to ask. How’s Grace?” It was a question I’d been itching to ask since I’d been forced to head to breakfast with Lady Tallet this morning. And it’s a question that just kept getting stronger, pounding into my gray matter like a pestle to a mortar.

      There was this itchy sensation crawling up the back of my head, this creeping coldness that kept playing down the insides of my arms and across my chest. It was the same sensation I’d get before a big mission – the kind of operation that was do or die.

      There was no good reason for my body to be throwing up those kinds of sensations now, though. This ceremony was hardly going to be the most trying mission of my life.

      Squire gave me an odd look. “The civilian? She’s fine. I left her with Josh and Matthew eating breakfast.”

      I made a face.

      Squire knew precisely what it meant, and her left lip twitched hard. “She’ll be fine.”

      “You left her with Josh? Hardly the best example of what the Taskforce has to offer.”

      “He’s had a rough time with the death of Shane Walters. He’ll get back on track,” Squire tried, keeping only half her attention for me and the rest for the packed square around us.

      As always, this ceremony was drawing a crowd. I could hardly comment, as humans had always led a superstitious existence, but there was a religious fervor in Xandia that went beyond anything I was used to on Earth.

      I had to quickly remind myself there was a reason for that. To the Xandians, they didn’t need to pray to an unhearing god in heaven – their gods walked among them for all to see.

      I cleared my throat. “Is—”

      Squire didn’t let me finish. Her gaze had switched to a band of burly looking merchants who were skulking along the edge of the crowd. The ceremony was being held in a kind of town square, though it was a lot grander than anything you’d have back on Earth. Earth may have access to better building techniques and materials, but we’d lost our sense of pageantry and architectural drama last century. Xandia still had it, and though Maglite wasn’t even a big city in the grand scheme of things, they still had a town square that was fit for the gods. There was a massive statue in the middle surrounded by a carved stone pool. At the bottom of the pool were reflective glass-like tiles that depicted one of Xandia’s favorite creation myths. It was a theme you would see repeated everywhere across the land.

      It was on vases, tapestries, rugs, murals – everything.

      It was the birth and death of the land.

      According to the myth, the gods had come from the stars one day and created Xandia to hold their secrets and wealth. One day, when the Xandians could no longer hold on to those secrets and that wealth, the gods would return and destroy all.

      Unlike Earth, that creation and destruction myth was accepted by almost everyone I’d met on Xandia, and by all reports, everyone shared roughly the same religion.

      … But why the hell was I concentrating on that now? The only thing that should be holding my attention was the odd sensation still crawling across my skin. It tickled between my shoulder blades, itched along the small of my back, and raced through my gut, feeling like ice melt.

      “Just try to smile, please. You look like you’re having your teeth pulled,” Squire sighed from my side.

      “I feel like I’m having my teeth pulled. I just can’t…” I trailed off, stopping myself from sharing my worries with Squire. She was a woman who played it by-the-book. And the ominous feeling descending on me was most definitely not by-the-book.

      “What, Sergeant?”

      “I don’t know. Something just doesn’t feel right,” I settled for summarizing my feelings without going into the details. Squire didn’t need to know that with every second my stomach was tightening into an even tighter knot that felt like some vengeful surgeon was trying to strangle me with my own gut.

      Squire dipped into a strange, edgy silence.

      My gaze ticked toward her, and for the first time, I truly noted how tensed her neck muscles were. She was standing to attention, her hands clasped behind her back as she surveyed the crowd.

      Without asking what was wrong, my gaze ticked back to those strange men at the back of the crowd.

      Except they were gone.

      Squire’s eyes clearly ticked through the thronging people as she looked for them.

      My stomach kicked. “What’s going on?”

      “We received a potential tip-off that the separatists might try something today.”

      I thought my stomach had kicked before. I was wrong. What it did now eclipsed that by a factor of 10. So much tension ran through my back and leg muscles, I almost jumped off the podium I was on and threw myself into the crowd.

      The sun was already high enough that its long rays had made it over the high fortified wall that ran around Maglite. As the illumination bathed the crowd, I started to see the glimmer of light against metal.

      It wasn’t unusual for Xandians to walk around with tools holstered at their belts – everything from hammers to, yeah, knives. Now my gaze darted from them as my fear peaked.

      “It’s probably nothing,” Squire tried to convince me, but her actions spoke louder than her words as she continued to stare through the crowd sharply.

      “Who did it come from?”

      “We don’t know. Same method as all the tip-offs from before – a letter left at the doorstep of Base 11.”

      I didn’t have to stretch my memory to figure out what Base 11 referred to. It was the tavern Squire and her unit were currently staying at.

      My cheeks became cold. “What the hell did the letter say?”

      “That we should keep our eyes open today. Close them, and we’d miss the world changing beneath our feet. It’s less explicit than our usual warnings, so I’m hoping it’s just kids having fun.”

      I pressed my lips together but didn’t answer.

      The kids of Xandia, growing up in an unfettered wilderness, had much easier ways to make fun than threatening Xandia-Earth relations.

      There it was again – the fear that had been growing all day. It washed over me, sharper than ever. It felt like I’d stood in the path of an explosion, and shrapnel was cutting me to shreds.

      Lady Tallet, as always, hadn’t arrived yet. It was customary when dealing with the Royal family to wait. The more important the dignitary, the longer you waited for them.

      Despite the fact I’d promised her I would be here today, I started seriously entertaining ditching this and heading back to the tavern.

      My whole body itched to go see Grace.

      Maybe Squire could read minds – or my tension – because she shook her head once. “Just stay put, Sergeant. That’s an order.”

      I opened my mouth, but finally the Royal procession began.

      In the distance toward the palace, I watched its enormous golden gates opening, the guards who stood on duty around it shifting to the side once they’d bowed for ten seconds with their swords held diagonally across their breastplates.

      At least the town square was in easy line-of-sight with the palace, so I didn’t miss a thing.

      Watching Lady Tallet’s Royal carriage sweep out of the gates was one thing. The fact Squire didn’t slice her gaze toward it once and rather kept doing methodical sweeps through the crowd was another entirely.

      Tension continued to climb me with all the ease and frantic speed of a spider, but there wasn’t a goddamn thing I could do about it as I waited for the Royal procession to reach us.

      Beside me, Squire never relaxed.

      And within, I couldn’t relax, either.

      Every sense I had told me I was missing something – that it was too late. And from now – from right here – there would be no going back despite how many tears I cried and blood I gave.
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      In and out. I slipped in and out of consciousness like something rising to the surface of a violent ocean only to be swallowed by it again.

      I could… I could make out the fact I was being carried on someone’s shoulder.

      That was it. The frequent jarring thumps of their footfall transferring through my limp body were the only sensations that could penetrate the thick, choking fog in my mind.

      I couldn’t move, and God knows I couldn’t speak.

      But I could still feel as I was carried away.

      Here and there, I also heard snippets of voices.

      Were people talking, or were they screams? I couldn’t quite make out the register, and they were nothing more than faint impressions on the edge of my consciousness.

      The longer I was carried, and the further away I was taken from the tavern, the more I felt my mind slipping.

      It was like somebody had taken a drill to that wall in my head, and with every second, more of it was crumbling down around me.

      I no longer had this impression that I’d been to Xandia before – I knew it. With all my being. With every scrap of my soul.

      And most importantly, with all my power.

      … Power.

      Could I feel it? Just an inkling at the edges of my consciousness? Just a promise whispered in my dreams?

      Or maybe a curse.

      For the first time since I’d started to slip in and out of consciousness, I managed to move. I let out a groaning gasp, and instantly the person carrying me stiffened. They had a hand anchored over the small of my back as they locked me against their shoulder, and their fingers tensed. “I suggest you don’t fight it, Miss Grace,” they said.

      … Miss Grace.

      Though my memories of being attacked outside the tavern were still patchy, those two words came to the fore like a punch to the face.

      There was only one man who called me Miss Grace.

      Jarrak.

      I tried to jerk away; I had no strength. It was as if someone had bled me dry and replaced my body with glue.

      “There is no need for fear,” he said in a serious voice.

      I might’ve just been on the edge of falling asleep once more, but I could appreciate that I’d never heard Jarrak use such a tone.

      Back during the carriage ride, I’d had the suspicion that almost everything he’d done was a calculated act to keep people off-side.

      Now that suspicion came to the fore as his tone and demeanor changed.

      “Trust me, you’re better off with me than you are with them. Now submit once more. Sleep will be easier than reality for now.”

      “What—” I managed to say, somehow forcing my lips to move and my voice to work despite the fact I felt like I was on the edge of slipping….

      He paused, his fingers pushing even harder against my back, though not hard enough to hurt me. “You don’t want to be here for the next bit, Grace. Nor do you deserve to be.” With that, I felt him draw up his free hand, and before I knew what he was doing, he dragged the center of his thumb between my eyes.

      Explosions went off in my head, making me feel as if I’d swallowed a firecracker.

      Sparks, flashes of light, and more than anything, hidden memories. They broke against me like water that had spilled free from a levy.

      I flopped back down, my mouth closed, and I fell, fell back into the arms of unconsciousness as Jarrak kept his arms wrapped around me and he took me away.
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      I couldn’t take much more of this.

      It wasn’t the pageantry, even though Lady Tallet had arrived, and now the ceremony was about to begin.

      It wasn’t the guards in their shining armor with their long broadswords at their sides that was getting to me, either.

      It wasn’t even Squire as she seemed to tense with every second, her gaze practically gouging holes through the crowd as she searched for someone.

      No, it was me. The sensations rising within me; the impressions that could no longer be denied.

      I—

      Just as Lady Tallet shifted toward me, a ceremonial box in her hands, something exploded.

      It wasn’t nearby – it was far off into the city, to my left. But it was loud enough and large enough that as I instantly ducked my head down and opened my eyes wide, I saw a massive plume of smoke and a blast of fire spinning high into the air.

      “Get down,” Squire thundered as she jumped off the podium, her strong body easily managing the 70-centimeter distance to the cobbled street below.

      From behind me, Lady Tallet gasped, and I could hear her Royal guards shifting to protect her, their heavy armor sounding like metal being shaken in a barrel.

      Squire began to march through the crowd. Then something clicked, and she ran.

      Something clicked in me, too.

      The direction of the explosion – it was Base 11. The same tavern Squire operated out of.

      I threw myself off the platform, just as I heard Lady Tallet call for me.

      My heart didn’t just beat in my chest – it rattled all the way out, seemed to shift out of me, and called me on like a guardian angel begging me to hurry.

      I threw myself bodily through the crowd, not caring who I jostled, my fear getting the better of me with every passing second.

      Grace.

      Holy shit, Grace—

      The next thing I knew, something beside me shifted.

      I saw a glint of steel.

      It was just enough that the reptilian part of my brain managed to act before my rational mind caught up with me.

      I twisted to the side. I brought my shoulder around, and just as a knife came slashing for my throat, I threw all my weight into my shoulder.

      It saw the blades slice just below my shoulder cuff, but at least it pushed it away from my jugular.

      My blood splattered out everywhere, though the gash wasn’t as deep as it could be.

      I didn’t have time to pivot, throw my arms around my attacker, and shove him to the ground.

      I didn’t need to.

      Squire appeared to erupt from nowhere, and the next thing I knew, she leveled a devastating kick against the back of the guy’s shins. As he fell forward, she wrapped a hand around his throat and pulled him back. At the same time she barked at her soldiers to draw.

      I took a step back, not caring as the blood slid down my shoulder, jerking my head back up to see the fire and smoke still blazing across the city.

      “We’ve been attacked, Sergeant. Get back to base. Do what you can.”

      I didn’t have a gun on me. I was a guest of Lady Tallet, after all. Holsters really ruined the whole point of a dress uniform.

      Squire evened the odds as she grabbed one of her spare guns and threw it to me competently, all the time keeping her solid bicep pressed against my attacker’s throat.

      The guy was big – maybe six-foot-two, and from his broad chest and muscles, he could put an Earth wrestler to shame.

      But while he had anger and passion, Squire had training.

      She knocked him out with a vicious blow to his jaw before the guy could even get a word out.

      Then she turned, snapped out her spare handgun, pressed it competently in her grip and growled at the crowd, “Get back.”

      Her soldiers shifted in beside her, pulling their weapons, assessing the situation with competent sweeps of their deadly gazes.

      Me?

      I didn’t wait.

      I ran.

      With my gun in my hand and blood still dripping down my shoulder, I pushed myself away from the crowd, trying to get to an empty street so no one could slow me down.

      Was this dangerous? Something in the back of my head told me it was perilous.

      That guy back there had attacked me. Maybe I’d been his target – or maybe he’d just seen somebody in a white military uniform and hadn’t been able to resist an opportunity.

      It didn’t matter.

      “Grace,” I said under my breath, my voice choked.

      If she’d been in that explosion—

      I didn’t let my mind go there.

      I finally reached the edge of the crowd.

      People were screaming, their faces pale with shock as the Royal guards did their best to hustle Lady Tallet off the podium, deal with the other nobles, and try to pacify the crowd.

      Though they should have tried to at least offer some protection to us, considering we were their honored guests, why bother?

      We were armed.

      Far back toward the city square, I heard a single shot ring out.

      It locked my jaw together, sent a blast of nerves cascading down my back, and warned me this could be the start of a full-on riot.

      I couldn’t stop, though.

      I was being pulled by a force far greater than myself.

      As I twisted around a corner in the street, that force told me to duck, and I didn’t question as I threw myself down to my knees and tank rolled to the side.

      It was just in time. I saw a glimmer of steel slash just a few centimeters above where my head had been.

      As I threw myself to my feet, I took the time to step back, yank my gun up, and fire.

      I didn’t bother to see who my assailant was.

      I didn’t have the time.

      The guy slashed toward me with his sword, a sharp sneer on his face as hatred billowed in his eyes.

      With one bullet to his chest, he was down before the sword had a chance to slice toward my head.

      He staggered back, my bullet easily blasting through his easily penetrable chest plate.

      He took a shuddering step back, his eyes opening wide as blood blossomed over his chest.

      I hated to kill.

      But there were times when it was you or them, and today, it was him.

      I jerked back, shock pulsing through me at what had just happened, but before I could process it, there was another explosion. It was back in the same direction as Base 11.

      “Dammit,” I spat as I turned on my foot and I ran.

      Now the city was chaos.

      Other people joined me on the streets, running for their lives.

      The Royal guards could only do so much.

      I heard the sound of hoofbeats and appreciated the cavalry descending on the city square.

      The separatists had obviously decided it was time for total war.

      They’d never done anything like this. In the past, they’d only tried isolated attacks.

      They’d waited until Earth Taskforce soldiers had been on their own, then they’d made their presence known.

      Sure, there’d been explosions before, too – but nothing, nothing like this.

      Instantly the chaos pulsing through the city, the scent of acrid smoke, and the blood still trickling down my arm brought me back to yesterday.

      It had only been a single day since the attack on Earth.

      I hadn’t even had a chance to process that horror, now this.

      I didn’t let my grip on my gun falter as I finally made it to the street where Base 11 was located.

      … And then?

      It almost slipped out of my grip as horror punched me in the gut.

      My eyes blasted wide, but not as wide as my mouth as I screamed, “Grace!”

      The whole tavern was up in flames, the two buildings beside it practically destroyed, nothing but rubble and smoke.

      People were flocking around it, getting together a chain of buckets to put out the flames. Far off, I heard shouts and clear, clipped English. It would be more of Squire’s soldiers returning to help me.

      But what exactly could they help with?

      The place had been destroyed. And anyone in it?

      Would be dead.

      I brought up the back of my hand and pressed it against my lips, my fingers slicing into me with the ease of butcher’s knives.

      I practically trembled on the spot, suddenly aware of just how injured I was as a wave of nausea sprinted through me.

      But I held onto my stomach, even as a wall of acrid smoke was pushed by the wind and sliced past me. And even when, on that smoke, I swore I picked up the sickening scent of burned flesh, I still didn’t hurl.

      “Fire out,” I heard one of the Xandians say in their natural tongue.

      It… brought me back to the situation.

      As I stood there, horrified, frozen to the spot, the fire started to spread from the tavern to the buildings around it.

      Maglite was a relatively sophisticated city for Xandia, sure, but they hardly had a dedicated, competent fire department.

      If the fire wasn’t dealt with now, it could take out half the city.

      But that would be when the heavens opened up.

      I’d been right. Back at the ceremony, I predicted it would only be half an hour until the clouds drenched the city once more.

      And with a clap of almighty thunder overhead, they did just that.

      It didn’t start to drizzle – it began with a downpour, and as the rain sank easily into the flames leaping into the sky, steam sizzled and twisted into the heavens.

      My gun was still in my hand. My blood still slid down my shoulder.

      And my mind crumpled as I realized I’d failed.

      I’d given Grace Brown a promise. I’d get her home no matter the cost.

      I’d be lucky if I ever found a piece of her body.

      I wasn’t usually the kind to break down.

      Now I squeezed my eyes closed.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Grace Brown

      

      

      I didn’t wake again until I was lying down.

      There was a hard surface beneath me, and though I could feel wrapped-up fabric under my head, it couldn’t do anything for the penetrating cold coming from the stone slab.

      The first thing I was aware of was the scent. It filled the air. It smelled like honeydew melons combined with iron shavings.

      It was sickly sweet and penetrating, and it tickled the back of my throat until my lips opened and I gasped through a cough.

      I heard the sound of creaking joints, of fabric rustling, and I picked up somebody walking toward me.

      The next thing I knew, I felt a light but reassuring grip on my shoulder.

      My heart told me it was one man, and I leaned into it before I knew what I was doing. “Mark?”

      I felt the grip falter. “If he’s lucky, he’s still alive. If the resistance has him, however, he won’t be.”

      It took a moment for that cold certainty to penetrate me. I used it to force my eyes open as a blast of fear sailed through me.

      I saw the room around me.

      It was enormous.

      It wasn’t so much a room as a cavernous space.

      It looked like some carved-out hall at the basement of a massive building – like catacombs that had been crafted into a shrine of sorts.

      Shrine.

      My memory caught up to me, and two little words rose in my mind just as the man beside me said them.

      “Miss Grace, there is no need to fear. Fear will come later.”

      His words should have been terrifying, yet his tone was somehow kind with certainty.

      My eyes were still open, and they filled with tears as I stared at the carved ceiling above me.

      Whoever had made it had either lacked the tools to do a perfect job, or had wished to retain some of the natural features of the catacomb-like rock ceiling. In places stalactites of limestone reached down, pointing toward the stone floor like Damocles swords. In other places, the ceiling was marked with beautiful carvings, whoever had made them a true master of the art.

      And the carvings? Why, once more they depicted that myth I’d seen sprawled over the top of the tavern ceiling.

      My stomach clenched as my eyes unavoidably ticked from one side of it to the other, finally locking on the end.

      The destruction of all.

      I heard Sir Jarrak take a breath from beside me. It was tight, and it was laden with fear and emotion. I could also detect a hint of relief. “I’ve been waiting a long time for you,” he said evenly. “But I imagine you have been waiting longer.”

      I could no longer push away the fact he was there.

      I tilted my head to the side as I locked my gaze on him.

      He was no longer dressed in that trim, opulent outfit he’d been wearing in the carriage.

      Instead, he looked as if he was in the clothes of a hunter.

      He had a black, rough, hessian shirt on, a brown leather vest over it, sturdy pants, and an even sturdier jacket.

      The outfit made him look like a completely different man. One less likely to bore you with stilted conversation and one far more likely to save you from wild animals.

      Or feed you to them, I forced myself to point out.

      This man might have changed his clothes, but I very much doubted he’d changed his true colors.

      He’d kidnapped me.

      No.

      Worse.

      That attack at the tavern would’ve been all down to him, wouldn’t it?

      I’d seen the injuries to Matthew’s neck – the puncture wounds that had been shaped precisely like the sharp fingernails of a priest.

      I pressed my lips together, knowing my cheeks paled as more fear twisted through me.

      Jarrak reached forward once more and anchored that hand against my shoulder.

      If I’d had the ability, I would’ve kicked it off and slapped him. Instead, I stared up into his eyes with what I hoped was a deadly gaze.

      “There is no need for confusion. You have questions – I’ll answer them soon. But for now, rest. Once the riot has died down, we will leave the city and begin the journey.”

      There was importance behind the word the. It wasn’t a journey. It was the journey, as if it was an adventure he’d been waiting to take his entire life. And that fact was framed by the look in his eyes. It was one of importance, but duty, and let me tell you, it was far away from the arrogance I’d seen flashing in his pale pupils back on the carriage.

      “Just who are you?” I asked through a choked breath, surprised I could force the words out. My body was still so weak.

      I’d never felt like this. It wasn’t just that I’d woken up from some deep, drug-induced sleep.

      It was like… something inside me was changing. My real body was breaking away only to be replaced with something I would never be free of again.

      “I’m a nobleman of the House of Jarrak.”

      “Who are you really?” I demanded over the top of him.

      I watched one side of his lips tick into a smile. “I’m your protector,” he said clearly, his expression nothing but honesty.

      My gut didn’t just twist – I swore it digested itself.

      “What?” My voice shook. “Protector?”

      “You’re lucky,” he said with sincerity, “that I was the first to come across you.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “How much do you understand of what you are?”

      “What are you talking about?” I repeated my earlier question, but this time my tone twisted, my voice becoming so strangled, anyone would be able to tell I was freaking out.

      He looked at me, and I saw compassion flashing in his pale, storm gray irises. His gaze ticked down me, but it lacked the lecherous quality it’d possessed back in the carriage. It had been replaced instead with complete competence, diligence, too, as if he really was what he had claimed. My protector.

      That thought undermined me even further until I started to shake.

      He kept his hand anchored on my shoulder, his fingers tight but not with anger – just reassurance.

      “I had dreamed you would come. I had hoped and prayed for years,” he said with a brief laugh. “But the night before last, I had finally realized you were on your way.”

      “Just who are you?” I choked back the tears. “And what’s going on?”

      He paused. He looked right into my eyes. He gave me the kind of penetrating stare that told me he would be able to see through my every lie because I shouldn’t keep anything from him in the first place.

      “I told you, Miss Grace – I’m your protector. And you? I think you’re already starting to appreciate what you are.”

      His words robbed me of every last scrap of heat I had.

      Maybe that wasn’t just in my mind – because though I could tell he wanted to keep his hand on me, he suddenly grimaced then reluctantly pulled his fingers back. He instantly curled them into a fist, brought them up, and blew onto them.

      “… What’s happening to me?” I wasn’t talking to him. I was talking to myself. To the woman I’d once been. The simple bank teller who’d dragged herself to work every day, despite her dreams. The woman who’d tried with all her might to pull herself up from her cracking sanity, to live a life despite herself.

      But that woman?

      She wasn’t just far away anymore. She’d never existed.

      That thought hit me like a sucker punch, and I closed my eyes as tears welled in them.

      This caused Jarrak to let out a tight, worried sigh. “Do not harm yourself, Miss Grace.”

      “My name is not Miss Grace. It’s just Grace,” I snapped, as if that was the most important point to clarify now.

      “It is customary in Xandia to have titles. I’d assumed you would’ve remembered that by now.”

      One word sank into me, sank through me, and drowned me.

      Remembered.

      It was like a spark that ignited the wildfire that had always been waiting to burn through me.

      I shuddered. It was such a violent move, Jarrak shifted toward me quickly and didn’t hesitate as he grasped my shoulder once more to stop me from rolling off the small stone plinth.

      As soon as his fingers touched my shoulder, I felt their blessed warmth.

      Compared to me and the cold stone slab beneath, they were like a fire.

      And yet it was one that couldn’t put up with my frozen flesh for long.

      He winced once more and withdrew his hand, shaking it vigorously to heat it back up. “I just ask that you calm yourself down. I know it’s hard – but trust me.”

      … Trust him?

      The last memory I had of Jarrak was him standing beside me in the carriage, staring at me as if he’d wanted to see who I trusted – him or Mark.

      I trusted Mark.

      I still trusted him – wherever he was.

      The thought of him suddenly gave me hope.

      He hadn’t been at the tavern.

      He would come back, though, he’d… find those dead soldiers, and he’d realize I’d been kidnapped, right?

      He’d put two and two together and come find me, right?

      I watched Jarrak’s face crumple. “Whatever you’re thinking – whatever you are hoping for,” his voice dropped down low, “it will not transpire. There is a different destiny waiting for you now.”

      I felt like he’d run me through on the word destiny.

      My gaze snapped onto him, and it took all the energy I had to open my mouth. “… What?”

      “You must know, Miss Grace. You must’ve dreamed of this land your entire life. It is in you, it is through you, and you were never truly whole until you returned. Now you are back, it is time to begin the journey.”

      “What are you talking about? I’m not Xandian,” I spat desperately, practically shrieking it through the room, no matter how much damage it did to my weak voice. “I’m human. I’m from Earth,” I repeated, voice getting louder again.

      Though I could tell that all Jarrak wanted to do was double forward, grasp my shoulder, and calm me down again, he had to spare his cold fingers. He pressed his teeth together instead, his lips shifting hard over them and stiffening like fists. “Calm down. It is not recommended that you lose your control. Not while you’re changing.”

      “… Changing?” More tears welled in my eyes.

      “Search your memory. The answers are there. Now close your eyes. Relax. We must wait out these next few hours. Then we can leave the city. And then?”

      I didn’t want to speak. I wanted to recede in on myself. I wanted to shut down. But my lips still opened. “The journey will begin,” I said. My voice was different. For the first time since I’d woken, it was even. It was strong.

      It wasn’t mine.

      It belonged to the thing within me that had always been waiting to come back.

      And now it was back, everything would change.
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      I was crushed.

      I’d been a soldier my whole life. I’d grown up among soldiers. My father had been a soldier.

      I knew how you dealt with trauma.

      It was precisely your ability to push tragedy away and deal with it at a later time that allowed you to make a difference.

      But now?

      I felt like someone had reached into my chest, plucked up my heart, and fed it to me.

      Base 11 had been destroyed. Razed to the ground.

      Separatists throughout the city had taken the opportunity to go after our soldiers.

      Two had been killed, and another two stabbed.

      It was an attack on an unprecedented level.

      And though that alone should have shaken me to my core, it was Grace’s death that kept replaying in my head. I’d broken my promise to take her back to Earth, and it was gutting me.

      I sat in the room provided to us by the palace, my elbows locked on my knees, my head in my hands as I kept replaying the moment Grace and I had appeared in Xandia.

      Her fear.

      Her unshakable fear.

      Fear the likes of which I swore I’d never seen before. The way her eyes had widened, her lips had become pale, and more than anything, the fixed attention she’d used to stare at those mountains.

      She’d been terrified of this place, and all she’d wanted to do was return home.

      I’d promised her she would, and yet I’d left her alone.

      Now she was dead. Just so much ash.

      I wasn’t alone in this room.

      Every soldier in Maglite was now based here, safe behind the walls of the palace as Squire worked with the Royal authorities to figure out what had gone on.

      We’d already radioed ahead to the nearby sub-portal military base an hour outside of Maglite to tell them what happened.

      They were sending reinforcements.

      If the attack on Maglite wasn’t bad enough, the portal still hadn’t opened.

      If it had, this incident would have been relayed back to Earth, and Command would be asking what the hell had happened.

      We’d known about the separatists for years.

      From the very first soldier from Earth who’d come to Xandia, there’d been attacks.

      Over the years, they’d grown until those attacks had coalesced into a coordinated movement.

      A part of me understood where it came from. Part of me appreciated that the exact same thing happened on Earth all the time.

      When a more powerful nation came in trying to negotiate rights for resources, there were those who rightly rose up.

      No. It wasn’t right.

      Violence like that was never acceptable.

      I reinforced that fact as I clenched my teeth.

      The bastards who belonged to the separatists would be the violent, bottom-feeding pond scum of Xandian society. The mercenaries, the bandits, the murderers, the warlords. People who used to control the land and couldn’t put up with the fact a more powerful force had rolled into town.

      “You keep sitting like that, you’re just going to do your back in,” one of the medics said as she shifted past me, her cheeks cold with fright but her gaze steady.

      I parted my fingers and looked at her through one eye before finally allowing my hands to fall.

      “How’s that shoulder holding up?” She nodded to it.

      The jacket of my dress uniform was off, and the shirt beneath had been cut at my shoulder cuff.

      I looked down at the hastily but expertly applied bandage and shrugged. “It feels fine.”

      She made a face. “I haven’t even given you any painkillers yet.”

      “Don’t need them, Doc,” I said smoothly. “I don’t want anything to cut my reaction time.”

      “You’re safe now. We’re behind the palace walls. Reinforcements are coming. That…” she shook her head, “attack was unexpected. But we’re the superior force,” she said matter-of-factly.

      I let my gaze dart around the room.

      It was some kind of hall, and though one could safely assume it was usually used for parties, now it was being hastily made into a makeshift base.

      Squire was at one end, several massive tables laid out in front of her, maps and documents and radio equipment sprawled across them.

      She was barking orders, continually asking for updates on the city.

      I wasn’t the only injured soldier. In fact, of the wounded, I’d gotten off the lightest.

      Two soldiers had been stabbed, one through their stomach and one perilously close to their liver.

      Both needed surgery. And they’d get it when they were taken back to the sub-portal base.

      But the fact they could be saved wasn’t the point. The fact we were technically the stronger force on-paper and yet had been routed was.

      The only separatist we’d managed to catch was the one I’d shot, and he was dead.

      Even the guy Squire had punched had managed to escape into the chaos, citizens of Maglite no doubt helping him.

      Dammit.

      I’d thought I’d known this city.

      I thought I’d been emotionally aware enough to appreciate the underlying tensions. And though they’d been there, they’d been small.

      Now I appreciated they’d been a seething fire waiting for a single spark.

      I couldn’t help it, and as another burst of emotion blasted through me, I locked a hand on my face.

      I wasn’t about to cry. I was about to scream. Squire really didn’t need me losing my shit right now, though.

      I heard the medic take a pressured breath. “You need some food. Water too. Rations are coming.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t need anything.” As soon as the words were out, I appreciated they were wrong. I needed something. Answers.

      I wanted to get out there, get back to Base 11, and figure out what had happened.

      More than anything? I wanted to repatriate Grace.

      Whatever was left, I managed with a twisting stomach, I’d take back to Earth.

      If she had no family, then I’d be there for the funeral.

      I’d make it right in whatever way I could.

      “Sergeant, counselors are on their way,” the medic said evenly. “No one is expecting you to do anything—”

      I stood.

      It was sudden enough that she blinked, her cheeks paling. “Sergeant—”

      “I can’t sit still. I don’t need a counselor.”

      Before I could tell myself to stop and sit the hell back down, I found myself pushing toward Squire.

      The last thing she needed was for me to cause more trouble.

      But like I said, I couldn’t stop myself.

      There was this rising tension riding up my back, feeling like someone was trying to pluck each one of my vertebrae out.

      It was undeniable, and the only thing I could do was give in.

      “Sergeant,” the medic called from behind me.

      I shifted around two pale-faced, wary soldiers, finding back the balance that had been robbed from me by the attack and my injury.

      It was the very act of moving that was returning my energy to me.

      This was just walking. I fancied if I pushed into a run, I’d turn right back into the soldier I once was.

      My dad had always said I just needed a purpose.

      Give me a purpose, and I would become unstoppable.

      I might’ve lacked the raw intelligence and calculative ability he and James had, and that might’ve meant I’d stopped at Sergeant, but I had something both men lacked. This gritty determination to continue no matter the costs. And that saw me shift my way up to Squire.

      She appeared aware of me even as I took a step in behind her.

      “Unless you’re here to give me some usable intel, just go sit back down and let the medics see to you. The last thing I really need right now is for you to black out. Lady Tallet and the rest of the palace are already on edge.”

      I walked around to her side, pressing my lips into a grim line. “I want to head back to Base 11. I want to investigate—”

      “We’ve got uninjured men doing that right now. Do I need to remind you someone attempted to assassinate you, Sergeant?”

      I made a face. “That’s unconfirmed.”

      “Really? I was there. If it weren’t for your timing and luck, you wouldn’t have a jugular right now.”

      I shook my head. “If you asked me, it was just an opportunistic attack. It was just the separatists causing chaos. That guy saw my white uniform, and he couldn’t resist. It could have easily been another soldier who was attacked instead of me.”

      “But no one is asking you, are they, Sergeant? The guy looked as if he was waiting for you. That,” she emphasized that with a blast of breath, “is my assessment. And as I am your superior currently, that assessment stands. And you, you get to stand down, head back to your chair, and rest. We will have a chance to reply to this,” she said darkly.

      Who knew what the Army would reply with, but I could appreciate from the tension locked in Squire’s shoulders that this time, they wouldn’t let the resistance go.

      I understood the way Headquarters had dealt with the resistance until now. We’d had to walk a fine line.

      If we were too aggressive, we could end up putting the ordinary Xandians offside, which would make the rest of our lives complicated.

      But up until now, we’d let too much slide.

      And now this.

      Though part of me wanted to go through with Squire’s order, turn around, and sit back down, the rest of me clenched my hand into a fist.

      Though it appeared Squire had taken her attention off me, I watched her head tilt to the side and her gaze lock on my knuckles. “Is this you rejecting an order, Sergeant?”

      “Something’s off. I know you don’t want to hear this, but my intuition—”

      “You’re absolutely right. I don’t want to hear anything about your intuition. Right now, the only thing I have an appetite for is facts. Unless you’ve got some of them, go,” she growled as she turned around, “and sit back down.”

      I had no right to be putting more on her plate right now, but I just couldn’t damn well stop myself. “This attack makes no sense.”

      “It makes perfect sense. They fired at the heart of our operation in Maglite—”

      “If this was about chaos, about doing as much damage to our brand as they could, they would’ve waited until we were on that podium. Then they would’ve attacked.”

      “It would’ve been much harder. The resistance always goes for soft targets.” Squire’s face twisted as she said that, and I could appreciate there was guilt sitting behind her firm expression.

      Of course there would be. She would’ve given the order to empty out the base of most of her soldiers.

      While that objectively meant that fewer soldiers had been there to die, in her head, she wouldn’t be able to ignore the fact that if there’d been more soldiers in the tavern in the first place, the attack might never have occurred.

      “There were plenty of other targets that would’ve made more sense,” I tried.

      “No. Base 11 made perfect sense. It was relatively unguarded, and—”

      “They’ve never gone for a target like that before. They’ve never had explosive power like that before,” I tried, exasperation twisting through me.

      “Have you lost your memory, Sergeant? There have been precisely 10 other bombs—”

      “Not like this.” I half squeezed my eyes as I tried to remember the exact destructive power I’d seen when I’d witnessed that explosion from afar. “Those other explosions were small, two-meter radiuses max. This one took down the tavern in a single blast.”

      Squire pressed her lips together. “That simply means our enemies are evolving. They’re getting more desperate,” she added, her lips carving the word desperate out of the air. “So the very last thing I want to do is put you back out on the field. You’re a high-profile target considering your relationship with Lady Tallet. So sit back down.”

      I didn’t correct her when she said I had a relationship with Lady Tallet. “I’m telling you, something doesn’t add up.”

      “And I’m telling you, right now you are grief stricken. You’ve been forced to endure two calamities in the space of 24 hours. Just sit down. The best thing you can do right now is rest your mind and body. Our chance to reply,” she said, her voice stiffening on the word reply, “will come later.”

      I went to shake my head.

      I just… I couldn’t let this go.

      I could be threatening my career right now, but that didn’t matter.

      Squire opened her lips, her dark skin slicking with sweat as I could tell the stress of controlling me and the rest of the situation started to get to her.

      She didn’t have a chance to order some of her guards to drag me back to my seat.

      Her gaze flashed toward the two large doors into the room as they opened and one of her soldiers rushed in.

      I recognized him – he was one of the guys she’d sent to investigate the explosion site.

      Either Squire forgot I was there, or plain didn’t care anymore, because she didn’t order me away again.

      She just turned swiftly and took a solid step forward just as the soldier came skidding to a stop.

      “What is it?” she barked. “More attacks—”

      “No, sir. The streets are quiet. Eerily quiet. The city is fine. The chaos lasted for two hours. To the second,” he finished.

      Squire’s bottom lip jerked open, then pressed closed as tension soldered her mouth shut.

      “What about the explosion?” I asked over her shoulder even though I knew I was in no place to question this guy when he was reporting to his superior.

      The guy flashed his gaze to me, but when Squire didn’t tell me to shut up, he shook his head, his brow crumpling with confusion. “I’ve got no idea what caused it. But—” his lips twitched.

      “What is it?” Squire looked at him sharply.

      “We found Matthew and Josh,” he said, voice tight.

      Though Squire looked as if she was holding it together, I was close enough that I swore I could hear her knuckles creak as she pumped a hand into a fist by her side. “And?”

      “Though the fire burned hot, we’re sure it’s them. Dog tags were fine.”

      “What about the civilian?” Squire asked after a pause, and even though Squire wasn’t looking at me, I could tell that the controlled tone of her voice was all for my benefit. She didn’t want me to crack.

      As I stood there, waiting to be told that Grace’s body had been found, I had no idea if I would crack or not.

      I kept trying to tell myself that I’d faced situations like this before and I should know how to be a better soldier.

      But then another equally strong voice rising in my head would tell me I’d made a promise only to break it.

      The soldier shook his head. “We didn’t find her.”

      … I think I’d remember the move, the timing, the stress, his expression – all of it – for the rest of my life.

      My attention suddenly narrowed to a point that could not be broken.

      Though Squire was handling the questioning here, that didn’t stop me from leaning forward and locking two white-knuckled hands on the table as I shifted closer to the man. “You didn’t find her body?”

      He shook his head. “There were only two bodies. Both male, both with dog tags.”

      “So maybe she got out,” I breathed, voice a stuttering mess.

      “Not maybe,” the guy said flatly. “She did. There was a witness.”

      The past several hours of my life were blasted away.

      It felt like I became a new man as I stood there, blood draining from my face and somehow pooling in my hands as if all my body wanted me to do was run out onto the street and start punching.

      First, I needed a target.

      “What did the witness say?” I demanded.

      Squire had obviously given up barking at me to fall back into line. Instead, out of the corner of my eye, I could see how surprised she was.

      The soldier ground his teeth together for half a second. “It took a while to get it out of them.”

      I wanted to scream at him that I didn’t want context – I wanted an answer.

      What had happened to Grace, dammit?

      Squire cleared her throat, finally taking charge. “Are you sure?”

      “I don’t know if this witness is reliable—” he couched again.

      “Private, just tell me,” Squire said with finality.

      As the guy ticked his gaze up and looked at Squire, I could see the confusion playing over his face. I wanted to say it was the same pale-cheeked, stiff focus that was replicated on the faces of everyone around me. It was precisely the kind of expression you’d get after a situation like this where stability had been robbed from you and your friends had been attacked.

      But there was an edge to this guy’s gaze.

      “The witness identified the nobleman Sir Jarrak at the scene.”

      I’d had no idea what this guy was about to say – but this?

      I became riveted to the spot as something began to curdle in my gut. It was fear the likes of which I’d never experienced. It was tinged with this sickening expectation as if some part of my body knew what was unfolding here, even if my mind didn’t.

      “… Sorry?” I managed.

      Squire didn’t say a word.

      “What happened to Grace?”

      The private gave one last tense shrug. “If the eyewitness is to be believed, Sir Jarrak was waiting for her, grabbed her, drugged her somehow, and dragged her away.”

      The man’s words became static. I barely heard them.

      This ringing started to pick up in my ears.

      Maybe it was nerves. Maybe it was me breaking down.

      Or maybe it was my intuition on overdrive.

      Squire hadn’t said a word – she’d gone deathly silent. She was shooting her private the kind of look that told me she was assessing him for any chance he could be wrong.

      It took her a full five seconds to open her lips. “What kind of witness did you question?”

      “Merchant who works across the street.”

      “Any information on him in our database? Is he a likely separatist?”

      The private shook his head. “Lost his daughter to one last year.”

      “In your assessment, was he telling the truth?”

      The private looked uncomfortable, then nodded once.

      “Then I have no idea what the hell is going on here,” Squire said in a rare moment of vulnerability. She was usually the kind of person who knew precisely what was going on, even if something unfolded so chaotically, no one else would be able to keep up.

      Squire never showed her weakness. Now I could see the situation was mounting on her.

      Not only had there been a riot, not only had someone tried to assassinate me, but now a civilian with no training had been kidnapped.

      Grace….

      My hands were still flat on the table, and I jerked them back, allowing one to fall limply by my side as the other dragged across my fatigues. “Any information about where he took her?” I asked, even though the answer had already clicked in my mind anyway. I turned to Squire so fast, I could’ve gotten whiplash. “There’s something I forgot to tell you.”

      Squire didn’t look happy. “What?” Her voice was as sharp and loud as someone slapping a hand against a table.

      I swallowed hard, my Adam’s Xandia tight as if someone had wrapped my neck in plastic wrap. “Sir Jarrak didn’t just latch onto Grace – he offered to take her to some kind of old shrine he has under his house.”

      “Old shrine?”

      I shrugged. “You know the bastard – portrays himself as a self-styled historian. Likes to think he knows more about Xandia than anyone else. He kept bragging that he has one of those old shrines under his residence here in Maglite.” I pointed one finger at the ground. The knuckles were stiff – so was the flesh. It felt like someone had injected concrete into me.

      But while that hand was rigid, the rest of me was loose, ready to go, just willing and waiting for Squire to give me the order to round up some men and head to Jarrak’s house right now.

      I might’ve been dead on my feet several minutes ago, obsessed with the fact that I’d let Grace down, but now?

      Now she’d been kidnapped, and I would do everything in my goddamn power to bring her back.

      Squire could see that in my expression – I assumed that’s why her gaze kept darting over my eyes then down to my locked, rigid jaw.

      She shook her own jaw to the side in a tight move. “Need I remind you that someone attempted to assassinate you? You’re not going.”

      “I am,” I said flatly. “I know Sir Jarrak better than anyone else.”

      “Someone tried to assassinate you today, Sergeant.”

      “Their motive is still unclear.”

      “Your injury, however, is fact.” She nodded toward my shoulder with a tight move of her neck.

      I brought up my injured arm, made a tight fist, and generally moved every muscle in turn, displaying my strength. “It’s a little stiff, but it still works. The gash isn’t that bad. It’s already been stitched.”

      “So you shouldn’t go and engage in anything that will open those stitches. We have another team. We’ll send them.”

      “And risk a diplomatic incident?” I played my trump card.

      She looked at me warily.

      “There’s another way to do this. We don’t even need a team.” A part of me couldn’t believe I was saying this.

      Right now the last thing I wanted to do was engage in diplomacy. I’d been trading pleasantries with the odious Sir Jarrak for too long.

      Now I finally had the opportunity to go after him with something more than my words, I was backing down. Because my anger aside, my rationality told me going in guns-blazing wouldn’t achieve anything.

      Go after a man like Jarrak, and I had to go after his reputation first.

      “What exactly are you suggesting?” Squire asked quickly.

      “Lady Tallet. We go straight to her. We relay what the witness said. She can get a contingent of palace guards, and we can head over to Jarrak’s house right now. It’ll be public, it will be obvious, and for a man as obsessed with his reputation as Jarrak, he will not offer any resistance. It will also show that we’re not wildcards,” I added with a quick look around the room. “The resistance probably expects us to go out guns blazing. So now is precisely when we need to keep our heads down to keep our brand intact.”

      It often seemed facetious whenever Headquarters referred to our presence and popularity in Xandia as branding. It cast us more as a corporation and less as an apparent peace mission.

      That was the thing with the Taskforce, though, wasn’t it?

      What you did with one hand distracted from what you did with the other.

      While we told Xandia that we were just here to make friends, all we were here to do was line our pockets.

      And corporations don’t care so much about what they actually do as what they appear to do.

      … I didn’t even notice how cynical my thoughts were until they were finished, and even then I was too weak to push them from my mind, too weak to remind myself of who I was and who I worked for.

      I could see a calculating quality in Squire’s gaze as she brought up a hand and thumbed the bridge of her nose.

      She wrapped one arm around her waist, pinned her elbow against her wrist, and thumbed her nose again as she appeared to come to a quick conclusion. She grimaced.

      I smiled.

      “I’m still going to send a contingent of soldiers with you.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Let’s go.”

      “Report back immediately. I have no idea what’s going on here, but we don’t need any more issues. We still have no news about the portal. I don’t like having to make decisions for all of Earth on my own. What goes down in Maglite is going to be up to me until reinforcements arrive. So make me proud,” she said flatly.

      I snapped a salute.

      I held it, even though my muscles were tired.

      No matter what it took, I’d push my body until it woke up and gave me every ounce of strength it could.

      Because I’d made a promise, right?

      … While on the face of it my obsession with tracking Grace down was because I’d told her I’d keep her safe, there was something else going on here, a part of my brain insisted.

      Squire quickly arranged for three soldiers to aid me as she made the calls to the relevant members of the palace.

      It would take half an hour tops to arrange a mission to Sir Jarrak’s house.

      And when I saw the bastard?

      Diplomacy would be out the window.
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        Grace Brown

      

      

      Jarrak had left me alone for several hours.

      But now he was back.

      I didn’t have a great internal clock usually, but for some reason I was dead certain that night had already fallen.

      Or if it hadn’t fallen, it was on its way.

      Jarrak was still in the same clothes he’d worn before.

      If I looked at him from a certain angle, I could barely recognize the once arrogant fool.

      It wasn’t just his clothes and demeanor that had changed – his expression looked as if somebody had wiped his features off his face and replaced them with that of a much kinder man.

      I was no longer lying down. I was seated on the edge of the strange stone plinth I’d woken up on.

      I’d been cognizant long enough to appreciate how detailed this shrine was.

      The creation myth sprawled over the ceiling above was carved into the plinth beneath me, too, but on a much more detailed level.

      All around the four edges were complicated pictures of that same story.

      A part of me wanted to reach my hand out, press my fingers against the carved indents, and trace the story with my hand, as if my touch would somehow bring it alive.

      As if I could bring it to life, my mind corrected.

      I shivered at that.

      It got Jarrak’s attention.

      He was in the room, only several meters away, staring at something in his hand.

      For a man who’d desperately asked me to trust him countless times, he had yet to show me what it was, and he was obviously using the bulk of his back to hide it from me.

      If we were back on Earth, I’d say it was a smartphone or a small computer – something connected to the Internet, or maybe some kind of security system. Something that could tell him what was going on outside on the city streets, in other words.

      But this wasn’t Earth. It was Xandia, and this place was a heck of a lot more mysterious.

      Instantly my mind clicked back to that crackle of blue energy I’d seen when Matthew’s corpse had thumped against the base of the stairs.

      Just thinking of it made me involuntarily curl my hands into such tight fists, my nails dragged across the flesh of my palms like knives through meat.

      “Soon. They’re on their way.” Jarrak still wouldn’t turn to me.

      “Sorry? Who?”

      Though Jarrak had muttered to himself several times before now, for some reason, the particular low register of his voice got my attention. It seemed to curl a hand around my throat and squeeze.

      It took several seconds for him to look up, turn over his shoulder, and face me. “The other humans. Your Earth Force. They’re on their way.”

      Despite the fact he’d promised to tell me everything and to answer every single one of my questions, thus far, he’d mostly ignored me, either leaving the room for hours, or coming back and staring at whatever was in his hand.

      This was the first time he’d revealed any real information to me since I’d woken.

      And it riveted me to the spot.

      Did I trust Jarrak despite his constant pleas that I try?

      Absolutely not.

      I would get away from him the first chance I got.

      Had I forgotten about Mark?

      No.

      My heart had been beating for him ever since the attack.

      You might think that sounds like a ridiculously quaint, romantic notion, but that’s not how it was.

      There was this dense, strange pressure spreading through my chest – it felt like someone’s hand around my beating heart.

      Mark was the only person I truly knew in Xandia, and maybe it was because of the desperation of our first meeting or the fact I’d traveled with him long enough to appreciate he was genuine and kind, but all I wanted to do was reach out to him, and that was all my body wanted to do, too.

      Jarrak’s gaze was still on me, and I watched as his eyes narrowed. “We’ll be gone before they arrive,” he said flatly. “We’ll be leaving soon, in fact. How are you on your feet?” He nodded at me, suggesting I jump down from the plinth.

      I just stared at him coldly. “I’m not going to help you.”

      He stared back, and while my gaze had been determined and deadly, his was just impassive as if he was looking at a churlish child. “You will, because you will want to. Once you understand what is going on here, you will not be able to stop yourself from assisting. It was what you were always destined for.”

      There was that word again. Destiny. Why did it make me want to clench my hands into fists and beat them against the stone beneath me?

      Why did it make me want to take the first weapon I saw and use it against myself?

      Did I want to kill myself? Absolutely not.

      Did I want to scrape and dig and pull my destiny from my bones?

      Yes.

      There was something tingling within me.

      Ever since I’d woken, that penetrating sensation had been building, this dense weird feeling prickling across my shoulders, darting down my back, and sinking easily through my stomach. It was like I’d swallowed some kind of fizzy liquid that had been mixed with electricity and it was sending perpetual zaps darting through me.

      “Until you remember, all I ask is that—”

      “I trust you? There’s no way I’m going to do that. I remember our first meeting. And I remember that man,” I spat. I wouldn’t do him the dignity of calling him a priest.

      He’d been nothing more than a horror show.

      Jarrak ticked his head to the side, his expression strange. “The priest? I’m sure you do remember him. But trust me when I say things are not as they seem.”

      “Then how exactly are they?” I demanded.

      My body was weak, but my voice made up for it with enough vocal force that I could crack steel.

      “… It would be unwise to share everything. Not here. Not until you’re a little further along with your transformation.”

      My stomach pitched. “Transformation?”

      Jarrak still had his head tilted to the side, and whatever device was in his hand was still hidden by the bulk of his jacket.

      I watched as his gaze darted down to it now, and a blast of recognition paled his cheeks. “Finally.” His lips moved hard around the word as they carved them out of the air. “It’s time. Come.”

      “No—”

      He’d already closed the distance between us, his thick boots echoing out loudly on the carved stone floor.

      “Grace, we need to get out of here before the second riot begins.”

      “Second riot?” My stomach twitched. “What’s going on here? Who are you? Are you the leader of the separatists?” I had to search my mind for that word.

      A sharp look flashed in his gaze, but he shook his head. “No. I simply have my ear to the ground. We need to leave before Maglite becomes the center of the oncoming war.”

      “War?” My voice couldn’t be higher with desperation. It seemed that everything was shaking out from within me.

      I had nothing to hold on to.

      Wait. I had two things to hold on to – this stone plinth and the fact that Mark might just be around the corner.

      If only I could distract Jarrak for long enough, I could give Mark the time to come find me.

      I hated relying on someone else. I wanted to have the power to save myself.

      But at the very thought of the word power, I winced.

      Something was building within me – and I couldn’t deny that. If I reached out to it and started to rely on it, who knew what I would become?

      Jarrak looked at me seriously, his head tilted down, his gaze steady as those pale blue, tumbled-glass eyes didn’t blink once. “I’ll tell you everything when we’re there. By then, you will have remembered more. But,” the register of his voice changed. It didn’t become angry, so much as determined, “if you choose not to come on your own, I will have to knock you out again.”

      My stomach twisted, just as my lips ticked up hard to the side, becoming so white with anger, they’d be like two steel knives. “Do your worst, you bastard.”

      “My worst is to help you. It is what I have always been here for. One day you will remember that.” With that ominous statement ringing in the air, Jarrak moved toward me.

      The next thing I knew, he clamped a hand over my forehead.

      Dizziness overtook me, feeling as if I’d just jumped off a roller coaster.

      I lost all balance and tumbled forward, but Jarrak was quick and wrapped an arm around my middle.

      He plucked me up like I was just a sack of feathers. He pulled me over his shoulder just like he’d done when he’d kidnapped me, and just as he took a solid step away from the stone plinth, I swore I heard something further up into the house.

      My intuition told me it was one man. Mark.

      But he was too late.

      Jarrak had a head start.

      Because Jarrak was working hand-in-hand with something that could not be fought.

      My destiny.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sergeant Mark Sheppard

      

      

      I’d been on plenty of missions that had technically been harder than this, but none that had made my heart beat so furiously.

      It was like I had a team of dwarves stuck down my sternum and they were using my heart like an anvil.

      Sweat slicked along the webbing of my fingers, trailed down between my shoulder blades, and collected over my temples.

      If it weren’t for my combat gloves, I’d lose my grip on my gun.

      The gun wasn’t cocked. Yet.

      It was there for show. As were the 10 plus Royal guards behind me as we rocked up to the front of Sir Jarrak’s residence.

      There was a gate leading to the manicured lawns and gardens, and the three-story opulent residence beyond, but the gate had posed no difficulty.

      It had been locked. A bolt cutter had done the trick in a matter of seconds.

      And if diplomacy didn’t work on Sir Jarrak?

      I knew where my gun was.

      As always, dusk had come upon Xandia quickly.

      It was like a slap in the face. You’d go from the brilliant sunshine of late afternoon to night in the snap of your fingers.

      It was something all teams on Xandia had to be aware of.

      And unlike Earth, the seasons here weren’t smooth.

      You could have blisteringly hot days followed by practically Arctic weather.

      But today, the storm had lifted.

      Maybe it had been sent from a vengeful god, because though it had stopped raining for a few hours while I’d been in the palace, now I heard ominous thunder up in the foothills beyond the city, and I swore I could feel just a few droplets of rain dashing against my jacket.

      Though all I wanted to do was kick the door down, I left it to the head guard in front of me.

      He was dressed in full Royal armor – a golden and red breastplate, a visor, gauntlets, shin plates, and boots that had to be so heavy, you’d need an elephant to drag them.

      But hey, Royal guards practically were elephants. They were picked from some of the biggest Xandians the Royals could find.

      I didn’t need to hide behind anyone, though, so I stood to the side of the Royal guard, knowing my face looked as steely as a drawn sword.

      “He’s not coming,” I muttered under my breath harshly.

      The Royal guard knocked three more times. “Open the door. This is a Royal decree,” he bellowed with the kind of voice that sounded like he had a megaphone stuffed down his throat.

      Every second we waited was a second I felt we wasted.

      Some situations came down to days. If you were lucky, some unfolded over years.

      But with some? Split seconds could be all the difference between winning and losing.

      Right now, that’s what I felt – as if every fraction of time that shifted past was one where I got further and further behind.

      The Royal guard brought his hand up to knock once more. I just shifted in. “He’s had his time. Open it up.”

      Maybe the guy had been specifically told by the Princess to do everything that I’d said, or perhaps he appreciated just how pissed off I was, because he didn’t question.

      He shifted to the side and made a motion with his fingers, ordering two of his guards to mount the steps with a metal battering ram.

      I had to encourage my limbs to shift and stand back out of the way. I wanted to be right there for the action, as close as I could be to the door once it opened so that I could throw myself through, even if that meant I was in the path of the ram.

      With two strong heaves, those massive guards rammed the door down as if it were a mere sheet of paper.

      As it crashed down, slamming onto the tile floor behind, a bang echoed out through the massive atrium.

      I’d never been to Sir Jarrak’s house. Thankfully. I’d always avoided it.

      What was the point, anyway? Though irritating, he was just a smalltime nobleman.

      As I rushed into the atrium, I started to question that assumption.

      There was a lot of art on the walls. A lot of expensive objects, too.

      Maybe Jarrak was higher up the pecking order than I’d ever appreciated.

      “Where are you?” I bellowed, even though I kept telling myself to leave this to the Royal guards.

      I could hear them clattering up the steps behind me.

      Their armor would come in handy in a sword fight, sure. It wasn’t the best thing for covert operations, though.

      I shoved toward an angular set of stairs that swept up to the mezzanine level above the atrium.

      Along the walls were massive framed paintings.

      One look at them, even in the dark, and I could appreciate they had to be Jarrak’s relatives. They all had the same arrogant edges to their gazes that made me want to pause and punch them.

      Squire, true to her word, had let me take three soldiers with me. She’d given them orders not to let me out of their sights.

      I’d promised her I’d be diplomatic.

      But that feeling that time was just slipping through my fingers had robbed me of all my patience.

      I thundered up the stairs just as several of the Royal guards came with me.

      Without being ordered, they split up, looking through the house room-by-room.

      Outside, thunder roared.

      At first it was just a few rumbles out in the distance, but all too soon one clapped ride over the house.

      I was standing on the third-floor landing, and there was a massive arched wrought-iron window to my side.

      It framed the dark, rain-swept gardens beyond just as a flash of lightning lit them up like a ball exploding in my face.

      I jerked up an arm and hid behind it, but as the illumination dimmed and the afterglow faded from my retinas, I saw something.

      It was out on the lawn.

      This window viewed the opposite side of the house where we’d come in. I could account for all the men who’d come with us – my three guards were behind me, and the Royal guards had split up on each level.

      Which meant one thing. The figure I could see dressed in a dark black cloak standing in the middle of the muddy lawns didn’t belong with us.

      “Bastard,” I spat through bared lips as I shifted so quickly, I could’ve gouged a hole through the carpet with my boots.

      “What is it?” one of the private’s spat.

      “Someone’s on the lawn,” I spat back as I reached the stair banister, latched one hand on it, and threw myself down the steps so quickly, if I’d made a mistake and tripped over my legs, I would’ve snapped my neck with ease.

      Dying right now was the last thing on my mind.

      Reaching that figure in black and wringing its neck was front and center.

      I didn’t need to stretch my imagination to try to figure out who it was.

      It would be Jarrak’s priest.

      I’d seen the same bastard skulking through the palace lawns today, and now he was here.

      It would be no coincidence.

      “What’s going on?” the head of the palace guards called as I threw myself past him on the stairs.

      “Someone’s on the lawn,” one of my privates filled in as he tried to keep up.

      I hit the bottom landing so fast, I almost had to push into a roll.

      It was like I was fighting my limbs, begging them to give me more energy, promising that if only they could scrounge deep, we’d get through this.

      I reached the open door in record time and threw myself out of it.

      I kept close to the house as I powered around to the back garden.

      The house had a carved stone path that swept around the side, trimmed with coiffed, knee-high hedges that were spotted here and there with perfumed flowers.

      It would’ve been beautiful during the day.

      Now in the dark, it felt like it was hemming me in, keeping me on a track as I finally threw myself around the side of the house.

      I reached the back garden.

      The priest had disappeared.

      As my gaze traced through the dark, sorting through the shrubs and trees, I caught a glimpse of something just on the far wall.

      It was standing proud of the stone, balanced on top like some ambitious rooster ready to cry for the sun’s return.

      It was no bird.

      It was the priest. As a sudden gust of wind caught the man’s robes, I saw them fluttering around his shoulders and hips.

      Though he was a good 50 meters away, I swore I could still see that strike of light down his chin, and I swore it twisted, indicating he’d shot me a grim smile.

      The bastard turned and jumped off.

      I threw myself forward, arms pumping, legs flashing through the rain as the heavens opened up and droplets spilled around me.

      I’d been in many dramatic downpours over the years, but this one took the cake, because as the rain powered down from above, it was like moving through sheets of a waterfall.

      It slowed me down, giving me drag I couldn’t afford right now.

      My boots splashed through the muddied, sodden lawns, sending clods of dirt splattering out and seeing them splash over my once clean trousers.

      Who cared?

      Who damn well cared.

      Trousers could be replaced.

      People couldn’t be.

      I reached the wall.

      Back in the day, I’d been a mountain climber. And it was a skill I’d kept up with. Though a lot of Xandia technically had civilization, more of it was still untamed wilderness. It was mountainous, too. You never knew when you’d be trekking through a valley and you’d come across a huge, craggy canyon. It made a difference if you were skilled enough to pull yourself across without even ropes.

      So my mind knew precisely what to do as I pushed into the trunk of a low tree, used it to pivot against, then snagged hold of the top of the two-meter wall.

      “Dammit,” I heard one of the privates spit from behind me. “We can’t follow, sir.”

      “Then head around front. Don’t let him out of your sight,” I bellowed as I pulled myself up, doing the world’s quickest chin up as the rain continued to sail down around me, splashing into my face as if someone had a hose and was trying to wash me down.

      I hooked a leg over the wall, but just before I jumped down into the street below, I paused.

      All my adrenaline wanted was to throw me forward, no matter the costs. But just at the back of my mind, I still had a scrap of reason, and it reminded me of the fact I’d already almost had my throat slit this morning.

      I needed to be careful.

      That thought made me pause long enough that I surveyed the darkened street below.

      There was no such thing as streetlights in Xandia, though in the denser, more popular parts of the city, there were lamps run on strange, orb-like bioluminescence that they collected from forests.

      Sir Jarrak’s house was far enough outside of the central district that it didn’t have any lighting at all.

      I had a torch holstered to my hip, and before I jumped down, even though I still felt every second counted, I turned it on, swinging it this way and that, slowing my hand down and making a methodical scan as I checked every single nook and cranny for enemies.

      Nothing.

      I got ready to push myself down onto the street below.

      I paused.

      I had no idea why.

      Good soldiers don’t follow their stomachs. Training usually trumps instinct. Maybe one time out of 10 your gut instincts would get you out of trouble. Nine times out of 10 training would do the trick better.

      Learn from the mistakes of others, and you’ll be far more likely to survive frantic situations. But go with what your reptilian hindbrain suggests, and you’ll often lose.

      But sometimes, sometimes your gut instincts make all the difference.

      Sometimes they’re so damn strong that even your training can’t overcome them.

      As I rested there, straddling the wall, the rain still slicing down around me, having drenched me through the moment it had started, my gut instincts rose within me, as unstoppable as the storm above.

      They told me to yank my head to the side, and I did it, keeping my torch trained on the street as I tore my eyes to the left.

      My soldiers had already done a good job of scampering across the rainsoaked lawns to get to the street beyond.

      They were out of sight around the side of the house.

      So no one could see what I did as my gaze narrowed against the dark, my night vision just strong enough to pick up a shadowy creature darting back toward the house.

      … I’d seen the priest jump over this very section of the wall.

      And yet he was back.

      I didn’t have the time to question anything.

      I pivoted and threw myself back down into the gardens.

      I controlled the move, striking the grass as softly as I possibly could, thankful for the driving rain and wind, hoping like hell they would hide the sound of my move.

      As I jumped down, I turned off the torch with one slide of my thumb, and I grasped it hard, lest it fell from my grip and banged against the wall.

      I blinked against the rain, rivulets of water slicing down my cheeks, splashing over my lips, and running off me like I was some kind of water feature.

      I picked up that shadowy figure just as it darted away from the edge of the house toward a stone gazebo.

      Or maybe it wasn’t a gazebo. It was hard to say. It was just this stone structure that was two meters by one meter and looked like nothing more than a box of shadow from this far out.

      I crept forward.

      I controlled my muscles, but at the same time, didn’t sacrifice my speed, allowing myself to run but never pushing into a sprint.

      Back toward the house, I could still hear the sounds of the Royal guards crashing through the rooms, searching for Sir Jarrak.

      I was no expert on the nobility in this area, but they always had staff. Nobody lived in a house this large on their own.

      It was clear there was no one home, though. In fact, it looked as if the place had been abandoned.

      Something was going on here – something I couldn’t even begin to imagine.

      I hadn’t allowed myself to think of why Sir Jarrak had kidnapped Grace. Until now.

      Now I couldn’t stop myself – the thoughts assailed me like bullets as I kept low and finally reached that stone outhouse.

      Pressing a hand against the stone, I appreciated it was made of that specific strange black-white rock that the old shrines were carved from in Xandia.

      It was a composite we didn’t have on Earth. Under full sunshine, it would look a creamy white, but as soon as you took that sunshine away, it would look black.

      It had no unique properties other than its dichroic abilities. So it wasn’t of much interest to the Taskforce.

      Now I wondered if the scientists who had assessed it hadn’t done a good enough job, because even as I touched it briefly before pushing off to find where that priest had gotten to, a shiver ran through me.

      It started in my fingertips, zipped up my wrist, sliced into my elbow, and blasted into my shoulder. It felt as if I’d touched electricity, and I had to clench my teeth together to ground myself.

      My gun was out, gripped firmly in one hand, my finger tightened over the trigger. And yeah, the safety was off.

      I had no idea what I would find as I shot around to the front of the strange stone outhouse. Maybe the priest would be there waiting for me, a knife in hand, murder on his mind.

      Or—

      I didn’t have to double back as someone tried to slice my throat for the second time that day.

      No.

      As I reached the front of that shrine, I saw a door.

      A metal, heavy, cast-iron door.

      It was open, and even through the darkness I could see a set of rain-slicked steps leading down.

      My heart pounded harder as my eyes opened, trying to gather as much light as I could to peer down to the end of the stairs below.

      I couldn’t see them, and even as the wind picked up, I swore I detected a musty, earthy scent – the kind of smell you’d get down in caves. The tinge of groundwater and limestone was unmistakable.

      I hesitated, for the first time reminding myself I couldn’t continue to throw my body around like I was a one-man army.

      I’d sent my soldiers back into the streets. When they didn’t find me, they’d freak out.

      But at the same time, I couldn’t afford to radio them.

      If I was lucky, that priest hadn’t realized I’d followed him.

      I had a radio attached to my hip. It was currently in silent mode. If I got a call, it would vibrate until I answered. Only if I was in a position to answer would I thumb the big green button on the top and allow anyone’s voice to echo out.

      It had another function, though. There was this red button on the side, and it would transmit your location to your team if you pressed it.

      Back on Earth, gear like this could be hacked.

      On Xandia?

      Here, it would take a good few centuries for the Xandians to even learn what hacking was.

      I thumbed the button twice, holding my finger on it for two seconds at a time.

      It would let my team know where I was but that I wasn’t in the position to take a call.

      They’d get the picture.

      I yanked my rifle up just as I reached over the back of my helmet and brought my night goggles down.

      I hadn’t bothered to use them until now. I’d still packed them, though.

      Despite the fact I’d wanted to leave the palace and get here as quickly as possible, I’d known enough about missions to appreciate that preparation meant everything.

      As soon as the night goggles shifted into place over my face, I saw an illumination of their heat signals tracking down the stairs in front of me.

      I wasn’t a fan of hunting with night vision goggles on.

      Now I barely noticed as I shifted forward, controlled the sound of each movement, and stalked down the stairs.

      My rifle was in both my hands, gripped so tightly, even if I was hit by a car, I wouldn’t have let go.

      I started to pick up sounds. As soon as I walked down a few steps and the thick stone walls around me cut out the howling sound of the wind, I heard drips of water.

      While it could easily have been the rain coming in from the garden and sliding down the stone steps beneath me, it was coming from down, not up.

      I was right, wasn’t I? Whatever this was, it led down to some kind of cave.

      Instantly I was reminded of what Jarrak had said in his carriage. He’d invited Grace to come see some kind of shrine at the base of his building, one that he’d bragged had connected to the catacombs.

      At the time, I hadn’t paid much attention.

      We’d done a full geological survey of Maglite – no one had encountered any catacombs, just disconnected caves.

      Now I wondered just how accurate those geological readings had been, because that musty scent met my nostrils stronger with every step.

      I was fortunately dressed in heat retaining undergarments, knowing that whenever it rained on Xandia, ambient temperature could sometimes drop a good 20 degrees.

      The undergarments stopped me from shivering and kept enough heat locked in my limbs that I didn’t become stiff and shaky as I stalked down those steps.

      Though my night vision was working perfectly, there were hardly many heat sources down here, and though I strained my gaze, I couldn’t tell where these steps ended.

      Come on, I kept repeating to myself in my mind, Grace, wherever you are, just hold on.

      I’m coming.

      Just hold on.
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      I didn’t swing in and out of consciousness this time.

      I woke. It was clean, it was smooth, but it was hard.

      My memories of the past several hours returned with little effort.

      But memories were one thing. My current predicament was another.

      As consciousness slammed back into me with all of the vicious force of a punch, my head rolled back, and I gasped.

      I instantly felt arms around me – a body behind me.

      There were vibrations running up my legs, and it took my confused mind a few seconds to appreciate I was on something – some kind of beast of burden. We were moving.

      I heard someone take a stiff breath from behind me. “You’re awake? I thought I’d programmed that spell to keep you under for another hour or so. You must be transforming quicker than expected. Not good,” Jarrak said flatly.

      He’d said so much, but I attached to one word as if somebody had tied me to it. “… Spells?” My voice shook.

      He didn’t answer as I felt his arms tighten around me.

      He had me pinned in front of him as he rode something, and from the heavy vibrations shifting up my legs, I could appreciate it was no horse.

      It was moving quickly, and it had to be big enough that it thumped over the ground beneath us.

      It took me a moment to appreciate I couldn’t see properly. Before I could conclude that we were traveling in the thick of night, I felt something bunched over my nose.

      I had a hood on.

      It was a thick robe, and the rough but thankfully warm wool-like substance covered my entire body, looping over my hands and down past my legs.

      I tried to jerk my head up, using my nose as purchase as I attempted to shift the cloak from my eyes.

      Jarrak shifted in, pressed his cheek against the back of my head, and stopped me.

      I stilled immediately, letting out a choked gasp.

      “There’s no need to fear. But don’t remove your hood.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m rather hoping you’ll fall back asleep.”

      “Just let me go,” I said desperately.

      “I can’t do that. I’m the only thing keeping you alive and safe.”

      “You’ve kidnapped me. You organized the attack on Maglite. You’re a bastard—”

      He chuckled. “You humans often call me that. It took me a while to appreciate the precise English definition. I assure you, I’m not a bastard – my parents were happily married. But as I said, I am the only person who can keep you safe from now on. And Grace?” His voice changed, deepening with power. “You’ll need to be kept safe. Many enemies are aligning against you.”

      “This is insane,” I said in a tortured gasp. “You’re just doing this to mess with my head. Just let me go.”

      “No one is messing with your head. Though I can appreciate,” he became silent for a moment, “this must be confusing for you. Tell me which of your memories have arisen yet?”

      “Memories?” I thought my voice had been choked before, but now it sounded as if Jarrak had leaned forward and wrapped his hands around my throat.

      He was quiet for several seconds. “I take it from the tone of your voice that only a few of your memories have returned, enough to make you afraid but not enough to reveal your powers yet. But trust me, Grace, within you is a force that, when you rely on it, will sweep away your fear.”

      Something about his words riveted me to the spot even though all I wanted to do was kick him, pull myself off this animal, and run.

      Maybe he latched onto my silence, maybe he interpreted it as me getting ready to listen to him, because I heard him take a breathy sigh of relief. “You’re starting to come around—”

      I jolted back, intending to headbutt him, putting all my force into the move.

      I felt the back of my head connect with his chin, but if I’d thought it would be powerful enough to startle or injure him, I was wrong.

      It hurt me more than it hurt him.

      “Unnecessary,” he commented in an even voice.

      As a stab of pain shifted through the back of my head and down into my neck, I waited for him to retaliate.

      He didn’t. He didn’t even bother to tighten his arms around me. He kept them evenly placed just above my hips, his lower arms held straight and never dropping as he held the reins and directed the beast beneath us.

      The pain that had just stabbed through my skull lasted all of about two seconds until it disappeared entirely.

      It shifted so quickly, it felt as if I’d been injected with some quick-acting analgesic.

      “What’s happening to me?” I asked, the question directed at myself, not Jarrak.

      “As I told you – the transformation. There is nothing you can do to stop it,” he counseled. “I suggest you simply open up to the process.”

      I didn’t want to interact with this man. The more I talked to him, the more he pulled me down into the rabbit hole that was my insanity.

      Even when I’d traveled with Mark, I’d somehow managed to hold on to the hope that I was sane, that all of the dreams about Xandia had been nothing but mere coincidences, and more than anything, that one day I would get home to Earth.

      But now Mark had been switched with Jarrak, that hope was being crushed with every second.

      He wasn’t keeping me sane and distracted – he was confirming every one of my suspicions.

      He let out another heavy sigh. “There is no need to fear what you’re becoming. You must’ve been lonely, though,” he suddenly added.

      Though I was determined to ignore him, I couldn’t – not at that. “Lonely?” My voice tightened.

      “Back on Earth, away from your people, all on your own. It must’ve been hard.”

      “… My people?”

      “You must know by now, Miss Grace, that you came from Xandia, belong on Xandia, and were always destined to return.”

      I shook my head hard, my neck muscles feeling like they would snap. Tears started to trickle down my cheeks. I was suddenly thankful for the hood and the fact it hid them. If Jarrak could see them, the jerk would probably try to thumb them from my cheeks.

      I settled into them, tracing the feeling of every single one of them sliding down my skin as if they were opportunities lost.

      “You should have returned sooner,” he lamented. “You should have given us more time.”

      “… What are you talking about? I didn’t choose to come back here—”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “There was an accident at an Earth substation,” I blurted, even though that was probably sharing a secret. Mark could reprimand me if he ever found me. “The portal randomly sucked me in.”

      I swore he smiled as he let out a sharp breath. “No. You opened the portal. You finally chose to return. And I commend you. Though again, it would’ve been more convenient had you given us more time.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I erupted.

      “Just settle down,” he counseled in a deep, resounding voice.

      Back on the carriage, if you’d told me Sir Jarrak had an emotional register other than arrogance, I wouldn’t have believed you.

      “There’s no way I could open a portal. They’re interdimensional wormholes. They’re quirks of space-time. The military can only open them…” I trailed off, appreciating I knew nothing whatsoever about temporal physics, “because they have the right technology,” I summarized briefly. “I’m just one person—”

      “Person? No,” he said, voice deepening.

      I stiffened. Every one of my muscles became cold as a certain kind of dread sparked in my gut.

      “Goddess,” he answered.

      That word… it hung between us. I swear it became a sword, one that rested above my head, ready to slice down and slice me in two at any moment should I accept what it meant.

      Goddess….

      I was a goddess….

      I… was a goddess.

      I squeezed my eyes closed as I felt that last wall between me and insanity break down.

      I started to shudder, a coldness darting through me, slicing into my cheeks, sending tears squeezing out of my eyes like someone forcing blood from a heart.

      “Calm,” Jarrak cooed, “calm yourself down.”

      “You’re lying,” I tried, but I didn’t believe my words as they erupted from my lips.

      I’d always been different. I’d always dreamed of Xandia, long before I’d known it existed.

      I’d known the day I’d been pulled through what would happen.

      Ever since I’d come to Xandia, strange things had been happening to my body. Injuries had been healing in seconds, and my intuition had been going wild.

      I was… I was a goddess.

      No—

      “It’s okay, Miss Grace. You had to learn this sometime. I should probably have been more judicious. But it is, as you say, like ripping off a Band-Aid. It’s better to get it over with quickly before the trials set in.”

      “Trials?” I could barely understand myself, my voice was so choked. “What on Earth are you talking about?”

      “No, not on Earth – on Xandia. It is time to bring Pandora home.”

      I thought the word goddess was bad – Pandora destroyed me.

      I felt as if I’d been robbed of my life.

      I became as cold as stone, as weak as dead flesh, and as lost as a single drop of blood in an ocean.

      Jarrak paused, repositioning his arms as if he wanted to draw me into an embrace. “It’s okay. Everything—”

      “Don’t you dare tell me everything will be okay,” I found my voice, my words spitting out.

      They were full of anger, hatred, and more than anything disgust. Not at him, but at me.

      He paused, obviously attempting to assess where my emotional outburst had come from. “Don’t let that one word derail you. It is nothing more than a myth.”

      “Myth? You want myths? Goddesses don’t exist. I—”

      “Please understand this. I appreciate that on your planet Earth, the term goddess has a different meaning. They are creatures who are beyond mortality, who exist in a realm where they cannot be touched and where they rule all. This is not the concept of goddesses and gods on Xandia. You are instead a distinct race. And though you technically rise above all physically, that is not your value.”

      His every word drew me back down to Earth – or Xandia, as he’d said before.

      I held onto them as if they were hands pulling me out of the ocean before I drowned.

      “Your people are guardians. They were sent from the stars to protect Xandia, to ensure its secrets and its resources were never taken by others. That is your duty,” he emphasized the word that with a blast of air. “And it is why you have returned home finally.”

      It took me a moment to appreciate what he’d just said.

      Earth…. The Taskforce mission to Xandia…. Every time I’d heard about it, right down to what Josh had said back in the tavern, I’d become progressively more bitter.

      Now as Jarrak revealed the truth, I felt something start to rise up within me.

      For the first time, something peaked through my fear, and it was anger. This deep-seated, belly-shaking rage at what was happening here.

      Earth was taking advantage of Xandia, and for what? More wealth? Greater technological development?

      How much was that worth when the people of Xandia were being forced to sacrifice their wealth? When their very existence was being threatened?

      Jarrak left me alone, either so I could catch hold of my thoughts, or because he was assessing my reaction. It took a long few seconds before he opened his mouth with a breath. “You’re here to stop them, Miss Grace. And I’m here to help.”

      “This is mad,” I tried, but my voice was artificially even.

      “What is madness but confusion that hides the truth? I have given you the truth, so you are not mad. Your gift has always been to bring justice to this land once more.”

      … I had to remind myself that every single thing he was saying was probably a lie. He’d manufactured this entire story to put me off guard.

      Maybe he’d somehow figured out I was a civilian and he’d seen through Mark’s story.

      Maybe he’d cleverly manufactured a lie designed specifically to undermine me.

      Maybe… maybe not a thing he was saying was true.

      Then again, maybe everything was.

      “It would be easy to deny my words. But that, unfortunately, would be the madness you fear so much. Instead you must embrace them. We don’t have much time. As I said, your enemies will align.”

      I told myself desperately not to get involved, but I couldn’t stop my mouth from opening. “Enemies?”

      He became silent for several seconds. “There are many who believe the myth of Pandora.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “On my world, it is said that when Pandora returns, she will open the Gate of Demons, and all that is bad will swallow Xandia whole. It is just a false myth spread to stop you from saving us.”

      This was too much.

      I was just an ordinary woman. I couldn’t be here to save an entire world. I—

      “I can sense that you’re becoming distressed again, Miss Grace. So rest. There is nothing you can do. Yet.”

      I knew what he would do a second before he brought his hand off the reins.

      I felt his arms jostle around me, and I stiffened, but dammit, there was nothing I could do to stop him as I saw his hand shift under the line of my hood.

      I jerked back, but there was nowhere to go.

      Because there’d never been anywhere to go, had there?

      My destiny had always been looming up to meet me. It had only ever been a matter of time.

      And that time?

      It had finally come.
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      My training told me to turn back.

      My common sense told me to do the same.

      My body?

      It wouldn’t allow me to leave.

      I’d felt tension on missions like this before.

      Fair enough. I was alone, my team hadn’t come to find me, and I had no idea what I was up against.

      But there was something new to the specific rigidity riding through my muscles, clamping my shoulders, and forcing me to hold the gun so tightly, it was like my last lifeline.

      I’d left the sound of the thunderous storm long behind me.

      All it had taken was 10 or so meters of these drab brown steps, and the wind and rain had seemed so far off, they were nothing more than a distant murmur.

      A part of me told me that shouldn’t happen. The rest of me reminded me this was no ordinary building.

      Jarrak had already said he owned one of the old shrines, and as a specific expectant tingle raced along the back of my neck, causing my hair to stand on end, I appreciated he was right.

      This was the feeling I always got whenever I came too close to one of these buildings. The sense that you had encountered something far grander than you would ever be.

      I didn’t let it distract me. I knew the priest had come down here. It wasn’t like I could detect his scent or anything like that, and I hadn’t been able to pick up any movement or heat yet with my night vision goggles.

      The hammer beat of my heart told me he was nearby, though.

      That musty smell that had alerted me to the fact I was going underground only became stronger. Here and there, it was tinged with something else. Was it burned oranges? Was it singed hair?

      That last one saw my stomach clench so hard, it could have broken through my body armor.

      That bastard Jarrak better not have done anything to Grace.

      If he had, I would tear Xandia apart.

      Come on, just be okay, I repeated in my thoughts, but even then, I practically whispered them in case the mere mental activity would alert the priest that I was onto him.

      At the back of my mind, I wondered how long it would take my team to get to me. Why was it taking them so long?

      Were they distracted or was it something else?

      It wasn’t beyond the realms of possibility that there’d been two priests, right? Heck, that made more sense. Rather than assume that the guy I was currently tracking had somehow scaled the wall and returned to the garden just after I’d seen him jump onto the street, it was more logical to assume he hadn’t been acting alone.

      So the rest of my team would be dealing with the other priest, right?

      Something told me I was wrong. Something screamed at me that I was missing something. And yet I couldn’t turn around.

      I didn’t know how long it took, but I finally reached the end of the stairs.

      Had it been three minutes, five maybe? Just how long were these stairs?

      And where precisely did they lead?

      They didn’t open out to some kind of carved cavern – the old shrine Jarrak had spoken of. Instead, they led to a narrow corridor.

      … In the back of my head, I appreciated I’d just walked into a bottleneck.

      Hey, if there were two priests working together, couldn’t there be three? Why not more?

      There’d been nobody in Jarrak’s residence, which meant one of two things. It had been cleared out, and all his staff had left. Or maybe they’d just bided their time, waiting for an opportunity.

      Me walking down here on my own into a narrow hallway where there was no escape – that was an opportunity.

      My fingers began to itch as I shifted them closer to my trigger, my body hunkering down low, my fear pumping more adrenaline into me, making me twitch at even the slightest sound.

      I couldn’t see any light sources. That didn’t mean much. Like I’d already said, priests and priestesses weren’t technically the same as the rest of the ordinary Xandian population. From that strike of bioluminescence that ran down the centerline of their bodies, to their strength and agility, they were a cut above the rest.

      Though there’d been no reports confirming that they had night vision, there was no reason to suspect that they didn’t.

      Or hey, it could be magic, my mind pointed out.

      In the early days of human travel to Xandia, theories had abounded, so too had stories.

      The first few explorers to travel through had claimed they’d seen magic firsthand. Completely unexplainable phenomenon, power the likes of which simple scientific theories could not account for.

      In the years since, when the military had opened up the portal and began its dedicated Taskforce exploration of the Otherside, all those theories had been discounted.

      Sure, the priests and priestesses looked different and had light on their bodies – but that was explainable by biological processes. Yes, they were stronger. Yes, they were faster. So too were the gods and goddesses.

      It just meant they were different species. To an ant, a human must appear like a god too.

      So why did my back prickle? Why did my mouth become dry, and why did a niggling suspicion in the back of my head tell me I was about to finally learn that things were not as they seemed?

      There was a limit to how long I could stride along this corridor, crouched over my gun, and my back was already starting to protest. I just pushed its protestations away.

      I thought of Grace.

      I latched onto the scent of that burned keratin in the air – because it was definitely hair or fingernails – and I set my lips into a grim, determined line.

      If I faced Jarrak down here, it would take all of my training not to act first and ask questions later.

      I finally started to see something in front of me.

      In a few more steps, I appreciated it was a hollowed-out doorway.

      The musty scent was coming from beyond the doorway.

      I sharpened my gaze as I tried to see beyond it.

      Something within me told me this was it.

      I tightened my hand around my gun, paused, and shifted forward silently but quickly.

      I reached the doorway, and I instantly looked up into a massive cavern.

      Jarrak had been right.

      He had possessed an old shrine down in his basement.

      It was a massive, hollowed-out space, and though the outside was rough and just the natural cave formations, the middle of the space had been augmented with carved pillars, a decorated ceiling, and a simple stone slab.

      There was currently a black-robed man standing just before that stone slab, his back to me.

      Obviously some kind of wind source was racing through the rest of the cavern, because it took his cloak, forcing it to billow out around him, making it wide enough that I couldn’t see past to ensure there wasn’t anything – or anyone – on the slab.

      My gut twisted, my muscles clenched, and I sucked in a single breath.

      I started to hear the priest chant. Suffice to say, he wasn’t speaking in English anymore – he wasn’t speaking in a Xandian language I didn’t know. It was just this garbled mess of hisses and spits, as if he was water thrown on hot coals.

      I instantly surveyed the rest of the cavern, but it became pretty clear that he was the only person in it – unless there really was a crumpled body on the slab in front of him.

      Sweat slid down my temples, gathering beneath the straps of my goggles.

      Though I knew the element of surprise was everything, and I also knew I couldn’t waste any time, I wanted to know what the hell this bastard was up to.

      I got it – Xandia was easily one of the most superstitious cultures I’d come across. They had festivals for practically every single day, and that wasn’t to mention their book of rules.

      But I hadn’t come across whatever the heck this guy was muttering, and the ominous feeling sliding up the back of my neck told me no human would ever have encountered anything like this before.

      The guy suddenly threw his hands up and pushed them out wide.

      It was then that I saw a knife in his grip.

      It was clutched hard, and even from here, I could see the light shifting from his central knuckle down his wrist.

      Time was funneled into a point.

      I had no idea what was in front of him – it could’ve been nothing; it could’ve been Grace.

      I watched the priest suddenly slice the knife down.

      And I waited no longer.

      I fired. I didn’t shoot the priest, though – I shot the knife out of his hand.

      It was a split-second shot, and my aim was perfect.

      The bullet slammed into the knife, and there was an almighty clang as it spun from the man’s grip.

      He didn’t immediately spin, scream, or react in any way.

      No. He simply remained there, his hands open wide, blood spilling down from the blast injury he’d received when I’d fired on his knife.

      It was red-blue, and it trailed down the inside of his cuff, wetting the fabric of his dark robe.

      “Don’t you move,” I finally found my voice, and I let out a guttural roar that echoed through the cavernous expanse.

      He didn’t move.

      Not a damn centimeter. He’d just suffered a blast injury, but he didn’t cradle his arm. He didn’t even twist his head slightly to the side to check on it.

      He looked like a statue from behind.

      My heart leaped into my throat as I crouched forward, shifting faster now but never letting go of my gun. “Where is she?” I spat, the words a vicious snarl.

      The guy didn’t answer.

      As I got closer, he didn’t even look like he was breathing. It honestly looked as if someone had just painted him onto reality and he was just an image, not a real, living person.

      That ominous sensation that had been rushing through me from the moment I’d come to Jarrak’s house became more powerful than ever. It was like I was swallowing explosion after explosion as little electric shots of fear washed through me.

      I reached the carved section of the shrine, jumping 30 centimeters up from the roughly hewn rock of the floor, my boots letting out two echoing thumps.

      Every single sound I made in here was picked up by the tall ceiling and walls and reverberated just like a shout in an echo chamber.

      It made the situation even more pressured as I finally swept around the front of the plinth.

      I had no idea what to expect.

      It could be Grace. It could goddamn be bits of Grace.

      Or it could be nothing.

      … Which is precisely what it was.

      As my gaze darted down to the stone, I appreciated it was nothing more than polished old rock.

      I pointed my gun at the priest.

      I could see his face. His hood wasn’t off, but it had been tugged up until the hem sat just above his eyes.

      You very rarely saw a priest’s face, and I’d only ever seen re-created drawings of one.

      Now the starkness of his features struck me.

      Those lines of light continued until they terminated just beneath his eyes, making it look as if they were running off electricity.

      But it wasn’t his eyes that bothered me – or his sallow cheekbones, or his pale white lips.

      It was his expression.

      It was like I was staring at the scythe of Death. Don’t know what I mean? Join the Army. While 90 percent of your comrades were there for the same reason – to serve and protect – a percentage were psychopaths who’d joined for the chance to get their hands on a gun, for the chance to legally kill.

      So I knew precisely how to interpret the cold certainty in this man’s gaze.

      I tightened my grip on my gun, pushing the butt harder into my shoulder, drawing it up until it was pointed right at him.

      Was I committing a crime here? Technically.

      They’d kidnapped Grace. And that was a far greater crime in my books.

      “Where is she?” I snapped once more.

      The guy wouldn’t speak. He stared at me impassively.

      “I’m only going to ask this once more,” I spat through stiff lips. “Where is she?” I slowed down each word as if his reluctance to answer was because of a lack of comprehension. Perhaps he didn’t understand English that well.

      Or perhaps he was stalling for time.

      From behind me, I started to hear these methodical, echoing thumps. They weren’t coming from the stairs I’d taken down here – they were coming from behind me.

      

      There was obviously another exit out of here.

      I stiffened, not daring to take my eyes off this guy, but at the same time, knowing I needed to assess what was coming in from behind me.

      “Your time has come,” the priest finally spoke, and each word was cold and perfectly pronounced.

      A rush of fear and anger slammed together in my gut and saw me practically fire the gun in his face. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “The time for all of your people has come. Xandia will no longer be your treasure chest. Justice will be served.”

      Terror raced across my back and sank into my heart.

      I immediately started to question why my team hadn’t followed me here.

      What if they’d been attacked?

      What if the riots had started again?

      What if the resistance had finally initiated a coordinated attack?

      “What the hell have you got planned?” I barked.

      “We plan to save Xandia. We have always planned to save Xandia. For we have its interests at heart, and you only have its riches.”

      “Just where is Grace?” I defaulted to saying.

      “She has already left.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “She is no longer your concern.”

      “You tell me where the hell she is. Now.” Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to reveal I was here to whichever enemies were aligning behind, but that couldn’t stop me from shouting. Or shooting.

      I fired my gun. But I didn’t shoot at the priest, just next to him. My bullet slammed into the stone beside him, and chips spewed out everywhere.

      His expression darkened, his eyelids twitching down low. “You will be punished for every rule you have broken.”

      “Yeah? And so will you. I don’t care if you’re a priest. You can’t kidnap our people.”

      “It is not kidnap – it is retrieval.”

      “I’m not gonna stand here and talk semantics with you. She’s human, and she is coming back to Earth.”

      “She’s Xandian, and she’s staying here.”

      … What?

      The priest delivered his statement with such clear, calm certainty, it was impossible to ignore.

      But it was a lie.

      I’d met Grace on Earth.

      She was human.

      She lacked the visual markings that adorned every single Xandian.

      And dammit, no Xandian had ever come to Earth.

      The man continued to look at me, disdain marking his features. Cold victory, too. It was the look of a man who had every confidence that he’d already won.

      I heard another thump behind me. It was still far off, but close enough to warn me I didn’t have the luxury of time.

      I shifted my gun, angling it toward his chest. “You tell me exactly where she is now, or—”

      “You kill a priest? Another crime. Another punishment.”

      “I’m not going to argue with you.”

      “Correct. Because there’s nothing you can do. I would ask you to lower your weapon out of deference – but you don’t understand that, do you? So you will drop it out of pain.”

      I had the chance for my eyes to widen, then the guy attacked.

      I appreciated priests were meant to be faster, stronger, and agiler than your ordinary Xandian, but the way this guy moved at me was something else.

      My finger was already on my trigger, so I managed to squeeze off a shot, but it didn’t count. By the time I fired, a split second after the guy began to move, it only grazed a few centimeters past his shoulder.

      I had a chance to splutter, then the guy threw himself over the stone plinth, vaulting over it with all the swift strength of a gymnast as he pivoted, brought one of his legs up, and slammed it down against the front of my gun.

      It was on a strap, so it couldn’t be pulled from me, but it was yanked free of my grip.

      It slammed hard against my thigh as I fell backward.

      My mind might be reeling, but my body wasn’t, and rather than allow myself to fall hard onto the floor beneath me, I absorbed the movement, threw myself into a roll, and shoved up.

      I went for my holster, plucked out my handgun, and had it clutched in my grip in a second.

      But even that was too slow.

      The priest was already upon me, driving forward with a vicious punch.

      I tried to shift to the side, but he was faster, and he slammed it against my jaw.

      Instantly flashes sparked over my vision as pain erupted through my face, plunged deep into my neck, and blasted across my chest.

      I was thrown to the side with all the force of someone striking me with a bat.

      I still had a hand on my gun somehow, and I squeezed off several rounds.

      Three simply zipped past the man’s face and shoulder. One of them struck him front and center on his thigh.

      I expected it to slow him down. He didn’t even grunt.

      The next thing I knew, he grabbed my gun, twisted it viciously out of my grip, and pulled it free.

      I went for my other gun, but that would be when the bastard locked his hand around my throat and hauled me up.

      He was about as tall as I was, and though I couldn’t see his body under his cloak, his frame looked wiry.

      His strength, however, was that of a pro wrestler.

      He easily wrenched me up by my throat until my feet were dangling in the air.

      Though I was spluttering, shaking as the air was throttled out of me, I still went to grab my gun on its strap.

      The priest was only holding me in one hand. With the other, he grabbed my gun and yanked.

      The strap that held my gun to my shoulder was military grade. It wasn’t the kind of thing that would just fail given a single tug.

      But this was no ordinary move.

      As the priest wrenched it free from me, he used the kind of force that could snap a steel beam.

      The effect of having the strap wrenched off my shoulder was like being whipped, and pain slashed across my shoulder and back.

      I tried to scream, but his grip on my throat was too tight.

      I had one more gun – the other handgun holstered on my opposite hip.

      I didn’t get a chance to go for it.

      The priest grabbed my holster and yanked it free from me.

      I heard it clatter beside him as he tightened his grip around my throat.

      It was only as his long fingernails snagged and dug into the soft flesh of my throat that I realized something.

      I was about to die.

      Maybe that realization flashed through my eyes, because the priest opened his lips and let out a satisfied breath. “Now you show deference? It’s too late. Your people will pay for your crimes.”

      “And so will you,” I managed, despite the fact my words were just uninterrupted splutters and gasps.

      The priest didn’t even deign to respond to that comment.

      I waited for him to crush my throat – or just slice through it with his knife-like nails.

      He did neither. He continued to keep me aloft as if he were considering some curious specimen.

      The cold look in his eyes told me his curiosity would end soon and he would give in to the desire to find out precisely what it would sound like to crush my windpipe.

      I just stared back. Don’t ask me how I managed it, but I allowed anger – not fear – to mark my features.

      My eyes narrowed, and my already bloodless lips pulled over my teeth. “We’re on to you. Someone will find her.”

      “You should care less about the goddess and more about yourself and your people. Killing you would be easy. Making an example of you – considering your particular favor,” his lips sliced around that word, “with the Royal family will be much, much wiser.”

      My eyes had a chance to open.

      It wasn’t at the promise he’d make an example of me.

      It was at one single word.

      Goddess?

      Those thumps that had been echoing from the back of the chamber since this ordeal had begun finally became loud enough that the origin of the sound was unmistakable.

      I couldn’t swivel my gaze to the side and see past the priest, but I heard the pound of babook feet and the particular whir and grind of wheels.

      … Just how wrong had we gotten the geological survey of Maglite?

      This cavern wasn’t an aberration, obviously. If they had a babook driven cart down here, it meant these tunnels had to extend much further than this spot.

      Now wasn’t the time to fixate on that, though.

      Now was the time to watch in horror as the priest threw me backward.

      As soon as I thumped onto the ground, he leaned down and picked up one of my guns.

      I had just half a second for my lip to twitch into a smile.

      We had all our weapons microchipped.

      Every single member of the Taskforce who came here had a generic microchip implanted in one hand with an RFID signal strong enough that it encoded them to use any Taskforce weapon.

      Suffice to say, the general population of Xandia did not have such microchips – nor could they even begin to understand how such technology worked. To them, they couldn’t use our weapons because they didn’t have the blessing of our gods.

      The priest should know this. But the look in his eyes was unmistakable.

      Victory.

      Overflowing and complete.

      He considered the gun for a moment as I sat there down on my haunches, crumpled, one hand on my throat, my gaze open and unblinking.

      … Something told me what would happen a second before he brought the gun up and pointed it right at me.

      “It’s time for the humans to get a dose of their own medicine as you Earth people would say.”

      He fired.

      And the gun worked.

      He didn’t fire at the center of my head or chest – just my other arm, the one that hadn’t been gashed.

      The bullet sliced right through two centimeters of flesh, blood splattering everywhere.

      I choked on a scream, clamped my jaw shut, and forced myself to bottle in my pain despite the fact it ripped through me.

      It wasn’t pain from the blood and torn flesh.

      It was the fact this bastard had figured out a way to overcome our microchips.

      The priest brought the gun up and considered it, one eyebrow raised. “Interesting weapons. They will come in handy. Now, Sergeant,” he said that word coldly, “enjoy your life as a slave.” He nodded over my shoulder, and I became aware in the haze of my pain and dread that there was footfall behind me.

      It was heavy and thumped out quickly until I felt two massive hands lock against my shoulders.

      One of them clenched my bloodied arm, and though I’d been trying to hold it in, I let out a scream.

      It echoed through the high-ceilinged cavern, practically reaching up to the heavens above.

      I was dragged backward, thrown into a stinking, metal cage at the back of a babook carriage, and I was driven away.

      Because this?

      This was just the beginning.
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      I was awake again. Though it was questionable that I’d ever fallen asleep.

      Perhaps Jarrak’s spell was becoming less effective every time he used it.

      Or maybe I really was transforming into something.

      That thought had kept me focused as I’d slipped in and out of a reverie.

      I’d been aware of Jarrak’s soft breath, the thumps of the babook’s feet, and a roaring wind around me, but nothing else.

      Save for a single thought.

      I was Pandora, and I was here to open the demon gate.

      The wind, which had been bearable but still as cold as the Arctic, picked up, now slicing past us with gale force.

      Though I could tell Jarrak didn’t want to pause for anything, as he hunkered around me, trying to keep my cloak on me with his shoulders, his breath was becoming increasingly irregular and he kept swearing softly under his breath.

      Around me, I could hear the creak and groan of trees, the sound of branches rubbing together like flint trying to start a fire.

      For some reason it gave me the impression of hands grasping toward me, their fingers trying to snag me.

      … I’d never been trapped before. Not like this.

      There was nowhere to go, and even if I got free, what then?

      I couldn’t return to Earth.

      Because….

      I stopped myself from finishing that thought.

      “Dammit,” Jarrak spat, a note of finality and bitter disappointment strangling his tone. “We have to stop.” There was a long pause. “I know you’re awake, Miss Grace. We need to camp. But I must caution you of something.”

      Though the effects of his spell were waning, I didn’t have control of my lips, so I could do nothing but wait for him to speak.

      “Until you come into your skills as a goddess, you are a target. There is only so much I can do to protect you. I don’t want to stop here, not now. I hadn’t wanted to stop until we reached the top of Graves Peak.”

      I’d been determined to push away his words until he’d said that.

      Graves Peak.

      … The name reached inside me and felt like an explosion.

      I saw flashes of disparate memories blasting through my mind’s eye like firecrackers someone had set off inside my skull.

      It was enough that I leaned forward and groaned.

      Jarrak tightened his grip around me. “What is it? Are you remembering something? Is it the transformation?”

      I wouldn’t answer him. I clenched my teeth together. And when that didn’t work, I sucked in my bottom lip and bit it as if I was trying to chew through the flesh.

      As another blast of broken memories sailed through my skull, I bit it even harder.

      It was the same force I would use to chew through meat.

      … And yet it did nothing.

      It didn’t cut me. It barely sent that much pain pulsing through my chin.

      I….

      Another blast of wind hit us, and for the first time, no matter how hard Jarrak tried, he couldn’t keep my hood in place.

      It was swept free of my face, and as it buffeted against my cheeks, my hair cascading around me, I saw we were on a darkened mountainous plane.

      Tall, dense forests sprawled either side of us, but the path we were on was rocky and clear. It was made of jagged, boulder-like stones that were slick with ice and rain.

      Above, the storm that had been chasing me since the moment I’d arrived in Xandia still thronged through the sky, the clouds as thick and stifling as blankets.

      As the wind raced past us, Jarrak hunkered closer to me.

      He tried to grab my hood and pull it over my face, but in doing so, his fingers brushed up against my cheek.

      I heard him gasp in pain. He fought against it, but a second later dropped my cloak and yanked his hand down.

      His hand had felt like fire.

      Or perhaps my face was just as cold as ice.

      Like I’d said before – I’d always been cold, no matter the circumstances.

      As my senses penetrated my cheeks and exposed hands, I realized I was far, far colder than I’d ever been.

      I didn’t even feel like a human anymore.

      “What’s happening to me?” I asked through a choking wheeze.

      Jarrak appeared to take several seconds to massage the warmth back into his hand, even then, as he clutched the reins again, I saw there was a burn across his knuckles, the skin smarting a deep red. “Please rest. You should not undergo the transformation here. You should only do it in a safe place. The shrine on top of Grave Mountain will be that place.”

      He said it again, and once more, my stomach curled as if I’d been punched.

      I gasped.

      He hesitated, sucking in a deep breath between his bared teeth. “Perhaps we can continue on—” he began.

      I felt him shift his grip on the reins, and the babook we were traveling on made a soft bubbling noise before shifting forward. But another blast of wind sailed into us, and while it didn’t shift the large and sturdy-footed babook, it practically wrenched me out of Jarrak’s grip.

      He hunkered down around me as best he could, but even he was trembling now.

      “Dammit,” he spat once more. “We have to camp.”

      This was where I should try to get away from him. This was where I should plan to capitalize on the first weakness he showed.

      And yet this is where my mind started to fray faster and faster.

      It was all to do with the promise that once we arrived at Grave Mountain, I would change.

      Change into what?

      I already knew the answer, didn’t I? I didn’t have to question Jarrak to receive it, either. There, I would transform back into a goddess.

      And once transformed, I would never be able to leave this place.

      … I think my heart stopped beating.

      I definitely stopped breathing.

      I became nothing more than this cold lump of dread as Jarrak wrapped a hand around my middle, made a clicking command under his tongue, and waited for the babook to kneel down to its haunches.

      In a difficult maneuver, Jarrak pulled me off and kept a hold of me as his sturdy feet thumped against the rocks beneath us.

      I was a limp, dead weight, and he had to drag me back onto a larger section of stone so I didn’t dangle off the edge of it.

      The wind kept sheering around us, like butchers’ knives cutting off fat from a carcass.

      Jarrak now made no attempt whatsoever to keep my hood in place.

      As the wind caught it, it flapped back and forth over my face, and I caught eerie glimpses of our surroundings.

      I’d never liked camping.

      Trekking was one thing. But I preferred to be indoors when I slept.

      I’d always hated to be in the great outdoors at night.

      It was always too wild for my liking.

      This?

      This was, quite literally, a world apart from that experience.

      The cold, windswept, rain-drenched surroundings were far more terrifying than the untamed wildernesses on Earth.

      “This is not ideal,” Jarrak repeated to himself several times as I felt his head twist this way and that.

      Once he pulled away from the babook, it shifted back up onto its legs.

      It was the first time I’d gotten a good look at one, even though it was dark and the only light was eerie slips of moonlight shifting in through the quick moving clouds above.

      Somehow it didn’t matter.

      I could see relatively clearly, almost as if, in a single night, I’d developed perfect night vision.

      The babook looked like some kind of weird amalgamation of a dog and an elephant. It had thick, large, tree trunk like legs that extended into soft, flat paws that looked perfect for walking through unsteady terrains.

      While its back was a tough, impenetrable looking hide, there was a thick, furry mane around its front terminating in a large, glossy nose.

      This was where, if I was an ordinary human, I’d freak out.

      Instead, I immediately grew an affinity for the softly snuffling creature.

      It, however, could not save me. Nothing could.

      Jarrak took one last wheezing, unhappy breath, and started to pull me carefully over the rocks beneath us.

      They were large and jagged, and not always stable.

      Jarrak had to shift out with his heel, test the rock beneath us, and only move when things were safe.

      With a quick whistle under Jarrak’s breath, the babook followed several meters behind.

      “It’s about to snow,” Jarrak muttered suddenly.

      I knew he was right. It wasn’t just that the clouds had become thick again, all slices of moonlight gone.

      It was this sense that filled the air, silent but unmistakable.

      By the time Jarrak had struggled to get us off the boulders and onto firm land, the first few scant scraps of snow fell from above.

      They dashed against my cheeks.

      … And they somehow felt warm.

      I was no expert on biology or anything, but I appreciated that if the human body dropped below a certain temperature, it ceased functioning.

      Yet I felt colder than the damn snow.

      … What could that possibly mean?

      Jarrak kept making strange noises under his breath, and I appreciated the babook had to be smart enough to follow his every order.

      Once we were off the boulders, the babook landed beside us, the ground shuddering, and it shook its mane, its thick, lizardlike tail whipping up behind us.

      “We need to find shelter,” Jarrak muttered. I could tell from his quiet words that he was simply speaking aloud and he didn’t need any input from me.

      The snow began slow but steady, but within the space of a single minute started to slice down from the sky with blizzard-like force.

      Visibility was immediately cut down until I could barely see a meter in front of me.

      “Dammit,” Jarrak spat once more, his voice becoming sharper with yet more stress.

      He clicked under his tongue again until the babook shifted to the opposite side of us, using its large body to block off the snow driving in from the east.

      How I knew it was the east, I didn’t know.

      It was the least worrying impression in my mind right now, to be honest.

      I got the feeling that we were being watched.

      It was in the precise way the hair along the back of my neck stood on end, my cheeks tingled, and my hands twitched.

      Jarrak began to drag us toward the tree line in front of us, but I could tell from his struggling moves that he wasn’t happy about this.

      “Not ideal,” he muttered under his breath again.

      It seemed to be his favorite saying, or maybe it was just an apt commentary on this entire situation.

      Even through the driving snow, I could still make out the line of the forest beyond.

      It felt wholly different from the forest I’d encountered back when I’d first transported to Xandia.

      It… seemed darker in there.

      I don’t just mean a lack of illumination, either. Of course it was darker – when I’d seen that other forest, it’d been during the day.

      But my assessment of this forest was more to do with the sense that wafted off the place like smoke from a fire.

      It was this feeling that as soon as I walked in, something would clutch me and strangle me, as if the very roots and knotted, gnarled branches of the trees were nothing more than hands poised to catch prey.

      The babook kept close to our side, close enough that Jarrak’s arm brushed up against it and every now and then, my leg banged into the side of its rough hide.

      I was thankful for its proximity, and it gave me a measure of safety Jarrak couldn’t.

      But even that started to be destroyed the closer we came to the forest.

      I honestly swore I felt eyes on me.

      There were things in there, and they were watching. Waiting.

      Another gust of wind slammed into us, this one shifting in from the opposite side. It was so strong that it forced Jarrak against the babook and the creature had to stop, shoring up its balance to lock Jarrak in place.

      Jarrak was wearing some kind of cloak, and the sound of it whipping against the babook’s side was like a loose sail trying to tear free from an embattled yacht.

      The babook was a faithful creature, though, and it didn’t shift a centimeter.

      Once the gale abated and Jarrak found his footing again, he was panting to catch his breath.

      I was still terrified of what was waiting beyond.

      Jarrak took another step.

      In the back of my head, I was still telling myself that I just had to wait for an opportunity to get away from him.

      But that impression was now completely obliterated as my fear grew too much for me.

      “No,” I said in a shuddering voice.

      “Just relax—” he began.

      “You can’t take us in there. There are things in there,” I said, voice arcing up high on the word things.

      He paused. “You’re just scared—”

      “No,” my voice pitched even higher. “I can feel them watching us. Please, don’t take us in there. We’ll continue on foot. Please.”

      … Why had I just said that?

      Though the last thing I wanted to do was go into that forest, I still needed to extricate myself from Jarrak’s grip.

      Yet… some part of me almost wanted to let him take me to Grave Peak.

      Jarrak hesitated again. We were now only several meters away from the mouth of the forest. And it really was a mouth.

      Either it was simply a quirk of perspective, or we’d approached it at a specific angle, because there seemed to be an unusual gap in the trees just before us.

      This 10-meter wide maw opened like a mouth leading into the belly of the beast.

      Jarrak took another step forward, then stopped completely.

      I could practically feel him thinking as his arm tightened around my middle.

      Though I’d been allowing him to drag me until now, I found my feet.

      I forced strength into them as if all I required to overcome my weakness was mental determination.

      And maybe I did. Because as I planted my feet on the ground, I felt a surge of energy shifting through me.

      “We can’t go in there,” I said, voice clear now.

      I could tell Jarrak didn’t know what to believe.

      Then something made his mind up for him.

      Far off into the distance, beyond the tree line and deep into the forest, I picked up a howl.

      It didn’t sound like a wolf. It was much higher pitched and sharper than that.

      Instantly Jarrak shivered.

      So did the babook.

      It had been strong and steadfast – until now.

      With a strangled, quiet bark, it jerked backward.

      “We have to get out of here,” I said quickly.

      “Agreed,” Jarrak conceded. “But I must ask you to do one thing,” he requested as he still had a grip on my middle and used it to pivot me around and face in the opposite direction.

      “What?”

      “Don’t run. Trust me.”

      … It was as if for the first time I actually heard his request. Not just the words, but the emotion behind them.

      There was a note of tortured despair there I hadn’t heard and could never have imagined coming from the arrogant man I’d met yesterday.

      “Grace?” He prompted me. “Please.”

      That howl sounded out loud behind us.

      It made my mind up for me. I tightened a hand into a fist. “Fine.”

      “Now, run,” he said.

      “But you told me—”

      He reached down, removed his hand from around my middle, and grabbed my hand instead. I caught sight of the side of his face, of his wide-open eyes and his cloak slapping behind me. “Not away from me – but with me.”

      His voice reverberated low on the word with just as another howl cracked out from behind.

      We ran.

      If we didn’t, we would die.
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      I wasn’t gonna lose consciousness. Not here, not ever.

      I would hold on to it until I either escaped or the Army freed me.

      There was another option – I could die.

      But that wasn’t going to happen today, I told myself firmly as I kept a hand clutched on the rusted metal bar in front of me.

      I was in a rattling, stinking cage that smelled as if it had been used to carry corpses.

      There were rags around me, and some of them were stained with the mottled brown-blue of aged Xandian blood.

      They stank so badly, I had to periodically clamp a hand over my mouth and nose to stop myself from gagging. Even then, that barely helped – I’d been rattling around in this cage for at least an hour now, and I smelled worse than death.

      We were still down in the caverns.

      I felt sick at how wrong we’d gotten it. The geological survey had said that while there were small cave systems in this area, it was nothing to concern ourselves with.

      But this wasn’t a cave system – this was a goddamn underground highway.

      All of my gear had been taken off me. They’d left me with my clothes and boots and nothing else. Oh yeah, and a bullet injury that slowly oozed blood from the tourniquet I’d managed to make from a section of my T-shirt.

      Even my night vision goggles were gone. I didn’t need them, though. There were lamps, see – dispersed at even intervals as if this tunnel system was some kind of underground city.

      They were more of those bioluminescent orbs of light, and by the look of them, they’d been constructed to last.

      How the hell had our recon teams got this so wrong?

      If the Taskforce had appreciated there was an interconnected highway tunnel system under Maglite, we would’ve kept our eye on it.

      Who knew what they could hide down here?

      Soldiers and weapons was the answer.

      As I tumbled along in the back of the cage, there was another reason I forced back every wave of unconsciousness that threatened to drag me under.

      I needed to get as much information about this place as I could.

      When the Army came to save me – and they would, I told myself firmly – I’d provide them with all the information they needed to shut this operation down.

      Though once upon a time this cave system had probably been natural, it was clear from the maintained tunnels, the reinforced ceiling, and the massive rooms we passed that it had been perfected for centuries.

      Whenever we passed a cavernous offshoot in the tunnel, I always turned my head to the side, assessing precisely what was stored there.

      Sometimes it was boxes, sometimes it was supplies, sometimes it was just armor stacked up on the ground, ready and waiting to go.

      They even had babook stalls down here and spare carts.

      Just how the hell had recon gotten this so wrong? We were meant to be more technologically developed than the Xandians in every way, and yet they’d still managed to pull the wool over our eyes.

      This tunnel system, however, was one thing. The fact the priest had been able to fire my gun was another.

      If I closed my eyes right now, I could replay that moment in my mind.

      We hadn’t told the native Xandians anything about our weapons. They were symbols of our power, after all. Plus, the last thing we wanted to do was let them figure out how to make them.

      Xandia without guns was one thing. With them, we’d be facing an entirely different situation.

      That wasn’t the point, though.

      Understanding gun technology was one thing. Microchip technology was another. It was a complete step above.

      And yet obviously the priest had been able to figure out enough that he’d overcome it and fired my weapon.

      I felt like bringing up my hand, slapping it against the center of my forehead, and grinding my brain until all of this made sense.

      That wasn’t gonna happen, though, and I needed to preserve my strength.

      I only caught snippets of conversation between the two guards who were driving the carriage.

      They were up front, and though there were bars along three sides of my cell, the back was nothing but a thick sheet of opaque, stiff metal.

      The guards, unsurprisingly, didn’t speak English.

      I imagined from now on, nobody would.

      I rued the fact I hadn’t spent more time attempting to learn the native Xandian tongue.

      I tried to pick up everything I could, but I could only catch fractured words here and there and phrases that didn’t make any sense.

      One stuck out, though. Pandora.

      It instantly sent cold tingles racing down my back.

      I had no idea how long we would travel for. I had no idea exactly what they would do with me whenever we reached our intended destination. But I could appreciate, despite my hope, that the further they took me away from Maglite under these tunnels, the harder it would be for the Army to catch up with me.

      I couldn’t even hope that they could track me.

      The priest had taken my radio, and if he knew enough about my gun to appreciate it was microchipped, maybe he appreciated my radio could be used to call my team to me.

      Maybe right now he was using it to lure them into a trap.

      Or maybe right now all of Maglite had been razed to the ground and Squire and the rest of her team were dead.

      I let out a groan, violating my rule of not making any noise.

      It barely penetrated beyond the steady methodical thump of the babook’s feet and the grinding of the wheels.

      Though my mind catapulted from thought to thought, from fear to fear, there was one it wouldn’t go near.

      There was one I had to keep at arm’s-length.

      One word. One concept.

      Goddess.

      Just before the priest had gotten rid of me, he’d told me Grace wasn’t my concern.

      He told me she wasn’t even human.

      He’d used that one word.

      Goddess.

      I shook my head, but even I could tell it was a desperate move and not one of confidence.

      But she was human. Dammit, I’d seen her on Earth. She lacked the physical characteristics of a Xandian anyway.

      … And yet.

      And yet what?

      I brought up a hand and slapped it over my eyes, pressing my lips closed until I saw stars.

      Instantly, it brought back the memory of her at that shrine out in the forest.

      I could see, in perfect detail, how she’d become infatuated with that path, drawn along it as if she’d been attached by a rope.

      It wasn’t that that made me clench my teeth together, that sent a frightened, cold tingle racing down my back.

      It was the moment when the priest had grabbed her. It was the blood I’d seen glistening down his robes.

      The fresh, red human blood.

      Because it had been red, hadn’t it?

      Sure, the lighting had been dim, but I’d seen it in the illumination of one of those lanterns.

      Xandian blood was tinged with blue.

      That stuff had been red.

      “Don’t,” I whispered to myself under my breath, knowing full well it was too quiet for the guards above to hear. “Don’t think that – it’s madness.”

      My words were too weak.

      Because again my mind flashed back to the moment when I pulled back Grace’s sleeve only to see no injuries.

      But what did I honestly think that meant?

      That she’d somehow healed?

      That was insanity.

      I was hardly a scientist, but I did live by one rule – Occam’s razor.

      The simplest explanation is often the real one.

      And right now though it was wild and tempting to assume Grace had somehow suddenly healed, it was far more rational to assume she hadn’t been injured in the first place.

      Maybe it hadn’t even been blood on the priest sleeve. Maybe it had been paint or some other colored viscous liquid.

      “You’re an idiot,” I muttered to myself softly, satisfied that my conclusion was correct.

      That’s when I remembered something else.

      Standing there in front of the facility just after the second explosion, I’d watched Grace fall. She’d twisted on the spot, falling down to her knee before pulling herself up.

      And in doing so, she’d gashed her palm.

      I remembered seeing the blood splattering out. I remembered seeing it splattered across the street. And I remembered seeing it in the mouth of that open maintenance tunnel. It had been one of the things, other than her red scarf, that had convinced me to go down there looking for her.

      So what the hell had happened to that gash?

      Thinking back, my heart suddenly beating harder, I tried to figure out if I’d seen her favoring her hand.

      I hadn’t.

      Had I seen blood?

      No. Maybe on her clothes, but not on her damn hand.

      Worse, I remembered the precise moment she pulled her pendant off to give it to Jarrak.

      Her hand had been fine.

      I shook my head once. It was an involuntary move this time – it wasn’t me trying to fight the horrifying conclusion forming in my mind.

      What if Grace really was different somehow?

      What if Grace really wasn’t human?

      What if all of this had been to get Grace back to Xandia?

      I opened my mouth to tell myself I was an idiot.

      I wasn’t so sure anymore.

      My thoughts weren’t allowed the opportunity to drag me under any further.

      I started to feel a change in the air around us.

      It had been musty. Until now.

      Now I tasted a clean, fresh scent that hinted at rain.

      My eyes widened, and I locked my hand harder around the bar next to me, using it as purchase as I pulled myself up.

      I slowly shifted to the side, not wanting the two guards above to hear as I strained my neck and tried to glimpse out from the edge of the cell.

      I couldn’t see anything. But I could press my face forward and sniff once more, and sure enough, I detected the scent of rain on grass.

      We were finally coming out of this tunnel system.

      Which meant one thing – an opportunity would arise.

      Sure, I was still technically trapped in a cage, and I had nothing going for me but two injured shoulders and a world full of hurt.

      But it was precisely when things looked the worse and you transitioned from one situation to another that you often found hidden chances.

      Right now my guards would think they were undefeatable.

      They’d also be distracted.

      I’d already made a quick mental calculation of any weapons I could scrounge from this cell.

      The rags, though unspeakably disgusting, could be wound into knots and used to choke somebody.

      They could also be slung together and used as a sling – not that I had any objects heavy enough to hurl. But if I got out, I could find a rock.

      It was a start. But it was one that would get me nowhere.

      The cart drew to a sudden halt.

      I couldn’t just smell rain – I could hear it now.

      The wind, too, and from the roaring sound of it, I appreciated it was forcing its way into a cave mouth.

      I was desperate to get a glimpse of where I was, but as the cart stopped, so did I.

      I deliberately slumped backward, closing my eyes, shifting my position, and making myself look as limp as a doll that had never been alive.

      My two guards started to talk again, but they spoke so gruffly and quietly, I couldn’t even pick up a single word.

      I could, however, pick up other words being spoken all around me.

      We were in a line. Despite the roar of the wind, I could discern at least 10 other voices.

      Dammit, was there an army out there?

      There was a thump as one of the guards jumped down from the babook, his heavy footfall loud as he shifted around the front of the cage.

      My eye was open just a slit, and it was enough to confirm the big bastard was checking on me.

      I’d dropped my hand from the bars, and I was crumpled at the back. So the guy leaned down, picked up a loose stone beside him, threw it between the bars, and aimed it right at my head.

      It struck my cheek, the jagged edge slicing across it as it tumbled down beside me.

      Though it took me everything, I didn’t shift. Not a muscle. My breathing didn’t even change.

      The guy grunted, said a word I didn’t recognize, and walked out of sight.

      I now had a rock.

      I didn’t bother to bring up a hand and wipe the blood from my cheek as it trickled down the side of my face. I just shifted forward, clutched my hand around the rock, and slowly brought it up, putting it into my pocket.

      At the same time, I reluctantly snatched hold of one of the longer rags and started to wind it up.

      I could hear footfall around me now, more carts, too. They were interspersed with the soft grunts and barks of the babooks.

      It really did sound like an army out there, didn’t it? And while I couldn’t understand what they were saying, I appreciated the collective tone of their voices.

      It was anger.

      Righteous anger. More than that? It was the tone of people getting ready to exact revenge.

      My blood chilled.

      My eye was still open a slit, and it was enough that I could see other broad-shouldered, large Xandian men strutting around behind the cart, carrying boxes or checking on their swords.

      I also saw another cart approach. Just like mine, it had a metal cage on the back.

      And just like mine, it had an Earth soldier within.

      As soon as I picked up the color of green fatigues, my eyes opened wide and my breath caught in my chest.

      There were two soldiers in there.

      While one was slumped, lifeless on the base of the cage, another was seated just behind him, his legs up, his arms around his knees, his face buried in them.

      I wanted to call out to the guy.

      I knew better.

      What the hell had happened to Maglite?

      Had my worst suspicions been confirmed?

      The general tone of conversation became more violent, making it sound as if each and every single one of the warriors around me was on the verge of murder.

      Maybe they were.

      I searched my mind, trying to figure out precisely how far we’d traveled, how quick the babook had been moving, and where we could possibly be.

      It had been an hour, maybe a little bit more than that. And while the babook had been traveling at a steady pace, it certainly hadn’t been running.

      So what was that, 40 kilometers? Maybe a little less, given the uneven, hardly preferable surface of the stone floor of the tunnel?

      The nearest sub-portal base from Maglite was 80 kilometers.

      So we couldn’t be there. But at the same time, there were other targets.

      There was a thick forest that separated Maglite from the sub-portal station, and there was every chance we were on the opposite side of it.

      My mind began to race, my gaze locking on that broken soldier in the cage opposite.

      I willed him to turn to look at me, but he didn’t.

      A moment later, the cart he was on started to move forward again, and the rattling sound filled the cavern before being subsumed under the angry shouts of warriors around me.

      The wind was still clipping outside, moaning through the mouth of the tunnel, bringing with it the scent of rain, and far off, the pound of thunder.

      I’d been through some pretty serious storms on Xandia, to be sure, but this one seemed like a cut above the rest, almost as if the weather had been programmed to help Xandia.

      And though on any other day I would’ve pushed that thought away as nothing more than paranoia, now it stuck.

      Because now everything I thought I’d known about this place was crumbling down around me.

      And yeah, that just made me think of Grace.

      She couldn’t be a goddess, right?

      She couldn’t have been a Xandian sent to Earth, right?

      That was just madness. Tell me that was just madness?

      There was no one to tell me anything. And importantly, there was no one to help.

      I suddenly heard heavy metal footfall, and from the particular ring of each step, I appreciated it was the noise of someone walking in full armor.

      It sounded suspiciously like the Royal guards.

      My suspicions were confirmed as a man suddenly walked around the side of my cage.

      I still only had my eye open a slit, and I only got away with it because my head was tilted to the side, my face bunched, my cheek pressing hard into my shoulder.

      But through that one slit of an eye, I still managed to see who was in front of me.

      It was the head of the damn Royal guards in Maglite. The same man I’d taken to go find Grace with.

      Now he was here, and though I couldn’t make out his expression under his metal visor, I could tell from the ease of his body that he wasn’t much put out by the fact I was behind bars and bleeding.

      “Awake?” he asked somebody in the Xandian native tongue – one of the few words I’d managed to pick up thus far.

      I strained my hearing, throwing all of my understanding behind it as I desperately attempted to pick up what was said next.

      “No,” the guard who’d thrown the stone said.

      I almost jumped for joy at the fact I’d managed to discern that, but I didn’t dare let them realize I was really awake.

      The head of the Royal guards didn’t appear ready to take anyone’s word for it. I heard the sound of metal being removed from a sheath as he pulled out his broadsword.

      Now I stiffened. Not enough that anyone would notice, but enough that my heartbeat doubled.

      I saw the guard slip the tip of his sword through the metal bars.

      My heart told me he was half a second from running me through.

      My brain told me to just hold on.

      He brought the sword forward and slammed it down against the base of my shoe. It was hard enough and sudden enough that if I had just been sleeping, I would’ve woken with a start.

      I controlled myself.

      And I waited.

      The Royal guard paused, then turned the sword around and sliced the blade across the middle of my leg.

      It wasn’t a deep wound – but I’ll let you know a secret. Being slashed with a sword was never pleasant.

      Pain sliced up my leg as blood oozed down my cut pants.

      But I didn’t move.

      I held the hell on, keeping myself locked in place as if I was deeply unconscious and even blasting off one of my arms wouldn’t wake me.

      Thankfully the Royal guard had no intention of running me through, and when I didn’t react to being slashed across the leg, I heard him make a harrumphing sound. Then there was the sound of metal on metal as he pulled his sword back.

      He put it back in his sheath, tapped my cage fondly with one metal covered gauntlet, and turned around. “Place him with the others. I want them all in one place before we begin.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I heard the guard walk away.

      There was a rattle and a thump as the warrior grabbed hold of the lock at the back of my cage.

      This was it.

      I still had the rock in my pocket, and I’d managed to shove a length of rag into my opposite pocket.

      Fortunately they’d left me with my jacket, and it was bulky enough that it would hide my side pockets.

      There was a click as the cage opened, and even though it was nothing but metal bars, as it swung to, I felt a blast of air shift in.

      Maybe it wasn’t air. Maybe it was an opportunity, like the winds of change blowing in my face.

      This was it.

      I had to get out now or be locked up forever. Or, hey, be nothing more than fodder for whatever these monsters had planned.

      I no longer dared to keep an eye open. I went only on feeling and sound alone, tuning into every single vibration as the warrior jumped up into the cage, his feet pounding so hard against it, I felt it reverberate up into my jaw.

      I could smell him, somehow discerning his particular ripe scent beyond the scent of the rain-washed forests outside.

      And God knows I could feel him as he shifted forward, grabbed a hand onto my injured leg, and dragged me.

      It’s one thing not moving when you’re uninjured – it’s another thing playing a convincingly limp body when you’re bleeding all over.

      When you’re truly unconscious, your muscles are relaxed, and they flop about like the limbs of a doll. When you’re not unconscious and just faking it, they’re as stiff as taut rope.

      I deliberately used every technique I knew to make my body flop, and maybe it was just enough, because as the guy dragged me forward, clenching my injured leg so tightly, I wanted to kick him in the face, he didn’t suddenly grab the knife at his hip and stab me.

      He pulled me right out of the cage, but rather than let me fall to the ground below, he shifted in, pushed one shoulder into my torso, and locked me over his arm.

      I fell limply against his back.

      That brought me unpleasantly close to his hide jacket and behind. Suffice to say, they smelled about as good as the rag in my pocket.

      Around me, I continued to hear the grind of wheels, the snuffles of the babooks, and the angry shouts of warriors getting ready to kill.

      I hadn’t even had a chance to process the fact that the head of the Royal guards in Maglite was working for the separatists. What was there to process, anyway? The situation had obviously been more than I’d ever assumed. From hidden underground tunnels to… to Grace.

      The Taskforce might have seemed in control once, but now I could appreciate the real forces of Xandia had only ever been biding their time.

      I managed to pick up a few more Xandian words that I could understand.

      One was ready. The other was torture.

      I tried so damn hard not to stiffen as that warrior lugged me forward.

      I didn’t need an imagination to appreciate what they were about to do. Every soldier they had who was alive would be tortured for information. The question was, what were they looking for? Did they want to go through the portal?

      Good luck. Attacking the Taskforce on this side was one thing. Making it through to the other side and actually doing any real damage on Earth was impossible.

      Every single portal substation was in a damn army base. Plus, you could catch what was coming through the portal. Portal rooms were some of the most reinforced beyond nuclear reactors.

      Didn’t like what came through? Close the damn door and gas it out.

      Though it was conceivable to assume these fools were too stupid to appreciate that, something in my gut told me they weren’t. That same thing in my gut told me they weren’t planning an ordinary war here, either.

      I had to find out as much information as I could, free these soldiers, get to an army base, and warn them.

      … And then what?

      Make a unilateral decision without any ability to communicate with Earth to go to war with Xandia?

      What the hell was the next step from here?

      I couldn’t allow myself to be distracted by that. I had to take this one step at a time, which is precisely what the warrior was doing as he dragged me through the other babook carts until he stopped on the opposite side of the room.

      I opened my eyes again, my head naturally tilted to the side. It was enough that I finally caught a glimpse of the mouth of the tunnel.

      I’d been right – and it wasn’t that far away. It was massive, though. It looked like the mouth to an aircraft hangar.

      Wind raced in, and beyond, I saw and heard rain pounding down. Though it was dark out there and light in here, I still managed to glimpse far enough into the distance that I could appreciate the tunnel mouth opened not onto a grassy plain, but right into a thick forest.

      We’d used drones to survey major areas around bases, so it would have been one thing to miss this massive cavern if it opened out on the side of a hill. But while the entranceway to this place was huge, it was hidden by a steep incline that led up to the trees above, meaning it would have been hard to spot, even by air.

      It was almost as if someone had designed it that way.

      These tunnels were highly unlikely to have been natural. Perhaps the underground cave system had been – but as I glimpsed the floor beneath me and saw a wall to one side, I appreciated they were carved, reinforced, and engineered to last.

      I heard more shouts, and amongst them, a scream – high-pitched, deeper, and English.

      “What the hell are you doing with us?” someone spat.

      I didn’t recognize their voice, but from their accent, I could tell they were human.

      From their desperation, I could tell they were on edge.

      I had to get out of here; I had to save them.

      I had to stop this.

      But at the same time, if I didn’t wait for an opportunity, and I played my hand too early, it would likely be chopped off.

      I caught a glimpse of other Royal guards, decked out in armor as if they hadn’t had the chance to change before they’d raced here.

      It made me wonder just what kind of situation Maglite was under.

      Maybe they’d just abandoned it. Or maybe the entire city had been burned to the ground.

      “Whatever you’re planning, we will stop you,” I heard that soldier scream again.

      He got halfway through his words, then there was a thump and a gurgle.

      I stiffened this time.

      There was no hiding it.

      The warrior carrying me stopped.

      He brought his hand up and slapped it across my face experimentally.

      I didn’t move, though all I wanted to do was bite his finger off.

      He shrugged his shoulders and continued moving.

      I kept my eyes open, calculating at the speed of light, trying to find any opportunity I could. But the more I saw, the more I realized that even if I got free of this guy, there was nothing I could do.

      I couldn’t see any guns, and though I could appreciate they’d been stolen from the other soldiers, they’d clearly been carried somewhere else.

      While I could just use my fists and legs as weapons, they’d only get me so far against swords and knives and bats.

      Just when I feared there would be no opportunity, I watched a massive grim-faced warrior walk up to the guy carrying me. “Prayer,” he said.

      Prayer was one of the few words I could always pick up easily. It was also one of the few words that didn’t change.

      The native Xandian language was exceedingly complex.

      It didn’t have concrete words like Earth languages did – I swore it sometimes invented new words on the spot just to mess with you.

      But prayer? It was fittingly always the same as if it was the only thing the Xandians considered real and lasting.

      My warrior grunted.

      “Prayer,” the other warrior said again.

      “Fine,” my warrior said.

      He shifted around.

      To get out of here, I needed to do one of two things. Create complete havoc or somehow slip away without anyone noticing.

      To do the first, I’d need a miracle.

      To do the second, I just needed luck.

      I started to hear chanting pick up through the cavern, and I recognized it. It was the Prayer of Ascendance – something ordinary Xandians engaged in multiple times a day whenever they wanted luck in some venture.

      You would encounter Xandians doing it out in the city streets, or in taverns, or out in the markets, but I’d never seen them doing it en masse.

      The sound filled the air, reverberating off the walls.

      The chants were melodic, deep, and percussive, sounding like the beat of a drum.

      As my warrior walked past others, I could see that they had their hands up, their fingers spread, and their chins and faces directed at the ceiling.

      Though they looked as if they’d just dropped and prayed where they’d been standing, as we shifted past, I appreciated there was a pattern to where they were placed.

      They were arranged in concentric circles, and I felt my warrior walk all the way out to the last of the circles.

      That placed him right at the back toward the wall.

      This was it. My heart beat with that certainty.

      This would be my only chance.

      If I thought my warrior would dump me while he prayed, I was wrong. He took up position beside a large section of boxes, brought his arms up, tilted his chin, and started to pray, his guttural tone shaking through him and up into my body.

      This was it.

      I waited.

      I knew this prayer. So I knew what was going to happen next.

      Sure enough, after a grating blast where every man screamed at the top of his lungs at the ceiling, they folded their arms forward, got down to their knees, and pressed their heads against the ground.

      It was pretty hard for my guy, considering I was still over his shoulder.

      But it gave me exactly the opportunity I needed.

      As he crumpled down, letting me tumble off, I grabbed his knife from his sheath on the way past.

      I pulled the rag from my pocket at the same time, shoving it into his mouth and gagging him just as I drew the knife across his throat.

      He had no chance.

      As blood splattered out everywhere, neither did I.

      He was down, but it had hardly been a covert attack.

      The two warriors closest to me yanked their heads up, locked their eyes on me, and threw themselves to their feet.

      I twisted to the side, boots slipping in the guy’s blood as I vaulted on top of the box in front of me and fell over the back of it.

      That bought me several seconds.

      Seconds.

      But at least I had a plan.

      I shoved my hand into my pocket, pulling out the rock.

      There was a babook five meters away, parked near the wall, out of everyone’s way.

      It was a big damn beast. Babooks came in all sorts of sizes, ranging from creatures that looked like small draft horses, to ones that were like bull elephants.

      This guy was the former.

      Though babooks were usually steadfast creatures who weren’t easily startled, hit them on the soft flesh just between their eyes, and they could become enraged, especially if they were bulls like this guy.

      Just as I heard thundering feet behind me, I pitched the rock, putting my all into it, every single ounce of training, and every damn wish.

      The rock sailed through the air, and it hit the babook right between its eyes.

      It let out an enraged shrieked just as I heard a warrior reach me from behind.

      I dropped down to one knee, rolled, and stabbed out with the base of my heel, catching the warrior on his knee just before he could come at me with a sword.

      It overbalanced the guy, but I didn’t let him fall on his own. I brought one foot underneath his knee and the other on top of it, and I twisted, ensuring he fell harshly onto his hip, his sword falling uselessly beside me. I instantly grabbed his hand, shoved my thumb into the soft skin beneath his thumb joint, and twisted.

      He dropped the sword.

      I clutched it up and rolled again just as the babook went slamming into the boxes.

      Two warriors had been clambering up behind me, but as the massive creature burst through the boxes, they went flying.

      I shifted up, sword in my hand, twisting to the side as another warrior reached in behind.

      The guy hadn’t expected me to be armed, and he only had a short-range knife in his hand.

      For a second, at least – until I chopped it off.

      I wasn’t usually one for brutal violence. Right now I didn’t have any option.

      Chaos continued to rip through the mouth of the cave as that bull babook went flying.

      Screams erupted, tinged with desperation, and they reverberated through the cave much louder than the prayers had a second before.

      It wasn’t until I twisted to the side and caught sight of what had been in those boxes that I appreciated why.

      It was a mint-green luminescent liquid.

      I instantly recognized it.

      It was an accelerant they used in fires.

      It was usually found in small quantities.

      In large quantities, our scientists assured us, it would act as an explosive.

      You know what an explosive needs?

      A spark.

      I didn’t have any matches on me, and God knows I didn’t have a lighter.

      But I did have a knife and a stone. I wasn’t stupid enough to take my sword and slam it into a puddle of the stuff that had burst from the boxes in front of me.

      Instead, I shifted forward, whisked the sword through the liquid, then pivoted to the side.

      Just as I heard several warriors pick themselves up from the path of the babook and sprint toward me, I slammed the sword against the wall of the tunnel beside me.

      I put my all into it, ignoring both my injured shoulders, groaning in anger as I slashed the tip down.

      It was all it took. The friction of the metal slamming into the stone was enough of a spark to set the accelerant off.

      The next thing I knew, flame blazed up over the edge of my blade.

      I still had the rag I’d used to cover that warrior's mouth. I threw it forward into the burning flame.

      As soon as it dragged across that blue liquid and caught alight, it became engulfed in flame.

      I now had everything I needed for chaos.

      A warrior ran in beside me, grunting in a murderous rage.

      I didn’t even bother cutting him with my sword. Instead, I pulled back, shifted out of the way, and darted easily to the side.

      My rag was long enough that as it caught alight, the flame didn’t lick over my hands.

      As I shifted to the side, dodging another blow, I desperately wrapped the burning rag around the sword.

      It felt like every warrior in the room was amassing toward me – or at least those that weren’t dealing with that enraged babook.

      Good.

      I ran away from the boxes. I turned. And I threw my flaming sword.

      It arced high into the air, trailing flame.

      It landed.

      And every milliliter of that blue accelerant exploded.

      I was close enough to the explosion that it caught me in the center of my back and threw me forward, but not close enough that it killed me dead on the spot.

      I tumbled several meters away, somehow finding the strength to pull myself into a ball and roll.

      My ears rang, my limbs tingled, and I barely managed to push to my feet.

      But I did it.

      The explosion had outright killed the warriors near it. But it wasn’t done yet.

      Mini explosions kept going off as flames licked from one puddle of liquid to another.

      The babook had thrown itself through the boxes, after all, and it had dragged that accelerant all the way through the room.

      This was everything I could hope for.

      But I couldn’t rest on my laurels yet.

      As I pushed up, shaking my head to disperse that thunderous ringing, I stared past the blood trickling down my brow, trying to glimpse where the other soldiers were being held.

      In the chaos around me, I couldn’t tell.

      But every second I stood there trying to figure it out, was a second I lost.

      I ducked to the side, throwing myself forward and rounding my shoulder just as a warrior came at me with a bludgeoning club.

      Don’t ask me how I managed to move at just the right moment – it was either luck or plain desperation – but I caught him in the soft flesh of his underbelly, pivoted, and threw him to the side before he could slash me across the face with his nail-studded bat.

      I swept down, plucked it up, and spun around as another warrior came from my left.

      Somewhere deep in the back of my mind I knew what I had to do.

      I had to get out.

      My loyalty told me that I needed to stay and fight – doing everything I could to save the other Earth Taskforce soldiers. But reality screamed at me that I didn’t have the chance.

      I needed to get out, regroup, and come back with more forces.

      Luck had seen me get this far, but my luck would run out.

      I grunted, reaching another set of boxes and throwing myself up them, rolling over the wood before dropping behind them just as another warrior with a broadsword came at me.

      Get out, that voice screamed at me again.

      Get out while you still have the chance.

      I had no idea where the other soldiers were being kept.

      They were obviously in an antechamber I couldn’t get access to.

      And I would die trying to figure out where it was.

      Dammit.

      Dammit.

      I had to get out of here.

      That conclusion now moved front and center into my mind, and it was irrepressible.

      It made me as cold as ice as I managed to pick up a better discarded sword, dropping my bat.

      I gripped it in a sweaty, blood-caked hand and swung it like a pro.

      I was a good 50-meters away from the mouth of the tunnel.

      50-meters was a hell of a long distance when there was nothing but angry warriors between you and safety.

      I had to try, though.

      Because I was on a blade’s edge. And whether I could appreciate it or not, the rest of humanity was balanced with me.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Grace Brown

      

      

      We were being chased.

      We’d mounted the babook again, despite the treacherous weather which had only become worse, now howling around us, as vicious as a pack of wolves.

      Jarrak no longer made any attempt whatsoever to keep my cloak over my face. Do that, and his already frozen hands would lose hold of the reins, and we’d fall off into the jagged rocks below us.

      From behind, I heard the perpetual cry of some vicious beast.

      While on the surface, I had no idea what it was, within me, something burned with the knowledge that it was one of the most capable, cruel predators in all of the land.

      “Just hold on,” Jarrak kept muttering to me every few seconds, as if he feared his words were the only thing keeping me alive.

      Or perhaps hole was a better term to use.

      I was fracturing. Right down the middle, it was like somebody had taken a samurai sword and sliced it down my midline.

      This wasn’t me making it up. I felt this… pulsing energy, this feeling as if someone had taken a laser and was cutting my skin, burning through it like metal sheets.

      It wasn’t my whole body – just my midline and just from my chin up my face to my eyes, and down my hands, terminating at the tips of my middle fingers.

      If I’d had the time and the chance, I would’ve brought my hands up and stared at them.

      I didn’t dare move. Do that, and our already precariously balanced forms would likely fall into the jagged crevices below us.

      As the storm centered above us, pulsing with lightning, beating with thunder, and driving down with such strong rain, it felt as if I was standing under a fireman’s hose, I occasionally caught glimpses between the massive boulders beneath us.

      Though the babook was doing a tremendous job of jumping the distances over the boulders, its huge feet uniquely engineered to keep their purchase, despite the treacherous, slippery conditions, I could still see down into those dark nooks and crannies. And I swore… I swore I saw things staring back. Glinting red eyes, all of them focused on me.

      That howl cracked out again, and it was even closer. It felt like it was no more than 50 meters behind us.

      Jarrak swung his head around wildly, tilting to the side.

      Just before he could fall off, I did something my better judgment told me not to.

      I shoved a hand out, grabbed the right side of his leg, and locked it in place against the babook, ensuring he didn’t tumble off into the deep crevice behind us.

      Jarrak spluttered in fear, shifted his weight, and hunkered down further around me, grabbing hold of the reins so tightly, it looked as if his knuckles would become pulverized.

      It took a few seconds until I heard him manage a breathy, “Thank you.”

      I didn’t have the chance to wonder why I’d done that, considering deep in my heart, I was still holding onto the hope of getting away from this man one day.

      That wasn’t the problem.

      My strength was.

      Because as Jarrak had tilted off the saddle, I’d grabbed him with the force to hold him in place even if he were wrenched free by an army.

      … The transformation.

      Those two words echoed in my mind, driving down like the blows of a hammer attempting to split my brain in two.

      I was transforming, and there was no longer any point in denying that.

      The splitting, burning sensations tracing across my skin in lines weren’t a reaction to the bitter cold.

      It was luminescence, wasn’t it?

      I was now certain that if I yanked my hands up or got a mirror and stared at my face, I would see lines tracing across my skin just like those that had adorned the priest.

      I—

      The babook suddenly gave a great crying bark that was loud enough, it split across the mountainside, as sudden as a strike of thunder.

      It reared up, pushing back as I saw something flit in front of it.

      Jarrak’s entire body stiffened, his muscles feeling like taut rope as I felt fear blast through him.

      Above us, a slice of lightning blasted from cloud-to-cloud, illuminating the jagged rocks in a flash as if a thousand bulbs had gone off all at once.

      I saw the creature, crouching low, about the size of a man, but its precise form was twisted and elongated. Its torso was short, its legs long and wiry.

      It was dressed in black from head to toe save for one strip down the inside of its right arm.

      Beneath, I could pick up milky white flesh that looked as if it belonged to an aged corpse.

      All of these impressions slammed into my mind so quickly, they coalesced before that creature had a chance to slash forward.

      The next thing I knew, it latched onto the neck of the babook.

      I had only just met the babook, and by all rights, I should only associate it with Jarrak’s treachery.

      And yet, I had a deep-seated respect for it.

      I’d always been an animal lover, and even if I hadn’t grown up with babooks, within me, I’d always known they were loyal, truly faithful creatures.

      So as that elongated black form latched onto the babook’s neck and it barked out in pain, my gut twisted. Fear punched through me – horrifying, torturing, total fear.

      Jarrak had a chance to scream, “No,” but then the babook began to fall, the other creature wrenching it harshly to the side.

      Above us the rain continued to drive down, faster than ever, pelting against us as if it were working for this creature and was buying it a distraction. But it needed no distraction. Despite the babook’s strong, sturdy neck, I saw a strange green, viscous blood splatter out over the rocks beside us.

      Jarrak kept a firm grip around me, his arms anchored like ropes as we both slammed into the boulder beneath us.

      It was so slicked with rain and moss that we instantly began to slide down it. It wasn’t a particularly precipitous angle, but that didn’t matter.

      As the babook fought off its attacker valiantly, it accidentally kicked Jarrak in his side, and he was propelled sideways.

      Everything happened in a flash. All of time came down to a single moment.

      I knew – with all my heart – that if we fell off this boulder into one of the crevices below, I would never make it. I would be torn apart by whatever strange creatures were down there. They were waiting to feast on me, and a rare feast I would be.

      Though I’d been fighting the certainty of the transformation process until now, one fact slammed into my mind. I was uniquely vulnerable while I was transforming. If my enemies wanted to dispatch me, they should do it now.

      And if they wanted to feast on the unique energy within me, they should do it now.

      Which was precisely their plan.

      Jarek let out an almighty cry of fear as his boots scrabbled desperately over the side of the boulder, as he tried with all his might to save us.

      But when it became clear that we were about to drop, I felt him push into me, releasing me as he shoved me hard with his shoulder.

      I had a fraction of a second to appreciate he was saving me while sacrificing himself.

      And that fraction was all it took.

      The next thing I knew, I shoved out a hand.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see it was bleeding light.

      I hadn’t been mistaken. That searing pain I’d felt down my arms and middle fingers had been the first traces of bioluminescence. And as my hand sliced out, that strange blue light bloomed through the darkness.

      That wasn’t all.

      The next thing I knew, I turned my fingers inward and shoved them into the rock.

      There was nothing to hold on to. It was smooth and covered in a strange slippery moss-like substance. Even if conditions were better, I doubted I’d be able to grip it with nothing more than my weak fingers.

      Did that matter?

      No.

      Only desperation did. Desperation, and power.

      It reached up from within me, powering out like an explosion until the next thing I knew, my fingers punched through the stone. I didn’t destroy the boulder, carving through it with all the ease of somebody cutting into a bun with a knife.

      My fingers simply cracked through several layers of stone until they hinged us in position and stopped our fall.

      Just as Jarrak’s legs tumbled over the edge of the crevice, I reached out with my other hand, locked it on his shoulder, and held him in place.

      Above us, the lightning continued to flash out, brighter than ever, looking like blasts of stars being born.

      My heart pounded in fear for the babook as I heard it barking in pain.

      That poor animal’s terror reached in and pushed me up until the next thing I knew, I wasn’t just on my feet – I was powering toward the front of the babook.

      From behind, I think I heard Jarrak scream. He tried to get to his feet, too, but if he wanted to stop me, there was no way.

      I’d always been someone who had been controlled by their fears. Even before I’d become truly beholden to my dreams about the portal, there’d been so many things in life I’d avoided because of my anxieties.

      All of those now flooded away. It felt as if someone grasped them and threw them in a fire. And that fire, it liberated the power that had always remained locked in me like a treasure in a chest.

      I saw that strange black creature hanging off the neck of the babook, its long claws sinking into the poor animal’s neck.

      Green blood was everywhere, splashing down as if it was coming from a waterfall.

      The mere sight of it turned my stomach, ignited that last blast of anger within me, and saw me push forward.

      I was no fighter. I’d never done self-defense. I didn’t know the first thing about taking on an ordinary enemy, let alone whatever the heck this creature was. My knowledge of Xandia was so rudimentary, I could be taking on a god.

      That didn’t stop me.

      I shoved forward, my stance strong and my balance true as I shoved an arm underneath the creature’s throat and wrenched it backward.

      On paper, I didn’t have the strength to throw a man, let alone break up this attack.

      In reality, my strength was unbeatable.

      As I felt that bioluminescence blaze over my skin, becoming brighter the more energy I used, I detached the creature from the babook’s neck and threw it to the side.

      The wind was still howling, buffeting around us, slamming into my cloak, taking it, and making it whip around me like slicing hands.

      It would’ve framed my face – my light-struck face as I stood above the thing beneath me.

      No, wait, not thing. It had a name. It was a jata. A vicious, truly cruel hunter that belonged to the swamps of the north.

      It only came this far south when it was on the hunt.

      And its prey would be me.

      I might’ve torn it off the babook’s neck, but the fight had only just begun.

      From behind, I heard Jarrak scream – a guttural blast of fear, a warning for me to back down.

      I heard it, but I didn’t follow.

      From the beginning of this adventure, I had been taken, kidnapped, used, thrown about like a doll.

      This was the first time I’d fought for myself, and I would not back down.

      For within me, something was rising. And it was time to rise with it.
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      They say luck comes in threes.

      So I’d already had as much luck as I was going to get.

      The rest of this would come down to grit.

      The mouth of the cavern was still a mess, fires escaping out everywhere as that elephant babook continued to wreak destruction.

      But if I thought I could capitalize on it to do as much damage to these warriors as I could, I was wrong.

      From behind me, further back into the cavern, I could hear screams and shouts, the pound of armor on stone, and the sound of more carts racing to reach us.

      The situation had already been impossible with the separatist army already here. With reinforcements, I was a goner.

      Just leave, that voice in my head told me once more.

      Get out while you can.

      Though it went against everything I was ever taught, I had no choice – I had to leave my comrades behind.

      I’d made it closer to the mouth of the cavern, and I was keeping low behind a broken cart.

      I could hear several warriors dashing around it, ready to strike me down as the rest of their team tried to desperately put out the fires before they could spread to their explosives.

      Gritting my teeth, repositioning my hold of my broadsword, I darted out just at the right moment as one of those warriors came into view.

      I timed my blow perfectly, slicing the sword just at chest-height.

      Though all the warriors I’d seen had been wearing thick armor, it wasn’t complete, and it was detached just at the neck.

      That’s exactly where I aimed my blow now, and it held true.

      Blood splattered out everywhere, covering the broken cart behind me as the man’s eyes had a chance to widen before they drooped closed.

      He thumped to the ground in front of me just as two more of his buddies jumped around the broken side of the cart.

      They screamed, their guttural cries loud enough that they filled the already cacophonous cavern.

      The warrior who’d fallen had two daggers lodged in holsters on the outer sides of his legs.

      I rolled toward him, momentarily ditching my sword as I grabbed one dagger after another, throwing them with perfect accuracy at those two men.

      I struck one in the center of his head, and the other in his throat. Both were messy, cruel blows, but both were equally as effective.

      They thumped against the floor as behind me, I heard yet another explosion.

      Luck only comes in threes, I repeated to myself – the rest of this will be down to you.

      Pressing a hand low into the muddy, bloodied floor beneath me, I retrieved the two daggers, even taking the time to grab a pack from one of the warrior’s shoulders and shoving them inside.

      I had no idea what was inside the bag, but now was hardly the time to go over my spoils. Leaning down, I grabbed up my sword, but not before cleaning my blood-slicked fingers on my pants.

      The one thing I could be thankful for was that my sturdy fatigues were holding up.

      My body armor was still in place, too. It was a stab-proof vest and offered some blast protection.

      It was under my thick jacket and shirt. Either my attackers hadn’t known it was there, or they’d realized that armed with swords, it was pretty easy to kill me in body armor if they went for my head.

      Taking a low, measured step out from behind the cart, I watched the chaos.

      Hey, maybe luck comes in fours, because that recent explosion had been close enough to me that it had created an arc of fire only 20 meters back. It was separating me from the bulk of the warriors.

      In front of me, only 20 meters away, was the mouth of the cavern.

      All I had to do was climb up that incline and get into the forest, and then… what?

      Trek through until I reached the sub-portal station?

      It wouldn’t take these warriors long to appreciate I wasn’t one of the wounded and dead. They would track me. Though I wanted to say I was a better soldier, there were more of them, and they would have the home advantage.

      If they’d kept this underground highway hidden from us, who knew what other resources they had in this forest?

      Plus, that wasn’t even to mention the creatures and dangerous animals that flocked these parts.

      What alternative did I have, though?

      I wasn’t the kind to throw down my weapons and turn away from a fight.

      Nor was I the kind to pray – not anymore.

      That didn’t stop a quick, muttered wish from escaping my lips as I locked my eyes on the open cavern mouth. I focused in on it with such intent, it was like I was deliberately destroying the rest of Xandia until it was just me and that 20-meter distance.

      Come on, I thought, come on.

      This is it.

      There was another small explosion from behind me. It lacked the explosive power of the previous one, but it still shook the cavern floor.

      And maybe it was the last straw, because from above me, I heard a section of rock peel off from the roof.

      There was an almighty creaking sound as if a mountain was about to topple over. The next thing I knew, something slammed down behind me.

      The explosion might have been small, but this was epic.

      Turning my head over my shoulder as dust erupted everywhere and clouds of grit instantly filled the cavern, I realized a good section of the roof had just caved in.

      This was it. There would be no more chances.

      I snapped my head back around and I ran.

      Though technically these warriors shouldn’t have guns, I couldn’t rule out the fact that if the priest had used one, he could’ve shown these grunts how to do the same. But even if they didn’t have guns, they had arrows, and all you would require was a quick-handed warrior and an arrow with just a droplet of that explosive liquid on the tip, and you would practically have a gun anyway.

      I’d never been in a more pressured situation. Sweat covered me, and as I blasted through the clouds of dirt and grit, they stuck to my skin, drove into my lungs, and plastered my eyes.

      I just narrowed my eyes, never blinking as I tore forward, my sword still in my hand, my pack still on my shoulder.

      Come on. You can do this.

      You have to do this.

      Everything was riding on my shoulders.

      I was a fit man. I had to be. You had to pass a special forces’ fitness test to even come to Xandia, and you had to keep showing adequate fitness levels or you were sent back.

      So I didn’t slow down as I took to that steep incline, my lungs burning, my limbs feeling like someone had scoured the flesh and poured acid in.

      Come on. Just a few more meters now.

      Come on!

      I heard more screams from behind me, and I could hear that the shouts had become even angrier. I swore that meant that someone had seen me escaping.

      Dammit, come on.

      Three meters. Two meters.

      One.

      I finally made it up the top of the incline, and as soon as I blasted out of it, the rain struck me.

      There might have been a thick forest canopy above, but it did nothing for the driving force of each droplet as they slashed into my skin like swords from above.

      I could be thankful for one fact. In a little under a few seconds, they washed the rock grit off me, flushing it from my face and even from my eyes as I tilted my head back slightly, getting a bearing on the sky above.

      I was no expert on these things, but I felt in my heart that it was close to midnight.

      It would be a long and hard slog to morning.

      I expected guards at the entrance, and I was right.

      I made it a step to the side before I heard a low, growling grunt.

      I didn’t stop moving.

      I skidded down to my knees, my pants churning up the dirt and mud as I slashed out wildly with my sword.

      It proved a lucky blow – yet another one – and I caught just the ankle of a massive, eight-foot warrior as he streaked toward me from behind a tree.

      The move was surprising enough that it caught the guy off balance. A well-placed kick to the side of his shin did the rest.

      I dispatched him quickly, jumping up to my feet and searching through the darkness for any more guards.

      I swore I saw a flash of metal several meters to the side behind a low, moss-covered rock.

      I plowed toward it, not away.

      Behind me, I continued to hear the chaos. The tiniest smile had a chance to part my lips.

      They’d taken us humans for granted.

      I was just one man, and I’d managed to fuck up their entire operation. Wait until they met my army.
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      I didn’t have time to think. Nor did I have the capacity. I wanted to say that my adrenaline was controlling me. It was something more than that. Mere hormones could not describe what was pulsing through me.

      Destiny could.

      As the rain powered down even stronger than before, that creature, the jata, let out a hiss and threw itself up.

      The next thing I knew, I saw a green-slicked, long, tapered talon slicing toward my throat.

      Time narrowed, and it gave me two decisions. Lean into the blow, or jolt back.

      I wasn’t used to thinking quickly. Right now I had no choice.

      Just a split second before those talons could slice across my throat, I shifted forward. I bodily shoved into the move, rounding my shoulder, yanking my hand up, and locking it over the back of the jata’s hand.

      His knife-like nails sliced across a section of my wrist, but it was nothing more than a peripheral cut.

      I stopped him from grasping my jugular.

      And now I had hold of him, I wouldn’t let go.

      Jarrak had reached us.

      He had a dagger in his hand, and despite the breakneck situation, I could see that he was holding onto it as tightly as a man grasping a lifeline.

      His rain-soaked face caught the illumination of another blast of lightning, and I watched his eyes open in pure terror. “Grace!” he screamed. “Get back.”

      I didn’t get back. I pushed back, though, shoving right into the jata’s chest, rounding my shoulders, then pushing back with one leg.

      I’d never judo thrown anyone.

      That didn’t stop me as I yanked down on his wrist, pulled him in front of me, and used my crumpled body as a lever to topple him over.

      He slammed onto the boulder in front of us.

      Thankfully the boulder was large – it was easily the size of a room, more than big enough for a large babook and the rest of us.

      But it wasn’t level.

      It tapered off precipitously to one side. Which was precisely the side the jata had just fallen toward.

      The next thing I knew, I deliberately skidded down to one knee, brought out a leg, and slammed it into the back of the jata’s knees.

      The creature was a contortionist, though, and reached around, grabbing hold of my hair, using it as an anchor as it pulled the both of us toward the drop.

      “No!” Jarrak bellowed.

      Again everything came down to broken seconds, fractured moments where I picked up disconnected details like the smell of the jata’s breath, the precise feel of the babook’s green blood, and the sound of the storm above.

      This wasn’t my mind breaking, getting ready to be pulled down into the crevice below and eaten alive – or whatever this jata intended to do with me.

      This was my instinct looking for a way out.

      And they found it.

      Just as the jata’s grip tightened on my hair – just as we reached the edge of the boulder – I deliberately twisted my head to the side, leaning back into the jata’s talons.

      I liked my hair. It was one of the few features about myself I’d always celebrated.

      It was time to chop it off, though. As I re-angled my head, I leaned into those knife-like nails, and they sliced right through my ponytail.

      It loosened the jata’s grip on me. A well-placed knee to his chin did the rest.

      Just before I could fall off the side of the boulder, I did it again, bending my fingers in and sinking them into the rock as if it was merely a sponge.

      The jata tried to grip me, looping an arm around my middle.

      I grabbed its wrist and twisted, throwing all my strength into the move until I swore I heard the crack of bone.

      The jata started to slide off.

      Jarrak reached me.

      He skidded down the side of the boulder, almost losing his balance and sliding right off. He now had two knives in his hands. With one of them, he stuck it into the rock and used it as purchase. With the other, he timed his blow and threw it at the jata’s chest.

      It sank into the skin just above his sternum.

      The jata lost its grip and fell down to the darkened crevice below.

      I never heard its body thumping against the ground, wherever it was.

      Above, another blast of thunder echoed out.

      “Grace,” Jarrak breathed in relief. He kept his knife lodged in the boulder, chips of stone scattering out at the move as he reached down, opening his hand toward me.

      I ignored it, repositioned my fingers in the rock, and found the strength to easily pull myself up.

      Once I was on my feet, I finally grabbed his hand, pulling him up with me.

      … I’d saved him again.

      I didn’t have the chance to truly appreciate that thought.

      I saw the babook.

      Just before my stomach could twist at its injuries, at the sight of me, it pushed to its feet.

      There were large gashes along its neck, its mane splattered in green blood, but its stance wasn’t wobbly, and at the sight of us, it tipped its head back and let out a determined bark.

      “We have to get out of here. Now. We haven’t killed that thing—”

      “The jata,” I corrected.

      Jarrak paused for half a second. I could see his wide eyes out of the corner of my gaze.

      He had half a chance to look impressed before I heard yet another howl from behind.

      Another jata.

      I approached the babook, reaching out a hand, letting it snuffle my palm as, with my other hand, I gently pried back its mane and stared at its injuries.

      … It would be fine, for now.

      It could run.

      “Let’s go,” I said as I mounted the babook.

      Jarrak continued to look at me as if I was another woman.

      Because I was.

      That fight had reinforced every suspicion I had.

      I was a goddess. And yet my transformation was not complete. The fear was still there.

      It would take more than this fight to overshadow it.

      For this fight?

      Was only the beginning.

      Jarrak mounted the babook behind me, and we continued our desperate journey up the side of Graves Peak.

      Once we reached the top… a new day would rise.
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      We’d planned for this. Kind of.

      The Earth Taskforce had a set of contingencies for what soldiers should do if situations on Xandia changed.

      While mostly they covered natural disasters, a few of them covered uprisings.

      The problem was, all of those contingencies had been based on a simple resistance.

      This resistance was anything but.

      I narrowly made it away from the cavern, dodging through five more guards until I seemed to leave them behind. Even then, I couldn’t afford to let my guard down.

      Do that, and I’d either be sniped from behind, cut down from above, or plain led into a trap.

      The rain was starting to abate. I doubted it was ready to leave, though. Whenever I stopped in a relatively clear patch without a thick canopy, I tilted my head back, and though the clouds above were thin, to the sides, they were growing once more.

      … This weather wasn’t natural, was it? My suspicion back in Maglite had been justified.

      It felt as if someone had created this storm precisely so that we would not be able to open a portal. Precisely so that it would distract us. Precisely so that it would give them cover to begin this war.

      The ordinary rational me would point out that was a paranoid statement that came from nothing more than an adrenaline-addled body.

      This was the thought of a man who’d lost everything. The disconnected ramblings of someone so injured and fatigued, they couldn’t think straight.

      But I swore I was thinking straight.

      It all came down to that priest. Down to the look he’d given me. Down to the way he’d used my gun. And more than anything, down to what he’d said about Grace.

      Just thinking about her now made me clench my hand into a fist. My fingers pulsed, tightening over my dagger. I pulled it from my pack, choosing to holster my sword at my hip.

      I’d had to fashion a scabbard with a leather jacket I’d found in the pack, and now the broadsword swung safely beside me without chopping my leg off.

      The dagger would be a better short-distance weapon.

      And I would need every advantage I could get.

      … Goddess.

      That word echoed in my mind, as if someone had shouted it deep in a cave.

      Grace was a goddess.

      She’d been pulled back to Xandia. And she was no longer my concern.

      At that last bit, I clenched my teeth, locking down on my jaw, grinding it from left to right.

      “Bullshit,” I spat out loud, even though I’d been careful not to make a sound until now.

      I doubted it would carry over the tumultuous sound of the wind tearing through the trees around me. The rain might’ve abated, but the wind was just as strong as ever.

      It felt like I was smack bang in the jet stream of the upper Earth atmosphere.

      I’d had to zip my jacket up long ago, lest the flaps be torn off me.

      I also had to keep a constant lookout at the trees above in case they let loose any branches. The very last thing I wanted right now was to be clocked on the head. It would be a particularly ignominious way to die considering circumstances.

      I brought up the base of my palm and drove it down the bridge of my nose, dislodging the frigid droplets of rain that had settled there. Then I drove that same palm hard into my forehead, leaning into the move.

      My skin was cold and clammy, but at least I wasn’t hypothermic. Wet, yes, but my heat-retaining undergarments were doing their job.

      I didn’t know this particular forest well, but I appreciated that considering it was so close to the sub-portal, it didn’t have many way stations. From memory, it had one or two, but I wasn’t stupid enough to head toward them. No doubt they would be under surveillance, and if I was idiotic enough to show up, I’d be picked off.

      Instead, I had to figure out some way of doing the impossible – making it through this forest then over the open plains to the portal substation.

      My brain kept skipping ahead to the moment when I could tell my superiors what had happened, when they could rally, and when they could crush this resistance.

      Surprising us was one thing. Taking us head-on? The resistance could go ahead and try, but they’d soon find out what a formidable force we were.

      That thought was bolstering, sure, but I could appreciate it was a distraction.

      From one woman, from one name, and from one concept.

      … Could I really believe that Grace was at the center of this? That she was somehow a goddess who’d been placed on Earth?

      All my rational side wanted to tell me was no. She didn’t have the markings of a goddess. Right?

      But she did have the invulnerability. Though invulnerability was the wrong word. While human knowledge of the gods and goddesses of Xandia was scant, from what we could tell, they healed at an astoundingly fast rate. It was hard to injure them, but even if you managed it, unless it was deep enough, it would take less than minutes, let alone seconds, for their flesh to reknit.

      I opened my mouth to tell myself this was stupid, but then I reminded myself I had to stop fighting this.

      On three occasions I knew Grace had healed her injuries.

      … Jesus.

      If this was right, it would change everything.

      According to accepted history, no Xandian had ever come through to Earth. They’d asked, but wisely the Taskforce had rejected their offers.

      All portal transport had been controlled for the past 30 years.

      How old was Grace? I didn’t know for sure, but I couldn’t put her as older than 30.

      Which meant what exactly?

      If she really was a goddess, how could she have possibly gotten to Earth?

      There were two possibilities, and both of them made my back itch as if someone had tipped spiders down my collar.

      Number one was that she’d been born on Earth, and that meant that out there on my home planet there were other goddesses just like her.

      Was that possible to believe?

      Wouldn’t they have been discovered? All it would take was one simple physiological examination, and a doctor worth their chops would presumably realize the apparent human in front of them was more like a superhero.

      So that left only one other possibility.

      Portals could open without the Taskforce being aware of them.

      That was truly terrifying.

      It was one thing for Earth to control all entry into and out of Xandia. It was a completely different thing for Xandia to possess the ability to travel to Earth without anyone knowing.

      It meant they could start an invasion at any time.

      Taking on one of our portal sub-bases was one thing. Appearing right behind the President or in the control room of a nuclear reactor was another.

      My skin wasn’t just cold anymore – it felt like it had died on my body.

      I brought up my free hand, letting it slide down my head as if I was attempting to drag these thoughts from my brain, but they were stuck, burrowing in like violent bugs.

      “Come on,” I tried to beg myself. My voice was weak. And horrifyingly, my movements were becoming weak, too. I’d had a hell of a week. The past 48 hours had been one fight after another. I was starting to flag. Even the fittest soldier would be having issues, and that was without taking into account the injuries that littered my body.

      I stifled a cough, but my throat was starting to become irritated.

      I pressed my hand into my lips, then I froze.

      To my side, I heard a twig crack.

      It should be nothing – especially in this storm.

      As the wind continued to roar overhead, it sounded as if the entire forest would be uprooted. And yet the particular snap of that branch caught my attention, soldering me to the spot.

      I redoubled my grip on my knife, letting my palm slide further down the hilt, letting my fingers grasp the metal as if it had become an extension of my own hand.

      My breath became short and sharp, more sweat slicking down my brow.

      I didn’t stop. I slowed down my movements, but kept walking forward.

      There was another crack, another broken twig.

      Something was following me.

      It was about 20 meters back.

      I pressed my lips together. I took another breath. I held it in my chest.

      In a blasting move, I pivoted around and threw the knife right in the direction of the sound.

      I’d been wrong. It hadn’t been 20 meters back.

      It had been two meters away.

      As I threw my knife, a cloaked figure shoved out a hand and caught it.

      My eyes had a chance to blast wide before I caught glimpses of illumination adorning the person’s hands.

      Then they rushed forward.

      It was over before it had even begun.
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      Our babook was flagging, but the admirable beast was giving everything.

      I was so focused on reaching the top of Graves Peak, even if there’d been an explosion behind me, I would’ve ignored it.

      I wasn’t letting Jarrak clutch the reins alone anymore – I had my hands just beside his, and my grip was stronger, growing even harder by the second.

      He didn’t mutter to me to calm down anymore. We were long past that. Nor did he counsel me to stop my transformation.

      There was no way to stop what had started.

      My body burned. It was the most curious and yet painful sensation I’d ever experienced. I wanted to double forward in agony, and yet at the same time I could appreciate that this fire within me was unleashing my energy. It was like someone throwing a plain brown tanzanite into a fire only for its true brilliant color to emerge.

      I understood enough about Earth alchemy to appreciate there was the concept of the crucible. It could be used to create immortal life.

      … Was the same thing happening to me now?

      No. I wouldn’t become immortal. Jarrak had already told me that, and though I could not grasp hold of my memories yet, I could appreciate I would not be invulnerable, even once the transformation was complete. And until it was complete, I would become particularly vulnerable.

      I’d been lucky in that fight with the jata. Next time, it would give its all. Next time, it would also not be alone.

      “Only a few more kilometers. Only a few more kilometers,” Jarrak breathed behind me, every word shaking.

      Would we make it?

      As I tilted my head up and stared at the clouds above me, I appreciated it would be an almost impossible task. For the storm was reforming.

      It was not natural. It had been sent here – just like the jatas – to stop me from becoming.

      Becoming what?

      Pandora.

      I tried to swallow that word, if that made any sense. I’d been pushing it away for so long, but now I wanted to draw it into my heart to see what it would unlock.

      Back on Earth, Pandora was a particularly odious character. A young, naïve fool who’d opened a jar with all that was bad within it.

      Jarrak had promised me that I would not do the same here. I would open the demon gate – whatever that was – but that wouldn’t be a bad thing.

      I would liberate Xandia. I would save this place before its poison could spread.

      Above me, though the rain had abated for a few minutes, I started to feel a few scant scraps of snow slicing down. I saw them resting on the blood-splattered main of the babook.

      How it was continuing to run despite its injuries, I didn’t know. But when we stopped, I would heal it.

      … That thought slammed into me suddenly and flitted away too quickly for me to grasp onto.

      Reason flooded in behind it and pointed out I had no ability to heal a babook. I didn’t understand their underlying physiology, and even if I had, what medicines did I have at hand?

      Spells.

      That’s what.

      That word crept up from nowhere, and unlike the word Pandora, I could swallow it easily. Because it felt as if it had always been a part of me.

      Did I believe in magic? It was hard to say. My entire life had been tortured by the thought of the land beyond Earth. So you could hardly say I was the most rational of souls. But I could appreciate that what most people labeled as magic was usually a perfectly understandable scientific process that was simply beyond their ken.

      … Spells.

      For the first time, I drew one of my hands off the reins, and I stared at it. The lines of light that sliced down my middle finger were brighter now. It wasn’t just my imagination. With every second, I saw they were glowing like the rising sun.

      “Only a few more kilometers now. We’ll make it, I promise you, we’ll make it,” Jarrak managed.

      Every now and then, now that I had a full hold of the reins, he would draw a hand often fondly pat the side of the babook.

      … Just who was this man?

      Had I always been wrong about him? Or had I always been right? My first impression upon meeting him had been that he had finely calculated his arrogant act to keep people away from him.

      Just what were his secrets?

      The screams from behind got louder. The jatas were getting closer.

      “Dammit—” Jarrak spat, automatically leaning further over the babook, clutching the reins and getting ready to ask more of the poor beast.

      I didn’t let him.

      I held the reins harder, stopping him from yanking them hard.

      And I reached down.

      The next thing I knew, I settled a hand through the babook’s mane, reaching its hide beneath.

      I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t need to. All I had to do was close my eyes and concentrate.

      Did I understand what a spell was? No, but I could certainly feel something gathering within me. With every second, this power started to bleed out of me, until, with a shiver that ran from the base of my palm to the tip of my finger, something shifted from me into the babook.

      Jarrak stiffened, sucking in a gasping breath of air. “… What are you casting?”

      Casting.

      A spell.

      That’s right, I was casting a spell.

      That realization empowered me.

      The old me – the Grace who’d been dumped in Xandia only 48 hours ago – would have been completely terrified by what was happening now. The new me, who’d finally started to find her strength, simply locked her hand harder against the babook’s skin, keeping a firm lock against its hide as something transferred into the creature.

      Jarrak became quiet.

      Even as the howls shrieked out from behind us again, he didn’t say a word. He didn’t yank on the reins, asking this poor beast for more, either.

      He didn’t have to.

      I withdrew my hand, feeling that whatever I’d just cast was over.

      The babook let out a loud bark and shot forward.

      Its speed didn’t increase twofold or anything like that, but its balance became surer as it powered over the boulders.

      Above me, I could feel Graves Peak.

      It was enshrouded in clouds, covered in a curtain of perpetual mist. But that didn’t bother me – I swore I could see through it.

      I started to get glimpses of something in my mind. A shrine right at the top of the peak. A locked door.

      Open it and descend the steps below, and I would be safe.

      But first I would have to reach it.

      Though my spell had somehow unlocked more power within the babook, my enemies were desperate.

      The howls became all the louder.

      The babook was hardly a car, but it was now traveling so quickly that the few kilometers separating us from the cloud wall that enshrouded the peak became nothing more than a few hundred meters. And then?

      Nothing more than a meter.

      In a heartbeat, we crossed into the cloud.

      It was one of the most mesmerizing moments of my life.

      It felt like falling asleep while awake – like consciously being drawn into a dream and noticing all of the frozen, heavy sensations of your body while your mind slipped away to another realm.

      I could still discern the pound of the babook’s feet and the screams from behind, but even those appeared to have a layer over them, as if a blanket had been thrown over the situation.

      The mist was cold and eerily silent. Even the sound of the wind was muffled.

      Jarrak became cold.

      I could tell, because he crumpled for warmth, his muscles starting to creak like frozen flags being buffeted by a cruel wind.

      His lips parted, and he gasped.

      I didn’t bother to tell him it wouldn't last much longer.

      I kept my hands on the reins and my eyes forward.

      The jatas no longer shrieked.

      They dropped into total silence.

      As we ran.

      We ran.

      The clouds wouldn’t last.

      20 more meters.

      Two.

      None.

      We burst out of the mist up the side of a rocky, completely barren gray peak.

      And there, ahead of me, I finally saw what had always been in my heart.

      The Shrine of the Ascendants.

      Jarrak let out a gasping breath, his body shuddering as the frozen cold of the clouds abated.

      Before he could accidentally lose his balance and topple off the side of the sprinting babook, I reached around, pinned my arms over his, and held them in place as we both grasped the reins.

      I was done questioning myself as to why I was saving this man.

      It felt like the right thing to do.

      And with reality crumbling down around me as I found out I was a goddess, feeling was the only thing I had to go by.

      It took several more seconds until I heard the jatas escaping the clouds behind. As soon as they did, mournful shrieks echoed over the peak.

      The shrine was in front of me.

      Just 100 meters now.

      Almost within reach.

      It was simple. As far as shrines went, it looked like nothing more than a stone box. There was no decoration. Except for on the top. I couldn’t see the top, but that didn’t matter – I knew what was there.

      A circle – a mandala, if you will. One depicting the lifecycle of Xandia. Its creation, and its destruction. And then?

      What would come when all was lost.

      Jarrak couldn’t speak. Either his throat had become so cold in the clouds, or the sight and feeling of the shrine were overcoming him.

      … The shrine didn’t overcome me. It reached out to me.

      And I reached out to it.

      As I heard the jatas close in from behind, now only a few meters away, the distance between me and the shrine collapsed.

      And I mean that – it wasn’t cut in half by the babook’s thundering feet.

      The space separating me from safety felt as if someone grabbed it and just crushed it in their hand.

      I pulled my grip off the reins, reaching toward the shrine just as, in the distance, I swore the clouds lit up as hundreds of strikes of lightning powered down over the land at once.

      10 meters.

      Five meters.

      One.

      The jatas reached us.

      I heard three of them leap up and jump onto the back of the babook.

      They overbalanced it and tore it down just in front of the mouth of the shrine.

      As I tumbled to the side, my head jerked around, and I saw the door.

      It was made of carved gold – or a gold-like substance. It kept catching the flashes of lightning beyond, glimmering strikes of light slicing down the carved design.

      In the middle there was a central lock.

      Place the right key in it, and it would open.

      I had no key.

      But I had my blood.

      My memories did not return to me, but one did. It blasted into me just as the babook squealed in fear, just as I felt a jata leap into the air, just as I saw its body blacking out the flashes of lightning beyond.

      I was no match for several jatas.

      Neither was Jarrak, though he grabbed a dagger from his side and threw it at the jata that was jumping at me.

      The jata landed, right in front of me, and it caught the dagger out of the air.

      It didn’t hesitate. It twisted the knife in its grip and threw it at me.

      I was being pinned by the babook’s side.

      Despite my goddess body, my leg was being crushed.

      Pain engulfed me, and that burning sensation was all the more terrible this close to the shrine.

      But none of that stopped me from doing what I did next.

      I punched up a hand.

      I caught the blade.

      Not the hilt.

      The blade.

      It sliced right through my palm, blood splattering out everywhere.

      My blood wasn’t red-blue like other Xandians. It was red like humans.

      And it was all I needed.

      The jata had a moment to register surprise at my move.

      I twisted to the side, just as the other jatas set upon the babook and Jarrak.

      I flung my hand back.

      I couldn’t see the lock behind me. I could only go based on feeling alone. And that was enough.

      A single droplet of my blood hit the central lock.

      It came to life, whirled once to the left, then once to the right. And the door opened.

      It creaked to, then it blasted open as something shot from it.

      Energy. Air. Force.

      As it blasted out, I somehow connected to it, and I controlled it, telling it what to hit and what not to.

      It slammed into the jata in front of me just before he could latch one of his talons around my throat, and it threw him high into the air. It didn’t just blast him back several meters – it threw him right off the peak. And it did the same to every other jata.

      As two of them tried to dig through the hide of the babook, they were pulled away like someone flicking ants.

      I didn’t wait.

      I managed to pull my leg just out from underneath the babook as it used its flagging strength to shift up.

      I turned. I reached the door.

      I could fit through the door – the babook couldn’t, and even Jarrak would find it difficult as the opening was so small.

      But I would not leave them behind.

      This door was no ordinary physical object, anyway.

      As I wrenched it open, I closed my eyes, and I controlled the door’s power once more.

      The top of the peak was perfectly flattened and perfectly circular. Though the jagged rocks leading up to it were anything but, the top looked as if it had been carved by Pythagoras himself.

      As I reached inside the door, activating the mechanism that would lead down into the shrine, a circle began to appear at my feet.

      It spread out until it encompassed the shrine, the babook, Jarrak, and the entire top of the peak.

      Far off, I could hear the jatas starting to scrabble toward us, picking themselves up, shrieking into the night, and getting ready for the fight once more.

      They’d run out of time.

      There was a clunk, just like an elevator, and the whole top of the peak started to descend.

      As it did, a blue shimmering shield-like manifestation erupted from the door and started to cover the peak.

      It was just in time. I watched one of those jatas throw themselves at it, reaching their hand in past a section that the shield had not covered yet. But he was too slow, and as soon as the shield shifted through his arm, it cut it off.

      It fell limply onto the rock beside me as the jata was catapulted backward.

      A few seconds later, the shield locked into place completely.

      I was safe.

      For now.

      The battle for Xandia had begun. And I was at its center. That realization owned me as I tilted my head back, staring through the light of the shield and up into the heavens as the storm continued to tear this world apart.

      
        
        The end of Oblivion Gate Episode Two.
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        Grace is safe. For now.

        In order to transform, she must go through the trials in the Shrine of Ascendants. Even then, her troubles are only beginning.

        All of Xandia is plunged into chaos as the separatists run riot over the land. They are led by a faction with plans to not just push Earth back, but claim it for good.

        To do that, they must open the gate at the heart of Xandia.

        It is a gate of pure destruction. Open it, and invite chaos to swallow all….
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      Safe.

      I was safe.

      For now.

      As I lay back, still splattered in the babook’s blood, I tilted my head all the way up as I stared at that flickering shield.

      It looked as if it was out of some sci-fi movie. It was complete, covering the shrine and the air above it for a several-meter radius.

      It was astounding.

      I could feel it. That wasn’t to say that the air crackled as if it was some enormous manifestation of electricity.

      It was as if it was coming from me, instead.

      And maybe it was.

      As the top of the peak continued to descend into the mountain, I drew my hands up and stared at them.

      There was now no mistaking the lines glowing across my skin, tracing from my elbows up over the midline of my fingers.

      I could feel them on my face, too, brighter than ever. And I got the unshakable impression that they were somehow powering the shield above us.

      Jarrak hadn’t said a word until now. He’d been too overcome by the sudden change of events, too drawn in by the view of that impossible shield above us. But now he spluttered, turned, and took a staggering step toward me.

      He was injured, a large gash trickling red-blue blood down the side of his face.

      Though I’d acted quickly, I hadn’t been able to prevent him or the babook from being injured.

      “Are you okay?” Jarrak’s voice was choked. It wasn’t just with fear and surprise, though. More than anything, it was with wonder. Wonder that only grew all the brighter and more powerful as his eyes fixed on my markings.

      I took one more second to bring my hands up and stare at those blue lines, then I pushed to my feet.

      Though we were still descending through the peak, that didn’t matter. While the stone beneath me was shuddering, my balance was perfect.

      My legs felt so strong and agile that even if I stood on an asteroid as it crashed to Earth, I’d still be able to stay on my feet.

      “I’m fine,” I managed as I pushed toward the babook.

      It was resting down on its haunches, its shoulders pressed high, looking just like a cat in pain.

      Though I could tell that Jarrak wanted to continue the conversation and understand everything that had just happened – including the sudden manifestation of that shield – he followed me.

      Though I still didn’t know exactly what kind of man he was, I could appreciate my first impressions in his carriage were wrong. From the compassion that suddenly stretched his features and paled his cheeks, I appreciated he loved this babook just as much as I did.

      He let out a heavy, defeated sigh, brought out a hand, hesitated, then stroked the babook’s mane.

      It instantly reacted to his touch, shuddering into it with a mournful moan.

      The scene wrenched at my heartstrings. As I’d already said – I’d always been an animal lover.

      But this seemed even more sorrowful than one of my own pets dying.

      This babook had given its all to get us up this peak, and without it, we’d be dead at the hands of those jatas.

      I took a shuddering breath, emotion pooling within me. Just before I could conclude there was nothing I could do, I instantly reminded myself of the spell I cast on the babook before.

      Once more I brought my hand up and I stared at my palm. I fixed my attention on the whirls in my skin, on the marks and lines. I stared at them as if somehow they were a map to my power.

      Did I remember who I was?

      … No. Not exactly. I’d remembered only enough to reach into that doorway, control whatever power was inside, and initiate the shield. But my memories were still disparate. They were a mess as if someone had taken a photo album, shredded it, then given me only a few scraps of what had remained.

      I could piece together tiny bits of knowledge, enough to save me when I’d needed it, but nowhere near enough to appreciate what I truly was.

      And yet, I could not shake the desire that I had to do something to save this babook.

      Letting out another shuddering breath, I shifted forward and locked my hand on the babook’s mane, just beside Jarrak.

      He shifted his attention to me, his gaze fixed and unblinking, his cheeks pale with anticipation. But he didn’t say a word.

      I settled a breath deep in my chest, clenched my teeth, closed my eyes, and tried to think.

      How exactly had I initiated that healing spell back on the babook when we were traveling up the peak?

      Had I muttered some unknown words under my breath?

      Had I found some power within me and grasped hold of it?

      Or had it just happened? Had it arisen within me as a natural consequence of some deep-seated desire?

      Just before my frustration could conclude I was inadequate, I grasped hold of that burning sensation that now perpetually filled me.

      I had no idea if it was just a consequence of the transformation process, or if I would now continually feel like this, as if my form was nothing more than a furnace for the bioluminescence that played across my skin.

      It was as I grasped hold of it, settling my full attention onto it, that I finally caught hold of a spell.

      Yes, a spell. Because that’s what I was casting.

      That thought didn’t have time to settle.

      I shifted closer to the babook, getting down on one knee, drawing my arms around it and hugging its mane until my face was buried in the blood-splattered fur. I didn’t care. I forced a smile as I brought my luminescence as close to it as I could. And within, I grabbed hold of that fire.

      I had no idea what I was doing.

      I could navigate only on feel and desire alone.

      And thankfully, they were enough.

      Far from shifting away from me as if my light was burning it, I felt the babook lean into me.

      If I were still my ordinary old human self, it would have crushed me, but I pushed into my shoes, shoring up my strength, angling my shoulder against the babook until we propped each other up.

      Jarrak gasped and yanked his hand off the babook a second later. I heard him take a staggering step back, the thick soles of his boots squeaking against the polished stone beneath us.

      Words started to appear in my mind. The words of the Xandians. Fast, they flitted by, leaving impressions of written symbols. The very same symbols I’d seen adorning various sacred objects in Xandia, and the very same symbols I’d sworn I’d seen out of the corner of my eye my entire life.

      They now lined up in front of me, one after another, a pathway to healing.

      The next thing I knew, the babook let out a happy, satisfied bark. It was miles away from the tortured groans and gasps it had been giving since it had fallen still by my feet.

      Back on Earth, I’d occasionally played games and RPG’s, so I was familiar with the genre. Enough to know that when someone cast a spell, it wasn’t like this. Because this was all to do with emotion and intent – the crossroads of perception and desire. It was nothing to do with some sacred object within me or some precise set of words.

      My magic – if you could call my light that – followed my will. And together, I hoped it would reknit the injuries scattering the babook’s hide.

      Did I heal it completely?

      No. Not even I could do that.

      I kick-started the healing process, giving the creature the energy it needed to finally shift away from me when it was done.

      It broke my grip around its neck, stood, shook out its mane, whipped its tail about until it banged Jarrak in the leg, then promptly shifted in and licked my face.

      It was a surprise, and not a particularly pleasant one as its saliva slicked my face. I just pressed my lips into a small smile, opened my eyes, and let out a deep-bellied laugh.

      The babook licked me once more, and I made no effort to stop it as I brought a hand up and patted its fur fondly.

      Then?

      My attention was drawn back to where we were and what was happening to us. For the descent of this platform hadn’t stopped. In fact, if anything, it had increased its pace. We were now deep within the mountain.

      I could only see a glimmer of the sky above us, and even then, it was only discernible because of the frequent flashes of lightning tracing through the clouds above.

      I heard Jarrak take a wheezing breath. “Your transformation is almost complete.”

      I paused, then turned to look at him.

      I was way beyond denying what was happening to me now. I was starting to embrace it. And in doing so, I was appreciating that I was now far more powerful than Jarrak. It had been one thing for him to kidnap me back when I was nothing more than a human. Now, it would be almost impossible for him to keep a hold of me.

      In other words, the situation had completely changed. So it was now up to me what happened to him and not the other way around.

      Maybe recognition of that fact flashed through his gaze, because the skin around his eyes tightened. His lips stiffened, too, paused, then opened. “There is much you don’t know.”

      That was an understatement. I almost had to stop myself from laughing. There was much I didn’t know? I didn’t know a thing. The knowledge I had could be counted on one hand. The questions I had instead were as numerous as the particles in the universe.

      I stared at him steadily.

      “Why did you kidnap me?” I’d asked that question once before. But now, I was in the right frame of mind to watch his every reaction.

      I was hardly trained, and I had no idea how to assess the micro-movements of someone’s face to detect a lie. But I had something else now, didn’t I?

      The combined hope and power of my light.

      Jarrak’s face stiffened, and the move was strong enough that I watched the muscles down into his neck tighten.

      But if I thought that was an admission of his guilt, the move didn’t last.

      He pressed his lips together and let a breath through them. “You call it kidnap – but trust me, it was liberation. If I hadn’t brought you to Graves Peak when I had, you would’ve died.”

      I gave myself all the time in the world to assess his reaction.

      And it wasn’t until I was satisfied that I conceded his point with a nod.

      Hope infiltrated his gaze, spreading like wildfire until it pulled his cheeks up and he smiled in the most relieved move I’d ever seen. “Do you trust me—”

      “Don’t jump ahead,” I said firmly.

      I shouldn’t have to tell you that I was never that much of a firm person.

      With all of the uncertainty and anxiety poisoning my mind, I’d never known myself well enough to challenge others.

      Now the old me was being pushed away.

      It was more than that, though. I appreciated that if I didn’t take the reins of my own life right now, I would be used by others to far more devastating effect.

      “Are you behind the resistance in Maglite?” I asked point-blank.

      He hesitated. Back when I’d asked this in the shrine under his house, he’d hesitated too, and he’d given a cryptic response.

      Now I saw his left cheek twitch as if someone had stabbed it with a fork and curled it like pasta.

      “I don’t control the resistance.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      For the first time, I saw a flicker of the old Jarrak. A glimpse of a man who didn’t like to be questioned. It was different to the arrogant, pompous jerk I’d met in his carriage. It hinted, however, at the fact that Jarrak did have a hard side. It was now up to me to figure out whether that hard side was justified or just veiled arrogance.

      “I had something to do with the resistance, yes,” he finally conceded.

      That didn’t surprise me at all. I tilted my head back and looked at him evenly, not blinking once. “What?” I asked plainly.

      “When the humans came 50 years ago, they offered us trade,” he said the word trade with all his force as if that one word was a poison that had been slowly used to kill him. “Instead, they took what they wanted and they gave us little in return.”

      … I wanted to argue with that, but I couldn’t. I’d seen it with my own eyes and heard it with my own ears.

      Earth was far more powerful – at least on paper – than Xandia. And when one group is far more powerful than another, negotiations are never fair.

      “At first they only took little things – for scientific research,” he said that phrase through stiff, barely moving lips. “We allowed them. They gave us a little in return. They taught us English. They gave us books – novels, but nothing more. Then when their scientific exploration was complete, they began to offer us deals. They weren’t deals. They would take, and we would give. We had little option.”

      If Mark were here, I knew what he would say. He would defend Earth in every way. It wasn’t like we’d gone to war with Xandia – our relationship was by and large peaceful.

      … But you didn’t need to have obvious skirmishes when a veiled war of attrition was more successful.

      As I stared at Jarrak, I appreciated from the haunted look in his eyes that none of this was emotional manipulation.

      And why would it be?

      I could see his point.

      If the tables were turned, and a greater power came to Earth manipulating us for our resources, we too would rise.

      Just before I could agree with that conclusion wholeheartedly, I swore I heard Mark’s own voice in my head reminding me of one fact. There was a difference between peacefully resisting, staunchly resisting, and violently resisting.

      I swore I could hear the sound of Matthew’s body hitting the ground in that tavern after that priest had slit his throat.

      That noise was like a wake-up call, and my lips unavoidably stiffened.

      Jarrak wasn’t looking at me anymore. He was only making eye contact with his feet, his gaze distracted, his mind turned inward. “I had no choice but to be part of the resistance.”

      I opened my mouth to say that he did have a choice, but he got there first.

      He looked at me sharply, and it seemed as if his face cracked with pure emotion. “I was waiting for you, and they were my only means to get to you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Have your memories not returned in full yet?” A somber bitterness punctuated his words, and it seemed as if the very world weighed on his shoulders.

      I paused then shook my head.

      He let out a harsh breath. “Then you cannot possibly begin to imagine what I have been through as one of your protectors.”

      I’d been the one in control of this conversation. Until now.

      Now my brow scrunched down hard as a deep frown marked my lips. “Protector?” As I said that, I looked him up and down, my gaze sharper as if I were trying with all my might to recognize what he could be even though I had no control of my forgotten memories.

      He pressed his lips together once, then nodded. It was a specific move, and the control he had over his neck muscles suggested it wasn’t some quick perfunctory bob of his head.

      “There should be more like me. Hopefully they still exist. But we were separated years ago. The Earth Taskforce,” he said those words through clenched teeth, “made it hard for us to continue our operations. We were split up.”

      “Why would they make it hard for you to continue your operations?”

      “Because it is the single goal of the protectors to stop anything from being taken from Xandia through the demon gate.”

      … He’d just said a lot.

      It felt like he’d unleashed a tidal wave of information, even though it had all been summed up in a single sentence.

      I latched onto two phrases – and there was nothing I could do to pull free from them.

      The demon gate, and the fact that nothing could be taken from Xandia to Earth.

      Back in that tavern in Maglite city, when my thoughts had gotten the better of me, they’d told me that the resources of Xandia would be like poison to Earth. They told me that if they were taken to Earth, that poison would spread. It would….

      I shook my head.

      After healing the babook, hope and a sense of power had returned to me. Now they flit away, and I felt just like the pathetic Grace Brown who’d been dragged here 48 hours ago.

      I took an emotional breath.

      Though Jarrak’s expression had been determined before, now it softened, his left cheek twitching and pulling his lips into a soft smile. “There is no need to fear. I will protect you.”

      I looked at him again. This time I had no idea what I was searching for. “… I don’t want protection. I want answers. Why… why,” I clenched my teeth together, willfully forcing myself to spit my words out, “can’t the resources of Xandia be taken to Earth?”

      “Because they are Pandora’s curse.” He looked at me evenly as he said every one of those words.

      From the way his lips were controlled, to the precise tone of his voice, it was as if they were designed to break through me.

      At first I felt a twitch in my stomach, then a tingling, uneasy feeling spreading up my shoulders into the back of my neck.

      Then coldness. And finally this sense that I was unraveling. It was precisely the same sensation I’d felt back in Maglite as I’d sat there at that table, freaking out at the fact I could hear a conversation ordinary ears shouldn’t be able to pick up.

      But this was worse. This felt like I was a tapestry and whereas only one thread had been loose before, now someone had sliced right through the middle, and was yanking it apart like a wild animal to its prey.

      I brought up a shaking hand and pressed it over my lips. My fingers were bone-cold, and yet the strikes of light adorning my face were as hot as fire.

      I didn’t yank my hand back even at the terrifying sensation. For it was a sensation that would remind anyone they were no longer human and there was no going back.

      “Please, calm yourself, goddess,” he said, his voice dropping down to the same precise register of reverence it had every other time he’d use that word.

      It simply washed over me as a fear far greater than any other claimed my gut. It twisted in, grabbed hold of my insides, and strangled them.

      I was Pandora.

      And it was forbidden – forbidden for Pandora to return to Xandia.

      I—

      Jarrak took a strong step toward me, and he controlled his expression until it shone, not with anger, but with a determination I’d only ever equated with one man before.

      Mark.

      … Maybe it was the mere fact that Jarrak had reminded me of Mark, but I dropped my hand.

      “The myths about you are wrong. You are not a curse.”

      “But you just said—”

      “You are here to stop the riches of Xandia being taken away. That,” his voice reverberated, “is your purpose. You will stop the curse. You are not the curse,” he reaffirmed once more.

      My hand had dropped limply to my side. Now I curled it into a fist, letting the fingers slide across the fabric of my pants.

      I pressed my lips together and swallowed hard before finally letting my gaze lock on him once more. “I don’t understand. If I’m not the curse, then why am I treated as being the same? One of the first things Mark told me was that it’s forbidden to bring Pandora home.”

      “Misinformation has been spread about you for hundreds of years.”

      “Why?”

      Jarrak’s cheek twitched. It was such a specific move, I didn’t need training in assessing people’s expressions to appreciate what it meant.

      It was a movement of deep disappointment. The look of somebody who could not forgive those he had come from.

      “Not every player in this game is scrupulous. And not every Xandian is virtuous. In fact, few are. Fewer have remembered the very point of this realm. Few have embraced our history. Most have fled from it, twisted its principles, and altered its words to bolster themselves.”

      I only just followed what he was saying. It was a pretty familiar story, after all. It happened all the time on Earth.

      When you didn’t like the lot that was given to you, some people would ignore it. Some people just had to endure it. Some people?

      Would rewrite it and pretend it had never been true in the first place. And that last category of people was the most dangerous by far.

      “My people,” he said with dripping disappointment, “have forgotten the lesson of the gods. They’ve forgotten why we exist and are allowed to live on this land. And in forgetting that, they have embraced our destruction.”

      “But who are these people exactly? And why would they do such a thing if it could threaten the very destruction of all of Xandia?”

      Jarrak’s jaw stiffened. “They are the very people who were once tasked to defend us.”

      This suspicion started to form within me. I pressed my lips together, then broke them apart as if I were blasting through shackles. “… The priests? The gods?”

      At the last word, Jarrak twitched. He shook his head. “Not all the gods.”

      “But the priests?”

      His cheeks twitched. Then he nodded once. He didn’t make eye contact with me as he instead chose to stare at his boots again.

      As fear tore through me, I suddenly stopped myself. I shook my head. “But that makes no sense. You yourself—”

      “The priest who traveled with me was not my friend. Mark my words on that.” His words were dark. His expression was even harder. His cheeks stiffened, his skin became bloodless, and his eyes looked like two pinpricks of hatred.

      … It could have easily been an act. But something about his intense reaction told me it was real.

      I took a breath, went to shake my head, but paused. “Why did you travel with this man, then?”

      “Because it suited me. I had an appearance to keep hold of, after all. If he or any of the other priests and priestesses had ever suspected who I was, I would’ve been killed.”

      “… And he never suspected who you are?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      This was all too much.

      If I had my real memories back as Pandora, it would’ve been easier to swallow. But right now, I was trying to fit it into a disparate picture of broken facts I knew about this land.

      It was only contributing to a deep-seated confusion that was robbing me of my hard-won strength.

      I brought up a hand, grinding the base of my palm into my forehead as I took a heavy breath.

      Jarrak watched me with wide-open eyes that were obviously set not to miss a thing. He let out a measured breath. “I know this is a lot to take in. But there are facts we must discuss first. Facts,” he stared around him, “of our current predicament. Facts of what’s coming next.”

      I’d been so absorbed by this conversation, I’d forgotten where we were and what was happening to us. Which was pretty stupid. For the love of God, we were currently traveling down a shielded stone elevator into the center of a mysterious peak. A peak that, when I’d first seen upon arriving in Xandia, had stolen away my attention so completely, it felt as if it had transformed me into a different person.

      And that feeling?

      It was more than a feeling.

      As a certain sensation welled within me, I understood – 150 percent – that when I reached my destination in this peak, my transformation would truly begin.

      Somehow, I became even colder as I stared at Jarrak. That shouldn’t have been possible considering my skin was already as frozen as the inside of a glacier. Now it felt as if all biological heat left me until I became something that didn’t even resemble a human anymore.

      I brought up a shaking hand and settled it on my throat, my fingers burning when they encountered that strike of light down my midline. “What’s going to happen?”

      “Once we arrive inside the mountain, the trials will begin. They will teach you what you are.”

      I shuddered, but before I could drop his gaze, I held it with all my might. “And will… will the trials return my memories?”

      He paused, then shrugged. “That I don’t know. I can’t tell why they are still being held back from you.”

      My shoulders dropped. But then my awareness sharpened as the elevator beneath us – if you could call it that – shuddered. It was strong enough that the babook had to shift its tail quickly to the side to shore up its balance.

      Jarrak wasn’t so lucky, and he staggered harshly to the left. Before he could fall down to his knees, I snapped out a hand and grabbed his elbow.

      The move was quick and proficient and reminded me precisely of what Mark had done for me numerous times.

      … Mark. Now was really not the time to think of him, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      For some reason I was obsessed with the man – or maybe his promise. For maybe his promise was the very last bastion of my sanity.

      Maybe his promise to take me back to Earth was the last doorway separating me – the old me – from what I would become.

      “Thank you, goddess,” Jarrak said reverentially as he gently pulled his arm back. Then he sharpened his gaze on the walls around us.

      I hadn’t been paying that much attention to them, but now I switched my gaze to them, I appreciated they were carved. Of the few glances I’d taken of them earlier, they’d been nothing but roughly hewn stone – precisely what you would expect from the insides of a mountain peak.

      Now they looked as if someone had laboriously carved them for centuries.

      Every single slice into the stone was methodical and precise, the surface polished, the detail astounding.

      It didn’t take me very long to appreciate what the carvings depicted.

      It was that same damn creation and destruction myth.

      For the very first time, I locked my full attention on them and absorbed what they meant.

      The myth was about me.

      I let my eyes trace across one panel of it, taking in every single moment as if I was living it on fast forward.

      Jarrak took a step in beside me and opened his mouth, but then he caught sight of the side of my face and appreciated what I was doing, because he became stiff and still.

      It was only when I took a shuddering breath that he moved in close. “As I have told you, you are not the curse. You are the means to save us all.”

      I brought out a shuddering hand and pointed it at the first carving. “I may not have my memories back, but I can follow pictures. It’s upon my return that Xandia is destroyed.”

      He shook his head feverishly. “No. It is upon your return that you can save us. You were not responsible for opening the portal to Earth. It has always existed. Humans were responsible for finding it and coming in through it. The humans were responsible for taking our resources back with them. They have brought poison to their own land. It is only upon your return that you can give us hope.”

      I jerked my eyes back to the mural, staring at it differently this time, willing Jarrak’s words to be true.

      I wanted something to save me from the fear and uncertainty curdling in my gut.

      The next thing I knew, I shifted forward several steps, reached out a hand, and placed my palm right on the point where the world was destroyed.

      I felt a shudder shift through me, deep nervous tension tracing through my fingers and up into my wrist, feeling as if I’d patted electricity.

      “But I don’t understand. How is Xandia destroyed in the first place? If the poison spreads to Earth—”

      He became silent. It was a pressured, obvious silence as if an entire crowd of people had suddenly all stopped speaking at once.

      I slowly turned my head over my shoulder without shifting my hand, and I stared at him.

      He looked cold as if all the heat had suddenly been robbed from him. “You destroy it.”

      It was my turn for the blood to drain from my face, even if it was questionable to say I even had blood anymore. “But you said—”

      He shook his head in a bitter movement. “According to the destruction myth, Pandora destroys Xandia when all else is lost.”

      “But why would I do that?”

      He pressed his lips together and shook his head once. “Because all else is lost.”

      “But you don’t know the precise details?” My voice became faster and harder as my desperation got the better of me. I’d only just found a glimmer of hope, but now it had been taken away from me.

      “I cannot tell you precisely what will happen – because no one knows. I can only repeat the true myths of the past – those that were handed to us from our forefathers. Our real forefathers,” he emphasized.

      I felt as if someone was dragging me backward. As if invisible arms had just clutched hold of my middle and chest and were pulling me, pulling me toward Hell.

      I’d always led an ordinary life – despite my infatuation with Xandia – and dammit, at heart, I was still an ordinary girl.

      But ordinary women don’t have the fate of two worlds in their hands.

      My shoulders crumpled, and I had to stop myself from falling to my knees.

      “Goddess, please – this is not your fault.”

      “It will be, though, won’t it?” I let out a bitter exclamation. “You said yourself that is the true myth. And according to it,” I stabbed a finger right at the last pane that clearly showed the destruction of this world, “I’m she who ruins everything. The harbinger of doom. The Goddess of Death,” I spat.

      I paused suddenly as that concept hit me. It reminded me of another thing that Mark had told me. It was forbidden to pull the sun from the sky; it was forbidden to bring Pandora home; and it was forbidden to wake up the Goddess of Death.

      Just before I could freak out at the prospect that I really was the Goddess of Death, Jarrak shook his head so firmly, he caught my attention and held it.

      “No. You’re Pandora. You are not the Goddess of Death. She is…” he trailed off, and from the exact contorted quality his expression took it appeared he would never be able to finish his sentence. It obviously gave him so much pain, it was like pulling his limbs off.

      I opened my mouth to force the point, but his reaction got to me. I pressed my lips together and breathed. “Who is she, then?”

      He shook his head. “She is the poison that sits in the heart of Xandia. Please do not ask me anymore – for I know nothing else. She is what will be awoken when our poison spreads.”

      These were only half-truths – damn fractured facts. I couldn’t begin to get a complete picture of what was happening, and the sheer uncertainty was overwhelming me.

      I did what I’d narrowly stopped myself from doing before – I fell down to my knees. I thumped so hard, it reverberated through the base of the stone.

      And it was almost as if the stone replied. For a second later, it shuddered as if a massive giant’s hand had grabbed it and shaken it about.

      Even I had to press a hand into the ground to hold my balance. Jarrak lost his and staggered toward the babook.

      As I looked up in front of me, I watched a stone pathway being carved out of the wall. One after another, sections of wall fell forward like dominoes striking each other.

      Air blasted past us, catching my now short scrappy hair and sending it fluttering around my face.

      I slowly inched to my feet.

      It was beginning.

      The trials. My transformation.

      All I had were questions, but that didn’t matter. I would now have to go into the dark without answers. For there was no other way.

      Before I appreciated what I was doing, I took a step forward, and another.

      My body was drawn into the darkness and the darkness was drawn into me.
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      I wasn’t dead. Which was a miracle. But being dead is one thing.

      There’s a continuum of pain that exists just before death that is only fractionally better than being buried six feet under.

      I was barely conscious, and I was being dragged through a damp forest. Being dragged over floorboards is one thing – being dragged over concrete another.

      Being dragged over an uneven ground filled with stones and sharp sticks and branches?

      It was a living hell.

      I had no idea how I was holding onto my consciousness. I kept slipping under, but every time I almost lost hold of my awareness, I grabbed it back. I was like a drowning man holding onto a lifejacket in a violent sea.

      Every time the waves swept me under, nothing but grit pulled me back.

      My mind wouldn’t work. I kept being assailed by flashes of memory.

      For some reason all I could see were the moments before that sub-portal had opened back on Earth.

      From the moment I’d been in the jewelry store, to the moment I found James alive, to the moment I’d seen Grace.

      Grace. Standing there, her red scarf fluttering behind her, her hair framing her frozen face.

      Grace. Her fear, her terror, her agony.

      … Grace.

      The goddess.

      My thoughts were now so disjointed that any hint of rationality had long been swept away by my pain.

      The old Mark who’d fastidiously fought the possibility that Grace was a goddess was gone.

      In his place, all I could think about was why she was here and what would happen next.

      My promise to her? The very same promise that had seen me get this far, that had made me so obsessed, that had enabled me to fight through insurmountable enemies to get to her?

      That promise was now twisted.

      It had been crushed over and over again by the burning hand latched around my boot.

      I had no idea if my attacker wanted to keep me alive, or if they intended to cruelly dispatch me by taking as long as possible to bludgeon me to death. They didn’t avoid rocks and branches, after all, and I swore they took satisfaction every single time my head banged against one.

      And yet, if they wanted to dispatch me, wouldn’t they do it more quickly?

      Why drag my body unless they wanted it for some purpose?

      I could appreciate one thing. From the fractured memory of the moment I’d seen my attacker in the forest, to the feel of their hand around me – they were a priest. Or perhaps a God.

      I’d only seen a glimpse of their face, but the light adorning it had been much brighter than the priests and priestesses I was used to.

      My thoughts continued to treacherously unfold in waves of fear and uncertainty.

      When I wasn’t obsessing over Grace or what this bastard wanted to do with me, my mind turned to what would happen to Earth.

      Grace was one thing – the resistance another.

      Would they really take on the portal substation?

      Would they really start an all-out war with Earth?

      Or what if they had some even bigger plan?

      I had no idea how long I’d been dragged for. If I could trust my bruised, battered body and beaten mind, it felt like days, but likely it had been less than an hour.

      Though my attacker had shown no indication of stopping anytime soon, abruptly, they did just that.

      My head spun as it rested against a thankfully soft section of moss, and what was left of my senses alerted me to the fact that there was a truly musty scent in the air.

      I’d been smelling nothing but disturbed dirt for the past hour because I’d been the one disturbing the dirt with my back and head and shoulders. But this was a different scent.

      It was reminiscent of something I’d encountered before. As I searched my memory, I realized it smelled far too watery. And as I opened my ears, I heard the lapping of a lake.

      My mind raced as I attempted to figure out where I was. As far as I knew, the forest that separated Maglite from the portal substation didn’t have a lake.

      Before I could question whether I’d gotten it wrong, and my bearings had been twisted when I’d traveled through the catacombs, I felt my attacker dump his grip on my leg.

      With no strength whatsoever, my leg thumped hard into a rock, my ankle twisting at a truly uncomfortable angle.

      Maybe it broke – maybe I sprained it – hell, maybe it fell off. I simply didn’t have the body awareness to discern levels of injury anymore.

      My hearing and sense of smell were about the only two senses that seemed to work particularly well, and that was good, because they alerted me to the fact that my attacker didn’t walk too far away. And yet the sound of his boots changed as they traveled from dirt onto wood. The specific echoing, reverberating thump sounded exactly as if he walked up onto a dock. The next thing I knew, I swore I heard a rope being untied then something being shifted about in water as it lapped against a hull.

      … A boat?

      While there could have been small bodies of water in the Maglite forest that I wasn’t aware of, they certainly wouldn’t justify a boat.

      So where the hell were we?

      Just before I could hope that my attacker was done with me and would just dump me by the side of this lake, I felt him shift in. Though I’d been calling him a man until now – as they grasped me up, I realized it was a woman.

      She had no problem in hefting a six-foot-two man, though. She pulled me up, turned around, appeared to get her balance, then stepped into the boat. It had to be a boat. I could feel it shifting and hear the water lapping against it as the woman quickly found her balance, dumped me in front of her, and sat down.

      She didn’t grab an oar and start to paddle. The boat appeared to move on its own.

      I wanted to open my eyes, but they were damn well crusted closed with blood. One of them felt so swollen, I’d probably need a few days before I could hope to open it.

      I didn’t groan. I was way beyond that.

      I just breathed – and every single breath was one victory after another. Because every single breath was me holding on against the impossible. And right at the back of my head a voice told me that if I just kept holding on against the impossible, I’d find an opportunity just as I had back in the catacombs.

      The one hope I had that was indelible was that I had made a difference back there. I’d made enough of a chaotic mess that it would most definitely have put a spanner in their works. And hopefully – if my luck held out – I’d enabled the other soldiers trapped there to finish my job.

      Maybe they’d all gotten free. Maybe they’d called the base. Maybe right now soldiers were spilling from it and crushing the resistance.

      … Maybe that was just wishful thinking and I needed to return to my promise to take this one breath at a time.

      Despite the fact this woman had no paddles or oars, the boat appeared to be moving at a clipping pace.

      Though my peripheral sensation was all but shot to pieces, I swore I could feel a breeze striking my cheeks quickly, fluttering my hair as if someone had a hand on it and was mussing it about.

      Just how was this woman propelling this boat?

      Of all the questions I’d encountered in the past 48 hours, it was hardly the most significant.

      If they could use our weapons, if they could fool our geological teams, presumably they could power a damn boat.

      That thought was sickening, because it reminded me once more the situation was so much bigger than I’d ever been able to imagine.

      Just when I thought I would have to settle into more drudgery and fight against losing consciousness as the water slowly lapped around us, the boat stopped.

      Though my sense of time was utterly untrustworthy, surely we hadn’t been traveling for more than 10 minutes?

      And yet we’d appeared to reach our destination.

      I could hear the low murmur of some unusual beast, and as it shifted, I discerned the sound of footfall on wood.

      We’d reached another small dock.

      The woman shifted up, but just when I thought she’d grab me as she had before, she jumped out of the boat easily.

      I heard the sound of her landing on the dock and felt the boat wobbling in the water as it accounted for the force of her move.

      I didn’t even bother to hope that she’d abandoned me.

      Sure enough, I heard her catch her breath and say, “Take him.”

      Despite the fact I was bruised and beaten, for some reason my mind was sharp enough to pick up those two Xandian words.

      Two heavy boots thumped into the boat and equally heavy, large arms wrapped around my middle and pulled me up.

      I instantly caught the scent of rotting flesh and fetid breath.

      It would’ve turned my stomach had it not shut down due to general body injuries.

      The man holding me jumped out of the boat, and again my world became nothing more than scent and sound – the pound of feet on wooden boards, then the thump of them transferring to dirt, and the scent of meat, of fire, of forests, of water.

      All of it was this uncontrollable, confusing milieu that threatened to drag me under once more.

      But every time I almost lost consciousness, I fought it with an image of Grace. There she was, standing in my mind’s eye, as if she was frozen in time. There she was, her scarf fluttering around her, her hair framing her face. There she was, staring at the portal substation as if it was the doorway to Hell.

      And there I was, between her and it.

      … That… that was the first time I’d made that connection.

      Blame it on the fact my mind was rapidly unraveling, but I held onto that image.

      There I was, standing between Grace and Hell.

      I’d broken my promise to take her back to Earth, but maybe I could make myself another here and now?

      Maybe I could stand between Grace and Hell for as long as I could.

      While I flit from thought to thought, the man carrying me appeared to jump from stone to stone.

      He’d rapidly left behind some dirt path, and now he seemed to be measuring his body, rocking back and forth, then taking a precise leap, before doing it again. Ahead of him, I could hear what I assumed to be that female priestess doing the same, but her footfall was much lighter.

      Just where the hell was I?

      I was suddenly struck with the thought that when I’d appeared in Xandia with Grace, I’d promised her that Xandia wasn’t nearly as mysterious as the Earth media made it out to be. Nor was it as dangerous.

      But both of those facts had been crushed, and I started to truly fear where I’d been taken.

      There was… a strange hissing in the air. But perhaps hissing was the wrong word. It was melodic and sharp. It almost sounded like the cry of some very unusual bird being repeated over and over again.

      There was an odd sense in the air too. It felt as if I’d walked into a brewing thunderstorm.

      The man carrying me continued to jump across stones – or whatever he was doing – until he stopped abruptly.

      I heard him take an obvious sigh of relief as he cracked his shoulders.

      “Bring him,” the priestess said.

      … Again I picked up that word. Either my luck was holding out and the priestess was only using words I coincidentally knew, or my tired brain was somehow accessing memories of the Xandian tongue I’d long since forgotten.

      Or hell, there was another possibility, wasn’t there? None of this was happening. It was all a hallucination because my head had been beaten over stones and branches for an hour.

      Still, whatever it was, the man carrying me responded to the priestess. “Yes, Lady Helex.”

      … Lady?

      As far as I was aware, the priestesses and priests didn’t have titles like the rest of the Xandian population. More than that, they didn’t even have names.

      Had I gotten it wrong? Was this woman not a priestess?

      No. I’d seen markings on that woman’s face, and I’d sure as hell felt the burning light of her touch.

      It just meant there was yet another question falling upon my shoulders and threatening to squash me flat.

      I picked up the sound of my two attackers walking over even ground.

      I also swore I started to get the sense that we’d moved into a well-lit area.

      Like I’d said, I couldn’t open my eyes. One of them was practically soldered shut with inflammation. The other one was too crusted with blood. Maybe if I managed to fall asleep and wake up, I’d be able to scrounge the energy to rub the blood from my eye. But as it was, I was traveling blind.

      Still, I got the unshakable impression that we’d walked into a bright area.

      It also seemed populated.

      I heard the sound of other people moving about and distant conversation. It was too much for me to even try to pick up, let alone translate into English.

      We stopped abruptly after going up a long set of steps.

      “Down Here,” Lady Helex said.

      I was dumped unceremoniously. My shoulder slammed into unyielding carved stone.

      It sent pain blasting through my body. But it was nothing more than what I was already feeling. So I could easily push it away as I refocused my mind on the sounds and smells around me.

      If my sense of smell was anything to go by, there was a fire close by.

      I could hear it crackling.

      It seemed to be raging – enough that the clipping breeze that made it past us made it sound like a forest fire.

      It took a few seconds for fear to slam into me.

      … What if that fire was for me? What if these bastards intended to burn me alive?

      I couldn’t even stiffen as my body told me I was seconds from being picked up and thrown into it.

      … But the seconds ticked past, and nothing happened to me.

      As I lay there, fearful that every moment would be my last, at least my hearing continued to work.

      I couldn’t pick up everything that was being said anymore, but I picked up three words. Three chilling damn words.

      Explosives. Portal. Earth.

      They confirmed my worst suspicions.

      This wasn’t just an attack on the Taskforce in Xandia.

      This was a war they intended to take home to Earth.

      Failing to protect my comrades on this side of the portal was one thing.

      Failing to protect my entire planet was another.

      Fear snatched hold of me. It grabbed at my throat, my heart, my brain – everything – and it finally pulled me under. It obliterated the strength that had kept me conscious no matter what, and I slipped into the arms of a deep, thankless reverie.
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      I wouldn’t say that I was being controlled.

      It wasn’t as if a force had its hands around me or as if some invisible tether was tied around my middle.

      It was much more diffuse than that.

      The sense that I had to keep walking forward, no matter what, was coming from within me and without all at once.

      Jarrak hadn’t said a word since I started to walk forward.

      He hesitated, shared some words with the babook, patted it fondly, then followed me.

      The doorway that had opened for me through the mountain – and that continued to open for me as walls simply fell away like petals dropping from a rose – was large, but it was still too small for the babook.

      Jarrak did not reach my side. He remained steadfastly at least 10 meters behind.

      I didn’t blink. I barely thought, too.

      Instead, it was one foot after another, one breath after another.

      I’d never had a fun relationship with my dreams. They’d been torture, after all. Nothing more than endless nightmares about this place.

      But I could not deny that the feel of being drawn forward was very similar to the sensation I would always get when I was being drawn into a reverie about Xandia.

      Back on Earth I hadn’t understood it. I’d assumed I was going mad. Right here and now I appreciated this had always been an important pathway buried deep within myself.

      Jarrak had told me he couldn’t promise that by the end of this transformation I would have my memories of Pandora back. But I appreciated that this – this specific sensation – would be at the heart of finding them once more.

      There were no sounds down here this deep inside the mountain peak. Even as I reached a new wall, and it fell in front of me, it sounded muffled, and it didn’t last long.

      The further I walked, the more it felt as if I could never return.

      It wasn’t as if the walls rebuilt themselves after they fell. Ostensibly, the path back to the babook was still there.

      But feasibly? Realistically?

      Stopping would feel like destroying some part of myself.

      … Something was growing within me. Pulsing, getting bigger, getting grander, reaching up, taking up more space.

      It felt as if I’d swallowed a balloon. Or maybe a balloon was the wrong word.

      It was pushing against me, sure, but it didn’t seem flimsy like a balloon. It felt strong instead, hard, massive, too. Almost as if I’d swallowed an entire planet.

      Maybe I had. And that planet was Xandia.

      Jarrak didn’t say a damn word. He even measured the sound of his breath.

      It didn’t blast out, but was rather as subtle and as quiet as he could make it. Occasionally, he even brought up a hand and pressed it over his mouth to stifle a cough.

      There was rock dust in the air from every single wall that had tumbled over.

      It blasted around me as I barely waited for a wall to fall before I walked over it.

      Did I splutter and cough?

      No. Once upon a time I’d had asthma. My allergies were now so far from me, it was almost as if they’d been a dream.

      The walls kept falling until finally, finally I reached a room. One of the most massive rooms I’d ever seen.

      It put that large cavernous space beneath Jarrak’s house to shame.

      This looked like several football pitches connected together.

      It was under a mountain, and it smelled and felt exactly like a huge cave. It was carved, and it was….

      I took one final step through the remains of a broken wall and stopped.

      In front of me, a large platform led to a precipitous drop. In front of it, at least 20 meters away, was another platform. In front of that, after another 20-meter gap, was yet another platform.

      That pattern repeated itself until, far on the other side of the room, I could see a final platform and a door.

      Don’t ask me how, but even from here I could tell that that door was the most ornate, important structure I had ever seen.

      Jarrak finally stopped behind me, and I heard him take a wheezing breath as he brought up a hand and slammed it over his mouth.

      … This was where the trials would begin.

      I took a staggering step forward, momentarily losing my balance as my gaze ticked around the room.

      It was clear that I had to get from here all the way to that door. But how on earth was that possible?

      I reached the edge of the platform, my toes hanging over the edge as I tilted my head down and stared.

      … Though I was no expert on distance, the ground below looked as if it was at least 150 meters away. I might have been transforming into a goddess, but I knew instinctively that if I fell that far, I would die.

      I ticked my gaze up again, locking it on the platform 20 meters away, my gut twisting as I wondered how it could be possible for anybody to overcome this trial.

      Though Jarrak appeared content to let me do this on my own, perhaps he caught sight of the side of my face and realized I had no idea what to do next.

      He reluctantly walked up beside me, tilting his head down and staring at the ground before shifting his gaze and assessing every other feature of the room. “There must be some way across.”

      “Why?”

      “These trials are designed to push you to your limits – to force you to transform. But they are possible to overcome.”

      My gut kicked. I tilted my head to the side once more and stared at that platform 20 meters away. A very uncomfortable realization started to form within me, and I drew one hand into a fist. “I can’t jump the distance, can I?” I spluttered suddenly.

      Jarrak arched an eyebrow high, a surprised and fearful expression crossing his face. He shook his head. “Of course not…. Or at least, I’m assuming you can’t.”

      “Assuming?” I paled. “How would we know for sure unless I tried?”

      … This was mad.

      A lot of the facts I’d learned about myself thus far were mad. But this? This impossible room? It felt as if it was right out of a game and not reality.

      But that summed up Xandia, didn’t it?

      Nothing about this land made sense.

      I shifted my attention up to the roof, down to the floor, then over to the door.

      It caught my focus and held it.

      Despite the distance separating us, I swore I could practically see each carving adorning its surface.

      It looked a lot like the gate I’d encountered on top of Graves Peak.

      And despite the fact there were no strikes of lightning in this room to illuminate it, there was a soft glow. It had been present even as we’d traveled down on the platform, but now we’d left the illumination of the shield, it had grown far more discernible.

      It seemed as if the very walls were producing it as if they were somehow alive.

      Jarrak shifted away from me, got down to one knee, trailed his hand over the ground, then stopped and walked over to a wall.

      It was clear he was looking for some way to help me.

      Me?

      I just stood there.

      I’d never trained for this. Because this wasn’t possible.

      This was—

      Before I could allow my thoughts to get the better of me again, I stopped them in place like somebody commanding a horse to halt.

      We didn’t have much time, did we? Every second I wasted on reinforcing my inability was a second where others could get hurt.

      What did I have to go on here?

      Now I stilled my mind, I realized there were only two things. Feeling, and my light.

      By concentrating on both, I’d managed to heal the babook.

      What if I concentrated on them now?

      What if I could somehow manage to jump the distance between this platform and the next? Or maybe I could fly? Or maybe I could scrunch space like somebody taking a map and folding it in half?

      “Just calm your mind,” Jarrak tried.

      Surprisingly, I did as I was told.

      I closed my eyes, squeezing the skin so tightly shut, it was as if I wanted to cut myself off from the world around me.

      I’d had no time to stop and think since this entire mess had begun. It had been one fight after another, one chase after another, one surprise after another.

      I didn’t have anything solid to hold on to anymore.

      I didn’t—

      I brought my hand up, the move unconscious as I shoved it down my top.

      I was searching for my pendant.

      But my pendant wasn’t there.

      I opened my eyes, turned over my shoulder, and frowned at Jarrak. “Why did you force me to give you my pendant? And where is it?”

      He blinked in surprise, obviously appreciating that my sudden change of topic – considering circumstances – was hardly appropriate.

      “I will admit my purpose was twofold. I wished to continue my act in front of Sergeant Sheppard, and I wished to confirm your identity.”

      “Why would my pendant confirm my identity?”

      “It wasn’t your pendant… it was,” he became quiet as he pressed his lips together and obviously bolstered himself to say something uncomfortable, “the feel of you.”

      My stomach didn’t twitch. Far from it, my eyebrows descended. “Feel of me?”

      “As Pandora, you have a distinct feel. As one of your protectors, I know spells that, when combined with objects that are important to you, react to the trace of you and reveal who you are.”

      “Kind of like DNA or something?”

      “I am unfamiliar with that concept.”

      “Where’s my pendant, though?” I returned to my original point.

      He shook his head. “I’m afraid I don’t have it on me. It’s back at my house.” As he admitted that, I could tell he wasn’t happy with himself. He got a far-off look in his eye, and his lips sharpened as he ticked them to the side.

      I appreciated that while we’d had several important conversations so far, there was still so much that remained unsaid.

      I had to question him more about his relationship with the priest, and more than that, exactly what had happened at the tavern before he’d kidnapped me.

      But now wasn’t the time, was it?

      That fact was reinforced as, out of nowhere, a shudder passed through the floor.

      It wasn’t enough to rob me of my balance, but it sent Jarrak stumbling perilously close to the edge of the precipitous drop.

      I closed the distance between us, grabbed his arm, and pulled him back.

      He took a breath and a moment to thank me.

      Then the both of us stared up at the ceiling as a stone or two dislodged from it and tumbled down.

      While one struck the platform in front of us, the other just sailed past it, taking seconds until it slammed into the floor hundreds of meters below us.

      It was a warning.

      I could no longer take my time.

      I took a hesitant step toward the edge of the stone, my heart beating so hard, I felt like I would throw up.

      My eyes blasted open, and it didn’t matter how many rocks started to hail down from above and how much rock dust splattered around me – I didn’t blink once.

      Jarrak wasn’t so lucky. He had to bring up an arm, hide behind his wrist, and splutter into the back of his hand. “This is lost. We have to retreat—”

      I focused on that stone platform ahead.

      20 meters away.

      It was only 20 meters away.

      There had to be some way for my advanced form to make it.

      I didn’t know the first thing about being a goddess, but I could appreciate that astounding changes were happening in my body. From the ability to cast goddamn spells, to my capacity to heal – there had to be something I could do—

      Suddenly a massive stone hailed down from above.

      I became aware of it just a few meters before it slammed into my skull.

      I heard the scattering sound of Jarrak throwing himself forward, but just as he slammed into me, I brought my arm up, pulverizing the stone in one swift, devastating move.…

      I’d always been weak. Not just of body, but of mind. I’d never been the kind of person who’d had ever believed she could change. Even with training, I’d told myself I would always be the runt at the bottom of the pack.

      I just didn’t have the get-up-and-go to make a difference.

      Or so the story in my head had gone.

      Now I wrenched Jarrak to the side, grabbing hold of his wrist and twisting him as if I was an aggressive dance partner as I forced him to dodge two more stones hailing from the ceiling.

      It sounded and felt as if the cavern was about to give way.

      “We have to retreat.” Jarrak tried to reverse my grip on his wrist, attempting to tug me forward.

      I wouldn’t let him. I ground my feet into the rock-dust covered floor, and I pulled my head back in the direction of the platform.

      “Goddess, please.”

      I didn’t reply to that; I just let out a heavy breath.

      “Pandora.”

      Nerves itched up my back, plunging hard into my stomach at that word.

      Pandora.

      … Yes, I was Pandora.

      A curse and yet a blessing. The ending and yet the beginning.

      A chance and yet a path of no return.

      I had to do this.

      I started to see flashes of my life – my old life. Back on Earth, back at the bank. It had been so lonely, so useless, too.

      All the mental energy I’d spent convincing myself that my dreams about Xandia were nothing more than the ramblings of a paranoid mind. All that had been a waste.

      If I’d only accepted my destiny back then, I wouldn’t be here now, scrounging in the few seconds that remained to find a power I should never have forgotten.

      “Pandora, please,” Jarrak begged again, his voice spluttering as he sucked in a lungful of rock dust.

      He rocked back and forth, but he didn’t lose his grip on my wrist. He tried to tug me forward again.

      I resisted.

      Though I kept an eye on the rocks hailing down from above, and I didn’t let one get too close to Jarrak, I ignored them as they struck my arms and head.

      I could feel the jagged edges slicing through my flesh, but just as soon as my blood started to trickle down my cheeks or wrists or the exposed flesh of my neck, it would only take seconds to heal.

      I’d never liked fantasy novels. In my efforts to keep hold of my sanity, I’d always rejected anything that was too far out.

      Now I embraced it wholeheartedly.

      Because it would be my salvation.

      I took one last step forward until one of my feet hung over the edge of the precipitous drop.

      Jarrak tried to shove me back one more time.

      His grip on my wrist strengthened, and I could tell he was using his full force.

      It didn’t matter.

      I turned to face him one last time. “Return to the babook. Leave me. I’ve got this.”

      Through the rock dust hailing down from the cave-in above, I could see how wide open his eyes were. Clear and present desperation flickered through them like a dying flame. He shook his head. “The transformation is not far enough along. You won’t have a chance. We need to regroup—”

      “I won’t be given another chance. That’s the point. This—” I gestured to the room practically falling down around our ears, “is the point of no return. Leave me. Head back to the babook.” I stopped just short of telling him that once I was done, I would return.

      That was presumptuous. First, it assumed I wouldn’t die here, while the evidence pointed to the contrary. Even if I didn’t die, even if… somehow I embraced the powers of Pandora, who knew what kind of state I would be in once these trials were done? Who knew where I’d be, too? I could be spat out the other side of the peak.

      And yet, as I looked at Jarrak, as I truly saw his emotion and finally judged his character, I let the smallest smile spread my lips. “I will return. On that you have my word.”

      Back on Earth, I certainly hadn’t been the kind of woman who’d promised my word to anyone. I’d kept my head down, I’d spoken plainly, and I’d never allowed a grand thought to take root.

      Now my language and vocabulary were changing to account for this impossibly dramatic situation.

      Ordinary language simply wouldn’t do this justice.

      As the stones continued to hail down around us, coming thicker and faster, making me feel as if I was in a hail storm, Jarrak looked at me once more.

      He turned. He ran.

      I watched him, never turning until he reached the doorway back into the rest of the mountain.

      Fortunately the cave-in was somehow restricted to this area.

      Yet another indication that it wasn’t natural – that it was the mountain – or whatever intelligence lay behind it – pushing me forward.

      The point of no return.

      This was the point of no return.

      That sentiment echoed in my head as I did it. I reached the edge of the drop. I looked down. I looked up. I closed my eyes.

      I breathed.

      Memories assailed me. They happened in flashes.

      It felt as if my life suddenly occurred on fast forward, as if I somehow mentally swallowed an entire photo album of my infancy, childhood, and adulthood.

      I could see the moment I joined the bank. I could see the hours of drudgery. I could see my apartment, so small and useless.

      More than anything, I could see every single day I’d walked past that portal substation.

      I could feel it.

      The memories flashed past on fast forward, but the sensations of that grueling walk in front of the portal substation were the sharpest.

      For every single time I’d walked past that substation, my destiny had reached a hand out. All I’d ever had to do was reach my own hand out to grasp it.…

      I finally appreciated Jarrak was right.

      I had brought myself back to Xandia. Unconsciously, I had somehow reached into the substation and activated one of the portals. Did that mean I was responsible for all of the dead? For all of the chaos wrought on the city? … I couldn’t swallow that fact. Not yet.

      But I needed this. This recognition of who I was and what I was capable of.

      I’d already wasted too much time. A fact that was proven to me as an almighty shudder passed through the cavern. It was large enough that it didn’t just shake me on the spot. It felt as if invisible hands clutched me and pulled me toward the edge of the drop.

      I almost fell, but at the last moment, I shoved backward.

      It didn’t last. I had to jump.

      As I opened my eyes, as wide as they could be, I threw my arms forward.

      I let them pump, let my legs move as fast as they possibly could as I threw myself, threw myself toward the platform.

      No ordinary person could jump 20 meters.

      Very few animals could leap a similar distance comparable to their body length, either.

      That didn’t stop me.

      Reason could not reach me anymore. A mixture of desperation and hope owned me instead.

      I reached the edge of the floor.

      And I leaped.

      I put my all into it.

      I let my light blast across my skin, and I held onto it as if it were the very secret to my existence.

      As it burned through me, I sailed through the air.

      Time came down to blasts – fractured moments. I could see more rocks hailing down from above, dust filling the air, sections of the platform in front of me crumbling off as they were crushed and fell into the dark cavern below. I could hear the almighty roar of the ceiling practically giving way.

      I could feel the sweat slicking my skin as it was instantly burned up by my lines of light.

      And I could feel my heart – every damn beat as it begged the rest of my body to do this.

      I saw the platform in front of me.

      Just a few meters away.

      Just a few meters—

      I didn’t make it.

      I fell.

      Right down the side of the platform, and right into the dark.
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      I could hear that fire, louder than ever. My addled senses told me it was somehow getting closer, as if it really were a wildfire moving my way. But I could continue to pick up the voices of the people around me, and they were unhurried and unworried.

      My body kept trying to prepare me for my last moment, but it just wouldn’t come.

      Lady Helex had either forgotten about me, or she’d wandered off to do something more important.

      The man who’d dragged me here was several meters to my side. I only knew that because my sense of smell was in overdrive, and I could discern his particular scent of rotting meat and sweat.

      I fought to open my good eye.

      I concentrated my strength in the muscles around it, pushing my cheek, trying to control my temple. Nothing would work. It was too crusted-closed with blood. I longed to have the energy to bring up a hand and clean it, but all the power I had right now was concentrated in keeping me awake. Plus, I imagined if that bastard saw me moving, he’d kick me unconscious.

      I had no idea if they appreciated that I was awake, but it was clear that they thought I was no threat.

      I wasn’t.

      But my imagination was a threat to me, and as the seconds continued to tick past, they told me louder and louder that that fire was getting closer and closer.

      Once upon a time, as a kid, I’d had phobias. It had taken me a hell of a long time to get over them. One was claustrophobia. The other had been fire. When I was four or five, I’d gotten hold of my dad’s lighter. I’d accidentally set fire to a pile of papers out in the garage, and it had only been my family dog that had alerted anyone to what I was doing.

      I could remember the flames – even now. Remember them as they’d gotten closer. Remember them as they’d gotten higher. Remember them as their heat had started to burn my skin. The smoke had choked me, robbing me of my strength when I’d needed it most.

      And the flames—

      I picked up footfall. Somehow I swore I recognized it – it was Lady Helex returning.

      I was right. She stopped above me, and I heard her make a strange clicking noise with her tongue. “Sick. Might not work.”

      Again I had to wonder if I was making it up or if, somehow despite my injuries, I was picking up more Xandian words than I usually could.

      Despite the fact all my mind wanted to do was let me slip into my last slumber, I reminded myself of the fact that sick, in the Xandian tongue, could also mean injured.

      So I was too injured, ha? Too injured for what?

      Though I’d convinced myself that all my adrenaline was spent, there must’ve been some left, because as I felt that man shift down and lift me up once more, my imagination tied me up in knots of belly-shaking fear.

      It started off promising me that I was about to be burned alive. But when I walked past that fire, close enough that its raging heat seared my skin, but not close enough that it did any real damage, my imagination quickly switched gears.

      Because Lady Helex said it again. “Sick. But he’ll have to do. It will work. Or it will kill.”

      I no longer had the time to indulge in the fact I was picking up more Xandian than I ever had in my life.

      A new fear gripped me.

      Just what the hell were these bastards going to do to me?

      Before I joined the Taskforce, I’d heard various rumors spread in the Earth media and on the Internet.

      There were those out there who thought the Xandians were some mysterious, dangerous fantasy race.

      When I’d joined the task force, I’d seen with my own eyes that that was nothing more than a conspiracy theory. The Xandians were a lot like us, or at least how we’d been 300 years ago.

      Now?

      Doubt slipped in.

      I heard the man stop, the sound of his footfall changing as he shifted up steps. He paused at the top, either awaiting a new order, or to consider throwing me back down the steps just to see how far I could get without dying.

      “Bring,” Lady Helex commanded.

      The man set off again, until the next thing I knew, I was being dumped on a stone slab.

      My body had been thrown around so much today, as I was dumped, I barely registered it.

      My muscles were too tired to tell me yet again that they’d been injured.

      I fought to open my eyes even harder now.

      I had to see what they were doing. I had to see their eyes – their expressions. I had to know if they had murder in their hearts or something else.

      There’d been a few reports of Taskforce soldiers being kidnapped and tortured by the resistance.

      Every time it had happened, it had curdled my stomach, but every time, as an army, we’d evolved. We’d changed our tactics, ordering soldiers never to go out alone, or changing reinforcement locations.

      We’d evolved to the threat as we’d seen it. But we’d never seen the threat as it had really been, had we?

      The Xandians had just been biding their goddamn time, waiting for us to drop the ball.

      I heard the sound of Lady Helex walking around me. Her footfall was light, and I swore I could pick up the sound of her robes shifting around her form.

      The next thing I knew, somebody grabbed me roughly under the chin and twisted my head to the side violently. It was her – I could feel the burning sensation of her light as my chin rubbed up against the midline of her fingers.

      I wanted to yank my head away and scream.

      Instead I held on, hoping like hell she thought I was unconscious.…

      A little voice in the back of my head told me there was no point.

      This wasn’t like my fight back in the catacombs.

      There, though I’d been a little injured, I hadn’t been like this.

      Now there was no hope.

      Even if I managed to get my hands on a gun, how could I hope to use it when I couldn’t even see?

      At the thought there was no hope, I started to slip back into unconsciousness.

      It felt like the last time it would happen – as if I was releasing to the very arms of Death.

      But just before I could give in, I heard something.

      It was so damn far away at first, I swore my mind was making it up.

      But then when it sounded out again I realized it was one thing.

      Gunfire.

      It was gunfire.

      The pops, slaps, and bangs sounded precisely like high-powered bullets blasting into water, stone, and wood.… I had a moment where I checked on my senses, where I wondered if I was hallucinating.

      Then I heard it again. And I picked up something far more important.

      Screams.

      They came from close to me, and as Lady Helex still kept a grip on my chin, I felt as she yanked her head harshly to the side. “Time is running out,” she growled.

      I kept picking up just enough words to figure out what she was speaking of.

      I… the Army was coming.

      Goddammit. They were here for me.

      I’d been saved.

      Just before that thought could settle in and give me the greatest blast of hope I’d ever had, Lady Helex gripped my chin all the tighter until it felt as if she was attempting to snap my bones.

      My teeth ground so hard together in my jaw, I was certain I’d need dentures after this.

      She came close, and before I knew what she was doing, she smelled me.

      Fear pelted through me, but there was nothing I could do as she took one last deep breath, then shifted up. “Give me fire,” she said.

      My worst fear was about to come true.

      I heard the man who’d carried me shift. His heavy footfall thumped against the stone.

      My heart pounded in my chest, so hard, I was sure Lady Helex could hear it, let alone feel it reverberating up through my jaw.

      She didn’t shift her fingers. She waited. And with every second that passed, I spiraled further down into a personal hell.

      I’d tried so damn hard to overcome my phobias, and until now, I thought I had. But there was something about being injured and vulnerable that was bringing them all back again.

      As a kid, my dad had hated my phobias. He’d been a decorated general, so he’d expected his son to be cut from the same cloth.

      It had taken me years to mold myself into the soldier boy he’d always wanted.

      Now that was slipping away.

      In the distance, I could hear the sounds of screams and bullet fire, but it was still too far away.

      They wouldn’t make it to me in time. Dammit, they wouldn’t make it.

      Just before I could hope that the man helping Lady Helex could get waylaid, distracted, or could be shot from afar, I heard him returning, his footsteps even heavier now. Either he was tired for some reason, or he was carrying something heavy.

      For the first time since she’d grabbed me up with all the finesse of somebody clutching a bat, Lady Helex dropped my chin, and my head fell down two centimeters until it slammed hard against the cold stone slab.

      She shifted, and I heard her taking something off the man.

      She rested it on the stone plinth beside me, and I heard a heavy clicking sound reverberating out. It sounded like a large metal lock.

      The screams grew louder. So too did the gunshots.

      I could now hear the sound of English being shouted.

      I didn’t know where the soldiers came from – if they were from Maglite or the portal substation – but I didn’t damn well care.

      They were here for me.

      I just had to—

      Before I could finish the thought that I just had to hold on a little longer, Lady Helex grabbed my throat. It was such a vicious move that my breath was cut short.

      She began to mutter under her breath, a low sonorous chant that instantly caught the hair along the back of my neck and made it stand on end.

      I’d heard some creepy prayers in Xandia over the years, but this took the cake. There was something about the exact tone of her words – the exact pace and sound of them – that reminded me of someone tapping their fingers against a gravestone.

      “Must hurry. Must escape,” the man beside Lady Helex said in a quick, shaking tone.

      “We have time,” Lady Helex said.

      I started to feel heat.

      I didn’t know where it came from, whether it was all around me, whether it was underneath me, whether it was above me – but the sensation was like jumping into a fire.

      It caught hold of my phobia and it set it alight.

      I could see myself – I could feel myself – I could hear myself. I was back in that moment when I was a kid. I was back in that garage. I was stuck. I couldn’t escape. My lungs were shutting down as the flames leaped higher.

      Lady Helex began to speak, but I could only pick up a few words.

      Poison.

      Blood of the gods.

      First attack.

      In the distance, I thought I heard someone calling my name.

      And for a split second – an impossible moment – something told me I knew that voice.

      It was James.

      But James was back on Earth.

      And no one could save me now.

      In a sudden movement, Lady Helex injected something into my neck.

      At first, I felt nothing, then pain incarnate ripped through me.

      It was as if I had been injected with pure fire.

      Agony the likes of which I had never known and would never know again ate me up from the inside out.

      I could feel my bones on fire, my blood boiling, my skin being torn from me. I could feel my body breaking down as my mind shattered.

      I didn’t have the strength to scream. It was robbed from me in a single second.

      My consciousness was stolen a moment later.

      I was pulled down into an endless black sleep.

      When I awoke, if I awoke, I would not be the same man.

      For everything was about to change.
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        Grace Brown

      

      

      I fell. But I didn’t die.

      I hadn’t made the jump, but that didn’t matter. Because as I sailed down the side of that platform, a ledge appeared beneath me.

      At the last moment, just before I could flail past it, I somehow reached out with all of my might, extending my hands, pressing my fingers in, and desperately clutching toward it.

      I made it.

      I slammed down against it, my fingers hooking into the very edge of the rock.

      I almost slipped off, but I pushed, finding strength from within me I’d never had as my fingers started to crush the stone beneath me.

      It was like my hands were made out of metal as I pinned them there, anchoring my body to the spot.

      I had a single moment to appreciate I wasn’t dead. Then a massive stone sailed down from above. It struck me on the shoulder, tearing my hand free from the ledge.

      My head spun, my ears rang, and I almost fell.

      But I held on with my other hand.

      I’d never been the kind of woman to move past pain. I hated going to the gym, because I’d hated the sensation of my body becoming too weak to move.

      Now that was the only thing that saved me.

      It was my weakness that pushed me on. The very weakness I’d always held onto as an excuse.

      Just as another stone sailed down from above, I brought my injured arm up, clutched my fingers into the edge of the rock precipice, and loosened my other arm. I swung to the side just as a massive stone sailed right past me.

      I watched it, my eyes somehow picking up the details of the rock dust playing around it, despite the fact that it shifted past in under a split second.

      My breath caught in my chest as I brought my free hand up, clutched the rock precipice, pressed my foot into the sheer side of the wall beneath me, and shoved.

      I managed to pull my body up, roll to the side, and snap to my feet.

      It really seemed as if the cavern was giving way now.

      As I indulged in a moment of staring up, despite the fact small stones skipped and dropped against my brow and cheeks, I saw massive gouges in the ceiling. It looked as if a wild animal had taken to it.

      Huge rocks were now falling down.

      I might’ve managed to save myself from falling, but if one of those rocks struck me, they would crush me. And unlike what had happened to my shoulder a few seconds ago, an injury like that wouldn’t heal.

      Blood slicked my cheeks, but as soon as any cut appeared on my skin, a few seconds later, it would heal.

      I wasn’t stupid enough to think I was invulnerable.

      I was the exact opposite.

      I still didn’t have my memories of Pandora, nor any understanding of how an ordinary human could transform into a goddess of Xandia, but I could appreciate there was a reason this would be my most vulnerable time. As I was starting to learn my powers, I didn’t know how far they could take me. Rely on them too much, expect too much of them, and I could end up killing myself.

      I pushed forward, assessing the sheer rock wall above me, tilting my head all the way back as I tried to stare up at the platform above.

      I could just make it.

      I started to calculate if I had the finger strength to be able to climb up that perfectly smooth wall.

      If I slipped, I’d die.

      Even if I didn’t slip, one of those stones could hail down on me from above and knock me down like someone swatting flies.

      What choice did I have, though?

      Those words repeated in my mind as I turned and shoved my fingers into the stone before me. I desperately started to climb.

      What choice did I have?

      What choice had I ever had?

      Even back on Earth, when I’d tried my hardest to deny Xandia, it had torn me back.

      Even now, as I tried to push away the fact I was Pandora, it was tearing me back.

      I’d never been in control. Even now, I was being pushed on by the desperation of the situation. If I had my way? If I had my way, what? Where would I be? What would I be doing? Would I have returned to Earth, to a boring, hapless, useless life?

      … I’d never been able to make a difference on Earth. But here, I could save everyone.

      Though I wanted to push away the grand promise of Jarrak’s words, they blazed in my mind brighter than before as I continued to climb up the wall in front of me, narrowly dodging every stone.

      I was here for a reason. I was here to stop the destruction of Xandia. No one else could do it but me.

      So even though I didn’t choose to be here, I needed to be here.

      That thought solidified my will as I put on a burst of speed, shoving my feet hard into the wall and moving with all my might until finally my fingers snagged hold of the edge of the platform above.

      I pulled myself up.

      I crouched down low, keeping one hand on the ground and one knee pressed into a large section of rock as I turned my head forward and stared at the door beyond.

      I’d managed to jump to one platform. There were a further six separating me from that door.

      Before desperation could sink in again, I simply threw myself forward.

      You’d think I would’ve learned from the last time. While my transforming body seemed to be capable of a lot, I could not jump a 20-meter distance.

      That didn’t stop me.

      I reached the edge of the platform, then I leaped into the air with all my might.

      Rocks continued to sail down around me, and right at the ascendancy of my jump, one smashed hard against my back, twisting me to the side.

      I tried to keep hold of my momentum, but I couldn’t control my angle anymore, and I was pushed off course.

      My heart didn’t have a chance to beat in fear.

      I didn’t have a chance to do anything.

      No thoughts. No realizations that this was it and I would die.

      Nothing but… time. And a promise.

      I’d never been one to make promises. Because I’d never been one who’d been able to fulfill them.

      Just before I could fall down the side of the platform, as useless as a doll thrown into a pit, I saw a small outcrop of rock. I had a second to react. I reached my hand out, I pushed with all my might. And I just caught it. My grip slammed into it so hard, the stone didn’t just shake – I saw it crack right in front of my face.

      A hairline fissure traveled through the stone, moving so quickly, I thought it would sever the platform from the wall and kill me.

      It didn’t.

      It gave me precious seconds.

      I took them.

      I threw myself up the wall, climbing it just as I’d done before.

      My fingers were quicker this time, my grip harder.

      Determination flooded through me.

      I managed to reach the top of the platform, and I pulled myself up.

      I’d never been the kind of woman who’d been able to make promises.

      I’d been the kind of woman who’d vacillated all the time, who’d never been able to make up her mind.

      Now my mind narrowed into a point, and all thoughts that I couldn’t do this were cut away.

      …. I was becoming a new woman.

      As I pushed up onto the platform and ran, dodging every rock, the old me fell away.

      I started to see more memories flashing through my mind. More impressions of who I’d once been.

      I could see the drudgery of my life, the fear, the uselessness.

      As I pushed, a few more stones scattering against my back, every one that hit me seemed to dislodge another memory.

      I’d always been pulled down by my concept of self.

      I’d always been anchored to Earth by it.

      If only I’d been able to liberate it from my body, I would have been able to remember my destiny earlier. I would have been able to return to Xandia before it was too late.

      Now I was on the blade’s edge. Though I still didn’t remember who I was as Pandora, this overwhelming sense of immediacy was breaking against me like a tidal wave.

      If I didn’t act now, the poison of Xandia would spread to Earth. And it would pull down both realms.

      I reached the edge of this platform, and again, without hesitation, I threw myself forward.

      I swore this time I was somehow more athletic, as if being continually beaten by stones was making me stronger, not weaker.

      As the air flashed past me, as my hair scattered around me, whipping like wet sheets in the wind, I saw the opposite platform blast toward me like a bullet.

      I almost made it.

      My fingers almost caught the edge of it. Once more I sailed down. This time, however, there wasn’t a handy platform beneath me.

      It was as if they’d only existed on the previous two platforms to ease me into the task.

      Now, I needed to find my own solutions.

      As the wind continued to blast past me, taking my hair and clothes and making them sound like whips being cracked around me, I shoved my fingers into the stone.

      Though my fingers were as stiff as steel sticks, they were still made of flesh, technically, and as I shoved them into the rock, trying desperately to slow myself down, blood scattered out everywhere. It splattered over my face, catching my hair.

      Pain ripped through my hands and into my wrists. But I didn’t let up, and finally, finally I stopped my descent. I pressed my feet into the wall, I angled my head up, I ignored the blood splattered across my cheeks, and I climbed.

      I lost all track of the pain in my fingers as it started to heal. I began to lose track of my thoughts, too. As I pulled myself on top of yet another platform, as I fixed my gaze on that door ahead, it was almost as if the old me was forcibly being stripped from my body.

      Memories would resurface only to be blasted away with every rock that struck my shoulders.

      That old me? The weak Grace?

      She’d been nothing more than a trap. Some fake personality built to keep me on Earth.

      I needed to shrug off that old mask now.

      I needed to push her away forevermore.

      Grace would always be weak. Pandora would always be strong.

      The two would never be able to meet in the middle.

      I reached the edge of this new platform, and I threw myself across it with all my might.

      My thoughts continued to spin through my mind, old memories being unleashed as if someone had cut my mind like an artery and the blood of my soul now spread everywhere.

      Just as I feared I wouldn’t make the jump once more, I offered up more memories of my past self like a sacrifice.

      And it worked.

      I reached the edge of the platform. I slammed into the wall of the precipice, my face indenting the rock so hard, I broke my nose.

      But my fingers caught the edge.

      I hauled myself up.

      By the time I rolled onto my back and pushed to my feet, I could already feel the bone of my nose re-knitting.

      I made no effort to bring up a hand and brush the blood away.

      I focused my eyes on that door.

      My salvation. My door back to the old me.

      But to reach it, I had to cumulatively give up my old self.

      That was the point of this room. It was self-flagellation. Every stone that whipped into my back was an opportunity to draw out yet deeper uncertainties, weaknesses, and memories of Grace.

      I threw myself off the edge of this new platform, and as I sailed through the air, offering up more scraps of my old self, my jump was even stronger than before. This time I landed on the next platform. I pushed down to one knee, fixed my attention back on that door, and threw myself forward once more.

      Grace was slipping away.

      She was being burned, to be precise.

      Because as I offered my memories up, as I overcame my weaknesses, the old me literally burned up in the bioluminescence now blazing across my skin.

      Through every memory I offered, the fire of my insides burned stronger.

      I jumped across to another platform. And this time, I made it even further across.

      My brain couldn’t pause to calculate just how far I was jumping, couldn’t pause to affirm to me how incredible this was.

      I was leaving my old side behind. Grace with her limited world-view might’ve assumed jumping a 30-meter distance was astounding.

      Pandora would take it in her stride.

      I jumped across another platform.

      And then, there, in front of me, I saw the door.

      It reached out to me. I reached out to it.

      While the distance between the platforms behind me had been set at 20 meters, the last platform had a 50-meter gap between it and the one that held the door.

      No hesitation. Hesitation simply allowed strength to dwindle. So I threw myself forward.

      I hadn’t yet made a 50-meter jump. I’d barely made a 35-meter jump.

      That didn’t matter. Because I had one last memory to give, didn’t I? One last piece of fodder for the fire burning within.

      I remembered my fear. The moment I’d stood there in front of that sub-portal station, the moment it had exploded. The moment I’d reached into Xandia, activated the demon gate, and begged it to return me.

      I remembered my agony. Grace had been terrified of her destiny.

      I would not be.

      I offered up that memory, and it was burned like a body on a pyre. Burned away until I could no longer feel my hair fluttering in the wind, until I could no longer hear the soldiers screaming, until I could no longer catch the smell of the explosion, burned away until I could no longer feel myself.

      I made the jump. I just managed to grab hold of the edge of the platform.

      As my fingers slammed into the rock, they cracked it, stone fragments blasting everywhere.

      Rock dust erupted around me as I pulled myself up. It framed me as I pushed through it. It billowed around my face, my body, my light-struck hands and cheeks as I reached for the door.

      My body was covered in blood, though my injuries had already healed.

      The door, just like the door down into the shrine, was gold, but it was a far more intensely beautiful metal than the gold on Earth.

      It caught the light, making it glimmer like trapped diamonds.

      As with the other door, this one had a central lock right in the middle. It was carved, easily the most ornate thing I’d ever seen.

      No hesitation.

      I dragged my hand down my cheek, catching the blood of my numerous injuries. I reached that same hand forward. I slammed it against the lock.

      It took a moment, then the lock began to spin to the left, then to the right.

      The door opened. With an aching, groaning creak like the oldest man in the world standing up from a chair he’d been seated in for centuries, it swung to.

      And without hesitation – without hesitation – I walked in.

      I was no longer Grace.

      She had been left behind, every memory whipped from her and burned for good.

      I was now Pandora.

      And I would not fail.
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        Sergeant must Shepherd

      

      

      It took me a long while to appreciate I wasn’t dead. It took me even longer to appreciate I wasn’t alone.

      I could hear voices, muffled voices that sounded as if they were so far off, I had to be separated from them by kilometers.

      It took my addled senses so long to appreciate they were nearby. One was so close, I could hear the person breathing. Tense, short, pressured breaths.

      … I… had no idea where I was or what had just happened to me. But as my mind started to integrate the sounds and sensations around me, I began to appreciate I was traveling by road.

      I wasn’t in some cart, though – I was in a jeep. I could hear the sound of the engine, feel the crunch of tires against uneven terrain.

      I struggled, with all my might, to figure out what had happened to me.

      The voices started to become sharper, and I was aware of the fact that somebody was strapping something onto my arm.

      I struggled to open my eye.

      For some reason, opening one of my eyes seemed to be the hardest thing I would ever do.

      As I strained, I groaned.

      The voices stopped abruptly.

      I heard someone shift forward, and the next thing I knew, there was a weight on my hand as fingers wrapped tightly around it. “Mark?”

      I battled with my rapidly dimming consciousness. It wanted to pull me back to sleep. Something stopped me. Because something told me that was James.

      James….

      “Mark, it’s me, James. You’re all right,” he said, but his voice was so pressured, I could tell he was about to choke on his words. “Goddammit, you lucky bastard, you’re alright. We got there just in time.”

      Time?

      What the hell was going on?

      My memories were so damn fractured. I had to struggle to figure out what the last thing I could remember was, but it was just a disjointed combination of Maglite, some forest, and a strange large cavern.

      I could remember nothing specific.

      “You’re a mess, Mark,” James said forthrightly, the emotion that had been infiltrating his voice finally brought under control. “But we’ve got you. We are en route to the portal station. There, you’re going into surgery. Once you are stable, we’ll take you home.”

      Relief wanted to wash through me. But I stopped it.

      There was something much larger going on here than my injuries.

      I fought with all my goddamn might to try to figure out what that was, but there was a fog in my head. It was blocking me from my memories, and no matter what I assaulted it with, it would not lift.

      I groaned again.

      Mark just grabbed my hand harder. I could hear the fabric of his fatigues as he shifted closer to me. “How many painkillers have you given him? Can you give him more?”

      “It isn’t recommended,” I heard someone say. “But I’ve got more.”

      “Give them to him. He’s obviously in agony.”

      I heard somebody moving, and someone grabbed my arm.

      By all rights, if I couldn’t open my eyes, I shouldn’t be able to shift my hand, but somehow I managed to bring it up. I spread my fingers. Then I finally found my voice. “I’m fine. I don’t want painkillers. Clouds the mind,” I managed.

      I heard James take a relieved breath, but almost immediately it tightened as he took another. “Though it’s a goddamn relief to hear you as your old self, you need more painkillers. And that’s an order.”

      “No… James. I need a clear head. I don’t know why, I just…” I trailed off.

      I wasn’t fighting my memories anymore – I was battling to the death with them.

      My feelings told me there was something I was missing – something hugely important. But that fog wouldn’t frigging lift.

      James paused at my words. “What happened? Do you remember anything? Do you know anything about any troop movements in the Davan Forest?”

      Davan Forest?

      Any troop movements?

      Slowly snippets of information returned to me. For some reason I could remember being in the back of a cage. While the strongest memory was easily the scent of old blood and rotting flesh, locked in my body was the memory of a fight.

      My hands wanted to twitch and widen as if I was still holding the hilt of a broadsword.

      Broadsword.

      That’s it, I’d held one. I fought with one.

      I—

      James didn’t want to give me any more time. “Just give him the drugs.”

      I could hear the doctor shift to administer the syringe, but I just drew my hand up, and this time as I spread my fingers, I didn’t let them drop. “No. Please. I think I need to remember something. Something important.”

      “Mark, you were in a fight for your life. You were kidnapped at Sir Jarrak’s property. From there, we lost track of you until you appeared in the Davan Forest.”

      Sir Jarrak’s property….

      Sir Jarrak.

      As the mere mention of his name tore through me, this anger the likes of which I’d never experienced rose up to meet it.

      For some reason I wanted to scream that bastard’s name. I wanted to track him down. I wanted to settle my hands on his throat and beg him to give her back.

      Wait. Who?

      “Mark, please, you need painkillers. Once you’re out of your surgery, believe you me, we will question you. For now, we’ve got this. The insurgency will soon be under control.” James spoke with such efficiency, I almost didn’t pick up the cold edge to his tone.

      Insurgency.

      That word seemed to break some of my memories free, almost as if someone was chipping at the base of an iceberg.

      I could see it now – I could hear it, too. I’d been captured and shoved into a cage.

      I’d been… I’d been driven underground through catacombs that shouldn’t exist. I’d fought with all my might to save my comrades.

      I—

      “Just give him the drugs,” James commanded.

      “No,” I found my voice again, and I put all my vocal force behind it.

      I heard them both pause.

      “There are catacombs. Interconnected tunnels beneath Maglite. They reach into Davan Forest. That’s where they’ve got their forces. And they’ve got some of our people. Some of the forces of Maglite. We have to—”

      “We know about it. You’re not the only soldier who escaped. Someone got hold of a radio and called us in. We’re sending forces to break our people out as we speak.”

      It was back, stronger than ever – I definitely picked up the cold edge of hardness in James’ voice.

      Though James would be the last man in the world to scream with anger, he still felt it. He usually contained it under his control. Now I could hear cracks of it breaking through.

      “You’ve got the situation under control?” I questioned, amazed by the mere possibility.

      “You have my word. We’ll get our people back. We’ll have the chance for a full reply, too.”

      I didn’t need to question him to understand what he meant by a full reply.

      I started to release the tension that had welled within my body and snagged hold of every muscle.

      We were safe.

      My job was done.

      But… there was something I couldn’t remember, right?

      “Squire’s alive. There was a riot in Maglite, but she helped put it down. Some of her soldiers were kidnapped, but she and her core group managed to get out of there.”

      I waited. James needed to fill me in on something. My heart told me that, but my brain just couldn’t fill in the gap.

      I needed to know about a particular person. A woman, right?

      But what was her name?

      Why—

      “Just relax. Your hands are as tight as springs,” James commanded. “We’ve got this. Trust me,” his voice echoed down low, “we’ve got this.”

      Trust me?

      Why did those two words sound familiar?

      It was my favorite saying.

      My father had been a strong man, but he’d never chosen to help people freely. Me? Though I’d tried to fashion myself after him, I’d also tried to make one difference.

      I’d tried to reach out to people, to connect, to help.

      So I often asked people to trust me.

      There was something about those two words, an immediacy they’d never had before.

      Recently I’d asked someone to trust me, right?

      For some reason their trust meant everything.

      I couldn’t go back on it, I couldn’t—

      “Give him the drugs,” James commanded.

      Though I tried to bring my hand up, someone grabbed it and pushed it down.

      The next thing I knew, I felt something being injected through a cannula in my arm.

      “No… there’s something… I’m forgetting,” I tried desperately.

      “We’ve got this, Mark. All of it. Trust us. Next time I see you, it’ll be after your surgery. We’ve got this,” he said once more as I drifted off to sleep.

      There was nothing I could do to fight the painkillers.

      They pulled me under into a sweet, painless sleep.

      And yet, within me, something fought, something tried to rise up. It felt as if I was being thrown off a precipice, as if I was reaching up and trying to grab hold of the edge.

      I had to hold on to one memory. I had to fight for it.

      I’d forgotten something.

      And without it, I’d fail.

      But what was it?

      I didn’t know. My body appreciated one thing – my heart understood the point, even if my mind was crushed.

      I’d made a promise. And I had to keep it for all.
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        Pandora

      

      

      My memories were not fully back.

      There was a void in my head.

      I felt like a walking robot. But a robot with a purpose.

      I may not understand fully what I was as a goddess, but I perfectly understood my purpose.

      As I walked through the door, I was plunged into darkness.

      Even the light of my body couldn’t illuminate it.

      I could see my glowing hands beneath me. I could see that strike of light traveling down my midline and my throat and disappearing under the collar of my shirt.

      But the illumination couldn’t reach out against the dark. For the darkness was complete. It enshrouded me like arms trying to hold me still.

      I would not be held still.

      I walked forward determinedly, even though I had no idea where I was. I could be a step away from walking off a cliff. Did that stop me?

      It would’ve stopped the old Grace Brown, even though I couldn’t really remember who she was anymore. Just as there was a void in my head about my memories of Pandora, there was now a void of Grace.

      Perhaps it was fitting considering the pitiless blackness around me.

      I was drawn forward by one task, one fact.

      Xandia was in trouble.

      The demon gate had opened, and the poison had been taken to another land. Did I fully understand what the poison was? Could I even comprehend the point of the demon gate? No. The knowledge of them was locked in my body, so too was my purpose.

      I had to get to the primary demon gate. I had to shut it down. I had to hope that not too much poison had gone through it yet.

      If it had?

      I shivered.

      If it had, I had to do something, but I didn’t quite know what that was.

      “The memory will return,” I said to the darkness.

      There was no one out there, no one to reply. My body replied for me, a great rush of sensations traveling up my legs, darting into my hips, and spreading through my belly, feeling like fireflies.

      It was enough to see me tilt my head back.

      Until now, my eyes had been open. What was the point? The only thing I could see in this darkness was me.

      So now I closed them, allowing the skin to tense and crinkle as I locked them shut.

      It felt as if I was receding into my mind, closing off my body from the outside world.

      But what was in my mind again?

      That’s right, nothing but a void.

      A hole of blackness. A pit that, even if I had memories, it would simply suck it up again.

      I had nothing more than a name. Pandora.

      I was nothing more than a purpose.

      To save Xandia.

      So I started to run.

      I felt ground beneath me, but I couldn’t begin to tell what kind of terrain it was. Was it smooth? Perhaps. I was getting proprioceptive feedback through my feet, but I simply couldn’t tell.

      I didn’t bother to shift down, kneel, and trail a hand over it. That would be hesitating. And I wasn’t allowed to hesitate.

      From this point onward, if I was walking, I would run. If I was running, I would sprint.

      I had no idea how long the darkness would last.

      But suddenly, it broke.

      I had to bring up a hand, shift it over my face, and blink hard against the sudden illumination that bathed the room in front of me.

      I pushed further into the mountain.

      Though I couldn’t remember Grace’s past, I appreciated I was in Graves Peak.

      My body-memories of Pandora told me that I had to access the very heart of the peak, and there, I would be given my ascendancy.… My ascendancy.

      That word… that concept… it reached through me. And appropriately, it felt as if it would pull me up, back toward something….

      Memories.

      What are memories?

      Moments? Experiences? A map of your past? A tactile, visual, and auditory hallucination of what you once were?

      Why were they so important?

      I didn’t need them, clearly. I was moving forward, running, fighting without them.

      They were just there to get in the way.

      But I needed to know this, didn’t I? I needed to know what was waiting here in this peak for me.

      … A door. That’s it. A door.

      A gift from the gods to me.

      As Pandora, I had a unique ability. I could open the demon’s gate.

      In the heart of this peak, the mountain would teach me to remember how.

      As the illumination in front of me dwindled, and my eyes finally adjusted to it, I felt a rush of emotion at the sight before me.

      I could still remember the previous room, even though the exact details were now patchy. As I’d thrown myself through it, it had taken me a while to pull Pandora out of the depths of Grace, and for every moment Grace had been in control, there was now nothing but haze in my mind. I could appreciate that the previous room, while unquestionably grand, hadn’t looked anything like this.

      This looked as if it had been created by the very gods.

      The room was in a massive cavern, and every single part of it was carved, so detailed, it was like a painting.

      There were reflective, brightly colored crystal tiles on the floor leading toward pillars that held up the ceiling. And the ceiling?

      It depicted the myths of the gods. The creation and destruction of Xandia.

      I walked over those glass tiles, my simple shoes striking them, the sound echoing out and being picked up by the cavernous ceiling as it reverberated like the pound of a drum.

      As I strode forward, I kept my head tilted back.

      I walked and walked until I stopped – right in the middle of the room.

      For there, above me, was me.

      Right in the middle of the room, carved across the ceiling, painted with a luminescent die that seemed as if it would never lose its vibrancy, was the destruction of this world.

      My eyes traced along the myth, captivated by it.

      It… almost filled the void within me, but even it could not reach down to the soulless, black depths that had now taken up root inside my skull.

      I couldn’t pull my head down.

      A part of me appreciated I had to keep pushing forward in order to find the means to open the demon gates. The rest of me was mesmerized. No, mesmerized was the wrong word. Captivated was correct. I was held to the spot by that myth. It locked me far more effectively than someone shoving me into a cage.

      I brought my hands up. I stared at the bioluminescence tracking across them. I tilted my head back, connecting even more with the picture above.

      It showed me using the light within me to open a circle. The gate? That was a gate, correct?

      I….

      A faint memory flitted through me.

      Before I knew what I was doing, I brought my hand up, and I went to clutch something that should be hanging around my neck. Something small, something silver, something important to me. Something that would give me confidence. And yet as my hand went to grasp it, a second later, I realized it wasn’t there.

      I….

      Something tried to rise through me. I almost swore I heard a voice echoing in the void.

      The room started to shake.

      It was so sudden, I was thrown to the side, and I fell down to one knee. I struck the ground so heavily, it cracked one of the glass tiles beneath me.

      Rather than push up and run, I tilted my head back once more, and I stared at that destruction myth.

      Right there, right in the middle of the roof, was a black dot. Whereas everything else was painted so vibrantly, it looked as if it would never fade, that black dot was the only thing without color.

      It was a gate.

      It was the demon gate.

      It was inside me, right?

      I went to clutch my throat again, but this time, rather than try to grasp a pendant that wasn’t there, my fingers slipped down until they stopped right in the center of my sternum. I pressed them in hard, so hard, my body started to protest as pain shifted through my chest.

      That didn’t stop me. I drove my fingers and thumb in as if I was trying to access something.

      The gate.

      It was inside me.

      Right?

      No, that wasn’t what I was trying to grasp.

      It was my pendant, my memories. My old self. I should never have sacrificed her. I—

      The room shook once more, so violently, the glass tiles beneath me cracked, a massive fissure running beneath my knees and spreading out to the left and right.

      The floor started to give way.

      I had a split second to throw myself up. Though all I wanted to do was stare at that destruction myth and try to figure out precisely what the black dot was, I had to throw myself forward.

      The room would no longer show me any quarter.

      It was starting to break down like someone smashing a glass castle with a hammer.

      Stones began to hail down from the ceiling. Every glass tile they struck shattered. And every glass tile that shattered felt like something within me breaking down, never to be returned.

      The impression I’d had earlier – the impression that the last remnants of my memories of Grace were still trapped in me, so deep inside me they could not be burned – seemed to break apart with every new tile that was smashed.

      At first, I was just running, but after a hundred meters, I finally saw something on the opposite side of the room.

      It was another door.

      It seemed to lead down, even though I had no way to tell that. It was parallel with my eyes, and yet I got the impression that it would descend. It would take me even deeper into this mountain. And the deeper I went, the further I would fall into the void in my head.

      I’d never wanted to break down.

      What?

      Where had that memory come from?

      Why was it so strong?

      I’d never wanted to break down. I’d always stopped myself from slipping.

      More and more stones started to hail down from above, some so large, they could easily have crushed a car.

      And all the while as I ran, I pushed myself toward that door on the opposite side of the room.

      It was black, just like that point above. Just like that gate within me. Black, just like the heart of oblivion.
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        Sergeant Mark Sheppard

      

      

      This time when I came to, it was slow and steady and accompanied by the constant beep of some machine.

      I won’t tell you that my memories snapped back into place all at once. I will tell you, however, that as soon as I shifted one finger, I felt someone stand up from a chair beside me, the movement so quick, the fabric of their pants creaked like a tree uprooting itself. “Mark? You okay?” Somebody gave a dry chuckle. “I guess I can answer that myself. Your surgery went well. You’re on the mend. You’ve been in the wars, though.”

      I didn’t have to search my memory to recognize that voice. It was James.

      I opened my eyes.

      Though my left eye wasn’t particularly responsive, and it took some straining to make the eyelids work, at least it responded after a while. That seemed significant, for some reason.

      I stared up at the ceiling above me. It wasn’t made of thatch or brick or stone. It was made of fiberglass.

      “You are back at the base. You’ve survived one hell of an ordeal. I know you’ve probably got your questions, but first, I need to question you.” There was a pressured quality to James’ voice.

      It brought me back to the here and now, though all my mind wanted to do was spin out as flashes of memories took to me.

      There’d… been some kind of riot in Maglite, hadn’t there?

      I’d been taken down into catacombs beneath the city – catacombs that shouldn’t exist. I’d fought for my life, over and over again.

      I let out a groan.

      James shifted closer. He chuckled again, but it wasn’t a particularly mirthful move. Relieved, yes, but there was nothing about the situation that he found amusing. “You’ll be alright,” he said in a strong, steady voice. “Like I said, I need you to tell me everything you can remember.”

      … That’s right, because there was something I was forgetting, wasn’t there?

      Something….

      It slammed into my head all at once.

      I almost shot out of bed.

      “Grace,” the word was squeezed out of me as if it had been carved into my heart and someone had grabbed hold of it, breaking it apart with a single move.

      “Hey, steady.” James took a commanding step in front of me and placed a hand out wide, his fingers spread stiffly. “I’m not going to let you jump out of bed. You don’t need to, anyway.”

      A moment of pure relief washed through me. I had no idea what my expression was like – heck, I had no idea what my face was like. Though James hadn’t given me the details, I could feel patches of bruises and scars scattered along my cheeks and brows.

      None of that mattered.

      “She’s fine? You’ve got her? Where—” I began, the questions flooding out of me.

      For the first time, I actually looked at James’ expression.

      It was stiff and cold.

      That moment of relief washed away never to return as terror clenched my gut.

      James shook his head once. “We don’t have her. We’ve got no idea where she is. But to be honest, she’s the least of our problems right now.”

      I’d known James my entire life. We’d grown up together. He’d been the son my father had always wanted, even though we weren’t related.

      I’d never been jealous of James, though. I’d just used him as an example.

      He was the kind of man that, even if you didn’t agree with him, you could always see where he was coming from.

      Right now he’d never been more wrong.

      I could feel my expression crumpling, breaking as if someone had taken a sledgehammer to the center of my face.

      James brought a hand up again. “I know you always have a sense of obligation, Mark. I know you probably made some promise to that woman to get her home. But right now,” James clenched his teeth, “the Taskforce is facing an unprecedented situation. We’ve been attacked. We have to fight back.”

      Those two phrases – we’ve been attacked and we have to fight back – were like a doorway into another world.

      For so many years since I’d joined the Taskforce, my mission to Xandia had seemed like nothing more than an adventure. We’d always been in control. Yes, there’d been skirmishes, yes, there’d been attacks, but at the end of the day, we’d always been in control.

      Now?

      Though I could tell that James was trying to keep his expression steady and his control at the fore, I knew him well enough to appreciate the tension building in his cheeks and jaw.

      “What happened? Have we crushed the resistance? Have we… gone to war?” As I asked that, my voice sounded foreign as if it wasn’t even my own.

      I’d never practiced saying those words before – I’d never believed they could be true.

      Yeah, of course our think-tanks had gone over the possibility of the Xandians rising up against us. But they’d never taken it seriously. And even if the Xandians had tried, we’d known we’d always be in the superior position.

      But—

      “Don’t look like that. We’ve got this under control. We’ve already started to clean up the catacombs beneath Maglite. We’ll get this under control,” James repeated.

      James was not the kind of man who usually repeated his words. He was the kind of man who never had to. He had the kind of intensity and certainty behind his body language and voice that all it would take was one statement to make his mind known.

      Now, even if he was trying to hide it from me, I could see his stress.

      He shifted back, obviously appreciating that I was no longer about to jump from my bed.

      Though I was haunted by the fact Grace was no longer our concern, at the same time, as I checked in with my body, I appreciated I was in no condition to leap from this bed and go find her.

      I was weary – this marching weariness I hadn’t felt in years since I’d had a motorcycle accident and it had taken three weeks to get into rehab, let alone on my feet.

      “What I need to know from you right now, Mark, is what you remember of your ordeal. Anything, any details. We need to figure out how far this rot runs.”

      “What happened in Maglite? I think,” I brought up a hand and pressed my thumb into my temple almost as if it was a button I was trying to press in order to access my faulty memories, “I heard you say in the transport that Squire is fine. Did she put down the resistance?”

      James clicked his jaw from side to side. The move framed his glasses. They were picking up the harsh fluorescent glow of the lights above him. There was no natural illumination in this room. The hospital wing of the base was right in the middle of one of the main buildings without a window in sight. Windows might be nice and all, but they were nowhere near as secure as a solid wall.

      But with the brilliant landscape of Xandia blocked off outside, this prefab hospital room made it feel as if I was back on Earth.

      “She didn’t have to put down the resistance. The resistance made as much chaos as they could, then they just disappeared. They were only ever a distraction, we think.”

      I paused. I knew what I wanted to ask, but I had to build up the courage to try.

      This guilt was starting to press in on me from all sides. It was the same guilt any survivor would feel. I’d gotten lucky. Okay – a lot of it hadn’t been luck. Most of it had been grit and sheer will. The point was, I was still alive for whatever reason. Many of Squire’s men weren’t.

      I looked down at my knees covered by the simple hospital blanket, then sharply up at James. “How—”

      “Fatalities stand at 22 men currently, with 10 serious injuries, and five nonserious injuries.”

      My gut bottomed out and fell from my middle, making it feel as if I’d become nothing more than a void.

      … A void.

      For some reason, that concept became stuck in my head as if it alone could uniquely describe what I was feeling.

      James flicked his eyes away. “More than 20 soldiers are still missing.”

      My jaw dropped open. “You didn’t find them in the catacombs—”

      “A lot of them had already been moved. Plus, the catacombs are huge.” James wasn’t one for emphasis, but on the word huge, his voice became strangled.

      I shook my head, my jaw stiffening. “I don’t get it. How on Earth did we not know they were there? I read the report. We did a full geological survey of Maglite. While they found caves—”

      “And basements, they didn’t find any hint that something like that was sitting under there,” James finished my sentence, and his words were just as stiff as mine. “Believe me, Mark, we’re questioning our teams. The fact of the matter is, we’ve got no answers. It seems,” he jerked his jaw to the left, sliding his teeth back and forth, “we underestimated the resistance. They’ve got tools,” he said the word tools strangely as if he wanted to say something else instead but either didn’t have the balls or the security clearance, “we couldn’t have predicted.”

      Silence filtered in between us, only punctuated here and there by heavy breaths.

      I looked down at my hands, then up at Mark. All I wanted to do was ask about Grace, then another thought struck me. I frowned. “How are you even here? I’m assuming that storm has stopped by now. But I thought the portal was damaged somehow—”

      James looked away suddenly.

      It piqued my interest, making me shift further forward, the pillow behind me tumbling off the bed.

      That got James’ attention. He swept down, picked it up, and shoved it behind me. “We’ve got this—”

      “Under control?” I looked right up into his eyes. It wasn’t a challenge, just a comment.

      He took a stiff breath and stepped back. He latched a hand on his jaw and pressed his fingers in, running his thumb over his cleanly shaven chin. “You were never one to believe what you were told, were you?”

      I just looked at him evenly. “What’s going on? How are you here?” I repeated. Another soldier who didn’t have the kind of relationship I did with James would probably have dropped this. Not me.

      If James wanted me to shut up, he’d damn well tell me. For now, I had to keep pushing. Hell, even if he told me – no, ordered me – to drop this, I couldn’t.

      Because this… I dunno, it was the most important thing I would ever do.

      I’d always had strong instincts, right? Even if I’d usually tried to subsume them under my training. But now? God, I don’t know, it was like there was a fire in my veins. That fire was trying to tell me what to do.

      “Something happened to the portal.”

      The blood drained from my face, my skin chilling until it felt as if someone had slicked ice down my cheeks and the back of my neck. “What do you mean something happened to the portal?”

      James took a heavy breath and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Interference. That’s what they’re calling it.” With his thumb still on his nose, he brought up a hand and spread his fingers wide in a stopping motion. “Before you ask me to elaborate, I can’t. Even I don’t understand the science involved. All I can tell you is that after that portal opened and sucked you and that human civilian through, it was like everything went dark. We managed to get a few communications off, opening small radio portals, but nothing else. Then,” he shook his head, “it went dark again.”

      I pressed my lips together, this god-awful fear starting to rise through me.

      I still couldn’t remember the exact details of what I’d been through, and my memories were a complete fog after I’d managed to escape the catacombs, but I could appreciate that somewhere along the line my old phobias had been reignited.

      The fears I’d thought I’d overcome as an adult had somehow rekindled inside me, and now I felt a familiar terror rise up in my stomach.

      It almost saw me take a shuddering breath. I shook my head to the side hard instead. “You’re kind of freaking me out here, James,” I admitted. “How the hell could something like that happen to the portal? And interference from… where?”

      He looked at me evenly and shrugged. “We’ve got no idea.”

      Silence spread between us.

      It was far heavier than before. It was the kind of silence that made you aware of the fact a situation was so screwed, any attempt to force it to make sense was useless.

      I brought up a hand, went to clutch my jaw, but stopped.

      I stared at my fingers out of the corner of my eye.

      … Was there something wrong with the back of my palm?

      I shifted my hand in and out, staring at the skin as if I thought something was meant to be there.

      James cleared his throat. “You were pretty badly beaten up. It’s amazing you managed to face what you did. Speaking of which—”

      “You want to know my full story. Fine. But the portal—”

      James shook his head. “We don’t know what was wrong with it. But suddenly, the interference stopped.”

      “What about the storm?”

      “Though usually we can’t punch portals through when there’s a massive electrical storm,” he shrugged, “this time it was fine.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      He chuckled dryly. “We know. Unless of course it wasn’t an ordinary storm.”

      Prickles of heat and fear coalesced together and raced up my back, slamming into the base of my skull like a bat. “What does that—”

      “Before you ask what that means, Mark, I don’t know. We’re working on it. But—”

      “The only way I can help right now is by sharing my story. Fine.” I closed my eyes and shifted back, leaning into my pillow, thankful for its support. “I’m not sure I remember everything. The catacombs… I think I can remember those. I… I’m pretty sure I was taken down there for some reason. I remember being in a cage.”

      “Your last known location was Sir Jarrak’s mansion on the outskirts of Maglite. Do you remember what happened? Did you meet Sir Jarrak?”

      At the mere mention of his name, I wanted to hit something, but I forced my way past my anger and focused my mind.

      Had I met him?

      … No. He hadn’t been there. Someone else had.

      I really squeezed my eyes closed now as if forcing them into tension would somehow push the memories out of me.

      “I… I think I remember a set of stairs. Heading down maybe.”

      This was not what James wanted. James needed hard, solid facts so he could mount a defense against the greatest threat the Earth Taskforce had ever seen.

      But honestly, this was all I could give him right now.

      James didn’t get frustrated, though. He was the pinnacle of patience.

      Me? Not so much.

      As I tried to force my memories out of me, when they wouldn’t come, I curled a hand into a fist, about to beat it against the side of my bed.

      “If you injure yourself further, I will put you in the brig. Just relax. Take deep breaths. Just tell me what you remember.”

      “I remember being in a cage. I remember traveling through the catacombs, thinking it was crazy that we hadn’t known they existed. I remember… seeing weapons. Storerooms carved out from the main highway. Armor, food – everything you need for an army.”

      James had grown perfectly silent.

      “I… I remember the cart I was in stopping. Then… some kind of fight. There were… explosives of some sort.”

      “The initial recon our teams have done so far suggests that they were storing blast gel – a concentrated form of the accelerant they use for heating and cooking.”

      I opened my eye slightly and looked at James. “Goes up like C4.”

      James’ cheeks became white. “That detail is now noted. What else do you remember?”

      I began to shake my head, then I stopped. “They did the Prayer of Ascendance. I think that’s how I ended up getting away from my captor. Took advantage of it, stole a weapon, wrought as much chaos as I could.”

      “Good soldier,” James said ribaldly. But all humor was gone as his lips twitched hard. “What else? Do you remember anyone specific? Any member of the resistance—”

      I stopped. A memory slammed into my head. Or rather, it sliced against my ankle. My eyes blasted open wide. “The head of the Royal guards in Maglite. He was there. I don’t think he was leading the resistance, but he was definitely there. He checked to see if I was unconscious by stabbing me in the damn leg.”

      James looked momentarily victorious and pissed off at the same time. “That we can use.” Without saying a word to me, he walked to the door of my small hospital room, relayed my information to a guy waiting outside, turned, then strode back in, standing in exactly the same place he’d taken up before. He took a hard breath. “Anything else?”

      I brought up a hand, grinding the base of my palm into my forehead. “Feels like I’m forgetting something massive.”

      “Pace yourself. This will help us. If we can prove the head of the Royal guards was in on this, the Royal family will have to help us track down the rest of the resistance. They’ve been trying to pretend this attack was nothing more than separatists who flooded into Maglite – nothing local. This—”

      “They’ll have to take seriously,” I finished for him.

      James let out a breath. He looked at me steadily. “We are going to send you home.”

      My stomach twitched, and before I knew what I was doing, I shook my head. “I’m staying—”

      “You’ve been poked full of holes, bruised until you’re black and blue, and used like a pincushion. You’re going home. You’ve done your duty—”

      I shook my head even harder than before, putting my all into it. I stared at James with all my defiance, too.

      I might’ve been a far more fragile man than the one who’d been transported to Xandia a few days ago, but there was a fire growing in me.

      Maybe it was experience, maybe it was sheer will, or maybe it was this sense I couldn’t put into words I had to do something or stop something. Because if I didn’t?

      All hell would break loose.

      “I’m staying here. There’s more I can do. I need to be close to you in case I remember anything—”

      “If you go back to Earth, you’ll still be in radio contact. It’s safer for you there. I talked to Squire. Someone tried to assassinate you back in Maglite. If we hadn’t gotten to you when we had, they would’ve finished the job. So you’re going back to Earth.”

      I shook my head again, the move wilder than before. “I can’t, James. I’ve got to save her,” I said before I knew what I was doing.

      At first, confusion swamped James’ expression. “Lady Tallat? She’s—” I didn’t need to correct him. He corrected himself with one glance at my expression. He shook his head. “We’ll keep an eye out for Grace. But for now, we’ve got no idea where she’s gone. We need to put down the resistance first.”

      Before, he’d referred to her simply as the human civilian who’d been sucked into Xandia with me. It didn’t surprise me that he knew her name, but James liked to keep himself at arms-length from the emotional details of cases.

      Me?

      I was always body deep in them.

      “I made a promise—”

      “That hardly surprises me. You make a promise to every new person you meet. But this is not one I can allow you to keep. You need to go home. This isn’t just an order from me,” he pointed out suddenly, his gaze even like a spirit-plane.

      My stomach kicked. “You’re not telling me my father got involved?”

      James didn’t answer, which was answer enough.

      I shook my head once more. “There is so much going on here. If you take me back to Earth, I don’t think that’s going to help anyone but our enemies.”

      “How on Earth would you conclude that?”

      “They want me dead, right? Why?”

      “Either to get to Lady Tallat, or simply to remove a high profile member of the Taskforce. You’d be a big scalp for them. You’re not just any ordinary soldier. They take you down, they’ll be able to draw more people to the resistance. You should know this—” James began.

      I was done shaking my head. I went to stand up.

      This was obviously a step too far, because James outright growled like the alpha wolf of the pack. “This is not up for negotiation—”

      “What if there’s more interference with the portal?”

      It was the only thing that could get James to pause.

      “What if you take me back to Earth, I remember more, but there’s more interference and I can’t share the information with you when it matters most? I’m safe here, right? You’ve started to put the resistance down. We’ve already got all the resources we need. I’ve undergone my surgery – I’m on the mend. You can call my father back,” I said as I stiffened my lips around that word, “and tell him I’m safe. But for the good of this mission, it makes more sense for me to be here. I know,” I brought up a hand and clenched it into a fist, “that I’ve forgotten something gravely important. The second I remember,” I emphasized the word second, “I need to be here to tell you.”

      James didn’t look thrilled, but he wasn’t pushing back immediately, which told me I was finally getting through to him.

      Did he look happy? Hell no. He looked as mad as I’d ever seen him, but I had to keep pushing.

      “I want to be there when you question that Royal guard, too. It’ll make the interrogation go better,” I said flatly.

      “Why would you assume that?”

      “That bastard was in total control when he had me trapped. Now the tables are turned, and he’ll be the one in our custody, my presence will rile him up.”

      Again James didn’t say anything. Second by second his lips were pressing in harder until it looked as if his frown was going to implode into his face.

      But he wasn’t telling me no.

      So I took another hard breath. “That Royal guard could be the key, too. In questioning him, I’ll probably remember what happened to me. So at least let me stay to question him.”

      James could go either way.

      I wasn’t a man who usually believed in hope. Hope was for people who didn’t have control over their circumstances or didn’t have the will and grit to try.

      Now I didn’t have anything else. So I just stared at James and waited.

      Finally he half closed his eyes.

      I smiled.

      “Am I going to live to regret this?”

      “Don’t worry, you won’t.”

      He shook his head as he walked out of the room.

      I tilted my head toward the view. Which was crazy, because there was no view. There were no windows, remember? And knowing the outlay of this base, the hospital was in the central perimeter. There wouldn’t be any windows for meters upon meters. Did that matter? No, something suddenly welled within me, connecting me to the world outside as if I didn’t need a window to see it. I didn’t even need eyes. It was… inside me.

      I wasn’t usually one for florid, poetic thinking. Now I couldn’t stop myself as I brought my hands up. I clenched them, opened them, then stared at my palms. What was I looking for?

      I was looking for the fire that was now burning inside me, a fire that was telling me I had to do everything, everything to stop something.

      What?

      The resistance? No.

      The end.

      A shiver raced up my spine, shaking into the back of my skull.

      I wanted to push that certainty away, but I couldn’t.

      The end was coming – gathering speed. And if I had any hope to stand in its way, I had to stand right here.
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        Pandora

      

      

      I reached the door. With every step I took, more of me emptied out until I was that void and that void was me.

      I didn’t need thoughts. All I needed was action.

      I’d become a robot, even though I didn’t even know what a robot was and that word resurfaced from a place that was now beyond me.

      … But I was a robot, wasn’t I? I had no emotion, no thoughts, no sense of self – just a duty.

      An indelible purpose.

      One that reached out from me as I finally came to the door.

      Around me, the room continued to hail down around my ears. Such massive chunks of the ceiling had fallen in that this once beautiful chamber was now completely unrecognizable.… Why did I feel as if it was some kind of metaphor for my mind?

      I… I might not have liked the person I’d once been… Grace was her name, right? But at least… she’d been something.

      Before that thought could penetrate, I pushed it away.

      No more thoughts, I reminded myself, my words hard.

      Just action.

      Hesitate, and all will fall.

      The door, just like all of the other doors I’d accessed so far, could only open with my blood.

      But my injuries had already healed, and as I’d run through this room, the rock dust had covered my face and body, coating my blood.

      There was a massive shudder that ran through the room, powerful enough that it didn’t just shake into me, but caused a huge crack to spread out from the door, traveling all the way through the floor until it looked as if the room would be split in half.

      I had seconds.

      I reached down, brought up a jagged rock, and tried to slash it across my palm. It did nothing.

      The light blazing across the midline of my hand and body was now so strong, it seemed as if nothing would ever be able to cut it. As soon as the rock touched it, I could smell it starting to burn.

      I tried again, but when it didn’t work, my fingers twitched.

      That crack beneath me began to shift, one whole section of the floor jolting down by several centimeters.

      Sweat was sliding down my brow. No, wait, I wasn’t human anymore, was I? There was no sweat.

      But there was fear, wasn’t there?

      That’s why my heart was beating so hard? Or did I not even have a heart anymore?

      As confusion swamped me, I tried one more desperate time, driving the stone into my hand with all the force I could muster until finally, finally I saw just a single drop of blood. It was no longer red.

      It was pure blue.

      That held me to the spot. Even as the cavern continued to hail down around me, I froze.

      I… I thought I could see an image in my mind’s eye of red blood scattered across a city street. Of a red scarf fluttering in the wind. Of my hands cut through at the palms, of my knees and stockings splattered with blood. Of—

      The section of the floor I was on jolted down several centimeters, the move so violent, I was thrown to the side.

      I no longer had an option. I pushed forward, shunting my hand against the center lock of that door. As soon as the single drop of that blue blood came in contact with it, it, like every other lock I’d faced so far, began to spin, once to the left, then to the right.

      There was an unholy click that ran through the room. It sounded as if it didn’t come from matter so much as whatever realm lay beyond it. It reached inside me, activated something, and saw me shove my palm against the lock with all of my might. I put too much strength into it as if I was trying to push my way through the very molecules that made up the door.

      The door swung inward, and I shoved forward.

      And behind me? That beautiful room of glass tiles, of murals, of memories, caved in completely, gone forever.

      As I thrust myself through the door, once more, I encountered darkness. Complete and enshrouding, there was something different about this room. The ground beneath me was not ground – it was water. Instantly, I plunged knee-deep into some cold, pitiless lake.

      It lapped against my shins, pressing high over my knees.

      Though the transformation of my body had been incredible, I had no idea whether it was complete. While it seemed I could recover from any injuries, healing so quickly, it was practically a miracle, I instinctively knew that I couldn’t survive underwater yet. That did not stop me from running forward. With every step I took, the water lapped against me higher.

      … Had I once been terrified of water? Had my old self – Grace, even though her name was starting to fade – once had a phobia of this? Drowning? Being pulled into some pitiless expanse, being swallowed whole?

      Maybe.

      But what did it matter?

      Wasn’t this cold water precisely like the void in my mind?

      Though I wanted to say my head was free of thoughts, that was a lie.

      I could remember that these were the trials sent to change me. For it was only through throwing away the shackles of my past that I would ever gain the strength to become a goddess.

      But what is a person without a past? It is only through a past that people decide what is right and wrong. It is only through a past that people have hope things can change.

      Wipe away someone’s past, and you can transform them into something of your own making, not theirs.

      The water began to reach my throat, lapping against it, pushing toward my lips.

      Again, I couldn’t see through the penetrating dark, but as the water splashed in front of me, pushing over my lips and face, I could see just a fraction of myself reflected in it.

      … I was covered in light now.

      That should have been shocking on some level, but on another, it seemed completely right.

      With another step, the water came over my lips. With another, over my nose.

      I stopped breathing.

      A pressure began to build in my chest, begging me to open my lips to breathe, begging me to strive to save myself.

      But to save myself, I would have to go backward, and that was not allowed.

      The pressure in my chest built and built, reminding me more of the fact that once, long ago, I’d feared this.

      Grace… she’d almost drowned in the bath as a child, hadn’t she?

      Hadn’t she?

      It had set her up for a lifetime of fear. That fear was still trapped in this body.

      I needed to get rid of it, excavating it from the bone and flesh.

      No fears would be allowed. They would only get in the way up my sacred duty.

      So I pushed on. At just the last moment when it felt as if I would drown, my feet hit solid ground and the water suddenly lapped away.

      I fell down some kind of incline, the water rushing with me until the next thing I knew, I fell hard against the base of some cavern.

      The water splashed around me, but at least it gave me the time to open my mouth and gasp in a shuddering breath of air.

      The next thing I knew, I realized I was in some kind of low puddle. The water continued to rain down against my shoulders and back, driving so hard, it felt like whips, but I was free to move. So I pushed to my feet. With a shuddering move, I continued forward.

      And my fear of drowning?

      It drowned back there in that pool, yet another aspect of Grace’s personality gone forever.

      Did I feel free as I strode forward? Did I feel like a new woman?

      No.

      I just felt like a deeper void.

      Slowly the darkness started to lift. Slowly the pool beneath me began to get shallower and shallower until I could see that beneath it, scattered along the floor was some kind of light-giving moss.

      It was reminiscent of the same light that came out of my body. I reached down, scooping a hand through the water and trailing my fingers against its resistance until my nails pressed into that luminescence.

      It tingled against my skin, sending this intense sensation of recognition pushing through me.

      This was what I was.

      This was what I should have always been striving to return to.

      Memories were useless.

      They shackled you to a past that had long gone.

      Purpose was everything.

      And I was a purpose for others.

      I walked faster now, striding through the dense water, its force nothing compared to my force as it lapped and splashed over my shins.

      I didn’t know what had happened to my clothes, whether they’d been pulled off by the water when I’d tumbled down that incline, or whether they’d been burned up by my light, but they were gone now. So there was nothing to stop me from seeing an unobstructed view of my body.

      I was light. My body was completely struck through with it.

      It was like my skin and flesh and bones had never been anything more than rocks that had hidden the true reality beneath.

      I’d been like a gem encased in a useless shell.

      It was time to get rid of that shell completely.

      Before I knew what I was doing, I brought up a hand, latched it onto my skin, and started to grate my nails across it.

      Did I feel pain?

      A little. But it disappeared as soon as it arose.

      Grace had always wanted to do this, hadn’t she?

      She’d always wanted to rip off her fears, getting rid of her past, of all those tortured memories of Xandia.

      That had been at the center of her personality. The drive to destroy the part of her that had been connected to this world.

      It was the last of her fears. Shrug it off, and there would be no Grace left within me.

      I continued to walk through that lake, and with every step I took, I rose. I couldn’t see in front of me, but I could appreciate there was a dark mound beyond the lapping force of the lake.

      That strange luminescent moss-like substance that ran underneath the water stopped abruptly at its edge, so I could not see beyond the mound.

      I was aware of its presence just as someone might be aware of a door in their head. The very door that leads to their dreams, their unconscious existence, the subconscious curse of their fears and inadequacies.

      I reached the edge of the lake.

      I went to step onto that mound.

      I stopped.

      Something tightened in my gut. Something wanted me to bring up a hand, clutch my pendant, and hold it. But I wasn’t wearing a pendant, goddammit. I didn’t need one, either. Instead, I should clutch that hole in the center of my chest, the means to create a gate.

      I….

      Before I knew what I was doing, I took a step back.

      Fear pushed through me. It started in my feet, sailed up my legs, slammed into my stomach, and exploded as if I’d swallowed a bomb.

      I… saw flashes, distant memories of Grace’s life.

      A voice rose in my head trying to tell me that she hadn’t been that bad. I shouldn’t hate her and push her away.

      She’d been—

      I rallied. I pushed. I was stronger. I was force incarnate. Without memories and without thoughts, there was nothing to stop me.

      And yet I teetered, right there on the edge of that pool.

      Something wanted to push me back – Grace. But the rest of me knew I needed to push forward.

      They say a human without a purpose is a human without a soul.

      That’s precisely what Grace had been. I was here to save her, wasn’t I?

      Or was I here to destroy the past because her morals and hope would hold me down?

      My left hand twitched, and before I could stop it, it went to my throat again. It tried to clutch my pendant.

      But then my right hand clenched. It jerked up to my chest, my fingers scraping over the center of my sternum.

      Both moves were hard, my fingers dragging across my skin with the force to cut it.

      Beneath me, that moss continued to light up the lake, illuminating it as it splashed against my stiff legs, one still paused and raised in the air, waiting for me to take the last step, to drive up that darkened mound to claim my destiny.

      For I was Pandora. Whoever Grace had been, she’d only been a momentary flux in an otherwise far more important life.

      She had been… a means to keep Pandora safe.

      For if I had remained on Xandia, the other goddesses and priests would’ve killed me, wouldn’t they? They would’ve hunted me down.

      All this time, Pandora’s memories had been kept from me, but now they started to flood in.

      As the water continued to lap, it was as if my memories rose up from its depths to meet me.

      I remained there, frozen in time, my eyes wide, my breath trapped in my chest as my hands continued to search for two separate things.

      Two separate salvations.

      Pandora… Pandora had been left by the true gods – our fathers and mothers from the sky.

      They… had known of Xandia’s poison. They had left me and the other gods to ensure the poison would never spread.

      And the priests and priestesses had been there to ensure that the population always remembered the curses and blessings of the land of Xandia.

      … But over the years the myths had twisted, hadn’t they? The power – the inherent power of the gods and priests had gone to their heads.

      They had forgotten my purpose. And they had come to hunt me. For without Pandora, there would be no one to stop them.

      Yet without Pandora, all would fall.

      So I had to take another step. I had to take another step.

      My right hand slammed into the center of my sternum, my fingers now dragging across the skin so hard, I felt like I was going to plunge through to my heart below.

      But my left hand wouldn’t drop. It didn’t have the strength of my right hand, yet it shuddered and never gave up.

      Never… gave up.

      … There was a poison in Xandia. Right at the center of the land, in the blood of all, in the stones, in the plants, in the animals – everything. And more than anything, in the veins of the priests and gods.

      Take that poison and spread it to other realms, and they would fall.

      The only way to stop it, would be to shut down the demon gates – the portals. But do that?

      “And Xandia will be destroyed,” those words echoed out of my lips, and as I spoke them, I knew they were true.

      Pandora’s memories were returning. Slowly, but surely, they continued to lap against me with the power of the water.

      The moss-like substance beneath me began to glow brighter, its illumination scattering over my body, blasting up my legs, playing along my hands as they clutched and scrabbled against my chest, but more than anything, pooling in my eyes as they opened wider at the revelations within me.

      If Xandia’s poison spread, this land would need to be destroyed. And if its poison spread to another, that land would need to be destroyed too.

      This – this was my point.

      Sir Jarrak had been wrong. I was the goddess of destruction. Pandora was here to destroy Xandia.

      I was here to destroy Xandia….

      I teetered on the spot one last time.

      My left hand pathetically attempted to grab the pendant that did not exist. With my right, I grabbed my left wrist, twisted it harshly, and pushed it down.

      And then I, Pandora, walked up that darkened mound.

      Behind me, did I hear Grace screaming? The last scraps of her personality being drowned under that water, never to return?

      Maybe.

      It became irrelevant.

      Everything became irrelevant.

      The purpose of the forefathers of Xandia rose within me.

      When humans had come through the portal, it had sealed Xandia’s fate.

      Now I would seal the fate of all.

      I walked up the top of that mound.

      It was dark, but that no longer mattered. For the first time, the holy illumination of my body pushed it back. And atop that mound, I saw something.

      There was a knife.

      Simple, carved out of nothing but flint, it had no adornments, no symbols, no light, no anything.

      But it was beyond simple. It was the means to open the demon gates, and the means to close them for good.

      Xandia had been crafted by the true gods. But for it to continue to exist, it could not do so alone. The portals to Earth – and to other realms – had been created to sustain Xandia, giving it the matter and energy it required. Close the portals?

      And Xandia would wither and die.

      But that would be the cost for Xandia forgetting its true roots.

      I leaned down, grasped the knife, paused, and plunged it into the center of my chest.

      Darkness swallowed me.
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      I felt like hell.

      But I’d get through on adrenaline. Mark my damn words, I would get through on adrenaline. And if adrenaline failed, hatred would do.

      I was standing outside of a cell, pacing back and forth, one hand clenched into a fist, my nails dragging across my palm.

      I knew I should have been trying to get a hold of my emotions, especially considering there were two guards nearby who were junior to me. I didn’t care.

      I just stopped myself from asking once more how long it would take until the Royal guard was delivered.

      James had been true to his word. He’d already gone to Maglite himself, tracked down the head of the Royal guards, and brought him back.

      Thank God the bastard hadn’t abandoned his post and had rather gone back to it after the resistance mission had failed.

      I kept pumping a hand back and forth into a fist, my arm now completely fatigued.

      Ever since I’d gotten out of the hospital – even though I’d been instructed to return once the interrogation was over – I… I dunno. It almost felt as if I didn’t run on human energy anymore. It was like there was a fire inside me—

      Before I could finish that thought – that completely insane, irrational thought – I shook my head.

      Then I heard footfall.

      It was heavy and metal.

      My heart tensed as I turned my head, so much anger sailing through me, it practically wiped away the old me.

      The old me had always believed in justice. The old me had always sought what was good for all.

      I had a temper, sure, but I’d always been able to control it.

      Now I couldn’t control anything.

      I just… I had to get out of here. I had to find out what was going on.

      I had to—

      I stopped myself. Ever since I’d gotten out of the hospital, I’d been repeating to myself that I had to stop the end of the world. But dammit, the world wasn’t ending.

      We would crush the resistance. We would find Grace. Everything would go back to normal, right?

      Right?

      I finally saw the head of the Royal guards coming into view.

      They’d left him his armored boots, but nothing else. He’d been stripped back to a hessian shirt and pants. There was a long cut across the side of his brow, suggesting he hadn’t come peacefully.

      He was in handcuffs, and he was being flanked by two armed guards.

      As soon as the Royal guard locked eyes on me, I watched his cheeks twitch.

      It was nowhere near as hard as the twitch that ran through my arm and down into my hand, pulsing my fingers into a tight fist. The kind of fist that would help me punch through a wall, let alone this bastard’s face.

      The two guards near me stood to attention, saluting James who was walking behind the Royal guard.

      “Open the door,” James commanded.

      They did. At the same time, James looked at me steadily, his expression telling me everything.

      He wanted me to stand down, act like a soldier, and release my bloodless fist.

      I managed to stand aside, but that was it.

      As the Royal guard reached me, I expected him to spit on me, swear, or say something derogatory.

      He did nothing.

      Instead he pressed his lips together, let out a huff, and walked past. Just as he did, James’ soldiers shadowing him into the room, I saw the side of that bastard’s face.

      The smallest smile crept across his lips.

      It made my stomach twitch. It made me want to shift in, pin the jerk against the wall, and ask what the hell that meant.

      It was the smile of someone who knew they were secretly in control. That wasn’t my paranoid mind getting the better of me. That was just my ability to read expressions.

      I—

      James came in close, dropping his voice as he paused by the door, “I don’t need you flying off the handle. We’ve got this. Just come in, sit down, and let me do most of the talking, got it?”

      I didn’t make eye contact as I muttered, “Got it.”

      The truth was, I didn’t have anything. I was rapidly unraveling, and I didn’t know why.

      Sure, this guy had shot me a smile – but it was just as simple to assume that he was completely ignorant of his current situation. It didn’t mean he was victorious, that he had some kind of ace up his sleeve. It probably just meant he was the kind of arrogant idiot who didn’t appreciate just how far we would go to crush the resistance this time.

      As he walked into the room and was shoved into a seat, he locked his eyes on me, not James, despite the fact James was clearly the one in control.

      James hovered in front of his own seat, pulled it out with one white-knuckled hand, then sat. He steepled his fingers, shifted in close, and stared at the man. “Royal Guard Kar, you are here to be interrogated. You can choose not to reply to any of our questions. But understand this – your entire career and livelihood will be at stake. Your masters,” he emphasized that word, “will take our counsel on this. If you are found guilty – or if you do not cooperate—”

      Kar shifted his head back and laughed. “You’ll kill me? With your guns? With your superior weapons? Go ahead and try.”

      That was arrogance. It wasn’t just bluster. I was hardly an expert in interrogation, but I knew the difference between somebody who was scared witless shooting their mouth off and somebody who knew they had an ace up their sleeve.

      Dammit, what was going on here?

      I hadn’t sat down yet, even though James had already pulled out one of the metal chairs for me. He looked at me pointedly.

      I just looked at the side of Kar’s face. No, I didn’t want to plunge my fist into it – okay, I did – but that wasn’t the point. I was trying to read every single microexpression in the hopes that they could tell me what the hell was going on here.

      James cleared his throat.

      I finally pushed over and sat.

      The entire time, Kar’s eyes were on me. Was there a slightly amused glint in his eye?

      The kind of glint you would use if you were looking at an idiot who couldn’t appreciate just how much trouble they were in?

      “Sergeant Mark Sheppard here has given witness that you were part of the resistance located in the catacombs underneath Maglite. What’s your defense?”

      “None.”

      “You admit it?” James asked point-blank.

      Kar laughed.

      B-grade films will tell you that evil characters chuck their heads back and laugh like maniacs when their plans are challenged. B-grade films are obviously wrong.

      That isn’t to say that amoral bastards will have a good chuckle when they find people they think are too stupid to understand their brilliance.

      I could hardly assume that Kar thought he was brilliant. But he certainly thought he had the upper hand.

      He was one of two things. Insane. Or right.

      My hands were in my lap, and I curled one into a fist, dragging it down to my knee and tapping hard.

      I… I had to remember more. I just knew there was something – some all-important critical fact – that if I remembered it, would tell me why this bastard was so cocky right now.

      Though I could recall more and more memories about being in the catacombs, I had no idea what had happened to me after I’d fled them. Something to do with running through the forest, but that was it. James had already let me know that I’d been found in a secret lake section of the forest – a place we hadn’t even known existed until they’d found me. And the only reason they’d found me was that they’d bathed the forest in drones after one of the soldiers trapped in the catacombs had gotten out and radioed base.

      How they hadn’t known there was a lake in the forest, I didn’t know. That wasn’t all – there’d been an old shrine, too. A massive shrine, one that had been built on multiple layers, carved from that same light and black stone.

      I couldn’t remember it. Not a thing. For some reason the memory of lapping water got to me, but nothing else.

      Apparently when they’d found me, I’d been abandoned on a stone slab. Why I’d been on that stone slab, I couldn’t tell, but the very memory of it creeped me out. It crawled through me, too. It ran up my left hand, to be exact, this peculiar sensation plunging through my elbow, shifting into my shoulder, and more than anything, tingling into the nape of my neck.

      Without being conscious of it, I brought up a hand and started to scratch the precise spot where those sensations centered.

      Kar’s eyes locked on me, visually grabbing hold of my hand as if he wanted to hold it in place. A smile crept over his lips, but he swallowed it quickly.

      “If you admit to being a member of the resistance, then you must assume they will save you,” James said.

      “They will not save me. They can’t touch your base,” Kar said derisively. “I admit it, because it is true.”

      “Are you finally finding a sense of loyalty?” James’ voice was completely deadpan. There was no judgment; there was just cold efficiency.

      On the word loyalty, Kar’s jaw twitched. It wasn’t an obvious move, and I knew I would be the only person picking it up.

      “I have never lost my sense of loyalty. Trust me on that, human,” he spat derisively.

      “I thought you Royal guards took an oath from birth to support and protect the Royal family? You understand that your actions are the opposite, do you not? So you understand that that,” James took a reverberating breath, “is the very opposite of loyalty?”

      Kar looked like he wanted to blast to his feet and start a fight. He was obviously smart enough not to try anything. Instead, I was certain his gaze ticked back to the nape of my neck.

      I’d already let my hand drop, and I had to fight the urge to shift my fingers up and scratch it again.

      That sensation had gone, but… something lingered. Was it a fragment of a memory? Maybe, but no matter how hard I clutched onto it, nothing would settle.

      Something had happened to me in that old shrine by the lake, right? Something insanely important. Something—

      “This is loyalty,” Kar said as he fixed his gaze on me. “You humans have manipulated our Royal family for too long. Those of us who cared had to take actions to separate you from the family.”

      James arched an eyebrow. “Are you referring to lady Tallat’s infatuations?” James didn’t pull any punches. Usually he was a diplomatic soul, and usually he wouldn’t talk about Lady Tallat being infatuated with me, especially not in a context that would make it seem as if we were taking advantage of that fact.

      Kar clenched his jaw. “You heathens. You know nothing—”

      “I assure you, we know a lot. We know precisely where you live, precisely where your family lives, and at this very moment, we are going through your house to uncover your connections with the resistance.”

      I twitched. This was cold, even for James. Drawing attention to the fact we had the guy’s family was like a kick in the guts.

      Kar had looked viciously angry, until now. Now he looked murderously cold. “You will all get what is coming to you. Trust me on that.”

      “The resistance has further plans? We thought as much.” James drummed his fingers on the table. “You have two options.”

      “I will tell you nothing.”

      “That’s not one of your options.” James rose. He looked at me.

      It took me a moment to appreciate what kind of look it was. As he slid his gaze to the door, he was trying to tell me to leave without ordering me to do so in front of Kar.

      I remained in my chair.

      James cleared his throat.

      “You bastards will get what is coming to you. The holy revenge of the gods will rain down upon your Earth. You will meet—” Kar began.

      “Only fools and children bandy around threats when they do not have the inherent power to go through with them. I assure you, nothing is going to rain down on Earth. You managed to attack the Taskforce contingent in Maglite. Congratulations. It won’t happen again,” James, for the first time, spat his words out. “But if you think you will ever get to Earth, I assure you, you’re mistaken. Every single portal station on Earth has defenses you cannot even begin to imagine.”

      A part of me wanted to tell James to stop. Sure, I had good reason to hate Kar, and all I wanted to do was pound my fist into his face, but that wasn’t the point. This interrogation was cold.

      And yet, it was effective.

      I had no idea what snippet of information James was after, but a second later, he got it. Despite the fact Kar’s hands were handcuffed, that didn’t stop him from balling one into a fist and slamming it down against the table, the metal rattling. Instantly the two guards behind him shifted in close, the sound of their fingers tightening on their triggers loud enough for all to hear.

      “You think you can stop us from getting to Earth? You are the fools.” Kar’s expression darkened with all the effectiveness of one of Xandia’s legendary storms descending from above.

      James’ gaze flashed. “Are you trying to tell me that your resistance has the means to open portals to Earth?”

      I suddenly became cold.

      I… I’d thought that myself, hadn’t I? Though I couldn’t remember when or why, something over the past several days had made me question whether the resistance had that ability too.

      But it was madness. One true portal existed between Xandia and Earth – it was the one that had been found a kilometer up over the Indian Ocean. All other portals were sub manifestations of that.

      They were controlled by us, created by us, and it was only when our understanding of temporal physics had evolved that we’d managed to start to truly control them. The mere thought that the technologically deprived Xandians could create portals was madness.

      Yet it was obviously madness that James took seriously. I watched him as he analyzed every single movement Kar made, right down to the exact twist of his lips, the color of his cheeks, and the way he was sitting. James’ eyes flashed back and forth like cameras capturing data for a computer.

      “Who are your associates?” James switched questions smoothly.

      I flicked my gaze over to him, my cheeks still pale.

      There couldn’t be a chance that the resistance had the ability to open up portals, right?

      Right?

      Because that would change everything.

      If they could open a portal wherever they chose, whenever they chose, all of Earth would be open to them for attack.

      Even the Taskforce had to be judicious about where they opened portals, and all of them were in the same hundred-kilometer radius.

      But—

      Unconsciously, I brought a hand up, pressing my fingers into the nape of my neck where that syringe had been injected.

      Wait. What?

      Syringe? What syringe?

      I searched my memory, wondering if it was a recollection from my surgery or from when James and his medical team had picked me up.

      … It had to be, I told myself, but my voice was vacant, the thought automatic.

      There was something….

      Kar flicked his gaze to me, that glimpse of a satisfied smile creeping across his lips again.

      James hadn’t let up his questioning. He placed a hand flat on the table in front of him, drumming his fingers across the polished steel. He waited several seconds before spreading his lips. “Who are your associates?”

      “You’ll get nothing from me. I am loyal,” Kar said, his voice reverberating on that word, dropping down deep, sounding as if it came from his very center, his very soul.

      “You’re not. You are the very definition of disloyalty. You pick your side whenever and wherever you see fit. True loyalty comes from remaining with your comrades through thick and thin.”

      Another grimace spread Kar’s lips, but he locked his mouth shut and he didn’t say a word.

      “Very well. This interrogation will continue.” James shot me a pointed look. “You are no longer required, Sergeant.”

      I wanted to dig my heels in, but something was irritating me.

      Maybe it was the aftereffects of the anesthesia from my surgery. Maybe it was the aftereffects of fighting for my life for a near continuous 48-hour period.

      Or maybe it was whatever the hell was going on in my neck – that niggling, burning sensation trailing through my body.

      I rose.

      Kar’s eyes locked on me as if I was some kind of lifeline that had been thrown to him in a storm.

      But that would betray the exact look behind his eyes. When he gazed at me, it wasn’t as if he thought I’d lend him a hand. It was as if he thought within me was his means for victory.

      I didn’t say a word as I walked out. My thoughts became this distracted mess. By the time I reached the corridor outside, my hand was grating up my neck, a deep frown marking my lips.

      I paused outside as the two guards on duty closed the door and snapped a salute.

      I didn’t even bother to return it as, fingers still locked into my neck, I walked off.

      I’d promised James that if I’d been present at the interrogation, Kar would crack.

      He hadn’t. But someone had.

      Me.

      I got the sudden impression that I wasn’t done cracking. By the end of the day – maybe even by the end of the hour – I’d shatter completely.
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      I didn’t die.

      I appeared on top of Grave’s Peak, just inside the golden door I’d opened when we’d been attacked by the jatas.

      The simple flint knife was still in my hand, clutched firmly as crackles of power abated over my skin, shifting around me and grounding into the dirt and rock beneath me.

      Outside, dawn was starting to split, faint wisps of illumination sparkling through the clouds, glimmers of hope from beyond.

      I took a step out of that golden door, immediately turning my head up and facing the clouds above.

      The storm had started to dissipate. Though it had not gone completely. Instead, those dense, tumultuous clouds had shifted, gathering on the horizon, waiting like the dogs of war, ready to be let loose on Xandia when they were needed again.

      I heard a gasp from my side, and as I shifted my head, I saw a man.

      It took me a few moments to recognize him, but his name quickly parted my lips. “Sir Jarrak.” There was an automatic quality to my voice. There was no emotion, just the dim realization that Grace had traveled with this man.

      “Grace,” he stuttered. He was several meters away, his hand on the back of an injured babook, his fingers halfway through fondly patting its mane. At the sight of me suddenly appearing beyond that door, his eyes widened with unmistakable hope.

      “How did you get here?” he breathed.

      I simply stared at him with the same somewhat empty attention someone would use to stare at a curiosity that had just flitted past them.

      “Once I returned to the stone elevator, it started to rise without you. I tried to stop it, but there was nothing I could do. I ended up back here. But you’ve returned,” he stuttered, again unmistakable hope slackening his features.

      I started to push past him.

      Until then, I’d been hidden by the darkness beyond the door of the shrine. As I pushed out, and as the faint rays of sunlight breaking through the dawn scattered over me, it revealed my naked form.

      I was now so struck through with light, it looked as if I was nothing more than strands of illumination that had been bundled together.

      Jarrak gasped, his eyes widening in fright. “You’re naked, goddess,” he spluttered.

      I stood there, confused by the strange man’s reactions as he shifted quickly over to the back of the babook, grabbing a satchel. In a few quick movements, he pulled out a cloak. He shifted toward me, hesitated, then threw it around my shoulders.

      The entire time I simply watched him.

      As he stood back, his cheeks began to twitch into a smile, then they stopped. “Miss Grace?”

      “Who’s that?” I asked, even though I could remember her name.

      I could remember her name in the same way I could remember this man’s name – an impersonal fact and nothing more.

      He chilled. I could tell his skin dropped a few degrees, the flesh quickly becoming as white as bone. “What happened to you?”

      “That which you were waiting for,” I answered, remembering enough about who this man was to appreciate he’d brought me here specifically so I would remember Pandora.

      He still looked cold. I’d assumed he would be bolstered by my words, but instead, he looked just as sick as ever, his gaze darting across me. “You remember now?”

      “Not completely. But enough. I understand my purpose.” With that, I went to walk past him.

      He didn’t shift until I reached the edge of the peak and began to chart my own path down it.

      Then he spluttered. “Where are you going?”

      “I am heading off to close the gates.”

      “Alone?”

      “Why would I need help?”

      “Miss Grace—”

      “No longer exists.” I continued to walk down the side of the steep peak. Though I could tell that the other side of the peak was probably easier to chart a path down, that didn’t stop me. My balance was perfect, my strength complete.

      Mere stones wouldn’t harm me. It would take other gods and priests to do any significant damage to me. And even then, they would have to combine their efforts.

      I heard Jarrak make a strange clicking sound under his tongue, and he quickly mounted the babook.

      The sure-footed, large creature closed the distance between us, angling down the steep incline beside me. I didn’t even bother to turn my head to it. “Your presence is not required.”

      “I am one of your protectors. I have a sacred—”

      “You’ve done your duty. Return to where it is you come from. I don’t need any help.”

      “Miss Grace, please.”

      I stopped.

      Until now, I’d been emotionless, nothing more than a cold point of certainty. Now I found myself twitching a hand into a fist. My nails dug hard into my palm. Not hard enough to cut me, but hard enough that, if I’d been holding a stone, I would’ve pulverized it. “I am Pandora,” every word was controlled, devoid of warmth, pulsing only with force.

      He did not pause. Nor did the babook. For some reason, it tried to angle toward me until the next thing I knew, it attempted to nuzzle my hand. Rather than pat it, I altered my course, shifting several meters to the left.

      It simply followed.

      “Miss Grace,” Jarrak tried again.

      I stopped abruptly.

      The babook shifted toward me, pushing into my hand as if it wanted me to embrace it.

      I became stone cold and frozen to the spot. I parted my lips. “My name is Pandora.”

      “You need assistance. You can’t do this alone.”

      “I can.”

      “According to the myths of the true forefathers, when it comes time for Pandora to rise, her protectors should be there with her.”

      I’d ignored all of his words until now.

      He took a tight breath. “You may not remember all of Pandora’s history, but you must remember what you are – the myth of your ascendancy. You have to close the gates and protect Xandia, and you must not do it alone. It is foolish to turn down help.”

      I reacted to that word. Foolish.

      My other hand curled into a fist, my fingers creaking with the effort.

      “I assure you, I am not foolish. I am doing what I must. Now stay or follow. The choice is up to you.”

      “Then I will follow. I have waited my entire life for this destiny to manifest, and I will not turn from you now.”

      Still paused, I slowly turned my head over my shoulder, the wind catching the short strands of my blunt fringe. As it scattered around my face, I locked my luminescent eyes on him. “I assure you, I am not your destiny.”

      “And I assure you, goddess, you are the destiny for all.”
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      Something wasn’t right.

      There was… a burning sensation inside me, growing hotter and harder by the second.

      I was striding outside of one of the doors that led to the hospital wing of the base, pumping one hand into a fist, wondering what I should do.

      I knew if I walked in and started complaining of strange sensations, James would jump at the opportunity to send me back to Earth. But this growing voice in the back of my head warned me that if I was sent back to Earth, all would fall.

      … A part of me was aware of the fact my thoughts were becoming paranoid, this jumble of superstitions, of strange symbols, of impressions that weren’t backed up by fact. And all of it heaping together, all of it burning through me, all of it pumping through my veins like a fire on the inside.

      I brought up the base of my hand, trailing it over my brow. It was only then that I realized it was wet with sweat, dribbles catching along my temples and trailing down my cheeks.

      … Jesus, I was burning up.

      I took a step toward the closed swinging doors in front of me, but then I took a step back.

      I tilted my head in the direction of the view, even though there was no view inside the damn building. But that didn’t stop me from inclining my head in the direction where I knew it was.

      I could feel myself turning toward that backbone of sacred mountains that sat behind Maglite. I knew as I tilted my head back my eyes would be aligned with the top peak.

      Jesus Christ, what was I—

      I heard heavy footfall behind me, and I turned just in time to see James. From the particular hard step of each boot, to the grim frown marching across his lips, I could appreciate he wasn’t happy.

      He reached me, his white lips opening hard, but then his gaze locked on my sweaty brow. A frown crumpled his lips, and this time it was a frown of concern. “James, you okay?”

      I brought up the back of my hand, swiped it across my brow, and shrugged. “Fine. Were you after me?”

      James didn’t switch his gaze off my brow. “Go see a doctor,” he commanded.

      “I’m fine,” I said, a little too hard, the stress of the moment – and more than anything, of the fire burning within me – getting to me. Sure, James and I had a special relationship, but he was still my superior, and you didn’t use that tone on someone above you.

      James’ gaze hardened. He brought up a thumb and jammed it toward the swinging doors in front of me. When I didn’t shoulder them open, he shifted forward, planted a hand in the middle, and forced them open with a grunt. “Get in there, now.”

      … For a second, I wanted to turn away. I wanted to run. I wanted to reach the high, reinforced gates that protected the base, I wanted to blast through them, and I wanted to never return.

      It was one of the craziest impressions I’d ever had, and it was almost impossible to fight.

      I thought I kept it to myself, but maybe I betrayed some of the fear curdling within me, because as soon as James opened the doors, he cleared his throat and shouted, “Medic.”

      “James—” I tried.

      He switched his attention to me just as I could hear the sound of heavy footfall from beyond, the medical staff responding to James’ quick shout. “You’re burning up, Mark. You look like your face is on fire.”

      I became cold at that observation. More than anything, at that one word.

      Fire.

      There was something burning within me, there was something—

      Before I could stop myself, my left leg twitched, a moment of weakness sapping it of its strength. I shifted to the side, shoring up my balance with my other leg, but it wasn’t quick enough, and James locked onto the move like a targeting sensor. “I knew there was something wrong with you. You weren’t yourself back there in that interrogation.”

      I didn’t reply. I didn’t know how.

      My mind snagged onto that one concept for some reason.

      I wasn’t myself. But if I wasn’t myself, then who exactly was I?

      Two medical staff reached James, their eyes wide and attentive as they obviously looked for the medical emergency.

      James nodded my way, his lips once more pressed into that white, grim line that made it look as if he’d never been more worried for me in his life.

      I expected the medical team to ask what the hell the problem was. They didn’t. One of the guys looked at me, the skin around his eyes tightening with worried interest. “What level of fever has he got?”

      “No idea,” James snapped. “Get him to a bed. There’s something wrong. Could it be sepsis?”

      The two doctors who suddenly closed in on me from both sides, holding me up like a puppet by its strings, didn’t bother to speculate. The next thing I knew, I was being swept through the doors until once more I had to put up with the harsh light of the hospital wing.

      For some reason, the light felt so damn artificial, even though it was the same level of illumination they used in all military bases. Right now, it came across as fake to me, as unnatural.

      Technology like this was an affront to the gods.

      … It took until those two doctors had handled me into a room until I appreciated that thought.

      An affront to the gods?

      Jesus Christ, what was wrong with me?

      James shadowed the medical team from behind, giving them space, but never letting me out of his sight. “What’s wrong with him?” he asked in a tight, worried voice.

      “What are your symptoms?” a female doctor asked as she sat me down on the bed, grabbed up a small flashlight, and started checking my pupils. As soon as she anchored her fingers either side of my eyes and flashed the torch in them, I felt her stiffen. I could see right up into her face, too, so I could fully appreciate the fear that tightened her features.

      The other doctor by her side shared a knowing look her way, but it wasn’t a particularly confident one.

      I heard James take a pressured breath from the doorway. “What’s going on? Is this a reaction to his surgery?”

      “Maybe,” the female doctor said. “Go get one of the nurses. We need a cannula in right now. We need to do his bloods.”

      A few mere minutes ago, I’d been standing in front of the doors to the hospital wing, convincing myself nothing was wrong. Now my thoughts were rapidly dimming. It was like someone had taken control of my mind and had turned the power down.

      When I tried to draw up a hand and press it against my brow, one of the doctors held it down.

      James stopped demanding to know what was going on. I just heard him standing there, taking pressured breaths. For some reason I swore I could hear the sound of his knuckles as he clenched a hand into a fist, even the sound of his knees and hips as he stood so stiffly, he was like a rigid tree trunk.

      I was aware of the fact that more people ran into the room. I could feel something being pressed into my arm, blood being drawn, and the general chaos of a quickly unfolding medical situation.

      But there was nothing wrong with me… right?

      Wrong.

      That fire was growing brighter, more fearsome, more powerful. Down in my toes, up in my knees, across my legs, into my hips, over my back, into my jaw, and down, down into my chest. It felt as if I’d swallowed hot coals and they were searing through my skin, sinking into every last centimeter of my body and claiming all.

      The next thing I knew, my head jolted back against the flimsy pillow behind me, my jaw snapped open, and I screamed.

      Pain.

      It started to tear up my muscles as if I’d swallowed wild animals.

      Chaos erupted around me, people shouting out orders as medical staff ran back and forth through the room.

      I could vaguely hear James in the doorway demanding to know what was going on.

      My consciousness started to slip. It was burned up. Because nothing could stand in the way of the fire.

      Yet it held on long enough that I heard one exchange.

      One that would change my life and everyone else’s forever.

      “Dammit, what’s happening to him? Is he dying?” James demanded.

      “No idea. He needs to be moved, though. Immediate medevac back to Earth,” one of the doctors said.

      Earth.

      Back to Earth?

      My mind held onto that concept as the rest of me slipped away like water through a badly cupped hand.

      I couldn’t go back to Earth. I didn’t know why, but as the rest of my consciousness dimmed, that certainty flashed in my mind.

      I couldn’t go back to Earth. If I did, something would happen. I—

      “Shit, his heart rate is plummeting. Get me some adrenaline,” one of the doctors said. Her voice was now so far off, it sounded as if I was being pulled away from the entire situation, as if I was on an island that was floating away on a vast ocean.

      I heard the beeping of machines, the pound of footfall, and more distant screams.

      I tried to hold on.

      I couldn’t.

      With one more dulled scream at the pain raging through me, I fell unconscious.

      I had time for one last thought.

      I’d failed.
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      The world was dying. Few would be able to tell this but me. To them, they would not be able to discern the chaos infiltrating the sky, tumbling into the rain clouds that still hugged the horizon, poisoning them slowly but silently.

      But it was there. All around me.

      Xandia knew it had broken the rules of the true gods.

      Beside me, Jarrak didn’t say a word as he continued to steer his babook down the rocky incline. He kept his full attention on me, allowing the creature to steady itself with little input from its reins.

      I didn’t turn to him once, too involved with my task of tracking the poison that had spread through the land. That didn’t matter, though – I could pick up the side of his face, and I could appreciate his expression. My emotional reasoning capacities as Pandora might be limited, but I could easily appreciate he was looking for something.

      … It was Grace, wasn’t it?

      And it made no sense for him to be looking for her, let alone to be disappointed by the fact he couldn’t find her. He was a protector of Pandora. Grace had been nothing more than an unnecessary step along my evolution. Now she was gone and I was back, he should be celebrating. And yet the confusion and loss marking his brow were unmistakable.

      I could have confronted him about them, but I said nothing.

      As the wind picked up, pulling at the edges of my thick cloak, I contemplated the rain-soaked barren rocks that led down the side of the mountain, spreading into a small, wind-swept plain before breaking off sharply and falling into a dark forest. Once upon a time, such a sight would have scared this body, and a few fragments of residual fear left over from Grace still beat through my heart. As I walked relentlessly toward the tree line, I ignored all muscle memories of that woman.

      “Gr… I mean, goddess,” Jarrak corrected himself quickly, “where—”

      “If you are asking where we are headed, the answer is it hasn’t been decided yet.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That I will follow the land – and its sickness – as it leads me.”

      “Sickness?”

      I didn’t bother to turn to him. “As a protector, you should know the true myths of this land.”

      I heard him splutter. “I do. But not all of the myths remain.”

      “You must, however, appreciate the entire point of Pandora. I exist to destroy when no hope remains.”

      Cold silence spread between us.

      A part of me didn’t understand why I needed to explain anything to this man. I’d begrudgingly allowed him to follow me. I did not need his assistance. I certainly did not need his comradery. But why bother engaging him in conversation, then? His ignorance should be of no consequence to me.

      And yet, as he took a particularly emotional shuddering breath, it did something to me. For a flickering moment, I became aware of my chest. It wasn’t that cold, dense point in the middle of my sternum – the very point from which I could access demon gates if I thrust the flint knife into it. No, it was my heart. It suddenly skipped a beat. It shuddered in a reaction to this man’s fear. And it almost… almost allowed me to feel fear as a consequence.

      “Surely, we are not there, yet? Great goddess, surely this land can be saved?”

      I told myself firmly that I should stop engaging this man in conversation, and for a few seconds, I did precisely that, concentrating instead on those gathering clouds lining the horizon. Once more, they were darkening, their power returning. I had no doubt that within several hours, another unholy storm would descend upon the land.

      This weather phenomenon was not natural in any way. It was being created by my enemies as a source of confusion. Let them try their hardest, I concluded, shifting a hand into the pocket of my robe and tightening my grip on the handle of my flint knife.

      If I’d hoped Jarrak would drop this conversation, I was wrong. He simply angled the babook closer to me until I couldn’t help but see his shattered expression out of the corner of my eye. “Please, my goddess, tell me there is a chance for Xandia.”

      “I will not tell you what you want to hear if it is not true.”

      He choked as if someone had suddenly tried to strangle him. “But you are Pandora—”

      “And it is my duty to kill those lands which become poisoned.”

      “No,” he rallied. “It is your duty to try to save them and only destroy them as a last resort.”

      As he spat his words, passion bridled through them. It was an adamant force I would’ve assumed anyone lacking the power of a God would be incapable of.

      It came from a source of power a mere creature like him should not have.

      Though I still did not have my full memories of Pandora, I appreciated that the other gods and priests of Xandia had nothing but contempt for the lesser population of the land. They thought the people of Xandia were nothing more than glorified tools, stupid livestock, at the very least. Nothing to respect, and certainly nothing to value the opinions of.

      And yet this man’s adamant passion still got to me.

      Before I knew what I was doing, I brought my left hand up, clutching for my pendant.

      But dammit, dammit it wasn’t there.

      Jarrak noted the move, and I watched his lips tick into a frown as his eyebrows flattened his eyes. “What are you searching for, my goddess? That stone trinket? Is it important to you? If it is critical, we can plan a mission back to Maglite—”

      “It is nothing more than an irrelevant nuisance from the past,” I spat, anger bridling my tone.

      Jarrak paused, and even though a part of me told me his expressions and emotional reactions were irrelevant, I still ticked my gaze toward him in time to see disappointment crumpling his brow.

      Again he looked at me as if he was searching for something he’d lost. It took no imagination on my part to appreciate it was Grace.

      I tightened my hand on my flint dagger, my grip digging into the stone with all my conceivable force. “If you wish to continue traveling with me, stop doing that,” I spat.

      He startled, his eyes opening wide. “Of what do you speak? Stop doing what?”

      “Stop searching for her. She no longer exists. She was nothing more than an irrelevant, pathetic aspect of my past. You sought out Pandora, and now you have her. As my protector, now seek nothing more.”

      Jarrak’s cheeks chilled and he went to look away. He stopped. He opened his mouth. “I admit that I did not know Grace that well, but I hardly assume she was an irrelevant—”

      “You know nothing. Now be quiet if you wish to stay by my side,” I warned.

      I expected Jarrak to do as I commanded. And he did, for several seconds. Then I heard a heavy sigh crack the air. “You must be confused, goddess,” he said quietly, his voice careful.

      “I assure you, I have no confusion. I have a purpose, and that is all I have ever required.”

      There was another long, heavy pause. “Tools have purposes, my lady; you have a destiny.”

      “The land is poisoned,” I said abruptly, offering the information up freely as I appreciated that the only way to get him off this line of questioning was to distract him.

      It worked, and his eyes opened with surprise. “What?”

      “It is forbidden for anything from Xandia to be taken through the portals to the other realms. Material has already transferred. The poison has spread. And as it spreads, its effects on Xandia will grow.”

      “But surely there is—”

      I pulled the dagger out of my pocket. It didn’t catch the light. Dawn had opened up like a flower around us, the horizon now lit up, even the darkest clouds gathering along it shimmering with light as the sun rose into the sky. And yet, that light was not enough to catch the perpetually dark stone of my flint dagger.

      I could tell Jarrak’s attention locked on it, his eyes widening as his breath caught in his chest. “What is that?” I couldn’t tell if that slight waver to his voice was fear at the fact I might use this on him, or recognition of how important this object was.

      “This is the means to open and close the gates for good. But to close the primary gates to Xandia will be to destroy this land.”

      I heard his knuckles tighten around the reins. Even the babook reacted, either subconsciously to the tension in the air, or to Jarrak’s sudden stiffness. It took several steps closer to me as if I could somehow comfort it.

      It tried to nuzzle my arm. For just a flicker of a second, I wanted to bring up my hand and pat it along its main, to bury my face in its soft fur and thank it for its help. But the moment passed as I forced it away. I tilted my head back and defiantly faced those clouds instead. The flint dagger was still in my hand, clutched tighter than ever.

      “There must be some way to stop this,” Jarrak tried again, desperation shaking his voice. “You say the poison is spreading. But has it spread too far?”

      I pressed my lips together. “Not yet. We still have time.”

      Relief flooded through him.

      … And I swore I felt it, right there in my chest, in my heart. For a moment, the shadow of Grace reared her ugly head, infiltrating my body, allowing it to share the same ridiculous emotions Jarrak was.

      I simply clutched the hilt of the dagger harder, chasing them away.

      “There is no time for relief. It is unwarranted. My senses tell me that we are now on the blade’s edge. The poison will soon spread in full. And when it does, there will only be one option left.”

      … My voice was hard and cold, as it should be, but I almost felt as if I was staring at myself over my shoulder, getting a perspective on this situation that allowed me to appreciate my words and indifference were nothing more than an act.

      Jarrak took a pressured breath. “My lady, what can we do?”

      I opened my mouth to tell him there was no way.

      Above, a bird cried, flying into view, its white wings catching the glimmering sun. It was a stark difference to the dagger in my hand.

      I found my gaze slipping down toward the blade, and once more, I felt as if I was looking at myself over my shoulder. I felt as if I was screaming at myself to listen to something, to feel something, to re-connect to something before it was too late.

      I tightened my grip on the dagger. “I am nothing more than a purpose, and that is all I need to be.”

      “You’re not a tool, goddess. You are—”

      I pushed off before he could finish his sentence. For he was wrong.

      I was a tool.

      I didn’t need emotion clouding my judgment. I didn’t need connection of any description, nor help.

      All I needed was this dagger and that singular purpose.

      If I thought Jarrak would stop and not finish his thought, I was wrong. Even as I pushed off faster, putting significant distance between us, he still called into the wind, “You’re not a purpose, Grace; you’re a person. Remember that. And hold on to your hope. Xandia hasn’t fallen yet. There will be something we can do. Just hold on.”

      I stopped.

      I felt her.

      She was still there.

      Grace.

      She was the woman staring over my shoulder. She was the force trying to get me to clutch at that invisible pendant. And she was the power screaming at me that there was another way. Tools are used to make objects and chart paths for their masters. People chart their own paths and make their own lives.
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      In and out. I kept slipping in and out of a tortured slumber.

      My mind was a fractured mess of memories, moments, and haunted sensations.

      And all of it – all of it – was trapped within that unrelenting fire.

      I was aware of the fact I was being moved, or at least being prepped for the moment they’d take me back to Earth.

      That mere fact haunted me, this bone-deep horrifying conclusion that loomed on my horizon like a storm getting ready to swallow me whole.

      … Though I didn’t understand what was happening to me, I fully appreciated that if I was taken back to Earth, there would be no going back.

      … Two things appeared to be warring within me. This memory, this presence that was attempting to fight the burning sensation pulsing through my body, and the fire itself.

      They were at loggerheads, trapped in an internal war, and I – or whatever remained of me – was squeezed between them.

      Every now and then, I resurfaced enough to hear a few snapped words around me, to feel more blood being taken, more drugs being administered, more bandages being applied, and more ice being packed around my body.

      There was nothing I could do, however, and before too long, I would slip back into that violent reverie.

      I started to see things, glimpses of memories I’d never had. Symbols, myths, legends. The land of Xandia opening up to the sky and falling down to the pulsing core of the planet beneath.

      And beyond that, above, the source of what had created Xandia and what would one day destroy it.

      The forefathers. That’s what the Xandians called them. The original gods. The creatures that walked Xandia these days and were referred to as gods were nothing more than a faint shadow of those that had created this land. The Taskforce had always assumed that the forefathers were nothing more than a religious myth. Now as I slipped further through the cracks in my mind, I swore I could see them. Great ships, great cities in the sky, traversing the stars, looking for places to feed.

      Looking for lands to create and absorb.

      That… no, this was impossible. I tried to push away those images as they slammed into my thoughts, but the more I shoved against them, the more they pushed back.

      I could see them, I swore I could see the forefathers. There’d been a fire burning within them just as there was now a fire burning within me.

      It was the same fire they could use to disrupt matter and feed on the quantum energy within.

      “Almost prepped,” those two words broke through my reverie.

      “Call the portal room. Tell them to get ready.”

      Portal.

      Ready.

      Earth.

      I was going back.

      And once there, I would claim revenge on behalf of the blood within me.

      A part of me wanted to smile at that thought – the fire in my blood. The rest pushed it away with all my might.

      I tried to shift, the first time I’d attempted to use my muscles since they’d packed me in ice.

      I heard someone gasp from beside me and felt a hand on my shoulder.

      I tried to throw it off.

      “He’s fitting—” they began.

      I felt another hand on my opposite shoulder, a strong weight pushing me down.

      I had to stop this. I had to break free before these idiots took me back to Earth.

      I was a weapon, a bomb, a Trojan horse. The moment they took me through the portal would be—

      “What the hell is happening to him?” I heard a familiar voice call from the doorway. I wasn’t so far gone that I didn’t recognize it as James.

      “No idea. Psychosis brought on by the fever, maybe. Get me some straps,” someone called.

      I had to get out.

      I couldn’t see, and the only senses that worked were my hearing and my sense of touch. And my sense of touch was completely absorbed by the fire burning within me.

      I still pushed.

      I shoved up, somehow finding the strength in my stomach muscles to push against the hands trying to hold me down.

      I heard the clatter of some machine beside me striking the wall, a metal table falling down on the opposite side of my bed.

      There was the squeak of rubber-soled shoes as people shoved toward me, and I felt more hands lock around my shoulders.

      No.

      I had to get out.

      I had to—

      I could see it again, flitting in front of my eyes, images of the forefathers, of their burning bodies, of their burning greed.

      They had created Xandia only to destroy it, and we were playing into their hands. I had to—

      “Hold him down,” James roared.

      Get out.

      Get out, a voice screamed in my head.

      I followed it. I tried to push off the bed. Just as a hard arm locked around my middle and yanked me back, I pushed my weight into my hip, throwing myself to the side. It was enough that it unbalanced us both, and I tumbled off the edge of the bed.

      Tubes were ripped from my arms and electrodes fell from my chest. The machines by my bed went wild, screaming beeps echoing through the room.

      “Dammit,” I heard James spit.

      I had to get out.

      Had to get out before it was too late.

      Get out.

      Get out.

      Someone was screaming that in my head, and it didn’t take me too much longer to appreciate it was me – or whatever was left of the old Sergeant Mark Sheppard. He’d been pushed into the back of his mind by that fire, but now he roared into life to fight it. Because he would not be used as a weapon.

      I would not be used as a weapon.

      More people threw themselves at me, trying to push me onto the floor, trying to lock me on the spot. But I kicked and pushed, shoving forward even though I couldn’t open my eyes.

      I managed to throw someone off, and there was the sound of more clattering metal as they fell into a table and it tumbled to its side.

      I took a staggering step forward, my feet splashing against liquid that had pooled from a broken syringe, the jagged edges of the hard plastic sticking into the base of my foot.

      I ignored it. I tried to push into a run, but then someone tackled me around my middle.

      He didn’t need to speak for me to know it was James. It was in the expert way he moved, in the particular way he shoved into his hip, pivoted against his knee, and pushed me into the ground. He used a mere fraction of his force as he threw me down. “Sedate him,” James screamed.

      There was more scattering footfall.

      I hadn’t opened my mouth until now. Now my lips cracked open. “No, please, don’t—”

      “It’s okay, Mark,” James’ tone changed as it became tinged with grief and confusion, “we’ve got you, buddy. You’re going back to Earth. We’ll save you—”

      “No, you’ll kill me and everyone else.”

      I felt something being injected into the nape of my neck. It was in the exact position where I’d felt that haunting, shadowy sensation since I’d woken from my surgery.

      And it was finally enough that it unlocked a memory.

      I’d been pinned to the floor like this before, hadn’t I? No, not the floor – a stone slab. And someone had injected something into that exact point in my neck.

      In a rush, it all came back to me. I remembered facing that priestess back in the forest. I remembered her knocking me out and dragging me for an hour. I remembered the lake, I remembered the fire, and more than anything, I remembered her words.

      I was a Trojan horse, a weapon to be taken to Earth to kill humanity. When that priestess had injected me, she’d done so with the blood of a god. If that blood was allowed to be taken back to Earth, it would destroy both realms.

      I tried to fight.

      But to fight, I had to battle against the effects of the sedative spreading from my neck.

      I pushed up, I scrabbled, but my muscles became progressively weaker. James never let up his grip on my middle, pushing into me with all his weight. “It’ll be alright,” he promised.

      I finally found my voice again, and I opened my eyes in a snap. I stared right into his. “It won’t. We’ll all die.”
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        Pandora

      

      

      She was still there, just behind me, a devil on my shoulder.

      Grace, the shadow that simply wouldn’t die.

      Jarrak’s words echoed in my mind, and just when I thought I would forget them, Grace the shadow picked them up and whispered them to me again. I was more than a tool, more than a purpose. And unless I allowed myself to believe that, I would be used.

      But I would just tell myself even louder that I was here to be used. I was a tool of the true forefathers, and it was within me that they had rested the power to save and destroy all.

      But no matter how much I repeated that to myself, Grace’s presence only grew stronger.

      Though I would no longer speak to Jarrak, he would speak to me. And though I tried to walk away from him, he would simply direct the babook closer.

      I felt trapped. And Grace’s memory at the back of my mind told me that was good. Because I was trapped, and until I recognized that, I would never break free.

      I could see the irony. Grace had been the most trapped person in history, nothing more than a fragment of a personality that had been squeezed between a memory of Xandia and the dream that she was a human. It was rich that she was telling me, a true goddess of Xandia, that I was the one who was trapped, not her.

      As emotions raged within me, I tried to put distance between Jarrak and me, but he steadfastly remained by my side. When I pushed into a run, the babook only ran faster.

      Though I was continuously battling with the shadow in my mind, I could not ignore the sensations that had first alerted me to the poison in the land.

      They were growing more tumultuous with every second, warning me that something was about to happen.

      This unmistakable sensation rushed down my back, prickling over my spine and sinking into my hips. It locked into my muscles, preparing to force them to move.

      A gate was about to be opened. I could feel it in my blood. It sang in my ears, it screamed in my chest.

      I had to stop it.

      I had to—

      “Please, my lady,” Jarrak tried again, “please remember who you were.”

      I was long done with telling this man of his stupidity and foolishness. He had brought me here to make me into Pandora, and now he was desperately seeking the woman I’d once been.

      “Please—” he began again.

      Before I could roar at him to shut up, the babook gave a pressured, terrified bark. It was loud enough and sudden enough that it saw Jarrak stop.

      He shifted around in his saddle, his cheeks pale. “What—” he began. “Jatas,” he screamed, wrenching a hand off the reins and pointing a stiff finger toward the edge of the forest in front of us.

      My eyes narrowed, and I brought my senses off the growing storm above, locking them on the forest line.

      A second later, I picked up what he did. Skulking black shadows headed our way.

      A blast of fear sailed through me, and I could not push it away quickly enough. It was the remnants of Grace’s experience when she’d desperately climbed Grave’s Peak and fled those jatas.

      I was not Grace.

      I was Pandora.

      Fear would do me nothing. Power was all I required.

      As a gust of wind took my cloak, sending my hood scattering over my shoulders, releasing my hair, and making it sound like whips being cracked, I brought my hands up.

      The flint dagger was still clutched in one, and I pressed the other into a fist.

      “No, my lady, we can’t afford to fight. I sense this is just a trap.”

      I ignored him and ran forward, pushing my muscles to their fullest power, feeling the wind whip into me as I sailed forward like a bullet.

      “No!” Jarrak screamed. “I sense there are other gods among them. It’s a trap!” he tried once more.

      I ignored him.

      If there were other gods, then I would fight them. I would use them to remind myself that I was Pandora, and I was unstoppable.

      Above, the storm started to build. In a split second, it engulfed the sky, looking like a hand that had suddenly reached in to clutch hold of the sun.

      A coldness swept over the land, so sudden, I heard the trees in the forest creak and the dew-covered grass beneath me immediately scatter with frost.

      “No, it’s a trap—” I heard Jarrak one last time as I reached the first jata.

      I ducked low, skidding down to my knees as I brought up the dagger. I sliced across the jata’s leg just as it swung toward my face. He screamed as his orange blood scattered out, splashing against my face only to be burned up by my light.

      As soon as it touched those lines of illumination, and as soon as they absorbed it, I felt a blast of energy break through me.

      It saw me shift forward faster, leaping high into the air and kicking another jata just as he sailed toward my throat.

      The babook barked in alarm behind, and I heard it scrabbling, bucking to turn and run from the fight.

      Jarrak somehow commanded it to stay still long enough for him to jump down. The fool grabbed a dagger from a satchel and pushed forward.

      He would only get killed.

      For a second, my heart beat in sympathy for him, the kind of compassion that wanted to see me turn around, reach toward him, throw him back on the babook, and flee with him.

      But it wouldn’t last. I forced it back.

      Damn Grace. Damn her shadow as she stared over my shoulder at the battle, as she screamed at me to stop.

      Though Jarrak threw himself forward with control and training, he was no match for the two jatas that suddenly jumped toward him from the tree line. They moved so quickly, they were mere flashes of black and steel.

      I heard him gasp. I picked up the sound of talons being dragged across flesh, of blood splattering across stone.

      In the distance, I suddenly felt a pulse of recognition, and I saw two blue pinprick eyes staring at me from the darkened forest line.

      A goddess. Here to kill me.

      Finally another goddess. If I defeated her, I would prove my purpose to myself once and for all.

      I pushed forward, but behind me I heard a splutter, a gasp. I may not have Grace’s full memories, but even I could appreciate it was the sound of a clawed hand being tightened around a person’s throat.

      I froze. Time stood still.

      And inside me, the war began once more.

      I could hear her now, more distinct than ever, her voice growing loud enough that I could no longer ignore it. “It’s a trap. You’re not a tool. They’re using you. Stop. Please, stop.”

      “Get out of my head,” I roared at her. But the more I fought her with emotion and not force, the more she fought back.

      “Save him. Save Jarrak. He protected us—”

      “He is irrelevant. We are the hand of the gods—”

      “We’re not a tool. This is a trap. Save him. Please.”

      Time no longer stood still. It sped up in a snap. And in that snap, I heard Jarrak being pulled off the ground, his desperate splutters growing louder and more pressured as a jata swung him about in the air by his neck.

      That goddess in the tree line pushed forward.

      I would fight her. I would leave Jarrak—

      Just as that conclusion formed, Grace pushed forward. She was no longer behind my shoulder, no longer a shadow in the depths of my mind. She rushed into me, surging like electricity blasting down a previously switched off circuit.

      She came upon me all at once with so much force, she momentarily dislodged my control.

      I was a goddess. She was a shadow of a human. But that didn’t matter.

      Just at the last moment, I felt her controlling her body as she turned toward Jarrak. She closed the distance between him and the jata killing him, she wrapped an arm around the creature’s body, and she wrenched it off Jarrak.

      Jarrak fell down to his knees, his body so weak that he couldn’t hold himself up. He tumbled onto his face, but a split second later, his mouth gaped open wide as he desperately sucked in life-giving breaths.

      Relief washed through me. No, it washed through Grace.

      She spun on the spot, bringing up a light-struck hand and punching it into the other jata. The blow was more than strong enough that it saw the creature tumble back several meters. It struck one of its friends just before it could throw a dagger Jarrak’s way.

      “Let me back in,” I screamed at Grace in my mind. “You are nothing more than a pathetic shadow of my personality. You always wanted my power, now give it back.”

      I expected Grace to reply, to scream at me, to beg. She didn’t.

      She simply turned her head, and in one quick move, surveyed the entire battlefield.

      There were 20 or more jatas pushing our way, and amongst them, plowing forward relentlessly, the goddess.

      I could take her – I wanted to take her. I needed to prove myself by killing her. It was only when my hands wrapped around her throat and squeezed out her last breath that I would push away the last of my doubts.

      But Grace would not let me.

      In the few seconds provided to her, I watched helplessly as she brought up the flint knife. She paused. She stared at it then up at the sky.

      Her hand tightened around the hilt.

      Before I could stop her, she shifted toward Jarrak, latching a hand on his shoulder and yanking him back toward the babook.

      It took me a moment to appreciate what she was going to do. As soon as the realization struck me, I screamed. The force of it broke through her control of my voice, and the scream echoed out for all to hear. It was the wretched cry of somebody who knew they were about to lose everything.

      She was going to open a gate.

      No!

      She was going to pull us from this battle before I had the chance to make my name as Pandora.

      Grace jolted back hard, clicking under her tongue and forcing the previously terrified babook to take a running leap until it stopped beside them.

      Just as that goddess pushed forward, Grace twisted the flint knife in her hand.

      She didn’t hesitate.

      She plunged it into the center of her chest.

      And the demon gate opened through her.

      It surged around her, a blast of fundamental energy that could not be fought by any other force in any realm.

      It crackled at her feet, raged around her body, and pulsed high into the sky.

      Its brilliance was so bright, the goddess at the fore suddenly jerked back, covering her face with her arm.

      As that unstoppable power swirled, it locked around Grace, Jarrak, and the babook, and pulled them away.

      It sucked them through time and space.

      And it pulled me with them. For I was still in Grace’s mind, and my chance to rise would come again.

      
        
        The end of Oblivion Gate Episode Three.
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        Grace must come to terms with what it means to face the end as around her, Xandia crumbles. The separatists take on the humans with everything they have. They won't just use bows and arrows this time; they’ll use Mark’s body.

        As this world crumbles and threatens to take Earth with it, Grace must dig deep to find what has always lain within….

        Tune in for the thrilling conclusion to the action-adventure Oblivion series. It’s sure to please fans of Odette C. Bell’s Ki.
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        Grace

      

      

      I wasn’t in full control of my body, not yet, but I had enough attention to watch as a gate opened around me. No, as a gate opened through me.

      After coming to Xandia, I had experienced so much – too much to put into words. From having my horrifying dreams turn real, to having my body given over to a god’s – I couldn’t begin to understand what had happened to me. My every single nightmare had come true. All of that fear that had haunted me my whole life had been justified. But it hadn’t been my whole life, had it? Because I – Grace – had never been anything more than a veneer over Pandora’s personality. An image that had been allowed to exist as Pandora had lain dormant on Earth.

      These thoughts and more tumbled through my mind as my body tumbled through something else. I’d traveled through a gate before when I’d come to Xandia, but it hadn’t been like this. This felt like being sucked into myself as I was pulled backward through my own history. There were no forms, no shapes, and the sensations that raced through my body were so chaotic and confusing I couldn’t begin to describe them. What there was instead was this dark pit of selflessness. It felt as if I’d been drawn back into a realm where I’d never existed, and all Grace had been was nothing more than a whispered lie.

      Just as I tried to convince myself I was nothing, just as I lost hold of all perspective and hope, I pushed back.

      I wasn’t as powerful as Pandora. I wasn’t a goddess. In many ways, the only thing Grace’s life had taught me was to fear.

      But I knew one thing. If I gave up and I allowed Pandora to take over my body, there would be no stopping the goddess.

      As Grace, I might have felt as if I was useless – nothing more than a pathetic individual who’d never been able to take control of her life. But at least I understood what was happening here. At least I had the perspective to appreciate what Pandora was doing.

      Pandora might technically have all of the power, but she had no mind. Her will was completely consumed by that of the gods – or at least, by her broken interpretation of them.

      As Grace, maybe all I had was my mind, but I would still use it. For if I did not fight, there would be no one to stop Pandora.

      In another snapped moment I would never forget, I finally reemerged from the gate. Or the gate reemerged from me. It felt as if someone reached a hand in, grabbed hold of my heart, pulled it from my chest, and smeared it over reality. It was as if the matter of existence had been resting in my chest and all someone had to do to reawaken it was to light my heart on fire.

      I fell down to my knees, gasping as light broke over my body like lightning over a dry plane.

      It took several shuddering seconds for the energy of the gate to disperse around me, then I saw where I’d transported.

      I was in some kind of compound, and there was a building in front of me. It didn’t belong to Xandia – I could tell that much. It was made from concrete.

      As I shifted back, almost losing control of my stomach muscles and falling to the side, I saw a large reinforced gate running around the side of the compound, and beyond that, guards.

      They were rushing toward me, no doubt brought on by the sudden plume of energy my gate had created. Light was still blasting into the air, dissipating from my transport. As I tilted my head back, still gasping and reorienting my body, I appreciated it would look as if someone had just blasted a concentrated laser into the sky.

      There was a gasp from behind me, and I jerked my head to the side to see Jarrak. He was beside the babook, one arm crumpled around its thick mane as his bloodied fingers held on for support.

      His other hand was clutched around his injured neck. If I thought it had taken me a long time to readjust after being thrust through that gate, Jarrak looked as if he would never get his mind back. His eyes were so pressed wide, it seemed as if someone had taped the lids to his forehead. He was rocking back and forth on his knees, his fingers clutching harder around the babook’s mane. “What—” he said in a tortured gasp.

      “I transported us,” I managed. My voice was weak. I couldn’t make it strong. Right now, I was too busy holding onto my body to bother forcing much-needed strength into my words. If I didn’t use all of my power to keep Pandora back, she would rush in and claim me for good.

      Despite the fact Jarrak looked as if he was about to collapse, his eyes somehow opened wider. “Is… is that you, Grace?”

      I tilted my head in the direction of the fence line. Soldiers were now headed our way, guns held stiffly in their grips.

      I brought up a hand, staring down at my skin. It was still pulsing with the light of Pandora. I would look exactly like a goddess of Xandia. Enough of my human mind was functioning to appreciate that by transporting in here, the soldiers would interpret this as an attack.

      I reached around, skidded down to my knees, and placed a hand on Jarrak’s shoulder. “You have to get up. Stay behind me.”

      “Grace?” he asked again, staring right into my eyes. There was something so pure about his look, so innocent, too. It was the stare of somebody who had no power to make their desires true, but was hoping with all of their heart for them to become real.

      In the few seconds I had left, I crumpled my lips into a smile. “Yes, it’s me, Grace.”

      Once upon a time, it had seemed Jarrak would have done anything to make me into Pandora, but now at the news I was back, he crumpled forward, pulling a hand off his bloodied neck as he placed it on my shoulder instead, practically collapsing against me. “Thank god.”

      “Didn’t you want Pandora?” I had time to ask.

      “No. I just wanted someone to save us all. The gods promised us Pandora would do that. The gods…” he couldn’t finish his sentence.

      As I pulled back from his grip, turned, and faced the oncoming soldiers, I finished his sentence in my mind.

      The gods would protect no one but themselves.

      Though it had been confusing being thrust back to the corners of my consciousness as Pandora had taken control, I’d held on. For a woman who’d always convinced herself that I had been the very heart of weakness, I’d managed to remain in the goddess’s mind. And I’d learned everything Pandora had revealed. Except, unlike Pandora, I had been able to see past Pandora’s fictions and lies.

      The gods were not here to protect this land. They were here to control it. The gods were not here to protect the people of Xandia – they were here to use them, to control their lives, and, ultimately, if they did not behave, kill them.

      I wouldn’t let that happen. For there was something I had to appreciate. I might’ve always thought I was the weakest person in the world. But that had never been more than a thought.

      It had been a fiction created to keep me down, to keep me hidden, to keep me safe until the day the forefathers recalled me to Pandora. Until the day they brought me back to destroy this world so it could be fed on.

      But I would not do that.

      I squared off in front of the soldiers, ground my hands into fists, and watched as they brought their guns up.

      I didn’t let the light of Pandora spread over my skin. Instead, I opened my arms out wide in a surrendering position, and I got down on my knees. I tilted my head up until I faced them, knowing full well the cloak Jarrak had given me would’ve fallen from my face to reveal the lines tracking over my skin.

      I didn’t care. I had nothing to hide.

      But I had everything to prove.

      Time was running out, and I would use the power in my hands to grasp every last second I could.
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        Sergeant Mark Sheppard

      

      

      I was resurfacing. Or maybe I’d never truly fallen unconscious.

      Even though the doctors had desperately tried to sedate me, there was nothing that could truly fight the fire that had been injected into my veins – the power of the gods that raged within me, ready to consume Earth and punish all those it saw unfit to exist.

      But now as I felt myself being wheeled through the compound, now as I heard the clunk of the medical trolley against the smooth concrete floor, my mind became sharper, resurfacing like some deep-sea creature that hadn’t seen the sky in years.

      Just before my lips parted and I let out a gasp, I stopped myself. I dug down, found some unknown strength, and used it to hold my body in place, knowing full well that if I revealed I was awake, I would only be sedated again.

      I could feel straps around my hands, around my legs too. There was even a large belt around my chest, locking me hard against the metal rungs of the bed. Obviously James wasn’t going to take any chances now.

      He was right by my side, only several steps back. He wasn’t speaking – but I could smell his particular brand of cologne. Though my body and its natural senses felt as if they’d been thrown in a blender, that fire was still raging through me. And though it felt as if I’d swallowed the very destructive capacity of a black hole, it was sharpening my mind. I swore I couldn’t just smell James – I could locate every single person around me, from the two doctors behind the bed, to the soldiers directing it, to the three guards behind. The guards were armed, too, and I got the distinct impression they had assault rifles on them.

      There was an almost inaudible buzz, and I heard someone shove a hand into their pocket. James took a tense breath. “The portal—” he began.

      An alarm suddenly picked up through the compound, pitching so high, it sounded as if someone intended to use the blaring noise to break down the very walls.

      “What the hell is that?” one of the doctors demanded in a stuttering tone.

      James took several quick steps back, the rubber of his boots squeaking against the concrete floor. “It’s the intruder alarm. We’re being attacked.” It seemed he couldn’t spit his words out fast enough. They jumbled in his throat, packing together until it sounded as if he was trying to digest every syllable.

      … Intruder alarm. Those two words dug deep down into my head, feeling like some kind of parasite trying to burrow through my forebrain.

      I… there was this sense building within me. It had something to do with the fire, yet I couldn’t explain it, couldn’t begin to imagine what it meant. It was telling me something was nearby. Some immeasurable threat. Something I had to run from. Something that could stop me. Stop the fire in my blood, stop the plan of the gods.

      My body went to move. The fire pulsing in my veins wouldn’t allow it to stay still any longer. But just at the last moment when I almost pushed against the chest strap and alerted everyone I was once again awake, I stopped myself. Don’t ask me how. An ordinary human body shouldn’t have the kind of strength I required now to fight against the very fire of the gods. But from somewhere deep within me, I found it. It wasn’t even a place of violent rage. Instead, it was some kind of quiet core that seemed to have always existed within me. A place that went beyond my old robust personality, went beyond my training, went beyond my years of hiding under my father’s shadow.

      It was this quiet reserve buried deep in my heart.

      Just as the fire willed me to move, willed me to fight against the straps, free myself, and run to the portal, I held my body as still as I could.

      I heard James bring up some device – probably a radio or a phone. A second later, he took such a strangled breath, I could tell whatever news he was getting was not good. “What the hell?” he stuttered.

      James was meant to be unflappable. That’s why he’d risen to Major and I’d stayed at Sergeant. I followed my heart too much, letting the damn thing dictate my actions when I could no longer trust the thoughts in my head. James always acted from a place of efficient reason. Now as he took a shuddering breath, it sounded like someone had cracked his calm permanently.

      “What is it, Major?” one of the soldiers asked. “Are the Xandians attacking?”

      “I have to get outside,” James said as he turned around hard on his boot and threw himself down the corridor.

      “What about the Sergeant? Is the portal ready?”

      James appeared to stop, the sound of his skidding boots obvious as they squeaked loudly through the corridor.

      I waited, waited like I’d never done before. If I could have reached into James’ head and helped him decide, I would have. If I could’ve told him about this fire within me in a way that would’ve made him believe me, I would have.

      But I couldn’t. I was using all of my energy to control the fire.

      So this would be up to James.

      “Hold off for now. Let me deal with this.”

      “Deal with what?” one of the more senior guards asked.

      “Grace has transported into the compound.”

      “What do you mean transported?” the guard asked.

      James took another step forward, then pushed into a run. “Everything’s going to hell,” he spat. “Just hold off as long as you can. Keep me apprised of Mark’s condition. If it changes, we’ll transport him. For now… just hold on.”

      I held on. To every single word. I grasped them up as if they’d been meant for me – as if James was building a bridge with his mere words – one I could use to pull myself out of this hell.

      But it wasn’t just his words. It was one in particular.

      Grace.

      My mind wasn’t so far gone that I’d forgotten who she was. Even if my very personality crumbled out from underneath me like land giving way to the most violent earthquake on record, I would never forget the memory of watching her hair fluttering in the breeze after the first explosion on Earth. I would never forget the sight of her red scarf fluttering out behind her as her dead, terrified gaze locked on the gate compound.

      I would never forget it, because someone had written it across my very soul.

      And right now, what was left of me closed around that memory. It held onto it as if it were an anchor that could keep me afloat while the fire tried to drown me beneath it.
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        Grace

      

      

      I didn’t know if this was the right thing to do. But honestly, it was the only thing I could do. As I remained there on my knees, my arms spread wide, I stared at the soldiers around me. Their guns were pointed at my chest and head. Fortunately, they hadn’t done anything to Jarrak or the babook behind. All they seemed to care about were the glowing lines of power that spread over my skin.

      I could see their eyes – I could practically feel their terror.

      But none of them fired. Even if they did, I wasn’t sure what would happen. It seemed the light within me was irrepressible. It had already saved me so many times. Maybe at a barrage of bullets, it would do it again.

      My arms weren’t growing tired, despite the fact I’d held them out for over five minutes now.

      I did nothing but remain there and repeat my story over and over again. “I’m Grace – I’m from Earth. I’m here with news. I need to speak to Major James Phillips. I need to warn him of what’s coming.”

      All the while as I repeated my story and held the soldiers back, Pandora lurked at the back of my mind.

      Though I’d pushed her back when I’d saved us from that trap in the mountains, she was there. She would always be there. In many ways, this was her body, and I was now nothing more than her nightmare.

      But I would hold on – hold on as hard and as fast as I could until the last moment. If the least I could do was warn the humans about what was coming, I’d give them a chance.

      Finally I heard footfall. I sliced my gaze to the side, watching as several armed soldiers stalked toward me, a tall man behind them.

      Though I had only ever heard Mark refer to James, and I hadn’t seen his face, I instantly knew who it was.

      I took a breathy sigh of relief, but that was a mistake. Any move, no matter how small, was dangerous when so many fearful soldiers were pointing their guns at you.

      Several soldiers right in front of me twitched, their sweaty fingers sliding across their triggers.

      Though James was still 10 meters back, he growled. “Lower your weapons.”

      “Sir?” the guard closest to me spluttered. “She transported right in here, right into the compound—”

      “Lower your weapons,” the Major said one last time.

      Reluctantly, the soldiers complied.

      I watched as the Major stopped himself from rounding a hand into a fist and instead took a direct step in front of me. He looked me up and down. There was nothing lingering about his gaze, just surprise. And yet, controlled surprise.

      Wasn’t that what Mark had said about this Major Sheppard? That whereas Mark was all emotion, Phillips was reason?

      I just hoped Mark was right.

      “You can lower your arms,” the Major said to me.

      “Can I? Your soldiers are still scared.”

      “But they know how to follow orders. You can lower your arms,” he said once more in a clear, officious tone.

      There wasn’t a hint of kindness behind it, just control.

      I didn’t know how much Major Phillips knew – if he’d recognized my name, or if he had no idea who I was. But I could tell from the specific look in his eyes that the fact I had returned wasn’t even his highest priority right now.

      “I’m here to warn you,” I jumped into my story.

      “How did you get here? You transported in,” he said. “Is that true?”

      “I opened a gate,” I began.

      “How?”

      My flint dagger was still on me, hidden by my robes. Though I could’ve pulled it out, I chose to keep it hidden. This wasn’t Pandora suddenly reigniting her control over me. This was plain common sense.

      Mark might have a relationship with Major Phillips, but I sure as hell didn’t. And it was clear that while he had technical control of his soldiers, if it looked like I was any kind of threat, he could remove that control at any moment, and my body would be peppered with bullets.

      I still didn’t know if that would kill me, but I really wasn’t in any mood to find out today.

      I took a deep breath. “My friend is injured. Please give him medical attention. See to the babook, too. I’ll tell you everything. I’m here to warn you,” I added, “before it’s too late.”

      I shouldn’t have added that last bit. Mark might have claimed that Phillips was a man who only saw reason, but right now I could see that reason was the last thing on his mind as a powerful twitch sliced across his cheeks, down his throat, and into his arms.

      It was a move that was reflected in most of the soldiers around him.

      “Is that a threat?” he growled.

      I shook my head. “It’s a warning.”

      Phillips looked right at me, and though I’d felt as if I could read his mind earlier, once more the man grabbed hold of his cold hard reason and hid his feelings behind a stony expression. Finally he sliced that same hard gaze toward Jarrak and the babook. “Give them medical attention. Come with me, Grace. Can you walk?” he asked as his gaze ticked down my robe.

      It had seen better days. It was torn, and where my skin wasn’t glowing, it was covered with marks and mud.

      “Well I can’t float… that I know of,” I said. It was the stupidest thing I could say. It was what old Grace would’ve said, sure – but right now I had to appreciate my every single word would be taken literally.

      Sure enough, Phillips’ stony expression threatened to crack. “Float?”

      “Never mind.” I pushed up. I kept a wary eye on the soldiers. The Major might have told them to stand down, but their guns were still at the ready, and I could tell from their slack, terrified gazes that it would take them seconds to fire if needed.

      “Come with me,” the Major stated flatly.

      I turned and followed him, giving Jarrak one last look. I smiled at the man. I shouldn’t have the energy to smile at anyone. Not now. Not when it felt as if the fate of two worlds was hanging in my weak grasp.

      Still, Jarrak responded to that smile, and he nodded his head down low once. Then he returned to the Jarrak of old, somehow hiding the kind person I knew was in his heart as he tilted his head back and looked officiously at the guards. “I expect only the best medical attention.”

      I watched one of the guards roll her eyes. “You’ll get what you get.”

      As I followed the Major across the grounds, heading to one of the largest buildings, my stomach formed a knot.

      This situation had evolved so quickly, I hadn’t had the chance to ask myself what I was doing.

      And what was I doing? Stupidly, desperately trying to stop a war that had already begun and yet a war no one else could see.

      Did it really matter if I warned the humans? The other gods and goddesses of Xandia would still be out there, ready to claim this land. I didn’t know what their true intentions were. Whilst Pandora was set to destroy all, it seemed they only wished to destroy the humans. But I could tell one thing, amongst all those dark desires was nothing more than a grain of chaos. And if I let that grain grow, it would consume everything.
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      Major Phillips took me to some kind of interrogation room deep in the building. The walls were thick, reinforced concrete and steel beams – the kind of walls that were designed not just to keep a prisoner contained, but to damn well stop a nuclear attack.

      He didn’t say a word to me as we walked, even though I could tell that he longed to question me until I revealed every secret I had.

      As we sat down at the interrogation table and I felt the metal seat take the weight of my body, I watched his gaze as it sliced across me. It had all of the calculating capacity of a computer. But just before I could write Phillips off and conclude Mark had been wrong, and this man didn’t have a heart under his mind, I saw his lips slacken. “What happened to you?”

      I looked briefly down at my hands, my gaze becoming trapped along the lines of light that always marked me – and always would until the day I died. Slowly I looked up. “I wasn’t meant to return to Xandia.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That the gods had a plan for me.”

      “You are a god,” he said flatly as his gaze darted across my form.

      I let out a sharp breath. It was neither a laugh nor a gasp. It was somewhere in between. This frustrated lump of confusion and despair at what had happened to me, and yet a lump I was determined not to choke on.

      “No, Major Phillips, technically I’m a weapon,” I finally managed.

      Again, I should’ve measured my words. This might’ve been what the old Grace would’ve said, but I had to acknowledge that I was now on a blade’s edge, and mere words separated me from life or death.

      His cheeks twitched. “What does that mean?”

      “Ever since the forefathers created Xandia, this world has lived under the myth of Pandora. The last goddess who will come and destroy all when all is lost.”

      Though I deliberately darted my gaze off him and locked it on the wall by his head, in my peripheral vision, I could see his face. I watched as tension marched up it, practically swamping his cheeks as if he was going to be drowned under a moment of tight fear. “And you’re….”

      “Pandora.” I nodded once.

      “What were you doing on Earth?”

      “I was sent there – sent there so I would never come back to Xandia. But the portal reclaimed me.”

      “Are you saying you created that attack on the portal station back on Earth?” he stammered quickly.

      I went to shake my head, but ended up shrugging my shoulders instead. “I didn’t create it on purpose. But something… something pulled me back here.”

      “Why?”

      I hadn’t faced him directly. Until now. Now I let my gaze slowly level as if it were a hand being held out to somebody. I looked the man right in the eye, and I did not turn away. “Because the gods now think it is time to destroy not just Xandia, but Earth.”

      “What the hell does that mean? And what do you mean gods? You’re human – or at least, a part of you is human, right? Enough that you recognize reason. Gods don’t exist.”

      I appreciated that Major Phillips, just like the other soldiers I’d seen on Xandia, was meant to have enough cultural sensitivity that he shouldn’t outright deny the quaint views of the Xandians. Now Phillips didn’t hold back.

      “That depends how you define gods, doesn’t it? Even throughout human history, our definition of gods has changed. For what are gods but those creatures who possess power that eclipses that of those who they rule? As the power of their subjects increases, so too must the power of the gods for them to remain godly.”

      I shouldn’t have used the word rule. I watched as Phillips’ hand clenched into a fist. “And you intend to rule, do you?”

      “I don’t intend to do anything but try to stop what’s coming.”

      “And what precisely is coming?”

      “The end,” I said simply. My voice didn’t shake, even though it should. My hands didn’t tremble, even though they should. I sat there, as still as a statue, like startled prey standing in the way of a predator.

      Phillips looked colder than ice. “Are you telling me that the Xandians are about to rise up against us?”

      “I’m telling you that humanity has fundamentally underestimated the power of Xandia.”

      I could tell that Phillips opened his mouth to once again ask what I meant. He stopped. He looked right at me. In a moment I wouldn’t forget, I saw his fear. Not just for himself, not just for his soldiers on Xandia, but for Earth, too. It was as if he was finally accepting that the land humanity had once thought of as nothing more than a treasure chest was in fact more like a poisoned chalice.

      “Xandians are about to rise up at the behest of the gods. They will attack you,” I said quietly.

      “They already have. But what exactly are we dealing with here?”

      “It is forbidden to take anything from Xandia to another land. The gods and goddesses and the priestess class of Xandia will seek revenge. They will try to destroy Earth in an attempt to supplicate the forefathers for ignoring this most sacred rule.”

      Phillips drummed his fingers on the table. “Unless anything has changed, the Xandians don’t have the ability to attack Earth. Though I’ll admit,” his gaze locked on me directly, “that the power of you so-called Xandian gods is considerable, we still have far greater forces. That’s not to mention the defenses we have back on Earth.”

      I didn’t flinch at the fact he’d lumped me in with the others Xandian gods. I simply looked him right in the eye. “Haven’t you ever asked yourself what created Xandia?”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Haven’t you ever asked yourself what kind of force created the portals in the first place?”

      “Humanity created the portals.”

      “Incorrect. Humanity found an existing portal and invented technology to control it. The portals exist beyond humanity’s reach and always will.”

      “What exactly are you saying? Are you saying our real enemy is whoever created these portals?”

      “Yes.”

      “So we’re up against some kind of… alien civilization with the ability to create wormholes through space?” Every word was slow, and every word was cold as Phillips obviously appreciated what they meant.

      Taking on unsophisticated Xandian villagers with pitchforks and glorified arrows was one thing. Taking on an alien civilization with the ability to create worlds? Phillips would now understand that the tables had turned. It didn’t matter how much heavy artillery they had back on Earth – humanity would lose.

      I took a breath. “I think.”

      “You think?”

      “I don’t know everything. Just the few scraps of information I managed to glean from Pandora’s mind.”

      Williams’ brow scrunched down low. “But you are Pandora. Isn’t that what you’re telling me?”

      My cheeks paled, and I swallowed. I wondered if it was visible – if he could catch the blood draining from my face even though it didn’t affect the lines of light that were now permanently etched there. Obviously he could, because he sat back in his seat, the metal legs of his chair groaning over the polished concrete. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I’m just… a veneer,” I said, my jaw sliding from side-to-side as I managed to push that word out.

      “A veneer?”

      “A personality created for Pandora back on Earth.”

      “You’re trying to tell me that you don’t exist?”

      As he put it into those blunt words, I shook my head, instinctively knowing that wasn’t true.

      How could I not really exist? I felt like I existed. I felt like I was more than just some lie convincing itself it was true.

      “Where is Pandora now?”

      “Still inside my head.”

      “And will she help us?” he asked bluntly.

      I didn’t need to pause. I half closed my eyes, not wanting to face him in this moment as I shook my head. “No. She exists to destroy Xandia when all hope is lost.”

      Phillips’ entire demeanor changed. “Are you telling me there’s some kind of weapon trapped in your head that could go live at any moment and take this entire world with it?”

      I stiffened at his words. “She…” I began, wanting to tell him that Pandora wasn’t a weapon. She was, wasn’t she? I kept telling myself that I was a veneer of personality that had been stuck on top of Pandora’s mind. But it was the other way around, wasn’t it? For I had a depth of experience, I had dreams and hopes, and more than anything, I had perspective and the ability to see things from beyond the mere confines of my mind.

      Pandora was nothing more than an etching of a personality that had been painted across a weapon’s surface to make it think it was alive.

      I clenched my hands into fists.

      “If you’re at risk of losing control—” Phillips began as he thrust up from his desk, obviously about to call his guards in.

      I immediately faced him directly and shook my head. “I’m in control for now. But… I may lose that control at some point,” I admitted quietly.

      Phillips locked his eyes on me with such calculating attention, it seemed as if he wanted to break me down and assess every single atom. When I didn’t suddenly lose control and start blasting through the room, he let out a sigh, some of the heavy tension riding through his shoulders going with it. “You need to start from the beginning, Grace. You need to tell me every single risk we’re facing. And you need to tell me how exactly we can stop them.”

      Grace. He’d called me Grace.

      Maybe Major Phillips hadn’t shown much heart until now, but that – calling me by my real human name and acknowledging I was more than Pandora – was the greatest gift I could be given.

      Before a tear could touch my eye, I nodded once. “I don’t know everything. All I know is that the Xandians, under the behest of the gods and priests, will attack. They’ll try to destroy every portal substation. More than that, they’ll try to destroy Earth.”

      “And exactly how will they go about destroying Earth? Are the forefathers coming back? Are we talking about some kind of alien invasion here?”

      I opened my mouth to say I didn’t know, but I pressed my lips closed. “The forefathers aren’t back yet.” As I said the word yet, my voice rang out with finality.

      Phillips’ face twitched. “And how long until they return?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. But the immediate threat will come from the ordinary gods of Xandia. They… I don’t think they have the power to take on the portal stations directly,” I calculated quickly. “Nor do I think they would be willing to risk their forces in a frontal assault.”

      “So what will they do?”

      I shook my head. I was just guessing, and I was rapidly coming to the point where my guesses were nothing more than ungrounded suppositions. “All I really know is what Pandora was set to do. She is meant to destroy the portal,” I said clearly, “and in destroying the portal, she will destroy Xandia. I think… god, I don’t know – it’s not like I’m a physicist – but I think in destroying the portal, Xandia will collapse.”

      Phillips’ cheek twitched once more, and he again stared at me as if I was a weapon about to go live. He managed to control his fear as he took a tight breath. “And how exactly will you destroy the portal?”

      My fingers twitched. I went to pull out my flint dagger, but once again, I got the desire to keep it hidden.

      Maybe it was Pandora – maybe it was something else, but I didn’t want to show that dagger to anyone yet. I tilted my head back and looked him in the eye. “I can open gates through my body. If I open a gate inside the primary portal,” I said, not exactly lying, “I’ll destroy it. And all travel between Earth and Xandia will stop. Soon after, Xandia will collapse.”

      “… I want to pretend that everything you’re saying is impossible,” Phillips said in a rare moment of honesty. “But I’m staring at a human who’s turned into a Xandian god. And right now my best friend is lying in a virtual coma as some unknown virus ravages his body. Maybe I don’t know anything about what’s going on anymore. Maybe—” he continued.

      My cheeks paled. I thrust up so quickly, I almost unintentionally destroyed the table with a charge of my power.

      Phillips immediately reacted, jumping out of his chair as his hand went for his gun.

      “Mark?” I couldn’t control my tone as it felt as if somebody squeezed that word from my throat. “Are you talking about Mark?”

      Phillips relaxed as he realized I wasn’t about to attack him. Then his cheeks twitched in a specific way that told me everything I needed to know.

      I brought up a hand and flattened it over my lips, my fingers transferring sweat over my pale skin. “What do you mean he’s been infected by some virus?”

      “We don’t know. He collapsed. We need to take him back to Earth. We don’t have the medical facilities here—” Phillips stopped. His brow scrunched down, and it became clear that his mind started to whirr as he quickly calculated some possibility.

      “How did he become infected? What happened to him after we were separated in Maglite? Is he okay? Will he live?” As those words flooded out of my lips, for the first time in what felt like days, I actually became Grace again. It was as if all my memories of Pandora – all my nightmares of Xandia – were just washed away. All it took was the promise that somewhere out there was Mark on the edge of death to remind me of who I’d once been.

      It didn’t matter that I’d only known Mark for a handful of days. All that mattered is that in those days, our relationship had become so intense, it had virtually wiped away every other relationship I’d ever had.

      I stood there, pressed forward, my fingers rigid with fear as I clutched the edge of the table.

      A few sparks of my power zinged across it, burning the melamine and metal.

      Phillips obviously appreciated this was no attack, and he didn’t draw his gun. Instead, he brought up a hand and clamped it on his chin, driving his palm and fingers against his shaven jaw. “We don’t know what Mark’s infected with.” Every word was slow, indicating that Phillips was still thinking as fast as he could.

      “What happened to him, though?”

      “He was kidnapped. Captured by a group of separatist Xandians. We found him in some secret base in the forest and brought him back here.”

      “You have to save him. If we don’t have the medical technology,” she said, unconsciously using we, “then take him back to Earth—”

      Phillips’ cold gaze locked on her.

      She was so startled by it that she shifted back. “He’s your friend. You have to do everything to save him.”

      “The last thing Mark said to me is that we would all die if we took him back to Earth,” Phillips revealed.

      I stood there, as cold as the center of a comet. “… What?” My lips shook open.

      “Have those bastards turned him into a weapon?” Phillips’ demanded. He brought up a tensed hand and drove his closed knuckles down onto the melamine. It didn’t matter that sparks of my magic were still playing across it. He tapped it as hard as he could as if he was willing to crush right down through the very center of Xandia if only he could save his friend.

      I didn’t have an answer for Phillips. “… Take me to him. Maybe… maybe I can help him? Maybe I can recognize what’s going on with him?”

      Phillips didn’t say a word, though I could tell that as his gaze ticked across me, he considered every possibility, including the prominent one that this could all be a trap.

      Maybe he appeared to trust me for now, but I could appreciate this from his perspective. I wasn’t human. I’d never been human. And I’d already admitted there was a super weapon in my head.

      I was nothing more than a risk.

      But maybe I was a risk Phillips was willing to take. He stood, walked over to the door, opened it, and ushered me through.

      As I followed him through those cold, clinical corridors, past the surprised guards clutching at their guns when they saw my glowing face, all I could do was think of Mark. All I could hear was the promise he’d given over and over again that he would take me back to Earth. He would save me.

      As my gaze darted down to my hands and as I felt that cold black flint dagger under my robes, I appreciated I would have to save him.
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      I was still holding on. It was the hardest thing I’d ever done, but dammit, I was still holding on.

      It felt like trying to keep yourself afloat in the most violent storm as every force in the universe tried to drown you.

      That fire… it was irrepressible now. It felt as if my mind had been plunged into the heart of a raging volcano.

      Don’t ask me what I was holding on with. Maybe it was that scrap of calm I’d found buried deep in my heart. Maybe it was something else. Maybe it was the fractured memories that kept resurfacing in my mind. And one memory, in particular, was stronger than any other.

      It was the promise I’d given Grace. I could practically hear my lips parting to whisper it one last time.

      I’d get her home, no matter what it took.

      It wasn’t like I was in any condition to go through with that promise. I couldn’t move, and all I could do was wait.

      Either the fire would claim me, or it wouldn’t and I would hold on just another second then just another second more.

      I kept replaying James’ last words before he’d run away. Grace had transported here.

      Though what functioned of my reasonable mind tried to tell me I’d misheard or it had been nothing more than a transient hallucination of my broken brain, I couldn’t ignore the fire in my blood.

      It kept bubbling, warning me to run, warning me that my time had almost run out.

      The gods needed me to destroy the earth, but unless I managed to get away from Grace, I would fail.

      As my mind kept fighting the shadows in my brain, I tried to tell myself there was a reason for hope. Because, for whatever reason, James had chosen to delay my transport. I could only hope that he was somehow figuring out what the Xandians intended to use me for.

      If he didn’t?

      If they tried to transport me, what would I do? Would I rise up? Could I stop myself? Or was this a foregone conclusion?

      It certainly felt that way. It felt as if the fire in my blood had been programmed specifically to dilute and destroy my will. Going through the Army – enduring grueling physical training meant to turn you into a soldier – had given me a certain perspective on the destruction of one’s will. I understood exactly what it felt like to have your own personality brought under someone else’s control. The fire within me was more insidious than that. It didn’t just want me to be controlled – it was as if it wanted me to give up the very concept of personal control and admit I’d always been nothing more than an automaton.

      I finally heard some muttering far off in the room. Though my senses had been strong and sharp earlier, they were starting to dull as if someone had attacked them with a rasp.

      I managed to gather just enough attention to be aware of the fact that a massive door opened and several guards shifted to the side and saluted by the sounds of their jangling weapons. “Major,” one of them said.

      James.

      He was back.

      Though my heart wanted to sing with hope, the rest of me pointed out the only reason he would be back was if he was about to initiate transport.

      The fools would take me back to Earth. And once there, my fire would poison all of humanity, destroying it in one swift move.

      I didn’t exactly understand how my fire would do that. All I had were the confusing, chaotic flashes I’d experienced at the height of my fever. Those broken thoughts that had revealed to me what the forefathers were, why they’d created Xandia, and what their plan had always been.

      But while I could understand that on an instinctual, fearful level, there was a scrap of a rational scientist left in me. There had to be some mechanism by which the fire in my veins would poison humans. Was it a virus? Was it something else? Would it do something to the portal as I was taken through? Something that would destabilize the space-time Earth sat within? Or did the precise mechanisms of the Earth’s destruction not matter so much as the promise that it would happen the very second I was taken home?

      My mind hadn’t had the opportunity to skip forward and wonder what would happen if the fire could never be removed from me. For if it was now stuck within me, bonded to my body like my own bones and flesh, it would mean I would never be able to leave.

      Xandia would be my home until the day I died.

      But now was not the time to think that far ahead, because I heard James walk up beside me.

      Though I wanted to reach out a hand, find his, clutch it, and scream at him to stop and not to open a portal, I suddenly became distracted.

      I could hear a light set of footsteps. They had to belong to someone small, and yet someone sure on their feet. I caught a specific scent, too. It was earthy as if someone had been rolling through dirt, but beyond that, it had a certain sweet scent of flowers trapped in the wind.

      It reached in and reminded me of one person. The person who’d started this all.

      I hadn’t said a word. Until now. Not only had I been battling the fire, but I understood that by moving, I would only be sedated again. That no longer mattered as my lips parted open in a violent jerk. “Grace?” I said, voice so breathy, it was practically a wheeze.

      “Mark?” she said.

      Grace. It was actually her. Her words, her gentle tone, just her.

      Though I was still belted down and it wasn’t like I could move from this hospital gurney, I reached my hands out as far as they would go, spreading my fingers as if I could grope through the air no matter what was in front of me to get to her.

      I heard Grace shift, but someone got in front of her. “It would be unwise to touch him. Who knows what… your skin could do to him.”

      … Her skin? What did that mean?

      Grace took a strangled breath that eased into a sigh. “I understand.”

      There was a tight pause. “Do you understand what is happening to him, though? Do you… recognize anything?” James asked.

      Grace took another sigh. It was the kind of move that suggested she was turning inward, trying to tune out every distraction.

      I felt so torn. Half of me wanted to run from her. Half of me wanted to fight. Half of me wanted to find the portal, plunge through, and end it all before she could stop me.

      The other half? Wanted to reach further out toward her. And that’s precisely what my hand did as my fingers spread as far as they would go, the webbing feeling like chains holding them in place.

      There was another single second, then Grace took another heavy sigh. “I don’t know.”

      James swore under his breath. “Mark will die if we don’t take him back to Earth. Though we don’t know what’s happening to him, we simply don’t have the medical technology to keep him alive. Some fever is ravaging him. His body will start shutting down if we don’t do something. But,” James sounded as if someone suddenly punched him in the throat, “if there’s any risk that he could be used as some kind of Trojan horse, you need to tell me. His life is in your hands.”

      Trojan horse? Could James possibly know what was happening with me? At the mere possibility, half of me wanted to scream while the other half wanted to sing.

      I settled for curling one hand into a fist as that half of my body gave way to the fire while the other half pushed my hand out toward Grace, willing her to accept it.

      “I need an answer now,” James demanded.

      “Just let me touch him,” Grace said, and I heard her quick feet, until the next thing I knew, she wrapped her fingers around mine.

      I… couldn’t describe the moment. Something happened inside me, and it was something that went far beyond words. Mere human concepts couldn’t attach to the sensations that washed through me as if I’d stood in a waterfall of creation itself.

      I heard James take a tight, angered breath, but he didn’t stop Grace.

      Thank god. Because for the first time since this fever had ravaged my body, I finally felt a sense of self returning to my burning limbs and mind.

      I wrapped my fingers around hers. But just when I thought I would ease into this moment and it would cleanse the poison in my veins, my other hand darted forward until the next thing I knew, I gripped Grace’s wrist with all my might.

      “Move back,” James demanded protectively.

      I tried to rip Grace’s hand off mine. I couldn’t. Her grip was like holding onto stiff sticks of steel.

      “He can’t hurt me,” Grace stammered.

      “It’s not you I’m worried about,” James demanded as I heard him shift close.

      “You’re getting your answer,” Grace said quietly, defeat and yet determination combining together in her voice to make it soft and yet hard.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Half of him is fighting me while the other half isn’t,” she said authoritatively.

      “He’s trying to rip your hand off him. You must be burning his skin,” James snapped back.

      “Look at the fingers of his left hand, Major – they’re loose. They’re holding mine – not trying to push me off.” She opened her hand, only resting her fingers loosely in mine.

      I gripped onto her gently as my other hand continued to try to pull free of her grasp.

      I heard James take a strangled gasp. “What the hell is happening?”

      “I don’t know. I… feel like I recognize what’s inside him, though. It’s what’s inside me,” Grace admitted.

      “What the hell does that mean?” James demanded.

      “Maybe… he’s been infected with the blood of a god,” she stammered through each word.

      That was it. That was precisely what had happened to me. I could no longer speak. I’d managed to choke out her name when she’d come into the room, but that was it. At her presence, my fire was fighting with everything it had to control my body.

      “What the hell is happening?” James demanded.

      Even if Grace knew, she suddenly became quiet.

      “Grace,” James spat. When she didn’t answer, he took a struggling breath and hissed, “Pandora.”

      Pandora.

      That… word. It… did something to me. It reached inside, grabbed the scrap of my heart that still remained even under the constant burning force of the fire, and pulled. It pulled with all its might.

      The next thing I knew, a scream cracked free from my lips, and I started to fight Grace with everything I had.

      Though I heard several doctors skid forward to help her, the sound of their shoes practically screeching through the room, Grace didn’t need any assistance. Even as my fire fought her with all its force, she simply grabbed hold of my other hand and held it down.

      “What the hell is happening to him?” James demanded.

      This time Grace didn’t ignore him. “He reacted to that word,” she said, and for the first time, there was no hint of kindness or fear in her tone, just… power.

      Maybe James detected it, because he let out a pressured breath. “… Grace?”

      “The gods fear me, Major. Or at least, they fear Pandora,” Grace’s tone changed right at the end. “For even if Pandora doesn’t destroy this world, she’ll destroy their control over its people.”

      Though all I wanted to do was accept Grace’s hand, I continued to fight her tooth-and-nail, my body rocking back and forth with all its power.

      I could practically hear the doctors waiting by, ready to sedate me, but they needn’t have bothered. Grace seemed to be possessed with the power of… the gods.

      It didn’t matter that I had the same blood of those very gods pumping in my veins – it wasn’t a match for hers.

      I knew James. Or at least the part of my mind that wasn’t consumed by what was happening to me told me I still knew my old friend. He would not be content to simply stand there and watch.

      Sure enough, I heard him march to the side. “Prepare to sedate him. Properly this time. I don’t care what it takes – knock him out.”

      “That isn’t recommended,” one doctor said.

      It sounded as if James tried to swallow his own jaw. “I don’t care if it’s not recommended. It’s the only chance we’ve got. We can’t afford to take him back to Earth if he’s infected with some kind of strange virus, but we can’t afford to let him kill himself, either.”

      “No,” Grace said before anyone could do anything. “Give him a chance.”

      “Give him a chance?” James questioned with a sharp snap. “It seems like Mark has lost his mind.”

      “He’s still in there. I… I can feel him. He’s still in there. Don’t sedate him yet. Give him a chance.”

      I knew James. He didn’t believe in superstitious thinking. To him, when you clutched at way-out theories with no evidence, you only ever did so when you didn’t have enough information, or you were too scared to accept reality.

      There was no reason for anyone to believe that I was still in my mind. There was no evidence to suggest I could come back from this. And yet, James didn’t do what I knew he should. He just waited.

      Without his order, the doctors just waited, too.

      Grace did not wait. She continued to hold my hand, and though her grip was strong, suggesting that no matter how hard I fought her, I would not be able to push her off, there was an unending kindness behind it, too. It was the kindness of someone who was willing to come right to the edge with you and hold you as you slipped off some cliff into an abyss.

      Hold on. That was it. All I had to do was hold on. The fire was rising in my body in a last-ditch attempt to control me. But if I found reason through this tide of rage, I could reclaim my body again.

      I just had to….

      Memories parted around me like waves from a tsunami.

      I saw myself the day I entered the Army. I saw myself the day I became a sergeant. I saw myself the day I first came to Xandia. All of it flooded through me in an unending wave of recollection.

      Once upon a time, I thought I’d known who I’d been. Once upon a time, I’d been proud to call myself Sergeant Mark Sheppard. I’d been proud of my role on the Taskforce, even if I hadn’t always agreed with everything I’d done. I understood how important it was for humanity to make ties with the Xandians, to trade for their resources, and to explore new ground. But back then, I’d been nothing more than a blind sheep being led to the slaughter. At the back of my head, maybe I’d appreciated what we were doing was wrong. Maybe I’d understood that we humans had just taken what we wanted from Xandia without giving them much of worth in return. Maybe I’d appreciated that while we called it trade, it had been nothing more than glorified stealing. But those disconnected suspicions gave way to true understanding now.

      Earth had treated Xandia like a resource to be mined. We had taken what we had wanted, and if the Xandians hadn’t agreed to trade, we would’ve gone to war, wouldn’t we? Xandia was too rich with mineralogical resources to let it simply exist in the hands of those who did not appreciate its worth. That’s how humanity thought. It’s what we’d done to our own planet over all these years.

      And that attitude? It was no different to the attitude of the gods – the very gods whose blood now ran in my veins. In this cold moment of realization, I appreciated I was no morally different from the monsters who were trying to use me to kill my own people. Because if it had come to it, we would’ve killed the Xandians. If it’d come to it, and we had wanted their land enough, there would’ve been nothing that would’ve stopped us.

      “His heart rate is increasing,” someone said. Their voice seemed far-off, hidden behind a dark veil that was dropping on me from above.

      In war, you have to think you’re fighting for more than simple survival. If it’s just you against them, the first thing you lose is your moral worth. Because trust me, when you go to war, you better have a better reason than blind survival. Every time you pull your trigger, every time you pull your knife, the part of you that lets you live freely will die with every man you kill.

      “What the hell is happening to him?” James demanded.

      His voice sounded as if it was a recording and someone had set it to its lowest volume.

      Everything felt surreal. Everything felt as if it was getting further and further away with every one of my fast, thumping heartbeats. But one thing wasn’t moving. It was Grace’s hand. She kept tightening it around my fingers, her strength not enough to cut off my circulation, but enough to keep reminding me that she was there and she was going nowhere.

      I needed to believe that I was different from the Xandians and that I wouldn’t go to the same extent as they would to keep their world alive. But that was a lie. We humans would do anything for our greed.

      “His blood pressure is skyrocketing,” someone stuttered. “We need to move him now.”

      “Dammit. Do it. Call the portal room,” James began.

      Grace ignored him. “Mark, I know you’re still in there. You’re fighting with what’s inside you. And I know you can win. Because I know you’re stronger than me, and I managed to push past the blood of the gods. You can do it too. Please, come back.”

      … I was stronger than Grace? I might’ve been bigger; I might’ve been better trained. I might’ve known how to use a gun and follow commands, but there was no way I could ever have the same soft certain control that echoed through her voice now. It made her sound as if she would calmly stand in the path of total destruction.

      “Grace,” James snapped. “Stand back.”

      She didn’t shift.

      “I said stand back,” James snarled.

      She wouldn’t move.

      “Pandora,” he growled.

      Grace didn’t say a word.

      “Fine, restrain her,” he demanded.

      I knew James. I knew how he thought. I knew how he prioritized things, and I knew precisely what he would do next. If Grace continued to stand there, ignoring every order he gave her, he would try to physically pull her back. And if she resisted that? He could shoot. Because there was nothing James wouldn’t do to protect his soldiers and his planet.

      That was why we were precisely like the gods of the Xandians. All we cared about was saving ourselves and protecting our own goddamn greedy interests.

      I felt this cold sensation start to spread through my chest.

      “We’re losing him,” one of the doctors gasped.

      I heard the squeak of boots and knew someone grabbed hold of Grace. It was clear they could not move her.

      “Mark,” she said one last time, her voice so quiet, I could barely pick it up. “It’s trying to crush your will. Trying to force you to give in to it. It wants to use you as a weapon. There’s only one thing that will stop you – and that’s you.”

      Maybe her words weren’t as eloquent as they could be. Maybe she could have continued until there was no question what she meant. Maybe she didn’t have to. Maybe all she had to do was draw attention to the fact her fingers hadn’t moved, no matter what was happening around her, for me to finally understand.

      Because Grace was right. I didn’t need to fight this growing power within me on my own. I didn’t need to come to the conclusion that I deserved to be alive, that I had the moral right to continue to exist in this body as a human. All I had to do was fight that fire and every single doubt it thrust upon me.

      For these questions were not my own. I wasn’t like the gods of Xandia. The one thing that set me apart was this: I had no intention of consuming this planet to get to what was within. I had no intention of killing every single person in my path to get what I desired. Because in my beating heart, there was still only one promise that mattered. Get Grace home. Save her. Make this nightmare go away. Make it all go away.

      I held onto that, held onto it like a dying man grasping toward an angel.

      “I said move. This is your last chance,” James growled.

      “A little bit longer. Give him just a little bit more time,” Grace begged.

      “You’re out of time,” James snarled as he pulled his gun.

      I had no idea if we could fight against the power of the gods and what was happening to Xandia, but I could appreciate we wouldn’t be able to do it without Grace. Maybe James wouldn’t kill her if he fired on her, but he would give Pandora a chance to resurface. For even without it being explained to me, I knew what was happening to Grace. It was exactly what was happening to me. She too had to fight the power of the gods in her mind. And it was with that promise – that I wasn’t alone, but more than that, that I had someone to help – that I finally opened my eyes.

      As my eyelids opened, I swore something cracked. It felt like invisible chains that had been holding me in place.

      The machines I was hooked up to no longer blared with a warning as my vital signs started to return to normal.

      I heard James splutter so loudly, it sounded as if he was choking himself to death.

      None of that mattered. All that counted was Grace. She was right there, in front of me, her hand still wrapped around mine. She looked… like a goddess.

      Her skin glowed with a power that couldn’t be mistaken. It made her once ordinary features – not that I would’ve ever described them that way – come to life. It gave her this statuesque, regal presence as if I was staring at some kind of queen.

      Relief flooded her features. And at that moment, I wiped away my previous conclusion. This wasn’t some queen – this was still Grace.

      Though it felt as if someone had taken sandpaper to my throat, I still managed a wheezing laugh. “You look like hell,” I remarked as my gaze took in her torn robes and mud-splattered skin.

      “Speak for yourself,” Grace chuckled.

      “Mark,” James stuttered. He still had a handgun drawn in his hand, but I watched it drop, his grip loosening. “What the hell happened? Is that… is that….” Possibly for the first time in his life, he couldn’t finish his sentence.

      “Yeah,” I managed another throaty, constricted chuckle, “it’s me.”

      “What the hell happened to you?” James demanded.

      “I almost destroyed the world,” I said in a far-off tone. It was dissociated. You try not being dissociated whilst sharing a statement like that. If I had a scrap of reason left over, it would tell me that such a grandiose, dramatic thing couldn’t be possible. One man couldn’t possibly destroy the whole world. Reason was no longer with me, though, for the stakes of this game had changed.

      Grace smiled as she tightened her fingers around mine.

      James swallowed. It was such a tight move, it sounded like the man was trying to speak around a fish in his throat. “Are you a threat?”

      “Not… currently,” I said, believing the words as I spoke them. “If you take me back to Earth, I will be.”

      “I have no idea what’s going on here,” James said. Once upon a time, the competent Major would never have admitted something like that in front of his team. But times were changing.

      “Is the threat over?” James demanded again.

      Before I could answer, Grace answered for me.

      “In part. You haven’t saved Earth yet, though. The gods and priests will still try to destroy it. It won’t take them long to appreciate that Mark hasn’t been taken through the portal. They’ll attack,” she said bluntly.

      I didn’t disagree with a single word.

      Though it was strange to experience my mind resurfacing from that feverish hell, I hadn’t forgotten all those fractured memories I’d received under the effects of the fire. I still appreciated precisely what would happen to Xandia and Earth if we didn’t stop this war.

      James brought up a hand and locked it over his mouth, transferring slicks of sweat over his cleanly shaven jaw. “I’ll warn Earth. They’ll send reinforcements—”

      “The gods and priests won’t let you do that,” I said evenly.

      “And how the hell will they stop us? They don’t have the technology to interact with the portal,” James said, but even as he spoke, his certainty seemed to crack like someone throwing an anvil through ice. His gaze darted toward Grace, and it was filled with fear.

      “They can’t use the portal to transport to Earth, true. They can stop it from being opened on this side, though. They can interfere with it,” she said clearly.

      James’ cheek twitched. I could tell that he wanted to deny what she was saying, but I could also tell that right now, it would be pretty hard to deny the words of a bona fide Xandian goddess.

      “Fine. What do we do, then?” James asked. There would’ve been a time when the competent Major would never have asked someone else for help. Then again, there was a time when everything had made sense and the world hadn’t been going to hell.

      I wasn’t sure who he was asking. I wasn’t sure if we could give him an answer, either. Though I still had hold of all the information I’d gleaned under the fever, I was also still infected by the fire. Though I didn’t exactly understand how I was keeping it at bay for now, I could appreciate that the fight would continue.

      “Prepare your troops to face a head-on assault from Xandian separatists,” Grace said in the kind of strong tone that made me believe she’d been giving orders her whole life.

      “That’s already done. But if we don’t know what we’re fighting, we can’t prepare,” James warned.

      “They won’t hold back. They’ll see that an end is in sight, so they’ll use their strongest troops. That includes other gods like me.” As Grace spoke, she didn’t face James, but rather seemed to speak at the ceiling as if she were addressing the sky above.

      My gut naturally clenched. It wasn’t just a symptom of my bodily control returning to me now I’d banished the fire for now. It was the recognition that she was right. This was just the quiet before the storm. I might’ve been reunited with Grace, but for it to count, and for me to ever have a chance of going through with my promise to get her home, we’d have to see each other through this next chapter.
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      Mark was alive. I couldn’t pretend he was fine, though. He might have been able to finally regain control of his body, but I knew the blood of the gods still raged through his veins. The Xandian separatists had tried to use him as a weapon. In one swift, fatal blow, they’d wanted to use him to destroy the earth. I almost couldn’t comprehend the sheer level of fundamental cruelty behind that plan, but I would be lying to myself if I said that. Within me was the same blood that pumped in their veins. Within my mind were the same lies. And buried in my consciousness were the same damn nightmares. The other gods were precisely like Pandora, and just like Pandora, they would not possess the ability to see reason. That made me more determined than ever not to lose hold of mine.

      Though when Mark had spoken of James, he’d given me the impression that James was the kind of intelligent, stalwart, stoic man who could get through any situation, no matter how chaotic, it was clear the Major had no clue how to deal with this.

      He was currently in a discussion with Mark’s doctors, checking and rechecking that Mark was no longer on the verge of death. That did not however mean that Mark and I were alone – not in the kind of way I wanted us to be. I kept going over this, but it deserved to be repeated again. I hadn’t known Mark for long. It wasn’t like we had a relationship. But the sheer intensity of the time we’d spent together was now reflected in my body. It was buried in the muscles of my chest wall, ensuring they tightened as if they wanted to reach out and hold on to him. It was buried in my heart, too, as it beat harder for him with every second.

      I couldn’t get close enough to Mark to make meaningful eye contact, let alone tell him how much I’d missed him over the past few days. He was being fussed over by what felt like the entire team of medical staff at the facility.

      I was standing on my own, though I was keenly aware of the fact that the guards were keeping a steady eye on me and were ready to react if I did.

      It was clear though James was willing to trust me for now, that trust would only go so far. And fair enough. I’d already admitted to him that a superweapon slept in my veins.

      This was the first quiet moment I’d had since I’d managed to transport here, since I’d managed to push Pandora back into the corners of my mind. It gave me the time I needed to wonder just how far back I’d pushed her and whether or when the goddess would try to reclaim her mind. No, not her mind. Mine. There was a fiction I had to bury one final time. I existed. I was real. I wasn’t some fiction painted over Pandora’s body. I felt, I thought, and most importantly, I had my own dreams and desires, and that made me as real as anything could be. I had to stop thinking of myself as the parasite in Pandora’s head, and I had to start appreciating she was the nightmare in mine. It was only by claiming complete ownership of my body and mind that I could defend it from her.

      In a moment of deep reflection, I wondered if that was precisely how the insidious blood of the gods worked. Maybe the forefathers had left something in the genetic material in the Xandian Gods’ blood to ensure it acted like a parasite of one’s mental control. Perhaps it existed solely to ensure that the body in which it resided didn’t possess the capacity to appreciate its own worth. After all, if the myths were correct, and the original forefathers of Xandia had created its gods in their image, then it stood to reason they had at least a shadow of the forefathers’ power. The forefathers would’ve built some mechanism into their tools to ensure that they would never wield that power against their creators.

      It was just as I stood there, my arms crossed around my middle, my mind turned so far in, it felt as if the room could explode and I wouldn’t notice, that a pitching alarm blared through the room. It happened so quickly, several medical staff beside me jumped and yelped in terror.

      Instantly the guards by the door grabbed their radios. James spun around on the spot, his face whitening. “That’s the main perimeter alarm,” he said breathlessly.

      Though the doctors attending to Mark hadn’t allowed him to sit up, now they couldn’t stop him. He pressed against the straps holding him down, and his body showed the power of the blood still pumping through it as the straps broke, tearing and falling off his bare chest until they tumbled onto the cold concrete floor under his gurney.

      “Mark,” James choked. “What are you doing?”

      “I….” Mark brought his arms up and stared in surprise at what he’d managed to do.

      Several guards shifted toward him, obviously expecting this was the prelude to an attack. I took a step forward, too, but it wasn’t out of concern that Mark was about to give in to the force that still poisoned him. “It’s the blood of the gods giving him that strength. He’s still in control, though,” I said with every confidence.

      Though it was clear that the situation was unfolding too rapidly for James to question my words, he could see that Mark was hardly a threat. As the perimeter alarm continued to blare, James rushed over to Mark. “We need to get you out of here. If Grace is right, and this is an attack, they may still try to capture you and send you through to Earth.”

      James ticked his head back and faced his team. “We’re going to move them to the portal room.”

      “What?” Mark stammered.

      “It’s the most secure room in the facility, Mark. I don’t intend to take you through—”

      “No, take him somewhere else,” I said, and I spoke with more authority than I’d ever used before. It was enough authority that I got everyone’s attention in the room. “It’s too much of a risk. We can’t ignore that Mark’s infection could take control,” I admitted, even though I didn’t want to undermine Mark. This had to be said. “If you take him into the portal room, it’s going to give his infection more reason to rise. Take him somewhere else.”

      James turned swiftly on his foot and faced me. “Take the both of you somewhere else, you mean. You’re coming too.”

      I shook my head. “I’m more use to you out there,” I said, and it took me a second to appreciate my words. I’d never been a fighter. Or maybe I’d always been a fighter, and that was the point. I’d just fought nightmares back then. Now I would fight the real thing.

      It was clear James had no intention of letting me out of his sight. He took another solid step toward me and shook his head even harder. “What about you, Grace? Aren’t you forgetting that at any point you could turn back into Pandora?”

      I opened my mouth. I closed it. I wanted to say that I had a hold of Pandora now, and that even if she were to rise once more, I’d be able to claim my body back from her, but I couldn’t make that promise. To make that promise and to let it dictate James’ decisions could be to put the very security of two planets on the line.

      Though it was clear Mark was rapidly regaining his energy, it was also clear that James had absolutely no intention of letting his friend walk. Fortunately they didn’t restrain Mark again, but they didn’t allow him to get off his bed even as the doors were thrust open and people ran out into the corridor.

      I couldn’t hear anything through the thick concrete walls of the compound. I swore I could feel it, though. Just as I’d felt back when I’d fought those Jatas, I swore I could sense the presence of other gods. Their existence called out to me like the mournful cries of a wolf echoing across a valley. Back when I pulled Pandora off that mountaintop, back when I regained control of my body, I stopped Pandora from trying to prove herself by killing. Now I swore I could feel that out there other gods and goddesses were aligning to prove themselves by killing me.

      There was something I didn’t quite understand, though – a mystery that had yet to be answered by this tumultuous unfolding tale. If I existed to destroy this world so that the forefathers could reclaim it, why exactly were the other gods and priests trying to stop me? Was it just in the interests of self-preservation? For that to make sense, they would have to be going against the forefathers. But surely the only reason they were seeking revenge on Earth was to make up for the fact they had broken the forefather’s greatest rule of not allowing material from Xandia to be taken to another realm?

      It wasn’t a question I could answer by myself, and nor was it a question I could dare to try to answer now. As we ran through the corridor, James continued to fall behind as his phone pinged with message after message. I couldn’t ask him what was happening, and I appreciated he wouldn’t answer me even if he could. But I could bet that whatever it was, it wasn’t good news. Though I couldn’t see what was happening out in the compound, that sense that more and more gods and priests were aligning against me only grew.

      To align against me was one thing, but to get to me, they would have to get through the human soldiers first. I got the unshakable sense that out there, despite humanity’s superior firepower, the fight was not going in their favor.

      No, our favor. It didn’t matter that underneath my body, I’d been Xandian to begin with. What mattered was that as Grace, I was human. From my memories to my hopes and dreams to my priorities, I was no longer Xandian.

      The alarm still shaking through the corridor suddenly changed pitch until it sounded as if it was designed to blast everybody’s eardrums.

      The two doctors in front of me became so pale, I thought they would pass out.

      “They’ve reached the compound,” James screamed.

      From far behind me, through the concrete walls and doors, I swore I felt an oncoming wave of hatred.

      I wasn’t at the back of the group. I was in the middle. Everything might be going to hell, but that didn’t mean the soldiers around me forgot I was also technically a threat.

      As everyone started to run faster, I stopped abruptly, twisting my head to the side.

      James tried to clap a hand on my shoulder and pull me around, but there was nothing the burly man could do against my inherent force. He quickly lost his grip, and his boots skidded as his momentum shifted him to the side. “What are you doing?” he had a moment to say. He didn’t get the opportunity to finish his sentence. The door at the other end of the corridor exploded.

      Sparks of blue light blasted out, scattering over the ground like embers someone had tinged with sapphires and sent scattering out of a gun.

      Before the dust and smoke could clear, I already knew what I would face. And sure enough, a goddess walked forward, her naked arms visible as the robe that covered the rest of her body swirled around her. It looked as if she had deliberately ripped her sleeves off so that her goddess blood could glow brightly along her skin to warn all of precisely who she was.

      James’ soldiers needed no encouragement to open fire, and a hail of bullets slammed toward the goddess and the two priests behind her.

      The goddess brought her arms up and chanted something under her breath until something spread from her skin. As her eerie, impassioned words split through the air, the skin along my spine tightened as if someone had melted it like plastic wrap. The bullets struck an invisible barrier and were instantly disintegrated, the metal and constituent parts turning to dust that puffed through the air as innocently as petals tumbling from a rose.

      “What the hell is that?” the soldier beside me screamed.

      I knew what that goddess would do a second before she brought up her hands and clasped them together. A blast of unholy energy sliced out from the move, heading straight for the soldier beside me.

      I didn’t think. I rounded my shoulder, shoved it into him, and pushed him out of the way before the magic could skewer him and slice him in half with all the ease of a chef’s knife decapitating a dead fish.

      I moved. I had no chance but to move. I knew this goddess and those two priests wouldn’t stop until every single man and woman in this corridor was dead.

      Maybe James knew what I was planning a second before I catapulted forward, because he screamed and called me back.

      Mark didn’t. I fancied Mark appreciated that if I didn’t do this, we were all dead.

      As I sliced toward the goddess and she sent another attack my way, I felt something building inside me. It felt like the fuel of action – that force that sat behind all strength. It was unstoppable.

      The goddess sliced another attack my way, but I skidded down to my knees, rolled, pushed against the wall, and flipped up. I felt her blow slam into the wall beside me, and as rock dust spewed around me, chunks of concrete uselessly dashing against my impenetrable skin, I reached her.

      The two priests suddenly jerked forward, knives hidden behind their backs. They slashed toward me with all the speed of tigers.

      Just when I thought my mind couldn’t possibly track them as they moved like the wind, my legs acted of their own accord, slicing out at the right moment. I collected the closest priest on the side of his face, forcing him back just as he sliced at my throat with his knife. The blow was more than strong enough to ensure the knife spiraled out of his grip, slammed against the wall, and fell against a pile of rubble.

      The other priest didn’t have a chance to move as I brought my other leg around, secured it behind his neck, and forced him onto the floor. It was a bone-crunching move, and as I slammed my leg down with all my force, his head struck the concrete. Instantly, his brow sliced open, and his priestly blood splashed out over the dust-covered concrete.

      Neither the goddess nor the troops behind me remained still and silent as I fought.

      Either the soldiers were too freaked out to consider me an ally, or James had told them to shoot nonetheless, because they opened up fire, bullets slamming into the wall, ricocheting off the floor, and making me feel as if someone had thrown firecrackers into my ears.

      They were one thing – the goddess another. As she sliced toward me, energy building in her palms as if her fingers were fire sticks, I was forced to double back.

      She went on the offensive, and she was force incarnate. More than that, she was hatred incarnate. For even as rock dust swirled around her, I saw how wide her eyes were with adrenaline-fueled rage.

      It was clear she would not stop until she killed me.

      But it was just as clear that I would not stop until I killed her, for even as she attacked again, sending a lethal charge of energy toward my throat, I threw myself to the left and pushed out with my leg. My vicious blow connected with her side, pushing her over.

      There was a crack as her back struck the wall.

      By now one of the priests was picking himself up.

      He didn’t get a chance to attack again. James pushed to the side, brought up his handgun and showed his training as he fired, not directly at the priest, but at the already buzzing light fitting above the man. James’ bullet slammed into the light fitting, and it exploded. Hot glass and metal hailed down over the priest. It distracted him long enough that the other soldiers let loose with a barrage of fire.

      There was nothing the goddess’ magical shield could do to protect the priest. He was dead before he struck the ground. The goddess, however, was still very much alive.

      As the priest was torn down before her eyes, she jerked her head up and snarled, a vicious scream splitting her lips.

      She jerked up, and in a move I would never forget, wrapped her hands around my throat, slamming me so hard against the wall, it cracked.

      She pushed me through to the room beyond. It was some kind of storage room, and as we tumbled in, my back struck a heavy metal crate. The wind was forced from my lungs, but that was hardly the worst thing she could do.

      She brought her face forward, pressing close enough to mine that I swore I would be burned by the bright light blazing in her eyes. “You will not destroy Xandia and consume its energy like a ghoul to a corpse.”

      Her words sliced into me with vicious power. So did her energy. She sent a pulse of it spreading through her fingers. It snaked down my throat, across my face, and into my flesh. Even as her hands collapsed around my neck, it felt like a far greater force wrapped its way around my trachea, squeezing with unstoppable strength.

      I continued to hear gunshots from behind and appreciated that more Xandian forces must’ve thrust into the corridor. It meant no one was going to come to my defense.

      Just as that vicious energy seemed to underwrite me from within, I tried to force against it. Something rose in me – that irrepressible force that had seen me get this far. Just at the last moment before I could be choked to death, I brought my leg up, planted my foot on her chest, and forced her backward. The move was strong enough that it wrenched her hands from my throat. She tumbled to the side, rolling over the floor, the rock dust and chunks of concrete from the broken wall transferring over her glowing skin. Wherever the dust impacted her energy, it burned up, a horrendous smell spreading through the air.

      I didn’t even choke as I pushed off that metal crate and landed, one hand pressed against the floor, my body low like a predator tracking her prey through some jungle.

      I felt… I felt something growing within me. I didn’t need to clutch at words and memories to realize what, and precisely who, it was.

      Pandora. Either it was at the prospect that I’d almost died, or at the promise with my hands, she could now kill a goddess and prove her power. She seemed unstoppable. As she rose through me, it was like someone had set a fire in my stomach and smoke was entwining through my body like choking vines.

      I felt myself take a forced, strong step toward the goddess just as she pushed up.

      She snarled and thrust toward me, but just at the last moment, I swore I saw a flash of recognition in her deep purple eyes. Recognition, and fear.

      She tried to double back. Pandora didn’t give her that option. She swung forward, as fast as a strike of lightning. She lanced her power-covered fist against the goddesses’ jaw, and the woman was thrust back. She slammed into the wall beside her. Chunks of concrete haloed out as if she was a mere pebble that had been thrown in a pond.

      I rounded on her. It was my turn to settle my hands on her throat. As soon as my fingers locked against her neck, I felt it again. Pandora rose through me, as unstoppable as a volcano getting ready to explode, and just as powerful.

      Fear flooded the goddess’ features, whitening the skin that wasn’t struck through with pure light. I felt this undefinable sense growing within me, this vicious certainty that what I was about to do wasn’t just right, it was necessary.

      The ordinary gods and priests of Xandia kept the land free from outside influences. They were here to stop worlds like Earth from finding the portal, going through, and claiming Xandian resources. I was here to control them if they failed. I was here to clear this land and prepare it for the forefathers to claim it once more.

      That certainty was unshakable. It was as if pure truth had been downloaded into my mind in this, my most violent moment. And yet, somewhere within me, there was still a grain of something that could fight against that cruel knowledge. Grace. I… I was still here, buried deep as Pandora took control of my body and tried to use it to choke this woman’s life out of her.

      Just before my own fingers could be used to commit murder, I pulled back. Somehow, I regained control of my body.

      The goddess was in no condition to take advantage of my sudden indecision. As I snapped back, she didn’t snap forward. She fell limply to the floor by my feet. I had just a moment to stare into her eyes, just a moment to see her fear and confusion before her eyes started to roll into the back of her head. As they did, her lips cracked open. “All we aim to do is keep this land safe.”

      Her words were garbled. It didn’t matter. I picked them up. They pushed right in, chilling the fire that had burned within me as soon as Pandora had claimed control of me.

      I staggered to the side, bringing up my hands and staring at them. It wasn’t the first time I’d done that, but this time, I actually stared at my fingers with all my might. Every mark, every whorl on my fingertips, every line across my palms. They captured my attention and held it, time slowing down as if it felt that for all eternity, I would be stuck here, staring at what I’d almost done.

      But time would not give me the luxury of becoming trapped in this moment. Outside, the attack was continuing. I’d managed to push Pandora back for now, but if I didn’t save my friends and protect the humans, this battle would be for naught and my victory would count for nothing.
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      All I wanted to do was pull myself from this hospital gurney and push into the fight. It was chaos. I’d fought in some treacherous battles before. Hell, the battle of Maglite was still seared into my mind, but this was different. Because this seemed to be a war for everyone’s existence. Though I was far enough back that I hadn’t seen any Xandian soldiers up close, that didn’t matter. I heard their desperation in every cry. I witnessed every time they threw themselves around the corner in the corridor only to be mowed down by machine-gun fire.

      Back after the attack on Maglite, I’d wondered if the Taskforce relationship with Xandia could ever return to normal. Now I appreciated it never would.

      This wasn’t just a turning point. This was the end. Maybe we’d make it back to Earth – or at least the other humans would. Maybe they would manage to prevent the Xandians from sending through the poison of the gods. But it wouldn’t end there. With the threat hanging over their heads, the nations of Earth would not ignore it. They would come at this realm with everything they had. Though I wanted to believe they’d be smart enough to just try to destroy the portal, I knew how they thought… how we thought. I might’ve managed to bury my conscience earlier to accept Grace’s advice not to allow god blood to poison my thoughts, but I still couldn’t ignore this indecision. For if it came to an all-out war, the humans… we humans – I corrected quickly – would try to claim Xandia for ourselves.

      I pushed to the side, hunkering close to the bed as stray bullets slammed into the wall beside me. There was a doctor to my right. She was kept low, a hand placed on my chest to try to keep me down. In front of me, I watched in still horror as a soldier caught a blast of energy right to his chest. Though he was wearing thick body armor, that didn’t seem to count, and it rippled over it, discharging down his arms until he shook like a puppet on strings.

      He crumpled, the sound of his gear striking the floor stabbing into my mind, never to be forgotten.

      James was still there, fighting at the front of the battle. Grace, however, was gone. Even from back here, I’d seen it when she’d run to take on that goddess, just as I’d seen it when that goddess had slammed her through a wall. I tried to sharpen my hearing, tried with all my goddamn might to hear if she was okay.

      There was no way I could discern anything above the chaos of the battle.

      I couldn’t lose Grace. It wasn’t like we’d ever been together, but that wasn’t the point. She… seemed to be the only person who could understand what I was going through now. If that goddess took her down, I was certain I would fall to the poisoned blood in my veins once more, and this time, there’d be no resurrecting me.

      “Get him out of here,” James spat as he rounded on his foot and gestured wildly back down the corridor.

      There were no guards left with me, but there were two doctors, and instantly, they grabbed hold of my medical trolley and started sprinting down the corridor. Though the attack hadn’t made it this far, plenty of stray bullets and blasts of power had sailed down this way. As the medical gurney traveled over the once smooth concrete, it jostled every time it hit a chunk of rubble.

      My body shuddered with adrenaline. It shook with the need to get out there and support my friends before it was too late. But it would be too late. The Xandians had been planning this since the very day humanity had rocked up on their doorstep offering trinkets for treasures. Though the ordinary Xandians like Lady Tallet sought peace with the humans, it was by now clear that the god and priest class had only ever been biding their time.

      As the doctors desperately tried to save my life, wheeling the trolley as fast as they could, I twisted my head over my shoulder. I stared at the hole in the wall where that goddess had thrown Grace. I waited. With bated breath, with a broken heart. I waited for her to emerge. Just at the last moment before the medical trolley could ram open a set of heavy doors at the end of the corridor, I saw her.

      She pushed through a cloud of rubble.

      “Grace,” I called out to her with all my heart.

      She tilted her head up, and even from across this distance, she made eye contact.

      “Grace,” I said once more.

      She said nothing. She turned. Rather than run toward me, she ran back toward the battle.

      Just as the medical doors opened around me, and we reached the clean, quiet corridor beyond them, the blood had a chance to drain from my face. It felt as if someone had stuck a cannula in my throat.

      She’d succumbed to Pandora. Grace… Grace had given in to the fire in her veins.

      As that cold realization broke through me, I stared down at my hands.

      I felt the fire start to return.
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      I couldn’t let this happen.

      The gods and priests would spill through this facility until they found Mark. When they captured him, they would send him kicking and screaming through the portal. It didn’t matter to them how many people they sacrificed from their own forces. All that mattered was finally claiming Earth and destroying the threat to Xandia.

      I wouldn’t let that happen. It wasn’t Pandora speaking – it was still me. I was in full control of my body… for now. She was there, though, seething under the surface like a boiling pit of lava someone had forced me to swallow. She burned with every breath; she burned with every damn movement. It felt as if someone was trying to claim my limbs with acid.

      I ignored it and threw myself forward, rounding another corner in the corridor. I encountered two priests down on their knees trying to slash some kind of sacred dagger through some hapless soldier.

      I reached the priests, grabbed them up by the backs of their necks, and threw them against the wall.

      The soldier didn’t have a chance to say thank you. I sprinted past him, heading for another god who’d just sprung around a wall, several massive mercenaries by his side. As soon as the god clapped eyes on me, he snarled something under his breath. I didn’t quite catch it, but I got its meaning. “Destroyer of all. Goddess of Death. She who must be killed so that others can live.”

      I didn’t let those words affect me, though they sank in, sank in with every violent step I took toward him. Sank in as I leaped into the air. Sank in as I sank my own fist into the side of his head.

      The move was more than strong enough to throw him off balance. Though those two mercenaries by his side tried to protect him, there was nothing they could do as I lanced out with another kick. It struck the god on his chest and thrust him back long before he could pluck out a sacred dagger holstered at his hip.

      I hadn’t forgotten my own flint dagger. In the back of my head, Pandora kept whispering at me to complete my mission. For if I completed my mission, I would save Earth. I might condemn every single human who was currently on Xandia, but at least I would protect everybody back home.

      Yet the cost of that would be condemning Xandia itself, and I would not do that.

      As I fought, I circled around the side of the building. I might have only just transported to this compound, but that didn’t honestly matter. I had an instinctual knowledge of where every corridor and room led to.

      I hadn’t abandoned Mark. On the contrary. I was circling around, trying to get to him from behind. I needed to not just attack the Xandian forces, but distract them, luring them away from him. Though Mark was their ultimate prize, if they didn’t destroy me, I would destroy everything. Sure enough, as soon as every new god or priest clapped eyes on me, they always changed what they were doing to attack me.

      I shouldn’t need to tell you that I’d never experienced anything like this. Even the trials I’d undergone on the sacred mountain couldn’t match this frantic fight. Every second felt more fraught than the next until I swore chaos itself was eating up time and digesting the rest of my life until every second could be my last.

      I continued. For I could not stop. As I fought my way through the corridors, replying to whatever attack the gods and priests launched my way, I appreciated that this – the ability to never stop, no matter what I faced – wasn’t an aspect of Pandora’s personality, but was one of Grace’s.

      I’d always thought I was some hapless woman who’d never been able to overcome her nightmares and inadequacies. On the contrary. Every single nightmare had come true, and yet, I was still fighting them. Few people could overcome what I had.

      I held onto that thought, letting it bolster me like wind through my sails as I finally circumnavigated the compound, coming back around to where Mark was located. Whilst I seemed to instinctively know my way around this building, I had no real way to know where Mark had been taken. But that would be ignoring my senses as a goddess. If I closed my eyes and paid enough attention to my trembling heart, I swore I could feel this sixth sense pulsing through me. It seemed to be the ability to detect far-off heat. But no normal heat – the fire of the gods. Though this compound was now littered with other gods and goddesses, I was not attuned to them nearly as much as I was attuned to Mark. Plus, the fire in his veins felt different.

      It felt precisely like mine, in fact – a power that had been thrust upon someone who did not want it.

      As I ran, I encountered dead soldiers and dead Xandians. They littered the corridors like autumn leaves that had blown in with the wind.

      With every new body I passed, I felt colder. That coldness seemed to be the only thing that could fight against Pandora’s oncoming fire.

      Pandora didn’t seem to have the capacity to understand the horror that was death. All she knew was her own power. So with every body I passed, no matter how harrowing it was, I made time to look at each still face. I made time to acknowledge every single personal horror. It seemed to douse Pandora in a way nothing else could.

      As I pushed toward that sense of Mark’s presence, my mind once more ticked back to the forefathers and what they had planned for Xandia. This world was nothing more than a resource for them. I could see the irony, because technically, it had been nothing more than a resource for we humans, too. But both things could not be equated. The forefathers intended to destroy every single living creature on this world. From the very beginning, they had decided that all in this realm would be used to feed them.

      For all in this realm were nothing more than supplication for the true gods.

      And Pandora? Was nothing but a tool to sacrifice them.

      All those years ago back on Earth when I’d dreamed of Xandia – all those days when I’d walked past that portal substation – I would never have been able to imagine this moment. This was horror on a completely different level. There was something about the fact of a sentient race using another for food that was completely abhorrent.

      What was worse was the control the forefathers had exerted over the Xandians through myth and legend. As I thrust toward Mark’s heat, I appreciated that all of the so-called sacred rules of the Xandians had never been anything more than a tool to ensure they did not rise up and defend themselves.

      Perhaps that was the true reason why the forefathers had demanded the Xandians never make contact with another race, for with another race they might have a chance of protecting themselves. Just as that thought settled, I shook my head. No. They wouldn’t have had another chance to protect themselves – they still did. This fight was not over.

      All this time, I’d been focusing on the fact the Xandians had turned into our enemies and we had to defeat them to keep humanity safe. I should’ve allowed my mind to tick forward to the true battle. At some point, the whole of Xandia itself would have to be saved from the forefathers, and they would not be able to do that alone.

      As I shoved my way through a door, I ducked back just in time as two bullets slammed into the wall where my head had been.

      I rolled through, knowing Mark was only meters away now.

      “No, don’t shoot,” he spluttered. “It’s Grace.”

      I pushed up in time to see a single terrified doctor with a handgun in his grip and Mark sitting on the edge of the medical trolley. Though I hadn’t counted how many staff had been with him back in the corridor, it would’ve been at least six. Now there was only one man left standing.

      “Grace.” Mark threw himself off his gurney.

      I expected him to lose balance as his feet struck the floor, but he didn’t. His muscles seemed tight with strength as he threw himself toward me.

      “You shouldn’t move,” the doctor tried.

      “You need to run,” I said louder. “We need to get you out of this facility and away from the portal. As long as you’re here, the Xandians will keep attacking.”

      Mark reached me. He didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands. I could tell he wanted to throw his arms around me, but at the same time, I watched as his right hand momentarily clenched into a fist. It told me something I hadn’t forgotten. The blood of the gods still pumped in his veins, and the very last thing it would want to do was see him embrace me.

      “There is no way I’m letting you take him out of this facility,” the doctor growled.

      “The only way you’ll have a chance of defeating the invasion is to get us out of here,” Mark snapped in his own defense. “Grace is right. They’re coming after me.”

      “They’ll just go after the portal station if you’re not here,” the doctor tried.

      “They don’t have another weapon ready like Mark,” I pointed out through a stiff breath. “So even if they secured the portal, they wouldn’t be able to do much with it. Plus, I imagine by now that James has already radioed through to Earth to warn them of the attack,” I tried.

      “There’s intermittent interference,” the doctor informed us.

      “Dammit,” Mark spat. He didn’t let that statement derail him for long. He reached toward me, and this time, there was no hesitation as he locked his left hand around mine. “We need to get out of here,” he said in a clear, calm voice. “It’s the only way to give this facility a chance to repel the separatists.”

      Outside, I could still hear the fraught sounds of battle. The gunshots, the screams, the thumps of dead bodies hitting the ground, never to take another breath.

      If I allowed myself to hold on to the horror, it felt like it would drown me, but at the same time, I knew I couldn’t afford to push it back. Ignore the consequence of every single body, and I would be allowing Pandora in.

      “Please,” I said softly. “Just let us leave.”

      Maybe it was my soft voice. Or maybe the doctor was finally appreciating how screwed this facility would be if the separatists kept throwing all caution to the wind to get to Mark.

      With a heavy breath I would never forget, the doctor angled his head back the way I’d come. “Fine, go. There are Humvees prepped in the transport bay.”

      “Got it,” Mark said as he spun on his foot, ready to pull me with him.

      I took the time to make eye contact with the doctor. “Thank you. Stay alive,” I added.

      He took the time to stare into my eyes. “I don’t know who you are or what happened to you, but don’t let any more people die.”

      With that, Mark pulled me away.

      I kept my head angled toward the doctor just as I heard the horrendous sounds of battle catch up with him.

      He ducked down as a blast of magic sliced into the wall beside him, and he threw himself out of the way, his hand still fixed on his gun.

      “Dammit, run,” Mark barked, his hand still anchored around mine.

      We made it out of the same door I’d entered through. The corridor had been quiet before. Now it was filling with separatist forces.

      I didn’t think. I fought.

      It all became a blur. Of fists, of bullets, of blasts of Xandian magic. A blur of people trapped in a battle where they didn’t know who their real enemy was.

      While the sights and sounds and smells became nothing more than a smear of death in my mind, that fact remained. The separatists didn’t know who their real enemies were.

      I did. And I would not forget that.

      I would not be used to launch the final blow against Xandia, and Mark would not be used to launch the final blow against Earth.

      We would save each other.
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      Grace was safe. And finally, I confirmed that with my body as my fingers wrapped around her fingers.

      I wanted to say she was different to the woman I’d seen back on Earth. She wasn’t. She was just the same. It didn’t matter that she now had the power of a Xandian goddess. It didn’t matter that she could now fight like a super warrior. All that mattered was the same kindness I’d seen back on Earth.

      It was the same kindness that had seen me fight against the fire in my veins.

      “Come on, it’s this way,” I said as we reached a door that led out of the back of the facility into the grounds.

      There was a small frosted round window lodged at head height in the door, and I stared out of it, instantly appreciating the battle zone that awaited us.

      “Dammit,” I spat, eyes widening as I tried to calculate a path through the destruction.

      Grace suddenly brought up her leg and slammed her foot into the door with all her might. Considering she was a goddess, all her might was a considerable force indeed. The door didn’t stand a chance, and it shot off its hinges, blasting forward.

      “What—” I began. I didn’t need to finish my sentence. I appreciated exactly what Grace was doing as the door slammed into a massive Xandian priest who’d been lurking behind it. The guy toppled backward, rolling for several meters.

      Grace didn’t need me to tug her on the hand and instead ran forward like a blast from a cannon.

      Though my own senses were changing and sharpening, I knew they couldn’t be a match for hers. I’d only been injected with the blood of the gods. She was a real goddess. And she used those skills as she navigated across the total destruction that was the compound. I couldn’t allow my eyes to settle on the bodies of the soldiers I’d once known. Every single sight shook me to the core. But my compassion didn’t just go out to the men and women I’d once served with. Every single time I passed an ordinary Xandian separatist, I felt a bitter swell of emotion surge through my stomach. It was like swallowing lemons tinged with sawdust. It grated down my throat and formed an endless pit in the center of my stomach.

      This wasn’t just the guilt at what we humans had done to the Xandians. This was the memories that still raged through me, brought on by the fever of god blood. Xandia was nothing more than a game to the forefathers. Every belief the Xandians held dear – every myth they’d centered their religions on – had only ever been calculated lies to keep the Xandians down, to keep them safe, and to keep them ripe for the plucking when the forefathers came to claim this land and feed off its quantum energy.

      The Xandians were the true victims in this terrible game.

      “Wait,” Grace demanded as she tightened her grip on my hand.

      Her grip was truly strong. I fancied it was a strength that went beyond the light pulsing through her body. It went right back to the woman I’d seen back on Earth. The woman who’d stood and faced the portal substation as if she were facing the gates down to Hell. And yet, the woman who had not turned away.

      “The transport bay is this way,” the words cracked from my lips just as a bullet sliced so close to my face, it felt as if it would burst my eardrums. Ordinarily, it would have, but at least the power of the gods was useful for something. I could feel my body strengthening with every step. It didn’t matter that literally half an hour ago I’d been at death’s door. It was as if my body was now capable of taking on anything.

      We finally reached the transport bay.

      It was less chaotic than I imagined it would be, then I quickly reminded myself that stealing our tech was not what this fight was about. Most of the Xandian forces were still concentrating on the compound, presumably erroneously thinking I was still inside.

      I just… I just hoped like hell James could fight them off.

      I couldn’t live with myself if he died like this.

      I reached the back door into the transport bay and quickly slammed my hand against the biometric panel on the side.

      I waited for it to register my identity, but it gave a dull beep.

      “Don’t tell me it’s not going to accept my code,” I had a moment to stutter.

      “Let me,” Grace said as she again brought her foot up and kicked through the door. It didn’t matter that it was reinforced steel. She obliterated it just as easily as somebody tearing a piece of paper.

      I didn’t have time to look impressed. She pulled me through.

      I instantly located the nearest Humvee, and for the first time since we’d fled the compound, I reluctantly let go of Grace’s hand. “Watch the door,” I snapped at her as I ran over to get the keys.

      I had to break through a locked box behind reinforced mesh wire to do it, but in my current form, that was hardly a problem. As I raced back to Grace, I threw her the keys. “I take it you can drive?”

      She gave a sharp nod.

      “I’ll get the doors.”

      I knew full well that this would be the riskiest part of the plan. Even if we didn’t encounter more Xandians, aside from the doctor, no one knew what we were doing. There was every chance my own people would try to stop me.

      But as I opened the reinforced roller door at the front of the transport bay, it wasn’t to a barrage of arrows or bullets. I tilted my head back toward the main compound. It sounded like Armageddon back there.

      I had a moment where the blood drained from my face once more and a cold, trapped sensation coiled through me.

      Grace started the Humvee, and the engine roared into life. She wasted no time in coming to a skidding stop beside me. “Get in,” she demanded.

      I finally pulled myself away from that aching sight of destruction and threw myself at the passenger side of the Humvee. I wrenched the door open and jumped in. “There’s a road that leads out west from the base—” I began.

      Grace slammed her foot down on the accelerator and shot out of the open doors, narrowly avoiding two soldiers who suddenly ran from the side of the transport bay to see what was happening. She tugged on the wheel competently, avoiding them neatly as she settled her eyes on the horizon line. “We’re not going to use the road,” she said forcefully.

      “What are you talking about?” I had a chance to say before she tugged the wheel violently and took us off the road, right over a large ditch. I was forced to yank a hand up and grab onto the passenger railing so I could stay in my seat. “Grace, what the hell are you doing?”

      “They’ll expect us on the road,” she managed as we bounced through ditches and potholes.

      “You can’t drive off-road like this. We’ll get bogged.”

      “I know what I’m doing; I know where I’m going,” she added.

      This was where I should jump in as the voice of reason, but instead, still keeping a hand secured on that hand-hold, I twisted my head around and stared at her. “What are you talking about?”

      “We need to end this, Mark,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper.

      It sent the hair along the back of my neck standing on end. “What do you mean we need to end this?”

      “It’s not enough to get you away from the substation. At some point, the separatists are going to find another hapless soldier to infect. Maybe you were special and you could tolerate their blood – but they’ll find someone else eventually. They’ll keep assaulting the station until they get through.”

      “So what do you mean, Grace? How exactly can we end this?” There was a lump in my throat. Because there was fear in my heart. I couldn’t forget Grace was just like me. She was fighting a force trying to take her over. But unlike me, her force would be 10 times worse. It wasn’t just god blood pumping in her veins – she had the body of the most powerful goddess in Xandia.

      I felt cold as I watched her, even colder as my gaze flicked over her face, searching for any sign she’d become Pandora again, not that I would even know what to look for.

      She seemed to know what I was doing, and as she took her eyes off the road inadvisably, she stared at me directly. “I’m still in control, Mark. You’ll know when I’m not, trust me.”

      We reached another pothole just as I opened my mouth to say something, and I virtually swallowed my tongue. I gripped my fingers harder around the hand railing as I turned to her again. “You can’t take us off-road like this. At least slow down a little. Where are we headed, anyway?”

      “We’re going to close the portal,” she said, each word slow as if she were thinking of this plan on the spot.

      A race of nerves cascaded down my back. “What the hell are you talking about, Grace? If we destroy the portal, it’ll destroy Xandia. It might save Earth, but we can’t condemn these people.”

      “No one is talking about condemning the Xandians. I’m going to save them. Once and for all. I’m going to get rid of the forefathers,” she said.

      … This was suicide – that final rational scrap in my mind told me.

      Ensuring Earth wasn’t destroyed in an all-out attack was one thing. How exactly could Grace get rid of the forefathers? At the very thought, my blood chilled, my back stiffened, and a shiver raced up my stomach. It was a visceral reaction – not just to the sheer impossibility of what she was suggesting, but what it did to the god blood still in my veins. I was forced to pump a hand into a fist, and I dragged my nails across my palm like I was trying to shred the flesh.

      Despite the fact Grace should be concentrating on driving, she darted her gaze over to my clenched fist. Wordlessly, she looked slowly up into my eyes. For several seconds she said nothing. “Don’t let it get control of you, Sergeant.”

      I shifted around in my seat, staring at my knees for a few seconds as I tried not just to catch my breath, but my mind, too. Just when I thought I’d gotten full control of that blood, it was rising again, bringing with it this torturing heat. It felt as if patches of my body had been shoved into a furnace while the rest of it was at a normal temperature. You think that sounds confusing? Try being in a car with a woman who just promised she could destroy a race of aliens with the power to terraform a planet.

      Maybe I was jumping ahead of myself, maybe the forefathers hadn’t created Xandia, but it sure seemed that way. Even if they hadn’t – even if they’d just chanced upon this strange jewel of a planet trapped between a wormhole – they would still be light years more advanced than humanity. And Grace thought she could defeat them?

      Either she thankfully started paying attention to the road – not that there was one – or she paused to see how I would react, but she gave me all the silence I needed until I spread my lips over my teeth. I bared them as if I lost the emotional intelligence of a man and reverted back to a scared monkey. “There’s no way to do that, Grace.”

      “Yes, there is. It’s in my robes,” she said softly.

      My brow scrunched together. “What?”

      She opened her lips to answer automatically, but paused, her mouth half open. I could tell from the darting way her eyes shifted as she gazed at me that she wanted to gauge how I’d react to what she was about to say.

      I finally released my fingers, locking them on my knees securely, hoping the pressure would stop me from balling them into a fist again. “Just tell me. I’m in control,” I promised.

      “I have a dagger that, if I plunge it into the original portal, will destroy it.”

      I twitched. I couldn’t help it. It was like someone had suddenly shoved an electrode into my spine. This full-bodied shudder ripped through me, and if I hadn’t been wearing a seatbelt, I would’ve jostled out of my seat.

      Grace’s eyes narrowed. It wasn’t just in fear – I could see her pupils as they constricted, clearly waiting for me to attack.

      I didn’t. I took a breath, clenched my jaw, closed my lips, and locked the air in my lungs, hoping it would crowd out the heat. Maybe it worked – or maybe once again reason prevailed over the poisoned blood circulating through my body. I managed a deep breath. “Are you sure about this?”

      She nodded. She didn’t need words to convince me. It was the look in her eyes, the pale hue of her cheeks, her loose grip on her steering wheel, but more than anything, her silent surrender to the situation.

      I took another sharp breath. “But if you destroy the portal, you’ll destroy this world, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “So we’re back at square one. Unless that dagger can be used for something else?” I asked, each word slow as I tried to digest the possibility. Sure, my mind had expanded ever since coming to Xandia – humanity’s mind had collectively expanded ever since finding the portals – but I was still meant to be a rational, scientific man. If Grace was right, and somewhere on her body under her robes was some dagger that could destroy a wormhole, what the hell was it made of that it could perform such a function?

      Grace took several seconds, either to consider my question, or to tune in with her body and mind. I couldn’t forget that while I was fighting off the force of the gods, so was she – but on a completely different level. And yet as I watched her quiet expression, I could tell she wasn’t in a full-on fight with Pandora.

      She seemed to be assessing my question, and as I waited in silence for her reply, my mind ticked back to how incredible she was.

      To think, the terrified woman who’d come to Xandia with me all those days ago was now hurling a Humvee through scrub on her way to save the entire realm. All the while, she was fighting with the greatest goddess the Xandians had ever seen.

      I got the distinct impression that no one else would be able to do what she was doing now.

      Grace finally took a deep breath. “I don’t think I’m meant to be like this,” she said out of the blue.

      My brow really did crumple now. It was like someone rolled it up and squeezed it as tightly as they could. “… Grace? What are you talking about?”

      She took her eyes off the road, which was kind of stupid considering we were navigating through low foliage. Before my gut could clench and I could scream at her to watch what she was doing, I had to appreciate we weren’t crashing into anything and she was still turning the wheel competently as the massive military vehicle crashed its own path through the low forest. “The forefathers… I’m assuming they didn’t expect my personality to remain.”

      I suddenly became deathly silent. I wouldn’t have been able to say a word even if someone had forcefully moved my lips and pumped air into my lungs.

      “I’m assuming that… wherever I came from,” she was careful about the way she said I, practically cradling it with her lips as if it was the most sacred word she’d ever say, “they expected Pandora would swallow me up when she returned.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so all I managed was a soft, choked, “Grace.”

      It was pathetic to just repeat her name like this, but maybe it was somehow the right thing to do, too, because as she made eye contact with me, she smiled, making me appreciate that she wasn’t nearly as fragile as I thought.

      She took another deep breath and sat straighter in her seat, the fabric of her robe scrunching up against the seat behind her. “I’m assuming all of the other gods and goddesses are like Pandora – maybe even the priests too. When she’s in my head… it’s like I can’t see anything but the myths of the forefathers. It’s like I become a tool.”

      My blood chilled. Which was good, because it chased away the last dregs of heat that had been trying to take me over. I stared at my knees, letting my gaze flick over my white knuckles until it turned back to her. “It feels like that for me, too. It’s like… the blood is trying to shut me down from the inside out.”

      She nodded vehemently. “When Pandora is in my head, I can hear her – even follow her reasoning. And there isn’t any. She’s just a mouthpiece, a tool for them.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I guess the forefathers left the gods and priests here to control the Xandian population – to ensure that they never forgot the myths that were designed to keep them locked down. I… I don’t believe for a second that taking matter from Xandia over to Earth or any other realm poisons either place. If I have to guess, it’s just a myth the forefathers created to ensure that Xandia could never make ties with another realm.”

      I nodded. There was nothing to stop me. I’d already thought this myself. I brought up a hand, tapped my chin, and let one jagged nail run down the stubble pushing through my unshaven chin. “It makes sense. I mean, it’s not like we’ve had any world-ending events since beginning trade with the Xandians. And if I was one of the forefathers, I’d do that too. It’s the perfect way to ensure your prize can’t be claimed by someone else. But, Grace, how are you so sure that you can destroy the forefathers?”

      “I’m getting to that. I’m a mistake, Mark – a personality that slipped through and can now control the perfect weapon. The other gods and goddesses are designed not to have any minds – no capacity to reason at all. I’m different.”

      “And you think you can use this against them?”

      “They’re not in control of Pandora anymore,” she said with every measure of certainty. “I’m in control of me.”

      I didn’t know what to say. My lips hung open, and it felt like someone had sliced the muscles leading to them.

      “I’m sure there has to be a way to turn the portal against them.”

      “… What?”

      “I’m not a theoretical physicist… then again, I’m not sure being one would help in this situation.”

      “You’re losing me, Grace.”

      She snorted with laughter. “Well I lost myself years ago, so at least that makes two of us.”

      Before I could react to her comment, before I could try to tell her she wasn’t a fake personality painted on top of a god’s face, she smiled again and I realized I didn’t need to.

      Grace was in full control.

      “The forefathers aren’t on Xandia. I’m assuming Xandia is relatively unique, and can only be accessed by the portals. Don’t ask me how I know that… it’s instinctual.”

      The old me would have questioned that. The old me really had a bugbear about instincts, after all. It was training that counted. Gut instinct was great when you had nothing else to go on. Facts? Actual usable data? Yeah, when you had that, it would run circles around any niggling intuition.

      I could not forget what I’d experienced under the full height of that fever – those flashing, searing images that had sunk into my mind like hot coals through a glass of water. I had to assume the same thing was happening with Grace.

      “If I somehow close off the portal without destroying Xandia, they’ll finally find freedom from the forefathers.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her what she was saying was impossible. I closed it. Then my eyes widened. “But if you close off the portal, won’t you be closing off Earth, too? Trapping us all here?”

      She looked at me seriously, took a breath, pressed her lips together, and nodded. “I think that’s what’s best for Xandia. Not trapping us all here – I mean the humans,” she corrected, “but Xandia needs to be a master of its own destiny.”

      This was where I as a senior member of the Earth Taskforce to Xandia should take the wheel and tell Grace she was crazy. There was nothing more important to Earth than its relationship with Xandia. But this is where I had to remind myself that we hardly had a relationship. Relationships are give-and-take – and Earth’s was pretty much just take.

      I locked my hand on my sweaty chin again, this time dragging my nails down until I left scratch marks through the stubble. I stared at Grace out of the side of my vision, trying to calculate if even a scrap of what she was suggesting was possible.

      If it was… I had an obligation to help her, didn’t I? Not as an Army Captain, but as a man who’d witnessed the injustice of this land and now literally had its blood pumping in his veins. There was only so long I could push away the morality of what Earth was doing to Xandia. There was only so long, in fact, until it blasted back into my face and knocked me off my feet.

      This was that moment.

      I tried not to let my conscience unsettle me enough that the fire took hold of my body. I clenched my hands onto my knees, turned my head, and stared out at the very land Grace was now asking me to save.

      She’d pulled out of the low scrub she’d been crashing through and was now heading down a thankfully tree-free grassy plain. While it didn’t have any large foliage to hinder our path, it had a hell of a lot of holes. Grace was avoiding them expertly, but it was still a shaky ride.

      I kept my hand clutched against the handrail as I tilted my head back and stared at the forever startling blue Xandian sky. There was something about that particular hue that always expanded my mind and took me back to the fantasy novels I’d read as a child.

      This place was magical – there was no doubting that. But like all magical things of beauty, you had to protect it from being broken or stolen.

      I suddenly pinched the bridge of my nose.

      Somehow Grace took this as a good sign, and I heard her let out a shaking puff of air. “I knew you’d help.”

      I blinked an eye open and stared at her out of the corner of it. “I haven’t said anything.”

      “That doesn’t matter. I know you,” she said with all the confidence of someone who’d traveled with me my whole life. “And this is what you wanted to do since the day you arrived on this planet. Xandia wasn’t ready for humanity. And in many ways, humanity isn’t ready for Xandia.”

      “You’re talking about completely destroying the portal, Grace,” I said carefully. “Wait, aren’t you?” I suddenly questioned.

      “I don’t know.”

      I winced. Was she really just making all of this up on the fly?

      She watched me wince, and she shot me a disappointed look. “I’m not gonna ignore my gut instinct on this one, Mark. It’s coming from more than me. It’s coming from the long-lost impressions and myths in Pandora’s head. It’s also coming from the dagger,” she acknowledged with a soft voice as she momentarily flicked her gaze down to her side. “I know that there is a way to close off the portal, stopping the forefathers from coming to plunder Xandia. I just have to find it.”

      “And how long exactly will it take you to find it? Where the hell are you even going to look?”

      “The Royal family,” she said without pause.

      I spluttered. “What? Why? They don’t have any secret knowledge, if that’s what you’re thinking – only the priest class has that.”

      “I got such a strong sense the first time I came into Maglite,” she admitted, her gaze becoming far off as she stared over the top of the wheel.

      I was long gone thinking that she could accidentally crash, and I now appreciated that even if she closed her eyes, we’d be fine.

      If Mark were here, he’d interrogate Grace’s so-called intuition. Me? I brought up my hand from my knee and locked it on my mouth, momentarily breathing through my fingers. “What kind of impression?”

      “Just the sense that there’s something extraordinarily important in, under, or near Maglite.”

      It was one thing for something important to be in Maglite, quite another for it to be under. I couldn’t – and would never – forget exactly what I went through in those tunnels under the city. Presumably, despite the fact everything else was going to hell, a good chunk of the separatist forces would still be under there. “Maybe this isn’t such a great idea, Grace.”

      “It’s the only idea I’ve got.” She brought up a hand, clenched it into a fist, and tapped her chest twice. “Plus, it’s more than just an idea. I can’t deny what I felt. It was strongest when I was down under the city in Jarrek’s shrine.”

      Until now, I hadn’t heard that bastard’s name for days, and as soon as it pushed from her lips, my teeth clenched. “What the hell happened to him, anyway? What did he do to you?” With every question, my anger grew hotter like a flare someone had shoved down my throat.

      “He’s not bad, Mark,” Grace said in a small and yet authoritative tone.

      My hackles rose to the point where it felt as if my skin would slide off my back. “He kidnapped you, started all this mess, and gave me over to the separatists. What exactly do you call bad in your books?” I snapped before I could think it through. Being angry at Jarrek was one thing. Transferring that anger to Grace, another.

      She didn’t react to my tone. She stared at me evenly. “Just like the rest of us, I fancy he’s gone on a path of self-discovery. He belonged to some ancient sect that wanted Pandora to come forth,” she revealed.

      My knuckles whitened, and if there had been anything to punch within reach that wasn’t myself or the unyielding dash of the Humvee, I would’ve let my frustrations out. The only reason this mess had escalated the way it had was because of Jarrek, but now Grace was here senselessly believing in him. “Maybe you feel sorry for him,” I began, trying the diplomatic approach, even though it felt as if someone had concreted my jaw shut with anger.

      “I feel sorry for all of them,” she said as she looked me right in the eye. “Maybe Jarrek the most. Maybe he finally showed me just how twisted the lives of every Xandian has become. He came from a sect that told him that if he brought Pandora forth, everything would be fine and Pandora would save the world.”

      Though I wanted to hold on to my anger, my brow twitched. “You mean destroy the world.”

      “No – save it. His sect was convinced that they had to keep me safe and usher me along my destiny or all of Xandia would fall. They didn’t realize that they’d been working right into the hands of the forefathers. I guess they were yet more insurance for the forefathers to be certain that when the time came, there’d be no one in the way of my resurrection. Everyone in this game, Mark,” she looked right at me, “has been manipulated from the beginning.”

      I wanted to hold on to my anger. Goddamn did I want to hold on to it, but as I looked at the quiet, certain acknowledgment in Grace’s eyes, I clenched my hand into a fist one last time and let reason loosen it. “He’s still the reason I got kidnapped,” I added petulantly, my last act of defiance against Jarrek.

      “Jarrak wasn’t in control of that priest. The priest was monitoring him,” Grace revealed.

      With no more anger to hold on to, I settled for dipping my head down, breathing hard, and locking my gaze momentarily on the grassy plain we’d exited onto. Though I’d been giving in to my anger at what happened to me, I had to remember that out there, the forests and plains presumably still seethed with separatists. Now was the worst possible time to lose my cool, and most importantly, my senses. At any point, we could be assaulted. And presumably, the closer we got to Maglite, the more likely that would be.

      “I won’t question your intuition, Grace, but how certain are you that if we head to Maglite, we’ll find something that will be able to help us to defeat the forefathers?”

      She smiled. It was deep and inviting, and it was the last thing I expected. My heart leaped at the move, which was quite a change from the adrenaline-fueled confusion that had been crumpling my chest until then. I swallowed a half-frown half-smile. “Grace?”

      “You want to know how sure I am? I’m not sure at all. I haven’t been sure of anything since I came to this realm. Not in the way I used to be certain of things back on Earth. But I do know this – we can’t do this alone. And nor should we.”

      “What do you mean?” I frowned at her in confusion.

      “Remember what I said earlier? Almost every Xandian myth exists to stop the people of Xandia from reaching out to other realms for help. It’s time for us to break that myth and get them some much-needed help.”

      “I don’t think the Taskforce is gonna be in a mood to help anyone.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking about going directly to the people of Xandia, explaining things, and asking for them to help us. You might think that the Royal family don’t have much information, but I guarantee they do. I’m sure there’s something in Maglite that can help us, and I’m sure they can help us find it. It’s their right to help us, too. We can’t just save this world without them.”

      Everything she was saying sounded good on-paper. But if I applied even a modicum of reason to it, I appreciated it was nothing more than wishful thinking. If we headed back to Maglite, one of two things would happen. The resistance would find us and attack, or, upon finding out that Grace was a goddess, the Royal family would attack.

      There was no reason this plan should work, and every damn reason it should fail.

      And yet, I didn’t point that out. I kept my hand securely locked over that railing, I locked my gaze forward, and I thought. I thought of everything I would have to do to keep Grace safe and to help her in this, the final battle for Xandia.
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      Did I know what I was doing? It really depended on how you defined knowing what you were doing. Back on Earth, I’d had a routine, a job, a purpose. Sure, I’d had a tortured psyche, but that wasn’t the point. On Earth, I’d known where I stood and what I had to do. I’d known what was expected of me, and critically? I’d known what I was capable of. Out here on Xandia, the sands kept shifting beneath my feet.

      I could see this from Mark’s position. And I appreciated it would look crazy. Here I was throwing all caution to the wind and heading back to a potential stronghold for the resistance. I could just be delivering Mark right back into their hands – me too – but it didn’t feel like that. It felt like this had all started in Maglite and it had to end there.

      Mark hadn’t said a word in a while, and I could tell it wasn’t just because we were nearing Maglite and he was focusing his attention on tracking potential enemies. We’d finally found a dirt road – and while it made for a smoother ride, it made it far more likely that we’d run into unwanted guests.

      But at least it meant driving was easier. And easier driving meant easier thinking. Not that anything would be able to distract me from my thoughts right now – even potholes and cliffs.

      Everything was riding on me. If going to Maglite was a mistake, then it wouldn’t just be a mistake for me – it would be a mistake for two realms.

      I shouldn’t need to tell you that as Grace, I’d never faced that kind of pressure.

      It was the kind of pressure that could heap upon my personality and drag me under Pandora’s control once more. Were it not for my firm grip around the steering wheel and – most importantly – Mark’s even stronger presence beside me, maybe I would have allowed myself to slip under Pandora’s control. There was something… alluring about it, after all. When she was in my mind and I was no longer in control of my actions, I was no longer responsible for my mistakes, either. It was a pretty alluring place to be in.

      But do that – allow myself to slip away and my body to be used for mass genocide – and I’d hardly be releasing myself from responsibility. I’d be committing the greatest crime ever.

      As we continued to speed along the dirt road, heading close to Maglite, I felt this specific tingle start to escape over my spine. It rushed up my back, scattered along my shoulders, and darted around my neck and cheeks. The next thing I knew, it made me tilt my head back until I faced the sky above. Though it had been relatively clear, I could now see more storm clouds heaping along the horizon. They were thick and fat and rolled through the sky as if someone was laying down carpet.

      “What are you looking at?” Mark shifted, angling his head up through the windscreen. He clenched his lips together and whistled sharply. “They’re at it again, ha? I’m assuming the gods and priests are the ones creating these storms to interfere with our control of the portal.”

      “Yeah,” I managed.

      He looked at me sharply. “What? Are you sensing something else?” He didn’t even hesitate on the term sensing.

      I went to shake my head. I stopped. My skin felt tight as if someone had wrapped it around my body multiple times. Or maybe what I was really feeling was as if I was trapped. I found one of my hands dropping off the steering wheel and resting close to my leg, near to where my dagger was holstered.

      “The storm clouds do look thicker than usual. I’ll grant Xandia one thing – it has the craziest of storms. But this….” He shifted around again as I turned the Humvee sharply to follow the dirt path up a rough section of hill. Mark tilted his head all the way to the side, trying to get an uninterrupted view of those gathering clouds. “Kind of feels like God's wrath,” he muttered under his breath.

      The comment was clearly meant for him. But as I heard it, an unmistakable tight terror danced through my belly.

      That storm was an escalation of the fight. Where exactly it would take this battle, I did not know – but if the nerves raging through me were anything to go by, this turn in events could be fatal for all.

      I found my foot flattening on the accelerator, the Humvee shooting forward with a roar as if it were a dragon I’d tamed.

      Mark was done questioning my driving skills and instead kept his head permanently angled to the side and his chin tilted up as he stared at the storm. I could see from the side of his face that his cheeks were stiff, his gaze locked as if he were a sniper waiting for his target to move.

      The closer we came to Maglite, the more the tension in my gut knotted until it felt as if someone was doing crochet with my intestines. Mark became deadly silent as he watched the road for any sign of attack. It didn’t come. Heck, we didn’t even face any ordinary Xandians.

      “Something isn’t right,” Mark said under his breath. “We’re less than 10 minutes from town now. I get that the city will be under lock-down after the attack, but we haven’t passed a single soul.”

      “Did you hear anything about Maglite when you were back at base? Has it been taken again by the separatists?”

      “If it has, no one told me. Maybe—” Mark didn’t finish his sentence and instead practically threw himself against his door. “Stop the car.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice, and I slammed my foot on the brake, the back wheels skidding on the uneven dirt. “What is it?”

      Mark peered through the tree-line 50 meters to our left. I could tell he was using his godlike senses as he narrowed his eyes. “There are people along the tree-line. You stay here. I’ll go check it out.”

      “Are you mad? What if they’re separatists? They’ll recognize you—”

      He turned to me sharply and looked me up and down, his gaze never lingering, even though my robe was in disarray. “They’ll have less of a chance of recognizing me than they will of you.”

      He had a point. So did I. I reached over and grabbed his arm before he could jump out of the car. “Mark – it’s too dangerous.”

      “Who said defeating the forefathers would be easy? Plus, this is me trusting you.”

      “If this is you trusting me, then don’t get out of the car.”

      He turned his head away, then slowly shifted it back to look at me one last time. A fleeting smile turned his lips, his grin enigmatic and yet firm. “I believe you’re right, and there’s something in Maglite that will help us defeat the forefathers. In order to get to Maglite and not be swallowed up by the resistance, we’ll need to find good intel on what’s going on in the city. Those people out there,” he arched his head toward the window, “can help us.”

      “Mark, I should come with you.”

      “No, you’re gonna stay here. There’s a lockbox in the back and guns inside.”

      I blinked in shock.

      “I didn’t bring the key for the lockbox, but I’m assuming that’s not going to matter.”

      “… You want me to… use a gun?”

      He briefly arched an eyebrow at me. “It’s going to be less suspicious than you using your goddess powers.”

      I opened my mouth to say that wasn’t the point. I’d never used a gun before.

      I closed my lips. I’d fought too many people hand-to-hand now to count exactly how many I’d defeated. A gun wasn’t a step toward violence for me – I was already there.

      I finally released my fingers from Mark’s arm. I wasn’t happy, a fact that was baked into the hard frown that marked my lips from end-to-end.

      “Don’t worry – I know the people of Maglite,” he assured me.

      “And if they’re separatists?”

      “I’ll scream, and Pandora herself the Goddess of Death will come to my aid.”

      I wasn’t sure what to think of his joke. I didn’t laugh; I wasn’t in the mood. I just watched as he opened the door, kicked it all the way to, and jumped down. His balance was back. You wouldn’t be able to tell that less than an hour ago, he’d been at death’s door. Mark looked as if he was in the peak of health. His muscles weren’t exactly rippling underneath his regulation green shirt, and yet they were clearly possessed with a strength the man didn’t usually have.

      As he walked up the hill, waving his arm obviously and bringing up his other hand to clearly reveal that he wasn’t holding a weapon, I allowed myself to wonder what would happen to him if this ever ended. If we survived, would the god blood in his veins ever be removed? Was it there for good? And did that mean that Mark would never be able to return to Earth?

      I realized I shouldn’t allow myself to think this far ahead. Destabilizing thoughts were the very last thing I should entertain. This was where I should build myself up with everything I had to ensure that once we reached Maglite and the true fight began, I was strong enough to push Pandora back.

      But the thoughts wended in, nonetheless. Would Mark now be condemned to be in Xandia for the rest of his days?

      What about me? I wasn’t human. If I went back to Earth… I’d just be studied, wouldn’t I? Sure, maybe they’d appreciate I was technically important to the Xandians, but given the chance, I could bet the nations of Earth would try to scour my body to find its secrets.

      So I was stuck here, too, wasn’t I? Hell, even if I could safely return home, I shouldn’t, should I? I had an obligation to see it through – to not just defeat the forefathers, but to ensure Xandia was safe until the end of my days.

      These thoughts happened quickly, and they didn’t distract me from staring at the back of Mark’s body as he finally made it to the tree-line.

      I twisted my head to the side, ensuring that I had an unobscured view through the windscreen. I watched as Mark stopped, got down on one knee, and kept his arms held out high in a surrender position.

      I couldn’t see any people, but I could appreciate they were probably hidden behind the trees. Though all I wanted to do was run to Mark and help him, I settled for clenching my hands on the wheel.

      It was agony watching him like this without being able to tell who he was facing, how the conversation was going, and even if someone had pulled a knife on him.

      But the agony didn’t last. A minute or two later, I watched him drop his hands. He stood and started walking back to me.

      This time I couldn’t contain myself any longer, and I thrust the door open, leaning out of it as I strained against my seatbelt. “What happened? Did you find them?”

      “Yeah. Civilians. Fleeing,” he said, his voice taking on a specific tone that suggested fleeing was an understatement. As he came closer, I could see how dimmed his expression was. He brought up a hand, gripped his chin, and let his fingers sink hard into his skin. He finally reached me. “I was right.”

      My stomach kicked. “Maglite has been taken again?”

      “On the verge of.” His shoulders became heavy as he admitted that. He reached the car, opened the door, and shoved in, every movement labored, not with weakness, but with pent-up anger. “We can’t waste any more time,” he ordered. “We need to make it to Maglite and stem the civilian casualties now.”

      I shifted back into my seat, slammed the door closed, and gunned the engine. I shifted off, and even though my human senses told me to watch the road, I turned fully to Mark. “What exactly is happening?”

      “The separatists are taking over Maglite. Before I succumbed to the poison back at the base, I helped interrogate one of the Royal guards from Maglite.”

      My lips scrunched into a frown.

      “The guard was part of the resistance.” Mark shook his head. “I’d suspected at the time that there’d be others in the Royal guards like him, but I hadn’t been able to imagine this.”

      I didn’t bother to interrupt and ask what this was. Mark would get there. Sure enough, as he brought up a hand, locked his elbow on his knee, and shoved his face in his hand, he took another heavy breath. “It sounds like the Taskforce soldiers in Maglite under Squire are only just holding on. They’ve been pushed back to the palace.”

      My fingers squeezed around the wheel. “We’ll help them.”

      “This doesn’t change our mission,” he said quietly. “If you honestly think there’s something in Maglite that will help us be able to defeat the forefathers, then we have to do that first. But if we can bolster the Taskforce soldiers and put a dent in the resistance’s control—”

      “Then we’ll do that too. You’re forgetting, we’re both gods.”

      “You’re the goddess, Grace – I’m just a poisoned human.”

      “How do you know?” I asked suddenly.

      He gave me the kind of look that validly questioned whether I was losing my mind and had forgotten the past several fraught hours.

      “We don’t know anything about what the Xandian gods are. We don’t know how they were created, and we don’t even really know what process creates their power. Maybe all it takes to create a god is to inject them with the blood of an existing god?”

      Mark opened his mouth to question me, then shrugged. “You could be right. But that’s the thing, isn’t it? For all the few facts we know about this situation, there are hundreds of questions overshadowing them.”

      I wanted to reach out to Mark and loosen some of the stress dragging his shoulders down – but more than anything, I wanted to promise him that everything would be okay. This would work out. Because if it didn’t? If it didn’t, we would all die, and the forefathers would claim this land for good.
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        Sergeant Mark Sheppard

      

      

      Escaping the portal substation had been one thing. Crazy, but somehow manageable. Getting into Maglite, breaching the perimeter of the palace, finding Squire, and locating whatever Grace thought was in the city would be something else altogether.

      We’d ditched the Humvee. We had to. It would be pretty obvious who we were if we rocked up into town with a human vehicle. We were now on foot, keeping low and heading around the outskirts of town. Fortunately for us, there was a large river that cut through the central district. Even for two accomplished, highly trained soldiers, it would be a hard ordeal to swim the length, find the right place to emerge, and to sneak into the streets. Grace wasn’t trained. She had something else going for her, though.

      We’d pushed into the river long ago. We swam together, thankful that the dark storm clouds had completely hooded the sky, giving us some much-needed dark shade. Whilst that ensured no one up on the bank or the streets and bridges above it would be able to see us, I was close enough to Grace that not even the dark, muddy water could obscure the light along her skin. I’d see it in flashes out of the corner of my eye and be reminded of stars sparkling in the night sky.

      I had to emerge more often than she did, further establishing that while I technically had god blood onboard, I didn’t have anywhere near the level of strength she did. It seemed that she didn’t even need to breathe anymore. She kept close to me, though, and whenever I had to push back up to the surface to take a breath, she stopped by my side, treading water, her robes and hair floating around her, making her look like an apparition out of some dream.

      I reemerged again now, taking a quiet breath, despite the fact I’d pushed my lungs to their fullest capacity. Though I didn’t see anyone on the bank either side of the river, I knew I couldn’t take any chances.

      As we snuck into the city, we’d seen the resistance. They were everywhere. It felt as if all of their forces throughout Xandia had come to Maglite and descended on it like locusts on a crop.

      The more priests and gods I saw thronging the streets, controlling their forces, the more I appreciated Grace had to be right. There was something very important about this city. It wasn’t just that it was close to the portal substation. There were other portal substations around Xandia. It had to be something about this place specifically.

      And hey, now we were here, swimming through the thankfully stagnant, murky waters of the river, I could appreciate my skin was crawling. I didn’t think it was some parasitic infection from the polluted river. It had to be my intuition. The god blood was hardly reigniting that fire in my heart, but it was causing more flashes of broken memories to spark in my mind like dying fires doused in water.

      The plan was relatively simple. Get to a section where we could find somewhere free of enemies and head through the streets until we reached the palace. Or at least, it was simple on-paper. The more we swam through this river, the more I appreciated there would be considerable resistance. That wasn’t to mention the possibility that more separatists were working in the Royal guards as insurance in case the Royal family did anything.

      Just before my mind could become too swamped by those possibilities, I felt Grace’s hand dart out and lock on my wrist. She held it in place, her fingers like ropes. The next thing I knew, she was tugging me up to the surface.

      We reemerged under a bridge.

      Before I could ask anything, she pressed a finger against my lip, and I heard voices above.

      They were speaking Xandian and they were far off, but neither of those two factors mattered. I understood each word as if they’d been speaking in fluent English right by my ear.

      I didn’t have time to question how that was possible but appreciated it was yet another symptom of the god blood.

      “The time nears. We must find the chamber before it’s too late,” someone said in a hurried but nonetheless authoritative voice.

      “The humans are putting up resistance, but the palace will fall soon,” someone assured them.

      “It is not good enough. I taste it on the wind, sense it in the water, and hear it in the murmur of all life on Xandia. Destruction is near.”

      I slowly trod water, keeping my moves as efficient as I could, appreciating that even the slightest lap of rhythmic water might alert those two that we were down here.

      Grace didn’t shift her grip from my hand, despite the fact it made it more awkward for the both of us to stay afloat. I could tell just from a glimpse of the side of her face how focused she was on the conversation. As soon as that female voice mentioned sensing destruction on the wind, Grace twitched. I swear the lines of light on her face reacted, momentarily growing brighter like a flare about to lose the last of its power.

      “The storm gathers, but that does not mean that destruction is near,” the other voice tried.

      “This is no ordinary storm, and it is now beyond our control. The end comes. And unless we find the final shrine, it will swallow all. Now go.”

      I picked up the sound of hurried footsteps. It didn’t take long for them to shift out of earshot, suggesting they’d either belong to the feet of a swift god or priest.

      Unconsciously, I shifted closer to Grace, and my shoulder banged up against hers.

      The lap of water changed, and just as I heard the woman above take a step, she stopped.

      Grace was only two meters away from the edge of the riverbank. Under this bridge, at least it was built up, and it would be nothing more than a short jump to mount the cobblestone embankment, rush up the side, and reach the street above.

      Grace shifted as fast as she could. She reached the lip of the embankment and threw herself up, rolling onto it just as I heard someone jumped down from the bridge above.

      The next thing I knew, a goddess impacted the cobblestone, the force of her move and her glowing skin more than strong enough to crack the stone as if a sledgehammer had slammed against it.

      Energy blasted over the goddess’ face, leading to her eyes, looking like rims of fire. Even in the shadow of the looming storm and under the wide, deep bridge, they gave enough illumination that I could see the goddess’ shocked expression as it locked on Grace. Don’t ask me how the goddess recognized Grace was Pandora, but it was clear the woman understood precisely who Grace was. She had a second, then she threw herself forward, her lips parting and revealing clenched teeth as a hiss escaped from her mouth with all the vicious ease of a roar splitting from a lion’s throat.

      Grace twisted to the side, shoving a foot against the steep embankment beside her and using it as purchase as she flipped into the air.

      She moved with all the ease of a video game character. I’d seen a lot in Xandia, and I’d seen fights more ferocious than this, and yet, there was something about the pure lethality of how she maneuvered herself that struck me right in my core.

      Her body looked as if it had been crafted specifically to kill. Before I could push that conclusion away, I had to accept it was right. For if Grace was correct, and the god and priest class of Xandia had been constructed by the forefathers to keep the people controlled, then they were no more and no less than glorified weapons with faces.

      I accepted that on some level, but now it chilled me to my heart as I watched Grace engage the other goddess.

      The woman slipped a hand behind her robes and pulled out a long, ceremonial dagger. It was curved, and it caught the light of her skin, reflecting it back and making it look like dancing snakes of light. There were jewels encrusted along the side, and even from here, I could see fiery symbols dancing across the top of the hilt. Once upon a time, I wouldn’t have recognized them, but as my eyes locked on them, something surged from within me – this blast of recognition. I could feel my lips moving as I muttered the verbal forms of the symbols, knowing they gave the goddess her power.

      Just like the priests and just like the ordinary people of Xandia, there had to be different classes within the gods and goddesses. When it came to power, obviously Grace was at the top, but Grace was an anomaly, someone who’d only returned to Xandia recently. The other gods and goddesses had been living in this realm for however many thousands of years it had been since the last visit of the forefathers. During that time, they would’ve had to create some kind of power structure. As I stared at that glowing hilt and as those fiery symbols burned into my mind, I got another flash. It came from the god blood as it surged within my veins, leaping high like a plume of fire from a volcano. It told me that this woman was high up, whoever she was. And as she was high up among the gods, she had power. She would be no pushover.

      She slashed the dagger at Grace’s throat, but Grace shifted back, bringing a hand up to protect herself. The tip of the dagger sliced across the outside of Grace’s robe, but rather than just cut the fabric, it appeared to disintegrate it. It infected it with some kind of fiery force that ate through the fabric like acid to bone. The scent released into the air was as acrid as burning nails, and I coughed and spluttered as I remained in the water.

      I hadn’t done anything since the attack began, just remained here as still as a frozen chunk of ice. Now I appreciated that I had to move. Grace could probably take this goddess, regardless of how powerful she was. But I could guarantee that this fight would draw attention. Sure enough, I started to hear the distinct sounds of people running along the street to reach us.

      With a grunt, I shifted over to the edge of the embankment and pulled myself up. I was careful enough to ensure I was at least 10 meters away from both goddesses. The last thing I wanted to do was get between them and get a sacred dagger to the back. I rolled, dislodging water over the stone as I slapped my wet hands down on the rock and pushed up.

      I heard the jangle of weapons from above. And just in a split second that I would never forget, I swore I felt someone drawing a bow.

      I twisted to the side, moving faster than I ever had before. I shoved out a hand. I closed my fingers. I didn’t think. I didn’t have time.

      I relied 150 percent on my instincts, and they saw me through, for as I closed my fingers, I caught an arrow right out of the air. Its tip was alight with burning blue flame hot enough to melt steel. As my eyes widened and I recognized what I’d done, I threw the arrow to the side, discarding it into the water. As soon as that blue flame struck the river, it extinguished, great wisps of strange black smoke curling high into the air.

      Catching an arrow out of the air with nothing but instincts was one thing – doing it twice – impossible.

      I heard someone draw the bow again, and rather than hang around and wait to see what would happen, I threw myself to the side, pitching into a tank roll. I came up just in time to see another blue-tipped flaming arrow slam into the rock. Rather than pinging off the cobble, that flame allowed the arrow to eat right through the stone, and it buried itself down by more than an inch.

      I’d seen the forces of Xandia before. I’d read the various reports from the Taskforce underlining just how much power the Xandians had and critically, didn’t have. But not once in any of those reports had there ever been a mention of weapons like this. It seemed to be some lethal version of the same fuel they used for cooking – but one with the power to virtually push through any material.

      I skidded back, trying to keep an eye on Grace’s fight while at the same time trying to track whoever the hell was shooting me. That was the thing, though – I couldn’t see them. I could only hear them and feel a split second before they shot as nerves raced up my back.

      Again I got an impression that they were about to fire, and I pushed into a roll. I came up hard, stupidly pushing into the embankment, despite the fact it was steep. At least my move was strong and sure enough that it got me out of the way as another arrow slammed into the rock just a few inches to my side. I rolled back down the embankment, but quickly pushed to my feet. I shoved into a dive roll, pushing right over the top of that arrow. I managed to clear it, but even as I leaped over it, its intense heat threatened to sear my skin.

      This was insane. Whatever remaining functioning scrap of my mind kept repeating that, but there was nothing I could do about it.

      From behind me, out of the corner of my eye, I saw slices of power slam into the river. Obviously the dagger the goddess held was for more than just show. As I shoved to the side, reached down, and plucked up one of the still-flaming arrows, I got a glimpse of the goddess once more. She was rounding on Grace, the dagger held proficiently in her grip, her fingers practically lodged into the hilt as if she wanted to become one with the metal. As she snarled, her teeth clenching together as if someone had wired them closed, she sliced the dagger to the side. A charge of almost ethereal light sliced out from the move, blasting toward Grace.

      Grace was too nimble, though, and quickly pushed up the embankment and flipped over it. She landed, pressed her hand into the ground, and shoved forward. She rounded her shoulder and used it as a ram as she caught the goddess off balance.

      The flaming arrow was still in my hand. Though all I wanted to do was rush forward and assist Grace, I didn’t get that option. I heard another arrow being let loose from behind me. Instinctively, I twisted on the spot, brought my flaming arrow around, and used it like a goddamn bat as I batted the other arrow away. If I hadn’t been pumped full of god blood, there would be no way the move would have worked. As it was, I only just managed to knock the arrow off course. It fell on the ground beside me, tumbling for several meters until it lay still. It was the first time I’d been able to get a good glimpse of that strange flame, and I could now appreciate it had this dark, almost black core. It looked as if it was this burning black seed of destruction.

      I knew I couldn’t just stand here defending. Do that, and eventually I’d run out of luck. Run out of luck, and I knew that if one of those arrows struck me anywhere on my body, the flame would consume me in several painful seconds.

      I had to appreciate Grace had the kind of strength and skill to look after herself. So with a grating cry that split from my lips like thunder from the heavens, I plucked up the other arrow beside me, held them both by their ends, and ran up the embankment. It didn’t matter that it was steep. I felt like I could run into the sky right now with nothing more than my anger and desperation to fuel me.

      As I threw myself up it, I twisted and turned, weaving to give myself as much coverage as I could. More arrows slammed around me, but I managed to knock a few off course and dodge the rest. By the time I finally made it to the railing that ran around the top of the embankment and threw myself over it, I appreciated what I was facing.

      There was a contingent of five priests, all with magical arrows, all of them pointed my way.

      They didn’t waste any time. As I landed, they all fired at once. I had no choice but to knock myself backward and fall onto my ass. Even then, one arrow sliced so close to me, the flame neared my skin. Instantly, it charred my flesh as if I’d just pushed it into a furnace.

      I didn’t have a chance to scream, despite the fact unholy pain stabbed through me. I had to move – had to move.

      I shoved up, the arrow still in my hand. The archers were 20 meters away, and there was nothing between us I could hide behind.

      Dodging on the embankment was one thing – getting to them another. As I plowed toward them, they expertly re-armed their bows, the one closest to me taking the time to snarl before he let loose.

      There was no time to think – none at all as those arrows sliced toward me.

      I skidded down to my knees, letting my body do the thinking my brain couldn’t and saving me just in the nick of time as that arrow dashed past my face. As I rolled to the side, another sliced past my shoulder.

      Though I’d experienced bullet time a few times over the course of my life, it had never been like this. Time had slowed down to allow me to see flashes of what could have been. As I rolled past those arrows, narrowly dodging each in turn, it felt as if my life came down to several intense moments. It felt that even if I survived this, these moments would be seared into my brain with more emotional power than the rest of my life put together. The sound of those twanging bows, the feel of the fire, the scratchiness of the uneven cobble beneath my feet – they’d all be with me until my last breath.

      But at least that last breath wouldn’t come now. With only one more meter between the first archer and me, I let loose with one of my own arrows. I plowed forward, using it more like a pike, and though I didn’t have anything more than the force of my own shoulder, that didn’t matter. The archer obviously didn’t think fast enough, and rather than try to get out of the way, he used the end of his bow to try to bat my arrow to the side. It didn’t work. The arrow wasn’t moving fast enough, and as he struck it with his bow, it tilted it to the side until it tumbled over his shoulder and struck his back.

      Instantly I watched the man’s eyes alight with total fear. The fire had a second to connect with his robe before it consumed him, acting more like a fist clasping around an object than flame pushing over fuel.

      There were two seconds for a scream to split from his throat, then nothing as that ethereal flame consumed him.

      I couldn’t stop and watch the horror. I didn’t have time. The other four archers rounded on me. I’d already used one of my arrows, and that meant I only had one weapon left. Though I wanted to keep it and use it to defend myself, I didn’t get that option as one of the archers suddenly dumped his bow and went for a knife at his side. Rather than slice at me, he threw it right at my throat.

      I dodged to the side, pitching just in time as the knife sliced past my shoulder. It caught my shirt and scratched my skin but thankfully did nothing worse. As I landed on my side, I was forced to throw my arrow before the guy could reach me, drop on top of me, and wrap his hands around my throat. As soon as the arrow tumbled against the man’s boot, the same process occurred. The flame leaped over him as greedy as humanity itself. It consumed him in three seconds of pure destruction. Once it was done, nothing but ash struck the ground.

      The other archers didn’t wait. The three of them rounded on me at once, obviously appreciating that now I was this close, they could no longer rely on stringing their bows. Two of them held burning arrows in their hands as the other clasped a dagger.

      I pushed up, my sweaty grip almost failing as chunks of dust and stone pushed through my webbing.

      I didn’t have a chance to bring my arms up in a defensive position – the two archers who held flaming arrows threw them at me.

      Again time came down to moments. Flashes, seconds, fragments of memories never to be forgotten.

      Both archers threw their arrows in a narrow scope, but wide enough that I didn’t have the time to dodge either side. So I did something crazy instead. I turned into the arrows. I twisted to the side, hoping like hell my broad body was just narrow enough not to catch both arrows as they whistled past me. And sure enough, my luck just held out. I caught the heat of the arrows, and it practically set my shirt alight, but that was it. Both arrows tumbled onto the cobble behind me.

      The two archers had a single second to stare in surprise that their move had failed.

      I closed the distance between us. I leaped into the air, let a scream break from my lips, and brought my fist around. I clenched my fist with all my force, letting every violent memory from the last several days fuel my move.

      I was aware of the archer with the dagger – knew he was only two meters behind me. But that didn’t matter. I moved quicker than I ever had before. I reached the first archer, slammed my fist against his jaw, and kicked him in the stomach. Maybe it was the blood of the gods pumping in my veins – or maybe it was pure training mixed with desperation – but the guy fell. He crumpled as if the wind had been knocked out of him. Before I could face the other archer, the guy with the dagger came upon me, snarling as he leaped onto my back. He wrapped an arm over my chest and brought the dagger up to my throat.

      Before he could slice the tip across my neck, I brought my head back and slammed the base of my skull against his jaw. It was just enough to dislodge his grip and shift his move. Rather than slash my throat, the tip of his knife sliced across my chest instead. It wasn’t a deep move, but it still saw a line of blood splatter out and stain the cobble.

      I didn’t bother to scream. I reached a hand up, caught the guy’s wrist, twisted it, and shoved it back until the long, curved tip of the dagger sliced into his shoulder. The man screamed. It was right in my ear, and it sounded like a bell blasting from a church tower.

      I brought up a hand, locked it on his collar, and threw him off my shoulder, crouching forward and using the extra momentum to ensure he couldn’t resist.

      The other archer reached for another flaming arrow holstered at his back. He brought it forward but this time didn’t throw it and instead slashed it toward me like a flaming torch.

      Just as I threw the other priest off my shoulder, that flaming arrow came perilously close to my face – so close, I couldn’t help but stare into the heart of that black seed of power. As my gaze locked on it, another impression formed in my mind. It brought me back to the forefathers and what they wanted Xandia for. It brought me back to the sheer power in this realm – the quantum energy trapped in every single particle.

      Xandia was different. There was no other world like it. But there had been other worlds like it. Right here in this very spot. The forefathers had found this strange pocket of space locked between a wormhole, appreciated its worth, and started terraforming worlds here. And every time a world had reached maturity, they had consumed its rare quantum energy.

      All of this happened in half a second. I didn’t have time to digest it, nor time to question whether it was anything more than a tortured hallucination my brain was throwing up in the height of battle.

      The man with a flaming arrow lunged toward me once more. It was one thing fighting a guy with a short dagger or knife – but the arrow was a good 60 centimeters long. It had more reach if you included its flaming tip and the wildly dancing blue energy. I had to dodge way back if I wanted any chance to live through this.

      But the priest was fast. He was obviously trained, too. The way his body moved was more like he was an automaton – some programmed robot that knew precisely how to account for a person’s every move.

      He slashed at me once more, moving as if his muscles were coiled springs. I had no chance but to shift, roll onto my back, and dart to the side. Even then, I could feel as he accounted for my move and leaped toward me.

      I had half a second to appreciate my time had run out.

      I’d finally encountered an enemy I could not defeat. Then that arrow sliced down toward my face. It didn’t strike me. Just before that bastard could sink it into my cheek, someone grabbed the end of the arrow, holding it in place. And that someone was Grace.

      I watched the priest’s violent, murderous rage turn into outright shock as he twisted his head to see Grace behind him.

      Grace wrenched the arrow backward out of the guy’s grip. He couldn’t release his fingers fast enough, and they traveled down the shaft of the arrow until they encountered the flame.

      The guy didn’t have a chance.

      I kicked back, rolling to the side before the priest’s burning body could fall on me.

      As I pushed to my feet, the deed was already done and the fire had consumed him.

      Grace stood above the man’s remains, a look of anger and yet confused compassion fighting on her face. Her cheeks stiffened and whitened as her lips pressed inward. But her eyes were only touched with compassion, and it didn’t slip as she looked up at me. “I didn’t manage to defeat the goddess – she ran away. I got her dagger, though,” Grace said as she revealed it by her side. Though it was under her robes, they’d been so slashed, I could see the edge of that glowing hilt beneath them.

      Slowly and shakily, I found my balance. I rightly felt as if I’d been in the fight for my life. Locking a sweaty hand on my face and breathing through my fingers, I took the time to survey the damage. From the body of the unconscious priest who’d fought me with a dagger, to the remains of those who’d fought me with fire, I felt sick at all the death.

      Grace discarded the flaming arrow to the side, reached forward, and grabbed my hand before it could curl into a bloodless fist. She didn’t say a word. She just looked into my eyes, and maybe that was all I needed, because before the weight of what I’d done could descend on my shoulders, she offered me the smallest smile. “You stayed alive, Mark. I did too. That’s all we can hope for now. Let’s not forget what our ultimate mission is.”

      Ultimate mission….

      Grace might believe it was possible to destroy the forefathers, but as I stared at those piles of ash one last time, my gaze darting over the remnants of those fiery arrows, I questioned if such a thing was possible. But I could not ignore that flash of an impression that had blasted through my mind when I’d stared at the black heart of that flame.

      The forefathers had done this before. Xandia was not the only world to have ever been created and destroyed in this realm.

      It was like… a plant or some glorified livestock. The forefathers had encountered an area of space so rich in specific quantum energy that they’d planted worlds here to see how they would grow. And when they’d reached maturity, achieving just the right level of energy the forefathers required, they cropped them.

      I was cold all over. Though I’d been hot during the fight, relying on my god blood, now as I stared at those flaming arrows one last time, it felt as if the god blood would never overcome me again. There was something about staring at the destruction that Xandia was capable of that doused that power.

      Grace tightened her fingers around mine, turning to me despite the fact that far off, we could hear the sounds of troops coming our way.

      “We need to head to the palace. Before that goddess fled, she let slip there was something there. She thought I was headed there already.”

      “What did you find out?”

      “That there’s some kind of final shrine under the palace.”

      “Final shrine?” My blood chilled.

      “I don’t know, but they’re concentrating their forces on it, trying to find it, trying to keep it secure. They think… they think the final fight is here.”

      My lips widened. “What, with the humans?”

      She shook her head. Then, in a move I would never forget, she tilted that same head back as she stared at the sky. I’d been so consumed by fighting for my life that I’d failed to see just how tumultuous the clouds had become. They flocked through the sky, flooding like lava boiling over the land, and just as destructive. As soon as I saw them, a sense of unshakable destruction consumed my mind. It felt as if someone was closing this world off, locking it in a box so that no one would ever be able to access it again.

      “What the hell is happening, Grace?” I stuttered, voice cold with fear.

      “I don’t—” she began. She stopped abruptly. She brought a hand up and went to clutch something around her neck, but her fingers did nothing more than scrape across her robes.

      My eyes narrowed at the move. Then I remembered something. “Your pendant?”

      “It used to give me such comfort,” she revealed.

      “Do you think it came from Xandia to begin with? Is it… magical somehow?” I said, actually using that word. Maybe I’d been thinking of magic and using it to describe some of the moves of our enemies, but within me, I appreciated what I was calling magic was simply science I didn’t understand. And yet, when it came to describing Grace and everything about her unique history, that word was the only one that fit.

      Grace paused, then shook her head. A strange kind of smile spread her lips. “It’s not magical. It’s just… mine. Grace’s,” she confirmed in a quiet voice. “It gave Grace comfort.”

      Before my back could prickle with a cold sweat that warned me Pandora was starting to take control, I appreciated Grace still looked like her usual kind self.

      “I guess it just reminds me of my old self. That’s all,” she admitted.

      “We’ll get it back,” I said out of the blue, as if that was our greatest priority as the very sky looked like it was about to swallow the land whole.

      She smiled. “I’d like that.”

      “Grace, what the hell is the storm, though?”

      “I… it’s almost like…” she trailed off, and for the first time, she delved a hand into her robes and pulled out the dagger she’d spoken of. I expected it to be incredible, just like the sacred dagger she’d pulled from the other goddess. I expected it to be encrusted with every jewel Xandia had, and to burn with every fire trapped in this great land.

      I was wrong. It looked like it was made out of simple flint. Drab, plain, and nothing more than a hastily carved weapon. And yet, as my eyes locked on it, my stomach clenched in a way I would never forget. Twinging, spiking realization dashed through my stomach, and for the first time since I’d been back at base, I thought I would give way to my god blood. This surge of fear from beyond me felt like it would consume me. My fingers twitched, telling me to shove forward, grab that flint dagger, and destroy it.

      Maybe Grace appreciated what was happening to me, because she took a step back and narrowed her eyes at me. “… Mark? Is that you?”

      It took me several agonizing seconds to control my body. The only way to do it was to lock my eyes on the dust of those archers and to remind myself just how horrible this world had become. Grinding my fingers into my hands, eventually, finally, I managed to push back my fear. “Is that the dagger that can destroy the portals?” I asked, despite the fact I already knew the answer.

      Grace continued to stare at me with narrowed eyes until she obviously satisfied herself that I was no longer a concern. She nodded. She turned her attention back to the dagger, shifting it in her grip, rolling it around and staring at it from every angle. “I know it doesn’t look like much, but trust me – all I have to do is plunge this dagger into my chest, and I can create portals.”

      My brow scrunched down. “Then why don’t we just create a portal straight into the Royal Palace?”

      “It’s not like that. I can’t really direct them. Not with that much accuracy. I could open a portal only for us to arrive smack bang in the middle of separatist forces. And it’s a confusing process. It takes me a while to come to my senses. And….” she shook her shoulders as if someone had covered her in ice.

      “What is it?”

      “I get the impression that I shouldn’t open a portal anywhere near the palace…. Or at least near that final shrine everyone keeps talking about. I guess… there’s just something building in the air telling me not to.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded once.

      I slammed my hand over my mouth again, breathing through my fingers as if they were a cage for my very life force.

      Why did it feel as if every single time we got the situation under a modicum of control, it slipped from my fingers like water?

      Tilting my head back and staring at the storm one last time, I clenched my teeth. “We can’t stay here. Soldiers are already coming our way,” I said as I tilted my head in the direction of the city square.

      “Follow me,” Grace said quietly and competently as she shifted down, grabbed up one of the discarded daggers, threw it over her shoulder at me, and kept moving forward like a relentless wave.

      I did as I was told. As I followed, I couldn’t help but stare at the storm.

      That goddess had said that the end was coming.

      Could the end be the forefathers?

      Did they realize their jewel could be taken by another and were they sweeping in to claim it one final time?

      Or did this world have one last chance?
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      Swamping me. Drowning me. Tying me up. These sensations, these memories, these blasting impressions. Just when I thought I had a hold of my mind, they would assail me again, and all of them would promise me one thing. Xandia had to be destroyed. Not just to save Earth, but to save everyone.

      I tried to tell myself that these impressions were nothing more than a last-ditch attempt by Pandora’s personality to control me, but what if they were more? What if she was right? What if the only way to save humanity was to destroy this world?

      Did I have the authority and right to take this risk on behalf of all humans? If I was back on Earth and I was beholden to the nation-states of the world, I knew what they would say. At the risk that all humans could die, they would order me to destroy Xandia now.

      But I couldn’t. Even as I shoved the flint dagger back into my holster and flattened my robes over it, my fingers receded from it.

      Pandora might want me to clasp it up, but I’d gone beyond her. I would give this world a chance. I’d promised that to Mark, and I would not go back on him.

      With my skills as a goddess and Mark’s training, we made it to the perimeter of the palace.

      It was a war zone. There was no mistaking that. Great chunks had been gouged out of the city street, and bodies littered the drains.

      There was so much death. Death everywhere. Death everywhere I looked.

      It chilled my blood.

      Neither of us said a word to each other. We couldn’t afford to alert any of the resistance members who prowled the streets.

      We were currently pressed up against a section of broken wall that led into the palace gardens. Beyond that, just a few meters behind the palace perimeter, I could hear several priests talking in low tones.

      They were speaking in the language of Xandia, but I picked up every single word. Beyond that, I could detect the menace in their tones.

      Hatred. It seemed to spill out of every crack in the land, but more than anything, it poured from the mouths of the separatists, bleeding out to poison whoever stood in their way.

      Mark was just beside me. He didn’t need my superior senses to be able to track our enemies. He was pressed up against the broken wall beside us, his shoulder rammed against it, his arm up and his hand clenched into a fist.

      As soon as the enemy forces just beyond the wall started to shift off, he pointed forward.

      I was the first to press through the wall. I kept low, thankful that the storm above was now so dark, it felt like it was the middle of the night.

      I won’t deny that as it thickened, so too did my blood. It felt as if ice was descending upon me.  A coldness, in fact, that reminded me of the end.

      My mind kept ticking back to what that goddess had said. The storm was no longer within their control. That raised the question of precisely who had control of it instead.

      Though I wanted to deny it with all my heart, it was becoming clear that the forefathers were trying to return to Xandia. It wasn’t just the storm. It was the fact I could feel Pandora banging at the doors of my mind, demanding to be let in.

      I hadn’t given in to her yet, but with every step, it became increasingly harder.

      As I slipped in through the hole in the wall, I saw two large warriors right in front of me. I wasted no time in reaching one of them, wrapping my hand over his mouth, and slicing my hand viciously against his neck in a blow designed to render him unconscious.

      It was effective, and it gave me all the time I needed to shift forward, grab the other guy, and do the same. They thumped against the grass, their gear jostling as if someone had shaken coins around in a tin can.

      Above me I could see the palace, stark and beautiful. Unlike a lot of the rest of Maglite, the palace seemed relatively intact. That, however, did not mean it was safe. I could see contingents of separatist guards prowling the grounds.

      Mark shifted through the wall, coming to a crouching stop beside me. He angled his head up, surveying the palace, but suddenly twisted to the side. He shoved a hand forward and pointed to the left. “Hey, isn’t that the goddess you fought earlier?”

      Narrowing my eyes and focusing my senses, I appreciated he was right. I recognized her, so did the dagger I’d stolen from her. I reached down and clutched a hand over it, tightening my thumb over the hilt to ensure that the symbols that constantly blazed along the metal could not be seen. Without telling Mark what I was doing, I shifted forward, intent to follow her.

      I could tell he took a wheezing, tensed breath at what I was doing, but rather than pull me back and tell me it would be impossible, considering the number of guards, he just followed me.

      Somehow we managed to shift around the palace gardens, no one detecting us, despite the fact there had to be at least 50 guards spread through the grass and hedges. The closer I came to that goddess, the more it reminded me of the fight I’d had with her.

      She’d been relentless. She’d fought as if not just her life had been on the line, but all of creation.

      Of course in her head, that made sense. I was here to usher in the destruction of this world. Again it brought me back to why the gods and priests were fighting me. If they were just mouthpieces of the forefathers, here to protect Xandia and ensure that its citizens never forgot that they had to stay isolated, why stop me? Why try with all of their might to kill me?

      Why had they kept the myth alive that Pandora was here to destroy all? If I was correct, and their class existed to keep the Xandian populace ripe for the plucking, then they should celebrate me, not fear me.

      I had this creeping sense that I’d missed something massive.

      “Grace,” Mark tried when I started to get too close to the goddess, “we need to pull back. I think she’s aware of you.”

      I could barely even listen to Mark. I’d locked onto this woman, my gut instinct telling me she was key. We’d reached the side of the palace, and before us was some kind of covered conservatory.

      Within, separatist forces were congregating as if they intended to push further into the palace.

      The goddess was standing close by, but while the rest of her forces had their attention directed within at the palace, her head was angled up as she stared at the sky. The clouds were darker than ever – so thick it felt as if they would strangle the very world with their complete embrace.

      Though I couldn’t see her face in detail, the light rimming her eyes was more than bright enough to illuminate her expression. She stared at that storm as if it would bring death itself on the wings of each raindrop.

      Someone suddenly called from within the room, their cry loud and victorious. There was a small explosion, then the sound of immediate gunfire.

      My cheeks paled. It was clear the separatists had started to engage what was left of Squire’s forces. Or who knew, maybe more of the Royal guards had turned against the Taskforce and what remained of the Royal family. The point was, it sounded like the separatists were close to taking over the entire palace.

      You’d think that would mean the chief goddess would be at the fore, pushing forward so she could find the secret chamber. She remained right on the edge of the covered balcony, staring out at the clouds. Close to her, only several meters away, was a large water feature. It was a rectangular pool with beautifully carved squat pillars on each of the four corners.

      As the goddess finally pulled her gaze off the growing storm and locked it on those four pillars, even from here I could see that her cheeks twitched.

      Suddenly, there were screams from the palace, so high-pitched, I wouldn’t need to rely on my goddess senses to pick them up.

      Mark had no trouble, either, and though he’d been trying to hold me back before, now he almost darted forward. I grabbed his wrist before he could reveal where we were hiding.

      “I know that voice,” he hissed. “That’s Lady Tallet.”

      There was the sound of a struggle, and it was clear someone was dragged into the conservatory.

      Finally that goddess turned away from the view and that cold carved pool. With bare feet, she walked back into the conservatory.

      The wind might’ve been picking up, but that was irrelevant. I might’ve been a good 20 meters away behind a low hedge, but that too was irrelevant; I heard every word and every sound as someone was clearly thrown on the ground at the goddess’ his feet.

      Mark was like a loaded spring, and I knew that if I was stupid enough to remove my hand from his arm, he would shoot forward to Tallet’s defense.

      “Where is the chamber?” the goddess asked in a slow, quiet tone that could have easily been mistaken for the soft lap of the water in the pool.

      … The pool. My attention kept being drawn back to it despite the fact Mark continued to try to wriggle out of my grip.

      There was something about the pool. Something beyond its quiet solitude. It had this presence that drew my attention and felt as if it would hold my focus even as the very world fell away from behind me.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Tallet said in a quiet and yet strong tone.

      “You do. If you have any intention of keeping the rest of the human Taskforce alive, I suggest you help us.”

      Tallet paused, and the pause was so obvious, it could only mean one thing.

      If she were trying to convince the goddess that she knew nothing, this was not the way to go about it.

      “You will tell us, or we will remove every human from this palace, cut off their heads, and stick them on pikes lining the street.”

      “This is madness,” Tallet broke, her voice wavering. “Think about what you’re doing. You’re not just going against the people of Xandia – you are going against the very purpose of this land.”

      “And what would you know of the true purpose of this land? The Royal family are nothing more than titular figureheads who sit atop the throne with a power they cannot comprehend. Now I will ask you one last time. Where is the chamber?” She slowed down each one of her words until they were like slaps.

      “I will never let you into it. I will keep Xandia safe from you monsters.”

      “We are not the real monsters. On the contrary, we are the force that will finally free Xandia from its broken fate.”

      “What are you talking about?” Tallet demanded.

      “This world is nothing more than a treasure trapped in a box waiting to be taken. It has been taken before, and it will be taken again. But this time, we will have no part in this ugly game.”

      My back stiffened as impossible realization broke across me like a tidal wave smashing into a building. All this time, I’d assumed that only I had been able to see through the fact that I was a tool, and I had only been able to do that because Grace’s personality had shone through and pushed away Pandora. I had completely rejected the possibility that the other gods and goddesses could not just understand what they were and what the true fate of Xandia was, but actively fight against it.

      If I hadn’t been holding onto Mark with all my might, I would have fallen.

      Tallet was quiet for several seconds, then I caught the sound of her shaking her head. “You have forgotten the true way of the goddesses. You are confused.”

      The goddess threw her head back and laughed. “I assure you, we are not confused. It has taken thousands of years,” the woman said through clenched teeth, “for me to fight against the forefathers’ control in my mind. Now I have finally done it, I will never be confused again.”

      “You speak in confusing riddles. You are broken, goddess. But I plead on behalf of everyone in this great realm that you do not punish us for your mistakes. The chamber can never be accessed.” As she spoke, her voice shook so badly, it sounded like someone was tying ropes around her throat.

      Perhaps Tallet recognized her mistake a second after she said that, because she gasped.

      “So you confirm that the chamber is near? You will take us to it. You will take us to it before we claim every human in this palace and do to them what they have always planned to do to us.”

      “The humans have brought peace and trade.”

      “The humans are no different to the forefathers. They intend to plunder this land and take from it what is ours. But it is time for this land to finally rise up to fight back. It is time for us to take hold of what has always been rightfully ours.”

      Tallet gasped. “Have you become so broken, goddess, that you have forgotten that we are all ultimately here to serve the forefathers?”

      “I have not become broken, Lady – on the contrary, I have spent thousands of years fixing myself. I and the other gods, goddesses, and priests like me have dedicated that same time to protecting this great world. We assumed we would have more time until the forefathers returned, but the humans’ presence,” she said through a snarl, “and their greed have alerted the forefathers, and they will now come. They will come, and they will destroy everything.”

      “The forefathers will save us.”

      “The forefathers will break apart this world like an egg and feed on it. Now I will ask one last time – where is the chamber? If you do not show it to us, we will start with that female human commander, and we’ll kill her before your eyes. Then we will move on to every soldier under her command. All of them will spill blood, and all of it will cover your hands.”

      “You monster,” Tallet’s voice shook.

      “I will only say this once more, but I am no monster. The true monsters are those who will break apart this world to feed themselves.”

      “I will never tell you,” Tallet stated flatly.

      I hadn’t said a word. I hadn’t moved. Hell, I’d barely breathed since this conversation had begun. Not only did the gods and goddesses appear to know what the forefathers truly wanted, it seemed they’d been planning to protect Xandia from them.

      “We assumed we’d have more time,” the goddess continued. “We assumed it would be another several thousand years before the forefathers bothered to crop this land again. We did not account for the humans finding the portal and coming through. Even then, we could not fathom how much destruction they would bring. We tolerated their meddling and tried to control their greed.”

      “If you hated them so much,” Tallet spat, “why didn’t you stop us from beginning trade?”

      “We did not want to play our hand too early. And at the time they came through decades ago, we were not equipped to repel them. We were content to watch and try to control their interactions from afar.”

      “Then what changed?” Tallet demanded.

      “They let her return,” the goddess spat with such vicious anger, it sounded as if she wanted to poison the world.

      I didn’t need clarification. I knew precisely who that goddess meant. Me.

      “Who?”

      “The goddess of destruction – Pandora.”

      Tallet gasped. “She… she has arisen again? We must stop her.”

      The goddess laughed. It was low and entirely mirthless, nothing more than frustrated recognition of a situation that was beyond her. “At least we managed to do that,” she acknowledged.

      “Managed to do what?” Tallet demanded.

      “As the gods and priests of Xandia began to wake up and appreciate exactly what this land was and exactly what role we were meant to play in its awful fate, we rewrote the very myths of this land. Once upon a time, when the forefathers left, they told people that Pandora was our salvation. They made you believe that the very creature that would bring your destruction was instead the creature who would save you in your last hour.”

      “I don’t understand.” Tallet’s voice shook.

      “We gods could not do much, but at least we achieved that. Over thousands of years, we altered your myths until you finally accepted the truth. Pandora is here to seal your destruction, not to keep you from it.”

      Finally everything was slotting into place. Every question was being answered. And as they were, this cold pressure spread through my chest. At first, I barely noticed it. At first, all of my attention was locked on that conversation. But as the seconds wound on and more was revealed, that frozen sensation in my chest became worse.

      “The other gods cannot be like you,” Tallet stated. “Some of them must be able to see reason. The forefathers are our creators, our ultimate saviors, and those who we owe everything to. To pretend,” she spat, “that they are only interested in our destruction is a lie.”

      “You lack the capacity to understand what is a lie and what is not. But I am not here today to resolve your ignorance. I’m only interested in finding that chamber and destroying it before the forefathers can reopen the portal and return.”

      I suddenly twitched as if someone had stabbed me in the back of the neck with an ax. It was such a visceral move, I almost lost hold of Mark. I shoved forward, and before I could stop myself, I fell harshly against the hedge.

      Whilst I was aware that I made a noise, and several guards pared off from the conservatory to investigate, I couldn’t move.

      … Ultimate portal. Those words… those words wanted to rip a hole in the center of my chest.

      I hadn’t even considered the possibility that there could be more than one portal. But there had to be, didn’t there? There was a portal that led to Earth, but unless the forefathers came from our section of space, how precisely could they use that same portal to access Xandia?

      Pandora might have thought that by destroying that portal, she would be saving this realm, but in reality, all she would’ve done was close Xandia off from help.

      The goddess stopped speaking as several of her forces pared off to investigate the noise I’d made.

      Mark was no longer trying to release himself from my grip to get to Tallet. Instead, he shifted his other hand around and pushed it lightly into my shoulder. “We have to move. They’re going to find us. Grace. Grace.” Though his voice was still quiet and nothing more than a whisper, it became steadily more desperate.

      I couldn’t move.

      I’d gotten everything wrong.

      I’d thought I’d pierced through the veil of this murky situation, but I hadn’t stared down far enough.

      “Dammit, Grace,” Mark snapped one last time as he tried to pull me back.

      His voice got the attention of the separatists. My gut clenched as I felt them speed up and draw their weapons.

      I still couldn’t move. Because, from within me, Pandora threatened to rise once more. She was in my head, telling me that I knew nothing – pointing out that if I’d gotten everything this wrong, how could I even be certain of the few facts I knew? What if every single myth about Xandia was incorrect, even those about the forefathers? What if everything I stood on was nothing more than a foundation of lies?

      Mark didn’t bother to swear again. He reached around, grabbed me by my middle, and hauled me back just in time as two warriors jumped right over the hedge and landed where I’d been, their swords slamming down into the wet grass.

      Mark brought up his leg and kicked the closest warrior’s sword, denting it with nothing more than his sheer strength and ensuring it was plunged so deeply into the soft ground, the man had to pull with all his might to pluck it out. That gave Mark all the time he needed to shift his leg back and kick once more. This time he slammed his foot into the guy’s knee, and there was an echoing crunch of bone.

      But Mark couldn’t fight every single warrior, and as three more jumped over the hedge, brandishing their swords, we heard a cracking scream echo over the grounds. I didn’t need to interrogate anyone to appreciate that it was Tallet.

      “What the hell are you doing to her?” Mark called back toward the conservatory.

      His voice was drowned out as, from above, there was a sudden strike of lightning.

      The goddess stepped out onto the veranda, Tallet fastened against her chest as the goddess’ glowing arm pinned Tallet’s throat.

      Those three warriors reached us, but rather than continue the fight, they held back, their swords clenched tightly in their powerful hands.

      “Mark,” Tallet screamed.

      The goddess only fastened her grip tighter against Tallet’s throat. “If you wish to see this woman live,” she said coldly, “you will return my dagger to me, human. But first, you will plunge it into Pandora’s throat.”

      I still didn’t move, even at that suggestion.

      I was fighting Pandora with everything I had. I’d been able to overcome her before, but before, I’d been so convinced that I’d known every single twist in this sordid tale. Now it felt as if every theory about what this land was and what the forefathers truly intended for it was nothing more than feeble fictions.

      Pandora was rising stronger than ever. But if there was one thing holding her back, it was Mark’s arm. It sure as hell didn’t twitch, even as the goddess demanded he kill me.

      “That’s not gonna happen,” Mark growled at her suggestion. “Now let Tallet go.”

      “You are surrounded. You may have the blood of a god,” she snarled, “but there are more of us. Even if you do not care for this child,” she said as she tightened her arm around Tallet’s throat once more, “I assume you care for your pathetic team. Your human brothers and sisters are now surrounded in this palace. Should we choose to, we can burn it down to the ground and trap each and every one of them in the flames.”

      “There’s no way I’m going to help you,” Mark snarled.

      “Mark,” Tallet whimpered.

      Had this happened before? Scenes like this? Back in Xandia’s history, back when the forefathers had claimed lands just like this, had societies crumbled before their very eyes like rocks being crushed into dust?

      “Yes,” something answered in my mind.

      It was so clear, I could not fight it – so clear, it could only come from one being.

      Pandora. She had finally pushed so hard against my control that I could hear her once more.

      “This has happened before, and now it has begun again, it will not stop. Xandia must fall. If you have any compassion for its people, end their lives swiftly.”

      “You’re a monster,” I screamed back at her in my head even as I lay limply in Mark’s arms.

      From above, the heavens finally opened up, and rain sailed down. It was so powerful, it instantly drenched me from head-to-foot.

      “I’m not the Goddess of Death – I’m the Goddess of Mercy. I’m here to usher these broken people into a peaceful demise.”

      “You’re here to kill them and open the portal so that the forefathers can return,” I spat back. “You’ve just been biding your time in my head, haven’t you? I never defeated you. You just realized it was simpler to let everyone think I was in control.”

      “From long ago, the forefathers appreciated the value of that lesson. Trick an automaton into thinking it's the master of its own destiny, and it will do what you want without a single complaint. These gods may think that they independently understood the true destiny of Xandia and the real goal of the forefathers, but they are fooling themselves. They may think that they changed the myth of Pandora, turning you from the goddess of mercy and protection into the goddess of death, but the forefathers guided their hands even then.”

      “That makes no sense,” I tried.

      “It makes every sense. Societies that fear are easier to control.”

      “By turning all of the gods and goddesses against me, you made it more likely they would kill me, jeopardizing your plan.”

      “Why do you think you were hidden on Earth?”

      “That still makes no sense. If the forefathers truly are in control of the gods of Xandia, they wouldn’t be fighting like this. They would be ushering me straight to the location of the final portal so that I can open it.”

      “As complex systems degrade, chaos ensues. We are part of that chaos, and they are too.”

      “You’re lying to me,” I spat. “You’re just trying to confuse me so I can’t rise up against you.”

      “You could never rise up against us. You were right – we were just using you. At any moment, we can consume your mind and break it apart forever.”

      As I fought with Pandora in my mind, Mark backed off, holding me while warily staring at the soldiers circling him.

      “Please, don’t kill him,” Tallet spluttered. “I’ll tell you where the chamber is,” she finally offered.

      “Where is it?” the goddess spat.

      Tallet brought up a shaking hand and pointed it right at that cold, carved pool of water. “It’s under the floor of that pool. The water can be drained away, and the base will descend, leading straight to the Final Chamber. Just let Mark go.”

      She’d just played into the goddess’ hands, and sure enough, the goddess wasted no time in ordering soldiers to destroy the pool. Rather than search for some hidden mechanism, they just brought more of those blue- flame explosives. They set them in the center of the pool. Within a minute, they ignited them, and a massive explosion shook through the grounds. Water shot up everywhere, cascading over everything, but it was just a drop in the ocean compared to the rain drenching Maglite. It was almost as if it was being washed and prepared for collection.

      Once the water had settled, it revealed that the base of the pool had been completely destroyed. Beneath it was a set of stairs that led down.

      I could feel the chamber beyond calling to me. No, not me, Pandora.

      My hand suddenly twitched. It was a strong move, my fingers pulsing in with the strength to crush stone.

      “You will hand me that dagger,” the goddess said as, her arm still around Tallet’s throat, she shifted toward the broken pool.

      “Like hell I will,” Mark snapped back. He took a breath, and under it, he whispered, “Grace, snap out of it. Please. I can’t do this without you.”

      Grace. Who had Grace ever been? What did it mean to be a person? What did it mean to function as someone and not something? What did it mean to be beyond the control of the gods and their intentions and to instead chart your own path?

      As Pandora fought me and my psyche seemed to slip through the cracks of her far more powerful mind, I had a moment to appreciate the sheer futility of everything. Everyone here thought they were in control, but they were nothing more than pieces in someone else’s game.

      I didn’t doubt for a moment that Pandora was right, and the only reason the gods had been able to change the myth about me was that the forefathers had chosen to make them do that.

      The gods and priests thought they were in control. They weren’t.

      In coming here, we humans had thought we were in control. We hadn’t been.

      Though you could try to fight against a power greater than you, at some point, even the stupidest of creatures realize there is no point.

      “Yes, that is it. There is no point. Fade away, child. Your part in this game is over. Release your body to me. Allow me to use it to bring this world into oblivion. Allow me to cleanse it so that it can begin again and all its sins can be wiped away.”

      “Dammit, Grace, please, snap out of it,” Mark tried desperately as he continued to hold me in his grip.

      If it weren’t for his strong arm, I would’ve collapsed, virtually dead.

      My eyes were still open, but that was all. Even then, I was dying in every moment, over and over again as I realized every single apparent victory of strength I’d managed since coming to this land had been nothing more than a trick of my mind.

      “Yes, that is it. Fade away,” Pandora tried once more.

      The goddess was still holding Tallet, the burning grip of her arm searing Tallet’s skin. The Lady didn’t shriek at her own pain, but still kept her wide-open, fearful eyes locked on Mark.

      “You will give me the dagger, or I will end this child’s life,” the goddess spat as, maneuvering through the rainsoaked grass, she reached the edge of the broken pool.

      If there was one thing that could distract me from Pandora’s growing force, it was the allure of the chamber beneath. It called to me with a voice purer than any I’d ever heard. It promised me that when I finally reached it, all of this would end.

      All of this would end….

      What had I been seeking in my life but the end? The end to my nightmares, the end to my fear, and the end to the origin of both of those things. That origin was this world.

      From the moment I’d known what Xandia was, it had haunted me.

      There was only one way to end this nightmare.

      To destroy it.

      Before I knew what I was doing, I pushed out of Mark’s grip. I threw myself forward.

      Above, the storm enveloped the land, ready for Xandia’s final moment.
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      “No!” I screamed into the storm as Grace forced her way out of my grip.

      Her move was so strong, I was thrown down onto my knees.

      Though I was consumed by the horror of what was happening and the realization Pandora had taken over Grace again, I couldn’t forget the perilous position I was in. As soon as Grace was out of my grip, the three soldiers beside me threw themselves forward.

      I instantly rounded my shoulders, pushing onto my back, flattening my hands into the grass, and flipping competently. I twisted on my foot and threw myself after Grace.

      Though the goddess was close, I was closer and there was nothing she could do as I practically dive rolled down the broken set of stairs the explosion had revealed. I ignored every painful jostle as the stone ate into my back and shoulders. I finally managed to push to my feet then threw myself into a sprint.

      I followed Grace, the light bleeding from her skin pushing back the darkness.

      With every step I took down, I felt the god blood surging through my veins.

      It recognized this place and yet feared it.

      “Grace!” I called again, but it was too late. With two heavy thumps, I appreciated that she landed at the base of the stairs.

      I heard her gasp, the move so strangled, it sounded as if someone had chained up her throat.

      “Grace,” I screamed with all my might. Finally I reached the base of the stairs.

      I catapulted into the room so quickly, I almost couldn’t stop myself. But there was one thing that could stop me. The view.

      The chamber was simple, or at least relatively simple compared to the other incredible shrines and palaces I’d seen on Xandia.

      This shrine was nothing more than a single, carved room. The ceiling was domed, and while the walls were roughly carved, the ceiling had a mural across its length and width. Even though I didn’t have the luxury of tilting my head back and tracking it with my gaze, I appreciated it had to be the creation and destruction of Xandia.

      But unlike the other murals depicting the same myth I’d seen throughout this land, this one concentrated on the total consumption of this world. It appeared to show another race coming out of some black heart, spilling over the land, breaking apart everything like ravens stealing eggs from a bird’s nest.

      Despite the fact there was little to no decoration in here, there was one thing in the middle of the room. It was a kind of plinth. It wasn’t enormous and rather terminated at hip height. There were no carvings adorning its length – no detail at all. That meant nothing could distract from the hole at the top of the plinth – the one that seemed designed to fit a single thing – a dagger.

      As my eyes locked on that slot, my blood chilled.

      From behind me, I knew that the goddess and her forces were closing in. There were no other exits to this room. I might still have the blood of a god onboard, but I was nowhere near as strong as the forces aligning against me.

      I threw myself forward just as Grace came to a shuddering stop in front of that plinth.

      I felt time and space squeeze around me as if this, here, would be the end of all.

      “Grace,” I screamed one last time, putting more than my vocal force into it. I pushed every single emotion, every memory. More than anything? I filled my voice with the promise I’d made to her.

      Though Grace had seemed completely possessed, just as she shoved a hand beneath her robes and grabbed out her flint dagger, she paused. Her gaze twitched up and locked on me.

      From behind me, I heard the goddess and her forces spill into the room. “No,” she shrieked. “Stop Pandora from plunging the dagger into the plinth. It will open the final portal.”

      Sweat dribbled down my brow, drenched my cheeks, and chilled my neck.

      I didn’t care. I didn’t even care as my heart beat so hard it felt as if I’d have a cardiac arrest. I took another step toward Grace. Her hand twitched, plucking the dagger up.

      I spread my fingers wide. “Grace, please, I know you’re in there. I know it’s still you.” As I said that, I let my gaze dart over her face as I looked for her. I looked for her in her broken, crumpled expression. I looked for her in the lines of light pulsing over her skin. But more than anything, I looked for her in her eyes.

      Back on that fateful day outside of the portal substation when it had exploded and all of this had begun, Grace had stolen my attention away. It hadn’t been her blood-splattered face. It hadn’t been her fear. On the contrary, it had been the look she had given the portal station as she had stared at it. It had been terrified, and yet, it had possessed a strength I only now recognized.

      It was the look of someone willing to stare into the darkness – the look of someone willing to witness the end.

      Grace brought up the dagger.

      I fell down to my knees. Even if I rushed over to her and tried to wrench it from her grip, I knew I wouldn’t be able to.

      There was now so much light bleeding over her skin, it looked as if she had been consumed.

      Even the goddess behind did nothing as she appreciated the end was finally here.

      But just as Grace brought up that dagger and settled it over the plinth, I closed my eyes. “Grace, I know you. I know you’re still in there. I don’t care what Pandora is doing to your mind. I don’t care what lies she’s telling you. I know that you alone possess something the rest of us don’t. You can look through nightmares. You can stare past the end to a new beginning. So please, do that now.”
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      I can stare past nightmares to a new beginning. A new beginning….

      Those words pushed in, wrapping around me, holding the very last scrap of my personality in place before Pandora could consume me whole. It felt like my psyche was nothing more than a carcass Pandora was picking over, consuming the choicest bits before she threw the rest to the side to rot.

      It felt like there was nothing I could do, because I’d never been anything to begin with.

      But Mark’s words – his words stopped me in place.

      I could feel the flint dagger in my hand. More than that, I could feel the sheer force lapping from that plinth. It might not look like much, but within, I could tell it had the power to create a portal. All I had to do was plunge this dagger into it, and it would rip right through space-time, delivering the forefathers to this land.

      All Pandora had to do to fulfill her myth was push my hand down several inches, just several inches.

      And yet, my hand remained still, paused.

      Frozen before the end.

      “If there’s anyone who can stare through this nightmare to a new beginning, it’s you, Grace,” Mark said once more, his voice so quiet, I could barely hear it. It was muffled as if something was growing between him and me.

      And that something was Pandora. She no longer fought me with reason, with words and lies. She just tackled me in my own mind as if her own psyche was nothing more than a charged weapon of destruction.

      And yet, my hand remained frozen.

      I was aware of the fact that the goddess and her forces had entered the room.

      They were paused, locked on the spot as they waited for Pandora to win. The fear was palpable. But more than that, energizing.

      They had gone against the forefathers. They had the temerity and stupidity to think that they could take on a force greater than them, and now they, like everyone else, would die. This land would be swept away. The broken forms that made up Xandia would be removed, and their light and energy would be used to feed a far greater force.

      If I plunged the dagger into the stone – the nightmare would end. Humanity’s greed would end – only if I plunged the dagger into the stone.

      And I would end if I plunged the dagger into the stone.

      And yet, a second passed, then another, and I remained there, as frozen as a statue.

      Mark took a shaking step toward me. He’d been down on his knees, but now he pushed up. He didn’t blink as he stared my way. “You taught me how to live again, Grace. You saved me from the god blood in my veins. You taught me how to fight it, and I’m fighting it even now. So I know you can do the same.”

      I hadn’t taught Mark anything he wouldn’t have been able to figure out himself. For every action I’d made had been controlled by Pandora, and ultimately the forefathers – right?

      Right?

      The dagger dropped down a single centimeter.

      There was a collective gasp in the room. I watched as the goddess’ eyes opened in sheer terror as she appreciated the end was nigh.

      But whilst everyone else waited for the nightmare to consume them, Mark took another shaking step toward me. “Grace,” he said as he let his hands drop. “If there’s anyone who can walk into the heart of a nightmare and walk right out again, it’s you,” he said one final time.

      Me.

      I’d been living through nightmares my entire life. Every waking moment, I’d lived with the terror of the Otherside and what was within me. And yet, every waking moment had continued to another.

      I’d been telling myself that Pandora had always been in control of me. I’d been telling myself that no matter what I achieved, behind it was the forefathers. But if I didn’t matter, and I was nothing more than Pandora’s nightmare, then why couldn’t she fight past my control now? If there was nothing I could do and I was ultimately useless, why was my hand frozen several inches above the portal hole, the dagger stuck as if the very space around it had been paused like a recording?

      “No, this land must be destroyed. You must fulfill your own myth,” Pandora screamed in my mind.

      “I am no one’s myth.”

      “You have a destiny; we have a destiny,” Pandora screamed.

      “Destiny does not exist. It is nothing more than a story created by those above you to control you, and I will not be controlled anymore.”

      “You don’t have the power to fight me forever,” Pandora spat.

      “On that you are wrong. Your power comes from me,” I said without pause.

      “Our power comes from the forefathers.”

      “Wrong. True power comes from perspective. True power comes from seeing the world in a new way. True power comes from opening your mind until you can see beyond what you have been taught to see. You can choose to follow the forefathers; I will follow myself.”

      I shoved my other hand down my robes, and I pulled out the goddess’ dagger. As my fingers locked around it, they vibrated with power.

      “What are you doing?” Pandora screamed.

      I considered the dagger, my fingers wrapping around it fully as my body sung with its promise.

      It had a unique power, and yet could not match that of my flint dagger; it couldn’t be used to open portals.

      It could, however, be used to cut through the stone of this plinth.

      I wasted no more time. Just as Pandora screamed one last time, slipping from my mind like the dream she’d always been, I shoved down to my knee, and I sliced that dagger right through the base of that plinth.

      I knew that if I removed this plinth from Xandia, taking it somewhere the forefathers would never be able to get to, they would never be able to return. They would never feed on this realm again.

      That sacred dagger faced no resistance as it sliced right through the base of the portal plinth. Charged with my power, there was nothing that could stop it.

      The top of the plinth fell off, but before it could tumble against the ground, I caught it.

      “Grace, what are you doing?” Mark asked as he took another staggering step forward.

      I stood, the portal platform in my arm, its weight nothing compared to my inherent strength.

      “I’m ending the myths of Xandia.”

      The goddess hadn’t said a word since I’d destroyed the plinth.

      Her forces were still with her, and they had flaming arrows. They could attack at any moment. They didn’t. She seemed to understand what had happened. More than that, she appeared to appreciate what I was about to do. Without a word, she released Tallet’s throat, and the goddess nodded once.

      I shifted back.

      I brought up the flint dagger, and I opened the portal through my own body. I headed straight to Earth.

      Just as I had been hidden on Earth so that I would never return and Xandia would be safe, I would hide the final portal there, never to return.

      As I opened the portal with the flint dagger, and space formed around me, creating a doorway to the Otherside, I smiled.

      Jarrak had been right. I was the goddess to save Xandia. Because for every myth that traps you is another that sets you free.
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      It was over. Or as over as something can be when the world continues around you, time flowing on like a river that can never be caught.

      I had hidden the final portal on Earth in a place that no one would ever be able to find. I’d returned to a Xandia that was picking up the pieces of a war that could’ve ended all.

      The chief goddess had acted quickly, drawing a swift end to the resistance. Mark had informed the Taskforce of what had happened. And slowly but surely in the days that had ensued, a tentative peace had begun.

      I stood on the balcony of the palace, staring out at Maglite. I let my gaze dart over the destruction that was rapidly being fixed as its citizens surged to its protection. I looked beyond the broken rubble of the palace gates. I looked out at the world around.

      It was still there.

      And it would be there forever and a day. Xandia would never be destroyed again.

      I stood on my own, my arms crunched forward as they rested against the slightly chipped, molded railing, paint flaking off against my still glowing skin.

      My body had changed, and it would never go back. I would not be able to return to Earth as a human. But as I stared out at the dazzling blue sky and the rolling, forested plains beyond the town, I realized I didn’t want to. Earth wasn’t in my blood, and it never had been. Xandia was inside me, and I would remain within it.

      I remained there, silent for several minutes, watching the world I’d saved. It took me too long to appreciate that someone was watching me.

      I turned over my shoulder, a blast of wind scattering my hair around my cheeks.

      Mark was standing in an open doorway, watching me, one hand placed on a glass pane.

      As I turned to face him, he smiled, shifting toward me.

      At first, he said nothing.

      We simply remained there together, two people facing the same view, and critically, the same future.

      I don’t know how many seconds passed, how many gull cries filtered in from above, how many calls echoed out from the streets beyond, and how many sweet scents of flowers were carried along the wind. It didn’t matter. It was all part of the backdrop of the world that had lived.

      But something else had lived, too.

      Finally Mark shifted toward me. He didn’t say anything, he just looked at me.

      So I did the same. I tilted my head up, and I stared into his eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” he said out of nowhere.

      “Sorry for what?”

      “Reneging on my promise.”

      Before I could open my mouth and ask what promise, I paused. “You didn’t take me back to Earth?”

      “Yeah.” He briefly looked down at his hands, his brow scrunching together before he cast his gaze back to me. “I failed.”

      “It’s not a failure, Mark. The situation evolved.”

      “I’ve lived my life based on the promises I’ve been able to keep and those I haven’t. Doing what I say I will is the most integral part of my personality,” he admitted, suddenly getting a far-off look in his eyes that told me this admission was coming from a deep place.

      I didn’t know much about Mark’s father – just the few stories Mark had shared about the man – but I could tell that this came from him. Obviously Mark had learned that a good man and a good soldier followed through with his orders.

      “The definition of reason is the ability to change one’s goals based on new information,” I said smoothly.

      Mark arched an eyebrow. “Since when did you become a philosopher?”

      I laughed. “Right about the same time I became the Goddess of Death.”

      “I think you mean the Goddess of Mercy,” he said as he swept a hand out and indicated the city beyond. “If it weren’t for you, Grace, none of this would exist anymore. We came close to the edge of destruction, but you pulled us back.” As he said us, I could appreciate he meant more than just Xandia. We’d saved two worlds.

      And now those two worlds would finally have a chance to move forward together.

      Though Mark appeared content to enjoy the moment with me, I could appreciate he was on a deadline. He kept shifting his head back and checking if someone had arrived through the open doors that led back into the room beyond.

      “Who are you waiting for?”

      “James and the other Earth contingent. Negotiations will begin soon.”

      I leaned back, gripping onto the railing, facing him as my hair continued to play around my face. “I’ve kind of forgotten that you are now the official go-between.”

      He chuckled. “Trust me, I haven’t. I have a mountain of paperwork to read. I’ve also got a crazy schedule ahead of me,” he said quietly. “I even have to meet with Jarrak later today as a representative of Xandia and the secret sects,” he added without a hint of hatred. “He’s promised to return your pendant to you, by the way.”

      “He can keep it,” I chuckled.

      “I thought it gave you strength?”

      I smiled. “I don’t need it anymore. But what’s your first order of business as the peace emissary?”

      “Hashing out a proper peace treaty and a charter of rights between our worlds. You know, just the light stuff.”

      I chuckled. “At least you have people to rely on. The Taskforce and the Royal family are right behind you. Heck, you still have a touch of god blood in your veins, even though most of it has been removed. And that’s earned you the respect of the gods and priests. If anyone can do this, it’s you.”

      He looked at me, his expression becoming unreadable. “Is that it?”

      “What?”

      “Are those the only people behind me?” He swallowed, a strange tension gripping his throat. Heck, that same strange tension now gripped his whole body. He seemed to be looking at me with all his concentrated focus as if he was determined not to miss a second. “Grace—” he began.

      I bowed. It Probably wasn’t the right thing to do in the moment. I wasn’t an idiot. I knew perfectly well why Mark was staring at me like that. The only thing I needed to trust was my own heart as it hammered in my chest. You would think as a bona fide goddess there wouldn’t be much that would be able to get my blood pumping. This did. Because this felt as if my heart was about to be pulled right from my chest and laid bare at Mark’s feet.

      I turned to him fully. I faced him like I’d never faced him before. No masks, no pretenses, and no expectations – just the knowledge of what I wanted.

      “I won’t be behind you, Mark,” I said softly.

      His expression had been warm and open until I said that. His brow descended in a clunk. “… What?”

      I reached forward, clasped his hands, and wrapped my fingers firmly around his as if not even time would be able to pull us apart. I stepped in close and looked up at his face. “I won’t be beside you,” I said softly, slowing down each word until they were rhythmic like a slow tune meant to weave into the wind. “I’ll be beside you,” I finally said.

      Mark looked down at me. His gaze was unfiltered. I swore it raced like a trembling heart and yet stood just as strong as his firmly planted feet. It gave me the impression that he would face whatever came next not just with strength, but with emotion and passion too.

      Again I lost track of time. It sailed around me, born on the wings of a life I was only now starting to imagine.

      I’d never seen much of a future for myself. Back on Earth, life had only ever been a process of managing my nightmares. The day I’d stepped foot on Xandia, it had become a process of living out those nightmares.

      Now? Now as the wind sailed around me, the scent of flowers and wet grass masking the scent of destruction? Now as I heard the peaceful shouts of people cleaning the city beyond? Now as Mark reached up and placed a hand on my cheek, his fingers tenderly caressing my jawline?

      Now I appreciated that the seeds of this life had always existed under the surface of my old self. Just as I had started my life as Grace only to become Pandora, and just as I had pushed through her blindness to become Grace again, I was now seeing a new future self arising. A future self unbound by theories and thoughts, by nightmares and dreams, by myths and legends. A future self who had proven she could survive, no matter what. And a future self who critically would reach beyond survival to a life that truly counted.

      It was my turn to lift a hand up and place it on Mark’s cheek. As soon as my skin pressed against his, I felt the residual blood in his veins. It called to the blood in mine, a tingling heat spreading down my palm and into his skin.

      His cheek twitched and his eyes opened wide, but he didn’t jerk away. “That’s… ticklish,” he managed.

      I went to remove my hand. He simply grabbed my wrist and pressed my fingers closer.

      Wordlessly, he stared into my eyes. Wordlessly, I stared back.

      Around us, Xandia continued. Beyond us, the peace process progressed, even though its hero was right here in my arms.

      For a time, the story of this great land stepped back and left us both with a moment of sweet solitude.

      I didn’t throw myself at Mark and lock my lips against his. It was gentle, the two of us moving together as if we were shifting with the eddies of energy that ran through Xandia, as if we were blossoms trapped on the wind, as if we were two shells caught on the same wave.

      Mark cradled his arms around my back, and I pressed mine around his.

      Inside, the energy and heat of our blood met. Outside, our lips pressed together as our body’s met.

      Beyond, Xandia continued.

      For this land would never stop. As long as I was alive, I would never stop protecting it.

      Once upon a time, I’d lived my life between the waking moments of nightmares. Now I would live in the present I’d bought with my own strength.

      
        
        The end. I hope you enjoyed this series. If you did, you'd love Ki. This three-book series is available today. Read on for an excerpt form the first book.
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        In a snapped second his life changes.

        A woman falls from the sky, right before his eyes.

        She is his enemy. Yet the men that hunt her are worse.

        As his life crashes down around him, Jackson is faced with a horrible choice: blind loyalty to the country he loves of informed betrayal for a woman he hardly knows.

        He chooses her.

        ...

        All three books of the Ki saga are currently available, so start the adventure today.

      

      

      He was working in the field when he saw the flash in the sky above. It was a clear day, with scant clouds chasing each other across the horizon. Visibility was near perfect. So he picked up that blue glint easily.

      “What the hell?” With his brow crumpling, he shielded his eyes with his hand as he strained to get a better look.

      It had been years since he’d come back to the farm, longer since he’d worked a full day in the fields. His face was caked with sweat, and his fingers were darkened with grit, but surely he wasn’t weary enough to be seeing things.

      Flicking his gaze back to the farmhouse a good 200 meters behind him, he figured there was only one thing to do.

      It wasn’t to go for help or the pair of binoculars he’d spent a half-month’s pay on. He turned back to the blue glow.

      Then he saw it – the explosion. A massive blast of light shot out in a wave.

      Though his mind had no idea what he was looking at, his body knew what to do. All those years in the army had paid off. He fell to the ground, slamming his hands over his head, pushing his face as far into the dry hay as he could.

      There was a single second of tight-chested fear before the shock wave hit. It pushed against the hay, flattening it and flattening him in a powerful pulse. The sound of it boomed in his ears, then left nothing but a constant buzz.

      Moments later, the light came. There was a wash of it, and it moved slowly, less like light and more like water. He felt it as it trickled over his skin. Though his body still shook from the shock and force of the explosion, the sensation was unmistakable.

      It made him look up, his mouth opening, his breath nothing more than quick and percussive pants. After a second of instability, he made his legs work, and he stood.

      The field around him was flattened. Nothing burned, nothing destroyed, but the hay that had been up around his knees moments before was now no higher than a book. A thin one at that.

      Swallowing, forcing himself to slow his wild heart, he tried to look for the impact crater.

      He couldn’t find it. All he could see was a blue glow, bright, but small. It was off on the edge of the field.

      It was also hovering.

      Cheeks slackening, muscles in his jaw twitching, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

      He’d witnessed a lot in the army, but never anything like this.

      Natural curiosity taking over, he headed towards it. He’d always gone tracking in the mountains with his father. And every time he’d learned a new lesson in controlling his fear.

      “Come on, Jackson, you have to find out what that was,” he said. But he couldn’t hear a word of it.

      Cupping a hand to his ear, he tried to hear himself speak again. All he picked up was a dull, monotone drone.

      Temporary hearing loss. He’d experienced it once before when a Tarkan mine had gone off less than four meters to his side.

      But that war was long over. Wasn’t it?

      It all depended on what had just exploded at the bottom of the field....

      Quickening his pace, he felt his chest punch forward as he strengthened his core and steadied his gait. He cast his gaze around for a weapon, but he knew there was little chance of finding one. All his tools were back where he had fallen, and he didn’t want to waste any more time.

      It wasn’t until he reached the dip at the edge of the field that he finally saw it.

      More importantly, it was when he saw her – the woman.

      He almost fell over, knees buckling as the shock of recognition shot through him.

      He’d expected to see some kind of device or at least a blast crater. What he saw instead was something he could have never imagined possible. There was a woman floating on a bed of blue light. No, not floating – she was stuck. Her body was suspended a meter off the ground, her face turned to the sky. Arms spread, she was wearing a long robe-like dress that fluttered in the wind, chasing around her legs, hands, and cheeks in the breeze that always whipped through the field.

      He swallowed, throat dryer than he’d ever felt, neck tight with a tension that threatened to snap his head off.

      She’d fallen from the sky. Yet she wasn’t some mass of blood and bone; with every breath that pushed through her chest, it was obvious she was alive.

      Despite the shock, he forced himself to take a step forward.

      He’d never seen anything like this. A woman stuck off the ground – a woman who had fallen from the clouds.

      None of it was possible. Technology like this did not exist.

      Yet he had enough reason to realize he wasn’t dreaming. His mind was clear; this was no hallucination.

      After another moment of hesitation, he reached out his hand.

      With a single touch to her shoulder, he woke her.

      
        
        The rest of the Ki series is currently available.
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        Do you want to read more great fiction? For plenty of free series starters, serializations, and information on current and upcoming titles, visit www.odettecbell.com today.

      

        

      
        To sign up for the Odette C. Bell new-release newsletter, head to www.odettecbell.com/sign-up-forms/sign-up-2

      

        

      
        For a full list of series, head here: www.odettecbell.com/books

      

        

      
        Thank you for reading!
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        A Plain Jane – She’s a hidden princess. He’s the galaxy’s greatest hero.

        A Princess Rising – She’s a runaway princess. He’s her old guard. He’ll do anything to find her; she’ll do anything to escape.

        A Time of Kings – In the Zenith Kingdom, kings are not born - they are remembered.  

        Betrothed – She’s betrothed to the most powerful man in the galaxy, but he cannot recognize her and time is running out.

        Ever – The galaxy has waited centuries to use her. He must stop them.

        Final Game – She's the top-rated player in a galactic-wide game. Then she meets a real soldier who doesn’t like playing around.

        Finder's Gate – He hunts treasure, and she’s his greatest find.    

        Hena - What will you be doing when the world ends?

        Lucky Star – She wakes 400 years in the future to a war only she can stop.

        Ghost of Mind – She’s the last of her kind in a galaxy that will fight for her last drop of power. He’s tasked to find her.

        Shattered Destiny (the sister series of Betrothed) – She’s a hardened survivor; he’s a prince. They’re destined to be, but this time, they may be broken apart forever.

        Star Destiny – Her world is dying, and only she can help.

        Star Soldier – Her world is dying. She is chosen to save it.

        The Betwixt – She's a ditz; he's a hero. Together, they must save the galaxy.

        The Crucible – She’s a weapon bred to win wars. He’s meant to use her. He won’t.

      

        

      
        Galactic Coalition Academy

      

        

      
        A Galactic Coalition Academy is a continuing meta-series. It is set in the same universe and centers around the adventures of graduates and recruits of the Coalition Academy. Every series is pure space opera.

      

        

      
        #1 Ouroboros – She’s the worst recruit in a century; he’s the best the academy has. Together, they’re thrown through time to save the Milky Way.

        #2 Broken – He’s a powerful, decorated soldier with a shady history. She’s a budding journalist who senses a story. Together, they’re pitted against the greatest enemy known.

        #3 Axira – She is different. Powerful. A soldier of centuries. She’s never needed help until she needs his.

        #4 The Lost Star – She’s a weak recruit with a secret; her power is unmatched. He can’t get out of his brother’s shadow.

        #5 Fractured Mind – Her nightmares could bring down the galaxy unless he can stop them.

        #6 Ava – She inherits the greatest AI in the galaxy. He’s the only man she can trust, but he can’t trust himself.

        #7 Vira – She’s the greatest weapon in the galaxy. He has to control her. He can’t

        #8 War Begins – He’s a psychic but he’s never met a mind like hers.    

        #9 The Admiral – She’s the greatest commander ever seen, and the battle for the galaxy starts now.

        #10 The Eye of the Gods – She has a secret that could bring down the galaxy. He doesn't care – he hates her. 

        #11 The Hand of the Gods – She’s the best the Academy's got. He isn’t. Where she shines, he's tarnished down to the core.

      

      

    

  



OEBPS/images/odette-c-bell-2.jpg
orserir ( BELL





OEBPS/images/oblivion-gate-official-box-set.jpg
FROM THE AUTHOR OF BETROTHED AND A PLAIN JANE

TELIVIT)






OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/odette-c-bell.jpg
o (BE






