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      You start to miss the simple things when life turns upside down and you find yourself with a harem of gargoyles and a witch. Okay, maybe you don’t miss those things so much, but you realize that ideal of who you thought you were had vanished.

      That was my situation as Steph and I stared through the window of the used textbook store, our hands wrapped in each other’s with fingers intertwined.

      “My nose would’ve been buried in those books like twenty hours a day,” I said, shaking my head at the idea. One was an economics book about the world being flat, another something to do with world powers. My aunt had advised me to keep up the charade, to go to school and make something of myself, but that didn’t seem realistic until we could be sure we had made the world safe. Oh, and since she wasn’t really my aunt, I didn’t have to listen to her.

      “Hmm, would you rather have that, or…?” She glanced down, and I caught on.

      “My nose buried in your pubes any day.”

      She hit me with a laugh, glancing at an older woman in a pants suit who passed by. “Don’t be gross.”

      “Right.” I ran a hand through my hair then pulled her close, taking a bit of her white hair in my hand, feeling how silky smooth it was between my fingers. We had come out for groceries, now that we didn’t have Fatiha to take care of the house. Since Steph’s recent witch attire would make her stand out a bit, especially in D.C., she had magicked it back to a cute, light blue sweater and black mini-skirt. I loved it, and was almost overwhelmed, considering the fact that I had recently gone from thinking I had to leave her across the country while moving here to go to school, to seeing her as a murderous witch, to breaking her curse and having her back in my life alongside a new gargoyle lover. It had been a lot to process, and even more so now that I had a moment to breathe.

      “You’re making me blush,” she said. It must have been the way I was looking at her.

      “That so?” I grinned, adjusting the strap of the Trader Joe’s bag on my shoulder, which was getting slightly heavy. I lifted her hand and kissed it, then noticed the streaks of red and orange in the sky, via the reflection in the window. “Shit, we gotta get back.”

      She nodded and we turned, hailing a taxi. It was easier getting around that way since we could sneak away from my aunt’s mansion and find a car, instead of driving ourselves and being a large target.

      We drove past a cell store and I glanced back at it, longingly, my hand fidgeting with the Liahona in my jacket pocket. All the magic in the world, and I didn’t have a cell.

      “There are other ways to communicate,” Steph whispered as she leaned against me, earning a glance back from the driver. We ignored him.

      “I know,” I replied, assuming she meant magic. “But there’s more to it. Checking in on my parents, my boys back home.”

      “Oh.” She stiffened slightly, then laughed. “I totally forgot about all of them.”

      “Even…” I ran my hand over hers, very aware of it on my leg. “I mean, even Krista?”

      Steph let out a long sigh. “Planted.”

      “No shit?”

      “Not one of them, though. Just, someone who was ‘adjusted’ slightly, to admit me into her circle so I’d seem normal.”

      “Fuck.”

      “You think even if we got new phones they’d be able to trace ‘em?” Steph asked.

      I considered this. “More likely than not. We could figure it out. When we have a down moment, maybe give it a try?”

      She nodded.

      Another glance back from the driver, and I remembered to watch what we discussed in the car.

      Steph, seeing this, squeezed my leg and said, “We don’t need them. We have each other now, and Ebrill. The others.”

      “And my parents are out touring America,” I added, wondering when I would hear from them next. Email would be their most likely way of checking in, as they had never exactly been the type to hop on the phone for a conversation.

      Given my current situation, I was perfectly fine with that.

      “There you go.” She leaned back, watching D.C. fly by.

      I was glad for the air conditioning in this cab. Even in the evening, the humidity sucked royally. We paused at a red light and a guy walked past, the back of his shirt completely drenched in sweat.

      Stifling a laugh as a car rolled by and someone shouted, “Sweaty back” at him, I couldn’t help noting how his short brown hair and long beard reminded me of my buddy Andy from back home. Not that we’d been in touch much even before I took off, but I kind of missed hanging out with the guy. A simpler life of going to try and find dive bars, but nine times out of ten giving up and hitting Rida’s down the street from my house. Drinking beers, talking punk music and movies from our youth. I somehow still hadn’t convinced him of what a great movie Total Recall was, even though I’d sworn it as a life goal. He simply wasn’t into the sci-fi stuff, so wouldn’t give it a full chance. At least we both agreed that the Back to the Future movies ranked among the best, but then again, I couldn’t stand when he tried to refer to those as sci-fi. Ugh. All the excitement I had now, and I was focusing on those simpler times.

      “We should… grab a beer,” I mumbled.

      Steph shifted. “Grab a beer?”

      “Right. I mean, not right now. But when we have time. With the others, too.”

      Her eyebrow raised, her cute lips forming a hint of a smile. “The heat must be getting to you.”

      I knew exactly what she meant. Going out with Steph was fine, since her stark white hair could be explained as an outlandish personality or homage to a television character. Going out with large gargoyles who had horns and wings wasn’t as easily explained. They could illusion themselves to appear normal, but that took focus, and beer tended to drive that away.

      Unless we wanted the gargoyles to be the designated drivers, the whole idea didn’t work. Maybe I’d find a way to reconnect with Andy, or my other buddies back home, someday. Explain to them what a douche I’d been for spending so much time studying and prepping—and with Steph—before moving east. Then again, it wasn’t likely that we’d get each other anymore, anyway. They had their bands and their part-time shitty jobs, while I had magic and a team of gargoyles plus a witch, with a mission to restore magic back to the world, and fighting nine magical ladies… or less, as I thought two had separated from the others, if I remembered correctly.

      “Maybe when all of this is over,” I finally said. “Not going out, but I could rearrange the den to have a bar feel, and we could pretend.”

      She chuckled, a hand on my thigh, and nodded. “Sure, sure.”

      “Here you are,” the driver said. I used my credit card but gave him a cash tip, then we were out and moving along the neighboring block, ducking through trees to get out of sight and make it home without prying eyes noticing.

      “Faster,” Steph said, taking the lead as I used my powers to unlock the door and let us in under the haze of dusk, then we pounded up the stairs and darted down the hall to reach the bedroom before sunset.

      Aerona and Kordelia were in their statuesque poses, while Ebrill had turned to stone on the bed with her legs spread. Being the considerate guy that I was, after a quick glance of curiosity to see the way her spread legs looked, I had draped the sheet over her. It would have felt wrong to leave her exposed, and Steph had given me a nod that showed the act had earned points in her book.

      Still, I was a recent high school grad, and walking back in there, knowing the sheet covered what would appear to be the most intricate pussy ever carved in stone, I longed to move that curtain aside and appreciate the details again. The gentleman in me refrained.

      “No attacks, then?” Steph said, eyeing me and then glancing past, to show that Shisa had entered. The little, living stone dog-dragon stared at us, then turned to look at the statues, waiting.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” I replied. With the traps we had set up and magical defenses, we weren’t too worried about the house during the day. It helped that Shisa was badass and never needed sleep, while the enemy’s magic worked best when fueled by the darkness of night.

      As the scattered clouds moved from pink to near black, the sun nothing but several lines poking up from behind the houses and distant buildings, I wrapped an arm over Steph’s shoulders and we waited.

      It was such a magical moment, these transformations, and we both wanted to be there to observe. More touching than any fireworks show, although less showy. My eyes roamed over the curves of Kordelia’s stone skin, only barely covered by her armor, wings folded back and long horns like thick streamers flowing back from her head. Aerona was every bit as beautiful, although the most petite of the three and with horns that reminded me more of a halo in the way they curved around her head toward the front. A halo, or perhaps a rare ram, while the other two had horns that reminded me more of those of an antelope, maybe. Thinking of them in animal terms felt wrong, so I let my eyes move back to their curves, letting my animal instinct take over.

      “They’re beautiful,” Steph said, glancing at me.

      “I know.”

      “So…” She looked down at herself, causing me to do the same. To think of Aerona as petite meant Steph was downright tiny, but only by comparison. She was only five-foot-two, with not much in the chest region. Her eyes met mine, and there was vulnerability there as she asked, “Why am I here?”

      “You mean… here, here?” I gestured to the bedroom, and she nodded. “Steph, seriously?” I moved my hands to her waist and kissed her briefly. “You know, I had a thing for you even when you were apparently possessed.”

      “Cursed,” she corrected me. “Maybe a bit of mind-manipulation, but not possessed.”

      “Well, you get the point. I care for you—and there was some of the real you then, I have no doubts. So… what? You’re not some super-buff gargoyle, your breasts aren’t big enough to smother me to death?”

      “Not helping.”

      “I’m saying you’re sexy in your own way. A way that I can’t get enough of.” I picked her up in a way that forced her to wrap her legs around my waist, causing her to laugh. Kissing her chest over her shirt, then moving up to her neck, I let her down again and said, “If we didn’t have work to do, I’d take you right here, right now.”

      “Maybe we should, anyway,” she said, glancing to the window. “We have… actually…”

      “What?” As my eyes followed hers to the window, my smile faded. “Shit.”

      “I was going to say we have a minute or two, but we shouldn’t. Right?”

      We both moved to the window, hand in hand, and moved the curtains completely out of the way to get a better look. The streaks of sunlight were gone, dusk upon us, but the gargoyles hadn’t woken.
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      “I don’t understand,” Steph said, releasing my hand and going to the statue of Kordelia, running her hand along the gargoyle’s arm as if that would wake her. “It’s sunset. Why…?”

      “They should be awake.” Stating the obvious always sat wrong with me, but the words needed to be said in case the universe simply wasn’t aware. I frowned, but had an idea. Using my transmutation powers, I created the videogame screen I’d made to help me understand this magic, and tried to wake them that way.

      No luck.

      “Do you think,” Steph went from Kordelia to Ebrill, kneeling at her side on the bed, a hand on the statues, “that we won? That in spite of all that’s left to do, that was it and now they’re stone forever?”

      “Of course not. First, Aerona just came to us. Second, no way would the universe let Ebrill be frozen forever like… that.”

      We both stared at Ebrill for a moment. She had been in the act of finishing her orgasm as I pulled out in time to not have my dick stuck in stone as she transformed. Her eyes were closed, a look of pure ecstasy on her face, and one hand clutched her breast. It was hot, a feeling that was muddied by the confusion over whether we would ever see her awake again.

      “I don’t like this,” Steph muttered. “It reeks of black magic intervention.”

      “Shisa?” I turned to the stone lion-dog that I’d previously brought to life, one of a pair, whose twin had died fighting off the enemy.  I cocked my head, hoping it had some way of enlightening us.

      Shisa circled, first Aerona, and then Kordelia, before finally leaping up next to Ebrill and nuzzling her in a way that pulled the sheet aside. Damn, seeing her spread pussy like that—even in stone—made my mind swim with confusion and my chest ache. I quickly covered her up again, annoyed that Shisa had, apparently, decided to simply perch beside her.

      “Not much of an answer,” Steph noted. At the window again, she closed the curtains. “What do we do if there’s an attack?”

      “Hold out as best we can,” I replied. “To be fair, I’ve changed up the house and blocked off entrances. We have the wards in place, and now that I have access to the magic of Avalon we might be safe.”

      “Shit, Jericho.” She paced the room, going to the door and glancing out as if there might be someone out there, coming for us. “This… I mean, it’s bad.”

      “Maybe?” I focused one more time, trying to use my powers along with my recently acquired connection to Avalon, but nothing woke the gargoyles. When I saw she was still staring at me, I went to Ebrill, caressing her cheek. “Wake up. Please.” I frowned, then leaned in and kissed her stone lips.

      “Are you seriously trying the Sleeping Beauty move?”

      “Wasn’t it Snow White?” I stood, rubbing my hands together nervously. As much as I was able to play it cool, this was getting to me. It wasn’t planned, and in situations like these, that could be majorly fucked up.

      Steph scratched her neck, her long nails causing a prick of blood. She wiped it, looked at the blood and, sighed. “Let’s… get a bite.”

      “We’re not leaving, not at a time like this.”

      Her frown reminded me to calm down. Her gesture to the grocery bags beside the door made me feel like an idiot.

      “Ah, right.” I stepped over and pulled out some salami and cheeses, along with a can of kombucha that Steph had insisted I try. “We can eat here, though. I don’t want to let them out of my sight.” Glancing over at Shisa, I asked, “Do you eat?”

      Shisa shook its head no.

      “Okay.” Steph took out some sushi rolls and a sparkling water, setting the rolls down on the nightstand. “First, we still need to find the others, right? Only…” She opened the water, pulling back with a yelp as it sprayed a bit on her arm. Licking it off, she rolled her eyes. “Only, as I was saying, Aerona was the one with the lead. We don’t get her back, we got nothing.”

      “Right. And we know that Thiten is going to be hunting us down. She could find a way to be summoned again, or break into our world officially, and show up any minute.”

      “Maybe…”

      “You know something?”

      A flicker of pain crossed through Steph’s eyes. “Bits of my time with them come back to haunt me, and mostly… it sucks.”

      “Okay.” I was about to ask why, but the pain was still in her eyes, so I took a bite of salami and waited for her to speak.

      She took a long sip, the bubbles causing her to burp slightly. At least that took away some of the tension. Setting it aside, she continued. “Whenever things didn’t work out perfectly for those involved, there were… repercussions.”

      “Steph, I—”

      “I don’t want your pity or anything like that.” She turned away, eyes cast down. “Just… I’m sharing because my point is, I don’t think they’re smart enough to strike right now. They suffered a major setback, even with Fatiha regaining her power. She’s rogue, as far as I know. So, they’ll be regrouping, punishing those they think deserve to be punished. They could show up at any minute, but… I wouldn’t think so.”

      Finishing off a cheese and salami combo, then cringing at a sip of the kombucha, I nodded. My mind was working to process her words, my emotions not able to hide how annoyed I was at the idea of anyone ever hurting her. But I let it go, instead focusing on the here and now.

      “Okay. We might have time. Then… we…?” I was at a loss.

      “Visit Rianne? See if she has any answers for us?”

      I nodded and reached out for her hand.

      “One sec.” She engulfed a massive bite of sushi, chewed it awkwardly for a few seconds before swallowing, and took my hand. “Ready.”

      Taking her hand, I closed my eyes and reached out to that magical world. Before, it had only been accessible via dreams, but my understanding now was that it was connected to our world again.

      Only, nothing came.

      My eyes opened to see Steph staring at me, her lips pressed together so that they formed a thin line. Her left eye twitched.

      “I need to try something,” she said, and then stood, taking a step away from me. With a lick of her lips, she narrowed her eyes, focusing.

      Nothing happened.

      “Are you…” I started, but her look of frustration caused me to stop.

      Again, she focused. Again, nothing happened.

      When her eyes burst open, she let out a loud “FUCKKK!” and “SHITTT!” followed by throwing her hands forward in what would have otherwise been a fireball. As it was, nothing happened.

      “Shit,” I said. “You…”

      “Nothing.” She turned to me, shoulders back, nostrils flared and breathing heavily. “No fire, no Wraith Knights. What the fuck did you do?”

      “Not a damn thing.”

      “Well you sure did something, because it’s gone, they—they’re gone!”

      I threw my hands up, about to argue, but instead ran them through my hair, standing there like that for a moment, hands on head, thinking.

      “Could it be the return of Avalon?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “No?”

      She scoffed. “J… We just tried to connect to Avalon, and it didn’t work. Oh, shit,” she put her hand to her chest as if pained, “what if this is them? The enemy doing this?”

      “Fuck me.” I blinked, rubbed at my eyes, and knelt, putting my hand to the floor. Before, I had been able to sense when the house was under attack. Oddly, when I shifted the floor around with my transmutation power, it worked. “I can’t sense anyone attacking, and I’m still able to use magic.”

      This time, she looked like she was going to be sick. “So maybe… since my powers were corrupted by darkness, kind of… maybe only mine are gone?”

      I indicated the stone gargoyles, shaking my head, then turned to Shisa who was eyeing us with its wide orbs of eyes. Not giving us any answers, though. Steph was staring at me, hands clutched to her chest and biting her lip as if she expected me to come up with an answer.

      “If we’re being attacked, we need to know,” I said, then turned back to Shisa. “Can you… sniff out any magic that might be affecting us?”

      Shisa jumped off the bed, walked to the door, and glanced around before continuing.

      “That’s our plan?” Steph asked.

      “Until we come up with a better one? Yeah. I can’t sense anything, but maybe Shisa can, or maybe there is an attack and at least we’ll be able to find a clue, somehow.”

      I took her hand and we followed along, moving toward the back staircase that I had made while changing things around. It led down to the basement, and we kept on until we were in a large room with ancient weapons but not much else. I marveled at an especially cool double-sided axe, but turned to see Shisa moving along the walls, clearly looking for something.

      “While we wait,” I said, eyeing Steph. “Back there, when you couldn’t access… them…”

      “The Wraith Knights.”

      “Yes. You seemed pretty shook up about it.”

      “Is it ‘shook’ or ‘shaken’?” She forced a grin, clearly trying to avoid the question. When I folded my arms, she sighed. “There’s a bit of a story there.”

      “We don’t know how long we have, and… it’s not like we know what else to do in the meantime.”

      Eyeing me a moment longer, she nodded, then glanced over to the wall. “Make us a bench to sit on, at least.”

      I chuckled as I obliged, loving that I had the power. Only, as soon as the wall moved out to form the bench, Shisa growled and darted into an opening he had found. Steph and I shared a look of excitement. Putting her story on hold, I made the opening larger and we followed Shisa in to find a drop off that led to darkness below. A growl, and Shisa fell.

      “No!” I shouted, reaching with one hand and using the other to grab the wall and morph whatever was down there to grab him. Only, nothing happened.

      “What?” Steph asked.

      “It’s not… part of the house. Down there.”

      “So?” She leaned over, kneeling at the edge to see better. “Doesn’t your power work on rock and whatnot?”

      “It should,” I replied with a frown. A look around revealed stone, maybe the foundation upon which the house was built. Parts of it had crumbled away, likely due to my shifting of the house numerous times. When I tried to adjust it, though, nothing happened. “Shisa, you okay?”

      A flash of light reflected as something moved, followed closely by what sounded like a grunt.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Steph said.

      “Still, we’re going down.”

      “How?”

      I glanced around, then back at the walls behind us. While I couldn’t adjust the rocks, I had an idea. Hand on the wall, I made the whole wall transmorph to move out and form a stairway leading down.

      “After you, my lady.” I gestured, then laughed at her annoyed look. “Joking, joking.”

      Holding her hand behind me, I took the lead, adjusting the stairs slightly as my first step made me worried about slipping and falling. On the third step, there was a vibration and then, halfway to the next, a loud booming sound.

      “Outside, I think,” Steph said.

      It was followed by more of those booming sounds, and I found my mind flooding with images of the enemy up there, breaking in and finding a way to collapse the whole house down on top of us.

      “Tell me about the knights,” I said, reaching the bottom and crouching to rub Shisa’s ears. The lion-dog looked fine, with just a small chip out of its left ear and a crack on the curled tail.

      As we stood and moved about in the darkness, my eyes started to adjust. We felt our way along the walls, in what was clearly once something more. For one, the room was cleared out in a way that didn’t make sense for a house’s foundations. Also, the stone of the walls was smooth, but in some places seemingly forming patterns.

      “It was before I met you, of course,” Steph started. “Long before. And… I’d had a dream.”

      That caught my attention. “You, too? With the dream travel stuff?”

      She nodded. “Ironically, it only began when I started at your school. So… clearly connected. But, I thought they were only dreams at first. One day I was napping in the library, this guy sits next to me and I groggily wake up but am like, ‘fuck it,’ and go back to sleep. Something touched my arm, and then the dreams came. I was in a dark tunnel, taken over. Then…”

      “Yes?”

      “I… don’t want to talk about it. So much is a blur. So much… pain.”

      Nodding, I took her hand and waited.

      “They sacrificed themselves for me,” she finally said. “Every last one of them, all because this witch lady had said I was meant for greatness. That I had some role to play in their beliefs, and I think… relating to you.”

      “That’s… intense.”

      “It was. Is.” Shaking her head, she tried again to make the wraith knights appear, but nothing. “So, you can see why, I mean… it’s not like I was ever romantically involved with any of the knights, but knowing who they were and what they sacrificed for me…”

      “Yeah, I get it.”

      “They’re like my best friends. Friends I can’t really have conversations with, but… friends, anyway.”

      More sounds of explosions outside, then a bunch at once, and I laughed.

      “What?” Steph asked.

      “Shit, what day is it?”

      “I don’t…” Her eyes widened, and she laughed, too. “Fourth of July? No shit?”

      “I mean, that doesn’t explain the magic not working, but at least those explosions probably aren’t us being attacked. Damn, what kind of American am I that I forgot the Fourth?”

      “A shitty one, for sure.” She winked my way, gesturing around. “You are a bit distracted, though. I think that, considering what you have on your plate, Uncle Sam will let it slide.”

      “That explains all the flags and hot dog carts and whatnot around earlier today.” I knelt, feeling a marking in the floor. “I mean, I thought it must be some presidential address the nation celebration or something.”

      “For someone who was going off to college, you sure aren’t up to date with any of this D.C. stuff.”

      “Well…” I shrugged. “Key word there is was, you know?”

      “Bullshit. You’re thinking about not going?”

      I looked up from the markings, waving her over. “Like you said, I have a lot on my plate.”

      She pursed her lips, kneeling at my side and letting it go. “What do you have here?”

      “Hard to see in this light, but…” I heaved.

      “Can you…?” I asked, moving my hand as she would when doing her fire magic.

      She held up her hand and moved her fingers, as she would when creating little flames to give us light. But that didn’t work—blocked. Frowning, I attempted it, watching the light of the room intensify with each blink. Sometimes my powers astounded me.

      “Whoa,” we both said. Now that we could see the room, it was clear that this was much more than we had first realized. Pillars with stories carved into the stone, more runes carved along the ground in patterns like flowing water, and walls with rocks that seemed to shift in shape and hue before me.

      And, for the first time, it at least made partial sense. There was so much more to do, more to experiment with down here, but for now, that would have to do.

      “Come on,” I said, pulling her back toward the stairs. “Let’s see if there’re any more fireworks we can catch from the roof.”

      “Wait.” She pulled me back, then in to kiss me passionately. “Okay, now we can go.”

      I started off, but froze. Then laughed.

      “What?” she asked.

      “The magic, of course. Ebrill and the others should be awake now. We’ll take them up for the show.”

      “Great idea.” She beamed, and we made our way back up, Shisa at my heels.
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      Fireworks continued, visible even from the bedroom window. Kordelia was already there watching as we came skidding into the room. Ebrill was transforming, stone glowing blue and cracking off her as she moaned, a final touch from the orgasm the night before. Aerona was the last of them, stone breaking apart as we turned her way.

      She emerged from her hard cocoon with a golden burst of light and a roar. Her eyes met ours and for a moment she looked strong, defiant… but then stumbled back, hand going out and being caught by Kordelia.

      “What’s happened?” Ebrill asked, sitting up and assessing them, eyes going to the fireworks show outside.

      “It’s late,” Kordelia noted. “And… that?”

      “If you can make it to the roof, I’ll explain on the way,” I replied, not sure if we should stick to the plan of going up there to watch the fireworks. Now that they were all up, though, and curious, I figured it wouldn’t hurt.

      They came, Ebrill throwing on her armor as we went so that she was decent, and we emerged onto the roof as a crescendo of fireworks went off over the area by the Lincoln Memorial.

      “First, those are fireworks,” I explained. “A celebration of our country’s freedom. Enjoy the moment.”

      “And second?” Aerona asked.

      “Why didn’t we wake with sunset?” Ebrill added.

      “That… Well, we found out something interesting—a block on most magic, including, apparently, the type that allows you to wake.”

      “No.” Kordelia’s eyes flicked to Steph, then back to me. “How?”

      “It wasn’t the enemy,” Steph said.

      I nodded. “At least, our best guess is it had to do with me rearranging the house for our defenses. There are a series of old runes below the house, and—”

      “Wait, what?” Aerona interrupted.

      “Yeah, old runes, carved deeply into the stone. My actions caused other stones to fall down there and affect it, creating a break in a rune, changing the spell.” I took a breath, making sure they were following. “And… while I think the runes were meant to amplify magic or do something of the sort, when I broke it like that, it did the opposite, or maybe created a new pattern that had a limiting effect.”

      “Meaning…” Ebrill’s eyes lit up. “If we could learn to control that, we’d have the option to turn magic on and off. Or at least as it relates to our general vicinity.”

      “That might work,” I admitted.

      We all turned back to watch the fireworks as what had to be the grand finale started, each of us likely considering the runes below and the implications. I was thinking mostly how we could use them to amplify our powers even more, but first I would need to create some sort of digital map of them with my powers, as I had for the screen that tracked my levels. From there, I could study the patterns, maybe figure out ways of altering the runes for various effects.

      “I don’t get it,” Aerona said, the reds and blues highlighting her face as she turned to me. “Some sorcerer just showing off?”

      Steph chuckled, but motioned for me to explain.

      “Not magic, actually.” I tried to indicate the spot the fireworks were coming from, telling her about how the fireworks were shot off from there, made from gunpowder or something for the point of celebrating.

      Aerona frowned, then turned to Ebrill. “Still sounds like a sorcerer showing off, to me.”

      I scrunched my nose, then nodded. “Sure, but it looks pretty, doesn’t it?”

      “It certainly does,” Kordelia chimed in, unable to take her gaze from the fireworks. Every once in a while, she would startle at an especially loud firework.

      Steph leaned against me, watching as her hand found mine, but soon the last of the fireworks drizzled out and faded, leaving only purple tails of smoke in the sky.

      “How much did we miss?” Kordelia asked.

      “Of the night?” I glanced around, realizing that without a phone or watch, I didn’t really have much concept of time.

      “No, the show. I want to see it again. When can we?”

      I chuckled. “Once a year, although… we could go to Disneyland or SeaWorld, where I think they do them every night?”

      “Let’s do that!”

      “Right…” Steph put a hand on Kordelia’s arm, moving away from me as she provided mock comfort to the gargoyle. “Considering your wings and whatnot, I don’t know if going to some of the most crowded places on Earth would be prudent.”

      “Prudent? Fuck prudent.” Turning to Ebrill, Kordelia added, “Can’t we just illusion ourselves to fit in?”

      “Not if it’s that crowded.”

      “Ladies,” I cut in. “There’s no point in talking about it right now. We have to find the rest of your group, to figure out what we’re going to do about the rest of the Nine that might come after us—”

      “And we don’t have the money,” Steph pointed out. “It’s a bit of a trek from D.C.”

      I shook my head. “Fatiha had said Gertrude took care of me, or left us well provided for. While she was a traitor, I believe a lot of what she did had truth to it—every good lie has at least some level of truth.”

      Steph looked impressed. “Shit, we might be loaded.”

      “We might be very loaded. Worst case scenario, there have to be some vases and whatnot worth money in here… And actually, Gertrude confirmed it, too. Another thought—maybe some closer theme parks have shows?” Turning to Kordelia, I held out a hand for her to shake. “I’ll make you a deal. We take care of all this stuff we have to do like finding the others and staying alive business, and I’ll do my best to get us to another fireworks show as soon as possible. Yeah?”

      She grinned, shaking my hand with a strong grip.

      “Wait, the show’s not over,” Kordelia said, dropping my hand and stepping toward the edge of the roof.

      I looked up, wondering if the fireworks show had been slow to release the true finale, or part of the display had been late to trigger, but this wasn’t that at all. It was several lines of light blue and green moving our way in a sort of wavy pattern.

      A moment later, they were converging on us, exploding in puffs of smoke that turned into one man. He stood tall right there in front of us on the roof, head bent, hands at his side, feet spread shoulder-width apart. The city lights reflected faintly from his armor.

      “You…?” Steph asked, shaking her head. “But it’s… impossible.”

      I turned to her, my mind reeling with which attack I should use, but she wasn’t getting ready to attack. In fact, she was staring at the man as if she had seen a ghost.

      “Steph, what’s up?” I asked.

      Instead of responding, she summoned a wraith knight. The knight appeared, sword at the ready, and turned toward the man. Sword vanishing, the knight took a step toward him, froze, and then vanished.

      “That was him, wasn’t it?” the man asked.

      “Not… you?” Steph asked.

      “My brother,” the man replied.

      Now I was starting to catch on. One of the men who had sacrificed himself so that Steph might live on, so that she might help me, was the brother of this witch-knight. And more of the story came together in my mind, including the fact that, if there was a group that helped her before, it stood to reason that there was at least one group still out there, maybe more, who were working on our side.

      “How can we help you?” I said, figuring the passive tactic was the way to go here. My hands were up, but I slowly put them down now to show I wasn’t being aggressive.

      “Much of the day, a magic block kept me from reaching this place, even after my patron was made aware of your discovery.”

      He took a step forward, hand held out. My instinct was to cut off his fucking head, but when I held out my hand and started to consider a spell, I noticed that he held a simple card in his hand. Not so simple, actually, I noticed as I made it larger in my vision—whoa, that was badass, like zooming in on a computer screen—and saw the red swirly lines, the address and time listed.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “An invitation, nothing more.” The man stopped, and I stepped forward to accept. No attack came, but when I looked back at the others, it was clear they had been expecting something more aggressive as well.

      “We’ll be in touch,” the man said.

      “That can’t be all.”

      He gave me friendly smile and nodded. “For now.”

      “And your name is?”

      “Galahad,” he replied, then vanished into a puff of smoke that was swept away as fast as he had arrived.

      “As in…?” I frowned, confused.

      “One of the Knights of the Round Table,” Steph said, nodding.

      “Like King Arthur stuff?” I chuckled. “Come on, when’s he going to step out? Maybe I can get a knighthood from this all, huh?”

      Steph shook her head, solemnly. “We don’t talk about him.” The ladies and I shared a look of concern.

      “Aerona,” I said, breaking the silence, “didn’t you say you have a lead, via Avalon? Before you returned to stone this morning, I mean.”

      Aerona nodded, eyes on the sky. “The world has changed. But yes, I have an idea or two we can start with.”

      Glad to have them back, even if my head was spinning with the new insight into the magical aspects of our world, I led the way back downstairs. At least we had the gargoyles awake again, and a plan for next steps.

      And, apparently, an invitation to a fancy D.C. style dinner from Sir Galahad himself.
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      “If that was Galahad,” I started as we entered the room, unable to leave it alone, “doesn’t that mean… Regarding his brother—”

      “That one of my wraith knights was one of the Knights of the Round Table?” Steph nodded. “Or more than one. Yes. All of them, perhaps.”

      “Damn.” I looked at the others, wondering what they thought about this.

      “Considering what we are,” Aerona waved at herself and her fellow gargoyles, “and the fact that you opened the magic Avalon after all this time, that doesn’t seem like the biggest of revelations.”

      I frowned, then laughed. “You’re right. Still, it’s kinda badass.”

      “We’re not actually going to the event, right?” Ebrill asked.

      “What? Why not?”

      “I mean, because it’s clearly a trap.”

      The others nodded, although Steph held up a hand, then cleared her throat.

      “You don’t think it is?” Ebrill asked.

      “It could be, for sure,” Steph replied. “But… it’s tough. My understanding is there’s a connection between the Round Table and the Order of the Mystic Moon. Galahad being the one to deliver the message makes me wonder if maybe it’s legit.”

      “And we can trust this Order?” I asked. “I mean, I was told they were set up to protect the Liahona, but it was Fatiha who told me. She hasn’t exactly proved trustworthy.”

      “The Order is legit,” Steph replied. “That much, I do know.”

      “Still, proceed with caution.” Ebrill took my hand. “Even if an organization is on the right side, that doesn’t mean all the people within it are.”

      Steph nodded, no arguments there.

      “How can you be so sure about them?” Kordelia asked Steph. “I thought you couldn’t remember much from that time.”

      “It’s been coming back,” I explained for her.

      “And if there’s trouble, the Order would come to our aid?”

      “I think they serve the purpose of trying to keep everything in order, within margins.” Steph went to the window, moving the curtains so we couldn’t be seen from outside. “Imagine a fire department that only acted if a fire was threatening to completely destroy a house.”

      “A fire…?” Ebrill asked.

      “Just—”

      “We get it,” Kordelia cut in, nudging Ebrill. “Or the point, anyway. Right?”

      “Sure.” Ebrill eyed the other, and I wondered which of them would win in a fight—they were both quite intimidating, although Kordelia was the largest of the three.

      “It’s all pretty stupid,” I said. “If there’s a fire, it’ll burn down the house if not checked.”

      “If not checked by any other influence, sure,” Steph countered. “But that’s not likely in our situation, is it?”

      “So, we think of them as a safety net,” I replied, eyes moving to the card Galahad had given me. Eyes going wide, I laughed. “This is a ticket for a dinner party. At the French Embassy.”

      “What?” Steph leaned over, looking at it. “How the fuck does that make sense?”

      “Whoever we’re supposed to meet with will be there,” Ebrill posited.

      “It’s an odd place to meet,” I said. “But… we’re in D.C., after all.”

      “When is it?” Ebrill asked.

      “In two days,” I read from the invitation in red cursive ink over black.

      Steph grinned. “I’m kind of excited. To go, I mean.”

      “We’re going? To be clear… Even if it’s a trap?”

      “Are we?” Ebrill spread her wings, as if making a point. “Doesn’t seem like the sort of party ‘we’ can all attend.”

      “The rest of us will find areas to be ready—stay perched and keep a lookout,” Kordelia offered. “If there’s a problem, we’ll be there.”

      “Guess that means we’re going,” Aerona said. “But only Steph and Jericho get to have fun.”

      “If we get to crack skulls, I’d say we’ll all be having fun.” Kordelia grinned wide, showing off her gargoyle teeth.

      “And on the note of having fun… Aerona, you’re up,” I said, ready to move on to the next topic. “I think it’s time we visit Avalon. We have time to decide on the rest of that stuff.”

      “Ah, for finding the others, yes.” Aerona eyed me with curiosity—a good reminder that we hardly knew anything of each other yet. She crossed over to Ebrill and Kordelia, taking each of their hands in hers and starting a chant.

      Both Ebrill and Kordelia looked at her anxiously and with more than a little pity. When she realized they weren’t chanting with her, she frowned, glaring at me first, then back to them.

      “What?” she asked.

      “It’s not going to work that way,” Ebrill explained. “Avalon has changed. It was gone, but he,” she nodded my way, “brought it back.”

      “Why should that change how it’s accessed?” I asked.

      “It’s… complicated,” Aerona said, eyes narrowing as they roamed over me. “Who are you?”

      “I explained,” Ebrill hissed. “You know who he is.”

      “Yes, I understand. He is the man who came back to our time, and he was a lot of help back then. He has powers that allow him to alter his surroundings, in a sense—like an alchemy of life, but not exactly. I remember him from before, but… what I don’t understand is why one man should hold so much power.”

      “It’s not like I’m that powerful,” I countered, and everyone in the room scoffed.

      “Jericho…” Ebrill stepped over to me, taking my hand and expanding her wings slightly so that I wasn’t looking past her at the others, only at her. “You silly man. Do you realize what you’re capable of? If you would allow yourself, transmutation alone is… incredibly powerful. But more than that, you restored Avalon. You have the ability to reach into its vast stores of power. Of creating access points, of deciding who comes and goes. At least, for now.”

      Not sure how to process all of that, I said, “For… now?”

      “What she’s saying is,” Aerona cut in, “nothing lasts forever. It’s what I’m worried about, regarding my lead.” We turned to her, and she continued, “The longer we connect with Avalon, the more likely those others are to find the connection. It’s like, imagine you open a door and there’s light. The only way others will see the light is if they’re in the right place to do so, but stumble around blindly long enough, it’s likely they’ll find it.”

      “You’re saying I create some sort of magical footprint,” I replied, trying to understand. “One they could, in theory, latch onto and use to access the powers of Avalon as well?”

      “Even return to Avalon, yes,” Ebrill chimed in. “When Avalon was cut off from this world, the other side was expelled. It was… a major blow.”

      “But the simple fact is,” Kordelia added, “that without access to Avalon, we can’t hope to find the rest of our team. We can’t hope to stand against the remaining nine, including Thiten. She’ll come for us, for you, there’s no doubt about it. You have to be ready.”

      “And ready means…?”

      “Have a team. Access Avalon only when absolutely necessary. In and out. Even accessing its magical boosts—keep it to a minimum.”

      “Agreed,” I said, and then pulled the Liahona from my jacket pocket. Sometimes I felt like a doofus wearing my jacket around in the summer heat, but for the convenience of having a storage place for this magical item, it was worth it. At one point I had considered replacing the red jacket with something more subtle so as to not stand out, but then I remembered the company I kept. No point, really.

      Closing my eyes, I focused on the magic of the Liahona, on creating a portal to Avalon. When I opened my eyes again, a shimmering purple and blue oval hovered in the middle of the room. With nods all around, we entered one by one, me last.

      We emerged into the land of Avalon very much like I remembered it. Not from the chaos and destruction as we had left the place, but from the rolling hills and lush greens as I had first seen it.

      I turned to the see the portal behind us. Aerona eyed it with worry, before saying, “It’ll stay, I’m afraid. Not exactly like this, but we’ve just created a new way for others to access this land.” I grunted, annoyed that she felt the need to remind us of this as if we had a choice. Catching on, she added, “Sorry.”

      “Which way?” I asked.

      “I was stone here until you brought me back, but not… dead.”

      “You were conscious?” Ebrill asked in horror. “I wasn’t—maybe in a dream sense, but never aware of my surroundings or that I was a basically a statue.”

      “Same,” Kordelia added, eyeing Aerona with skepticism.

      “It was… different,” Aerona admitted. “But yes, I was aware at times. In and out. I imagine it was the magic of this place, but I was here all along, sensing the time passing, the flow of magic around me. I felt the moment you two were ripped away,” she made eye contact with Ebrill and Kordelia, “and it was later—some spell from the other world that pulled you from here.”

      “My aunt—er, Gertrude?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Maybe, or it could have been the enemy, but Gertrude intercepted. I wish she were here to ask. But the point is, I felt it, and there were others that I never felt leave. Such as Yennifer.”

      “There weren’t many others,” I pointed out, racking my mind.

      “Not in our little group,” she admitted. “But there were other groups, naturally. The ones with Pintras, Megha… the Princess Artian, they were all fighting, and remained. Or… kind of…”

      For the first time in her little speech, Aerona’s eyes showed doubt.

      “Kind of?” Ebrill asked.

      “It was like some were with me, others half-there, half somewhere else. Maybe they weren’t there at all, but some sort of magical imprint? I can’t be sure, because I was stuck in the stone. But now we can find answers.”

      “You still sense them?”

      “I was here so long, I remember exactly where I felt them from. In which directions.”

      “And… Rianne?” I asked. “She’s here?”

      “We can find out.”

      Setting out, we moved along the ridge, looking down over the waters that had receded and showed thick mists beyond. The wind blew but didn’t bring the smell of the sea as I expected, instead it was more of a flowery scent.

      “I thought Avalon was back?” I said. “Back… where?”

      “You opened the connection again,” Aerona said. “Brought it back to the point of being accessible. But back like it once was, actually part of your world? Rianne had never intended that. It’s too… dangerous, in a sense.”

      “I see.”

      At a point where the rocks and grassy slopes converged below, I saw what had once been the Heart of the Mountain—the spot where we had been led into a curse. Where I had taken the Liahona, left this land and time for mine, and in so doing exiled the dark forces that had been aligned against us.

      Now, it was nothing more than a mound of rocks with a lone tree growing from the top, moss and patches of grass on one side, the other bare. Beyond, the hills rose high in jagged formations, wisps of clouds swirling over them and a lake at their base.

      “It’s more beautiful than I remember,” I noted, watching the clouds move gently toward us.

      “It can never be as beautiful as I remember,” Ebrill replied, voice deep with sorrow. Her fellow gargoyles’ expressions conveyed that same emotion.

      “Come,” Aerona said, leading the way down toward the Heart. We descended the rocky hillside, finally coming to the end and pausing to look around again. I sensed it now, too, the reason for their sorrow. This place was like a graveyard to them. While some had made it and others, like them, had been turned into gargoyles, many had been lost. The enemy, who one could always hope might come over to your side in the end if left alive long enough, had suffered a large defeat that day.

      We found that the ground had been carved up in patterns that spiraled outward from the center where I had been. Maybe from the water, or perhaps it was the magic that had caused the deep grooves in the stone. Walking among them, we came to a spot where Aerona knelt, indicating clawed footprints in the stone.

      “Some sort of…” I started.

      “Animal?” She grinned, looking up at me. I had already realized my mistake halfway through the sentence, which is why I had stopped. With a shake of her head, she let it go. “Only if you consider me one. This was my spot. Which means,” she stood, eyes scouring the surrounding area. “Come.”

      Going along the channel and turning right, we crossed several more before finding a spot that dipped into a cavern below, the water lapping at slick stone. The gargoyles couldn’t fit in there with their wings, but I lowered myself, almost falling in.

      “Do you see anyone?” Ebrill asked, face appearing in the opening above. “Anything?”

      “No,” I said, eyes moving along the stone wall, the way it curved down and then broke off into the water. Nothing else. Kneeling at the stone’s edge, I looked over to see if it was any different down there.

      Turquoise water, dark. Movement like a shadow… then eyes flashing red and robes flowing. I stumbled back, landing on my ass and cursing. When I looked again, though, it was gone.

      “What was it?” Ebrill asked.

      “I thought I saw something, but… it’s gone.”

      “Might not be,” Aerona’s voice chimed in. “In the water?”

      “That’s right.”

      “This was one of the energies that I felt but in a disconnected way.” She appeared now, nudging Ebrill aside. “Can you… make contact?”

      “You mean go into the water?”

      “Touch it, at any rate.”

      I groaned. “You’re saying there’s something in the water… and you want me to put my hand in there to see what happens?”

      “Magic works in specific ways. If you can make a connection, you might be able to channel some energy that lets you communicate with whoever it is or—”

      “Okay, okay.” I sighed, hating that I had to get wet by lying down on the rocks to do this. A moment later though, I had my hand over the side, reaching to feel the water. Warm, pleasant. At first. A surge of cold ran through it and then up my arm, which I withdrew immediately.

      “I await your visit,” a voice said in a whisper, the chill leaving me.

      “It’s gone,” Aerona said. “What’d you do?”

      “A voice,” I told her, repeating the words.

      She growled, then moved out of the way so Kordelia could help me back up.

      “What do you make of it?” Ebrill asked Aerona.

      “Part of someone stayed behind, but they moved on,” Aerona said. “Might be like splitting a soul, or might be that they knew something was summoning them, so left only a small part in hopes of us coming along and using that as a clue. I don’t know.”

      The other locations where Aerona had felt a presence were empty, not even offering us as much as whatever it was that had been in the water. At least one more stone set of footprints had been there, meaning another gargoyle had been pulled from this place, although we didn’t know where he or she would be or whether the enemy had managed to wake it.

      About to give up on this idea, I felt a warmth in my heart. It lingered a moment, then pulled, so I followed. The others asked what was going on, but I motioned them along and they followed. A moment later we were cresting a nearby ridge and there was a light coming our way.

      “Rianne,” Aerona said, and bowed her head. The rest of us followed her lead, and when we looked up Rianne was there, light fading until she looked almost as she had when we last saw her.

      “You’ve accomplished much,” she said, eyeing me with pride. “But there is much left to do.”

      “I’m ready,” I said.

      “How can I help you?” She turned to each of us, eyeing Steph with curiosity, but lastly turning to Aerona. “Ah, I see that you felt the connection.”

      “We’d hoped returning here would lead us to the others,” Aerona said.

      “If they hadn’t been taken already, it would have,” Rianne replied. “Alas, you are too late. The enemy has been hard at work, although I am happy to see that Gertrude managed to bring two of you to her before they could.”

      “And me?” Aerona asked. “Why didn’t I end up somewhere else?”

      “You have always had the strongest connection to Avalon. That is, until he used the Liahona.” She nodded at me. “You have it now?”

      I pulled it out, holding it in my hand for her to see.

      “Very good.” She nodded. “Continue to keep it safe. It will be the key to accessing the power of this world, you will see soon enough. But… now that the connection is open, I have a secret way of helping you with its security.”

      With a wave of her hand, the Liahona vanished. I opened my mouth, confused, but she held up her hands to stop me. “Don’t worry. Whenever you want it, think the thought and it will appear for you. Want it gone? Same. The connection between you and the Liahona is strong enough to transcend worlds. It will be ready for action.”

      “And you?” I asked. “Will you be… joining us?”

      I hadn’t meant for that last part to sound off, but as the words left my lips I realized what ‘joining us’ could mean, considering the nature of our group and how the others were all either with me or considering being with me, in that special way.

      She offered me a pleasant smile. “Alas, I cannot. My place is here.”

      “You can’t leave… can you?” Ebrill asked.

      “No, dear, I cannot.” She motioned to the land around her. “As much as I would love to join you all, in the final moments that led to me helping you all reach the Heart, I made a sacrifice that tied my energy to this place. I will be here when you need solace or more, but cannot join in your fight in the other world.”

      I nodded in understanding, words not coming.

      “One moment, if you would,” Rianne said, gesturing to Aerona, and the two started walking, discussing something that I assumed related to our quest and I would learn about in time.

      “We need to go soon,” Ebrill reminded us. “Too much time has passed already.”

      “But we don’t have much more than we did before we started,” Kordelia pointed out.

      “We know someone was involved,” I said. “Maybe Aerona’s connection she felt here will work back there? If we’re close enough… maybe?”

      “Agreed,” Aerona said, walking back over. “It’s worth trying. Back at the house, we have much to figure out. Keep the magical connection open, but it’s too much if we stay here.”

      “Be safe,” Rianne said. “I look forward to hearing about your progress.”

      We thanked her and wished her well, then we joined hands and were whisked out of there, and back to the house.
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      “At least Rianne is still around,” I said, stepping into the room. My hand instinctively went to my jacket to check for the Liahona, only then remembering that it wasn’t there. Testing, I held out my hand and willed the Liahona to come to me—it appeared in my hand, a rush of energy surging through my body. When I dismissed it, the energy went, too. “Whoa.”

      “I sensed it,” Aerona said. “Like bringing it here flooded you with Avalon magic. Could be damn useful, when the gamble is right.”

      “What use is Rianne if she’s not here helping?” Steph asked.

      “Excuse me?” Kordelia turned on her, the others also jerking their heads around to glare.

      “Steph,” I said, stepping between them, back to the others. “You don’t know Rianne like they do, or even I do. Actually, do you even know who Rianne is?”

      “No.”

      “Ah…” I chuckled, glancing back at the others. “See?”

      “Someone important, clearly,” Steph said. “In her own right, and to each of you.”

      Aerona grunted. “That’s right. Very important.”

      When they started to back down, I wrapped an arm around Steph’s waist. “She is the magical leader of their group. If she was gone, I don’t know—I barely knew her at all, but I’d feel like Avalon had lost its soul.”

      “Exactly,” Ebrill agreed.

      I told Steph a brief version of the story, of my interactions with Rianne, and her eyes went wide, taking it in. When I was done, she looked at the others. “I’m sorry.”

      “We’ve all suffered losses,” Ebrill replied, and put a hand on Steph’s shoulder. But, as she did so there was a spark like static electricity, only it ended in a trailing red light.

      “The connection,” Aerona said. “You still have it open, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, there you go. As long as you have us connected, it’s like our powers are on overdrive.”

      “But…” Ebrill looked at me, head cocked. “To be clear, Jericho is the only one who can open the way to Avalon, but…”

      “Others might be able to use the portals, too, if they find them,” Aerona explained. “This is all in theory. But yes, the risk is contained for now… until someone with powerful enough magic is able to find these lights in the dark. Finding them should be less difficult with more frequent or prolonged use. When the Liahona is in Avalon, it’s worse.”

      “That’s heavy,” I said, trying to process it. “Is the risk…?”

      “Worth it?” Aerona scrunched her nose as she debated, then shrugged. “I don’t suppose there’s any other way.”

      Damn, the way she looked when scrunching her nose was cute. I kind of wanted to say something else, find another way to get her to scrunch her nose again.

      “But to be as ready as we can, to move fast…” She looked around, then to the door. “Is there a room here we can mess up? Get in some training?”

      Damn, opportunity for scrunched nose Aerona missed, for now.

      I put my hand on the wall, rearranging the old family room. “There is now.”

      She laughed. “Perfect. We should try it out. Know what we’re capable of, so when it’s time to use this connection, we’ll be ready.”

      “But I shouldn’t keep it open long, right?”

      “Just long enough for us to see how this works.”

      Steph gave me a curious glance, then held out her hand while we headed for the door. Suddenly, she burst into flames—her entire body! She yelped and then put it out, but not before it spread to the rug. I was there with my ice blasts, which luckily did the trick of putting out the fire.

      “Shit,” Steph said, and then laughed. “I like this extra power deal!”

      “Keep it under control, please.”

      “Sure thing.”

      We made it through the door to see the others sniffing and glancing back.

      “Just a little fire,” I said. “Nothing to worry about. Keep it moving.”

      Steph chuckled, and we took the lead. The gargoyles made loud thuds with each step, shaking the walls, and Shisa came running halfway up the stairs to meet us. I knelt to rub its head, then told it to come along for training. ‘It’? Maybe I’d start referring to the little guy as a ‘he,’ because that made it seem more real.

      “I’d love to see what else you’re capable of, when your magic is enhanced,” I told Shisa. The little lion-dog gave a bit of a bark-growl in excitement.

      “You’re starting to communicate!” Steph said, and laughed.

      We made it into the old family room, and I glanced around, deciding to try something else. Usually, my transmutation didn’t extend to changing actual materials like real alchemy, or maybe I was limited by my mental ability to grasp such changes. But with the Avalon connection, I felt confident. My hand on the wall, I grinned as I felt the wood transform so that whatever substance I put there held a metallic gleam. My goal was something akin to the X-Men animated series version of their training room—although I couldn’t remember what it had been called or made of. Regardless, this seemed to work well enough. I stopped short of creating sentinels and the whole simulation aspect of their training room. We had real gargoyles and magic, after all.

      “Holy hell,” Steph said, and glanced my way as if asking permission.

      “Try,” I said, figuring I had a good notion of where she was going with that look.

      She held up a hand and thrust, sending a massive blast of fire at the wall. It roared and the heat was intense, but when she ceased, there wasn’t even a scorch mark.

      “While you’re at it,” Kordelia said, eyeing the wall and then Steph, “might as well do the whole house like that.”

      Sometimes I hated when a badass idea wasn’t mine. Such as in that moment. I nodded, impressed, and said, “You all start training, but see that you don’t hurt each other. I’ll be a couple of seconds.”

      “If anyone does get hurt, I can simply heal them,” Ebrill pointed out. “Usually, it isn’t too strong, but with this amplification, it shouldn’t be an issue.”

      “There you go.”

      I watched them form pairs and start sparring, lightly at first and then harder as they tried fire and other spells to see how much amplification there was. After a moment of this, I went ahead and started making changes to the house. My gut instinct said to change it up and make it look as much like the Haunted Mansion ride at Disneyland or something while I was at it, but I had to curb myself—this was not for cosmetic reasons, it was vital defense of the house. And I couldn’t change the outside much, or passersby would get suspicious. Still, I decided to have a little fun and redecorate. I imagined a room that had reliefs in the walls that showed the story of our adventures and fights so far, and made the rugs rearrange themselves into tapestries to show my ladies in all their beauty. I wondered what they would think of that! The fun kept going until I heard an ‘Oomph’ from behind me and remembered the training, so I quickly finished changing the walls and whatnot to fortress mode.

      Ebrill was on her back, wings pushing her up, and Kordelia circled her with a grin.

      “Even our physical strength is amplified when tapped into Avalon,” Aerona said.

      “Apparently,” Ebrill added, cracking her neck and flexing her arms. Watching her muscles like that, this almost nude, beautiful gargoyle, I felt something else amplified. The power seemed to be affecting my sex drive, or maybe I was just getting turned on by these hot women kicking each other’s asses. Steph and Aerona went up against each other next, going spell-for-spell, and sure enough, I was like a horny teenager by the time they were done.

      “You’re up,” Kordelia said, motioning me forward.

      “Um, yeah… sorry.” I adjusted my pants.

      She laughed. Ebrill smiled, and Aerona groaned.

      “She meant ‘you’re up’ as in it’s your turn,” Steph explained, passing me and grabbing my package for emphasis.

      “I can’t fight with this.” I gestured to my crotch.

      “You think the enemy will care if there’s extra blood in your cock when it’s time to fight?” Kordelia retorted. “Now get out here and try not to poke out any eyes with that thing.”

      I laughed, but held up a hand. “Let Shisa show us what he’s got first. If I haven’t had a downsizing by then, sure.”

      They must’ve been curious, because they all stopped giving me a hard time and turned to Shisa instead.

      “Do your thing,” I told the lion-dog.

      Shisa shook its head, a mixture of stone and fur, and then stepped out into the middle of the room. It looked at each of us, waiting.

      “Oh, we should send an attack,” I said. “Got it.”

      Throwing out an ice blast, I watched as Shisa braced and an energy wall shot out around it, deflecting the attack right back at me! Steph hit the ice with fire, so that the result was me simply getting drenched as the remaining water hit.

      “Your turn,” I told Steph, wringing out my shirt.

      She shot out fire and dodged immediately, so that when it rebounded, it hit the wall and didn’t do any damage. We went at this a few more times, trying with Aerona and then seeing that the shield worked on us, too, and then watched as Shisa shot out energy attacks from its mouth and performed a wicked claw strike that left my shirt torn and some cuts that Ebrill had to heal.

      “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” I said, glad to feel that the water and pain had caused my boner to subside.

      “What you’re ready for is a change of clothes and some rest,” Kordelia said with a laugh. “But… let’s see what you’re made of.”

      I stepped into my best defensive stance. “Bring it.”

      “Jericho,” Steph said, clearly trying to stifle a laugh. “You’re not going to be able to take her without magic.”

      “But my magic would tear her up,” I replied.

      “Fuck you.” Kordelia charged me, picking me up and slamming me into the far wall with a thud that knocked the wind out of me. “Do your worst.”

      My eyes bugged, my lungs burning as I gasped for air. They couldn’t seriously want me to hit her with my magic, could they? She slammed me again, and this time it was instinctive—the Liahona appeared in my hand, the ice claw shooting out. It went for her arm but she released me, rolling back. As the Liahona formed into a glowing ball, my next attack came as a burst of those ice claws, shooting out at her and attacking from multiple directions with what looked like glowing chains connected to me.

      She spun, knocking some aside with her wings while others hit her, covering her in sections with ice and scraping flesh in others. Her roar filled me with dread and I cancelled the spell.

      Ebrill was there in a flash, hand to Kordelia’s head and green light pulsating between them. Kordelia’s wounds healed, the ice gone, and both looked at me with wide eyes.

      “I—I’m sorry,” I said, hand gripping the Liahona tight.

      “Don’t be,” Kordelia replied. “That was exactly what I wanted from you.”

      “It was badass,” Steph added, nodding enthusiastically. “Even Aerona was impressed.”

      Aerona nodded, stepping over to me, hand going to the Liahona. She ran her finger along it, then met my eyes. Apparently, she had realized how suggestive the situation was, and pulled her hand away as her golden cheeks turned rosy. I dismissed the ball.

      “Again,” Aerona said. “Let’s see how it does against all of us.”

      “It?” I shook my head. “Me.”

      “Sure, okay.” She winked, stepped back, and then chanted a spell. Blasts of fire and striking light shot out at me, while Kordelia and Ebrill took the hint and leaped up, circling around me to follow up on the attack.

      I had the Liahona again in an instant, parrying magic and shooting out a wall of ice, followed by yet another, then causing crackling electricity to leap from it with my elemental strike power. The electricity shot out and took Aerona in the chest to send her spiraling back, and then I turned to block a strike from a wraith knight.

      “Not fair,” I said as six other wraith knights came at me, Kordelia and Ebrill along with them. Then again, it was pretty fair I realized as my magic energy surged. With a blast of energy, I sent them all back to the walls, where my magic held them in place.

      “What now?” I shouted, playfully. Seeing that they weren’t looking amused at all at being frozen in place like that, I released the energy and then, awkwardly, the Liahona. The wraith knights faded.

      Ebrill stretched her wings, glanced my way, and chuckled. “With that sort of power, I don’t think we’ll have much to worry about.”

      “Never underestimate the enemy,” Aerona said.
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      Following the ass-whupping I had given my team, I would have thought they would be annoyed, or maybe timid. Instead, they were all eyeing me with curiosity or lust, depending on the lady. A bit of both, mostly.

      “Maybe,” Steph started, but then shook her head. “Nah, it’s stupid.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “I was just thinking, wouldn’t it be cool if you could somehow use the Liahona without that awkward way you hold it?” She glanced around, noticing the remnants of a desk in the corner. “Like if you had it attached to a staff.”

      “A true mage’s staff!” I exclaimed, loving the idea already. Kneeling beside the desk, I caused two legs to morph together and then twist until it looked like a proper staff, and this time when I summoned the Liahona, I made it so that the metal ball affixed to the end of the staff. The same amount of power surged through me, then a bit more.

      “It’s helping you focus,” Aerona said, nodding at Steph with respect. “I should’ve thought of that.”

      “It’s nothing,” Steph replied with a blush.

      Wand waving, I created a circle of ice above my head, then let it burst out to slam into the walls like spears. This was going to be so epic. But for now, I released the Liahona, keeping the staff because it was fun to hold. Gave me a sense of mage-ness.

      “That was… hot,” Kordelia admitted.

      “We should rest,” Ebrill said, stepping close and then running her hand along my waist. “The enemy could fall into our trap at any minute.”

      “I could watch,” Aerona said, then bit her lip, followed by a laugh. “I mean, keep watch. For the enemy.”

      “You and Shisa,” Kordelia said.

      My eyes snapped to Kordelia with a confused excitement. “You…?”

      “You’ll join us?” Ebrill asked.

      Steph eyed the large gargoyle, clearly as excited by the prospect of her joining as I was.

      Kordelia tilted her head in consideration, then nodded. “It might be some effect from the magic, I don’t know. But… don’t try to talk me out of this. I’m ready.”

      “No argument here,” Steph said, wrapping her arm through mine. “Should be… fun.”

      “Fun,” Kordelia replied, eyeing the petite woman on my arm with a new hunger. “I want to watch him dominate you.”

      Steph blinked, turned to me, and shrugged with a hint of a smile. I stood tall, not wanting to appear meek or any less of a man in front of Kordelia but having no idea what ‘dominating’ someone really meant. After a quick breath and knowing all eyes were on me, I cast my new staff to one side and stepped forward, kissing Steph passionately and grabbing her by the ass.

      “Agh, too romantic,” Kordelia said, and then grabbed Ebrill by the wrists. The latter smiled wide, into it. Kordelia turned her around, pinning her hands to the wall, and said, “Like this, and then just… do it.”

      I couldn’t help but notice the way Steph watched them excitedly, so I went full into the role. My fingers wrapped around Steph’s wrists and I spun her around, pressing my stiffening cock against her ass as I pinned her hands to the wall. Next, I reached one hand down to lift her skirt and pull down her panties, then free my cock. Kordelia let out a sharp breath at the sight of it, her hands massaging Ebrill as she watched me slide into Steph.

      In that short amount of time, Steph had gotten surprisingly wet. My cock slid in, tight but lubricated, and she reached down and under to grab my balls. I had to help by moving my pants more, and then Ebrill was there helping me. Kordelia ripped my shirt clean off with her nails, so that suddenly I was fully exposed, fucking Steph from behind while two huge gargoyle women caressed the two of us and each other.

      “Now me,” Kordelia said after enough to get her hot and bothered. I slid out, kissing Steph on the neck as I turned to Kordelia and waited to see how she was going to dominate me. It took a second to realize she still wanted me in charge, which felt slightly off considering how large and intimidating she was. But, I supposed that was part of the appeal, so I went with it. I tore her armor off, took one of her breasts and engulfed her nipple, then slapped her ass hard. The cringe that followed as I anticipated retaliation annoyed me, but not enough to break the mood. She was into it, and Ebrill seemed impressed.

      When I tried to shove Kordelia to the bed, she kind of played along, but it was clear my shove hadn’t done shit. Instead, she shrugged and pushed me on the bed—a bit too strongly—and said, “This will be easier.”

      Suddenly, she was on me, wings spread out behind her and flapping as she sank onto my cock, riding me. I was trying to hold my own, at one time sitting and grabbing her huge, muscular ass and working with her, at another with her taking me like a plaything and lifting me to spin me around and have me go at Ebrill for a little while she went to Steph. I wasn’t sure if it was funny or scary that Steph eyed this large gargoyle anxiously, but when both were moaning a moment later, I realized we were all having a blast.

      “You’re doing okay?” Ebrill asked as I slid into her.

      I nodded, getting more into it. “Hopefully nothing’s bruised,” I joked, but then realized it quite possibly could be. It had happened once—down there.

      I quickly expelled the thought, instead focusing on how amazing Ebrill’s hot pussy felt on my cock, how our bodies were moving together with sweat and passion. Someone’s hands moved along my leg and cupped my balls, another massaged her clit so that Ebrill shouted out with bliss a moment later.

      Then I turned back to Kordelia and brought the passion her way, working every trick I could think of to make her cum. When it happened, her body shook and I thought there might have been an actual earthquake. Her fist made a dent in the wall, and then she fell back, still at last.

      Steph took me in her hand, stroking me, loving the feel of my cock, before riding me again. When she had cum twice, she laughed and stepped aside, holding up a hand and saying she couldn’t take anymore.

      Ebrill leaped on me again, mouth going to my balls and hand working my shaft until I came all over her chest. Mid O-face on my part, Aerona burst into the room. She paused only briefly at the sight of us.

      “It’s time.” She turned, hesitated with a glance back, and chuckled. “Nice,” was all she said before charging back out of there, presumably toward the roof. It was as good a place as any to fight.

      We threw on our clothes and I grabbed my staff as we made our way up, me wishing we’d thought this through and had time for a rinse, considering I was all sweaty and smelled like sex. I hoped Ebrill had found some way of dealing with my cum.

      Moving the house as I went, I turned our path into a direct route up onto the roof. We emerged moments later, me with my staff at the ready. I had to be cautious with how often I called upon the Liahona, but the weapon did help me focus, and I could use it as an elemental strike weapon when needed.

      Sure enough, enemies were incoming or already on the roof, waiting. Those damn runes apparently weren’t strong enough. At least the power of the building was keeping them out. In order to amp up our defenses, I set up a few wards with the “Ddogelu” spell, then called out “Tarian” a couple times to direct more defensive boosts at our team.

      Three of those winged creatures from before lunged at me and I knocked them back with an ice claw at one’s throat, saying “Elfenol Streic” to shoot lightning from my staff to take down the next two—but they kept coming! Seeing another go up in flames at Steph’s attack, I went with the flow and called out “Elfenol Streic” again to use fire next. That did the trick. These fuckers weren’t fans of flames.

      Kordelia was a powerhouse, tearing through them and even ripping off one head, at least, tossing it at another and dazing the latter. Ebrill focused on defenses but used her claws more than once, while Aerona had a barrage of magic working on those trying to reach us from above. My XP was rising by the second, to the point that it was coming damn close to another level increase.

      A roar sounded and the moon vanished. No, not vanished, but was blocked out by a large creature with a massive wing-span. A griffon!

      The griffon charged right through the magic, seemingly impervious, and clawed at Kordelia. Next to that thing, she looked downright tiny. I struck with my elemental strike, but the magic attacks only seemed to fuel the beast. As Kordelia struggled to not be torn apart, Ebrill hit her with healing spells fast enough to at least keep her in one piece. Steph’s wraith knights charged the griffon, but they seemed to run right through it, vanishing on impact.

      “What is that thing?” I shouted

      Aerona turned to me with eyes full of worry. “Glitonea—one of the Nine.”

      “Fuck,” I said, horrified as the griffon slammed Kordelia with a blow that sent her flying toward the edge of the roof, only to be attacked by a handful of those other winged creatures. A second later, the same happened to Ebrill.

      I wasn’t about to let another strike land, so I summoned the Liahona, called every attack spell I knew that I thought would work, and aimed with all my power. As below, the barrage of ice claws and other attacks flowed out. This time, however, the target seemed to relish the attack! Even as the griffon grunted in pain, it seemed to grow and then… was laughing?

      “No!” Aerona said as I prepared a second strike.

      “I have to!”

      “She’ll use the magic, target Avalon—you can’t!”

      Damn. If she was right, of course I couldn’t. Instead, I turned and unleashed that power on some of the minions, frying a great many of them. That little outburst shot up my XP, bringing me to level eight. A popup screen read:

      

      Level 8 MAGE

      

      Statistics

      Strength:  24

      Speed:       20

      Luck:        16

      Charisma: 15

      

      Mana: 720

      

      New Spells

      

      Gorffwys (sleep); Frost Footing; Ice Wall; Ice Claw; Frost Bite; Flurries; Frost Remnant

      

      New Magic Type

      

      Access to Avalon

      

      “I have an idea,” I said, remembering that I wanted to try that Frost Remnant spell now that I’d unlocked it, but preferably when the enemy didn’t absorb magic. “Keep her off me.”

      “You got it,” Steph said, summoning all of her wraith knights and sending out a barrage of fireballs while I knelt, my hand on the rooftop.

      Before making my book move, I used another spell that I looked forward to trying. Using the Flurries spell, I watched with glee as a flash of snow shot out and became a snow storm that hit our enemies like a swarm of bees. Each little snowflake became active, attacking the enemy. Nothing too intense, but enough to distract the enemy long enough for my team to take the advantage and me to feel comfortable to make my move.

      Hand on the stone of the roof, my attention moved down through the building, to the basement and below. Into the foundations where I’d left part of the building as a staircase. Finding a location based on feeling like this wasn’t the same as being there, but I managed to get a sense of where the rune was that had been blocked and repaired to fix the magic—now I wanted to do the opposite, though. Using the bit of the house that was acting as a stairwell, I maneuvered it over to the rune and created a blockage again.

      A thud sounded and I looked up to see that Glitonea had crashed onto the rooftop. She was in human form, back arched in pain and eyes wild with confusion. She was an older, lanky woman with the sides of her otherwise purple hair shaved, the top long and pulled back into a braid. Her eyebrows arched in a fierce way that combined with the rune tattoos to give her an intimidating appearance. Purple moved along her in a way that resembled cloth rippling in the wind, only it was attached to her, almost part of her skin. Not much was left for the imagination.

      My gargoyle team made quick work of the what little was left of the enemy, now turning to move in toward Glitonea. Apparently, it only took magic to wake the gargoyles, not keep them awake—since they were mobile, the blockade of magic didn’t put them back into stone. Steph didn’t have her magic or wraith knights at the moment, but the trade was clearly the right move.

      Most of our magic was on pause, in exchange for Glitonea being helpless. She managed to get on all fours, then up to one knee, pointing a finger at me.

      “It’s not going to work,” I said, and grinned. “You are ours now.”

      Fear entered her eyes when, as I’d told her, the magic didn’t come. “H—How…?”

      “My secret.” I strode over, catching her by the wrist as she sprang up and tried to strike me. “Now, we have some questions for you.”
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      Keeping the magic of this place turned off for the time being didn’t seem like such a bad idea, at least while Glitonea was present. We brought her to a room that I had turned into a prison cell during a pause on the way down. Actually, being able to transmorph the building meant that after we left, I could make it so there was no door at all—but that might scare the lady to death.

      If that was possible. I wasn’t sure the Nine Ladies could die, or how the details of that would work.

      “You can’t hold me here,” Glitonea growled as Kordelia dragged her into the room. “Do you realize the pain I will bring upon you when this trick you’ve managed has worn off? When my magic returns?”

      “I realize that we’ve captured one of the Nine,” I said, “and that you won’t be the last.”

      She was such a delicate thing in Kordelia’s grasp, struggling helplessly. Now, in the light, it was clear that the purple clothing was some sort of magical situation that kept her clothed and allowed for her to shift into that griffon form. I studied her, wondering how old she must’ve been to be one of the Nine, and then shook the thought away.

      Glitonea glared at us, then spoke to Aerona. “You think I was the only one who sensed the connection to Avalon? Others will be here soon, and they aren’t all as reliant on magic as I am.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      She glared.

      “To be fair,” Steph offered, “I doubt it’s hard for them to figure out where we are at this moment.”

      “A good point,” Ebrill noted. “We’ll have to remedy that, and fast.”

      Glitonea’s glare roamed over each of us in turn. Since Kordelia had released her, she started moving along the walls, hands waving as if checking for spells. When she reached the far wall, she paused, eyes narrowed, and turned to me.

      “How?”

      “You’ll never find out.”

      “Fuck you. You don’t see me, or something?” With that, the purple ‘clothing’ receded and she stood there nude before us, runes glowing on her body. “You might have found a way to cancel out magic, but it’s never complete. Some magic is deeper than whatever this curse is you’ve managed.” She stepped toward me. “But I imagine you know that, don’t you?”

      Kordelia moved into her path. “Make a move. Please.”

      Glitonea’s runes glowed brighter still, but then faded. She cursed, then spat at my feet. “I’ll find a way around this. And when I do, you’ll all be begging for death.”

      On a whim, I stepped around Kordelia and asked, “Why the messenger?”

      “What?”

      “The messenger you sent. Or one of you—what’s the angle there, if you were only going to attack us, anyway?”

      The confusion on the woman’s face as the purple clothing moved back into place was enough of an answer. She had no idea about Galahad, and I purposefully didn’t name him.

      “My turn.” Glitonea eyed Steph. “How is it that you broke free, little birdy?”

      Steph, visibly shaken, simply turned and walked out of there.

      “We’ll come back to get answers out of you,” I heard Ebrill say as I went after Steph.

      “She’s captured, you don’t have to worry about her,” I said, taking Steph’s hand. “I’m with you.”

      “I know. But… seeing one of them, having her address me like that, it was too much.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She nodded, then looked up as the others emerged, closing the door behind them. Deciding there was no way I was letting that ancient bitch out of the room, I melded the door to the walls. Fuck her.

      “We’ll either get answers or use her as bait,” Aerona said. “Either way, we’ve captured someone very powerful tonight.”

      “Jericho, do you think you can find a way to target the runes?” Ebrill asked.

      “Make it so certain parts of the house don’t allow magic,” I said, catching on. “Honestly, I have no clue, but we should try.”

      “During the day, maybe that’s something you can experiment with?” Kordelia grunted. “The irony is, that woman in there is likely to be the most knowledgeable on the subject.”

      “We all noticed,” Ebrill said, eyeing me.

      “I wasn’t checking out her tits, if that’s what your look is insinuating,” I said. “Shit, she’s like… how old?”

      “Ancient, but you could argue that so are we.”

      I frowned and shook my head. “Doesn’t count.”

      Aerona chuckled, but met Steph’s eyes. “You’ll be okay with her under the same roof as us?”

      Steph nodded. “I hope so.”

      “For now, let’s get some rest.”

      “And then?” Ebrill asked. “We can go to their coven first, or go after Fatiha.”

      “What’s the advantage of going after Fatiha?” Steph asked. “And… do we even know where to find her?”

      “She knew how to summon Thiten,” Aerona explained. “And my guess is that Thiten is the key to finding the others of our team. As to where… No, but I imagine we can get her to come to us.”

      “And this?” I asked, holding up the invitation Galahad had given me.

      “When’s it for?” Ebrill asked.

      “Not tomorrow, but the following evening.”

      She glanced around, got a nod from Aerona, then said, “We learn what we can until then, stick to the plan, train… and then give it a try.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I yawned, still not fully used to the new schedule.

      “You rest,” Ebrill said, hand on my forehead and healing my body so that rest would come easy.

      I agreed, although Steph wanted to stay up with the other ladies a bit longer to, as they put it, have their ‘girl time.’

      The bed welcomed me and sleep took hold instantly, but it couldn’t have been long before a creaking sound woke me. My eyes fluttered open to see Aerona, her gold skin with a slight blue hint to it in the dim light. The effect was magical, making me wonder if she had found some way of working around the block. But no, it was simply the light and her natural glow.

      “Can I help you?” I whispered.

      “Maybe, or maybe I can help you.” She sat next to me, awkwardly, then put her hand on my leg in an even more awkward way.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Are you… hitting on me?”

      She withdrew the hand. “No.”

      “Aerona, what’s going on?”

      Her eyes went to the floor, then back to me. “The thing is… and the others agree… I have something to show you. Maybe.”

      “Meaning what, exactly?”

      “We should sleep together.”

      I nearly coughed. Without a doubt, I would enjoy it. But, judging by the awkward way she had put her hand on my leg, I wasn’t sure how this would work out.

      Her eyes went wide with realization. “Oh, I didn’t mean that. I meant… sleep. Actually sleep, side by side. This is what I spoke about with Rianne. For you to… travel.”

      “I thought that was done?”

      “We think that it might not be. Not done with me, anyway. Rianne had ideas of other ways it could be used, and now that we have Glitonea, I think the chances are increased. I sense something from her… a connection to another place entirely.”

      “But why?”

      “There are… things left undone. Unsaid?” She took my hand in hers. A delicate moment, eyes meeting. “One way for you to find out would be to trust me. Do you?”

      “Yes.”

      She rolled over and pressed against me. The firm armor over her chest reminded me that we weren’t quite as close as maybe I would have liked in the moment, but she wrapped her arm over my chest and I felt like I was in heaven.

      Even with my mind reeling with the idea , sleep took me again, only, this time it was different. Something other than Aerona was holding me—a hand, on my neck, choking me! The arm was gray and sinewy, leading up to a face with red eyes and slick, sharp teeth visible as the thing snarled.

      I pulled away, spinning to see a creature with patches of white hair, dark skin, and those red eyes. It moved for me, but when I stood and growled, it turned and ran off. Only then did I see that it wore rusted armor and old robes that looked familiar, similar to the old days of Avalon.

      My eyes took in the darkness, rock shelves and hanging trees starting to become visible, and the sound of a distant river. For a moment I even thought I could make out the Heart of the Mountain again, only it was as it had been before my actions. Then it was gone, and I seemed to have turned around, except every time I turned my head, I was looking at the same damn tree—a stump, really, with one lone arrow in its side.

      Each step toward the tree echoed as if I were in a large, empty chamber. I knelt, inspecting the arrow. Intricate carvings filled the shaft, the type it didn’t make sense to work on unless you knew you would get your arrow back. Before my eyes, the carvings started to glow, forming runes. They drifted up and off the arrow, forming a misty face that hovered in front of me.

      “Glitonea,” I said, recognizing her. “You’re locked in the house…”

      “I am,” she said, voice distant. “But why? Don’t you know, Jericho, that you and I should be on the same side in this war?”

      My silence was answer enough to cause her to snarl, but then she was pleasant again, even smiling.

      “Jericho,” she continued, “I am one of the Nine Ladies. Ancient beings with power beyond your comprehension. I know much about this world, and much more than your gargoyle friends. They would have you believe I’m evil. Well, I’m not. I’m the one working to make the world a better place, but it so happens that my methods are beyond their comprehension.”

      “And what methods would those be?” I asked.

      Her smile widened, but before she could answer, the runes faded and she was whisked away, remnants of light moving through the darkness like fireflies, until they were gone completely.

      In their place stood an army that I hadn’t previously noticed. Dark figures, white hair, similar to the first I had seen. Drow, no doubt. But they weren’t the same as they had once been. They were more decrepit, more… evil?

      My internal voice said to get out of there, told my legs to run. Neither worked, and suddenly the Drow were on me, clawing and drawing glowing blue blades to strike. In a flash of light, I knelt and fell through the ground, mind trying to come up with answers, focusing back on the runes in my house and suddenly seeing patterns although not understanding them. One movement, and everything froze—I was in translucent rock, able to reach out and touch it, and yet not.

      Knowing I had control now, I told myself to wake.

      With a jolt, I was back in bed, Aerona stirring at my side.

      “Where… was I?” I asked.

      She shook her head, unable to answer me. “I’ve only seen glimpses of it once before, when a dark force tried to wake me, to pull me from my place of stone in Avalon. If the others were taken, not able to hold out as I was, they might be there.”

      “Well… fuck.” I sat, hand to the back of my head where a dull pain had started. “I don’t want to go back there.”

      “There’s a reason it’s connecting us to that place.” Aerona had her hand on my chest still, eyes focused on mine. “We need you to. Please. I need you to.”

      My mind raced with the images I’d seen down there. Had it been down?

      “Where was I?” I asked.

      Aerona shifted, hand on mine. “You were with the enemy that you exiled when you used the Liahona and separated Avalon from this world, so long ago.”

      “No.”

      I stood, going to the window and staring out, watching as the light blue at the edge of the horizon signaled the coming sunrise. Soon they would be stone, and the idea that I had to go into that place again would be gone, at least until the next night.
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      Steph entered to find me staring at the statue of Aerona. This relatively petite gargoyle statue, standing at the edge of the bed with arms crossed, a scowl on her face. A scowl meant for me, while I stared out at the sunrise and waited for her to turn to stone. I felt like an ass, which was why I hadn’t been able to take my eyes off her.

      “How did it go?” Steph asked.

      “You knew?”

      “We discussed it, but I don’t know anything other than what she told us.” Steph approached, but stopped a couple paces away, apparently sensing that I wasn’t myself.

      “I want to know what she said,” I told her.

      “Only that Rianne spoke of this. Someone arriving, and how Aerona would be able to harness the connection. That the dream magic was more powerful than the runes, and that this would be instrumental in helping us to defeat the enemy.”

      “Maybe we go back to Rianne and get more answers. If she’s able to see so much, why do I feel like I’m grasping in the dark?”

      “You know it doesn’t work like that.”

      I nodded, eyeing the statue again, then her. “The others?”

      “On the roof. They wanted to feel the sun on them as it came.”

      “Sure.”

      My mind tried not to focus on the images I’d seen, of that army of fallen Drow. We made our way up to the roof because I wanted to look out at the city, to see the sunrise hitting the National Cathedral on one side, the hint of the Capitol we could just make out on the other. I walked along what was once a rooftop garden, stopping next to the statues of Kordelia and Ebrill. They both stood tall and proud, hands at their sides as they looked out at the city. I could almost imagine they had never woken at all, that their waking and my adventures with them had been a dream.

      I was glad that wasn’t the case, though. No matter how bad it all got, I wouldn’t give up any of this for a second. Even the horrible dream place was leading me somewhere, I was sure of it. We had one of the Nine as our prisoner, an invitation to some event by Galahad himself, and a strange area with runes in the floor to explore.

      That would be our next step, the runes, but first I turned to Steph and eyed her. Her outfit was now a more conservative skirt and blouse taken from my aunt’s collection, and the effect was that she looked less like the witch she was and more like a high-class member of society.

      “You’re making me nervous,” she said with a laugh. “What?”

      “Just… you’re gorgeous, you know that?”

      A glance away, and I stepped up to her, taking her hand in mine. “When you broke free from the curse, you didn’t have to stay with me.”

      “It’s weird,” she admitted, “how we met. Most people meet at a bar or online, maybe through friends. We met because I was under a curse meant to steal your power or to use your power to get access to the Liahona, I guess. Hell, the stories we’ll tell our—”

      “Oh, shit.” I pursed my lips, glancing down. “Kids? Are you…?”

      “Pregnant? Goddess, no!” She laughed. “I was going to say friends, but then started wondering what sort of friends we’d have or would be able to tell the truth to. But damn, the way you reacted!”

      “I just—I was getting ready to start college, not have kids.”

      “You can’t seriously think I’m ready.”

      “No, I mean, I didn’t think about that.”

      She shook her head. “Trust me, not anytime soon. But the way you keep sticking that thing around, who knows what’ll happen.”

      I glanced over at the gargoyle statues, wondering. “Yeah, maybe we pick up some condoms when we’re out today?”

      “Might be a good idea. Breakfast?”

      “Please.”

      We started heading out, and as we went I couldn’t help thinking about what she had said about friends. “So, if I start hanging out with a buddy, I mean, like meet a guy and we’re hitting it off—”

      “You coming out to me?” she asked. “Nothing wrong with that if you want to try it.”

      I laughed. “No, sorry. Not my thing. What I mean is, that whole friend thing. I wouldn’t be able to tell him about this, huh?”

      “He’d either think you were crazy or end up getting involved. I’m not sure which would be worse.”

      “Life is going to be a bit different going forward.”

      I held up a hand and went off to use the bathroom, and soon we were on our way again, hitting up a corner spot with a killer breakfast burrito. Bacon and eggs for her, chorizo for me, and I had a horchata as well. It was bliss, and for a moment I could almost believe we lived a normal life, were just another couple waking up early for breakfast in D.C.

      “Definitely Mt. Fuji,” she said, when I asked where she would go if all of these worries were gone and we could do whatever we wanted.

      “Why?”

      “I’ve always heard how magical it can be, climbing at night and getting to the top in time to watch the sunrise. Can you imagine?”

      I frowned. “And Ebrill? The rest? I wonder if they’d even see the sunrise, or if they kind of fade out before that, you know?”

      “Good question. Like you said, though, that’s if circumstances were different. Still, maybe we’ll find a way in that direction someday, find a nice little ryokan near Hakone lake, one with outdoor hot springs we can all enjoy,” she leaned in, “in privacy.”

      “Sounds perfect,” I said, already imagining us out on a starlit night, the shoji-screen doors lit up behind us as we all made love. “Maybe…” I frowned, wondering how it would work. “I don’t know, but maybe there’s a way to create a similar atmosphere at the house?”

      “As you get more powerful, there’s not a lot you won’t be able to do, I imagine.”

      The slightly older woman to our left looked up from her laptop, stared at us, then returned to whatever she was working on with a smirk. Apparently, she had taken that in a manner not intended.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said, grabbing two coffees for the road.

      We made our way to the corner, where we stood watching people walk past. Steph eyed them over her coffee, then noticed me looking at her. She grinned, took another sip and said, “You need to stop it.”

      “Just can’t get over all of this,” I said.

      She nodded. “I get it. Can you believe these people are going to school, work, whatever... without a clue about what really goes on all around them?”

      “It’s crazy. And not long ago, I was one of these ignorant assholes.”

      “Fuck you too, pal,” a man in a suit said, shoving past me. He bumped my shoulder, causing coffee to slosh out and nearly get on his suit. As he walked, he glanced back, glared and a car nearly hit him when he stepped into the street. That resulted in a new tirade aimed at the driver of the car, and left me arching an eyebrow at Steph.

      “See, assholes.”

      “What came first, the prick or the asshole?” She winked.

      “You’re implying I’m the prick?”

      “Well, you said something about assholes, which he overheard and replied to, so…”

      “Fine,” I held up my one free hand in surrender. “You win. Now, I guess we better get back. The runes have me wondering, especially now since…” I trailed off, realizing I hadn’t told her everything about the dream.

      “You saw something, didn’t you?”

      I nodded. “She was there. Glitonea. And somehow, it had to do with the runes.”

      “Shit, Jericho. Come on,” Steph was pulling me along, the urgency that had somehow been lost on me now returning with a vengeance.

      “She found a way into my dream,” I argued. “It’s not like she’s breaking out.”

      “For all we know, that could be the same thing.”

      Damn, she had a point.

      I drank the coffee faster than I would have liked, considering how hot it was, but paused briefly to pull my hand free and dip into a corner store. A moment later, I was back out with a box of condoms, holding it high with a grin. She shook her head, reminding me how silly that had been considering our situation. A group of young college girls walked by, giggling, further making me feel like an ass.

      Then again, what did I care? Ensuring I didn’t create any little gargoyle or witch babies anytime soon was high on the list of priorities as far as I was concerned.

      Soon we were back, my coffee cup on and condoms on the kitchen counter, and we were pounding up the stairs and going right for Glitonea’s prison room. We paused at the door and shared a look of worry as we caught our breath.

      “Wait,” I said as Steph reached for the door. Instead of going that route, I created a slit for us to see through, then several more, while converting the material between to thick glass, only a couple of holes for us to be able to converse through.

      Glitonea stood in the middle of the room, light swirling around her nude body, runes lit up. Her eyes were closed, brow furrowed. After a moment of this, she cursed loudly and slammed herself into the small area we could see, staying there with eyes toward us.

      “What the fuck do you want?” she demanded.

      “To slit your throat,” Steph growled, but then took a step back with an apologetic glance my way.

      “And you?” Glitonea said, eyes darting over to me, glowing a slight green around the edges of her pupils. “Would you see me dead, or…” She slid up along the glass, apparently floating or sticking to the wall, I couldn’t tell, until her breasts were pressed against the viewing slits. “Is this more to your liking?”

      “Let’s cut this bitch,” Steph muttered, then turned around, hand to her mouth. A shadow darted about her.

      “You need to leave,” I hissed to Steph, then went to her and put an arm around her shoulder. “She’s getting to you, somehow. Go.”

      Steph nodded, hand in a fist, and looked at me with dark eyes, mouth moving as if about to say something mean. Instead, she briskly trotted off, leaving me alone outside this room with one of the Nine.

      “Quit it,” I said, waving my hand and making the viewing points change so that only her face was visible. “Whatever you’re doing to Steph, and whatever you’re trying with me. It won’t work.”

      “Is that so?” she floated away from the wall, hovering there. “And here I was thinking you thought me helpless, hopeless… Silly man.”

      “I’m not here to test you,” I said, and then stepped forward, letting the walls wrap around me, engulfing me so that, when I released the wall in front, I was in the room with her.

      “What then?” she asked, eyeing me skeptically.

      “You offered yourself to me before…” I let the words linger.

      She held out her arms, completely nude, and a sight to behold. Those runes covered her entire body, it would seem.

      “Turn around,” I commanded.

      “I like where this is going.” She spun, hands on the wall, and stuck her ass out as if I was seriously going to take her right there. If not for my team and the way they took care of my horny post-teen needs, I might have been damn tempted. Instead, I used my transmorph ability as I had with the spell book, committing her body—but actually the runes on it—to a sort of mental scanner, as I did with the front.

      “Do whatever you want to me, big…” Her words trailed off as I stepped back, replacing the wall. A shout of frustration and surprise followed me out of there, but I was gone, already pacing down the hall to find Steph.

      “What—” she started, but I had her arm in mine, creating a walkway down. “The runes?”

      “The runes,” I replied, and we descended.

      “But why?”

      “I have new pieces of information I can use.”

      The screen floated near my head, only visible to me, already moving along her body, taking the runes and mapping them out on a grid that didn’t require the image of her flesh. As much as it was a nice sight to behold, I didn’t need it.

      I had my team, and now I had a mapped-out display of her runes, one I could compare with those down below. One way or another, I was going to figure out how to use this other form of magic.
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      Walking into the foundation area where we had discovered the runes carved into the floor earlier, I was hit by how much colder it felt before. This didn’t make sense for being in D.C. in the summer, let alone an insulated area like this.

      But I had a good idea why.

      “Glitonea,” I said, glancing around, eyes setlting on a dim, blue glow from around one of the stone pillars.

      “How, though?” Steph asked.

      I shook my head. “Beats me. A different sort of magic, right? I mean, if I can use my transmutation magic when the ‘magic’ is shut off, and the magic that shuts it off is rune-based, it would make sense that other rune-based magic could still work. At least in a certain way.”

      “That last part gets me. Has to be limited, because otherwise Glitonea would be out by now.”

      “She’s that powerful?”

      “Jericho, she’s one of the Nine.”

      “Right.”

      We rounded the pillar to find a wispy blue light rising out of the ground. It cast glittering reflections on the surrounding pillars and ceiling above like a blue sun on water. Steph’s eyes met mine and I knew what she was thinking—this wasn’t good.

      My eyes darted about, mind playing tricks on me with the light and shadows. At any minute, someone would jump out and try to attack us, I was certain of it.

      Steph approached the light, muttering, “This isn’t good. It shouldn’t be here… Why is it here?”

      “Certain runes have been activated,” I said. “This place, it had to have been made as an area that could amplify magic, or maybe as a backup for Gertrude in case other magic failed.”

      “Or… Maybe it was put here before her time.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” I countered, turning to look at the runes around us on the ground, trying to scan the area for my digital display and analysis. “She came to it by chance?”

      “It was put here… to draw her… to it.”

      I turned to see why Steph was talking weird, then noticed that she was standing in the light, starting to float. Her hands went out to the side, her eyes rolling back until only white showed, her skirt fluttering as if there was a wind. I felt no wind.

      “Oh, fuck,” I said as I ran to her, grabbing hold to pull her out of the light.

      Movement. Something large coming at me. It hit like a sledgehammer to the gut and tossed me over, slamming me into the wall. I rolled, expecting another attack, then pushed myself up to face what I was certain had to be Glitonea.

      It wasn’t.

      Standing in front of me, wings spread and talons at the ready, was Ebrill. I blinked, confused.

      “What—” I started, but she slammed into me again, the force of her attack nearly knocking me to the ground. My attempts to throw her off failed, and in a flash she had an arm around my throat, spinning me.

      From this new angle, I saw Steph on the floor, wraith knights all around her, with swords held high but not attacking. Why weren’t they attacking? Steph sat up and threw a fireball to my left, out of my sight, but still the knights didn’t move.

      She wheeled around, but I couldn’t see what came next because Ebrill lurched sideways, pulling as I attempted to get my chin between her arm and my neck.

      “Why…?” I tried asking, but got only a grunt.

      This didn’t make sense—it was still daytime. Had to be! To say nothing of the fact that Ebrill wouldn’t attack me like this. Unless Glitonea had found a way to turn them against us, to confuse them… and wake them during the day?

      Oxygen was getting thin in my brain and my muscles cramped with exertion, but I gambled and cast frost footing beneath us. My hope had been that it would cause Ebrill to slip, but no such luck. Instead, I slipped and managed to break out of her grip, so that I landed on the ice and rolled aside, then stood, hands ready.

      “I’ll blast you,” I bluffed. “Don’t do it. This is me.”

      The red in her eyes flared, and she took a step toward me. My hands raised again as I glanced over to see Steph dive behind a pillar and cringe. I still didn’t see her attacker, but knew I needed to get Ebrill under control so we could go and help.

      “It’s me,” I said to the gargoyle. “Jericho. I went back in time, found you, saved magic—in a weird way. It is me.”

      The corner of her mouth curled, a voice very not her own emitting. “How pitiful, little Jericho. You think that highly of yourself, when all you’ve been is a puppet?”

      “You’re not Ebrill,” I said, rethinking my attack strategy.

      A hint of humor. “I’m not… but I took her body.”

      “Glitonea,” I said, eyeing the runes. There had to be a way to reverse this. If she had taken over Ebrill’s body, that meant the gargoyle was still in there, somewhere. Hurting her wasn’t an option, but how could I win, here?

      Part of what I had been learning recently was that I could control quite a lot about my surroundings with my transmutation power. It was all mental, in that I had to believe I could do something before being able to do it. In theory, there wasn’t much I couldn’t change or do, but my mind had a hard time grasping that.

      Applying such thought to this scenario, I realized such powers had to be the answer. Focusing on Glitonea up in her room somehow affecting Ebrill, I concentrated on pushing her out. My thought process involved imagining Glitonea and her glowing runes on her flesh, then drawing a string down here to Ebrill and cutting it free.

      Only, it was like taking a step only to find no ground beneath your foot. I mentally fell, caught myself, and shook my head clear—in time to catch one of Ebrill’s knees with my face. Pain, blood, me staggering backward. If it came down to hurting this woman I’d grown to care for or letting a possessed version of her kick the shit out of me, which would it be?

      My hand went to the ground, an idea taking over. Focusing on creating a hole, I smirked, waiting. Nothing happened. No hole.

      Ebrill stepped forward, then glitched! Like a holograph, she cut out for a moment, then was back. Something was very off here. I moved the ground again. This time, she vanished completely, replaced with an image of the Little Mermaid floating in front of me as if in the water, breasts exposed and lasers shooting out of her nipples.

      Okay, now I knew this was way off. For one, as ridiculous as it sounded, I’d drawn that exact image once when I was twelve. Don’t judge me—twelve, I said. If you thought I was horny all the time with my group of gargoyles and Steph, you can’t begin to imagine how sexed-up my brain was at twelve.

      Point being, this was familiar, but not many would know about it.

      Even the mermaid herself seemed to think she was a gargoyle still, as she laughed, Glitonea’s voice coming through to say, “You coward. In the face of your worst nightmare, you can’t stand and fight?”

      “My worst…”

      A shooting pain went through my eyes. My mind was pounding, stomach spinning. None of this made sense. I had to use the runes, figure out… Wait a minute. They were there, on my screen. As I willed myself to be able to understand them, it happened—briefly, barely, but it worked.

      “Illusion,” I said, recognizing the pattern. “It’s all an illusion!”

      Understanding what it was, I was able to focus on the specific runes causing the illusion and shut it off. The rune I’d affected when trying to make a hole was integral. Another nearby showed a connection. Activating some, while deactivating others, created more scenarios, more tricks of the mind.

      Steph screamed, calling for me, and for a moment I saw through her eyes, then was pulled back into myself but able to see her illusions, too. The knights were facing a monstrous serpent, some of them freezing as stone, others turning to ash. Flames leaped up around them.

      Then the gargoyle faded, the fire was gone, the ashes and frozen wraiths… all gone. Steph fell to her knees, a whimper escaping her lips, and I ran to her side, holding her close.

      “It’s over.”

      At least, for us. Now my screen was showing a pattern, the words ‘illusion’ written in the upper right-hand corner. I had learned a rune spell, and saw which runes gave it direction.

      “Here,” I said, looking at the runes on the ground and those on the digital map floating before me. With them overlaid I was able to see that there were similar patterns, and the ones glowing at the moment might have been others activated by Glitonea. At least, that was my guess.

      Focusing on my map and then trying to use my powers to deactivate specific runes, I wanted to test the magic, see what the effects were.

      “Nothing?” Steph asked.

      I shook my head, but then had an idea. The runes on Glitonea’s body hadn’t been flat like on my display, but curved around her body. What if there was a connection there, like they paired up in different ways, like Chinese symbols in writing? It wasn’t only the symbols and which were used, but in what order.

      Considering this, I made my screens compute different combinations, seeing if it would tell me how to use them. It made the combinations, but left the rest up to me. I was left feeling like A Boy and His Blob for the NES, and these combinations were my jelly beans. If you don’t get the reference, seriously, go look it up. One of the best games ever, along with the old-school Zelda, Contra—the list goes on.

      Suddenly, another rune lit up across the way! I deactivated it, then another, this one causing my back to ache. It was like playing whack-a-mole, except the mole had some voodoo effect type magic.

      Finally, I’d had enough of this and simply turned off all runes. The result was that I felt naked. Worse than that, all eyes throughout the world were turning in my direction, like the Eye of Sauron in the Lord of the Rings movies. I’d be spotted soon. That wouldn’t do.

      I couldn’t make much more sense of the runes, but there were clear patterns like with the illusion spell. All I had to do was figure out how to understand the rest of the patterns, and we’d be set. For now, I activated the runes again, setting up that barrier to keep the magic eyes from seeing us.

      Using the rune spell I’d just learned, I redirected the illusion spell up to where we had left Glitonea. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy the shrieks of terror that came down from her moments later.

      Distant, echoing shrieks.

      Steph looked at me with confusion, then summoned her wraith knights. All were there, all looking down on us with their faces of darkness, hidden under their helmets. Then they were gone.

      “Make it stop,” Steph said, clearly referring to the screams.

      I nodded, then sent illusions to Glitonea not of her greatest nightmares, but of simply being cast out, sent into a prison of space and emptiness. Floating, forever. In reality she was still in the house, but unless she could look beyond the illusion, she wouldn’t know that.

      She would figure it out soon enough, I was sure, but didn’t think she would be able to counter the runes I had put in place.

      As far as I was concerned, I’d figured out the trick to keep her out of our hair for the time being.

      But, if I had learned one new rune spell, I could learn more. In time.

      “You… hungry?” I asked.

      Steph laughed uneasily, clearly trying to push out the horrible images she had seen, and gladly took my hand as I helped her up. We made our way upstairs, discussing the various possible uses of the rune magic, and soon had downed some juice and chicken skewers. Steph found a couple of dark chocolates in one cabinet, and we sat on the couch, sharing those and simply being with each other, enjoying it.

      “Come on, let’s get some rest,” Steph said, curling up next to me on the fancy cushions. She hadn’t even finished the words, when her deep breathing started, showing that she had already drifted off to sleep.

      I considered getting up and carrying her to the bed, but hell, I was damn tired, too. Instead, I leaned my head back, closed my eyes, and drifted off to sleep.
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      We slept the rest of the afternoon, waking just before sunrise. Using the rest of the chicken skewers to make tacos, I couldn’t help but feel anxiety welling up in me at the thought of Aerona asking me to go back to that place in my dream.

      “You’ll be fine,” Steph said, pouring two glasses of wine. “Here. I’d guess each glass is worth more than we can possibly comprehend wine being worth.”

      “As least it won’t be that illusion bullshit again,” I replied.

      Accepting the wine, I took a couple of sips and tried to focus on the taste—a bit earthy, but pure and rich—but mostly couldn’t take my focus from thoughts of Glitonea and the Drow.

      “I want to think on the runes,” I said, handing her back the glass and heading for the door.

      “You’ll be on the roof?”

      “Yes, thinking… waiting.”

      “I’ll be the welcoming committee.” She winked when I glanced back. “Let them know what to expect.”

      “Sure, do that.”

      I exited, moving the house again to create easy access to the roof. Fun, when you don’t have to go to the stairs, but can make the stairs come to you. The little moments in life, right?

      Shisa was waiting for me on the roof, and glanced back with a welcoming wag of his little curled tail.

      “Thanks for the help,” I said, kneeling and rubbing him behind the ears. “Let me guess, rune magic doesn’t alert you?”

      Shisa cocked his head at me. That innocent look was too much. I chuckled, stood, and looked out over the city. Trees swayed gently in the cool breeze—a welcome thing on this warm evening. One of our neighbors, a large man, was exiting his car, lugging a box out from the back seat and heading inside. As I watched, he dropped the box and peaches rolled out, and then he set about trying to collect them.

      “Don’t forget to get ‘em all,” I said softly, earning a confused look from Shisa. “It’s a bit much, sometimes. And I’ve barely just begun. Imagine what sort of craziness we’ll get into over the years?”

      Apparently, that was enough for Shisa, because he turned and walked off, heading back inside.

      “Thanks for listening,” I mumbled, then pulled up the rune screens, looking them over. As I did, I found there were two that I could activate easily, even from here. The illusion one—which I didn’t want to touch for now—and the protective one that turned magic on or off in the vicinity.

      Nothing else was working for now. Instead I pulled up the llyfr sillafu, or spell book. The spells I had learned were highlighted, both the ones from the book and the new ones I had added on my own through fighting and experimentation. There was “gorffwys” for sleep, “hurtio” for stun, “tarian” for defensive boosts, “elfenol streic” for elemental weapon, and more. Then there were the easy ones, ones I could make happen without speaking the words, such as frost bite, ice wall, and… Frost Remnant. I still hadn’t had a chance to try the last one, and glanced around, wondering if I could make it work here.

      I gave it a try, but nothing happened. To ensure the magic of the place wasn’t blocked, I cast an ice claw and watched as it snapped out, tearing into the night air. It was a beauty, making me even more excited to see how the Frost Remnant spell would work. In battle, I would likely have the opportunity.

      For the time being, I went over by the garden and leaned against the tool shed, arms folded, and closed my eyes. There on the rooftop with the breeze rustling my hair and caressing my cheek, all I wanted was to remember simpler times, to go back to those days of ignorance and feel what it was like once more.

      Laughter. My mom’s pleasant smile as she served her famous oatmeal-chocolate-chip cookies. Me and a friend, Max, riding bikes along a dirt path in the woods, trying to find jumps to go off. My first blowjob in a dark closet with a girl while her friends played some dance game just outside, oblivious.

      A trip to Six Flags, zipping along roller coasters, overindulging on nachos smothered in fake cheese. I assume it was fake—that stuff in the pump machines couldn’t be legit. Getting ready for college, bent over SAT study books. My celebratory dance the day I had gotten in, and then time spent with Steph, telling her I would miss her. Funny, how that part turned out.

      It had been my life. A good life. One that had brought me to this point.

      As pleasant as that all felt, one word kept floating up—boring.

      Fuck, that life before all of this magic and mayhem was boring. I laughed, then I laughed again, louder, until I was standing there laughing at the darkening sky and streaks of sunset, still laughing as the sky turned blue and then black.

      Laughing as Kordelia and Ebrill emerged, each of them staring at me like I was crazy.

      Kordelia chuckled, then Ebrill giggled.

      We were crazy, standing up there and laughing, and I loved it. Not boring at all. Soon it subsided, and I took both of their hands, lifting them to my lips for a welcoming kiss to each.

      “The others?”

      “On their way,” Ebrill said.

      “What exactly was that?” Kordelia asked. “It came out of nowhere and your laughter was contagious. I couldn’t help but join in.”

      “I don’t know.” I wiped away a tear of laughter. “Sometimes you just gotta let go, right?”

      “Sure enough,” Ebrill answered.

      I stepped over to the railing, leaning against it and watching headlights in the distance, then turned to the cathedral. “You think you’d ever get bored with this view?”

      “Please.” Ebrill leaned against the railing with me. “Never.”

      “It’s nothing compared to Avalon.” Kordelia wrapped an arm around my shoulders and kissed the top of my head. It was such an odd gesture, her being so large and therefore making it feel like I was her bitch or child or something. Yet, it was comforting, and I appreciated it. “Still,” she admitted, “the place has its own sense of magic.”

      Glancing around and noting Steph and Aerona’s absence, I couldn’t stop my mind from wandering back to the dream land I had visited last night.

      “And that place… what was it?”

      “Aerona told you,” Ebrill replied. “You’re trying to get to something else, wondering if it’s what you think of as Hell, right? I can’t help you there, but I doubt it.”

      “That concept was around in our time,” Kordelia said. When I gave them a confused look, she added, “Been talking to Steph, trying to catch up on the world.”

      “Okay, so maybe not Hell,” I conceded, glad to be done with that train of thought. “But it sure felt like it. How do we even know there’s something in that place for us?”

      “Because,” Aerona said, and I turned to see that she and Steph had climbed up to join us. “I have a connection to the others, one the rest don’t have, exactly.”

      “A mental connection,” Ebrill explained. “As if, she’s the hub… and we’re spokes on a wheel.”

      “And what’s the wheel?” I asked.

      “You. This world… maybe the next. All of it, as long as we can keep it together. The minute it falls apart, we’re all fucked.”

      I nodded, watching as Aerona held out her hand, my gaze locked on her golden fingers.

      “Please,” she said.

      That’s all it took. I sighed and took her hand as the other three ladies watched.

      “Come on, then.” She guided me by the hand back down inside, pulling me into the bedroom. Steph looked uncertain, somewhat confused, even. At least I could understand that emotion.
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      Lying in bed this time, Aerona leaned up onto me, bit her lip, and said, “Thank you.”

      Her cleavage was pressed together, almost begging me to look down at it, but I held her gaze. “I trust you.”

      With that, she moved up on me, gave me a light kiss on the cheek, and then laid her head on my chest. The others stayed out of the room this time, and I lay there with images of demons in my head.

      “Don’t tell anyone,” Aerona said, pushing herself up. “It’s important we make this work, so if it helps…”

      This time, the kiss wasn’t on my cheek, but on my lips. Her tongue met mine, hand moving down along my abs, to my hips, and then off to the side.

      Our lips parted and she smiled, nodded, and said, “There.”

      “There?”

      “I’ve heard, and found, that when your mind is focused on such things as I imagine it is now, you find sleep comes much easier.” Judging by the raging boner now pressing against my pants, I wasn’t so sure. Even worse when she said, “Why don’t you get comfortable,” and reached down, undoing my pants and pulling them off, eyes on mine the whole time.

      “You’re… a tease.”

      She giggled. “Only because what I’m saying is true.”

      “Thoughts like this will help?” I glanced down, noting that she’d rested her hand on my thigh, very close to my bulge.

      Her eyes followed mine, and she sighed. “I won’t pretend I’m not… curious. Interested? Sure, but… not ready.”

      “I understand.” Although, that didn’t mean my cock understood one bit. He was lonely, pissed. About to give me blue balls. Lying back, not sure if I should be annoyed or not, I closed my eyes and let my imagination run wild.

      First came the image of her there on me, cleavage begging me to seize her top and rip it off. Then I was grabbing her by her red hair in one hand, a horn in the other while I plowed her from behind. Going animal style on her, and she loved it, about to howl when…

      …A different sort of howl sounded. Distant, cold. I started, realizing darkness had taken me. Not the darkness of the room I had been in, but that of a cave. It smelled of dirt and stale water, and I could almost make out a sky above. No stars, but a sky.

      Her trick had worked—I was asleep! Well, asleep and therefore taken to this land of the others. This place that wasn’t Hell although you could have fooled me. I knelt at first, glancing around, looking for red eyes. After a moment, and when my eyes had become more accustomed to the dark, I started to notice areas where more ledges led up and up. I stood and moved toward the closest one.

      Pulling myself up and over, I took my time, not rising in case there was trouble. The ground here was hard like rock, but slick and, in places. rough. My gut kept telling me to be on the lookout for Glitonea or the Drow army that had attacked me last time, but so far there was no sign of either.

      If my runes were working on Glitonea, it made sense that she wouldn’t be able to use them to access this place again, or my subconscious. But since the Drow weren’t in sight, either, I had to wonder if she had controlled them in some way? Had shown them to me as an answer to the question of how she was making changes. Had them attack me… for what?

      Maybe she planned on bringing them back, them and all of the other vile creatures Rianne and the others had been fighting against long ago in Avalon. From what I had seen from her so far, that wouldn’t come as a surprise.

      And if so, I had to ensure that didn’t happen.

      Stepping up to the next ledge, I turned to look out over the valley of darkness, seeing wisps of what I had thought to be clouds, but were clearly not—they had more of a silver glow, and I swore I could see movement within, faces even.

      Chills ran up my spine.

      There had been a time when seeing visions like this would’ve caused me to curl up in a ball and puke my guts out. Was pissing one’s pants in fright a real thing? I didn’t know, but this kind of shit would’ve been right up there with the worst of it, I’m sure. In this case, however, part of me thought of it as a dream, of a strange world that I could simply pull myself out of if necessary. That helped. The fact that I had fought some pretty nasty enemies lately, with the help of Steph and the gargoyles, meant that even if I was stuck there, I could handle it.

      In sum, I was becoming quite the badass, and I knew it.

      Still, being cautious was likely the smart move, so when a rumbling sounded followed by a distant whistling sound, I pulled back into the shelter of the rocks. What had been wisps of silver before now filled the sky with a torrent of wailing and gnashing, hands reaching and fog swirling. Thick rain pelted the rocks and I huddled deeper into my hiding spot, wondering about the faces I could dimly make out above, through the sheets of rain. It splattered me and I was surprised to find that it was hot, filling the air with the scent of juniper.

      I had to have come to this specific location for a reason, so I turned, scouring the darkness for anything that might hint at why. Heavy fog, dark gray in this world, seeped through the openings between jagged stone cliffs and my surroundings.

      The cave was intimidating, the darkness threatening to suffocate me, but I had to get away from the chaos outside. As I went farther back, there was something compelling me to go in that direction. Something other than wanting to avoid the rain and the possibility of being spotted by whatever was in that torrent of spirits. Like when you feel someone watching you and you turn to see who it is, that’s what I felt but magnified. It was like they were pushing at me with a magical connection, trying to get me to see them.

      When I searched, the reason for that sensation made sense. Deep in the cave, where the gloom wouldn’t show any footing, I came across a point where the darkness appeared to move, then noticed a section that was maybe less black than the rest. Not a reflection or opening in the cave, but something moving. It only took a moment to realize that it was the silhouette of a person.

      “Do I know you?” I asked, voice shaky. My experience here so far led me to believe it would be one of those red-eyed sinewy creatures, but a gut feeling told me this was different, told me I might even have some sort of connection to this being.

      Darkness gave way and what sounded like a sigh of relief followed. The figure moved deeper into the caves, and I followed, slowly able to make out more and more of it. A dress trailing behind, I thought at first, then saw that no, it was a robe. A man—a sorcerer of sorts? He turned and now I could make out his eyes, his nose.

      The face was coming more into focus, one I was starting to recognize.

      He beckoned me forward and I turned from him to see that we had reached a place where water rippled, light from somewhere in there reflecting off it and hitting the ceiling.

      “Gone,” a voice seemed to say, as if carried on the wind.

      I looked at the figure and it indicated the water, so I stepped forward. There was a form in there, at the bottom. Lifeless, a face—one I recognized. I couldn’t recall his name, but knew him from the days of Avalon. Then it came back to me.

      “Riland…?” I asked the figure beside me, the name rising up in me like a ship from the fog. “Can it be…?”

      As he turned to me, his face became clear, eyes full of wonder, he materialized more right before my eyes. “Yes, that… Riland. That was me, once. It is again.”

      “How?” I asked. “Weren’t you… I mean, I thought we saw you die.”

      He considered this, then nodded. “That might be true. I think that magical creatures… most of us don’t die out there, exactly. I’m not sure if that all changed with the separation of Avalon, or how it came to be. But this is where we are for now.”

      “But he… he seems dead.”

      Riland looked at his companion in the pool, and nodded. “Dark magic took him, in here. Death is a complicated mistress. Is this her, or one of her sisters?”

      I didn’t fully understand what he was saying, but nodded, watching as he continued to become clearer to my eyes.

      “There’s a way to go back,” I said. “At least, I believe that’s what I’m here for, and I intend to return.”

      He stared at me blankly.

      “There must be, right?” Gesturing at myself, I let it sink in. If I had managed to go to that place, it stood to reason there might be a way for them to leave it.

      Realization dawned on his face, and he nodded. “It could be possible. I don’t know.”

      “Well, let’s try something.” I held out my hand. He reached out, clasping it in his own. His touch was cold and sent a slight shock up my arm. A light formed where our hands touched, then pulsed up through both of our arms before filling us. It faded, but I felt its presence, and assumed he did as well.

      “A bond,” he said.

      I nodded. “Maybe you will be able to come with me, or I’ll be able to pull you out once we’re on the other side.”

      Like the wraith knights, I thought, hoping it would be more than that. Time would tell, but in a way that’s what made sense. Maybe I could change it, though?

      Another thought hit me, as I stared at Riland. His eyes, expression and all, were clear. Not just somewhat clear, but as if we were now completely on the same plane. Only, his eyes had a steely blue to them that they’d never had before.

      “How do I know you’re the same man?” I asked.

      “I’m not. But if you want to know how you can trust me, how you can be sure I’ll be there for you when the time comes, all I can say is I will be there to prove myself. I will have vengeance for what they did to Rianne and the others.”

      “You don’t know,” I said, and at his look of curiosity, sighed. “They are alive. Some of them, at least.”

      “I get the feeling you don’t mean here, but…”

      “In my world, yes. Ebrill, Kordelia, and Aerona are with me. We are searching for others, and believe we will have luck. Me coming here, for example, was a lead that came about because of Rianne and a plot involving one of the Nine.”

      “Rianne is out there, too?”

      “In Avalon.” I let that sink in. “It’s been restored.”

      He stumbled back, releasing my hand finally, although the link between us remained. It was like I could sense his shock, feel the emotions battling within him.

      “Then, you are here… for me?” he asked.

      I frowned, then nodded. “It’s possible. You, and maybe others?”

      “Come,” he said, motioning for me to follow. He turned down a path that led back out to another side of the mountain. Here, the rain had either stopped or never reached, the torrent of spirits replaced by a slower stream of mist again. As I followed him, I was able to see more of this world than I had before. Our connection had changed my sight, so that where before I had seen only wisps like clouds and spirits, now there were dark fairies fluttering along. That made me wonder what the storm I had seen might have been—an army preparing for an attack? In here, or upon our world, was the question.

      In the hills, I could make out more of those sinewy creatures like the one I had first encountered when visiting this land. The ground was slick rock, so I had to watch my footing, moving slowly.

      We descended through the hill and to an exit that was like a Roman archway, emerging into an arena for battle. Indeed, we were at the edge of a large opening, where the rocks around could very well have been stands.

      “Back,” he said, motioning me to stay back against the wall, and he did the same. Myriad fairies flew by then, accompanied by witches and other magical beings, the ground shaking as others ran past on foot as well.

      “What is it?” I asked, fearing the answer.

      He didn’t have one, though. Not a solid one. “Movement lately, that’s all I know. For years, we barely existed, vaguely aware of a world around us, and now… activity. Something has changed.”

      Indeed, it had. I had brought the Liahona to my time. Everything was changing.

      “I understand,” I replied, then turned to him and said, “Let’s return.”

      “How?”

      I frowned, realizing that I wasn’t sure of the answer. Glancing around, I found an area in the rocks that pulled back from the main wall, and focused there. Sure enough, I was able to create a portal. Maybe it wasn’t necessary and all I’d have to do was focus on being home or click my heels together three times. Whatever, I liked the idea of portals.

      “Together,” I said, motioning him to join me at my side.

      We stepped into the portal, but as his body vanished and I was halfway in, I heard a whisper, almost like… my name? I turned to the surrounding darkness, cautious but curious.

      Eyes like narrow slits, beady and black, staring at me. The figure emerged from the darkness, enough for me to make out a nude silhouette of a female. Petite, light showing enough to highlight perky breasts the size of small melons, and with her black hair tied up in two little Princess Leia buns.

      She crouched, scurried off to the ledge to my left, assessing me, and then held out a hand. For all I knew, this could be one of the enemy. She could have seen what I was trying with Riland, and was there to stop my plan from working.

      I glanced around, shook my head, and allowed the portal to take me.
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      Back in bed, I hadn’t yet decided what to tell them of the dream. At first, I turned, looking for Riland, even muttered his name.

      “You saw Riland?” Aerona asked, sitting up next to me, curious. The others entered as if on cue, and I groaned, trying to clear my head of the fog.

      “In a sense, yes.”

      “Then what?” Ebrill asked.

      I frowned, confusion causing my irritation to rise. “He’s not here?”

      “No,” Steph said, and came over, a hand on my shoulder.

      “We connected,” I said. “And I don’t mean in some weird way—I mean, a connection based on magic, so I thought maybe he’d be able to come with me. And when he stepped into the portal, he vanished. It made sense that he would have come through.”

      “I don’t see him,” Ebrill said, voice breaking. “But sure would like to.”

      My mind clicked awake and I had to wonder how he played into all of this. “Who was he, to you? I mean, to the group?”

      “A soldier,” Kordelia said. “One of many.”

      Ebrill scoffed.

      “Nothing more.” Kordelia shot her a glare that said enough was enough.

      “Clearly, something’s not being said here,” I cut in.

      “Sounds like there was a romantic situation, if you ask me,” Steph said. “Don’t worry, Jericho here is a big man. He can handle it.”

      “It’s not so simple,” Ebrill explained. She glanced at Kordelia. “You want to tell him, or should I?”

      With a sigh, Kordelia leaned against the wall, arms crossed, jaw set.

      “Fine.” Ebrill opened her mouth to explain, but was cut off by Kordelia clearing her throat.

      “I’m getting to it,” Kordelia said. Then, after a deep breath said, “He was a complicated character. Riland… Nephew of Rianne, fell in love with the princess.”

      “Wait, the princess?” I eyed them to see if they were messing with me. “I thought—but didn’t he have a thing for Yenifer?”

      “She was twice his size,” Kordelia said with a scoff.

      “Excuse me?”

      Kordelia eyed me, grimaced, and said, “Not all are as accepting as you. Especially back then.”

      “But, I remember him acting a certain way toward her,” I protested.

      “It might have seemed like he was into her,” Ebrill cut in, “but I think you’re misinterpreting the looks. See, Yenifer had served as the princess’s royal guard for a time. Until the wars started and the princess reassigned her to Rianne.”

      “So, Riland saw Yenifer as his ticket to the princess’s heart,” I said, nodding.

      “Close.” Kordelia cut in, agitated. “Or, pretty much, yes. In a sense, he already had the key, but she had… given out multiple keys.”

      “I don’t… Ohhh.” I laughed, then turned to Kordelia. “You were one of them!”

      She nodded. “The princess and I, yes. Yenifer and I never really got along, and Riland hoped to leverage her reliance on Yenifer to sway the princess his way.”

      “This is some high school bullshit,” I said with a laugh. “Except, with princesses in school, I guess.”

      “At the time, we took it very seriously,” Kordelia snapped.

      “Sorry.” I held my hands up in surrender. “Wait, but you and the princess… now?”

      Kordelia eyed me, then turned and left the room.

      “Shit. I didn’t mean to…” I turned to Aerona and Ebrill for help. “Did I mess this up?”

      “It would seem so,” Aerona said, and gave me a nod before jogging after Kordelia.

      Ebrill said, “I need to use the restroom, anyway. Take five, we’ll get everyone together in the dining room.”

      “Sure, I guess,” I replied, rubbing my head, still trying to get over the things I had seen in that other world, as well as the new information regarding the princess. “Wait, Ebrill?”

      She paused. “Yeah?”

      “This… princess?”

      “Dead, by my understanding.”

      “And why did Riland think Yenifer would help him? I mean, with the princess.”

      “Oh, that part.” Ebrill grinned. “They were bound. Magically connected in a way that few of us ever experience—not sexually, but they merged their powers together at one point. From then on, not only were each of their powers magnified when used around each other, but they seemed to be able to predict the other’s movements and more.

      I nodded, processing that, but then added, “Was the princess magical? I mean, if there was a place where magical beings went instead of really dying…?”

      “No. Sorry, but… not an ounce of magic in her.”

      Taking that in, I nodded to Steph and we went to the door while Ebrill headed for the bathroom. We took the long way, not bothering to rearrange the house or anything, and I noticed Steph eyeing me with curiosity. Finally, I pulled her into a guest room turned lookout, and held her hands.

      “I’ve been thinking, since I got back… And you can help me, maybe.”

      “With what?” she asked.

      “Riland. I want to bring him here like you do your wraith knights.”

      “I’m not sure it works that way,” she countered.

      “We formed a connection, kind of like what they said he had with Yenifer, I think. I mean, I don’t know. But if so, in turn he might be the key to finding her.”

      “And if you have such a connection, you might actually have a chance at waking him.” She eyed me, then squeezed my hands. “When I let go, I want you to keep your hands in place, imagine you’re pulling on that connection. Then pull with all your soul, and bring him to us.”

      “Simple enough,” I replied with a chuckle.

      Then we were doing it, or trying anyway. I felt the link, envisioned Riland in my mind’s eye, and pulled with everything I could muster. When nothing happened, Steph frowned, summoned one of her wraiths, and told me to try like she had.

      “What’s the difference?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Just… do it.”

      I laughed. “Thanks, Nike.”

      “I mean, can’t you copy me? Like watch with your screen, then use it to copy my actions.”

      This time, I sort of scanned her with my magic screen, watching her spiritual essence and how it moved around her like a flame as she summoned the wraith. My body went through the same process, even feeling the similar sensations as I had sensed in her, but… nothing.

      “We’ll keep trying,” Steph said, and we went downstairs to find the others. Aerona was cooking steak and eggs while Ebrill made coffee. With the beautiful ladies and this meal, it was perfection.

      Minus the little fact that I was completely troubled by the events of the dream, where we would find the other gargoyles, and how this Galahad-related dinner would play into it all. While we ate, I opened up about the rest of what I had seen. I told them about the armies charging, and filled in the others about my attempt to call Riland to us. The only thing I left out, still, was the strange woman I had seen at the end.

      “So, why there?” Kordelia asked.

      “I don’t get it,” I admitted. “Before, I would travel into the past. Find the past versions of you all. Now, it’s nothing like that.”

      “There must be a reason,” Ebrill said, hand on my lower back.

      “Maybe it’s related to the fact that magic has changed?” Aerona offered. “Since my return, I’ve felt this darkness hovering over me.”

      “A curse they managed to get off before being expelled from Avalon?” Kordelia said.

      “I don’t think so. More like, other aspects of the magical world have changed, and we have access to those stores of magic that we didn’t have before. Rianne had hinted it would be different, although she didn’t seem to fully know either. And since it’s linked in a way to Glitonea, I suppose it makes sense, in a strange way.”

      Taking a bite of steak, I savored the crispy outside and soft center, the slight taste of garlic she had apparently used, then nodded. I had to tell them. Swallowing, I took a sip of coffee—a bit too hot—and then said, “There was… a girl. I’m not sure why it matters, but it was like she wanted to speak with me, only couldn’t.”

      “What sort of girl?” Ebrill asked.

      “I don’t know, it was dark.” I racked my brain, trying to figure out what to tell them. That she was naked? No, that felt… out of context. For all I knew, she had been a part of an actual dream, and the last thing I wanted to do was tell a room full of lovers and potential lovers that I’d been dreaming of another nude female. As if I didn’t have enough!

      “If you see her again, let us know,” Aerona said. “It could be someone trying to make contact, or could be nothing. We can figure it out together.”

      “Understood.”

      “So, when do we try again?” Ebrill asked.

      “We have the dinner event,” I noted. “After, perhaps?”

      Aerona nodded. “It makes sense. You two will need to get outfits, the rest of us need to plan our approach.”

      “Do we have money?” Steph asked. “I had means, but… it was cut off when they found out I had switched over.”

      I grinned and nodded. That was one area in which my aunt had left us well off. Or, at least I had recently found some of her stashes when rearranging walls and sensing the house. As for outfits and money to come, we had a stash to match whatever Harry had waiting for him at Gringotts. If you don’t get the reference, I’m saying we were set.

      We spent the rest of the night going over the plan and a map for where the gargoyles would go when night came. As I understood it, the gargoyles would head to the destination when night came, moving along in the darkness. Staying to the shadows and on rooftops, using what magic they could to keep hidden. Steph and I were debating taking a cab, but apparently that wouldn’t be necessary.

      “Wait,” I said, hand on the walls and sensing what we had available. “There’s a room with a back driveway. It’s possible they aren’t watching back there.”

      “Or at all, now that the rune magic can mostly hide us, right?” Steph asked.

      “Sure so…” I gestured her to follow, and a few minutes later we stepped into a fancy garage with three cars waiting, keys and key fobs hanging next to the door. Two were classics, the third more of a luxury SUV. Using my powers to rearrange the building and grounds, I was able to create a secret way out that would work like a Batcave exit. Even better, I could close it and open it at will.

      Having a transmutation ability certainly came in handy sometimes! For the moment, though, morning was coming. We had time, so we headed back upstairs, checked on Shisa, and then headed for the bedroom.
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      Steph was a knockout in her regular outfit, but when she stepped out of the dressing room at Macy’s wearing a body-hugging dark green dress, she was downright jaw-dropping. Add a little more red, and with her white hair she would have been a true Christmas in July.

      “Not too dressy, yet classy enough,” she spun, giving me a great view of her tight ass. “Yeah?”

      “Perfect,” I said.

      And she was. In more ways than one. It was still hard to believe the ladies were okay with our situation. I was the luckiest guy alive. To remind me in that moment, she took my hand, pulled me close, and whispered, “Did we ever fuck in a dressing room?”

      A woman cleared her throat as she passed, and I noticed the name tag on her shirt. Damn, caught.

      “Sorry,” Steph said, laughing and kissing me briefly. “Seriously, though, should we get the dress?”

      “It’s that or the mini-skirt, so… I don’t think we have a choice.”

      She hit me playfully, then went back into her dressing room to get dressed again. I had picked out a dress shirt to wear with slacks—nothing crazy, but we figured I had to be a bit classier this evening than jeans with a red jacket over my white t-shirt. My normal look certainly wasn’t the type for Embassy dinner parties. If she was going to wear that dress, though, I could at least try the new look for an evening.

      We exited and made our way to the car, pausing only briefly to appreciate the way the clouds streaked across the sky over the brief section of the National Mall I could make out between the buildings. Bright orange with hints of purple, the two of us there to enjoy it together.

      “Can you believe it?” Steph asked.

      “It’s everything I dreamed of.” I replied, opening the door of the car for her, then jogging around to my side. “Only, back in Oregon I didn’t foresee the rest of it.”

      She laughed. “How could you have?”

      “On that note,” I said, turning in my seat as the car revved to life. “You came out here to see me, to be part of this, I guess. But, what about your family?”

      “Fake.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Yeah… the guy I introduced you to was some guy they brainwashed or something, the woman one of the witches with the coven I was staying in. Part of me thinks the dark version of myself felt at home, since I…” She stopped, glanced out the window, and said, “Can we get going?”

      “I want to hear—”

      “I’ll keep talking, but think I saw someone watching us. Move it.”

      No need to explain. I high-tailed it out of there, moving over toward Constitution Avenue first, as I figured the others would be less likely to cause trouble near the White House and all the security there.

      “Shit, is the President…?” I started, the thought hitting me.

      “A magic user?” She shook her head. “He wishes. But, a lot of the Secret Service are.”

      “No way.”

      “They have to be, especially when it comes to protecting against foreign dignitaries who do use magic.”

      “Mind-blowing.” I glanced over, then back in the rearview mirror. No signs of trouble. “You were saying, before?”

      “About my situation…” She put her hand on mine and squeezed. “Honestly, I don’t know. Was there a version of me that had parents? Laughed, played with siblings and all that? I wish I knew.”

      “The memories were stolen?”

      She ran her thumb along the back of my hand, considering. “I don’t think so. This feels different. Like… I simply forgot.”

      I turned, but had to slam on the breaks as a light turned red. Glancing back again, I asked, “Are we in the clear?”

      “Maybe I imagined it, I’m not sure.”

      “You have a family now.” The words sort of spilled out, but as corny as they felt on my end, she was smiling at me.

      “Thank you.”

      The light turned a moment later, and we were off, making our way toward Georgetown and along Reservoir Road. We had asked for directions and been shown a map on the checkout lady’s phone at Macy’s, and since I had been able to use my powers to scan it, I had what was pretty much a GPS screen up beside me. Convenient, that.

      Steph leaned back and closed her eyes. I glanced over, unable to ignore the way the dress pushed up her small breasts to make them appear not so little. I was humored by her lack of makeup and the boots that were not at all in the style of the dress, but somehow, she made it work.

      “Do you think Aerona hates me?” Steph asked,

      “Of course not.”

      “I’ve noticed the way she looks at me. And you.”

      I frowned. “And me?”

      “She’s not certain, far as I can tell. Still trying to decide whether or not to trust you.”

      “Well, if you get a chance to put in a good word…”

      Steph chuckled. “Sure. With the girl who hates me.”

      “She doesn’t hate you.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “No need to keep your eyes open on my account,” I said, watching her yawn.

      She held her hand over her mouth, then took my hand on hers. “Sleep… sure means something else lately, doesn’t it? What with traveling in dreamland or whatever it is you do, and… so much company.”

      “You miss the old days?”

      She chuckled. “When I was a big fraud?”

      “When you weren’t yourself. When you were controlled by someone else.”

      “Right. That was… not optimal.” She pulled my hand close, kissing it. “No, I love what we have now. Back then, I didn’t have friends. Even before they took me, I never had girl friends, not like this. And they’re more than that, of course. This is a family. Something else I have had.”

      “We’re not going anywhere,” I said.

      “Perfect.”

      As that last word rolled out of her mouth, Steph was asleep, out of it the moment I crossed into Georgetown. The drive was beautiful, and as much as I had loved having air conditioning during the day, right then I wanted to roll the window down and feel the evening air on my face. Since it would possibly wake Steph, I didn’t, instead opting to bob my head to a song playing in it. Some old ditty I’d heard once at a school party.

      Passing the Georgetown bars with crowds of young college guys and girls, I was reminded how my life had taken a swift turn, and how it was never likely to be anywhere near the experience they were having or about to have. Mine was probably a thousand times better, in some ways, and a thousand times worse in others.

      The sun had set, darkness taking over, and the loud thumping of bass carried through from one of the bars. I turned past a French restaurant, eyed the organic ice cream shop at the next corner, and soon pulled up along with lots of other cars next to the Embassy.

      A glance out showed that this wasn’t simply some dinner event, but a full-blown party. I also noted that our outfits weren’t necessary. While some of the attendees entering the gates wore fancier clothes than ours, others sported jeans and t-shirts without worry.

      “We’re here?” Steph asked, groggily.

      “Yeah, but you can sleep a little more. I’ll be here, next to you.”

      “Staring at me while I sleep, I bet.” She hit me. “No thanks, creep.”

      I chuckled. “Having a weird dream?”

      “No, but I’ve been known to act a bit goofy from time to time, notably right after waking up.”

      “You’re ready for this?”

      She sat up, smoothed out her dress and adjusted her tits, then smiled. “Sneak around, hope we don’t get killed, and in theory meet some mystery power-person? Sure, why not?”

      “Stay alert,” I replied, and we exited, heading for the Embassy.

      Passing the ticket along, we entered to find an extravagant garden with a fountain, sculptures with spheres and whatnot that reminded me of butt beads, and a food stand near one of the entrances where a man and woman were preparing crepes. Moving around the corner, we found another one with champagne, along with an area where several people—mostly college age—were starting to dance. A D.J. had her booth set up over by the grassy hill where others were milling about, eating their crepes and whatnot.

      “This is so not what I expected,” Steph admitted.

      “My exact thoughts,” I replied, and motioned inside. “Let’s see what the deal is.”

      The inside of the Embassy had several main rooms laid out in a way that reminded me of a fancy dance club. I imagined it wasn’t always like this. To my left was a silent auction area but at the moment it held various small-dish layouts, which we stopped at when I noticed Steph couldn’t prevent herself from staring at them. I had a little macaroon cookie—pistachio flavored. She tried several sushi rolls, then we moved on. A waiter came around with a plate of chocolate mousse shots, and of course, we had to try those. My eyes scoured the area for Galahad, not sure if it was he who we would should be looking for, or some host who would be the one to find us.

      Passing through a room where the music was entirely different from outside, classier and slow, we watched as a woman in a flashy red dress took the stage and started singing. Impressive, and young men and women who were clearly college students or interns stood sipping wine and taking this all in. What an odd assortment of people, I thought. Had I stayed on the West Coast for school, I was one hundred percent certain this wouldn’t have ever been my scene.

      It wouldn’t be now, I supposed, except that somehow my new life and this one were intertwining. Soon, I hoped, that would make sense. The next room was more low-key, with people networking, handing business cards to each other, laughing with fake laughs and equally fake smiles. Now this was the D.C. get-together that I had imagined.

      “Too bad…” Steph said, glancing back toward the double doors we had come through.

      “See someone?” I asked.

      She chuckled, wrapping her arm in mine and leaning in close. “No, too bad we’re not here to just enjoy ourselves. I would’ve loved to dance with you.”

      “Me, dance?” I pursed my lips, shaking my head.

      “Ah, don’t be like that. We can’t, anyway, so at least pretend you would’ve loved to.”

      “It would’ve been grand.”

      She kissed me on the cheek. “Next time.”

      My smile was forming when I turned to look around, then froze as my eyes took in the area through a door that was just closing. An off-limits area with guards at the doors near the grand piano in the corner. The movement of the door was arrested for a moment and I saw two men there talking, and the view that had stalled my smile amplified, zooming in thanks to my transmutation powers.

      A woman with silver hair pulled up in a bun, her red dress leaving little to the imagination. She wasn’t bad to look at, although she had to be on the older side. There was a strange familiarity about her, an attraction, even, so I stepped closer, amplifying my vision even more to get a better look.

      When I saw her face, I froze.

      Fatiha.

      But it wasn’t just her that caught me off guard. It was the Chinese girl at her side, the short one with the Princess Leia hairdo. She wore a dress that almost looked like she’d thrown a sheet over herself and wrapped it around to look like a dress.

      “I’ve seen her before,” I said, nudging Steph.

      “Fatiha?”

      “Of course, but I meant the one next to her.” Gulping as I saw the girl’s eyes dart toward me, the room seemingly growing a hint of red. “In my last dream with Aerona. That girl was there. The one I told you about.”

      Something moved from the girl. Shadows that nobody else saw but me. Shadows that looked like little creatures, moving along the walls and ceiling, scurrying toward me.

      “Run,” I hissed, but turned to find Steph grabbing me, already starting to flee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      Screams filled the Embassy, shots fired somewhere in the distance. A distraction? My gargoyles moving in, having sensed danger? Either way, Steph and I ran hand in hand, working to get away from the pursuing shadows and the room where we had seen Fatiha and the Chinese girl.

      We hadn’t taken more than a few steps when a hand motioned to me. A worried face and tendrils of light-blue came to life, glowing, forming spiderweb-style patterns in the walls that then shot out and formed a barrier behind us. The shadows couldn’t pass, instead scurrying along the other side, looking for an entry point.

      “With me,” the man said, and turned, opening doors, sprinting and leading us along corridors before darting down a staircase.

      He came to a halt and we followed him into a room that seemed to be some sort of security monitoring station. The door slammed shut and he locked it before turning to us.

      “Whoa, there,” I said, hands up, ready to fight if need be.

      “She wasn’t supposed to be here,” the man said, hands out to show he meant no harm. “Neither of them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Fatiha and… Megha.” The man’s eyes roamed over us, as if that second name was supposed to mean something. It didn’t… at first. But as Steph’s eyes widened, the name hit me as well.

      “One of the group from Avalon,” Steph said. “I’ve heard that name before.”

      He nodded.

      “Shit.” Steph turned to me, frantic. “Fatiha and Megha both here… this is bad.”

      The thought that it had been this Megha woman in the dream made this all even more disconcerting.

      “Maybe more of them are here, too.” The man motioned to several security cameras, where we could see the hallway we had just come through. No signs of the shadows. Then the view cut to the other room, the one where we had seen Fatiha. She was there, sure enough, but the other one, Megha, was not.

      “I don’t see her,” I said.

      “Neither do the rest of the guests.” The man indicated a spot on the screen. “But she’s there, looking for you. What the camera can’t see, neither can the normies.”

      “Who are you?”

      “A friend of Galahad’s,” the man replied. “Our patron was supposed to be here, but plans had to be rearranged last minute.”

      “You’re with the Order?” Steph asked.

      He nodded, then shook his head.

      “Which is it?” I asked.

      “I was, once.” Eyeing us a moment, he waved a hand and said, “Suffice it to say, the Order has been infiltrated. Some good remains, but some bad. I have friends there—friends who wanted to ensure I reach you before the others do. You have the Liahona?”

      “Not with me,” I lied, in a sense. While it wasn’t with me, I could always summon it now, thanks to Rianne.

      “Good. Bringing it out would be reckless. But the point remains, you have it, and based on what is unfolding, I will assume you’ve restored Avalon. I can feel its connection already—no need to answer.”

      I nodded anyway.

      “How could Galahad invite us here knowing—” Steph started

      Our benefactor held up a hand. “He had no idea Fatiha would be here. It doesn’t make sense, and with Megha on top of that. We need to move on, because my protective charm won’t hold long. Not against the likes of them.”

      “And you are?” I asked.

      “Merely a friend,” he replied, already leading us through another exit. “Name’s Lex.”

      Great. A very trustworthy name. I frowned, but didn’t have much of an option here—it was either go along with him or turn and fight. While fighting didn’t worry me too much, I’d had my gargoyles at my back last time I faced Fatiha, and there was no telling how powerful her little friend might be.

      We ran through room after room, out along what felt like a servant’s tunnel, and then past a security checkpoint where the guards were down and out. Exiting the Embassy through the delivery entrance, we charged out into a circular parking lot. A shadow came over Lex and I looked up to see Kordelia about to take him down.

      “Not him,” I said, indicating the shouting coming from behind.

      One of her wings lifted and she veered off course, slamming into a nearby dumpster instead of him. With her force, she pushed it to block the door, then turned back to us as the others arrived.

      “Introductions later,” Ebrill said, indicating the front of the Embassy. “There’s trouble out there. Civilians fighting civilians.”

      “The Order,” Lex said. “The good ones fighting those who have turned.”

      That got a raised eyebrow from Aerona, but she was already in action mode, moving for the road as two men and a woman leaped down from the roof toward the street. A blast from her took out two, and she spun as a shot from the remaining attackers nearly hit her. Wings already moving out and about her, the claws at the top of one tore into the attacker’s throat.

      “Move it!” Aerona hissed, and we all charged out of there, Ebrill and Kordelia taking the high ground.

      “Some friends you’ve brought,” Lex said, eyes up.

      “You haven’t met them all, yet,” Steph replied as more attackers came. She had her wraith knights there, charging out in a wedge.

      I wasn’t about to let them have all the fun, so I turned toward the sound of clanging, casting ice claws out at three of them that raced out from the way we had come. My next attacks finished them off, but then Fatiha and her little friend were there, darting out, shadows thrusting them toward us.

      “Shit,” I muttered, and suddenly had my staff and Liahona, not about to take any chances. Blasting them back, I was surprised to see that the strike was countered by the shadows. Imagine light hitting a wall of dark water that gave, letting streams of it in, but yet still held as a protective shield. Others around them fell, but not those two.

      The attack had been enough, however, to give me a level increase. My screen popped up as I spun, running and sending out frost footing and ice walls. A quick glance at the screen showed:

      

      Level 9 MAGE

      

      Statistics

      Strength:  25

      Speed:       23

      Luck:        20

      Charisma: 20

      

      Mana: 810

      

      New Spells

      

      Gorffwys (sleep); Frost Footing; Ice Wall; Ice Claw; Frost Bite; Flurries; Frost Remnant

      

      New Magic Type

      

      Access to Avalon

      Rune Magic: Illusion Breaking, Cloaking

      

      Seeing “Rune Magic” up there was pretty sweet, making me feel more confident in my abilities. Maybe I could find a way to make a screen showing specific rune spells and ways to use them, eventually. At the moment, though, we had work to do.

      We reached the driveway as police sirens rang out, filling the night. Growing closer. The gargoyles pulled back into the trees, Ebrill motioning for me to come along. Lex, however, was at the gate with three others in black suits, each with a glowing diamond of yellow beneath their right ear.

      “A sign for you to know us by,” Lex said, indicating the glowing diamond, taking me by the arm and gesturing. A black Town Car pulled up and Lex motioned for me to head toward it. “Get in. Before it’s too late. Go!”

      I glanced back at Ebrill, gave the inside of the car a look, and then nodded. The gargoyles would be able to follow by sticking to trees and rooftops, but right now I needed to learn as much as I could.

      “In,” Lex said, and gave me a semi-salute. “If I see you again, I imagine it’ll be after this is all over. Good luck.”

      “Thanks,” I replied, in a bit of a daze over all that was happening.

      With that, the man, stepped back, closed the door, and we drove off. Man, I sure wished we could have brought Shisa along. The little lion-dog would’ve loved all the action.
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      Driving through D.C. with the sounds of sirens in the distance and knowing they were related to an event I had been involved with was a bit disconcerting. My stomach churned, Steph beside me clutching my hand. We were alone in the car, speeding away from the French Embassy, although at times I caught glimpses of my gargoyles moving through trees or along building tops.

      “Where are we going?” I asked the driver, and leaned forward to see an older African-American man with his eyes on the road.

      “You’re Mr. Jericho Daynes, correct?”

      “Daynes?” Steph bit her lip, trying not to laugh. “How did I not know your last name all this time?”

      I ignored her. “That’s right.”

      “Then I can tell you. Senator Funai has requested your presence, and sends his regrets about not being able to make the event. We tried to find you, to intercept, but you’re hard to track down.”

      “At times,” I admitted, glancing over at Steph. Her eyes showed the same surprise—a Senator? It didn’t make sense. Then again, I supposed anyone could be involved, so why not someone of that status? Actually, the more I thought about it, the more sense it made.

      Before moving out here, my parents had encouraged me to watch a lot of news. They told me that kids shouldn’t go off to college still ignorant of the world, so I should know who was who and what was going on with current events.

      Senator Funai was, if my memory served me right, one of the Presidential hopefuls in the next race. That was still a little over two years away, but a lot of the news channels seemed to consider him a sure thing for the office.

      On the one hand, I wanted to ask why someone considering the office of President would be interested in me, but on the other, I realized real fast that anyone with magic would be much more likely to be in a position of power than those without. Hell, the idea of doing things in life I had never thought likely before was just starting to dawn on me. Fly into space and use my power to not get sick, to control aspects of heat if there were issues with the space shuttle… I don’t know. It all seemed so possible, though.

      Would that be an abuse of my power? That was a question I’d have to address at some point, but at the moment I was too busy being excited to care. Steph had curled up next to me, hand in mine, staring out the window.

      “You okay?” I whispered.

      She nodded.

      “He’s not…” I glanced up at the driver, then lowered my voice even more. “Not… with the enemy, right?”

      She shrugged. “Not that I know of.”

      “What, then?”

      “It’s… me.” She motioned to her dress. “This isn’t me. Going to a senator’s house? Definitely not me.”

      “It is now.”

      Her short inhalation told me there was more to this sense of unease than she would be willing to tell me in the car with the driver listening. My thoughts were tarnished by a bit of a blizzard of emotions. On the one hand, I had grown up without much money. I was the type to run around with friends even worse off than myself, often getting into trouble. My circle had never looked fondly on the law, and even less so on those who had money. The rich always stayed rich while they kept the poor down, or at least we saw it that way. I had partially abandoned that way of thinking as I matured, and even more so when I found out about the opportunity to live with my aunt… er, Gertrude. Odd, how one stops hating those in a higher class when reaching that class oneself. But, this was different. My guess was that this senator was both rich and powerful, and that was another level completely.

      Then there was the brainwashing from my parents, always going on about this or that corrupt politician. As far as they would be concerned, I was being driven into the mouth of the beast. A beast we should all understand, but a beast nonetheless.

      I glanced out the window again, unable to see my team but able to sense them in a weird mental sonar sense. That helped put me at ease, so I leaned back, eyed the increasingly large houses, and watched as we drove through the gates of a Tudor-style house with brick near the entryway, white elsewhere mixed with dark wood beams. To say it was a dream house was an understatement. While I had been in love with my aunt’s house the moment I had laid eyes on it, this was the next level. A yard sprawled out within the compound, large enough for several more houses to fit in, with tall hedges along the edge and rose bushes up alongside the house.

      Letting us out at the driveway, the driver took off. The fact that my vehicle—or rather, the one we had taken from Gertrude’s place—was parked back near the French Embassy and we were now stranded was disheartening to say the least, considering the fact that I didn’t know what I was getting into, or even where I was.

      A low whistle sounded, and I turned my head to see the shape of wings atop the house, almost hidden. I gave a return whistle, to let them know I was aware of their presence, very thankful, then took Steph’s arm and led her up to the door. It opened before we had the chance to knock, and an old man in a cardigan stood there, smiling with closed lips. He had short, white hair on the sides of his head, nothing on top, and wore brown, horn-rimmed glasses that complimented his dark complexion.

      This was the man. Senator Funai, in the flesh. And behind him, Galahad appeared. Not stepped into view, but basically appeared as if summoned, as with Steph and her wraith knights. I shared a look with her, then turned back to them and said, “Hey.”

      Senator Funai stepped aside and motioned us in. “Welcome.”

      His home was pure white as far as the walls and furniture were concerned, with large potted plants, silver drapes along tall windows, and odd paintings of misshapen nudes. When he saw me eyeing what at first appeared to be a tree but then I figured had to be a penis, he cleared his throat and gestured to the side room where some couches awaited.

      “Excuse me, where are my manners.” He approached Steph and shook her hand. “Greg Funai.”

      “Stephanie,” she replied with a curt nod, briefly taking his hand before turning off to go sit on one of the couches. The senator and I followed.

      “And your team outside?” the senator asked with a wink, eyes on me as I sat.

      “I don’t know what you’re referring to,” I replied with a pleasant smile—or as pleasant as I could muster, considering that he had let me know he was aware of my secret weapon.

      “Regardless, I’m glad to see that my people brought you here to me safely.” He paused, as Galahad leaned in, and apparently communicating, although no words were shared. “Is that so?” He turned back to me. “I understand you had some trouble? I apologize for that.”

      “Nothing we couldn’t handle.”

      “Still.” He gave me an appraising glance, then handed me a glass of port. “I assume you’re old enough to drink?”

      “Actually, no, sir.” I set the glass aside, and his eyes followed it, staying there momentarily.

      “Not even old enough to share a glass of port with, and yet… so much on your shoulders.” His eyes rose to meet mine again. “How is it, son, that you bear this burden?”

      I looked to Steph for help. She shrugged.

      “It would seem,” I said, “that I was either born with the latent skills, or else I was chosen based on my magical abilities, and in part I’ve earned it by staying alive at the right moments.”

      He chuckled, nodded, and sipped his port.

      “What can I help you with?” I asked, getting to the point.

      He looked me straight in the eye, then beckoned for Galahad to come nearer. The knight stepped forward, bowing slightly.

      “As you’re aware, the Order is fractured. Our enemies would not have been able to infiltrate the French Embassy this night otherwise.

      “You have the Liahona. It’s up to you to see that the Order is restored. To expel evil from this world, and bring the power of Avalon to its rightful place.”

      I eyed him. “And that place would be with you?”

      “You know I am going high places,” he replied. “I have… good friends. Friends you can trust.” He gestured to Galahad, who nodded again. “Would you not want to be at my right hand? Support me, to ensure that the job I am destined to do is done in the right way, with those who would do evil to our great nation behind bars?”

      “Perhaps,” I said, really wishing I didn’t have to be there. In truth, anything to do with politics was about as far off my radar as possible. The idea of helping anyone either get to the White House or stay there felt like a job for someone else. Not me. And what else was he saying? He would want me to use the magic of Avalon and my own powers to fight his enemies? What, like declare magical wars on other countries, use it to hunt down terrorists?

      I held my head, a sudden thudding making it feel as if I was hungover in a rave club. Not fun.

      The senator eyed me again, finished off his port, and then gestured to the door. “Nothing has to be decided tonight. I know you are the man for the job, and together we will make this world what it was always meant to be. Together, friend.”

      He set the glass aside, took my hand, and shook it firmly before turning and walking off to ascend the stairs. When I looked down, I realized that he had left a card in my hand, one with a magic-looking swirl under his name and number. A simple business card, maybe?

      Given the dismissal, I nodded to Steph and we made for the door. Halfway there, Galahad shot around in a burst of light, reappearing at our sides to walk with us.

      “He isn’t wrong,” Galahad said. “They need you.”

      “But, do I need them? Does the world?” I nodded farewell and exited, determined to learn the answer to that question.
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      The driver took us from there. As we drove, my eyelids grew heavy. My body felt weak and confused with all the changes in sleep schedules lately. With that and the stress, I was spent.

      My head rolled back and I startled awake the first time, but the next time, as we were passing the Trader Joe’s near George Washington University, my eyes refused to stay open a moment longer. In a flash, and this time without Aerona, I was back in that strange land where I had found Riland.

      “We’re back,” his voice came, and then he stepped out in front of me. Not from my side or anything like that, but seemingly from within me.

      “I don’t understand. Where were you?”

      “Why, with you, of course.” He smiled as if that explained everything.

      “No, I tried bringing you, tried summoning you and all that—”

      “And it worked. To a degree. It was a haze, in parts, but seeing your world, being able to lay eyes on Ebrill, Kordelia, and Aerona… it was amazing. Albeit, confusing.”

      “You were there.” I shook my head, wondering how it was. Had I simply brought him as a sort of spirit, more ghost-like than Steph’s wraiths? “Wait! I’m confused—you didn’t know about their new form.”

      “I did not.”

      With a solemn nod, I explained the curse and how that had turned them into gargoyles. He took it well enough, considering his predicament. Considering what he had to deal with already in this dark place, not much was likely to surprise him.

      During the brief, I was able to take in our surroundings, noting a curve in the land below and what looked like the edge of some barely visible city walls. Finished talking, I stood there, staring, trying to get a better view with my enhanced focus.

      “It’s a city,” he said. “One that very much mimics that of Norok in Avalon. Here, they call it ‘Koron,’ as it’s a bit of a backwards place.”

      “And the armies? Where we were before?”

      He eyed our surroundings, then gestured to a point where jagged rocks descended on the opposite side so that we couldn’t see beyond. “There, I believe.”

      “I don’t get it.” I frowned, taking a step that way as if doing so would give me answers. “Why here, then? In the past, it was always that I would be brought close to a specific person, but if you were with me…?”

      “Someone else, then,” he said.

      The answer came to me immediately, a moment before the falling pebbles alerted me to someone nearby. Darkness didn’t reveal much on the hillside, but there was a figure there, to be sure.

      “She’s not to be trusted,” Riland said taking a step back, dangerously close to the cliff’s edge. As I already suspected, when the faint light caught her face it revealed Megha.

      “You…?” I braced myself, ready to hit her with everything I had.

      The woman held her hands wide, bowed, and said, “I’m not going to hurt you.” Her voice was somewhat raspy, as if she hadn’t used it in a long time.

      “You attacked me, before.”

      “Out there, where they control me. Maybe. Not here.”

      “I don’t understand.” A glance over to my buddy showed that he was frozen in place. In fact, everything around us was. “What’d you do to him?”

      “Don’t worry. I simply wanted us to have a moment. I don’t want to hurt you, but out there, in the other world, I have no choice. Free me, and I’m yours.”

      “Mine?”

      She nodded. “As much as my sisters already are.”

      “You mean… Ebrill? The others?”

      “You don’t recognize me.”

      I frowned. “From the Embassy, yeah—”

      “No, from before that. I was there in the hills with all of you. Charging, attacking—not there with you and the main group, but there. I didn’t get trapped in the stone, but I was there, nonetheless, then expelled to this place when the others realized what was happening and put a binding curse on me. Tell them, see what they say. Tell them you found Megha.”

      My mouth went dry at the sound of her name. I nodded. Her name was already familiar to me, but her introducing herself like that, saying her name as if the others would be persuaded by hearing it, all felt rather curious.

      I woke with Steph pulling my arm, helping me to groggily exit the car as she thanked our driver. Then he was off, and we walked the last couple of blocks before ducking into my new Batcave entrance.

      You there? I mentally asked Riland, to which he popped up next to me in a translucent, ghostly form.

      “I seem to be. Oh, you can see me this time?”

      Steph turned, mouth half-opened as if to ask a question, then shouted in surprise. “What the fuck?”

      “Riland,” the man said, and bowed. “At your service.”

      Eyeing me, Steph asked, “This is the one?”

      I nodded. “My new… ghost buddy, I guess.”

      “Not a ghost,” Riland corrected me. “Not exactly.”

      “Well, welcome to the party.” She turned back to me. “The others?”

      My mental sonar sensed the gargoyles landing on the roof above, so we made our way up, pausing to greet Shisa along the way.

      “No trouble, boy?” I asked, and Shisa merely gave me a reassuring look that said there hadn’t been. Turning to Riland, Shisa sniffed, nodded, and then trotted off.

      “What is… that?” Riland asked.

      “A protective spirit,” I explained.

      “Made of stone and fur.” He shrugged. “I’ve seen weirder.”

      We kept moving, but Steph paused on the next floor up. “Glitonea…”

      “Is here?” Riland asked.

      “We kind of have her trapped. Our prisoner.” I shrugged. “We’re trying to see how best to leverage that little fact.”

      He laughed. “That’s huge. I’m surprised the rest of the Nine aren’t already kicking down your door. Or blowing it up with the rest of this house.”

      “Not all are on her side,” Steph explained, “or even able to access this plane of existence. But what I was getting at is… do you suppose she needs to eat?”

      I grunted, but then nodded. “We can check on her after this. If we must.”

      Reaching the roof, we found the others waiting. Ebrill looked worried but stayed put, Aerona clearly taking the lead in this situation.

      “What happened?” Aerona asked, none of them noticing Riland, apparently.

      Steph gave them the rundown on our meeting with the senator and Galahad, then backed up to go over everything leading up to the fight at the Embassy. Kordelia and Aerona shared a concerned glance at the mention of Fatiha, but Ebrill’s eyes never left mine.

      “She was there,” I said. “The one from the dream. And this time, she spoke. The one called,” I racked my brain, still groggy from my nap, “Megha—her name is Megha.”

      A stunned silence filled the room. Only Steph looked around in confusion. I turned to Riland to see if he had anything to add, but he was moving around Kordelia, eyeing her in confusion. She still hadn’t said anything to him.

      “How…?” Ebrill asked.

      “She said she was separated, in a different group. Caught with a binding spell, I think?”

      “Not in the stone,” Aerona said, voice full of awe. “All this time…”

      “That’s right!” Ebrill leaned forward, excitedly. “She had been part of the rear guard. But that means… How many others might be out there?”

      “So, she’s one of you?”

      “Was,” Kordelia said. As the others turned to her with surprise, she shrugged. “For all we know, she’s with the enemy now.”

      “Bullshit,” Ebrill said.

      “She would never turn on us,” Aerona added.

      “Actually…” I turned to Steph. “We saw her. At the Embassy.”

      “What?”

      “Steph and I… saw her at the French Embassy. She was with Fatiha, and attacked us.”

      Ebrill shook her head. “Impossible…”

      “In the dream, she told me that she has no control out here, but in that dream place she does. I think… I think we can save her.”

      “As in, she’s being controlled.” Ebrill punched the wall, creating a dent with her knuckles. “This is bad.”

      “But, at least she’s made contact, so we know she isn’t too far gone,” Kordelia pointed out.

      “So, what now?” I asked.

      “We get you back into the dream,” Aerona said. “See what we can learn.”

      “Hold on,” I said, and gestured toward Riland. The others turned, frowned, then looked around and back at me. My mind hurt for a moment, but then it made sense. “You don’t see him, do you?”

      “They don’t, for some reason,” Riland interjected.

      “Who are we supposed to be seeing?” Kordelia asked.

      Aerona, however, was waving her hand through the air, and gasped. “Riland!”

      “You see me?” he replied.

      You see him?”

      Aerona shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. But my magic shows his presence, at least confirming you’re not insane.”

      “What’s going on?” Ebrill asked.

      “I’m, apparently, bringing Riland with me from this backwards, dark land,” I explained. “And he’s here, but transparent. I’m thinking maybe similar to Steph’s wraiths, but somehow different as well.”

      Kordelia looked at the point where I had gestured. “I wish I could see him. He’s there? Sees me?” When I nodded, she addressed him. “Riland, it will be an honor and a pleasure to serve with you again.”

      “And I, with each of you,” he replied, and I conveyed it.

      “Maybe…” Steph’s eyes lit up. “The runes!”

      “Might be the key to fully bringing him to us.” I turned to Riland. “You, I mean. Yes, brilliant, Steph.”

      “Wait, what about the senator and what happened at the Embassy?” Ebrill asked.

      “And the Order,” Aerona added.

      I glanced over at Riland, considering this. “A lot of it is likely tied together. Finding out how to summon Riland might relate to how they will summon Thiten, along with how we can find Megha.”

      “Going back in and talking with Megha might also help, in that regard,” Aerona pointed out.

      “True,” I agreed with a yawn.

      We took another moment to let our thoughts wash over us.

      Steph cleared her throat. “We need to bring food to Glitonea, right? Might as well get that done, then to the runes, followed by going back in to learn what we can from Megha.”

      “Understood,” Aerona said, and we all headed downstairs to go about it.
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      I stopped by to pass on Glitonea’s food and water by myself, figuring it would be best in case there was trouble. Moving the wall but forging some of the stone into thick glass, I saw her there, suspended in the air with the purple that sometimes acted as clothing now tied around her like a straight jacket. Her eyes seemed to glow blue, but when I looked closer I saw that it was runes flashing across her eyes in a way that reminded me of code from The Matrix.

      Had what I’d done to her with the runes below the house resulted in this?

      “Are you still in there?” I asked her.

      I am, her voice came back. But… trapped. You’ve done well for yourself. Maybe… maybe you’ll have a chance of winning this war after all.

      “One can dream.” Hesitating with the leftover chicken and glass of water, I asked. “Do you need food?”

      Her thoughts seemed to laugh, but it was more like I could sense it than hear the laughter. Me? I’ve survived long without humanly needs, boy. Thank you, but be on your way and leave me to my prison. Unless you have other intentions of coming?

      “I do not.”

      With that, I went to meet the others below. Steph was showing Aerona what I had accomplished so far, but when I asked if they knew anything that could be of value, they all gave me blank looks.

      “Sorry,” Aerona said. “Rune magic is something even Rianne wouldn’t be much help with. It’s an ancient form, one that makes sense for the likes of Glitonea to comprehend but long lost to the rest of us.”

      “I see.” Considering that, I walked among the runes, noting the shapes and wondering if this would have been anything like trying to understand the Chinese language if there had been no people to help translate. Early explorers might have dealt with a similar feeling. Of course, their curiosities would have come from places of expansion, imperialism, and other reasons for wanting to understand, not to stop an evil army from breaking through into our world.

      At times I found patterns, thanks to my sort-of codex that Glitonea’s body had provided. With one combination I felt a surge in my magical abilities, another that told me the house was temporarily invisible. That would raise too many questions, so I cancelled it. Without my powers of transmutation and the way I had used them to make my faux digital screens, I never would have gotten that far. With some adjustments, I wasn’t sure what happened, but was certain there had been a change. I was positive this was all here for a much larger purpose.

      After a bit, though, I needed a break, so I made my way up and out to one of many balconies. Footsteps sounded and I turned to see Riland there.

      “Did I make that happen?” I asked, eyeing him and seeing that he was no longer translucent. “It’s actually working?”

      “Apparently,” he replied, and leaned against the railing, armor clanging on the metal.

      “We’ll have to do something about your outfit.”

      He chuckled. “This world… it’s different.”

      “That, it is.”

      “And… Ebrill, the others, they’ve changed as well.”

      I looked at him, trying to work out what he was getting at. “Yeah?”

      “Makes me wonder… well, first, if the woman of my eye is even still alive. Second, if she’s different.”

      “She wasn’t made into a gargoyle, if that’s what you mean.”

      He shook his head. “‘Different’ can take on many forms in this world, I’m learning.”

      “And if she is?” I turned to face him. “If she’s… I don’t know… changed. What then?”

      “Wouldn’t matter, other than me trying to figure out how best to help her.”

      “The princess.” I laughed. “On one note, she wouldn’t exactly be a princess anymore.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, if her being royalty kept you apart in any way, you won’t have to worry about that. Those times are long gone.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.” He smiled, nodded, and looked up at the moon. “We need to find her, but I believe Megha and the others will be the key. I need you to make this work.”

      “Trust me, I’m doing my best,” I replied, stifling a yawn.

      “The world where you found me.” He went to the door, opening it to reveal Ebrill waiting within. Her large form took up almost the entire hallway.

      Ebrill stood straight, head nearly touching the ceiling, and eyed me to see if I was ready. I nodded, clapped Riland on the shoulder, and said, “We’ll find her soon enough.”

      “Thank you,” he replied.

      I followed Ebrill, who took my hand to lead me along. When we entered the bedroom, she led me to the bed and said, “I’ll help you fall asleep,” while eyeing me with excitement.

      My response was a yawn, and I should have taken that as my first sign. She soon had me on the bed, hands cupping my balls, but before I could respond, sleep took me again.

      Damn.

      There was Megha, grabbing me by the lapels of the suit jacket I was apparently still wearing. She pulled me down on top of her and then to the side, finger to my mouth, and I was immediately reminded that she was nude.

      Her eyes were close to mine, narrowed, weighing me up. “Do you have what it takes to take me from this place?”

      “I think I might.”

      “Because… the timing couldn’t be more important.” With that, she nodded toward the rocks to our right.

      I wasn’t sure what she was doing, but when she sighed, pulled me up halfway and let me see, I got it. The army I had seen before had formed around us and was looking our way from below. Another glance around showed that we no longer in a ravine or anything like I had first thought, but were now on the city walls that I had seen before when I was with Riland.

      More than that, there was blood nearby. Shifting, I made out bodies… or body parts.

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      “Since I saw you, I’ve been pushing back, trying to resist out there. But that brought their attention on me here. The worlds are certainly linked, or at least the magic of them is.” She was still on me, I realized, and now her breathing was heavy, her hand moving along the buttons of my dress shirt. “The others out there, those with you—they’ve claimed you?”

      “Nobody has ‘claimed me,’” I replied.

      She leaned in, sniffed my neck, and then licked my cheek. “Fuck that, you’ve been claimed.”

      “I don’t—”

      “By more than one?” She laughed. “You dirty slut.”

      “Hey.” Honestly, I wasn’t sure if I should be offended, but frowned and felt the need to defend myself. “We’re more than that—it’s a relationship.”

      “Hey, we have an army of dark magic users and beasts out there about to try and kill us. Spend all the time justifying your sluttiness you want.”

      “You’re the one lying on me naked, licking me.”

      She grinned, wide. “I never said there was anything wrong with being a slut. But a relationship? Fuck that.”

      With a chuckle, she pushed up, standing over me—I got the full view as the dim light from the sky hit her. Petite but with full breasts, a thick bush with straight hair that still allowed for a view of her pussy. Damn, what was happening?

      “Come and get me, you motherfuckers!” she screamed over the wall, winking at me as she added, “now the clock is ticking, isn’t it? And your cock…” She nodded at where a bulge had formed in my pants. Not unexpectedly.

      “Shit,” I muttered, pushing myself up and taking her by the hand. I closed my eyes, focusing on getting us out of there.

      “Not going to work,” she said.

      I opened my eyes to see her kneeling at my side. She took my hand, placed it on one of her breasts, and blew me a kiss. “We need to find a portal point.”

      “But, before—”

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m out there and in here. Different situations.”

      “Why are you…?” I gestured to her body.

      She frowned, glanced down at herself, and said, “Maybe the better question is why are you…?” and gestured at my clothes.

      “Clothed?”

      “Yeah.” She held up a finger, then ducked. At first, I was confused, until I heard what sounded like whistling. Her hand grabbed me and pulled me over so that I fell face-first into her breasts, and she laughed while the barrage of arrows landed all around us. Some burst with magic, a few even exploded into snakes of flames that flew at us. I turned in time to cast ice walls that did the trick of protecting us, while Megha ran her hand over my chest, apparently having managed to undo at least one of my buttons at some point.

      “You have an escape plan?” I asked.

      “Aren’t you the one here to rescue me?” She undid another button.

      “Stop that. Yes, I guess.”

      “You didn’t come with an exit strategy?” She clucked her tongue, running a hand along the curve of her breast. “Always come with an exit strategy.”

      “Shit, you’re batshit crazy, aren’t you?”

      Her wink said she wasn’t going to argue with that, but then she stood, turning away from me and bent over to retrieve an arrow—giving me a view I hadn’t asked for but certainly wasn’t complaining about. When she turned back, saw me staring, and held up the arrow, I was kind of distracted and lost.

      “Wait,” I said, catching on. “I’ve… I mean, an arrow like that before…”

      “Yes, with runes.” She nodded enthusiastically. “A portal key of sorts, right? Brought Glitonea to you that second time—I saw, was there.”

      “Great.” I smiled with relief, waiting for her to activate it.

      She tossed the arrow over. “It was an example. Use something from your world—connect it, then bring us to the other side.”

      “Oh? Right…” I ran my hands over my jacket and pockets, finding the card the senator had given me. A glance at Megha reminded me that I didn’t exactly want to show up in his house with her like this, but what other choice did I have?

      Before I had a chance to go for it, though, a screech sounded, a figure rising above us.

      “Fucking hell,” Megha growled, then stood and thrust her hands out, breasts bouncing. Sorry, I couldn’t help but notice.

      While I had expected her to shoot out fireballs or something of the sort, what followed was much more confusing and exciting. One second there was a horrid creature swooping in—I’m talking like half-harpy, half-dragon person—and the next, Megha ran and leaped, hands glowing. The creature flew at her but not of its own accord, and suddenly she was on its back, those glowing hands of hers dipping into its head. The thing’s head became see-through, Megha’s hands seemingly caressing its brain, and then she was controlling it as the thing turned and attacked its companions. Not just attacked, either, but obliterated them, its strength apparently amplified with her influence.

      Even with the magic I had seen lately, this caught me off guard. She was a flying, killing machine as long as she was on that thing. I did my part with stun and sleep spells, then a few ice claws and more.

      As a few of our opponents fell, I realized that I still hadn’t used the Frost Remnant spell I’d been so eager to try. Focusing now on the enemy, I gave it a try. Nothing, but then Megha went soaring past with her meat puppet, killing the thing I had been targeting. A blast of silvery light shot out from me, connecting with the corpse as it fell. The silver hit, held it in place, and then, as the remains of the corpse fell away, the silver morphed into a version of the monster.

      It was like I had created a ghost of it, or a replica of some sort. And without any sort of orders, it joined in the fight, turning on the others and helping Megha with her destruction.

      “You need to see,” Megha said, “then look!”

      I wasn’t sure what she meant by that, at first, but when my eyes rose to the army, the magic like a portal forming, a jolt hit me. Then again, and this time it was like my conscious was pulled through the monster I’d made into a remnant, using that connection to move out and through the portal.

      There I was, in a basement. Looking through someone else’s eyes, placing an item on a pedestal. A blade, it appeared, with runes glowing on it. As the figure turned, I took in more magical items, and it became clear to me—this was how they were opening the portal. Using magical items, likely stealing them, and I needed to stop it from happening further. But it was more than that, I realized, scanning the runes around the room. They were runes that I had come across before… runes that belonged to Glitonea. I’d seen them on the arrow, the one that had allowed her to reach me in the Dark Lands!

      The owner of the eyes I was seeing through seemed to sense me and pushed back, kicking me out. Before I went, though, I sensed more beings there, more magic. A coven.

      In a flash, I was back on the wall, watching Megha and my remnant fight. Another second and they had cleared the immediate air space of enemies. Megha came flying back toward me, eyes wild with excitement as she pulled her hands from the creature’s head—no gore or guck—and stood while the creature started to fall away.

      “Now!” Megha shouted and leaped, arms stretched out, and caught hold of my arm. As she fell, swinging toward the wall to slam against it, I grabbed the senator’s card and we were pulled out of that world.

      I woke to find Ebrill leaning over me, eyes focused on mine. She smiled when I woke, and then kissed me. Not in the senator’s house like I had expected, but back in the mansion where I had fallen asleep.

      “What was that for?” I asked.

      “To remind you that I still exist,” she replied. “After you kept saying her name over and over.” Pulling back, she glanced around. “Where is Megha?”

      “I thought for sure…” It hit me—and made total sense, but damn, this wasn’t good. “She’s still with Fatiha, of course. Only, now she’s on our side—freed, you could say. We have to get to her.”

      I was up, moving, buttoning my pants and finally throwing off that ridiculous suit jacket. I found my red one instead, then… froze.

      “Where do we start?” I asked.

      “Glitonea?” Ebrill didn’t look very confident in that answer. “She’s the only one who might know, right?”

      “Let’s find the others, then pay her a visit.”
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      Aerona was still insisting that this was a bad idea when we arrived at Glitonea’s prison. The lady was one of the Nine, and a captive. Not likely to help us. Still, they were all at my side this time, ready in case there was trouble. We didn’t know what might be necessary to get answers.

      Runes on my mind, ready to let her speak, I said, “I saw the arrow in that coven. The runes on it.”

      How can I properly respond like this?

      I considered my options, then set my jaw. Focusing on the runes below, I deactivated the ones that held her in place, mentally imprisoned. Her hands sprang out and I braced myself for an attack, but she was merely stretching.

      “Ah, that feels good,” she said. “Release me, we’ll pay them a visit.” Glitonea grinned, purple coating moving along her body like liquid metal. “Come, let’s play this game.”

      “No fucking way,” I said, but then had an idea. “Unless—”

      “Jericho, what’re you doing?” Steph hissed at my side.

      I squeezed her hand, hoping that would communicate that she needed to trust me on this. “Unless you swear an oath. Some sort that keeps you magically bound.”

      She looked at me, then at my companions, and laughed. “Sure, I can do that. Just… unleash me from this building.”

      “Agreed.” I stepped forward, made an adjustment, and then pulled up my screen to scan her. As soon as she made a move, my illusion of change was gone. No way was I letting her use an ounce of magic, but my little stunt had allowed me to trace her magic, to show me what she would have done.

      The first move that showed up was an attack spell, one that looked damn powerful. I was glad I’d been able to prevent that, and logged it into my digital memory for future use. The next was an escape spell—and since I knew her runes were in the coven, I had to hope that’s where the connection led. Checking it against my scan of the earlier one I had seen, it cleared. Good to go.

      “Well, Glitonea… enjoy your time in this fabulous home. You’ll be here for a while yet.”

      She charged us, but the wall was back in place, a thud audible from the other side, and then we were off, walking away. As we went, I reactivated the runes below, locking her in place with the mental prison.

      “I restored Megha—meaning, the version of her that was in there, and the version out here are now one, and she’s able to think for herself. Judging from what I saw of her, she’s not exactly… stable?”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Ebrill said with a sly smile.

      “Right, well if that’s the case, she’s probably raising hell over there already. Right? So, let’s find this coven so we can raise hell with her, then get her out of there.”

      Ebrill eyed me. The others noticed the suspicious look at the same time I did.

      “What?” I asked.

      “She was nude, wasn’t she?” Ebrill laughed at whatever expression my face must have made. “I knew it!”

      “Her being nude has nothing to do with this,” I countered. “You all sent me in there after her!”

      “To help her, not to fuck her,” Aerona said, but winked. She was apparently having fun with this. She shrugged. “Then again, if you ask her, that’s probably the type of help she needs.”

      “Don’t we all,” Steph said, and laughed. When the others turned on her, she said, “What? I’m just saying, don’t slut-shame the girl. Wait, why was she naked?”

      “It’s her thing,” Ebrill explained. “Kind of a rebellious type. Once, some asshole was talking about burning witches. She burned him. Argument over. Another time, someone made a comment about her nipples being perky through her shirt—she stripped right there, and got a real taste for the nudist lifestyle. From then on, any chance she got, she was naked.”

      “It was… awkward,” Riland said from the back of the room.

      I turned to see Shisa darting up. An instant alert went off. He was warning me of trouble. My hand shot out to the wall to sense the house, feel any magical attacks. Nothing. But there was something else, something I couldn’t quite make out.

      “What’re these blue and red flashing lights?” Riland asked.

      “Uh-oh,” Steph said, and I opened my eyes to see her joining Riland at the window. When she turned back to me, she grimaced. “The police. More than one car.”

      “What?”

      “Police?” Aerona asked.

      “Law enforcement,” I explained, stepping over to the window. Sure enough, there were three cop cars down there that I could see—we were on the side of the house, them on the street in front, one with lights going.

      One of them noticed us and we ducked back into the window, cursing.

      “Ma’am,” the cop called out. “We found your car abandoned near the scene of a crime. We need to ask you some questions.”

      “Tell them… fuck off.” I went back to the wall, hand on it, not sure what to do here.

      “You’re on their side, technically,” Steph said. “You can’t use magic on them.”

      I glared at her but nodded. Of course, she was right.

      “And this coven?” I asked. “Megha?”

      “We have to go,” Aerona said. “Clothes or no.”

      That got me to smile again. Looking at our house, the blue and red flashing outside, I sighed. “You know they’re going to come in, right? Investigate, maybe find things.”

      “They might.”

      “Not if you hide it all,” Steph said. “Rearrange stuff, quietly, before we go.”

      “And how are we all going?” Riland asked. “I didn’t see a lot of horses on the way… appearing.”

      I laughed. “No, there wouldn’t be. You have a lot to learn about this land. Those fast things we rode in, maybe when you were only partially here? Those are called cars. We have—what, two more? Downstairs.”

      “To the bat exit,” Steph said.

      It was decided, so I put my hand to the wall, making sure anything that could be suspicious or out of place was hidden. I hated the idea of anyone snooping around in here while we were gone, and even more so the police. Would they cause trouble later, have someone watching for our return? Could they have been infiltrated? Those were questions we would have to find answers to later, after going to find Megha.
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      “This way will be faster,” I said, and Riland watched with amazement as I opened a direct route to the garage, where an SUV awaited us. We had started toward it when I paused, glancing back. “SHISA!”

      A moment later, Shisa came bounding in.

      “Taking him with us this time?” Steph asked, hopeful.

      I nodded, and the lion-dog wagged its curly tail. Ebrill opened one of the SUV doors, letting Shisa jump in.

      “The house?” Ebrill asked. “We can’t abandon it.”

      “No, but what comes next is more important. And we can’t have the police trying to confiscate our little friend, here.” I stood next to Shisa, rubbing his head, then moved over to the driver’s side, finding the keys hanging on the wall nearby where I’d hoped.

      “One problem,” Kordelia said, eying us all and then the SUV.

      I saw what she meant. Even with the large size of the vehicle, we couldn’t all fit.

      “Riland,” I said, and then gave him a ‘go ahead’ nod.

      He sighed. “For the record, this is a bit weird.”

      I laughed. “Just get inside me, you oaf.”

      He glanced around, nodded, and then disappeared into a burst of blue light that moved into me.

      I hope you’re not enjoying this, his voice said in my head. I chuckled. While in my time being homophobic and making jokes about a man entering another man might have been frowned upon in some circles, this guy was from another time.

      “Shisa can ride up with me on the middle area,” I said, and then folded down the back seat to make room for the gargoyle wings. While Ebrill and Aerona were probably fine, Kordelia was larger and therefore needed the extra space. “There we go.”

      Sure enough, we managed to all climb in. As the police were breaking in above, I created our Batcave exit, started the SUV, and we made our escape. For a moment, I simply sat there, enjoying the way the seat felt like it was embracing me, pulling me in with more comfort than I had ever felt in a vehicle. The drive was smooth, barely any noise and rumbling like I was used to. However, we were apparently being watched, because only two blocks away, lights and sirens split the night behind me.

      “Shit,” I muttered. “Ebrill? Anyone?”

      “Illusion?” Ebrill tried to turn and see, not having the easiest time with her wings or horns. “Wouldn’t it be strange to randomly disappear like that?”

      “Next turn, okay?”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Block our plates, at least.” I sped up, hating that the cops were likely calling in backup. Hitting the corner hard, the SUV seemed about to flip. Shisa yelped, and I had to hold him to stop him from falling over on me.

      “Should be in the clear,” Ebrill said, so I made for the next corner and turned again, hoping to make sure. They followed.

      “A magic user,” Aerona said. “Shisa?”

      Shisa grunted and a moment later there was an energy shield flying out from behind us, and this time when I turned, they didn’t follow.

      “Great, now we’re using magic against the police,” I said, careful to swerve as I nearly hit a parked car. Someone yelled at me and I glanced back, hoping I hadn’t hit anyone.

      “You’re good,” Steph said, but then nervously cleared her throat and sent out two wraith knights.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “A pursuing shade. Keep driving.”

      “Wonderful.”

      When I realized that I could make a digital map of the D.C. area based on what I’d seen and where I had been, I started to feel like a real badass. With my magic attacks, house remodeling, and all this, I had to wonder if transmutation was one of the most badass magic forms ever.

      Fuck that—it was. Decision made.

      And on that note, I had an idea. Sorry, cop car that had just turned onto the street behind us in pursuit, and sorry to Public Works or whoever had to fix streets. With a wink, I caused the street to separate and rise, so that the cop car came to an abrupt stop. The back flew up, but not enough to flip, then fell back down with a loud thud. Another cop car came around the corner behind the first, getting its hood slammed down.

      No one was hurt, I hoped, since I didn’t know who was on which side and had to assume they were all just doing their jobs, and treat them accordingly unless they proved otherwise. We sped out of there, through a tunnel, and were back on our way toward Georgetown to find the senator’s house.

      For a few minutes at least, we simply drove in peace. I even turned the music on, a low piano song playing. Steph rolled down the window and stuck her hand out, letting it roll with the wind, and we shared a loving look. Then I glanced back to see the others smiling, too.

      “You’d think we all just got back from a day of hiking,” I said with a laugh. “A bit worn out, but… relaxed. Enjoying ourselves.”

      “Fighting assholes can be relaxing,” Kordelia said.

      Riland chuckled. I could get used to this, honestly.

      Aerona sighed, and the others turned to her, waiting for her to speak. I found her whole thing a bit melodramatic, but kind of cute.

      “It’s not a game,” Aerona said.

      “We know,” Ebrill replied. “But it’s also not something we can make stop, so we might as well make the most of it.”

      “Until we have the others, until we check back with Rianne and she can tell us no more are out there waiting to be found… I just don’t know if I can relax.”

      Silence.

      Ask if this is about Draedar, Riland said.

      I shook my head, confused.

      The other man who was with Gertrude. The one who… didn’t make it back.

      Damn, I’d forgotten that the other man was in some sort of weird, maybe dead state in that dark land place. I mentioned him, and immediately the others froze, all but Steph and Shisa.

      “Do you… know something about Draedar?” Aerona asked, voice shaky.

      My mind emptied, hoping for an answer from Riland. But no, he knew that I was every bit as able as he to answer that. Except, I had never been in a situation like that before. How does one tell a woman that someone she cared for has gone on? Or… is mostly dead?

      “I see,” she said. Apparently, my silence had been enough.

      Still, I felt the need to elaborate. “He was there, in the other place. Where I found Riland… but… yes.”

      “I’m sorry,” Riland said, partially moving out of me as a ghost would, then fading back into my chest. It was unsettling, to say the least.

      “Life moves on,” Aerona replied. “So should I. Especially when it’s been so many years.”

      We drove the rest of the way in silence, each thinking about loved ones, each other, and the journey ahead. Soon, I started recognizing the houses as ones we had been near that night, so I focused on the song playing—now violin—in order to try and curb the rising nerves.

      I was, for those few minutes before we arrived, taken back to a time in high school when me and some friends had thought it would be fun to get dressed up and go see Vanessa Mae in concert. Totally worth it, although I fell asleep during the show. Great dinner, a fun night out with the guys, and my boy Billy Zeke had met his future wife that night. Thinking now about the night I’d gotten back together with those guys over beers and McGuire’s Pub, I couldn’t help but wonder how I was going to make any guy friends in my new predicament.

      You much of a beer drinker? I mentally asked Riland.

      A long pause. I used to drink whatever I could get my hands on, although that was a low point. You need someone to share a drink with, I believe I could be your man.

      Cool.

      It was about the most awkward reply I could have hoped for, but it would do. We arrived and a dog barked in the distance, but a pair of security guards met us at the gate, apparently expecting us. They quickly guided us in, checking behind us to ensure we weren’t followed, and then led us to the senator.

      He stood at a large, wall-mounted television, watching the news. Images of the French Embassy showed on it,. Several college kids were being interviewed, then a policewoman.

      “They’re looking for you,” Senator Funai said. “Word is, they put together that you were staying with your aunt. Since they found no sign of either of you, you’re on their radar related to the French Embassy attacks.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I replied. “All I’m focused on right now is finding this coven. Glitonea told me—”

      “Glitonea?” his eyes went wide.

      “I’ll explain later. Point is, she said Fatiha is calling forth the Nine and making a portal to the Dark Lands. She’s bringing an army into our world.”

      “But to do that, she’d need the Eye of Balor, and, of course…” He spun, striding past us and to a hall that led to the right, where he opened a door and cursed under his breath. “It’s gone.”

      “How?” I asked, but the answer came in the form of an assassin—a female member of his security.

      She had a blue blade that trailed purple light, moving through the air as it went for my throat. Each spell and strike from our end to intercept her was met by a wave of color and her suddenly appearing from a different direction, until the cold of her blade was right against my throat.

      Something heavy landed in my arms, and I felt Shisa’s stone and fur, then heard a clank as the blade hit my skin. Only, my skin had apparently turned to stone. The assassin cursed, but she had lost. In that moment Riland had appeared, hands on her face, and muttered a chant.

      Her eyes went black, then she faded into what I sensed was the Dark Lands.

      “You just… banished her?”

      He gave me a grim stare. “I did.”

      “Nice work.”

      The attack had happened in only a matter of seconds. All eyes turned to the second security guard, who knelt, golden symbol on his neck glowing.

      “He wasn’t involved,” the senator insisted. “And regardless, it would appear the enemy already has the Eye.”

      “Why would she need it?” Aerona asked.

      “The part she stole has great power,” the senator explained. “With it, she’s one step closer to opening that portal to the Dark Lands you mentioned. To raising her army.”

      “I’ve seen them,” I muttered, but when he gave me a curious look, I waved it off. “We have to stop her.”

      “On that, I couldn’t agree more.” He sighed, eyeing the corpse of the assassin. “But it’s more than that. The Eye of Balor has its own magical qualities. The power of the scorching sun, able to drain one’s life force and give it to the holder.”

      “And you had this item?” Aerona asked. “Why weren’t you using it?”

      He shook his head. “It saddens me to say that I did, many times. It’s how I became as powerful as I am.”

      “It can also be used to steal powers,” I said, more in realization than as a question.

      He nodded.

      “We have to stop her.”

      Senator Funai’s eyes lit up and he motioned for us to follow him into the room where he had gone to check on the Eye. It was full of glass cases and old books, artifacts, and several swords.

      “We can track it.” Senator Funai held his hand over a piece of parchment. “This from the deadly one’s hide. They were connected, see, and—”

      “You’re saying that’s this Balor creature’s skin?” Steph said, scrunching her nose.

      “I am.” He waved his hands over it, chanting, and a moment later an image appeared over the skin. As it became clear, the senator’s face went pale. “That’s Senator Ohlo’s house.”

      “Competitor,” I explained to the others. Like Senator Funai, she was one of the main candidates for the next presidential race.

      “That and… with the Order. If she’s in on this, you won’t have the Order’s support. And I… I can’t be involved.”

      “You have no choice,” Aerona insisted. “It’s already begun. Lines have been drawn.”

      He nodded. “True as that might be, she is part of the Order. If she’s gone over, there’s no help from me to be had there. Defeat her, and when it’s done, let me know.”

      Disdain was heavy in the eyes of my team, but I simply said, “Thank you. You can lead us there?”

      “Actually, I think I can,” Riland said, then nodded to me. “With your help.”

      He explained how he could connect items that held magical essence, much as this one had already proven to hold, and believed from what he saw of me that I’d be able to form a portal to get us to the other piece of the puzzle. It was worth a shot.

      “We’ll be seeing you soon, Senator.”

      Joining hands with the others, Shisa in my arms, I closed my eyes and focused on the piece of Balor’s hide. A moment later, the portal appeared in our midst and we all stepped into it, on our way to the coven and to find Megha.
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      Stepping out of the portal, we found ourselves in the backyard of yet another house the size of which, as a youth, I never could have believed people actually lived in. Above us, there were two white, curved balconies, behind us a pool.

      Bright security flood lights burst on and I cursed.

      “What is it?” Ebrill asked, shielding her eyes.

      “Likely cameras, maybe even an alarm.” I motioned the others forward. “Move in.”

      I was like a child leading my military team on a raid. A team that consisted of three gargoyles, Riland—who stepped out of me now—a witch, and a stone lion-dog that had come to life. Not your average black ops team, for sure.

      “Freeze,” someone shouted, but we were already at the house, and that meant I had access. My hand on the wall, I made it swift in case cameras were watching. No major adjustments, only moving the doors apart and transforming any locks and security systems so that they simply fell away.

      There were shots fired, but we were all safely inside, catching a guard by surprise.

      “Gorffwys,” I said, and he slumped over, asleep.

      “She’s pulling me,” Riland said, hands up and a sort of fiery light trailing from him toward a door to our right. “Megha knows we’re here. She’s showing us the way.”

      I nodded and followed Kordelia, who was already plowing through the door. It led to a descending staircase. Bursts of defensive spells came at us—but that’s why I’d brought Shisa. He wasn’t about to let me get taken out by simple security defenses. My hands on the wall, I created a new way for us to go down, to surprise our enemy.

      That only half-worked, because moving the walls apparently uncovered some sort of old crypt, where a green, wrinkled witch sprang to life amid all manner of new defensive spells. Her empty eye sockets stared at me, fingers moving as if pulling strings, and I felt my body cede control to her.

      Riland slammed a hand to the floor and she started to sink, but resisted his spell that should have sent her to the Dark Lands. Aerona and Kordelia began their assault. Steph joined in with her wraith knights, and soon we left behind a pile of green goo that had once been an old witch. As we descended, a sort of haze of purple and orange covered us. I realized at once that it was a magic cloud that would have caused us to see our worst nightmares, if it wasn’t for Ebrill’s amplification effects on Shisa’s protective magic.

      Three more witches entered then, likely assuming we were already in a state of delirium, and moved their hands as one, chanting.

      Fuck that, I wasn’t about to let them finish their little spell. A remnant raised their companion from the goo and sent her after them, while I summoned my staff and the Liahona, taking out the first, spinning to almost get the second—but Aerona hit her first with a blast of light that sent her head flying. Instead, my attack hit the third, frying her to ash. At a frown from Ebrill over the use of the Liahona, I dismissed it but was glad to see that I had leveled up to Mage ten. My screen popped up, showing:

      

      Level 10 MAGE

      

      Statistics

      Strength:  30

      Speed:       27

      Luck:        25

      Charisma: 23

      

      Mana: 890

      

      New Spells

      

      Gorffwys (sleep); Frost Footing; Ice Wall; Ice Claw; Frost Bite; Flurries; Freeze; Frost Remnant, Carreg (stone skin)

      

      New Magic Type

      

      Access to Avalon

      Rune Magic

      

      Apparently, I had a new spoken spell. I looked forward to trying it out.

      Pushing on, we burst into a room that I recognized at once, faced with a person I hadn’t hoped to see anytime soon but wasn’t surprised by.

      “Fatiha,” I said, bracing myself. She stood at what appeared to be a gong, various magical artifacts adorning her to the point that I could have mistaken her for an ancient soothsayer or witch doctor. Bones, gleaming daggers, necklaces with jewels that seemed to be alive and watching us. No doubt, she had been busy.

      “You’ve returned,” Fatiha said. “And… come for my slave?”

      With a wave of her hand, Megha appeared on the ground between us, head bowed and held by metal, barbed restraints. Even without moving, the metal was cutting into her, crimson blood tracing her wrists.

      I lunged to kneel at her side and try to help, only my hand went right through her. A quick scan showed this wasn’t her at all, but a magical projection.

      “Always the simple one,” Fatiha said, laughing.

      “We kicked your ass last time,” I growled, standing and staring her down. “What makes you think you have a chance this time?”

      “I’m impressed you found me,” she replied, eyes roaming over me as if looking for my secret. Her eyes froze, then lit up. “You have her…? How?”

      My gaze moved to the stone that had lit up on one of her rings. I assumed it gave her insight, maybe even some sort of mind-reading power. She wanted to know how I had managed to find Glitonea and capture her, and I wanted to know how in the hell she had managed to obtain all of these magical artifacts in a matter of a couple days.

      Again, her eyes lit up and, and she smiled. “An even trade. See, one of my jobs for dear Gertrude, bless her soul, was to be the one to track down such items. It should come as little surprise that I didn’t report in all that I found. Having found her and brought her up, helped her while tricking her to not realize it was me… I realized I could play both angles—go in search of you all,” her eyes moved to Aerona and the other gargoyles, “while also working to find what I needed to bring back my people, my armies. And also, to learn what Gertrude’s plans were, to infiltrate the Order. It is done, and Gertrude is dead. Soon, you will join her.”

      So, that was it. Reading thoughts. That could be problematic when it came to exchanging blows. I nodded, then indicated the runes and the arrow. As her eyes lit up, I knew no words were necessary.

      “You’ve become a rune master,” she said, arching an eyebrow. “That’s very… convenient for you, considering.”

      “Ah, so you’re aware of what’s to be found down in our house’s foundation.”

      She gave a subtle nod.

      “Rune master might be a stretch,” I admitted. “But I believe I know enough, and that we have enough power, to see that your plan never comes about.”

      “Enough of this,” Aerona growled and she moved as I had never seen her move before. Horns lighting up with fire, skin glowing, she was on Fatiha in a flash, with claws extended and flames bursting forth from her hands.

      Fatiha thrust a hand in the air but was caught with the first swipe before vanishing, everything going black but for the light coming from our side.

      “You… mortals,” Fatiha’s voice echoed from around the room, flashing images of her appearing in the darkness. “I’ve risen above you, don’t you see this? Why attack a god when you should be bowing?”

      “Go to Hell,” I shouted, sending out a barrage of ice attacks and shouting stun and other spells. She dodged, deflecting them and sending counter-curses that Shisa helped absorb, although one hit and his crack from before grew worse, making me shout for Ebrill to do what she could for him.

      “He’s not like us,” she countered. “It’s not like I can heal him, exactly.”

      “Do what you can,” I said, running over to Riland and hoping we could work to trap our adversary in the Dark Lands.

      Our attacks were no match for her with the magical artifacts, though. Nothing we did worked. This wasn’t the way.

      I had the Liahona and my staff, aiming at her, and it all made sense. I wasn’t simply using strong power here, but the power of Avalon. And who was there, in a sense? Rianne, who was stronger than Fatiha! With that in mind, I focused on that magical land, on bringing the power to us and calling on Rianne to stop this witch.

      Everything slowed, gold particles of light floating down on me, and I was in Avalon—sort of. More like, it was overlaid on our world, so I was standing in both places at once. As the fighting continued all around me in what felt like slow motion, Rianne appeared, floating in the sky with arms outspread.

      Only, she froze there, pointing, indicating a path for me to take. I frowned, confused, until the first of several images came to me. Like the first piece of a puzzle, I saw Megha where she was being kept, then flashes back toward me, but only snippets.

      I understood.

      Releasing the power, I fought against Fatiha but with a different goal than before. All I had to do was to keep my team alive, keep her occupied long enough for Megha to send me the rest of the puzzle. Working my way to Ebrill, I told her to amplify us in any defensive ways she could and pulled her over to Shisa. With the three of us focused on defense, the others were able to keep Fatiha quite busy.

      Then another piece of the puzzle hit me—this time I saw a dark passage, water… beneath the house?

      A blast hit the shield in front of me, Fatiha shouting in frustration. She followed up the attack by trying to charge at me, bringing out more magical objects—this time, glowing daggers. Only, I recognized the runes on them and deactivated them, using enough of the Liahona to knock her back and send the blades clattering. Another shout, but this time Kordelia had her, tore off a necklace that glowed bright and was nearly blinding us, then held on to her as Aerona attempted to trap her in a binding spell and I did the same with the floor.

      More magical artifacts activated and she pushed out, but in that moment I got the rest of the puzzle. I knew where to go.

      “Keep her busy,” I muttered to Ebrill and Steph and then charged for the nearest wall, closing my eyes as I went.

      It gave way, as I knew it would. I reached out, sensing for Megha. Shisa charged after me, his shield deflecting any attacks Fatiha sent my way, but then the witch was forced into defensive mode to protect herself from the determined attack launched against her by the others.

      I, on the other hand, had a puzzle to solve and a crazy, brain-massaging witch to locate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      Bits of the puzzle were coming at me now like flashes of memory. They seemed to be coming from Megha, who was being dragged somewhere, who knew where, nearly unconscious. But when they hit me, the images were instantly pushed over to my digital screen, which analyzed them against the layout of the house.

      The pieces kept coming, then, flooding my mind with shapes and images, and I realized that what I’d seen first wasn’t complete, nothing seemed to fit. That didn’t make sense, though, because the house was only so large. Ah, it… wasn’t two-dimensional!

      Applying the new images, flipping one in a way that made me feel I was playing an advanced game of Tetris or backwards Jenga, I put together the full picture.

      Not waiting around and saying ‘Fuck it’ if there were more witches in tombs or whatever, I cleared an opening for myself and then made the floor slant down like a slide. If there was a chance I was going to die in this endeavor, I might as well make it fun!

      It was like being on an old-fashioned ghost train fun-fair ride. Spirits emerged from walls as I flew by, but none of them could do shit. I hit them with blasts of ice and laughed, giving out a final ‘Whoo!’ before emerging into the last room of my Jenga map.

      There was a form in the darkness. I lit up the room simply by willing it, my exhilaration amplifying my confidence and therefore my powers. The basic act made me wonder, given unlimited confidence in myself, where would my limits be? That was a question for another day, however, because the figure in front of me had stirred and was now looking at me.

      It was Megha. Those same narrow eyes, those same little buns in her black hair.

      “You came,” she said, barely able to look up at me with the metal cutting into her. Not regular metal, that much was clear. A magic substance that resembled metal. Not of this world, my system said.

      It made sense, then—from the Dark Lands.

      Riland, I mentally called, and then he was there, seeing it and getting the picture. He gripped the metal, let it cut his hands, but then it was gone and she was free. He gave her a nod, then to me, and went back to the fight against Fatiha.

      “We’re getting out of here,” I said.

      Megha looked at me, a mixture of curiosity and excitement in her eyes, and nodded. “One way or another, we must.”

      I wrapped an arm under her shoulder, helping her to stand, and then we were on the move. Getting out of there was more complicated than entering. For one, I felt extremely depleted. It wasn’t often that using my magic made me so exhausted, but using it to this extent certainly took its toll. When Ebrill was around she could heal me from physical attacks, but I assumed this was more mental.

      “Can you defend yourself?” I asked, wary of our situation.

      She grunted. “I could tear you up.” She stumbled on her next step. “But… at the moment, I might need some help, still.”

      I nodded, hoping my help would be enough.

      She felt warm against me, comforting, and that thought brought me clarity of mind. Enough to at least get us out of that first room. We could hear fighting above, and I pulled her aside, staring into her eyes.

      The answer to my question was clear before I even asked it. “Can you fight?”

      “She… drained me,” Megha admitted. “But… kept me alive as bait.”

      “Drained?”

      “The Eye. It allows her to sort of absorb others.” Her legs nearly gave out, hand clutching mine. “Complete absorption.”

      My eyes went to the ceiling, only now noticing the intricate carvings there, old images of nude women performing magic. An ancient coven, apparently. Old politics of D.C., maybe, as this was likely a house that had been passed down over many generations… or maybe it was even worse than I imagined. Just one witch, taking on different faces of men and women throughout the years, playing various roles in the governing of our country.

      It sickened me, and yet I didn’t feel so surprised.

      I had to hope my team would make it out of there, and sent Shisa the message to run, along with Riland.

      “Come, quickly,” I said, holding tight to Megha, feeling her slim body against mine, her oddly out-of-place calm breathing.

      We moved through rooms that had slats of wood, charred flesh. Offerings, sacrifices… and then cages. Empty, thank the heavens. But clearly used at one point or another.

      Then we were out, moving into a passage that followed a canal—the old Georgetown canals? I didn’t know enough of the region to understand it, but we went as quickly as her energy level would allow.

      A strange connection held us together, one that I assumed she felt, too. It came from that dark land, where we had met. As if both of us existed on more than one plane. It was through this that I could sense her panic, in spite of how calm she appeared.

      “There was a time,” I told her, not sure what would be best here, but knowing I needed to talk, “that I wondered what sort of man I was. Put me in a ring, could I hold my own? Keep my fists up? Last even a round against someone who knew what they were doing?”

      “You’re talking with me about… boxing?” she let out a wheeze of laughter.

      “I’m talking about… questions. Trying to figure out what we’re capable of. And I was. Capable, I mean.”

      “You’ve proven that here, with me.”

      I waved that off. “Before. When there wasn’t any magic, or at least magic I knew of. When I found out I’d gotten into Johns Hopkins, my best buddy who was going off to the Marines challenged me. Got me in the ring at this place he trained, and we went at it.”

      “You won?”

      “Fuck, no.” I laughed, remembering it. “The way each punch felt like I was being hit by a car? The way he put me in the corner and was just going at me like we were the worst of enemies… I thought I was going to die, for a minute or two. Then I was still there, still standing, and I started laughing. He was confused. I got in one good cross that nearly knocked him on his ass. Then I really got it—but still stood. At the end of it all, he just stopped and started laughing, too, and then we showered, went out for beers, and spent the rest of the evening reminiscing. The good ol’ days…”

      “What was the point of this?” she asked.

      “Just… I don’t know. I guess that I’m not leaving you. Okay? No matter what it takes, I’m standing here, and I’ll keep standing. Now, are you with me?”

      “Punch me and see what happens.”

      “I think you missed the point.”

      She winked, showing me that indeed she hadn’t. Putting one hand on the wall, I sensed that we were past the main part of the house, so I created a stairway up. While I was at it, I figured I’d have the stairs move, carrying us up almost like an escalator.

      “It was a fine story,” she said, marveling at what I was doing.

      My gut clenched at the use of my power, but I breathed deep, reminding myself how much of this was mental. In fact, her own lack of energy was in part under my control, right? I mean, I figured that, if I could alter the states of buildings and whatnot, why not learn spells to heal—why not use my power to heal her powers? Maybe it was a sense of duty to her, or maybe related to our Dark Lands connection, but I felt myself inside her. Not in the fun, sexual way, but in that I was there, looking through her eyes and seeing myself for a moment, feeling a ball of light growing within, circling and expanding, tingling up my limbs, and then bursting free.

      “Next time you enter me, ask permission first,” she said, and then I was back in my own body, staring at her smile and loving it. “Thank you.”

      I nodded, a hand out for hers as we ascended. An explosion came from nearby, and I sensed Kordelia there, alone. The stairs stopped moving.

      “Sorry,” I said to Megha. “I have to help her.”

      With a wave of my hand, the wall moved and I charged through, where I found two witches—a male and female—sending blasts Kordelia’s crouched form. She had her wings around her but was so large that I had no doubt it was her. At first. My senses had told me it was a large gargoyle. The largest, and so I assumed, but now that I was there, I realized something was off.

      She was too large.

      The size of two Kordelia’s almost, and still… stone? Some of it cracking, threatening to either break free or reveal the gargoyle beneath.

      “It’s her, who I came for,” Megha said from behind me.

      At her words, the witches realized we were in the room with them. They turned, their attacks now directed at us. My alert went out, my ice wall up. My screen next to me, with the option to wake the gargoyle.

      I grinned, ready for this—and watched the witches stumble back as stone broke free, blue light shooting out as the gargoyle rose with a roar. Even as changed as she was, I recognized her instantly.

      Yenifer.

      The large, hugely muscular woman in her time was now more beast than woman, more terrifying than any of the others. I stood back, ready to watch her tear them to bits, ready for her to thank me and rejoice at joining the others.

      Instead, she gave one more roar, looked at us with red, glowing eyes, and then charged out of there. Breaking through walls. Gone.

      The two witches shared a confused look, but that didn’t last long. One shouted in surprise as Megha leaped onto her back, hands glowing as she reached into the witch’s head. But the other was fast and hit Megha with a blast of green, sending her falling to the floor, writhing.

      I healed Megha, then cast an Ice Claw at the witch while Megha thrust up her hands from where she lay on the ground, pulling so that purple flowed from her attacker, draining the witch.

      My attack took the other witch, cleaving her in two, but a moment later a creature on six feet plowed through another wall, followed by Kordelia. The two were grappling, Kordelia winning, and she looked up at me, shouting, “Go! Get her out of here!”

      “Not without the rest of you.”

      “We’ll be right behind.”

      I hated it, but it was the mission. They were strong, capable. Megha was still recovering, her powers unknown to me. As quickly as the two had come, they were off again, and I was left with Megha and two dead witches.

      There at my side, Megha was recovering. I tried to heal her again, but my power wouldn’t come.

      “Let’s move,” I said, and this time we followed the path made by Yenifer. In part, I hoped to find her, to call to her for help. But there had been something in her eyes, a discouraging look that made me wonder if she was with us yet at all.

      Two rooms in, and Megha was back with me, holding tight, eyes darting around. I held her close, trying to comfort her.

      She’s coming. Riland sent us a mental warning, and I understood Megha’s reaction.

      A moment later, a section of the ceiling imploded and Fatiha crashed in, following up with a series of attacks. Each one connected—magic strikes that left me yearning for death, screaming in agony.

      But, Ebrill followed her down and immediately started casting her healing spells on me. Then the others followed, too. Shisa with his glorious shield, giving me a moment of respite, to think. In a blink of an eye, I was mentally capable. I could use my transmutation powers to finish the healing process.

      Only, Fatiha was on me suddenly, hands on my face, fingers going to my eyes, and we were whisked out of there, the two of us suddenly in darkness. I could smell her, a scent that reminded me of the peaches and candle wax of Gertrude’s house. Even Shisa’s magic defenses hadn’t kept me safe from this witch who I had once thought to be Gertrude’s servant and dear friend.

      “Welcome, boy,” Fatiha said, “to my special place. My happy place.”

      Candles burst to life, showing runes I instantly recognized… Summoning runes! Fatiha stood back, hands spread, fingertips glowing as if pressed to a flame. Her eyes flickered in the candlelight, robes turning to flames that didn’t burn her.

      “They wouldn’t have come just for me, but to have another go at you?” Her smile widened. “You can surely believe they would return for that.”

      “Who would ‘they’ be?” I asked, mind reeling, trying to figure a way out of this. My energy was low, and even as I tried to sense the others, to connect and create an escape from this room, I felt the runes and even deeper magic pushing back. Cancelling out my magic power.

      “Witness,” Fatiha said.

      At that moment, the flames around her surged out, taking shape, and my mind cleared enough to give me the answer. She was bringing back Thiten. Only, there was more than one forming. I stumbled back, fell, then pushed back as flames burst out, the room completely ablaze and light from the candles forming patterns in the air—new, other forms of runes beyond my comprehension.

      “Thiten and Thiton,” Fatiha said. “Sisters, equal in power and will. I present to you… your future.”

      With that, they formed, two women of incredible beauty and power. Two goddesses, one with her net of glowing embers, the other with flowing hair of fire. Two of the Nine.

      “We will take this offering,” Thiten said. “We as one. As Thitis.”

      They stepped together, flames merging, burning, and creating one more powerful being. A being that was suddenly adorned in jewelry and robes of ruby red, rising, about to consume me.

      My ice walls shot up as I sent my calling out. A tunnel—Shisa! Maybe the lion-dog was there, maybe not… but either way, his shield was around me, protecting me. Had I created it myself? I couldn’t know. All I knew was an urge to be gone from that place. So overwhelming was that urge that I actually felt my body start to leave, to teleport.

      Only, something happened then that drew my attention back to the room.

      The Eye of Balor—a necklace around Fatiha’s neck—was pulling at Thitis, taking purple power as I had seen Megha doing to the other witch. Absorbing this goddess, taking her into herself.

      Thitis turned, screaming as flames shot out in every direction. “You dare betray your master?”

      “I am the only master here,” Fatiha replied in a low muttering voice. “And I will have you all. All of the Nine. Upon that day, I will be unstoppable.”

      With a final burst of purple, the light shot out around Thitis, engulfed her, and the flames went out as the energy shot back into Fatiha. She rose, laughing, body convulsing as the power surged through and became hers. The runes lit again, but they were different, glowing purple as did the Eye, and other items were there, too, moving about her in a circle. All ancient magic artifacts.

      My craving to be gone returned, the feeling of leaving that world taking over, of connecting me to Avalon and the Dark Lands all at once, and then I was pulled, back through walls and rooms, catching glimpses of fighting as I went.

      I searched for Megha and the others, my body suspended somewhere between here and the other worlds.  A kick hit me, not a physical thing, but like a mental kick, something that threw me from my connection.

      If I was going to be caught here, I knew I didn’t want it to be back in that room. I transferred my focus to the upper floors, to the way we had come in. I was caught off guard when a blast of magic energy hit me from behind. The force was enough to send me stumbling out through a doorway to land face-down in the grass.

      Nothing made sense, but one thing was certain—I was back.

      Focusing on clearing my mind, I pushed myself up and saw that I was in the courtyard out back. Then I saw her—Fatiha, near the house, watching me.

      The others, where they free? Was I? She tried to come toward me, but I pushed out, focusing on those other worlds, on calling the Liahona to me.

      Her own power canceled it! Nothing happened, and we were at a standstill.

      “Do you really think you’ve done anything to stop me here?” Fatiha laughed, the echoes of Thitis in her voice. She stepped back into the shadows, face shifting to become that of Senator Ohlo, whose house we were at. “The opening will come soon enough, and my army will make this world cower before me.”

      “For what purpose?” I asked.

      “To fucking rule,” she said, sneering, and then she was gone.

      I stood there in the courtyard, Secret Service incoming, shouting for me to get on my knees, hands behind my head. A glance into the shadows showed my team arriving, ready if I gave the signal. But this? No, I couldn’t tell them to fight the Secret Service.

      Whatever happened next would determine where I truly fitted into this world, and I had no plans of becoming the bad guy.

      My first step was to transmorph my face and fingerprints. Next, I sent the Liahona away, dropping my staff. I turned to face them in my false identity, going to my knees with hands up as they demanded.
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      Being dragged off with ties around your wrists and thrown into the back of a car with the likelihood of going to prison wasn’t the bad part. All the eyes on me from nearby residents—that’s what killed.

      Knowing that my team was standing by and could likely break me out hurt, too. I didn’t want them to make any moves but knowing that I didn’t have to be taken in was a bit much to stomach. I was the good guy, though, and had to live up to that.

      I’m with you, Riland’s voice came through.

      Thank God, I replied. The others?

      Safe.

      And Megha?

      He paused, then said, The end there, I’m not sure.

      If we didn’t get her, we’re fucked. All of this was for nothing.

      “What the hell was your plan, anyway?” the man in the front seat asked.

      “We’re not supposed to talk to him,” the other cut in.

      “Says who?”

      A sigh, and then a sudden muzzle-flash. The other guy was dead. A glance back in the mirror, and the driver’s eyes flashed red.

      Shit, I thought to Riland. We have trouble.

      The rest are incoming. And… other help.

      I sat up, looking out the window in time to see the car come smashing into ours, hitting the driver’s side and tearing through his window. At the same time, Senator Funai was there, floating overhead as he sent a spell bursting out that tore the man to shreds.

      Senator Funai landed as the cars screeched to a halt against a guard rail, then he was back with me, pulling me from the wreckage. Three others were with him, all looking like D.C. interns but with hands glowing gold.

      “I thought you couldn’t be involved,” I said, trying to process what had just happened.

      “That was before you let yourself get taken by one of theirs.”

      “How was I supposed to know?” I protested.

      He shook his head. “You couldn’t have.”

      I glanced around, realizing we were only two blocks away from the National Mall and not so far from the Capitol building. The night might have been dark if not for the dull orange glow over the National Mall and the steady flow of cars with their headlights on.

      Something in the wind smelled of sulfur and lavender, two scents I was beginning to associate with magic, lately. While the air was often warm on D.C. nights, a wind came strong and heavy, carrying with it an extra layer of heat that was unnatural.

      My instincts told me to get off the street and a second later I turned to see why. A vehicle came screaming around the corner. I braced myself. When I realized it was a black SUV, though, I shouted, “They’re with us,” and was relieved to see I was right. My team piled out, Shisa on guard, growling toward the Capitol building.

      “Damn,” Steph said, eyeing the wreckage, then the senator.

      “This is the rest of my team,” I told the senator. Riland emerged from me, and nodded, so I added, “Rather, now this is the rest of my team.”

      “I’d love to shake all of your hands,” the senator said, “but…”

      Instead of finishing his sentence, he turned at the moment Shisa reacted and even I felt the surge of magic. A circle of light expanded in the air over the Capitol building, and suddenly the light shot out and then up, as if it was a beacon.

      “The portal,” Riland said, voice shaking.

      “We’re too late,” I added.

      “Too late to prevent it, but not too late to shut it down,” the senator shouted. “Follow me.”

      The rest of us shared looks of excitement at that, then took off after him with his crew of interns on foot. He led us to a building with metal detectors and the full government look of tall columns and marble stairs. One of the interns led the way with a keycard, another pulling out what I thought was a gun but then realized must have been some sort of magic item, based on the way it was glowing. Not likely interns, then, but still fun to think of them that way. We made our way in, then down spiral stairs. More marble, it seemed, and the floor below was white and black tiles. Paintings of white men with white hair lined the wall, one bust-like statue near a separate set of doors we went through, leading us to the dining area.

      “Grabbing a bite?” Steph asked with a hint of annoyance.

      “Tunnels,” the senator said.

      We shared a look of confusion. As he led the way, one of the interns explained, “There are some main ones that go to the Capitol from other government buildings. Some are known, others… less so.”

      “Better to travel where we’re not being watched, I figure,” the senator called back.

      “Smart,” Ebrill muttered as she moved up next to me. “What’d we miss back there? What happened?”

      “Fuck,” I said, and let out an almost hysterical laugh. “A damn lot.”

      We moved through gray tunnels beneath D.C., toward the Capitol, while I told them what had happened with Thiten and Thiton joining, only to be absorbed by Fatiha. How I had saved Megha and even released Yenifer, but how both of them had vanished.

      “All we can do now is hope,” Aerona said.

      “It’s that bad?” I asked.

      She nodded. “We’d hoped to have Megha, and that was before Fatiha had… absorbed, as you say… Thitis.”

      “What she is trying to politely say,” Kordelia chimed in, “is that we are, how do you say…?”

      “Fucked,” Steph filled in the rest. “We’re fucked.”

      “Not so fast,” Senator Funai said, turning to us. We had reached another set of doors, although the tunnel continued to our left. “This is it. Through here and up, and we’ll be at the portal location. All we have to do is fight long enough to deactivate the portal by destroying at least one of the magic items holding it open. Defeating Fatiha can come at a different time.”

      “Or not at all,” a voice said, somewhat a mixture of Fatiha and her absorbed goddess. The door blasted open and three dog-like creatures the size of bears burst in. Lines of glowing green moved along their bodies like snakes but were like cracks in the stone that made up these creatures.

      I was glad they weren’t legit dogs. Maybe it was my dad’s love for them, but I couldn’t see myself being okay with fighting one. These things, though, with their nasty, snarling teeth and their eyes that peeled back to look like demons’ eyes, weren’t going to be a problem.

      It was the way they split open after being torn apart by spells and gargoyle claws that worried me. That green glowing stuff came out like ooze, forming into blobs that shot out, tendrils trying to take us, and left sizzling lines on the cement of the passage.

      Senator Funai lifted a clawed hand that shook, causing one of the blobs to convulse and squeeze back in on itself until it kind of splatted, done. His interns had those magic gun-looking devices, shooting and sending shocks through the others. Aerona shouted for me to freeze them. I did, then brought them back as remnants—because more enemies were coming. A creature with a hood and robes like Death swept through, each hand wielding long blades, or maybe its hands were the blades. Rilandwas cut, but Ebrill swept him aside and held him while he healed. Kordelia tried to hold her own against the death creature but it was faster than her. Luckily for us, we had it outnumbered. I used my go-to spell, the ice claw, and that distracted it at least long enough for Kordelia and Riland to attack with spells that left it as a slumped pile of robes.

      Meanwhile, I saw that the senator and his troupe were dealing with little kobold creatures and several Drow who had made it down. One of them looked familiar, actually, and when the Drow blocked a spell while surging toward the senator, then held his body close, blade sticking through and coming out from the man’s back, I saw why.

      It was one of the Drow who had been on guard back in Avalon, before the betrayal. If Rianne were here, I wondered what she would say.

      As it was, the others had enough to spit out at him.

      “Fucking traitor!” Ebrill howled, lunging at him with blue flames licking her horns and fingers, claws clanging off his armor.

      He dropped Senator Funai’s lifeless body and attacked, but then switched to defense as Kordelia joined in.

      “We trusted you to defend Rianne,” Kordelia growled between strikes.

      “Everyone makes mistakes,” the Drow countered. “That was one of the many that your people made.”

      Aerona had seen and was trying to fight her way over through kobolds and others, tearing a path through, but Riland got to him before her, at the same time as an intern’s shot from the magic taser hit and put the Drow on his knees, and then Riland summoned a sword that cut right through the Drow’s head.

      “Brother,” Riland said, standing over the corpse, watching it fall.

      “Not…?” I started, wondering if he meant real brother, but Ebrill shook her head. The fighting was still going on. Steph was nearby blasting fire as her wraith knights fought just past her, but I then finally processed the fact that the senator was dead.

      I stepped over to him, overcame a kobold with my remnants, and stared at the lifeless eyes of the man who had come to our aid. I had hardly known him, and there he was, dead… for me.

      Monsters of all sorts were converging on us as Senator Funai’s body lay lifeless at my feet. All I could do was drop to my knees and morph our surroundings so that we were protected. The last of those inside fell with ease. I cast ice walls as well, and was vaguely aware of Ebrill casting booster spells to amplify our defense and speed, while Aerona and Kordelia added to my shields.

      “We need more than this,” Steph said, taking a knee at my side.

      “Megha,” Riland added.

      “We failed,” I replied. “We have no idea where she is.”

      “On that note, though, I have an idea.” Riland held out a hand. “Close your eyes, pretend to sleep. I’ll take care of the rest.”

      “What?”

      “Just… with our mental connection. Me to you, her to that place—I think it can work.”

      Doing as he said, I listened to the sounds of attacks on our shields and walls, felt the magic as the enemy tried to barrage our position. And then, with a jolt, I wasn’t there at all but back in the land where I had met Riland and Megha.

      To my surprise, a translucent version of her was there. Not nude, this time, but dressed as we had seen her with the coven—a thin, flowing black robe that fell low at the edges to reveal some nice side boob.

      She eyed me, grinned, and said, “Knew you’d come looking for me here.”

      “I thought I pulled you out of this place. Saved you.”

      “You did—but my magic is the type that allows me to reconnect. This time, I’m not really here, but projecting myself. It’s quite convenient, especially since it allows me to do this.”

      Reaching out her hand, she grabbed mine. We were instantly torn from that land and back in the tunnel beneath the Capitol. Only, now she was there with me, fully in the flesh but wearing her black robe.

      The others gasped at the sight of her Shisa gave her a quick sniff and approving nod. Steph glanced down at our clasped hands, and when Megha saw her looking, she brought my hand up to her face, licked it, and tried to take one of my fingers into her mouth. I pulled my hand away, cleared my throat, and nodded at the surrounding walls—one was starting to crumble and was covered in cracks, clearly about to give.

      “Care to help us out, here?” I waved my hands, hoping that conveyed magic. “And then we were thinking you might have a way of tracking down others from your group.”

      “Like Yenifer,” Ebrill said as she moved in for an embrace. “It’s good to have you back.”

      “You are back, right?” Aerona asked.

      Megha smiled wide. “Same me, but new and improved. As I can say for all of you—fuck, Ebrill, your tits were never like that when you were a boring old elf.”

      Ebrill looked down at her chest, considered, and smiled. “True. But, as Jericho pointed out—maybe we fight first, then discuss chest size?”

      “I have no problem with that.” Megha admitted. She turned to me, then motioned at the walls. “Okay, let’s go.”

      “Go…?” I asked.

      “Pull the walls down. I’ll take care of them.”

      “There’re a lot of those bastards out there,” Steph said.

      “Who’s the old lady?” Megha asked, which was quite humorous considering the fact that all the others were much older. It just so happened, due to magical reasons, that Steph had white hair.

      “Sorry,” I said, holding up a hand in my way of asking Steph to let it go. “But… you’re sure you can handle it?”

      “Are you ready?” Megha winked, then said, “Get back, and prepare yourselves.”

      She jumped, and as she did a form materialized beneath her. Large, growing larger, until she was sitting on the shoulders of a behemoth of a monster. Thick muscles braided beneath gray skin, no face other than a mouth full of sharp teeth, and her hands through its now-translucent head, massaging its brain.

      “Rampage mode, motherfuckers!” Megha shouted, and then the creature she rode charged forward with fists swinging. It broke through my walls in a matter of seconds, spinning and jumping and starting to pound on the enemy beyond a moment later. Blood was flying, Megha riding it and cooing softly between giggles, as if this was her pet cat simply playing with a ball of yarn.

      Shisa whimpered, which I could one hundred percent relate to, then joined the rest of us as we darted out to press the assault. We formed a convex semi-circle, fighting but staying clear of Megha, and working our way in the direction the senator had been leading us.

      “Wait,” I said, and turned back to make the ground absorb the senator. Not the burial I was sure he deserved, but the best we could give him in the moment. Plus, we didn’t want his body showing up and questions being asked. “May he rest in peace.”

      There was nothing else to be said for now, and my attention was drawn back toward my team as the night filled with the sound of screams.
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      We emerged in the Capitol and ran out onto the steps, looking across the National Mall and seeing the portal there. It rose in a massive beam of light, monster after monster emerging to cause havoc.

      A crowd of them stood at the bottom of the steps, some with snake bodies, others with long horns. There were the dog-like things we had faced in the tunnels, and flying creatures like I had seen in the Dark Lands. It was actually happening—the army was coming, some of it already here on Earth.

      Fatiha appeared in the crowd, smiling as she floated toward us, several of her retinue in tow.

      “These games have carried on long enough.” She lifted her hand to attack, but in that instant, I felt a pulse go out from Megha.

      A gust of wind tussled my hair and then Yenifer was there, landing so hard that she cracked the marble stair she had landed on. Wings spread, eyes glowing, she snarled at Fatiha. Still no recognition of us yet, but at least she was facing the enemy.

      “I see you have new friends,” Fatiha said. “But it won’t matter.”

      “You killed the senator.” I thrust out my hand, and my staff—wherever it had been—suddenly appeared in my grip. Light circled around the tip, then the Liahona appeared. “We’re done with this shit.”

      With a sneer, Fatiha flew forward, flames trailing.

      I wasn’t about to let her kill anyone else. Rage at the idea that she would try was boiling up inside of me. Megha began to summon a creature. Yenifer braced herself and roared. Steph summoned her wraith knights, and the others braced themselves for the onslaught. All the while I let my rage well up, and then turned it into a deep focus that pulled simultaneously on Avalon and the Dark Lands.

      It was like all of my focus before had been a whisper, and now I was shouting. Energy poured into me, magic from those lands, mine for the taking. Deep legends and ancient rituals all flooded into me. In that moment, I pulled on the powers of past mages before me. So much so, that as I thrust my staff and the Liahona forward, the surrounding air lit up and I realized I was wearing robes that fluttered in the wind. A mask, too, had come to rest on my face. I wondered about its history, how much of that would come to light in the near future.

      For the moment, all I cared about was kicking Fatiha’s ass.

      As if on cue, both sides charged. Watching my newfound power sweep over them was like watching those old movies where the first wave of charging soldiers falls to a wave of arrows. Light shot out, almost like blue flames. Kobolds and the like were blasted away, one giant vanishing only to be called upon by Megha a second later. She had her hands in its head and was on its shoulders, whooping as she rode it down the steps to go berserk on the enemy.

      My thought then, was that when we ‘killed’ the enemy, they were sent back to the Dark Lands. As long as that portal was open, they could repeatedly keep on coming.

      I sent out another blast, aiming this one for Fatiha. She braced herself but was thrown back slightly, burn marks smoking on her skin. But she wasn’t defeated, not with the power of Thitis in her.

      My power was great, but I couldn’t hold it long. Like trying to play a role, the minute I ‘broke character,’ the magic faded. I was back in my jeans and t-shirt, the remaining enemy still charging.

      Yenifer and the two larger gargoyles swept through the sky, descending on the enemy with a barrage of strikes and spells, while Shisa stayed with me for defense and Ebrill kept toward the edge of the fighting in order to hit us with buffers. Steph’s wraith knights were giving the enemy hell, and the senator’s interns, to their credit, were holding their own.

      I took off down the steps, finding it odd that most of the fallen had vanished into the other world. Not all, though, or not all yet. Those who were only injured, and the dying but not yet dead, stayed, clawing their way across the ground and trying to lash out when they could. I leaped over a two-headed bear, thrusting out with my Liahona power again as I landed so that I finished him and the snake-like lady next to him. Then I spun, aiming for Fatiha, but she was in the air. One second ahead, shooting around in bursts of flame the next.

      “This is all you have to throw against me?” she said with an ugly laugh. “Come, Jericho… you’re not as pitiful as that… are you?”

      She flashed into flames, appearing as a spiral of fire that came right for me. I threw an ice wall her way and dodged. The ice wall didn’t do anything to stop her but had at least blocked her vision so she couldn’t see that I had rolled out to the side and was now up. Two ice claw spells nearly caught her, and then I used my remnant spell. When they rose, I realized the creatures had that same blue-gray tint as the ones Megha called upon.

      To be able to send the enemy right back at themselves felt great. Even better when half of their forces stared at their former companions in shock, right before being pummeled into the ground. My remnants could only take a hit or two, but it was enough when paired with a surge of flurries I threw at them. Each time we took down enemies, I summoned more remnants. Although, like Steph with her wraith knights, I began to feel the toll.

      And, at the moment I stumbled, Fatiha was ready to strike. She hit me with a blast of flame. It didn’t kill me, thanks to Shisa nearby, but it hurt like hell and left me with a singed eyebrow, I was pretty sure.

      Moving back to Shisa, I said “Carreg,” and kept moving as attacks and spells bounced off me. I didn’t have the energy for more, and felt the stone skin effect of the spell actually slow me down, draining me of energy. It was a good defensive spell if I didn’t need to charge in kicking ass two seconds later. Shisa’s protective spells took over right as the stone skin faded.

      “Doing okay there, boss?” Riland pulled back to my side, sword at the ready. His powers seemed best suited here for sword fighting or a skill that allowed him to send creatures back to the Dark Lands. Since the sword did the same thing, it made more sense in combat of this nature.

      Watching another troop emerge from the portal, I shook my head, but had a thought. “She’s sending them in waves. Why?”

      “I don’t follow.”

      My words were mostly for me to figure it out, anyway, so I continued, “Waves means surges of energy. Just like my energy is low, she must be recharging it… or recharging an item.”

      Eyes scouring the battlefield, I noted Aerona going up against Fatiha on one side, Kordelia trying to take the other. There, by an art sculpture in the grass, I saw what I hoped was what I had been looking for.

      The ground was glowing, in a sense. More like heat waves of light. Another search, this time knowing what I was looking for—sure enough, there was another spot opposite the portal. More became apparent, and I focused on seeing it from above, as if flying. Using my transmorph power, I was able to make a line of light appear before me to draw it out.

      “As I thought,” I said. “A simple rune pattern.”

      “No shit?” Steph said, and I turned to see that she had apparently joined us.

      “It’d seem so. Meaning, she had to arrange the magical items in certain locations to set up the portal. Disrupt them, and it closes.”

      “Close,” Steph said. “But… I’d caution that it might have been to open the portal, not keep it open. You might have to do a counter-rune to really close it.”

      “Shit.”

      I looked at the rune, realizing it was similar, maybe even the same, to one back at Gertrude’s.

      “We’ll need to disrupt it before we can alter it,” Steph said, apparently having seen something in my eyes.

      “Then let’s focus on that.”

      I nodded to Riland and was about to charge for the closest glowing spot of the rune, when a roar came to my left. We all turned to see a massive lion with wings, and there alongside him was Galahad and other fighters attacking the enemy’s flank. The cavalry had arrived!

      Taking advantage of the moment, I sprinted. Whatever force Galahad had brought with him was likely to at least be enough to give me the time I needed. I reached the ground and knelt, hand on the ground and fingers in the dirt, willing it to move aside.

      A moment later, I was staring at a hole in the ground. An item hovered there where the dirt must have been used to conceal it from most eyes. Mine happened to be special.

      This item wasn’t really an item at all, but a small creature curled up in a ball, its heart area glowing bright, emitting the light. Shit, I didn’t want to kill this thing. I didn’t know what it was!

      At that moment, Megha went storming by on her tank of a monster, laughing as it smashed heads and pummeled teeth out of mouths.

      “That gives me an idea,” I said, and whistled.

      Megha glanced up, and I said, “A little help, here.”

      Her tank charged over, and halfway to me she pulled her hands from its head, then leaped and rolled out of the fall to land next to us. The monster fell, no longer having anyone to control it, and faded out of our world.

      “What is it?” Megha asked.

      “Can you… try your thing on this guy?” I indicated the floating creature.

      Megha eyed it. “Shit!” she exclaimed, suddenly leaping toward me and grabbing me as she fell to the ground, so that I was pulled out of the way of a blast of fire.

      “I let this go on for far too long,” Fatiha cried as she came at us again.

      “Get it out of here, then we try,” I whispered to Megha, bracing myself. Staff held high, ready to call on the Liahona and my connection to the other worlds, I indicated the nearest building, “Get it there.”

      “The bathroom?” Steph said, frowning.

      “Anywhere that’s out of sight!” I shouted.

      “Bathroom works,” Megha shouted back, taking off with the creature in her arms.

      Fatiha let out a shout and flew after Megha. I was ready, though, my powers recharging fast. As the robes of the other worlds flowed around me and light burst forth in all directions, I pulled myself toward her by connecting us, and focused on using the magic to try and transmorph her. While I hadn’t really been sure what I was doing, it worked! Halfway to Megha, Fatiha transformed into a massive whale and plummeted into the ground below.

      The effect was short-lived, though. A moment later she turned on me as she morphed into a massive crocodile, and I was reminded of Captain Hook. No thanks. I struck out with magic attacks as she turned herself back into her natural form, matching my spell with hers.

      “Go!” Steph said, and thrust a barrage of fire attacks at Fatiha while three wraith knights charged the witch. Riland was there, too, pressing the attack, and I knew where I was needed.

      “Be safe,” I shouted, and took off after Megha. With each step, I noticed that as the extra burst of magic from the other worlds faded, so did my otherworldly robes, leaving me as I had been.

      I found Megha inside the doorway of the women’s restroom, where she indicated one of the stalls and said, “It’s hiding in there.”

      “No way.” I checked, and sure enough there were little feet, along with whimpering. “Damn.”

      Megha nodded, but held the creature up, hands in its head. It was almost cute, in a way—like a rounded out, furry lizard-puppy. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Tell the creature to deactivate whatever magic it’s tapped into.”

      “Already done,” she replied as the glow faded from the creature. “Also, I’m keeping it.”

      “What?”

      “Bob. That’s its name now—I’m keeping Bob.”

      Confused, I realized she was talking about the strange creature. Giving her a quick nod of ‘who the fuck cares,’ I glanced back out and saw the portal still there. “Damn. And… any chance we can use this thing to figure out the counter-rune?”

      She thought, then closed her eyes. “Tap me.”

      “Sorry?”

      “I mean, tap into me. See if you can pull out what I’m seeing.”

      “Ah, right.” I put a hand on her and focused on doing exactly that. Sure enough, I was able to see the runes necessary for the portal, and even better, they made sense. The building rocked. No, not just the building, but the ground around us. Part of one of the nearby government buildings was collapsing. We had to do this, and now.

      A gush of air hit and then the gargoyles were there two seconds later, all but Yenifer. She was still out there somewhere, running amok.

      “What’s happening?” I asked, stepping out to see that Riland, Shisa, and Steph were sprinting toward us. Then I got my answer. Fatiha was absorbing other witches and Drow into herself, growing in power.

      “We need to finish this, and finish it now,” Aerona said.

      I nodded. “The runes from back at the house. I think there’s a way to adjust them, to make the counter-runes and put out a defensive shield over the city at the same time. But…”

      “It’ll take the entire focus of those runes,” Ebrill said, and sucked in a breath. “Meaning Glitonea’s release.”

      I nodded.

      “Do it.” Aerona looked out at the chaos. “We’re running out of options.”

      As much as I hated the idea of setting Glitonea free, she was right. It had to be done. We could deal with the ramifications of that decision after taking out Fatiha.
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      Using the power of the Dark Lands and Avalon, layering them over our world in a way that let me ignore distance to a degree, I was able to tap into the runes below our house. When I did, I became aware of other runes throughout the city, runes I couldn’t quite tap into yet, but certainly planned on exploring more later. Some held treasures, others kept dark secrets hidden. Intriguing, but not my goal at the moment.

      For now, I needed to focus on amplifying the defensive nature of this place. Or, better yet, shutting off the magic. My gargoyle team would still be gargoyles, and as far as I knew Shisa would still work in a defensive capacity. Then again, wait! All those Drow and whatnot didn’t need magic if they had weapons and could overpower us by numbers. I didn’t stand a chance against them without my magic. Damn. The idea had been worth the thought, at least, but it just wouldn’t work.

      Instead, I stuck with the original plan. Accessing the runes, my first step was to attempt a message to Glitonea, without knowing if it would get to her. To let her know what was happening, to ask for her help.

      If not for us, for your sisters—for the Nine, I sent.

      Then I adjusted the runes, knowing it would set her free, but feeling the protective barrier go up over the city and seeing the portal flashing out of existence was worth it. Whatever Fatiha managed here today, at least it would be contained. In fact, why not make a separate, internal barrier? Keep them concentrated in the National Mall area. Making the adjustments, I tied it to the original rune magic Fatiha had used to construct the portal and amplified it with her magic. I felt a surge of pride when it seemed to have worked.

      I pulled myself out of there, back with my team, and nodded.

      “Well, then,” Aerona said, “all that’s left is to do our best.”

      “Kill ’em all,” I said. “Let God sort ‘em out. Or… let them simply appear back in the Dark Lands and go from there.”

      Steph laughed, apparently the only one who got my Marine Corps reference. Oh, well.

      Now that the portal was gone, our confidence surged. As one, we moved back out to face the enemy, this time knowing that when they were defeated, they wouldn’t come back. They were already moving on us so we formed a semi-circle, preparing for the attack. When it came, blood flew and heads rolled. We were going all out, a barrage of magic and crazy summonings on Megha’s behalf. Each time their troops fell, I’d bring them back as remnants and send them into the fray so that soon, much of the enemy was fighting other-plane versions of itself and we could turn our attention to Fatiha and the more powerful opponents.

      “You’ve just locked yourself in here with us,” Fatiha said. “Big mistake.”

      “Is it?” I asked, gesturing to the fighting going on. Her numbers were dropping.

      With a snarl, she charged us, only to be caught by a swirling mist that then formed into Glitonea, who slammed her to the ground.

      “Wha…?” Fatiha managed to croak out, Eye of Balor surging—but only slightly before Glitonea pulled the necklace free, examined it for a moment, and then carved a quick rune into Fatiha’s chest with her fingernail. Fatiha growled at the pain, hands gripping Glitonea as she tried to absorb the woman.

      “Not going to happen,” Glitonea said, eyes moving to us. “Ah, I see we have mutual friends.”

      “What’s next, here?” I asked, not in the mood for small talk.

      Glitonea considered, then looked down at Fatiha, lifting a hand to smash her face in.

      A surprise blast came from Fatiha’s bracelet, then another that sent Glitonea flying.

      Glitonea was up, and the fight continued, but now Glitonea was going against Fatiha and her army. Not exactly with us, but as I saw it, a contributing party. All of the fighting and chaos, and yet my team stuck together, looking out for each other. Megha and her various summonings—a new one each time the other was killed off—needed their room, and Yenifer was out there doing her thing, but otherwise, we were one cohesive unit.

      At one point, I turned from killing a hell-beast to see Glitonea ripping the head off a Drow then eyeing me.

      “You set me free,” she said, considering me. “You weren’t… horrible to me. Today, I’ll let you live.”

      “Thanks for that,” I replied.

      “Keep her busy, if you can. I’m going to find my sisters and come back for her. I advise you to be in hiding before that day comes.”

      “Unlikely.”

      “You’re aware, then?” Ebrill asked. “What happened to them, I mean?”

      Glitonea’s eyes narrowed as she nodded. “We are all connected, in a sense. And maybe that will be Fatiha’s downfall.”

      She turned and vanished with a flash of her hand.

      Fatiha, having seen this, growled. Likely pissed that her portal plan had been foiled, she gave one last shout of frustration and turned on me. All of the light and even the air around her surged, converging on her, fueling her.

      “This might hurt,” Ebrill said. “Standing by to heal.”

      “It won’t,” I replied, and braced myself, analyzing the runes, seeing if there was one last way I could adjust them.

      Fatiha shot at me like an explosion, but I was ready, having found the necessary adjustment to the runes. In a flash, the portal reappeared directly in front of us, only this time it was going in the opposite direction. Fatiha and all of her magical power shot into it, the sound of her shouting in frustration and anger echoing even as the portal vanished.

      All of the others fell away, gone to the Dark Lands. My screen popped up, showing that I had leveled up to eleven. It now read:

      

      Level 11 MAGE

      

      Statistics

      Strength:  35

      Speed:       33

      Luck:        30

      Charisma: 27

      

      Mana: 980

      

      New Spells

      

      Gorffwys (sleep); Frost Footing; Ice Wall; Ice Claw; Frost Bite; Flurries; Freeze; Frost Remnant; Carreg (stone skin)

      

      New Magic Type

      

      Access to Avalon

      Rune Magic: Illusion Breaking, Cloaking

      

      It was done. For now. I had no doubt that Fatiha would find a way out of the Dark Lands, and knew Glitonea was out there working to bring the rest of the remaining Nine back. Until either of those was an immediate threat, though, we were going to get some well-earned rest.

      We looked up to see Yenifer there, climbing what I was pretty sure was one of the art museums, judging by the large posters of paintings. She stood there, crouched, looking down at us. Did she recognize us at all? Was there some part of her that knew where she belonged, but for some reason wasn’t ready?

      As if in answer, she turned and took off, leaping into the night and gliding off.  The barrier had gone away with the portal, so she could go.

      “Yenifer!” I shouted after her, but soon she was simply a dot in the sky. Gone.

      “We’ll find her,” Megha said.

      “And then what?” Ebrill shook her head, staring after the gargoyle. “She’s gone. Mentally.”

      Kordelia took a step as if to pursue. “We’ll see about that.”

      A hand on her arm, from Megha. “She’s right, partially. But so are you—we will find her, when she’s ready.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “I have a connection with her. Small, not very strong, but it’s there. Why do you think she showed up to help us? I was able to call to her, but you’re right… there’s something not there right now. We’ll find her and bring her back. But not today.”

      It broke my heart to see them like this, but if Megha said so, we had to listen to her. She had the connection, she knew those Dark Lands and all of this better than I.

      “And Glitonea?” I asked. “The Nine?”

      “Worrisome,” Aerona chimed in.

      Megha nodded. “More so than Fatiha, perhaps.”

      “But only if they’re able to summon the others,” I countered. “And Fatiha, I mean, couldn’t we let them fight each other, then take on the victor?”

      “If that victor was Fatiha with all of their powers in one, we would really be in trouble.”

      “Then we have to stop them. Save Yenifer, stop Fatiha once and for all… and maybe go up against the remaining Nine.”

      “There are one or two we might be able get to join us,” Aerona pointed out. “I’d say that’s our first step.”
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      In the hours that followed the saving of D.C., and quite possibly the world, we had a lot to deal with. Somewhere out there, Yenifer was flying around or hiding in dark comers. She had, it seemed, been sleeping all these years. Now awake but confused and for some reason not recognizing her friends, she needed our help. Megha was with us, at least, but our enemy was damn strong and threatening to get stronger.

      Our first step was to get off the streets since people were congregating. We still had a couple of hours of night left, I figured, but couldn’t move out in the open until the crowd died away. While we tried to figure out a plan, we ducked into a small bar with barely anyone inside.

      Ebrill cast an illusion over herself and the other gargoyles, and the ladies took a booth while Shisa, Riland, and I went to order drinks for everyone. We got our beers and a couple of margaritas for them, but the ladies were all laughing and loving their company with each other, hardly noticing us.

      Kordelia took a drink, then spat it out and shouted, “What is this shit? Bring me mead!”

      I laughed, and quickly went back to see what we could do. To my relief, the bar had mead! Who knew? The other ladies quickly replaced their sugar-shit margaritas with mead, and I was taught a valuable lesson about badass women and their drinking habits.

      I had a Guinness. Taking it with Riland, we moved back to a table in the middle of the bar. I took a gulp of beer and foam, closing my eyes to savor the moment. Fucking A, Guinness could not be matched in my book.

      He was watching me, not drinking yet, and I realized maybe he was waiting for a toast or cheers.

      “Thank you,” I said, and held out my glass to him.

      He clanked his glass against mine, then nodded.

      “You’re… doing okay?” I asked.

      “I’ll find her. My princess. But, for now…” He took a swig of his beer.

      “Whatever I can do to help, name it.”

      “When the time comes, I will.” He eyed my group. “Not that you need any help in that department.”

      “No, I don’t suppose I do.”

      We cheered with our glasses, shared a look with the ladies at their table in the corner, then laughed.

      “If I wasn’t so stricken…” he said.

      “What, you’d go for one of them?”

      He considered it, then shook his head. “No, not likely. Steph is clearly smitten with you, as are the others, really. Additionally, they are like sisters to me. As attractive as they are, I can’t see myself doing it.”

      I nodded, then said, “Wait, not all the others. Only Ebrill, and maybe Kordelia.”

      He cocked his head. “You really believe that?”

      “I just met Megha, and—”

      “It doesn’t matter. You’ll see.”

      I excused myself for the bathroom. I’d had just finished and opened the door to leave when Steph pushed her way in. She grinned, shoved me back inside, and locked the door behind her.

      “What’s up?” I asked her.

      She grinned and pressed herself against me, lips to mine, tongue tasting my mouth. “I fucking want you.”

      “Here?” I asked, pulling away to look at the dirty bathroom.

      Her eyes roamed over the place, too, and she laughed. “It’s not optimal, but… how about I just let you have some fun?”

      “In wha—” I started, but she turned me around so that I faced the mirror and she stood behind me, pulling out my cock. A moment later, her lips pressed to my neck, eyes on me, she stroked me off over the sink.

      “Is this what it would feel like if I had a cock?” she whispered. “If I was jacking myself off?”

      I didn’t know what to say, just reached behind me, hand down her pants, and felt the soft tissue of her folds. Finding the firm clit there, I massaged it, bringing her to climax a moment before my cum shot out into the sink. In an odd way, it was hot.

      She turned me around for a deep, passionate kiss, then said, “Let’s get back out there to join the others. And on that note… I think Aerona is interested. Maybe she’s not ready yet. But… soon.”

      With a bite of her lip, she left me with that thought, going out first, me a moment later.

      I washed my hands, ran water on my face, and cleaned off my dick with paper towels. Joining the others, I couldn’t help but wonder about our situation. Our main ally with the Order was dead. Well, main living ally.

      But we weren’t done with the Order, as I was reminded when the interns found us at the bar. They extended an invitation to the house, reminding me that Galahad was still around.

      We went, because… well, we weren’t sure what else to do. Morning was coming fast, and we didn’t have time to get back to Gertrude’s place.

      Galahad stood in the doorway, holding it open and waiting for us to enter. To my surprise, there were at least a dozen others gathered within, all with that gold, glowing symbol on their necks. Men and women of the Order.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      Galahad walked over to the others, standing in their midst, and then went to one knee. “We are ready to serve.”

      I frowned, eyeing the others as they did the same.

      “I don’t follow,” I admitted.

      Galahad rose, and so the others did, too. “Senator Funai left distinct orders that this was to be done. He named these men and women as the only ones from the Order he could be one hundred percent certain with his trust, and said he hoped you would continue with his legacy.

      “How?” I truly wasn’t following.

      “I think he meant,” this time, Galahad stepped close, lowering his voice, “to become him. Only from time to time, naturally.”

      For a moment I still wasn’t following, then turned to him and frowned, then back to my team. “Can I do that?”

      Ebrill frowned, shrugged.

      “Probably?” Megha said but looked to Aerona.

      “The key will be really harnessing your transmutation power and holding it in place. We can work on that… together.”

      Her eyes moved away and then back to me, a slight smile at the edge of her lips. She seemed to be interested in working on more than just that, but not be totally committed.

      We would have to get to the bottom of that, but for now, needed to address the issue at hand.

      “He knew there was a possibility he might die…” I said, the words leaving my mouth like a cloud over water.

      “He knew he would die,” Galahad corrected me.

      I frowned, blinked, then looked to my team for confirmation. All gave me nods or smiles of affirmation.

      “I’ll do it,” I said. “I think. Most of this is still a bit unclear, but… if it’s good for the right side of the Order, if it’s good for the universe. Yes.”

      “You’ll need to continue your education, when not being the senator,” Galahad said.

      “What? How?”

      “During the day. We’ve seen to it that you’re still good to go for Johns Hopkins, and in fact they will make scheduling easy for you. Transportation and all that. When needed as the senator, you play the role. When not otherwise occupied, ensure you’re learning. Studying up on politics and economics, everything you will need to know to play the part.”

      “It’s a bit much, I’m sure,” Megha said, stepping up to us, eyes moving to the stairs. “But on another note, sunrise is almost upon us.”

      “Ah, right.” Galahad nodded to one of the women with the Order. “Silvia will show those of you who sleep during the day to the rooftop.”

      “A more secluded room will be fine.”

      “I assure you, magical defenses are in place.” He held her gaze, then nodded. “If you prefer.”

      Silvia nodded, gesturing them to the back staircase.

      “We’ll see you tonight,” Ebrill said as she and the other two gargoyles followed Silvia. Kordelia and Aerona smiled my way, the former blowing a kiss and laughing.

      “Stay safe,” I replied, then turned to Riland, Megha, and Steph. “I don’t know about you two, but I’m beat.”

      “This way,” Galahad said, gesturing me to another staircase. “Your quarters.”

      “Oh. We have our own house.”

      “Now you have two.” Galahad grinned, leaning in. “You wouldn’t prefer to stay under the same roof as the gargoyles? In case there’s trouble, I mean.”

      Shisa rubbed against my leg, giving me his answer. And who was I to argue with that?

      “Sold,” I said.

      “Actually, I don’t think I need sleep quite yet,” Riland said. “Mind if I stay here and get to know the rest of the team?”

      “Smart idea,” I replied, wishing I had the energy for it.

      One glance at Steph told me she was as drained as I was, so we followed Galahad, my mind swimming with the implications of what we were taking on. I wasn’t sure I fully comprehended it yet.
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      The next day was nothing but relaxing and recuperating. D.C. was in turmoil, the news station saying it had been a terrorist attack. The Order, led by Galahad—who apparently never needed rest—would watch the senator’s place, or what was now our place, while we explored. Riland had been buddying up with the man and a couple ladies, and when we found them, they were sitting in a reception room around a white couch-thing, the ladies laughing, one with a hand on Riland’s leg.

      I nodded to him, and he came over to where Megha and Steph stood with me.

      “What’s the deal?” I asked.

      He leaned in, lowering his voice. “Seeing if we can trust them. I think we can.”

      “And the lady?” Megha asked, eyebrow raised.

      Riland glanced back and chuckled. “Let’s be honest, the princess and me? Never was going to happen.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Go on, enjoy your day.” Riland indicated the door. “I’ll be here.”

      I raised an eyebrow, but said, “I could use a coffee. Maybe a scone?”

      “Sounds great to me,” Steph replied, and Megha nodded enthusiastically. Shisa moseyed out and looked up at us, then kept going. Apparently, he was fine with staying with Riland, which was best anyway since he would draw attention out there.

      Speaking of drawing attention. I licked my lips, eyes going to Megha. Her black ‘dress’ was damn revealing. Maybe not too much for somewhere like California, but in D.C. it was bound to stick out.

      “Maybe one of the ladies has something you could wear?” I offered.

      Her eyes narrowed, but she shrugged, then pulled off her dress and tossed it at me before turning to the ladies nearby. “Excuse me, but do you have anything more D.C.-appropriate for me to wear?”

      “I’ll get right on it,” the one who had been touching Riland’s leg said and bounded up to go off and find something. Riland shot me a glare, but then his eyes joined the rest of ours, staring at Megha’s nude form.

      She wasn’t bad to look at, that was for damn sure. Small in stature, but with a round ass and wide hips. The curve of her breasts pulled my attention, driving me to want to stand behind her and run my hands along the edges, cupping them, pinching those cute, perky nipples between my thumb and forefinger.

      Her eyes met mine, a half-smile on her lips, and then she waited. The lady returned with a purple skirt and white blouse. Very not Megha, but the outfit would do for walking around outside.

      When she was ready, the three of us headed out. Nowhere in mind, exactly, but we meandered around, and found a sunny spot with outdoor seating at a park. While Steph went to the bathroom, Megha had me get a couple of popsicles.

      “Back in the old days of Avalon, I always felt like an outsider,” Megha admitted, eyeing her popsicle and then giving it a very lovely, seductive lick. “It was a different time. A time when the type of actions you and the others are so open with was… frowned upon.”

      “It still is, by some,” I admitted.

      “Let’s not meet them.”

      “Agreed.” I took a lick of my popsicle, loving the sour strawberry lemonade, so refreshing. Not just in the heat, but with all the chaos lately, it was a cool reminder of simpler times, of a summer in the rose garden overlooking Portland. Of times with my mom, when she had still been passionate for the future, back when she still believed she and my dad were going places in life.

      It hadn’t lasted long, and by the time I was twelve I was able to smell the bullshit, able to notice the empty bottles and all that.

      At least there had been a time when it was all good. Then again, with a glance at Megha smiling so cutely in my direction, there was no doubt this was a great time—better, in many ways. I could create my future, a new kind of life.

      For me and my team, there was a bright future. Maybe, when I was in the right place to do so, I would be able to help my parents do something more, too.

      “How do you feel now?” I asked.

      She laughed. “Like you got distracted. But that… I like you anyway.”

      “Thanks.”

      She laughed again, and I loved that laugh. Fuck, how was it I could be so into each of these ladies, and it not feel the slightest bit weird? I leaned over and kissed her. She smiled, licked her popsicle, and shrugged.

      “The thing is, we’re all together in this.” She turned, eyes roaming over the architecture of D.C. “It’s a lovely world, and more lovely with us all together. We need to get back, figure out how this will all work… how to find Yenifer. To be together.” Her eyes took on a spark of mischief as she looked me up and down. “Think… I mean, do you think you can handle her?”

      “In a fight?”

      “In the sheets.” She winked. “I think she’d totally destroy you, but that you’d love every second of it.”

      “Ebrill could heal me during, so… you know.”

      Another laugh. “True!” She tossed the rest of her popsicle into the nearby trash, took my hand, and said, “Let’s go.”

      I frowned, but then saw Steph walking back from the bathroom, and nodded. Steph wrapped my arm in hers, and the three of us took off. We walked around a bit more, stopped at a falafel cart to grab something to eat, and eventually headed back. We had a role to play in all this, and it was time.

      “I’ll be honest,” I told Megha as we made our way back to the senator’s house, “I woke up today and thought you’d be gone.”

      “Why’d you think that?” Steph asked.

      “Because he’s smart,” Megha replied. “I was considering it. Maybe I’ll leave tomorrow, I don’t know.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “This is a weird time. We don’t know where Yenifer is and I don’t know, I’m not the type to be tied down. Never was.”

      “Well, we’re glad you stayed,” Steph told her.

      We made it back to the house and I paused, looking each of them in the eyes in turn. “I had fun today. Let’s… try to enjoy more of our lives like this, sometimes. Right?”

      “I’d love that,” Steph said.

      Megha nodded. “As long as I’m around.”

      I chuckled, taking what I could from her.

      The door creaked open, and Galahad stood there, smiling pleasantly. “Good, you’re back.”

      “Was there trouble?” I asked.

      “I’ve been talking with Riland, about,” he turned to Steph, “your friends.”

      “My friends?” Steph frowned in confusion.

      “The wraith knights. My old friends, no? Well, if that’s so… I think I might be able to help them get some of their self-awareness back, help them to be themselves again.”

      Her eyes went wide, her lip twitching. All she could do was nod.

      “Come, let’s talk,” Galahad said, guiding her to the family room nearby.

      “Wait,” I said, and caught up to them. “Steph, does this mean… anything?”

      She smiled, hand on my arm. “As far as us? No, they were like… brothers, in a sense. Best friends. But even if they came back fully, it would be as family, not any sort of lovers at this point.”

      I nodded, knowing it was odd for me to even ask, considering my position with the witches and gargoyles. But I cared, and she seemed to get it.

      As they walked off, Megha cocked her head in thought. “You know… I’ve been wondering. What he’s talking about—now that we have access to Avalon and the Dark Lands, well… maybe there’s something to be done about the idea of turning to stone during the day?”

      “You think?”

      She nodded. “It’s worth trying, isn’t it? Let the ladies rest a little more, but then, before nightfall, I say we try it.”

      “Great idea,” I replied, giddy at the thought that, even if it was just a hope, we might be able to wake the gargoyles during the day. “What should we… er, do in the meantime?”

      She bit her lip, nodded to the stairs, and said, “I can think of a thing or two.”

      You can imagine, it didn’t take long for us to sprint up the stairs, for me to pick her up and smother her with my lips on her neck, to pull her new D.C. outfit off and toss her on the bed.

      I undid my belt and then went for my shirt, feeling before it was half-off that she was dealing with the rest of taking off my pants. My hard cock rocked up and down as it was freed.

      “Wait,” I said, taking her hand, looking at her beautiful body, then to her eyes. “Dance with me.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Come on.” I pulled her in, bodies close, cock between her legs as we swayed back and forth. For a long, perfect moment we danced like that, her moaning and holding me tight. When she couldn’t take it anymore, she shoved me against the wall.

      Before I could say a thing, my attention was drawn to the bliss of the warmth of her mouth as it engulfed my cock.

      My moan was soft. I tossed my shirt aside and watched as her eyes met mine. She continued to stroke me, tip inside of her mouth, and when I couldn’t take it anymore, I fumbled around for one of the condoms, quickly sliding it on. She eyed it with confusion.

      “What the fuck is that?”

      I laughed. “Just… to help you not get pregnant.”

      “This world of yours has some odd magic.” She stroked it, reminding me how annoying it was to have that extra layer between us, but a flow of energy coursed through her fingers that sent me into a spasm of lust and infatuation.

      I lifted her and held her thick ass in my hands, gripping it tight as I lowered her onto my cock. Oh, fuck, her tight pussy felt like Heaven. The condom wasn’t even there, as far as the sensations were concerned.

      The wall slammed into my back as she rode me, then we were on the ground and she was thrusting, our bodies like one. Her breasts heaved, then pressed against me. One second she had her face buried in my neck, then arched back, moving so I could rotate to be on top of her, face in her breasts, hands on her thighs, her ass, appreciating every inch of her. Every bit of her body.

      She let out a soft yelp, then a long moan, nails digging into my flesh. For a moment I felt her hands on my head, fingers running through my hair and then… moving into my skull. Her hands were on my brain, and it was sensational—like every bit of pleasure one could imagine taking hold of me at once, my cock surging larger than it ever had before.

      There was no holding it back, then, and I gripped her tight as I released into her. Well, into the condom, I guess.  I was overcome with pleasure, obsessed with the beauty that was her… and those fingers retreating from my skull.

      We simply lay there together, enjoying each other’s warm, nude bodies. Megha pushed herself up and eyed me.

      “What?” I finally asked.

      “You fuck like a champ, and you’re not bad on the eyes.”

      “Thanks,” I replied, feeling suddenly very self-conscious. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      “Not so bad?” She laughed. “I’m fucking amazing.”

      “I know.” We kissed again.

      When she pulled back, she put a finger to my lips, tracing them, and then bopped my nose with a giggle. “I’m excited to see what happened with Steph and Galahad.”

      “Me too,” I replied. “To meet the knights.”

      She nodded.

      “Should we, then?”

      “In a minute,” Megha said, adjusting herself to straddle my face and take my limp dick in her mouth. I got the picture, and it was a nice one—her cute little pink asshole in my face, her pussy waiting to be licked.

      I dove in, eating her up, loving every second of it.

      All that other stuff would come soon, along with the reckoning with Fatiha, then the rest of the Nine. There was no rush. It would all come.

      But first it was our turn, again.
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      Book 2 is done! Not super long, but I have more fun with them this way, and hope you do, too. For me, it’s like going to see a movie and enjoying it, such as John Wick, versus the Lord of the Rings Extended Edition. I love both but can’t handle the extended edition too often. It is amazing but drains my energy. Movies like John Wick, or shorter books in the two hundred to three hundred, maybe slightly more, page range are perfect for my attention span.

      I hope that, whether you’re like me or not, you enjoyed the story! Growing up, I was very into stories like these, and yes, cartoon shows about similar topics (not adult-oriented). So, for me it’s a blast to jump back into that frame of mind but as an adult might enjoy it.

      You’ll be glad to hear that Podium will be doing the audiobooks, although they might do them as a bundle (so one through three together, I imagine). That will mean a great deal for you, but also means you have to wait a little longer until the third book is out. My current plan is to do this as a trilogy, but let’s see what happens. Regardless, it will be a three-book arc, so if I do four through six, it will be a new arc, not a dragged-out story that would have fit better in three or four books.

      I might also do a thriller in between, or at least start one. I have seen some success in the Hollywood world lately (more to come—I’ve been asked to not say anything until there’s a press release… but sorry, it’s not a Jamie Hawke or Sloan book coming to film yet, more related to my screenwriting). Point being, they want me to do some thrillers. So, we’ll see! If I do it, I haven’t decided whether to do so as a traditional deal (because that might be an easier way to get movie rights sold) or keep doing it indie. Either way, probably not as Jamie Hawke, since it wouldn’t be harem/adult content. My plan is to do everything in those categories as Hawke, and here’s why, if you’re curious: Amazon algorithms. Amazon promotes books to readers who have read your other books. If I published my thriller as Hawke and it wasn’t of a certain adult nature, a lot of readers might not click on it, and then Amazon would consider it not interesting to readers (rather than just seeing that it has been shown to a different group of readers than those who would normally buy it). Anyway, I am probably boring you, but thought I would share. And if you’re reading this after all of that has come to pass, awesome! Check in and stop by the red-carpet events.

      Lastly…

      Steph Short Story: I’m not committing to anything, but… what do you think? Should we get one, showing more about the wraith knights? It’s something I think could be fun, but am not sure about yet.

      Thanks again for reading and leaving reviews! Word of mouth and reviews help us pay rent, so… please!

      Best,

      Jamie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Read Next

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading! Please consider leaving reviews on Amazon and Goodreads. And don’t miss out on the NEXT RELEASE by signing up for the newsletter:

      

        

      
        SIGN UP HERE
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            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        You can now get Ex Gods and Psychobitches (both in the Supers universe). Enjoy!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Ex Gods 1]
          
        

      

      
        
        A Marine in space, three hot super ladies, and an army of supervillains out to get them. What could go wrong?
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        * * *

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        I am the law! Well, kinda. More like a bounty hunter, but I still put a foot up the @$$ of injustice and bring criminals down.

      

        

      
        ***

      

        

      
        Did you see the references to Planet Kill in the book and wonder what that was? It’s not a real planet that I know of, but it is a real book! You can grab book one and two on Amazon!

      

        

      
        Grab PLANET KILL now!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Planet Kill]
          
        

      

      

      Form your harem. Kill or be killed. Level up and loot. Welcome to Planet Kill. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        MY OTHER WORKS: JUSTIN SLOAN

      

      

      
        
        You also might want to read the stuff I write that isn’t harem/ spicy sauce stuff. If so, you’ll want to head over to the Justin Sloan books. Here they are!

         

        Books by Justin Sloan

      

        

      
        SCIENCE FICTION

      

        

      
        ASCENSION GATE (Space Opera with Dragon Shifters and Vampires)

        Star Forged

        (More coming soon!)

      

        

      
        BIOTECH WARS (Space Station Genetic Engineering)

        Project Destiny ($0.99)

        Project Exodus

        Project Ascent

      

        

      
        VALERIE'S ELITES (Vampires in Space - Kurtherian Gambit Universe 4 Book Series)

        Valerie's Elites

        Death Defied

        Prime Enforcer

        Justice Earned

      

        

      
        RECLAIMING HONOR (Vampires and Werewolves - Kurtherian Gambit Universe 8 Book Series, Complete)

        Justice is Calling

        Claimed by Honor

        Judgment has Fallen

        Angel of Reckoning

        Born into Flames

        Defending the Lost

        Return of Victory

      

        

      
        Shadow Corps (Space Opera Fantasy/ Light LitRPG - Seppukarian Universe 3 Book Series, Complete)

        Shadow Corps

        Shadow Worlds

        Shadow Fleet

        Shadow Mystic

      

        

      
        War Wolves (Space Opera Fantasy - Seppukarian Universe 3 Book Series, Complete)

        Bring the Thunder

        Click Click Boom

        Light Em Up

      

        

      
        Syndicate Wars (Space Marines and Time Travel - Seppukarian Universe 5 Book Series, Complete)

        First Strike

        The Resistance

        Fault Line

        False Dawn

        Empire Rising

      

        

      
        FANTASY

      

        

      
        The Hidden Magic Chronicles (Epic Fantasy - Kurtherian Gambit Universe 4 Book Series, Complete)

        Shades of Light

        Shades of Dark

        Shades of Glory

        Shades of Justice

      

        

      
        FALLS OF REDEMPTION (Epic Fantasy Series 4 Book Series)

        Land of Gods (NOW FREE!)

        Retribution Calls

        Tears of Devotion

      

        

      
        MODERN NECROMANCY (Supernatural Thriller 3 Book Series, Complete)

        Death Marked

        Death Bound

        Death Crowned

      

        

      
        CURSED NIGHT

        Hounds of God
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