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BLURB
A modern sorceress and her medieval gargoyle protector battle evil and their own forbidden love in this action-packed contemporary fantasy series.
SORCERESS AT WAR:
War is coming. The Lady of Battles will have it no other way.
Lillian and Gregory fear the demi-goddess is already moving her pawns and dark knights into place, preparing for the first strike. Earth must be ready, but first Lillian needs to ensure that the uneasy alliance between the Fae and the human military does not fail. Every ally is needed if earth is to have any hope of surviving the coming war.
As fate draws friends and enemies closer together, one new player has appeared unexpectedly—Lillian’s new doppelganger clone. She isn’t certain if it’s pure, old-fashioned jealousy or something more sinister that has her watching the newly cloned Sorceress with distrust, but the fact remains that her doppelganger’s allegiance remains mysterious.
For the good of the alliance, Lillian needs to find out if this new sorceress is on their side, playing for the Battle Goddess, or if she has an agenda of her own—one that no one can predict.
SORCERESS ENRAGED:
While Lillian and Gregory have their hands full trying to track down Commander Gryton and preparing for an imminent invasion, Corporal Anna Mackenzie has her own set of problems. And surprisingly, it doesn’t have anything to do with the fact that she’s been converted into a gargoyle by a well-meaning cub.
No. Her new gargoyle nature is something she’ll come to grips with…eventually. Having that same gargoyle cub abducted by an evil demigoddess? That’s another story altogether.
Anna has never failed to accomplish something once she’s put her mind to it, and her mind is now firmly set on seeing the young gargoyle freed at any cost. And if the evil demigoddess gets in her way…the Lady of Battles will be in for the fight of her immortal life.
LEGACY OF THE SORCERESS:
A roll of the dice and Fate thrusts Corporal Anna Mackenzie into a new situation.
With her soul hanging in the balance, the young gargoyle, Shadowlight, makes a deal with the Lord of the Underworld to save Anna’s life. The demigod saves her, then sends the pair to Haven, a city outside time, where they will heal.
The price? Thirteen years. The length of time Anna will need to embrace the healing stone sleep of gargoyles. When she wakes, an adult gargoyle is waiting for her. He goes by the name Obsidian, but she’d once known him by another—Shadowlight.
Obsidian might be a stranger, but she’d promised Shadowlight she’d never leave him. Now his older self wants her to honor that promise and stay, training alongside him to become one of Lord Death’s military leaders.
To honor the memory of a gargoyle cub she’d once loved like a little brother, Anna agrees to join the Lord of the Underworld’s cause. Is she working for the good guys? Or has she traded in one Overlord for another?
Either way she’s staying.
Her promises don’t come with an expiration date and the more she gets to know Obsidian, the more she sees Shadowlight in him. There’s no way she’s abandoning the kid a second time.




Sorceress at War




Blurb
War is coming. The Lady of Battles will have it no other way.
Lillian and Gregory fear the demigoddess is already moving her pawns and dark knights into place, preparing for the first strike. Earth must be ready, but first Lillian needs to ensure that the uneasy alliance between the Fae and the human military does not fail. Every ally is needed if earth is to have any hope of surviving the coming war.
As fate draws friends and enemies closer together, one new player has appeared unexpectedly—Lillian’s new doppelganger. She isn’t certain if it’s pure, old-fashioned jealousy or something more sinister that has her watching the newly cloned Sorceress with distrust, but the fact remains that her doppelganger’s allegiance remains mysterious.
For the good of the alliance, Lillian needs to find out if this new Sorceress is on their side, playing for the Battle Goddess, or if she has an agenda of her own—one that no one can predict.




Prologue
Behind her, the hamadryad’s bark creaked softly as it slid back into place, closing the fissure from which she’d just emerged. As she took in her new surroundings, she flexed her toes in the soft grass of the Mortal Realm.
The small glade she found herself in was quiet. The only noise was the soft rustle of her hamadryad’s needles as the tree shifted her branches out of the way. Yet, she was far from alone.
Other Fae and mortals looked on, silent and full of tension.
Were they too shocked to speak?
Well, she supposed, it wasn’t every day that they witnessed a dryad being born into the world.
She dismissed the other onlookers. Even had they shouted and yelled, or otherwise acted aggressively toward her, she still wouldn’t have paid them much mind, considering them relatively harmless in the rich fabric of the universe.
Her attention focused on her gargoyle protector.
He was all that mattered. The one constant in her existence. Presently, he was standing next to her firstborn body, that of a young dryad. Her beloved protector’s expression was understandably startled.
She’d surprised him.
A rarity in their long existence together.
Typically, they thought as one mind. He knew what she was thinking long before she acted. But this plan was one she’d only put in to motion a day ago.
Yesterday, when she still thought with the slow, steady determination of a hamadryad tree, it had not occurred to her to give her other half some warning. But then again, perhaps it was for the best. After all, if even the other half of her soul hadn’t guessed her plan, then it made it more likely that their enemies would not be expecting this either.
As she took her first faltering steps, relearning how to move her new body, memories unfolded in her mind. Oh, yes, she’d had a name. Her beloved gargoyle had called her Daryna in her last life.
She stumbled over a bit of uneven ground and nearly fell. Weakness coursed through her body until she felt as feeble as a newborn foal. That wasn’t a surprise. She’d just been born. Unfortunately, there was more to it than that. The dire situation in the Mortal Realm had required her to act, but the only way to do so was to clone her dryad’s body to house the soul and power of an Avatar. She’d been forced to grow this body to maturity far too swiftly.
If the inability to manage a graceful walk proved the greatest hardship she had with this body, Daryna would consider herself blessed. Already she knew that her new body wouldn’t live more than a handful of seasons. Less if she were required to do too many great workings of magic. Yet it would serve its purpose. After that, her soul and powers as the Mother’s Avatar would return to her firstborn body and they would become what she’d always been meant to be.
But first, she had much to accomplish.
Clearing a throat that had only known breath for a few heartbeats, she forced her lips and tongue to form words and speak.
“Hello Durnathyne, my hunting shadow.”
“My Sorceress,” came her beloved’s startled reply as he swept down into an elegant bow.
He paused only a moment and then straightened. In three long strides, he was at her side, dipping his muzzle down to her face and curling a wing around her shoulders to act as a ward against the night’s chill. Soon his warm, damp tongue slathered across her shoulder, pragmatically cleaning the sticky sap from her body while also showing her a gargoyle’s affection.
“I have missed you.” He whined so softly that she doubted anyone else heard. Perhaps not even her firstborn body. That young dryad stood unmoving, frozen in shock. When their gargoyle dipped his muzzle down to her neck and lapped gently at her shoulder, Daryna saw a pained expression spike across the other dryad’s face.
But her firstborn body recovered sooner than Daryna thought she would. Good. Adaptability was something they would all need if any of them were going to survive the coming war with the Lady of Battles.
“Welcome to the Mortal Realm, Sorceress. I understand it takes some getting used to.”
She could hear the raw pain behind those words. It slipped the other’s ability to contain and flowed through the soul connection they shared. The young dryad standing across from her thought she’d just been replaced.
Replaced?
What an odd thought.
Daryna shook her head. It was such a strange sensation having two bodies. Three if she counted her hamadryad. At least the hamadryad did not think or sense emotions in the same way the dryad body did. It didn’t feel like a separate personality.
However, the other, her firstborn body, already had a well-developed personality. Daryna dug through her memories for the dryad’s name. Ah, yes, she was called Lillian. Named after a dead girl by the one she called Gran.
Frowning, Daryna looked to Gregory. He should have been the one to name her. They always honored each other with a new name at the beginning of each life. That they hadn’t, bothered her more than she wanted to admit.
At least Lillian had given their beloved a strong name. Gregory of the Livingstone. In her memories there seemed to be something humorous about the name.
That didn’t matter at the moment. Now Daryna was more concerned about Lillian’s strength of body and mind. She would have many disadvantages to overcome now that her understanding of the universe was limited without her soul and power of the Mother’s Avatar inhabiting her body.
It all seemed truly strange now that Daryna no longer resided inside the hamadryad.
Perhaps Lillian wasn’t the only one limited? They would get through this together.
The Sorceress smiled at Lillian in what she hoped was a reassuring way.
She would explain the nature of her task later. There was something else that drew all her attention now.
Allowing her eyes to travel part way down the other dryad’s length, she paused at her mid-riff. There was already the slightest swelling of life curving the dryad’s belly. A tiny miracle. A child between her firstborn body and that of her beloved gargoyle.
Without a second thought, she called her power to her and examined Lillian to be sure all was well with their little one. At seeing the new life for the first time, her heart beat fast within her chest as excitement rose within Daryna.
So bright. So beautiful was that new soul flickering before her mage-sight that Daryna grinned. A soft laugh escaped her. It was only a hint of the indescribable happiness she felt at knowing she and Durnathyne would finally be able to love and raise a child begotten of their own blood.
While Daryna was momentarily lost in her great delight, Lillian took a couple steps away. She half turned and then gestured down one of the green, leafy corridors that formed the maze that surrounded the hamadryad tree.
“You must be cold. Come with me. I will show you where you can clean up and find a set of clothing.” Another pained expression crossed Lillian’s face. “Mine should fit you well enough.”
“Yes, I suppose they would.” She looked down at her naked body. As Lillian had noted, it was a twin to hers. Once Daryna washed away the sticky coating of a hamadryad’s afterbirth and clothed her new body, there would be no physical markers to differentiate them. It was likely adding to Lillian’s feelings of disquiet. “I am sorry. I know this must be a shock for you. But once I explain everything, you will understand.”
Across from her, Lillian arched an eyebrow in doubt and muttered something under her breath that sounded like ‘I doubt that.’
Durnathyne huffed softly, tilting his ears in Lillian’s direction. He’d heard the words, too, and held out a beseeching hand. When the dryad didn’t come, he tried again. This time he stretched out the wing not sheltering Daryna towards the other dryad.
Lillian didn’t accept Gregory’s invitation to come closer. Instead, she turned and started away.
“Oh, man,” a young human male whispered. “Burn. Gregory, you’re totally sleeping on the couch tonight.”
Daryna narrowed her eyes and focused on the speaker. After sifting through her new memories, she came to understand this one was Lillian’s human brother. He was…unimportant in the grand plan, so she ignored him and focused her attention on the retreating form of her other-self. “Lillian, our beloved Durnathyne still needs you as much as he did before my birth.”
Lillian halted and then turned back to them. Her lips parted and she inhaled a deep breath. After several heartbeats, she snapped her teeth back together without saying anything. But Daryna caught the other woman’s thoughts.
Ah, while she’d been hurt by their gargoyle’s earlier affection toward Daryna, that wasn’t why Lillian felt apprehensive. No, the young dryad didn’t trust Daryna. That was evident to see in her stiff body language.
In time she would learn that there was nothing to fear.
As her human-raised firstborn body would say, Daryna would move heaven and earth to protect Lillian and Durnathyne.
“His name’s Gregory now,” Lillian said with an unhappy look.
Ah. Lillian wasn’t completely unskilled in magic. She’d managed to pick up on Daryna’s thoughts using the soul link they shared.
Daryna raised several layers of shields between them so that once again her mind was hers alone. Lillian and Gregory weren’t ready to learn all that Daryna had yet to reveal. In time they would, but not yet.
“You are correct. Our beloved is called Gregory in this life, isn’t he? It will take some adjustment, as it always does when we are first reborn, but I will learn and adapt to this life.” And I will always give comfort and guidance to my other half during the coming days which will be both emotionally trying as well as physically dangerous.
And above all else, I will protect my children. Both that tiny, bright soul nestled in my firstborn body’s womb, as well as our full-grown son.
Although, she realized Gryton was likely to be much more temperamental, having been raised by a hate-filled demigoddess.
That was just another one of many injustices Daryna planned to rectify in this life. When she was done, the Battle Goddess would regret ever interfering with the Avatars.
“This way. Before your teeth start chattering,” Lillian snapped, drawing Daryna from her thoughts.
When Lillian turned swiftly on her heels and started back down the path, Gregory stiffened. His concern that he had hurt his mate’s feelings washed over Daryna a moment later. It was followed by his inability to leave Daryna when she was still so obviously weak.
Ah, yes, if she needed to distract her gargoyle protector from her plans, Lillian would be an excellent distraction.
“It’s all right my love,” Daryna said. “Go to her. She doesn’t understand what’s happened. She thinks I’m her replacement.”
“But that’s ridiculous.”
“No. It’s not. She’s young. And your previous behavior didn’t help any either.”
“I did not mean...” His ears dropped to half-mast, and his muzzle wrinkled as his eyes narrowed unhappily.
“Yes. I know that, but she doesn’t.”
“I cannot leave you here in this state.” Even his tail lashed in agitation and indecision. “But I must go to Lillian.”
“Well, then carry me. But we should hurry. You’re both still wearing those collars. In case you’ve forgotten.”
With a huffing sound that was the equivalent of gargoyle embarrassment, Gregory scooped her up in his arms and broke into long, ground-eating strides. He quickly caught up to his shorter-legged mate. Wrapping her arms around his neck, Daryna rested her cheek on Gregory’s shoulder, enjoying the warmth and scent of her other half.
It was nice to hold her beloved close again. She would allow herself to be weak this once. But after tonight she would have to be strong; this life had already proven to be one of her most difficult. Their enemy had already landed too many blows.
Daryna would have to execute her plans as soon as possible to counteract some of what the Battle Goddess had already put into motion.
Gregory might not condone some of her choices, Daryna knew. He might even hate her for a short time.
But once all was said and done with this life, for either good or ill, she could always ask forgiveness when they were reunited again as one being in the Spirit Realm. Until then, she would do what she must to save them all.
If Gregory and Lillian saw her choices as a betrayal? Then so be it.




Chapter 1
Lillian stomped down the gravel path headed back towards the stone cottage. She wasn’t running away. Or leaving in a huff. ‘Damnit. Even I don’t believe that’ Lillian thought to herself. But it didn’t matter. She wasn’t going back to apologize. There was only so many times she could forgive fate for tossing unimaginable horror into her life. She’d already used her quota of forgiveness. She wasn’t going to feel sorry for slighting her replacement. And she’d be damned if she were going to stand there and watch Gregory with his beloved Sorceress for one more minute.
Neither one of them would see her cry. Embracing her anger, she marched back towards the cottage. Somewhere behind, she knew her family and the other Fae followed like some curious parade of bystanders and paparazzi.
At least there were no camera lenses in this crowd.
The only ones were the type found in the scopes sitting atop rifles.
The dark glower of the military was never far. At the moment, she had no desire whatsoever to explain this new…development to the officers or the scientists that had been trailing her earlier in the day.
The present lack of scientists was likely due to her little brother and his pet human. Later she’d thank Shadowlight and Corporal Mackenzie for distracting them. Gran had also been acting as an intermediary, but Anna and the gargoyle child had made the greatest sacrifice as far as Lillian was concerned.
Both had agreed to become the scientists’ pincushions, undergoing a myriad of tests. Willingly. Other Fae would always stand guard to ensure that Shadowlight and Anna weren’t harmed in the process.
Those stipulations were part of the treaty Gran had managed to hammer out with the military. Personally, Lillian thought it might have had more to do with Gran’s persuasive magic than common sense among the humans. Though, no one would tell the military that.
For now, there was an uneasy alliance. Lillian had hoped that hammering out the details of the collaboration would be the greatest stress in the immediate days to come. But no. Fate—that vindictive bitch—had other ideas.
Again, tears threatened to come. Lillian rubbed them savagely away while putting a slightly heavier stomp in each step.
She was nearly back to the stone cottage when Gregory caught up with her. She side-eyed him. Of course, he was carrying his Sorceress in his arms.
Seeing his easy, natural love for her still twisted like a knife in Lillian’s heart. Swinging her eyes forward again she locked them on her target. The back-patio door.
“Lillian, please.” Gregory’s voice reached across the distance, his tones the familiar velvet darkness she’d come to crave. “I am sorry.”
Well, I’m damned sorry too. Sorry I wasn’t good enough and had to be replaced.
She didn’t say it aloud, but by the way his ears wilted back into his mane, she was pretty confident it had shot across their mental link like an arrow from a bow.
Continuing into the stone cottage, she stalked through the kitchen and on into the living room. Behind her, Gregory followed with his Sorceress held in his arms. After that Lillian kept her gaze focused forward as she made her way up the stairs and then down the short hall to her master bedroom.
It was so freaking tempting to simply slam the door in Gregory’s face, but she wouldn’t be that petty. This entire…. situation…seemed to have come as a surprise to him as well.
Once inside her suite, she went straight to her closet and pulled together a few items for Daryna to wear.
“Take her into the bathroom and show her how to use the shower.” Lillian didn’t turn from her task. She wasn’t ready to see Gregory with her replacement in his arms again. In time she would come to terms with this new nastiness fate had tossed in her path. Lillian drew in a deep breath and silently acknowledged that it would likely take more than a few days. A lot more.
“I do not need help,” Daryna said in Lillian’s own voice. “I have your memories as well as my own. I know the way of things in this world.”
Well, good for you.
Then something else occurred to Lillian. Daryna would have all her memories, not just the small things like how to work a shower or drive a car. Everything.
Daryna would have memories of the few times Lillian and Gregory had been intimate.
She’d be able to experience them like she’d been there.
Lillian glanced at Daryna. If she thought to do more than relive those memories… she’d…she’d…rip the hair from her head and gouge out—
Gregory interrupted Lillian’s line of thought. “Daryna, you have much to tell us. You might as well start now while I help you clean up.”
“Yes. But it will have to wait. Lillian isn’t adjusting well to my sudden appearance in your lives.” Pity now marked Daryna’s words. “Gregory, she needs you.”
Now feeling far too exposed, Lillian steeled her spine and plastered a mask of calm onto her face as she continued to gather a few things for Daryna. “I’m fine. Really. Gregory, of course, you need to help Daryna adjust. She couldn’t even walk on her own. You attend to your Sorceress while I see if I can round up something for her to eat.
Gregory shifted from foot to foot, and his tail flicked with agitation. He was clearly unhappy or profoundly uncomfortable with the situation. It might have been comical if it wasn’t happening to her.
“As Daryna pointed out to me earlier, we are still wearing Commander Gryton’s tattoo collars. We can’t part for long.”
Crap, he was right. Damnit.
“No worries. I imagine if I stick my head out the door there’ll be a dozen people within shouting distance. I’ll get whoever answers to bring us something. I’ll be back before the collar has so much as a chance to twitch.”
Gregory still seemed reluctant. Maybe she wasn’t quite as forgettable or as replaceable as she thought.
Lillian sighed, already tired of the situation. “Go help Daryna.”
To end any resistance on his part, she walked out into the hall. It was worse than she’d expected. The hallway was lined with people.
Good God.
She wanted to flee back into her bedroom, but she had a task, so asked for some broth or other light foods. Then she waited with her arms crossed over her chest and locked her gaze on a window at the end of the hall. The window was open, and the night breeze carried the scent of evening blooming flowers.
She fisted her hands and fought against the foolish urge to shift into her gargoyle form and escape out the window. Whatever pain the collars might inflict couldn’t be any harsher than seeing Gregory doting over Daryna.
When Gran returned a short time later with a tray of food, Lillian thanked her and then returned to her room. The lock slid into place with a soft click. She didn’t need to turn around. Her ears told her Gregory and Daryna were in the shower. Her eyes slid back to the chair where she had left the change of clothes for the Sorceress. They were still there.
Of course, the gargoyle would have forgotten them.
Stomping over to the chair, she scooped them up and then started for the bathroom. The door was ajar, so she took that as permission to enter. Modesty didn’t really have a foothold in her mind. The Sorceress wore an exact copy of Lillian’s own body. And she’d seen Gregory enough times to be comfortable with him. But once inside the scene still caused a small twist of pain in her heart.
Even though she’d expected it, Gregory stood in the large shower with Daryna supported in his arms. He was helping her scrub the sticky tree sap from her skin. The only reason Lillian didn’t turn and flee was because he was all business.
The least she could do was match his brisk, businesslike manner. Continuing into the room, she sat the clothing down on the vanity, and then pulled out a few items that Gregory tended to overlook. Like conditioner. She handed the bottle to Daryna who took it with a slight nod.
Turning away from them both, she left before the shower shut off.
Lillian sat down on the edge of the bed and waited for the other two to finish up. While she waited, she splayed her fingers wide across her stomach. The Sorceress might be able to mimic her to perfection, but there was one thing she couldn’t give Gregory.
After what seemed like forever, Gregory exited the bathroom with Daryna. Lillian’s clone was now dressed in a pair of her pajamas and had a towel wrapped around her still-wet hair.
Gregory grabbed two chairs and brought them toward the bed. He stood next to the armchair until Daryna settled into it. Once she was comfortable, she began working loose the tangles in her hair. Gregory took the other chair, the one lacking arms, and turned it backward to straddle the seat. Then he looked at Daryna expectantly. “You have much to explain, my Sorceress. Start talking.”
Lillian was surprised by his tone. She’d thought he was delirious with happiness to have his Sorceress fully functioning and back at his side. Yet, by his tone, that wasn’t the case.
“Indeed, I do have much to tell you and much to accomplish,” Daryna said with a slight nod of agreement. “Tomorrow, once I’ve recovered sufficiently from leaving my hamadryad, I will remove your slave collars. I don’t dare wait any longer.  If Commander Gryton manages to make it back to the Magic Realm, he will inform the Lady of Battles what has happened. Obviously, we can’t allow that.”
“Gryton is on the loose again?” Lillian narrowed her eyes. While the battle was a bit of a blur, she remembered one thing in detail. “When you were still in the hamadryad, and I had Gryton under my sword’s tip, you saved his miserable life. You said he was needed. Why? What possible reason could you have for wanting him alive? And more importantly—how the hell did he escape you?”
There was a large dose of accusation in Lillian’s tone, but given the circumstances, she thought it reasonable. She might not be trained in her magic, but she knew the hamadryad had captured and then transported Gryton somewhere.
“I did save him.” Daryna’s words were accompanied by a nod, her expression devoid of any guilt. “I am still learning what Gryton is, but already I am confident he is needed, that he has a part to play in the war with the Battle Goddess. The knowledge he has of our enemy and her plans are also something we dearly need.”
“But that isn’t the full reason.” It wasn’t. While she could no longer read the Sorceress, Lillian knew it in her gut.
“No. There is also the unfortunate fact that when one of her Commanders is killed, the Battle Goddess senses it immediately. It is better for all if she thinks Gryton still has a chance to capture and return us to her as his slaves. But there is one other reason I did not allow you to end his life.”
Daryna paused in her hair brushing and glanced sidelong at Gregory. “Gryton is a fire elemental. He possesses a strength of power that I have never seen. But he is young and lacks full control over that power. If he had died here, there was a chance that he might have burned a huge portion of this world in his death throws.”
Lillian’s stomach dropped, and her heart did a little skip in her chest. How close had she been to killing everyone in the glade that day?
Gregory jerked to attention with a soft start. “None of the Battle Goddess’s minions are that strong.”
“One is now.”
Gregory grunted unhappily.
Lillian glanced between them. She did not really know what she could add to the conversation but was suddenly very thankful she hadn’t killed Gryton. “But you said earlier that you had to capture Gryton before he escaped to the Magic Realm. What happened?”
“He is a cunning opponent. When I was transferring my soul and power to this new body, he used that distraction to escape. He’s since disappeared completely. Perhaps Gregory will be able to track him after I remove the collars.”
“Doubtful,” Gregory said unhappily. “I’ve been hunting Gryton since I first learned he had come to this realm, but I have been unable to successfully track him. And I do not believe it was the collars that prevented it. Darkness and Shadowlight also failed to find his trail. Which is unheard of for something to be able to hide its intent from a gargoyle. But this new life seems full of impossibilities.”
Lillian watched Daryna and tried to read her, but the earlier connection between them seemed to have faded. Perhaps it was only temporary. Which was regrettable since Lillian would have liked to confirm the truth of Daryna’s words.
For now, she would have to take the Sorceress’s word in this. Although, that didn’t sit well with Lillian since she wasn’t at all certain if she could trust Daryna.
That small nagging worry wouldn’t leave her.
“What is your purpose?” Lillian asked as she narrowed her eyes. It was all well and good that the hamadryad thought they needed help, but just what was this clone’s plan?
“To borrow one of your phrases, I exist to even the playing field. I’ll begin tomorrow by removing your slave collars. After that, we will seek to again hunt down Gryton. And as time allows, I will help Gregory create more weapons with which to fight the Battle Goddess’s armies that are sure to arrive far too soon for our liking.”
Daryna stood and began braiding her hair. “After that, I will have one other task to perform. Since you are carrying Gregory’s child, you will need a hamadryad to gestate our little one. And it is better that the soul and essence of the Sorceress are not residing within the same tree as Gregory’s child. Our vows aside, having both Avatars’ powers come together in one child would not be beneficial to this world.”
Daryna’s words might be true, but there was still something…off.
“What else?”
“A selfish want. I have loved Gregory for an eternity, and finally, we have been given a chance to have a child together. I could not pass up the opportunity to help raise our child.”
Hold up! The Sorceress wants to raise my baby?
That particular issue hadn’t even occurred to Lillian. Well, there was no way in hell. Screaming it at the top of her lungs wouldn’t help the situation, so Lillian tried for polite. “You wish to raise my child?”
“Yes. I want to help protect and raise our child for as long as this body endures.” Daryna tilted her head. “I see in your mind that you still view me with distrust. When I created this…clone, I did it to aid you and our beloved. I have no wish to usurp your place.”
“I…,” Lillian really wished she could read Daryna at this exact moment.
“Lillian, know that I am not your replacement. The way my hamadryad grew this body has severely limited my lifespan. A few seasons at most. That’s all I have. Less, if I’m required to call on greater works of magic. So, do you see? You have no need to fear me. When this form dies, your soul and powers as the Mother’s Avatar will return to you and you shall once again be as you were always intended to be.”
Some of the tension eased from Lillian’s muscles. This time she detected no hesitation in Daryna’s words.
But was it the entire truth?
Maybe. Maybe not.
There was a more important question.
Did she trust the Sorceress with all she held dear?
No.
“In the meantime,” Daryna continued as if she were unaware of Lillian’s doubts. Although she likely sensed them just the same. “I can help Gregory prepare for battle while you and the Coven act as intermediaries between the military and the rest of the Fae. The humans will have to learn to adapt and work with us, or their entire world will fall with us. There can be no infighting. That is your role. You must make sure there is peace between the humans and the Fae.”
“A wise plan,” Gregory said, speaking for the first time in several minutes.
Lillian studied him, but he seemed willing to let the two females hash out their differences.
Typical male.
Daryna nodded at Gregory’s comment. “We will need all the help we can get. The Battle Goddess has plans upon plans, and her early success in capturing my soul and forcing it to be born in her domain has made her bold. She will act again soon.”
While Lillian didn’t trust the Sorceress, she was certain she spoke the truth in this. The Lady of Battles was their greatest foe. “I do wonder if the Battle Goddess made a mistake in allowing you to be raised among her minions. You remember what I do not, correct?”
“I do,” Daryna said with a chilled smile. “And I intend to make her pay for every little shred of heartache she caused us. The Battle Goddess did not mean for me to ever break free. But I did. Now I plan to use her arrogance and all that I learned while trapped within her domain to crush her.”
As much as Lillian did not like it, they clearly needed the aid Daryna was offering. Heavens knew Lillian was mostly useless when it came to magic and spell work.
She simply hoped that Daryna’s sudden arrival would be enough to throw the Battle Goddess’s plans into complete disarray. Perhaps then the Avatars would defeat their enemy.
That would be the only thing that would make sharing Gregory’s affections bearable.




Chapter 2
Gregory was just starting to think that Daryna and Lillian might find a peaceful resolution to this new situation they found themselves in when Daryna yawned and stretched and then looked him in the eyes. “This body is still drained from emerging from the hamadryad, and I imagine Lillian could use the rest as well. Let us go to bed.”
Lillian made a snort that was suspiciously gargoyle-like.
He glanced between the two women, feeling the temperature in the room drop as Lillian and Daryna sized each other up.
The words were badly timed, but in Daryna’s defense, not a night had ever gone by that his other half hadn’t slept in the protection of his arms if they were together.
Lillian’s thoughts came clear to him, and in his mind’s eye, he could see her dragging Daryna from their room by her hair.
Oh, for mercy’s sake. The Father give him patience.
Gregory stood and held a hand towards Lillian. “My love, come here.”
Lillian glanced away but remained outwardly calm. Only a small flexing of muscle in her jaw and the black nails lengthening the tips of her fingers hinted at the turmoil he felt swirling within her mind and body.
He wouldn’t belittle her pain or anger.
In truth, Gregory hadn’t expected the hamadryad to act as she had. At first, he was simply so overjoyed to have the other half of his soul housed in flesh and blood once more that he had not thought how his actions would hurt his beloved mate.
But of course, Lillian would not understand or rejoice in a valuable ally gained. He’d been too slow to realize it, and then once he had and tried to reassure her, she’d rejected all his attempts to show her it did not change how he felt about her.
She was his mate. His only mate.
But from the very beginning of their relationship in this life, Lillian had judged herself as flawed because she couldn’t remember her past or be who she thought he needed.
That was so far from the truth. Lillian had always been everything he needed. He did not view her as flawed. Her confidence had been building, but apparently not enough to reassure her that Daryna wasn’t her replacement.
Gregory could shoulder a lot of the blame for that. He’d handled it poorly.
He snorted a deep huff of challenge. That needed to change now.
One chance. She had one more chance to come to him willingly and then he was going to have to prove to her that she was the center of his existence.
“Lillian.” He held out a large, clawed hand. Normally she would’ve come at his gruff call. “Beloved, I’m sorry I hurt you.”
“It’s fine Gregory. I understand. The hamadryad was trying to help us. And this might be the one thing the Battle Goddess did not foresee.”
Gregory’s tail flicked lazily as it slowly inched closer to her. She hadn’t noticed it yet.
Good.
He would heal all the small hurts he’d caused Lillian if it took the better part of a year. He’d show her that she still meant the world to him. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time in this life, or any before it, that he’d made a misstep.
“Strange, I don’t remember mentioning the Battle Goddess.” Gregory’s tail slid across the floor, creeping closer to where Lillian sat staring off towards the hallway.
There would be no more thinking of running away from him after he was done with Lillian. He leaned forward in the chair, his muscles bunching as he prepared to strike.
Lillian must have caught movement out of the corner of her eye because she jerked to attention a moment before his tail struck. But she was too late. His tail wrapped around her lower legs and he launched himself at her.
His tackle was carefully timed to catch her in his arms and roll with her, so she and the delicate life she carried were in no danger of being harmed. His powerful arms wrapped around her and he landed on his back in the middle of the bed.
Lillian’s surprised shout was muffled by his wings cocooning them both. A moment later his muzzle was nuzzling the bare skin of her neck and shoulder and then the side of her face. Wherever his muzzle moved, his tongue lapped at her skin, savoring her skin’s salty flavor.
When she attempted to kick and punch him, he just continued to cover whatever body part he could reach with sloppy gargoyle kisses. She fought to wiggle free of his affectionate display, but after several minutes she was laughing too hard and gave up the fight.
“I surrender,” she said as she draped her arms around his neck and rested her head on his chest.
“Hmmm. Much better,” he rumbled happily and wrapped his arms tighter around her. Contentment flowed through his body with each beat of his heart. He smiled into her hair. “Never doubt my love for you.”
“I’m sorry for being a needy twit. I think I’m going to blame it on hormones.”
Gregory laughed and rested his hand on her belly. His happiness swelled. “Sleep. The morning will be here too soon.”
Lillian snuggled closer and soon fell asleep in his arms.
“I’m glad you have found some happiness in this realm.”
Gregory glanced over his shoulder to find Daryna sitting on the edge of the bed. Her hair was now neatly plaited into one long braid. She studied him without a hint of jealousy or judgment.
Muscles in his back that he hadn’t even realized had tensed up soon relaxed.
“Is it too much to ask to lay beside you while we sleep? In truth, I do not know if I can sleep without you.”
Gregory had been starting to let his guard down, but at her request, he felt the return of his earlier unease. Then a moment later he chastised himself for his foolishness. This was the Sorceress.
“Of course, you may rest beside me.”
“Thank you, my beloved gargoyle,” she said as she climbed into bed beside him.
She snuggled into his back as one arm circled around his waist. Then a brush of warm lips against the sensitive skin between his wings promised trouble for him at a later time.
Some of his earlier contentment dimmed.




Chapter 3
Daryna allowed herself to doze while she waited for Gregory to drift off to sleep. Lillian had already succumbed, but their gargoyle beloved was still trying to be vigilant even though he had to be bone weary. He’d been in an epic fight with Gryton just hours ago, and that offensive collar around his throat had almost destroyed him.
She could still see the delicate tracing of pale lines across his dark skin even after she’d done what she could to heal him while in her hamadryad form.
Sitting up in bed, she stroked a hand along his flank. “Sleep, my gargoyle. I will protect you and Lillian while you both rest and heal.”
“I know,” he said in a sleepy voice.
Daryna smiled when he relaxed, obeying her gentle command. “That’s it. Lillian is safe for now.”
Her beloved gargoyle reached back and laid his hand over hers, stopping its exploring. Daryna laid back down and snuggled into the space between his wings and wrapped an arm around Gregory’s waist. She couldn’t stay long. There was still too much she had to do before dawn, but she enjoyed the closeness too much to pull away even after he’d fallen asleep.
She gave herself a half hour to listen to his deep, even breathing and then she reached up and placed her fingers against his throat, tracing the tattoo branded there.
While she had been a hamadryad, she’d studied how the tattoos worked. She’d also made changes to them that allowed her to control the hosts. The thought unsettled her, but it would be necessary this night to take control of them while she dealt with another who needed her attention.
It would be only for this one time. After that, she would find other ways to visit Gryton.
“Sleep. And do not wake.”
Gregory snorted out a surprised huff, but soon drifted off to sleep again, unable to fight the gentle compulsion.
Next, she reached farther for Lillian’s collar. She repeated the same command, and the dryad didn’t even stir awake in Gregory’s arms.
Once she was certain the command had a firm hold on them both she slipped from the bed.
She needed to have a long conversation with her eldest son.
As she ghosted from the large stone building Lillian and Gregory now called home, Daryna mulled over what she’d learned about her eldest son.
While she and Durnathyne had both been destroyed at the moment of their son’s birth and later had their memories wiped upon return to the Spirit Realm, she’d learned Gryton’s parentage the moment he’d used her hamadryad to travel to the Mortal Realm.
He’d been unaware what all his unguarded mind had revealed to the hamadryad, thinking her nothing more than a common dryad tree. But as the Sorceress, she’d seen much more than a regular hamadryad.
Now she knew a fair bit about Gryton. Unfortunately, she also knew she couldn’t share this knowledge with her gargoyle protector just yet.
While Gregory might not consider the child Lillian carried a blasphemy since she hadn’t actually been the Sorceress at the time she’d conceived, it did not mean Gregory would see their eldest child in the same light.
Sacred vows had been shattered to bring Gryton into the universe.
But Gryton was more than broken vows, he was the product of her and her gargoyle’s love for each other. It was a forbidden love, but still no less pure for all that.
She refused to believe something born of that pure love could be as evil as they’d always been taught.
When she’d still been a hamadryad, she’d looked into Gryton’s mind. On the surface, his thoughts were all cold, hard edges, disdain, and ruthlessness. Under that had been a chaotic mix of desperation, hatred, and despair. Overlapping it all, threads of loneliness and a deep-rooted need to belong had run throughout and interconnected all those other darker emotions.
It was about what she’d have expected of a creature who had been hunted all his life and the only being in the entire universe willing to protect him and teach him had been the Lady of Battles.
But Daryna knew he existed now.
She would protect and guide him while she dug for the good; that potential he’d been born with, that she knew was still buried somewhere deep within. Convincing her other half might take almost as much time and care as teaching Gryton, but Gregory would see the truth in time.
Besides, Gryton was no more flawed than the Twins. And both Lord Death and the Lady of Battles had been created by Divine will and had nearly destroyed the universe in their last fight for dominion.
Gryton’s crimes were nothing when compared to the Twins’.
He’d slay a few humans in his quest to fulfill his mission…but their lives were already such swiftly burning embers, what did it matter that a few burned shorter than the rest? Death was just part of existence—had been since the Divine Ones had first commanded their Avatars to birth the Twins into the universe.
What were a few more lives in a world where over a hundred thousand mortals died each day?
If the Divine Ones had cared for all their creations, they shouldn’t have sat back and allowed the Twins to wage war against each other. They’d allowed the Lady of Battles to rampage long past when she should have been stopped.
If not for the Divine Ones’ misplaced compassion, the Battle Goddess would have been killed long ago so she could rejoin her beloved consort in the Spirit Realm. Perhaps even to one day return to the Magic Realm healed and whole.
But that wasn’t Daryna’s concern.
As for Lord Death, he’d always been a friend. She would regret having to destroy him as well, but while one twin lived, so too did the other. To kill one, both had to die.
It was part of their birthright, born at the same moment and of the same magic. The duality of the curse that prevented the Lady of Battles from escaping her temple was also powered by the same magic.
But the demigoddess had proven she could manipulate events far outside her own realm, even while still locked within her temple. As a punishment, the duality curse was not enough. She had to be stopped once and for all.
Daryna already knew her other half would not agree, she doubted if Lillian would either. Although, the soul link between them might make Lillian more malleable to Daryna’s plans over time. Perhaps.
Caution and secrecy would be best for now. She would study Lillian and Gregory, as well as their new allies to determine if any of them could be trusted with her plans or if she would have to act alone.
If she did have to act out her plan herself, she would still succeed. It would simply take a little longer. In the meantime, if she needed a distraction, she could pit Lillian and Gregory against each other. Though, the idea of setting them at odds sickened her.
They were one being—intended to have one unified focus, not a fractured relationship that created a divide between them. However, if setting Lillian and their beloved gargoyle against each other was the only way to save all the realms from the Lady of Battles’ treachery, Daryna would suffer the pain and do it.
That the Lady of Battles had nearly succeeded in taking command of Lillian using a demon seed only proved how dangerous the demigoddess had become. With or without her allies’ help, Daryna would overthrow the Battle Goddess and her twin, Lord Death, replacing them herself if she had to.
As Avatars of the Divine Ones, she and Gregory were certainly capable of filling those roles.
Then she had another thought. Their son might like the chance to usurp the Battle Goddess’s throne himself. She could think of none more deserving. If he proved to be what she believed him to be.




Chapter 4
Once Daryna left the large stone cottage and surrounding gardens behind, she allowed herself to relax and enjoy the walk. She kept the concealment spell wrapped tightly around her body, though. To be discovered now would be…awkward.
She passed all manner of Clan, Coven and military personnel.
Luckily, her spells hid her from view as well as any gargoyle’s shadow magic. She continued into the night, following the garden paths to their ends and then farther out into the night-shrouded forest. She still had a couple hours of darkness left, and Gregory would sleep for at least that long.
Once she deemed herself deep enough into the forest to hide the bright flare of power a transportation spell would release, Daryna called her magic to her. At her summons, a mix of raw spirit magic swirled ten feet in front of her where it combined with the warmer variety born of the Magic Realm.
A shimmering portal formed in the air and she crossed into it and emerged more than three day’s walk from where she had started. As soon as she emerged from the portal spell, she could sense Gryton’s presence.
Good. He hadn’t found a way free yet. That would certainly make it easier to talk to him. Had he somehow managed to escape, at least she’d already drank enough of his blood as a hamadryad to be able to track him anywhere.
But this was better than chasing her son all over the forest simply to have a chat with him.
She started forward again, weaving her way through a pleasantly scented boreal forest until she came to a cliff of rock where the bones of the earth poked up out of the ground. A few thousand years ago, a glacier had slid through the area and then later receded, leaving behind a few hills and valleys and the rocky terrain she now walked toward. She’d stashed Gryton away in one of the natural caverns that dotted the area.
Standing outside the narrow entrance to the cave, Daryna studied the primitive but eye-catching art that some ancient people had once drawn upon the stone walls. But no one had lived here for thousands of years. Well, not unless Gryton counted.
She ventured through the dark, narrow entrance. Squeezing past three separate outcroppings of stone and then picking her way carefully over the loose rubble, she finally emerged into the cavern beyond. The walls continued to widen the further back into the cavern she went.
Overall, one could make a fairly nice home here if one were to put some effort into it. Daryna hoped Gryton would see reason and wouldn’t have to stay here too long.
She clambered over a slope where the cavern floor humped up before smoothing into a flat, serviceable area that covered the rest of the cavern. Once she was over the last patch of rough ground, she called to life a glowing ball of light that hovered in her palm for a moment before she sent it floating out ahead of her.
The ball of magic burned like pure fire but needed no fuel beyond her own power. She directed it off to one side of the cavern and then summoned several more of the little balls into being.
The brighter light now revealed her son chained to the bare bedrock by coils of twisting and shifting power. She’d designed the spells to leech energy from him, preventing him from losing control of his magic but also to stop any attempts at escape. Her spells had continued to strip his magic from him until the levels had stabilized.
For now, he was safe, but this intervention wasn’t a long-term solution. She’d have to begin teaching her son this night if he had any hope of surviving free of the Battle Goddess’s influence, as well as avoiding Gregory’s notice.
“I will destroy you. All those you love will know agony. This world will burn with my death!” He struggled, heaving himself a few inches off the ground. The magic tightened, roughly slamming him back down. But it only seemed to fuel his need to escape, and he continued to twist and thrash as he tried to snap the coils holding him.
After a long battle accompanied by snarled curses in a good two dozen languages, Gryton collapsed back to the ground and panted, his fit over for now.
Hmmm. Gryton did not seem like he would be the most willing of students.
Well, she would not be the first mother who had to deal with an unruly child.
She walked around him in a half-circle and then knelt next to him. He uttered something else unpleasant in a guttural tone that was actually rather impossible.
Daryna raised an eyebrow and then chuckled as he continued to spew venomous words at her. “Is that any way to talk to your mother?”
Reaching down, she flipped up his helmet’s visor.
Ah. His eyes. Hooded and intense, they were beautiful. Dark, liquid chocolate irises with a ring of flaming amber around the outside glowered back at her. The pupils were vertical, like a cat’s. Hmmm. Or a dragon’s.
Briefly, she wondered what form her soul had been clothed in when she’d conceived Gryton. Having one’s memories wiped was a great annoyance, but one she wouldn’t allow to get the better of her. She would recover as much knowledge as she could and put it to good use.
But first, she would just drink in the sight of her and Durnathyne’s son.
“You are beautiful,” she said and took in the sight of his smooth, pale skin and high cheek bones where they sloped down into perfectly sculpted cheeks and jawline. Presently, his lips were marred by a sneer, which she ignored. From what she could see that wasn’t hidden by the rest of his helmet, he possessed a mane, black and thick and sleek, unlike his father’s somewhat unruly one.
She fingered a bit that had escaped the edge of his helmet. It was soft. The only softness she could find. His eyes had narrowed dangerously, and his lips pulled back from his fangs. He suddenly drew in a deep breath and a rumble built in his chest.
Daryna placed a single finger across his lips. “Before you try to breathe fire on me, there are a few things I’d like to say, my beautiful one.”
Her actions or words seem to surprise him, for he held himself still and watched her with some uncertainty showing in his expression.
“I truly am sorry your father and I could not have been there when you were first born to guide and train you in the use of your powers. The Divine Ones recalled us to the Spirit Realm and wiped our memories within moments of your birth. But I am here now. I will teach you what you need to know to survive and control your power.”
To add credence to her words, she waved a hand at the coils of magic holding Gryton down, and they vanished, freeing him. While he was still too shocked by her words and actions to even think to escape, she continued.
“My aid comes freely, and I require nothing of you in return. However, if you come to trust me and are willing to assist me, we can achieve greatness together. If the Lady of Battles is allowed to continue as she has, she will rampage across all three realms until her madness and twisted grief destroys all creation. I do not plan to allow that to happen.”
She stood and then held out a hand to him. He stared at her offer of help but did not take it, instead rolling swiftly to his knees and standing without aid.
He towered over her, but she did not feel threatened.
His chest still rose and fell rapidly from his earlier exertions, but he did not attack.
“Why?” The word came out in a growl.
“Why am I willing to help you? Or why am I willing to go after the Battle Goddess?”
Gryton tilted his head and studied her. “Both.”
“Because I am your mother. That is reason enough. But if you want more it is also because I think the Divine Ones were wrong in their judgment. My gargoyle protector and I have served the Light since the beginning. We have never served our own desires over the needs of the Light. But in our last life, we chose differently and were punished for our choice. I can see that in your memories.”
Gryton took a step back as if that small distance was enough to prevent her from seeing into his mind. It wasn’t. “Durnathyne and I chose to create you. I do not know the full reason, but I can guess. Even then we knew where the Battle Goddess’s madness would lead.”
Her son reached up and slammed his visor back into place and then half turned, like he was planning to leave—or more likely flee.
“You are my son. I fully believe that no child born from the Avatars great love for each other could ever be inherently evil. I offer you my loyalty, love, and knowledge freely. I will train you. You are not evil, no matter what the Battle Goddess has taught you to believe. You did not choose to be the way you are. You were given no choice. You protected yourself the only way you could, aligning yourself with the only one who would offer you shelter.”
He laughed and continued away, heading for the tunnel that would lead to freedom. “I am not some soft innocent in need of your protection.”
“No,” Daryna agreed. “But you do need training. A great deal more training to reach your full potential and to learn how to hide completely from my other half. Your father is set in his ways. It will take some time before he is ready to meet you.”
Gryton halted but kept his back to her. “You would pit yourself against your other half? For me? Why?”
“Because it is a parent’s role to raise, guide and train their offspring in order that the young one is skilled enough to survive in the world. But I also believe it is a parent’s duty to love their child as well.”
“Love?”
His snort of disdain was at odds with the wellspring of need she felt rising from him. Like any child, he’d craved his parents love at one point. He’d since buried that need, but it was still there under layers and layers of disdain.
“However, I do not need to pit myself against my other half in this. He will not need to know this for a while. Only once you are trained, and I have overthrown the Lady of Battles and the Lord of the Underworld, will I introduce Gregory to his son. He will see what I have already seen, that you are not without redemption.”
“He’s tried his hardest to kill me each time we’ve met,” Gryton pointed out. But Daryna noticed he’d turned and walked back toward her. “Somehow, I don’t think the one who sired me will ever greet me with…open arms.”
“Not yet, no. But you inherited some of his memories. You know we chose to bring you into being; it wasn’t an accident.”
“Am I supposed to thank you for starting my miserable existence?” Gryton’s tone was incredulous.
“I…do not believe that was our intention.” What could she say to that? She had no memories of her own, only those few chaotic ones Gryton had inherited from his father.
“For whatever comfort it gives, I think you meant to leave me a gift of all your memories and knowledge,” Gryton said. “You knew you would not be able to train me yourselves once the Divine Ones discovered what you planned. Moments after I awoke and took my first breath, I felt a great spell ripped away from my grasp and shattered across the Magic Realm. Moments after that the first of the gargoyles came to slay me.”
Gryton pulled off his helmet and braced one fist against his hip. “I know well what the Divine Ones think of me. And the gargoyle legion. And Lord Death. I don’t know why I told you this.”
Suspicion entered his gaze.
“I have weaved no spell over you. Unless honesty has that same power.”
Gryton grunted in a very Gregory-like manner.
But Daryna sensed a softening in his resolution. “One day, if you’re amenable to it, I would like to glean more of our last life from what memories you did absorb before the spell was destroyed. Then, when it is time, I will share them with Gregory.”
“Don’t you fear what the Divine Ones will do to you? They wiped your memories once.”
“Yes. But they did not unmake us. They didn’t even demote us, as it were. We are still their Avatars. Perhaps they have allowed us to return this time to do what they themselves could not.”
“To kill the Lady of Battles and the Lord of the Underworld? You actually believe that.”
“Yes.”
“But why should I trust anything you say?”
Daryna stood and raised her arms away from her sides and turned her palms out, showing them empty of any weapon, be it magical or cold steel. “Look within my mind for the truth. I know no other way to reassure you.”
She lowered the shields, both physical and mental, that surrounded and protected her.
Gryton’s nostrils flared in surprise, but he swiftly stepped up to her and pulled off one gauntlet and then the glove underneath. His strong fingers closed upon her jaw and even as he closed his eyes, his magic reached into her, seeking all that she was.
His soft, quickly drawn breath told her when he found her memories, her present thoughts, and plans. And also, her devotion to him. Family. He was family. The one thing she’d always wanted but could never truly have until him.
After long moments, Gryton released her jaw. His eyes blinked open, and he just stood, silent and staring for long moments.
“Are you ready to accept my offer of training?”
He sat cross-legged on the floor. Once he was settled comfortably, he looked up at her. “I will allow you to teach me. If you later think to betray me, I will return the favor. What lesson shall we start with?”
“Why, the first one.” And so Daryna did, settling to sit cross-legged opposite him.
She had less than three hours to begin his training, but Gryton proved an able student. By the time the sky to the east had taken on a pinkish hue, he’d already learned better ways to harness and control his power without leashing it so tightly that it fought him to be free.
Daryna regretted that her first session with her son was already ending. But there would be other days, although, escaping her gargoyle protector unnoticed might prove difficult. She couldn’t risk using the collars a second time. In truth, she couldn’t stomach the thought of enslaving Gregory to her will. No. The collars would come off this day.
She would just have to use something else as a distraction. Daryna frowned, not liking where her mind went, but Lillian would be the easiest distraction to use against Gregory if it came to that.
Glancing at Gryton, she said, “If I can’t escape tomorrow night to continue your training, take what I’ve already taught you and reinforce those lessons until they become second nature to you. And think on my plan. I do not require an answer right away.”
“I will think upon all you have told me.”
She sensed Gryton still didn’t entirely trust to the new path fate had set him on, and given his past, Daryna couldn’t blame him. Everything that had shaped him reinforced that he could only trust himself. But he was also a creature of logic more than passion, and the intricacies of her plan to slay the Battle Goddess had impressed him.
“Good. Even if Gregory finds your trail and puts a wrench in my plans, I will make certain you don’t have to flee back to the Magic Realm empty-handed. But we will talk more on that later. I must go.”
“I will be here waiting.”
Daryna nodded. He would be. She sensed no deception in his words.
With some regret, she turned from her firstborn son and summoned magic. The portal swirled to life in a vortex of power, and without a backward glance, she stepped through it and appeared in the forest she’d left behind only a few hours before.
She made her way back to the stone cottage and continued inside until she was again looking down at her most beloved other half. She patted him gently and crawled into bed and curled into his warmth.
He slept on, unaware of her treachery.




Chapter 5
After an awkward breakfast in their room, Lillian again found herself in the company of Daryna and the ever-watchful Gregory as they made their way down to the center of the maze where her hamadryad grew. Daryna had said that she was capable of summoning the magic she would need to remove the collars herself, but that by using the hamadryad to channel the flow of magic from the Spirit Realm, it would be less wear and tear on her new body.
While Daryna had explained the spell work to Lillian, Gregory circled them like an overprotective border collie. Any soldier or scientist who came too close got a warning snarl. Her gargoyle protector had been out of sorts ever since he woke up and found he was sandwiched between his mate and his Sorceress.
Lillian might have felt sorry for his apparent confusion if Daryna hadn’t been caressing him when she first woke up. It was evident he’d enjoyed his Sorceress’s touch until he saw Lillian’s expression. At which point, he’d bolted from the bed like she’d set his tail on fire.
The one saving grace was that Gran was waiting for them just outside the maze’s main entrance with a dozen other Fae in tow. The new arrivals gave Lillian someone else to walk and talk with. Thus, giving her an excuse to ignore Daryna.
Lillian soon learned that Gran had recruited other Fae in case of trouble with the military or the accompanying science team. In the end, there wasn’t any trouble though. Gran’s evil eye was more than enough to keep the scientists in check.
If she were given a choice, Lillian preferred the soldiers over the scientists. At least the soldiers only watched them with eagle-eyed distrust. Which was better than being viewed as a specimen for study.
When they reached the center of the glade, they found a good two dozen soldiers stationed inside. Lillian noticed a variety of flags decorating the different uniforms. It looked like half of the world’s other militaries had come to join the fun.
“After seeing what one of the Battle Goddess’s minions could do all by himself,” Gran said as she gestured at the scorch marks that scarred the area, “the joint taskforce has tripled the number of soldiers in the glade in case more enemies than just Gryton came here with him. The military knows the hamadryad is the easiest way to travel between the realms.”
“I see the alliance has developed a little more diversity.” Lillian nodded to a variety of uniforms.
“It’s funny how the threat of a demigoddess from another realm has convinced many of the world’s politicians to put aside their petty bickering.”
“It’s actually reassuring.”
“To you maybe,” Gran said. “All I see is a big political headache and the likelihood of even more scientists arriving. At this point, even if we devastate the Battle Goddess’s armies and win the war, the Clan and the Coven will never be able to disappear into the relative safety of obscurity.”
“One problem at a time. At present, I’m more worried about the possibility of more Gryton-type minions arriving than I am of what might happen three months or a year from now.” Lillian still remembered all too well the damage Gryton and the collar had inflicted upon Gregory.
Gran sighed. “I’m not even certain who has military command at this point, but I did convince Major Resnick and his superiors to agree to pull some of the soldiers back while Daryna works with the tree to remove the collars.” Gran grinned. “Well, convince might be too gentle a word for what I did. There might have been mention of angry demigods should anyone get between them and the hamadryad.”
Once they reached the tree, Gran and the other Fae dropped back and stationed themselves around the inside wall of the maze with the military personnel.
Lillian again found herself alone with a stoic sorceress and a watchful gargoyle. While she wasn’t happy to be indebted to Daryna, she was glad that the collars would be removed soon.
It would also mean that Gregory would be free to call upon his own powers without limit or command. That would be another great weight off her shoulders.
They halted just under the drip line of her hamadryad’s canopy. Standing in the shade of her tree’s sheltering branches, some of the tension that had lodged between her shoulder blades eased. Her worries were not completely gone, but they lessened as they always did when she was out with her hamadryad.
After a moment, Lillian turned her attention to Daryna, where she’d started to summon magic for a spell.
“When I studied the tattoos while I was still a hamadryad, I learned a great deal about how the spells of enslavement worked. The threads of power linking them to your bodies are easy enough to undo from outside. There were a few other nasty bits of spell work involved, but nothing I can’t handle. Although, I will start with Gregory. He’ll be able to protect himself better than you would be able to. And while I’m confident, I won’t risk our child on an arrogant notion that I know all there is to know about the collars.”
Lillian nodded her understanding and agreement. Normally, she would have been quick to volunteer first, but now with the child, she had to be more cautious.
“Gregory, whenever you are ready,” Daryna said.
He took a step closer to the Sorceress, and then he knelt on the ground and closed his eyes, tilting his head back almost in supplication. An uneasy feeling rose within Lillian again. But Daryna merely rested one hand on Gregory’s right shoulder while she fingered the tattoo that circled his throat.
She studied it at some length and then Lillian felt a breeze kick up, one that had no natural source. Magic flickered along Daryna’s fingers, a barely visible shimmering.
Soon the Sorceress began a chant. It was almost beyond the range of hearing, even for Lillian’s gargoyle-enhanced senses. As the chant grew in volume, the breeze the magic had summoned swirled faster. The slight glow around her fingers expanded, throbbing in sync with both the breeze and the chant.
A chilled power Lillian had come to recognize as Spirit Magic, caressed her skin, raising gooseflesh as it passed. Soon the chill had spread, filling the glade and dropping the temperature by several degrees.
Frost glinted on Gregory’s dark skin, and Lillian winced at how cold he had to be. But then again, he seemed to be enjoying the cold. Gargoyles were odd. Or perhaps it was actually Daryna’s touch he took pleasure in.
Lillian frowned, her stomach souring at the thought. But she stomped on that emotion before it could spiral into something darker. She wasn’t going to be jealous about her new doppelgänger. It wasn’t fair to Gregory to force a divide between them.
Not yet at least. She’d wait until she had something more substantial than just a primal jealousy to go on.
Daryna continued to call power from the Spirit Realm. A vortex of energy now danced around Gregory. It snatched at his hair and clothing. The cross current winds began to moan, high-pitched and eerie. The savage currents picked up bits of grit and gravel from the walkways and tossed them around the glade, pelting anyone in their path.
Protective instincts flared to life within Lillian, stronger this time, and talons erupted from her fingertips. She took a step toward Gregory and the Sorceress just as the chant ended. The sound of the howling wind halted so suddenly Lillian’s ears twitched.
“I would never harm Gregory,” Daryna said, stepping aside, so Lillian had a clear view of her mate.
Gregory was still kneeling, but he was now touching his own throat. Then as a toothy gargoyle grin spread across his face, he summoned his magic freely, without needing consent or command from her.
He seemed completely unharmed by Daryna’s spell work. Grudgingly, Lillian admitted she owed thanks to the other woman for fixing her most grievous error.
“I know you wouldn’t harm Gregory intentionally, but I’ve seen a lot go wrong, too.”
The Sorceress nodded. “I understand. Your trust must be earned.”
“I’m sorry,” Lillian said, “but, yes, it does.”
Again, Daryna merely bobbed her head, that annoyingly stoic look back in place.
Gregory stood and whispered quiet thanks to Daryna. Then he gave her a couple thorough gargoyle kisses before he walked over to Lillian.
She’d never been a fan of the gargoyle way of showing affection, but now that it was directed at another person, Lillian felt her insides twist with another stab of jealousy.
‘Ugh. Get a hold on that green-eyed monster,’ Lillian muttered deep in her own mind. ‘He’s just showing affection to the other half of his soul. Deal. With. It.’
Yah. Right. The pep talk did nothing for her.
Gregory stepped in close to Lillian, blocking her view of her doppelgänger. He nuzzled her hair out of the way and pressed a kiss to her shoulder. His warm breath and scent surrounded her, making it impossible to stay upset at either Gregory or Daryna.
“I will do the spell work to unmake your tattoo,” Gregory said as he tapped a finger against her throat. “Daryna will monitor and protect our little one from the power of the spell and any backlash from the collar.”
The concept of a child was still so new to Lillian that it hadn’t occurred to her that breaking the spell on the collar might be dangerous to the fetus in her womb. The thought of losing that tiny life terrified her. She wanted Gregory’s child.
“I would rather allow my own tattoo to remain in place than risk the life of our child.”
Gregory rested his hands on Lillian’s shoulders and pressed their foreheads together. “As long as I draw breath, I won’t allow harm to come to you or our child.”
His words reassured her. It was true. He wanted this child. Perhaps even more than she did. He’d certainly been waiting longer.
“I trust you.” Lillian glanced at Daryna. “Both of you.”
Daryna and Gregory both bowed in the same old-world style and then began their work. Even before they laid hands on her, Lillian felt their separate powers reach out and wrap around her.
Gregory stood in front. His thumbs pressed gently against her throat, caressing the tattoo with chilling power. Behind her, Daryna knelt and reached around her to curve her fingers along Lillian’s abdomen. Warmth seeped into her body, emanating from Daryna’s touch. It cocooned Lillian’s unborn child in layers of protective magic.
“There,” Daryna said. “Our little one is safe.”
Gregory huffed an affirmative and unleashed a torrent of energy. Threads of power flowed across her skin; the cold more intense now that she was its focus. The tattoo around her neck flared with a heated warning, dragging a gasp of surprise from Lillian. The spell branded into her skin shifted and heaved like a living thing.
Her fingers flexed and tension raced up her back. Her breathing came in short, choppy pants.
The urge to shift into her gargoyle form clawed at her mind, but she didn’t know what that would do to the spell Gregory wove, so she fought the need.
“Shhh,” Gregory whispered, bowing his muzzle close to her ear a moment before he began a chant that sounded similar to the one Daryna had used on him.
Then, just like earlier, he ended his chant and a strange wash of power from the Spirit Realm flowed from his hands into her body, taking with it the constraining band of power that had been circling her throat. There was a secondary shift of power and then she felt free, like a weight was lifting from around her neck. Instinctively she reached for her throat and fingered the skin. It felt whole. Clean and unblemished by the tainted collars.
She blinked and stared into Gregory’s eyes for a moment. “Thank you.”
Then she turned to face the Sorceress who was already stepping away. “And thank you as well. I am in your debt.”
Daryna shook her head. “You owe me nothing. Besides, that seems somewhat self-serving.”
“Still, thank you for protecting my child while Gregory freed me from the collar.”
“I will always protect our child and our mate.”




Chapter 6
Gregory hung back and watched Lillian and Daryna. Even though they’d left the maze behind for the gravel paths of the garden, a chill still followed them. Regrettably, this iciness had nothing to do with the magic they’d summoned for the spell work.
The sensation creeping up his spine was caused by another situation entirely, and he even had a word for it—rivalry.
Gregory had the distinct impression he was the bone of contention between these two formidable females. Daryna was all ancient confidence and superiority, which wasn’t helping. Lillian, on the other hand, was doing what she could to adapt to the situation without starting a verbal or physical fight. But she was distancing herself from him.
And that was not something Gregory liked. At all.
All three of them needed to work together as one unified being. But Lillian was raised human, Daryna was set in her ways, and he simply wanted fate to find someone else to toy with for a while.
If a compromise was to be found—and one damn well better be found, there was no way he was choosing between his mate and the Sorceress—than it was going to be up to him to locate the solution.
“What would you like to see next?” Lillian asked Daryna, her voice colder than magic from the Spirit Realm.
“You as a gargoyle. I must admit, I’m curious. I’ve seen what you look like in Gregory’s memories, but I want to see you with my own eyes. Then I’d like to go hunting with you both before work demands all our attentions elsewhere.”
Lillian’s hand dropped to her belly. “I’ve meant to ask, but are we all confident that shape-shifting won’t harm the little one?”
Daryna tilted her head and studied Lillian—giving her a look that said she didn’t quite believe she’d been asked such a foolish question.
“Not helping,” Gregory muttered into Daryna’s mind. “Are you intentionally aggravating Lillian?”
Daryna arched an eyebrow at him but directed her answer at Lillian. “Have I not said that I would never do anything to harm our child?” Daryna made a vague gesture at the tree line in the distance. “Besides, a hunt will be good exercise. You’ll want to stay in peak physical form for the health of the little one.”
Lillian’s eyes narrowed dangerously at Daryna’s tone.
Gregory stepped between them. “We might not get another chance for days. Gran says the military is badgering her. They want us to work with them more closely. I also need to get back to forging more ward-spelled weapons. And we have an army to raise. A hunt sounds good when compared to all that.”
“Fine,” Lillian growled.
Gregory felt the betraying wilt of his ears as they drooped to half-mast.
Lillian’s expression softened slightly, and she rolled her eyes at him. “I could use the exercise of a good hunt. We can walk to the tree line and then I’ll shift. No use giving the scientists anymore of an eyeful than they already had.” Her expression turned troubled. “It’s bad enough that Anna’s been voluntold to be their guinea pig, but I still can’t believe everyone is just cool with Shadowlight volunteering for study.”
While Lillian’s muttered comment inched back over toward more angry and annoyed, Gregory felt a spark of humor at that particular situation. The young gargoyle loved attention, asking questions, and generally getting underfoot.
“The scientists will get more than they bargained for with Shadowlight and Anna. Besides, Whitethorn and Greenborrow are watching over those two cubs.”
“Anna will be thrilled you called her a cub. She’s older than me by a couple years.”
Gregory huffed again. “You’re all cubs in need of training. And I think I need to master the skill of time travel to find enough hours to rub together to complete all my tasks.”
Bending down, Gregory nuzzled Lillian’s hair when she continued to look sour. “But those are worries for later. Come, hunt with me.”
The hard glint in Lillian’s eyes softened further, and she nodded. But a moment later her expression hardened again when she looked from Gregory to Daryna and back again.
“Do you mind if we bring Shadowlight along for the hunt. He’s just lost his father, and with River in a coma, he’s alone for the first time in his life. He’s putting on a brave face, but he’s hurting inside. Anyone can see that.”
Gregory dropped to all fours and bumped his head under Lillian’s hand. Her fingers dutifully rubbed along his muzzle and then up into his mane.
“Of course, we’ll bring him along,” he said between blissful scratches. “He’s ours to protect as well.”
Daryna nodded. “I agree. Shadowlight is welcome to come, but you forget he is not alone. The cub has his Kyrsu to act as his family now.”
Gregory huffed in surprise. He knew Anna and Shadowlight’s fates were linked. He could sense that from the moment he’d laid eyes on the human soldier. But a human Kyrsu?
“And what in God’s name is a Kyrsu?” Lillian asked with narrowed eyes as she crossed her arms over her chest.
“Kyrsu is the word for ‘second’ in the gargoyle language. It’s also the title of the second in command of the gargoyle legion,” Daryna explained.
“That clears everything right up. Thanks.” Lillian glowered at Gregory. “When were you going to tell me this bit of news?”
“I’ve shared very little about my gargoyle brothers, not because I wish to keep things from you, but because of lack of time,” Gregory said, bumping his muzzle under Lillian’s hand a second time. When she resumed her scratches, he continued his tale. “You know that unlike me, the other gargoyles were created to serve Lord Death. While I am their leader when we are born into the world as Avatars, the rest of the time the gargoyle legion is led by others.”
“They hold the fort for you while you’re away.”
Gregory nodded. “Yes. They take command from Lord Death directly while we are with the Divine Ones in the Spirit Realm.”
“So, there’s always someone to keep an eye on the Battle Goddess even if it’s not us,” Lillian finished for him.
“Exactly so.” He nuzzled Lillian gently, pressing his muzzle against her belly, breathing deeply of her scent mixed with that of their child. His heart filled with joy, and he was distracted until Lillian’s fingers caressed his horns.
“Anna and Shadowlight…. you were saying.” She prodded him back to the tale.
“Hundreds of centuries can go by while we dwell in the Spirit Realm. In our absence, the gargoyles are led by a Rasoren. Its translation means roughly ‘prime leader’ and Kyrsu is ‘second one.’ Since I first met Shadowlight, I’ve speculated that the Battle Goddess was trying to create her own Rasoren and Kyrsu to lead her armies.”
“Yes. You mentioned their titles. But we’ve squashed the Battle Goddess’s plan in that regard, surely?”
“Yes. But that doesn’t change Shadowlight’s future potential. He was bred to be a strong and cunning leader—one the Battle Goddess intended to use to crush her brother’s army. We have diverted the cub’s fate. But now he will grow up to lead Death’s armies instead. By a strange twist of fate, Shadowlight has already chosen his second in command.”
He sensed Lillian piecing together bits of what he’d just revealed.
Lillian laughed. “Anna is ‘second one’ to Shadowlight’s ‘prime leader,’ isn’t she?”
“Mother Bear might be a more apt name,” Daryna said dryly.
Gregory nodded agreement. “A standard prime and his second are often father and son, brothers, or sometimes just long-standing friends. But all are formidable warriors. Only the strongest of mind and body are granted the rule of the gargoyles.”
Again, Lillian’s expression darkened. “At least Shadowlight is safe from what the Battle Goddess would have turned him into.”
Daryna shook her head. “You forget. Having rescued Shadowlight doesn’t change what he is, what he will grow into. Fate still has plans for those two cubs that even I cannot see. Seeing the future is not a gift the Divine Ones granted their Avatars.”
Lillian grunted, apparently not happy about Daryna’s words, but not denying them either.
“Even if fate has a dark path for Shadowlight to follow,” the Sorceress continued, “Anna, as his second, will be there every step of the way.”
Lillian just shook her head. “I don’t want to be the poor soul who has to tell Anna her fate is no longer her own.”
“I imagine the human already senses that or will discover that fact soon enough.” A small mysterious smile graced Daryna’s lips for a moment before vanishing.
Gregory wondered at the cause and decided he’d speak more on this topic when he had a chance to get Daryna alone. “The cub’s fate will not unfold for years to come. In the meantime, I shall start his training. I’ll even start with today’s hunt. It will do him good.”
For the first time, both Lillian and Daryna agreed on something. Together, hidden by his shadow magic, they sought out the youngest gargoyle.




Chapter 7
Merciful light. It looked like the seemingly endless, dreary, useless meeting was finally going to be over. Shadowlight’s ears perked up. As he listened from his lair under what Gran called a conference table, he heard the humans gathering together their reports and the scraping of chairs as the officers stood.
Earlier he’d squeezed in between Gran and Anna’s chairs and crawled under the table for a nap. To keep from getting kicked in the head or some other body part, he’d curled into a ball, practically sitting on Anna and Gran’s feet.
It was the sound of chairs sliding back that had woken him. Yawning, he shifted and stretched.
He’d been too wound up from the aftermath of the battle with Commander Gryton to sleep and had settled for following Anna around most of the night. His shadow magic hid him from sight and only Gran, and perhaps Major Resnick knew he was presently under the table.
Resnick was observant for a human and had noted when Anna had shifted her chair enough to allow him under the large table.
“It’s settled then, for now,” Resnick was saying, “I’ll stop by the labs and tell them that they will have a few volunteers coming in shortly.”
From Shadowlight’s understanding, the scientists had wanted a female and male from each Fae species to study. Gran had—to steal a phrase from Anna—shot that down. Only volunteers would go to the scientists, and even then, there would be other Fae present to make sure no samples ever left the lab.
He supposed it was wise. Blood had power in more than just the Magic Realm. And Gran had muttered something about cloning and immortality.
Shadowlight knew what immortality meant, but he didn’t know the word cloning, and none of his father’s memories helped either. Hmmm. He’d ask Anna later.
Other conversations drifted around the room, but he focused on Resnick’s whispered aside to Gran. “But there will be volunteers?”
He’d made it a question, but Shadowlight sensed it was more of a statement.
“Of course,” Gran said with a chuckle. “We can’t have your scientists turning poor Anna into a pincushion and draining all her blood, now can we?”
They wished to drain Anna’s blood?
Shadowlight growled threateningly as he hauled himself out from underneath the table.
When he was free, he shoved Anna’s chair behind him and stood guard, his muscles bunching in preparation to lunge and his tail flicking with battle readiness.
“Damn it, kid!” Anna hissed under her breath and added a sharp ‘Shadowlight behave’ for the benefit of the other humans in the room. She grabbed his shoulder, her short talons digging in painfully.
“Has that creature been here the entire time?” Colonel Tremblay asked, his tone hostile.
Resnick cleared his throat. “He came in just behind Corporal Mackenzie and Vivian. Then promptly disappeared into thin air. I assumed everyone saw him pull his vanishing act.”
“Your job is not to assume,” came the sharp reply.
“Sorry, sir,” Resnick said and then added in an afterthought. “I’ll see to the young gargoyle’s education. He’s adopted Corporal Mackenzie as his surrogate parent and looks to her for guidance.”
“Good for him. Now get him trained.”
“Gentleman,” Gran said as she pushed back her chair and picked up her wooden staff. “He’s not a dog, and if you try to treat him like one, the demigods will hear about it. I can assure you of that.”
Shadowlight knew adopted was something one did to give a person a family after they’d lost their own. The concept worked for Shadowlight. Anna helped fill the void left by the absence of his parents.
Thoughts of his father—a stone statue who might or might not awaken again in some distant time—came to him. And if that wasn’t bad enough, his mother was severely hurt. Anna said she was in a deep coma. Focusing on his parents hurt his heart, tightened his throat, and brought the dampness of tears to his eyes.
“It’s my fault, Sir.” Anna loosened her hold on Shadowlight’s shoulder and walked around to stand in front of him. “I didn’t think to tell him not to come. I figured it’s better than leaving him to his own devices.”
More dark looks were cast about the room and aggression scent filled the air, but after another long awkward pause, the one called Colonel Tremblay merely pushed back his chair and stood. “Major, you’re responsible for both the Corporal and the gargoyle child.”
The comment got a sharp affirmative from Resnick. After that, the meeting room finished emptying until only Gran, Anna, and Resnick remained behind with him.
“Did I do something wrong?” He didn’t like the thought of getting his new friends into trouble.
“Nothing you did, kid,” Anna said and then ruffled his mane affectionately. “Just human insecurity at its best.”
He bumped his muzzle under her hand looking for more scratches.
She obliged as she addressed Major Resnick. “How soon until I report to the lab?”
“You look like shit. Get a couple hours sleep. I’ll tell Fleming he can have you after fourteen-thirty. Vivian wants to introduce me to a few of the Clan and Coven council members around thirteen hundred hours and discuss the possibility of training demonstrations. I want you there to help smooth the edges. Gran says the Fae consider you one of theirs now. I’m going to use and abuse that to secure their full cooperation.” Resnick sighed, sounding nearly as tired as Shadowlight felt. “The last thing we need is a violent misunderstanding to destroy the fledgling peace treaty while it’s barely hours old.”
“I’m all for the use and abuse of power in the name of peace,” Gran chuckled and patted Resnick's shoulder. “That’s why we’re going to make a great team. We’ll keep all the factions so busy they won’t have time to bicker.”
Anna snorted and muttered a ‘good fucking luck’ under her breath that Shadowlight was sure no one was supposed to hear.
He reared up to walk on two legs and followed the others as they left. When he caught up with Anna, he asked, “We make a good team, don’t we?”
Anna laughed. “Yeah, kid. We’re a good team. Don’t worry. I won’t allow anyone to separate us.”
Warmth suffused him at the fierce undertone of her words. Reaching along the magical tether that had been created when he’d saved her life by sharing his blood, he touched her mind. Her thoughts were full of strength, loyalty and the need to protect him.
Their mental link was growing stronger. So too was Shadowlight’s magic. New knowledge awoke daily alongside more of his father’s memories. One such piece of information was the awareness he was now strong enough to issue orders to Anna and she would obey.
It was a dark power, one that he didn’t intend to use against her, or anyone else for that matter. Yet there was one thing that terrified him almost enough to call on that ability.
A vision of what Gryton had done to his parents flashed through his mind’s eye.
He reached out and grasped Anna’s shoulder, forcing her to stop and face him.
Before he could stop them, words came pouring out of his mouth. “Promise you won’t ever leave me.”
Those six words were more than just sounds given meaning. There was a command buried deep within them. One that made Anna stand straighter and the weariness fall away from her features.
“Oh, kid, you have my word.” Anna’s expression turned fierce. “I’ll do my damnedest to protect you and nothing, short of death, will ever keep me away for long.”
“I’m glad.” Shadowlight felt foolish tears misting his eyes, and he blinked them away.
“That’s what big sisters are for, kid.”
Shadowlight nodded and broached another topic somewhat uncertainly, “Will you come with me to visit my mother?”
Anna’s fierce expression turned softer, her dark eyes glittering with some strong emotion.
“Of course, I will. We can go now if you like. I can grab a nap later.”
Shadowlight nodded, feeling happier. “Thank you.”
Anna chuckled and ruffled his mane. “Anytime, kid. Come on.” She turned and started away, her long legs carrying her across the distance quickly. Shadowlight dropped to all fours and loped after her.




Chapter 8
Anna found herself hesitating at the door outside River’s room. Shadowlight’s mother was in a hospital bed with various tubes, hoses, monitors, and wires trailing away over the side of the bed. The readings on the monitors meant little to Anna, but she knew this Fae was in a deep coma. What she hadn’t the heart to tell Shadowlight was that no one knew how long his mother would remain in one.
It was a miracle she was even still alive.
River had Lillian’s magical tree to thank for still drawing breath. But the tree hadn’t been able to fix everything that had been broken within Shadowlight’s mother.
Her many burns and lacerations had been bandaged until almost no skin showed. What was visible was mottled with bruises. Gran had told Shadowlight that because River had no hamadryad tree in this realm or at least not one old enough to merge with yet, she would have to fight this battle much like a human.
After Gryton’s attack, when they’d first treated River, Shadowlight had demanded to stay near his mother while they tended to her injuries, but he hadn’t been alone with her like this, with all the monitors and crap. She knew seeing River like this had to be traumatizing to the kid. That’s why Anna was hovering nearby. If Shadowlight wanted time alone with his mother, that was all right. If he didn’t want to be alone, that was fine too.
“It’s okay kid. I’ll be right over here if you need me,” Anna walked over and dragged a chair from where it was sitting in one corner. She didn’t know who had placed it in the temporary hospital room, but it was too small for Shadowlight, so she appropriated it and sat guarding the door to prevent any nosy scientists from harassing the kid.
At least the two sets of Special Forces babysitters that followed Anna and Shadowlight everywhere had stayed outside in the hall.
Shadowlight inched past Anna and closer to the bed.
Outside, Anna heard the soft crackle of a radio and hushed voices, but otherwise, she wouldn’t have been aware of the eight guards out in the hall. She and Shadowlight had initially been assigned twice that number of babysitters, but the halls and rooms of the converted community center were too crowded with scientists and equipment as it was.
Besides, as Resnick had pointed out to his superiors, the gargoyles could vanish in a moment’s notice if they wanted to. Human soldiers weren’t the only ones watching. The Fae council had assigned their own guards as well.
The only difference was that the Fae would back up Anna and Shadowlight if they ran into trouble with the humans.
Anna could almost taste the lack of trust and anti-goodwill flowing through the halls of the building.
Yep. Her new life was going to be so freaking much fun.
While she mulled over her new life, Shadowlight had knelt next to the bed and was stroking his mother’s cheek. It was one of the only bits of skin not covered in bandages.
Shadowlight’s ears, wings, and tail all drooped in distress.
He whined softly.
“Kid, I didn’t know your mother well,” Anna began and added a mental, and I pretty much hated the cast-iron bitch on sight, “but she is a tough lady. She’ll pull through. She’s got one magnificent reason to live.”
Ears perking slightly, he glanced at her questioningly
“She’s got you. You’re her reason to recover and she will.”
When she looked up into his face, she saw the damp tracks of tears.
“My father had the same reason, but he’s not here now. I wasn’t reason enough for him.”
Dammit. And damn all warmongering Battle Goddesses, too.
“Kid, that wasn’t his choice. He would have stayed with you if he could. Don’t doubt that for a moment. And Gregory says he may still heal and walk back into your life.”
The young gargoyle surprised her by turning and leaping at her.
“What—” He snatched her out of her chair and into the biggest bear hug she’d ever been on the receiving end of, and she’d been on the receiving end of a few. All four of her older brothers were built like linebackers juiced up on steroids, but she’d never felt like a child’s toy before.
Shadowlight hoisted her up and proceeded to crush her hard enough that her bones creaked, and all air was squeezed from her lungs. With her feet dangling in the air and her nose getting ground painfully against his sternum, all Anna could do was pat him on the back and pray he’d put her down before he broke her back or smothered her.
“Can’t breathe—”
He loosened his hold a fraction, and she turned her head and drew a deep breath and expelled it in a cough. Once she dragged in a few more breaths, she thumped the kid on the back and said, “I know it hurts now, but it’s going to be alright, Shadowlight. It’s okay to cry.”
As if her words were a release for his pent-up emotions, they came flooding out and he did cry; deep shuddering sobs that shook his body. He didn’t loosen his hold, and she imagined she might have a few bruises later. But it didn’t matter.
She continued to pat him on the back and murmur nonsense. What the hell did parents say to their kids to comfort them? Her mind kept coming up blank. She hadn’t even babysat as a teenager.
Finally, she settled for little white lies, telling him everything would be okay over and over.
Eventually, the young gargoyle lowered her back to the ground. He wiped a forearm across his cheeks and muzzle while Anna remembered how to breathe normally.
Feeling like a teddy bear that had been squeezed in a headlock for too long and had her stuffing rearranged, she tried to subtly realign the discs in her spine.
Shadowlight sniffled a couple more times, but the tears had stopped flowing at least. He glanced over his shoulder and then focused back on Anna. “Is it all right if we go somewhere else now?”
“Of course. Are you hungry?” Anna glanced at the clock on the wall. She still had some hours before she needed to meet with her CO again. There’d be lots of time to take a nap after they grabbed a bite to eat. And if she knew gargoyles at all, Shadowlight was probably ready to eat a horse.
Shadowlight’s ears perked up. “Do you think Gran has any of her chocolate chip and peanut butter cookies left?”
“What? You mean you didn’t eat all of them this morning while you were waiting for breakfast?”
He shook his head.
“Well, by all means, let’s see if we can find some.”
As it turned out, they never made it to Gran. Anna was leading Shadowlight down the hospital wing when his sister, her doppelgänger, and a sour-looking Gregory all marched down the hall.
Gregory glowered at Anna and Shadowlight’s security detail, but his expression softened and brightened when his gaze landed on the young gargoyle.
“We’re going hunting before we have to attend to today’s duties. Did you want to come?” He asked as he dropped to all fours.
Shadowlight bounded over to Gregory, and they greeted each other with boisterous gargoyle affection while Lillian looked on with a grin.
As far as demigods went, Anna had decided Lillian and Gregory weren’t bad. Lillian ran her fingers through her little brother’s mane and her smile stretched wider. However, the clone held herself further back.
Anna wasn’t sure what to think about the clone. Actually, that wasn’t true. Anna was one hundred percent certain she didn’t like her.
The problem was that she didn’t know why.
While she’d missed the doppelganger’s birth, Anna had been briefed later. Apparently, this Daryna was supposed to contain Lillian’s soul and magic; she was in fact just an extension of the other woman. With a mental ‘what the hell do I know’ and a shake of her head, Anna had shoved the entire strange new development aside for later.
Well, later had just walked up to her.
Shadowlight broke off his play fight with Gregory and turned back towards Anna. “Do you want to come hunting with us?”
She felt a frown trying to crawl across her face. Hmmm, bumping around in the forest on the back of a gargoyle while they looked for deer to hunt in the rain. Not on her life. She still hurt from getting tossed off Shadowlight’s back yesterday when he’d jumped a fallen tree on his way to battle Commander Gryton in the glade.
She didn’t know the first thing about riding a horse or a gargoyle, and it had been abundantly clear Shadowlight was unfamiliar with carrying a rider.
Apparently, daddy’s memories didn’t cover all the day-to-day stuff.
She didn’t want to hurt Shadowlight’s feelings so told a half-truth. “I’m dead tired and need a nap if I’m going to be useful to my CO later. I’ll go hunting with you next time.”  Once you’ve gotten some miles on you with a rider that’s not me. “Promise.”
Shadowlight looked mildly disappointed until Gregory bumped the young gargoyle in the side. “Come on youngling. I’ll teach you the finer points of being a gargoyle mount so that next time when we drag Anna along, you’ll have the skills not to kill her.” Gregory huffed with laughter. “In the meantime, Daryna will help teach you how to carry a rider.”
“Gregory is correct,” Daryna said with a grin. “I’m sure Anna will appreciate not being the one to hit the ground every time you take a corner too sharply.”
The Sorceress’s words were light-hearted, but that annoying worm of doubt burrowed deeper into Anna’s thoughts. Perhaps she should go?
Oh, for fuck’s sake. He’s got demigods looking out for him. He’ll be okay.
Anna fought down what was likely just overly protective maternal instincts. Who’d have thought she’d turn out to be the motherly type? With a somewhat fake smile, Anna wished them a good hunt and watched them walk away. When they were out of sight, she headed off to round up some breakfast, clean clothes, and a shower.  Anna’s personal guards trailed along behind her as that earlier nagging worm of doubt returned and dogged her steps.




Chapter 9
Lillian returned from the hunt feeling relaxed even though she’d learned Gregory and Daryna would be spending the day together as they worked on strengthening the protections around the hamadryad to prevent other, unexpected Magic Realm visitors from just popping in. While they worked on higher level spells, Lillian would be helping Gran with a different project involving magic. But even knowing that detail, hadn’t chased away Lillian’s happiness.
Watching Gregory and Daryna teach Shadowlight the finer points of carrying a rider likely had a lot to do with her feelings of good will toward the Sorceress. The exercise had certainly gone a long way to lifting the young gargoyle’s confidence and demeanor. Not that Shadowlight lacked confidence, but the hunt helped him feel useful. And that lightened Lillian’s own dark thoughts.
Lillian still couldn’t bring herself to welcome Daryna with open arms, but perhaps she wasn’t so very terrible either. She’d been kind to the young gargoyle. And she’d even shared stories with Lillian about the Avatars’ history while Gregory taught the young gargoyle how to better control and maintain his shadow magic to hide from adversaries more deadly than humans. 
Still, some instinct urged her not to trust her doppelganger twin. And there were the times Lillian felt like Daryna was intentionally trying to stir up trouble.
One part of Lillian’s consciousness said she was just jealous and paranoid, that Daryna hadn’t done anything to deserve her distrust.
But now that she had time to dwell upon it, she wondered how much Daryna had been unconsciously shaped by her stay in the Battle Goddess’s domain during those first eight years of her life. Eight years was a lot of time to develop a young mind—no demon seed required.
Another dark thought emerged from Lillian’s overactive psyche. When all this was over, and they defeated the Battle Goddess, would they just have a new adversary in the form of Daryna?
Lillian wanted to tell herself it was pure paranoia.
For the first time since she’d found out that her hamadryad had taken her soul and her powers of the Mother’s Avatar, Lillian wasn’t certain she wanted either back. She definitely liked it better when Daryna was a tree.
But could Lillian survive long-term without her soul or her powers as an Avatar?
And what would it do to Gregory?
Lillian didn’t know the answer to either question. Even Gregory might not know.
For now, she would do nothing. However, if some evidence came to light, no matter how small, she would act. Lillian also knew she couldn’t overpower Daryna in a fair fight. The Sorceress would have knowledge of defensive spells equal to what Gregory possessed.
But Lillian had seen what a few well-aimed grenades had done to Gryton.
If something did come to light, Lillian would share it with Corporal Mackenzie and Major Resnick. Together, they might have the best chance of coming up with a plan to neutralize Daryna, if worst came to worst.
As far as plans went, it was a pitifully weak one. But it gave Lillian some peace knowing that if her suspicions proved correct there would be someone other than Gregory there to make the hard choices.
Lillian set aside her dark thoughts for now. She was supposed to report to Gran and help with brainstorming ways to ‘magic-proof’ the military’s weapons so they wouldn’t suffer a magic-induced malfunction during battle.
Given what she’d just been thinking, it might be prudent to have weapons that magic couldn’t easily sabotage.
∞∞∞
 
Standing shoulder to shoulder with Gran, Lillian looked down upon a table full of weapons. Greenborrow stood on Gran’s other side. Colonel Tremblay, Lieutenant-Colonel Harmon, Major Resnick, and three other military personnel Lillian had never met before filled in the table’s other three sides.
Gran put down a sidearm and hoisted a large rifle instead. Lillian didn’t know guns, but she thought it was a sniper rifle. This beast looked badass. Its every line telling anyone who looked upon it that it existed for one reason; to inflict pure carnage upon an enemy.
“It’s just as vulnerable to magic as the smaller guns,” Gran said with a curl of her lip. “If you’d like me to demonstrate, I’d suggest going somewhere safer. Preferably a place with a nice bulletproof barrier to stop any stray bullets or shrapnel.”
Colonel Tremblay seemed equal parts pleased that Gran was willing to demonstrate and disturbed by how quickly magic could render their weapons vulnerable.
“This will be fun.” Greenborrow hooted and slapped his good arm against his thigh. “Magic plus propellants always equals a nice boom. However, I must say I’m curious what it could do to C-4 and things with a bigger explosive force.”
“Missiles,” Gran said nodding sagely. “Those could be defeated if a magic wielder sensed them coming and reacted fast enough to destroy the missile before getting blown to bits.”
While Gran and Greenborrow gleefully discussed plans on what they’d enjoy blowing up, Lillian’s thoughts turned to the reason for this little session.
While the Battle Goddess and her army had never come up against modern technology before, the Fae and their new human allies couldn’t assume the enemy wouldn’t figure out that a well-placed energy discharge near live ammo had an explosive effect. If something wasn’t done, a simple spell forged by the enemy could ignite ammo cartridges and deliver a devastating blow to whatever earth forces joined the fight.
Gran picked up a grenade next. “I think with a little trial and error, we can find a way to ward-spell them with a type of shielding magic which might ‘magic proof’ your guns. At least for a short time. Don’t expect miracles. Magic and metal never play nice.”
“But you think it can be done?” Resnick asked.
Gran nodded. “I certainly hope so, because next time the Lady of Battles sends her goons to this realm, it would be nice to have some effective modern artillery to back us up. A tank or twenty might come in handy.”
Major Resnick choked back a laugh. But it was Colonel Tremblay who answered. “Let’s start with the guns. If all goes well, we’ll see what we can do about larger ordnance.”
“Good,” Gran said as she picked up a gun and tried to figure out how to release the clip.
Major Resnick did it for her and Lillian noticed the clip was empty.
It wasn’t really a surprise. Trust had to be earned. On both sides.
“I assume you have a place for us to work?” Gran asked.
Resnick nodded. “We have a safe room already set up for your use.”
Good. Accidentally shooting somebody wouldn’t help the newborn alliance.
“Come, Lillian,” Gran called over her shoulder as she followed the officers out into the hall. “You too, Greenborrow. And see if you can find Whitethorn. We could use his help with this. Finding a way to anchor a shielding spell to the metal of the gun is going to take a lot of brainpower and a nice big pot of tea.”
This was going to take hours. Long hours where Daryna and Gregory would be off working together while she was here. At least they weren’t alone. They were working with the banshee, the unicorn, and the pooka.
Sighing, Lillian reminded herself there was lots of work to be done. Now was not the time to be jealous. With new determination, she followed Gran and the others, ready to start working toward a way to inflict harm on the Lady of Battles.
∞∞∞
 
Six hours later, Lillian straightened from where she was leaning over a worktable. Her back protesting, she stretched and stomped feeling back into her feet. Even the aches and pains caused from standing unmoving for so long didn’t dull her sense of accomplishment.
Twelve prototype spell-warded rifles now lay spread across the worktable. It had taken some trial and error. And an explosion or two; one she’d triggered herself from behind the safety of a bulletproof barrier. Yet in the end, they now had working prototypes.
As Gran had suggested, finding a way to affix the spell to the rifle had been the most difficult part. The first two dozen tries had all ended with the spell disintegrating where it was attached to the metal. Sometimes the spell would buck and fight before slipping free of the metal and falling away from the gun. Gran had been correct. Magic and metal repelled each other like magnets of opposite polarity.
In the end, it was Greenborrow who said trying to attach the ward-spells to the rifles was too much like trying to saddle and ride a fractious horse. That had given Whitethorn the idea of weaving the ward-spell into a halter or net that could be slipped over the weapons. Once they managed that, a simple trigger spell had been enough to tighten a shielding spell over the rifle like a snug fitting glove.
The resulting product was a rather otherworldly looking firearm. A long green line ran along the top of the gun and down the handle.
Gran said the glow was a result of the ward-spell interacting with the base metals of the weapon. Over time, likely three or four days, the spell would be drained of power. Once that happened, the gun would be rendered vulnerable to magical attacks again. But as long as the spell was active, the rifle and wielder would be protected from magic-induced misfires.
Or at least that was the plan.
“They are not very subtle,” Lillian said with an arched brow directed at Gran.
“They’re sniper rifles. It’s not like they were very subtle to begin with. Besides, the strength of the glow will let the humans know how much longer their weapons will be useful to them.” Gran nodded to the ammo cartridges. “Same with those.”
“These will take a lot of maintenance.” Lillian shuddered at the thought of doing hundreds of these spells each day.
“We can do huge batches and store them away from any metal and then bring them out as needed. Even the weakest of the Fae could trigger the spell once it’s placed on the weapon.”
Lillian gave the table a skeptical once over. But now that they’d figured out the spell and how to attach it to a weapon, the process was likely to go faster from now on.
Gran left unsaid that this way there would always be a Fae directly involved with the work. And if for some reason these weapons fell into enemy hands or the new alliance went south, these guns would only be viable for a limited time.
The humans were likely to be annoyed by the news, but it was the truth.
“These will still have to be tested in the field,” Gran was saying, “but this is a start.”
Lillian nodded agreement. “Good. I’m going to see if Gregory and Daryna are finished for the day and then grab some food.”
What she didn’t say was that it was well past time for her to reclaim her mate’s attention.




Chapter 10
As fate would have it, Lillian didn’t escape until after Resnick and his henchmen had had all their questions about the new ward-spelled weapons answered to their full satisfaction. Now she waited at the main gate for the soldiers to wave her through so she could go home at last. She refrained from growling at them even though she really wanted to snarl at something.
She was so hungry she could have eaten the pooka.
Finally, the gate slid open and the guards waved her through. While she trudged past them, she cursed herself for walking this morning instead of driving. But in her defense, it wasn’t like she could get either Gregory or Daryna into a car to save her life.
Next time she was driving. The Avatars could run along behind.
Now all she wanted was a quiet dinner. With Gregory, if she could separate him from Daryna for a few hours. If her mate wasn’t at the house, she’d just park herself in front of the fridge and start eating.
Her stomach rumbled louder at the thought of food. Lillian supposed an increased appetite shouldn’t really come as a surprise. Given the opportunity, she knew gargoyles could pack away three times what a human ate in a day. A pregnant female gargoyle might just be able to surpass their male counterparts in that regard.
She crossed the road to walk on the tree-shaded side; the forest’s welcoming presence always replenished her reserves. Some of the fatigue was just falling away when movement between the tree trunks drew her eye.
At first, she thought she’d picked up another military babysitter. Then her senses homed in on the other person. Ah. Not military. This person possessed magic.
A moment later the banshee ghosted between the trees, allowing the fading light to catch on the silver comb that held her wealth of hair pinned to the back of her head. She made eye contact with Lillian and then vanished back deeper into the forest. Her soft footfalls continued to rustle the leaf litter. She hadn’t gone far, then.
If that was the case, it most likely meant she wanted to be seen by Lillian but didn’t want others to know.
Now what?
Then Lillian remembered the banshee had been assigned to work with Gregory and Daryna. With difficulty, Lillian maintained her direction and pace, not wanting to give away the banshee’s location in case she was being watched. It was hard, though. Lillian’s every instinct was urging her to storm into the woods and find out what concern had convinced the banshee to seek her out in secret.
When the first side road presented itself, Lillian took it. Unhurriedly she walked to the next patch of deepening shadow along the tree line. Once she was in the deepest part, she called her shadow magic and faded from any mortal eyes that might be watching.
She didn’t trust her own skills completely, so darted into the forest as quickly as possible. Then she followed where her gargoyle senses led. She found the banshee standing under an oak tree.
After scanning the area to be certain they were alone, Lillian dropped her shadow magic and approached the banshee.
“What has happened? Is Gregory okay?”
“Your avatar mate was well when last I saw him a mere hour ago.”
Lillian raised an eyebrow. “Daryna then?”
“She was well,” the banshee said, but a thread of fear now entered her voice.
“Go on. We’re alone here.”
The banshee paced between two trees, too agitated to stay in one place.
That can’t be a good sign, Lillian decided.
“Are you aware that a banshee can sense deception?”
Lillian hadn’t really thought of it like that, but Gregory had said banshees could sense a truth from a lie. “Yes. Gregory shared that bit of knowledge with me.”
“Sometimes our gift is so strong as to be able to read thoughts. Although that is not always the case. Certainly not if the one we are trying to read is a powerful worker of magic. But even so, my kind know when we are being told a lie.” The banshee made a frustrated sound. “I wish I had more to tell you, some definitive proof. But I don’t. The Sorceress is too strong for me to read her thoughts, but my nature detects something off—a deception when I am near her. It is subtle.”
Again, the banshee betrayed her unease by rubbing a hand against her thigh. “Perhaps deception is too strong a word. But there is an avoidance in Daryna. Or there’s something she does not want others to know yet. Or…it could simply be her ancient nature. She has lifetimes of knowledge she’s been tasked with guarding. Gregory sometimes has that sense about him as well.”
“When did you first notice this?”
“From the moment I laid eyes on the Sorceress after she emerged from the hamadryad.” The banshee frowned, worry lines marring her smooth, ageless features. “But the feeling was stronger this afternoon when I worked with her and Gregory. What I sense from her is not evil…just a wrongness.”
“Thank you for sharing your worries with me.” Lillian braced a shoulder against a tree and sighed deeply. It was both a worry and a relief to have another give voice to her fears. She debated what to confide in the other Fae, and then settled on everything. “I suspected my hamadryad of interference even before she cloned me and created this new sorceress.”
“What made you suspect?”
“I had Commander Gryton under my sword’s point when my hamadryad spirited him off somewhere before I could end him. When Daryna arrived, I asked her about it, but she said if I’d killed Gryton it might have triggered a fiery apocalypse, but she also said that Gryton was needed, or useful, or some other line of crap I didn’t honestly believe. My doubts were further compounded when Daryna said Gryton had escaped.”
Lillian glanced down at her fingers. Her gargoyle talons had flexed longer, her body responding to the worry in her mind. She didn’t want to say the rest as if uttering the words would make them real, and she very much didn’t want it to be true.
“Go on,” the banshee urged. “Lies and evasions only weaken our core strength.”
“The hamadryad whispered that Gryton was needed, but the more I examine those memories, the greater my unease grows. I don’t think the hamadryad was just protecting Commander Gryton. I believe she was protective of him.”
The banshee looked about as unhappy as Lillian felt.
“Do you think something of the demon seed survived?” Even as Lillian asked it, she didn’t believe it. This — whatever this was — felt different than the demon seed.
The banshee shook her head. “I would have detected evil.”
“We need some kind of proof. If I go to Gregory with this now, I’m going to seem like the jealous lover. Not to mention it will tip off Daryna if I say anything to Gregory. We need proof, and then we need a swift plan of action. But even then, we’ll need Gregory’s cooperation.”
Lillian very much wanted her suspicions to be wrong, but the banshee sensed something was off. That made two of them. And she wasn’t a believer in coincidence.
But, by the Divine Ones, what could they do against the Mother’s Sorceress? Only Gregory was her match. In theory. But would he go against her even if there was proof of her duplicity?
Hell, Earth probably wouldn’t survive a war between the Avatars.
“I desperately hope we’re both wrong. But we need to watch Daryna while not giving away that we suspect her. If we find something, we’ll take it to Gregory. If he can’t or won’t act, there is one other who might be able to stop Daryna.”
The banshee raised a brow in question. “No Fae or mortal has any hope of defeating the Sorceress in a fight.”
“No. But a demigod just might. If we find some proof of wrongdoing, I’ll find a way to take what I’ve learned to the Lord of the Underworld.”
“You would destroy yourself?” The banshee was surprised.
“No. But I would destroy a flawed copy to protect everything I love in this world.” Lillian rested her hand on her belly.
Although without the power of the Mother’s Sorceress, Lillian didn’t know if it was possible to win a war against the Battle Goddess.
Earth might lose regardless of what path they chose.
Lillian closed her eyes and prayed she was wrong.




Chapter 11
Not long after Lillian and the banshee parted company, Gregory came bounding through the forest and nearly knocked her off her feet with an exuberant greeting. At first, Lillian was afraid Gregory had caught the underlying worry or the direction her recent thoughts had taken, and he’d come to unearth the reason for her distress.
But after his greeting, he showed no signs of suspicion.
“I missed you. When I finished the spell work with Daryna and returned to the house, you weren’t back yet.” Gregory looked equal parts upset and sheepish. “I should have stayed in contact with you throughout the day.”
“It’s all right. You’ve had your plate full these last few days.”
“I’m never too busy to spend time with my mate.” Gregory nuzzled her and inched closer.
When he reared up and took her in his arms, it wasn’t really a surprise. Lillian’s worries fell away for a short time while she returned his embrace.
“What great weaving of magic did you and Daryna create today?” Lillian asked, hoping her question diverted him from picking up her earlier concerns.
“We built two traps. Anyone from the Magic Realm using the hamadryad to travel here will find themselves captured and transported to another holding spell well away from any populated areas. The prison dome now has Fae and military guards watching it.”
“Sounds fun.”
“And your day?” He asked in a rumbling tone.
“Long,” Lillian said with a laugh. “Long and tedious. We’ve been working on rendering the military’s weapons less vulnerable to magical attack. Several of the prototype guns are ready for testing. They’d like to try to shoot us with them tomorrow, I believe.”
Gregory laughed. “A new hunting game? And do we get to hunt them in turn?”
Only a gargoyle would think getting shot at was fun. “You’ll have to talk to Anna and Major Resnick about that.”
Gregory tucked her against his side and curled a wing around her as he called on shadow magic to hide them. Lillian sighed happily. Without Daryna underfoot, it was like old times again. If she weren’t in danger of passing out with hunger, she might have suggested a long walk in the woods.
But…priorities.
“I’m starving. Let’s go find something to eat,” Lillian said as she urged Gregory in the direction of home.
∞∞∞
 
Gregory wasn’t fooled by Lillian’s outward calm. He’d felt her soul deep pain enough in the last twenty-four hours to know of her unhappiness. They were one being, after all. And it didn’t matter that she wasn’t presently the Sorceress.
She was his mate. They were one in all ways that mattered.
Besides, her scent would have been enough to signal her emotional distress. If he could have changed events and certain outcomes for her, he would have.
What the hamadryad had done by cloning Lillian was beyond his range of experience. And that experience went back to the beginning of time, so surprising him was difficult under normal circumstances.
Humph. Not that much about this life was normal. The most ancient part of his essence and soul whispered that there was a wrongness that needed to be corrected.
Gregory’s mind shied away from that disturbing thought as his tail began flicking with newfound unease. He wanted to think he was just feeding upon Lillian’s tension but one thing his long existence had taught him was to trust his feelings and investigate the source of unease.
They reached the large stone cottage Lillian called home and entered through the back door, into the kitchen.
Inside they found two bowls of steaming stew with their names upon them. Literally. There was a folded paper propped against the large bowls that read ‘eat these’ signed with a J.
Lillian laughed. “Jason made the stew. It’s his specialty.”
She scooped up utensils, a still warm roll from a covered basket, her bowl of stew, and then started for the table. Gregory stopped her with a tap on the shoulder.
Glancing at him, she arched an eyebrow in question.
“I have spent enough time in the company of others. I would prefer to dine in our room,” he said with a sheepish shrug.
It was true. He was also hoping to mend the growing divide between them as well as spend some time getting to know their unborn child. Lillian’s scent was already changing to carry the hint of their baby.
It was a marvel he wanted to take time and enjoy. Never had he dreamed this moment would be real.
He dragged in another deep breath and huffed it out a moment later. Something had changed. Lillian’s scent no longer was as sweet. There was now an underlying hint of distress.
Small frown lines had appeared between her brows and at the corners of her mouth.
“I would like to dine with you, too,” Lillian said and then tried to seem uninterested in the answer to her next question. “Where is Daryna? I haven’t seen her yet this evening?”
Ah, so that was what bothered her.
“She said she would meet with Gran and the Fae council. She’ll help to round up volunteers to work with the humans,” Gregory said as he urged Lillian out of the kitchen and up the stairs before anyone else had a chance to waylay them.
“Shouldn’t we help?” Lillian asked, sounding even less enthusiastic than he felt at the prospect of joining in another meeting.
“No.”
Once within the sanctuary of their rooms, Gregory stomped over to the closet and pulled out three large blankets. Lillian watched perplexed as he spread two of them in front of the fireplace and set the other aside while he grabbed a few pieces of wood from the rack to build a fire.
In a short amount of time, he had a fire going, the blankets arranged into a comfortable bed, and the food laying out near at hand. With only a slight hesitation, Lillian joined him.
“What is it with you and fire?”
It was still summer, but the night was already promising to be cold and rainy.
“I like its smoky scent and warmth. It reminds me of home. Fire is the one primary element the never fails to comfort me.”
Lillian smiled at him. “I like the sound of water, myself.”
“I’m fond of water, too. But fire is my favorite element. It might have something to do with that massage you gave last time we reclined by this same fireplace.” He grinned, flashing white curving fangs. “I’d be open to a repeat of last time.”
Lillian chuckled. “I thought it might be something like that.”
He could scent when her earlier reserve melted away to be replaced by a warm, welcoming scent.
When she knelt next to him and ran her hands over his chest, Gregory shuddered and decided dinner could wait until later.
Much later.




Chapter 12
Daryna slipped away into the forest a few minutes after the meeting with Gran and the other council members adjourned for the night. They promised to meet the next night again to discuss how the day’s events had progressed.
The purpose of the meeting held little interest for her. Although it did present an opportunity she couldn’t pass up. She needed some innocuous ways to escape the watchful eye of her gargoyle protector for short times to meet with her son.
Once she was deep enough into the forest, she called her magic and created a portal to carry her to where Gryton waited.
Moments later she emerged onto the stony, needle-covered ground with its pungent evergreen odor. Last year’s needles crunched softly under her feet as she made her way over to the cave entrance.
Before she’d made it three steps, Gryton emerged from behind a clump of trees growing to the left of the cave’s dark maw. “You were able to escape your other half I see.”
“He’s distracted for a bit. But I don’t dare stay away too long.”
Gryton nodded his head and gestured for her to go into the cave.
“Have you been practicing what I taught you?”
“Yes, and I’ve mulled over more of your plan.” He followed close behind as they entered the cavern.
The warm fire-scent she’d smelled earlier was stronger within. She should be focusing on their plans, but her curiosity won out. “I know you’re a fire elemental and if I were to guess, I’d say dragon.”
Her son laughed. “Besides the Battle Goddess, you’re the only one to ever figure that out. There is much talk and many wagers among my soldiers, but I’ve never taken my true form. I can barely control my power as it is. Shifting to my true form is something I’d only do as a last resort. Both the Magic and Mortal Realm should consider themselves blessed to have never seen that form. Only Lord Death has ever seen it with his own eyes. I was born in dragon form but had to use every scrap of power I possessed to flee from what was hunting me.”
“I am sorry.”
“Don’t be. Had Lord Death not attacked me, I might have retained too much power and lost the war to control it, effectively ending my life before it had begun. So, in a sense, I might have Death to thank for being alive.”
“Truly?” Daryna hadn’t known that bit. She was still sorting through and making sense of his memories. But that just reinforced her belief that the Divine Ones had a purpose for Gryton to fulfill.
“Yes, but that’s not what you came to talk about this night. And I have a few questions about your plans for Shadowlight.”
“Ask them, my son. I will answer them all.”
∞∞∞
 
Gregory reclined in front of the fire, staring into the flames with his head propped against his hand. He was now in his human-gargoyle hybrid form. While Lillian was always welcoming of his varying forms, he knew she was partial to his human form mixed with that of his more primal gargoyle nature.
A lazy grin spread across his lips. He was always happy to oblige.
As lovers, they were very new to each other, and he was still learning what pleased her the most. Although, her soft snores that tickled along his shoulder and neck reassured him that he had skills enough to satisfy his mate.
While Lillian slept in his arms, he stayed awake marveling at his blessing. To finally be able to make love to the other half of his soul and not have the act lead to fiery destruction was something that would never get old.
And there was an even greater blessing—a family.
That silly grin was back full force and wouldn’t go away. He didn’t care.
Oh, there would likely be repercussions in the Spirit Realm when they shed these mortal forms one day in some vague and future time. But for now, they lived, Lillian was with child, and the Divine Ones hadn’t destroyed them.
Nothing should have dampened his joy at this time.
But one thing still did, all the same.
The awkwardness between Lillian and Daryna. He knew once Lillian became the Sorceress, these difficult times would be put behind them, and she would understand it was never a competition between them. He loved them as he always had.
Still, he had to keep them from starting a war between themselves.
Discovering how to go about that was the problem.
But that was an issue for later. He huffed out a deep sigh and then nuzzled Lillian’s shoulder. Smiling, he pressed his lips to the soft skin and inhaled their mingled scents. Content, he watched the flickering light of the fire.
Sleep was just creeping up on him when the soft sound of the door opening and closing drifted across his senses. Even before her scent reached him, he knew Daryna had returned.
“How did the meeting go?” He asked without looking away from the fire.
“It unfolded much the way you said it would.” The pads of Daryna’s fingers trailed over the curve of his arm and succeeded in dragging his attention from the mesmerizing firelight.
Before he knew what she planned, she leaned forward and pressed her lips against his in a kiss that bordered on dominance. Taken completely by surprise, he just laid passive under her. She changed locations, now nibbling along his jawline with softer brushes of her lips and the occasional flick of her tongue against his skin.
Even as his blood surged with heat and another body part awoke eager to serve, a thread of unease was stirring in his mind. He would always love his lady, but this wasn’t right.
“So controlled. Hmmm, I used to be able to shatter that iron control. I wonder if I still can?” Her breath caressed his throat a moment before she brought her mouth back to his. Her hands roamed lightly across his chest, making his muscles quiver at the ticklish touch.
Not wanting to hurt Daryna’s feelings, he didn’t shove her away. Instead, he turned his head and broke the kiss. He wouldn’t fool himself, if things had been normal and there weren’t the awkward Lillian-Daryna dynamic, he might have been willing to toe the line and steal a few moments of passion as long as they didn’t take it so far as to endanger their sacred vows.
But this lifetime was different.
Lillian was different than any incarnation the Mother’s Sorceress had taken in previous lives. He had been seduced by her newness, her uncertainty. As much as he loved his sorceress of old, he loved his new, human-raised sorceress as well.
“We can’t do this.” He sat up slowly. It wasn’t fast enough to disturb Lillian’s sleep, but it had the desired effect of displacing Daryna’s caressing fingers. He grasped her hands before she could distract him again.
She blinked at him, surprise and confusion in her gaze.
“My beloved gargoyle, I would never do anything to dishonor you or our vows. I was just going to play some of the games like we used to.” Daryna fell silent. “I see now that it was not well-planned on my part. Forgive me.”
Gregory huffed softly. “It’s all right. I, too, have done things that have not been well-planned. We are one. Nothing can change that fact. I would just ask that you have a care about how Lillian will perceive things. She is young, innocent, never having known a mate until me.”
“Perhaps you are correct. Already she is confused by her purpose and mine. I will do nothing to bring her or our child further stress.” Daryna shrugged. “And however self-serving it might sound, I do have her best interests at heart.”
Standing beside him was the Sorceress of old. She did nothing they hadn’t done a great many times before. There was nothing nefarious in her actions. It was this world and all that had happened to him here that had him out of sorts.
Never had there been secrets between them in their past lives. They were one being in two bodies. Daryna wasn’t intentionally trying to unsettle him or upset Lillian. Gregory huffed at his own silliness.
To reassure his other half that all was well between them, he coiled his tail along her legs, the blade-tipped tail tapping playfully against her thigh.
“Forgive me my insecurities, my Sorceress.”
“There is nothing to forgive, my gargoyle.” Daryna smiled. “However, this body needs rest, and I have never been particular to sleeping on the ground. I’ll bid you good night and claim that big bed for myself.”
Daryna unwound his tail and gave the end a hard stroke that had his body jerking to attention. “However, should Lillian wake in the middle of the night in the mood for,” she paused, the light of challenge in her look as she lazily took in his naked chest and farther down to where the blanket rested low on his hips, “Something only you can give, be assured I will enjoy watching you, my gargoyle.”
With that parting verbal gauntlet toss, Daryna turned and made her way over to the bed while Gregory was too surprised to reply.
Her words almost sounded like a challenge. And while Gregory loved a good challenge, this thing between Daryna, Lillian, and him was becoming a distraction none of them could afford.
Inaction on his part wouldn’t work if Daryna acted contrary to her word and continued her attempts to enflame him. He hoped it wouldn’t come to it, but he would lay down some ground rules to protect Lillian’s feelings and his own honor if he had to.
Gregory settled back and looked up at the ceiling. The position put pressure on his wing joints, but he liked how Lillian snuggled against his side and curved an arm around his waist.
As if his manhood had a mind of its own, it reared to life again. But this time, it felt right. There was no awkwardness or uncertainty. Lillian was his mate. Desiring her was the most natural thing in the world.
Gregory relaxed and shifted closer to her warmth.
While some males might like being pursued by two females, he wasn’t one of them. He preferred his life without drama. Sadly, Fate and the Divine Ones delighted in enlivening his existence in such…creative ways.
As sleep drifted closer, Gregory mulled over the worrisome idea that one day he might have to choose between his mate and the other half of his soul. He prayed it would never come to that.




Chapter 13
The next morning Gregory awoke feeling refreshed and content for the first time in three days. It likely had something to do with waking up with Lillian in his arms and Daryna still close enough to protect. And, all the better, neither female viewed him as a prize to be fought over this morning.
He wondered if he’d missed a conversation between the two while he’d slept. That likely should have troubled him, but he couldn’t rally the concern at the moment.
Even Resnick’s arrival before breakfast hadn’t encroached upon Gregory’s feelings of goodwill this morning. Resnick had come to ensure that they were going to keep their promises about doing a demonstration.
Gregory was looking forward to this hunt. It didn’t matter that it was a game or training session. He was going to hunt himself down some humans and teach the other younglings the art of stalking prey. All in good fun of course.
Now, a little over an hour after Resnick had come to collect him. Gregory stood in a clearing surrounded by forest just an hour north of the military camp. They had chosen this place because it was well away from any human civilians.
Lillian stood at his shoulder and watched Shadowlight with a bemused expression. The youngest gargoyle was presently trying to intimidate the other human soldiers gathered around Anna. Resnick and a few other senior officers were likely too close to Shadowlight’s ‘pet’ human for the youngling’s peace of mind.
Gregory doubted the gargoyle child even knew he was being too possessive of his new ‘toy’ and was threatening to test the limits of even Anna’s tolerance. Luckily, up until this point, the human had proven very tolerant toward a gargoyle’s tendency toward overprotectiveness.
“Should we call off Shadowlight?” Lillian asked with a grin in her tone. “Anna’s looking a little frazzled. She’s been doing the lion’s share of the babysitting.”
The original simple plan to field test the new spell-warded weapons had grown into a more complicated affair. Glancing toward Anna, Gregory decided ‘frazzled’ wasn’t the word he would have picked for her darkening expression. Interestingly, it wasn’t directed at the gargoyle child. No, Anna’s death glare was for three scientists where they were hovering nearby, waiting next to some crates that soldiers were unpacking from the backs of trucks.
One scientist was having an animated conversation with Resnick, while Anna’s expression turned even more sour. But the scientists were undaunted by Anna’s dark looks and began adhering what he’d learned were some kind of sensors used to record the wearer's life-signs.
While he and Lillian watched the other group, the new, overly optimistic research team leader approached, holding out some of the same patches toward him. By the time the human reached Gregory, he had drudged up the mortal’s name. Fleming, or Doctor Fleming as the human insisted on being called.
“If you would be willing to wear these,” the male began, “we’d appreciate the chance to collect some data on you to compare to the young one.”
Gregory sniffed at the offered bits of metallic patches with their strong adhesive scent and curled his lips back from his sharp fangs. “No.”
The scientist paused but held his ground. He turned toward Lillian next, a dogged expression on his face. “Then I’ll just…”
Lillian laughed, but there was a sarcastic bark to her tone she’d learned from Anna Mackenzie. “Hell no. I’ve already had your science team’s premium package deal.”
With that, she sidestepped the scientist and started toward where the two Fae equines were waiting at the edge of the forest, well away from the humans. Gregory followed, leaving the scientist to mutter under his breath.
They were halfway to the unicorn and pooka when Gregory’s long strides overtook Lillian’s shorter ones. Presently, she was still dryad, although she would need to shapeshift into her gargoyle form for this new game. Gregory would be lying to himself if he didn’t admit he was looking forward to spending time with gargoyle Lillian. Perhaps after this hunt, he and Lillian could split away from the others.
But first things first. Gregory followed Lillian to where the unicorn and pooka waited.
“Are the humans done talking yet?” The pooka’s familiar surly tones reached deep into Gregory’s mind. “I’m looking forward to this hunt.”
“This is a wargame, not a hunt. You know that, yes?”
The pooka snorted, lifted his muzzle and curled his lips back to catch some scent. “If you say so.”
“I do. There will be no hostilities during this hunt. The humans are our friends.” Even Gregory could hear the sour note in his voice. The humans might be allies, but it would be a very long time before he called any of them friends. There was too much hate and bigotry. Or simple fear and misunderstanding. They had a long way to achieve enlightenment. Gregory narrowed his eyes, so too did many of the Fae, he supposed.
“I thought the Avatars didn’t lie,” the pooka continued. “You like the humans no better than I.”
“I’m willing to like the humans. Well, after they prove themselves trustworthy.” Gregory eyed the pooka from the end of his muzzle to the tip of his tail. “You, on the other hand, have a hearty disdain for all other creatures.”
“True,” the pooka agreed, his yellow eyes glowing with humor.
Lillian reached out and scratched the black pony’s neck. Gregory grinned at the equine’s sudden goofy look. Maybe the pooka didn’t hate everyone. Perhaps he’d even trust Lillian enough to share his true name with her one day.
As an Avatar, Gregory could use spirit magic and read everything about the pooka, but to do so would be a violation in the eyes of the Divine Ones. Both mortals and immortals were granted free will at their creation. To know an immortal’s true name was to hold power over them, power that could be used to curtail their free will. Hence, why Gregory would never force any Fae to share their true names.
Some Fae were so suspicious, like the pooka, that they wouldn’t even take a secondary name for fear that the name could be used to bind them.
Gregory wasn’t overly worried about the pooka, though. Of all the Fae, he was the most honest about his motives. He loved the hunt. And he would kill an enemy without a twinge of guilt marring his consciousness later.
“I know a secluded glade that isn’t far from here.” The pooka’s mental statement was meant for Lillian alone, but Gregory picked up on it. After last night, her mind was open to him again.
Their time of intimacy had strengthened the blood bond between Lillian and himself once more. Her thoughts were ever present in the back of his mind. All he had to do was reach for them. His were the same for her to read if she so chose.
He’d missed their closeness and didn’t plan to allow anything to come between them again.
Not even a black, evil tempered little pony.
“Nice try, but my mate isn’t going to be stripping down in front of you.”
The pooka snorted in surprise. “Lillian is lovely, but she is not my type.”
Gregory’s mind was just starting to speculate on the pooka’s type when his yellow eyes locked on Gran as she approached.
Ah. So that was the way of it. Not that it was really a surprise. Even though everyone called Vivian by the nickname Gran, she was still an elegant looking woman in the prime of life.
“I should shift,” Lillian said, drawing his attention back to her. “I see Daryna headed this way. I think the impromptu meeting is over.”
At her words, the pooka glanced up at the newcomers.
“That’s too many humans for me. I’m out. But I will meet you deeper in the forest.” The pooka started away then paused and turned his head to glance back at Gregory. “Beware gargoyle. I think this wargame might be more of a hunt than a game.”
With that ambiguous warning, the yellow-eyed pony turned and trotted off, his tail flagged out behind him.
Unease penetrated Gregory’s earlier enthusiasm. Yet he wasn’t so naïve as to fully trust the humans. Still, he would heed the pooka’s warning.
Daryna joined them, her power as the Mother’s Sorceress washing along his senses even before she’d stopped at his side.
“I think the humans are almost ready.”
Again there was that mild note of disdain for the mortals. Gregory couldn’t pass judgment, though. In his darker moments, he’d had similar emotions regarding this modern world.
“Well, let’s get this show on the road,” Lillian said and gestured towards the path the pooka had taken. Gregory dropped to all fours and loped alongside Lillian. Daryna fell in on his other side.
“The pooka knows a small clearing where Lillian can shapeshift away from the scientists,” Gregory explained to Daryna.
“Good. Those scientists seem…eager.”
Gregory huffed in humor and Lillian echoed his thoughts for him. “You’re too polite.”
They made the rest of the short journey in silence and soon reached the spot the pooka had scouted out earlier. It was blessedly free of the noise and strange scents of technology. Here the forest creatures still went about their business, undisturbed by the humans he could still hear in the distance.
“This will do,” Lillian said as she tugged off her outer clothing. Underneath she was wearing the ward-spelled garments he’d created to shapeshift with her.
She dropped to all fours as magic flickered along her body. The familiar power shimmered brighter, and then wings emerged from her back. Moments after, horns thrust up from her hairline. Then in a blur too fast to follow, his dryad beloved vanished, replaced by gargoyle Lillian.
She gave her wings and tail a shake and then straightened, her muzzle curling back as she caught his scent.
“Hmmm, you still smell far too good,” Lillian said with a hiss. “Am I ever going to get used to that?”
Gregory gave her a toothy gargoyle grin. “I hope not.”
Bounding across the small distance, he bumped his muzzle under her hand as he dragged in a deeper breath of her scent.
“Our gargoyle form is magnificent,” Daryna said as she looked Lillian over. “While I do not enjoy the Battle Goddess’s manipulations, I cannot fault her taste in design. You make a beautiful gargoyle.”
Lillian studied Daryna silently and then glanced at Gregory. He sensed some unknown emotion flowed between the two women, but they were both now shielding their thoughts. Before he could dig deeper, Anna came tromping up to them. Shadowlight was running circles around her in a playful abandon, and the one-horned fool was bringing up the rear of their little caravan.
“All teams are in place. We are ready to start,” Anna announced to the group at large and then she glanced pointedly at Daryna. “Gran and Resnick said you were going to watch from the sidelines, showing them some magic real-time surveillance spell thing.”
“I did. And now that I’ve seen my new gargoyle self with my own eyes, I’ll return to Vivian and Resnick,” Daryna said with a placid nod of her head. “And if the unicorn would be so gallant as to offer me a ride, it would save some time.”
The unicorn danced in place, his body language saying he’d rather take part in the hunt than act the part of faithful mount, but he obeyed Daryna’s request and sidled up beside her to offer his back.
With a gracious nod, Daryna grabbed a fistful of the unicorn’s mane and leaped up onto his back. Once she was astride, the unicorn arched his neck and neighed a challenge at the other males before he galloped away.
Gregory glowered at the flashing hooves as they retreated down the game trail.
“What was that all about?” Lillian asked with an arched brow.
“Male posturing,” Gregory answered honestly.
Anna cleared her throat. “Unicorn posturing? Alrighty. On that note…let’s get to work.”
Gregory nodded sharply, and Anna’s expression turned serious.
“The name of the game is to run through a simulated warzone and reach the extraction point 50 kilometers due north of here. All without getting detected.”
“Fifty kilometers? Are we running an Ironman?” Lillian asked.
“Not even close,” Anna laughed. “Think of this as a BFT.”
Lillian’s ears pinned to her mane and Gregory bumped her flank. A moment later, they relaxed, and she snorted with humor. “Let me guess. A BFT isn’t a sandwich. I’d be all kinds of down with a sandwich…”
“Gargoyles.” Anna rolled her eyes. “BFT…battle fitness test. Major Resnick wants to know exactly what you’re capable of.”
Shadowlight shoved his nose against Anna’s rucksack. “She does have food in here. I can smell it.”
“Rations are for later.” The human shooed the young gargoyle away. “If you care to know, you have Gran and Greenborrow’s input to thank for the length of the run. They said anything less would be an insult to a gargoyle’s speed and stamina. For the record, I’m totally going to have to ride some of the way. There’s no way I can keep up with you lot.”
Gregory dropped to all fours, stretching and limbering up for the run. “Gran and Greenborrow spoke the truth. Anything less would be an insult.”
“Well, you’re going to like the next part then, too. There are teams of humans with the prototype weapons all along the trail. To make things more interesting, Greenborrow ward-spelled some of their scopes as well. So don’t assume the human teams won’t be able to see past your shadow magic.”
“This hunt shall be fun,” Gregory rumbled happily.
Anna snorted. “If the enemy teams pinpoint our location, we have to try to neutralize the threat with nonlethal force before they tag us. Close combat will be hand to hand.”
“They aren’t using real bullets, are they?” Lillian asked, although her voice didn’t sound concerned, more curious.
“Of course not.” Anna paused again, her eyes tracking back to Gregory and then away to take in Shadowlight. “Nonlethal. No killing. No maiming. Understood?”
Gregory knew this, of course, but nodded agreement for Shadowlight’s benefit. The younger gargoyle was nearly vibrating with adrenaline.
“If all goes well with the newly warded prototype rifles, we’ll do further tests in the coming days.”
Again, Gregory nodded agreement. “Although this day is about more than testing the military’s new toys.”
With a huff of amusement, he waved at the three of them. “This is also a cub training session. The pooka has agreed to help train you.”
Having heard his name, the black pony darted between two trees and into view for a moment before vanishing back into the shadows.
“Magic,” Anna grunted sourly but merely folded her arms under her breasts. Lillian, on the other hand, looked somewhat eager.
“Once you have mastered shadow magic, your enemies will find you a difficult target to eradicate.” Gregory reached out and plucked a bit of lacy shadow where it had been cast upon the ground by the thick tree canopy high above. “Shadows can do far more than hide you from your enemies’ eyes.”
He indicated the seemingly harmless bit of shadow resting in his open palm and then shaped it into sharp little obsidian shards and flung them one at a time towards a tree trunk ten feet away.
The shadow shards found their mark and bit deep into the tree’s trunk, some sending pieces of bark flying.
Anna whistled low in her throat. “Totally badass. Didn’t know you could do that.”
Gregory’s ears flicked in her direction. “You will be able to do so as well, once trained. Although, I’m not sure if you’re far enough into your development to summon shadows yet. That’s what I hope to learn today.”
“Fun times.” Anna’s tone was humorous, but he scented her unease.
He couldn’t blame the human. She’d had a lot dumped on her in the last few days. Anna was doing admirably, considering.
“Like moonlight,” he continued to explain, “All shadows possess an innate bit of magic. With practice, you can make that magic resonate to your call, shaping it to your will. Once you’ve mastered that, you can feed your own magical strength into it, turning it into a far more deadly force.”
Shadowlight yawned, his earlier enthusiasm clearly waning. “But I already know all this. Can I go hunt with the pooka while you teach Lillian and Anna the beginnings?”
“Not so fast young one. All gargoyles are born with the knowledge of shadow magic, but it takes much practice to truly master it. Knowledge and experience are two very different things. One day your life may depend on your mastery of both.”
With a flick of his wrist and a simple mental command, ropes of shadows erupted from the ground at Shadowlight’s feet and coiled around his body. Before the younger gargoyle could summon his own magic to fight back, Gregory released him.
“You see?”
Shadowlight’s ears pinned to the sides of his head in embarrassment, but he nodded. “Yes. I want to be able to do that. Show me.”
“And so, I shall.”
It took the better part of two hours. When Gregory deemed them proficient in the most basic forms of shadow magic, he led them out into the forest to go play with the other humans.




Chapter 14
Anna silently led the way through the darkening forest. Throughout the day, Lillian and Shadowlight had alternated with her to take point. Gregory always stayed a bit behind to study them and force them to lead and adapt instead of relying on him.
As they navigated their way through the simulated warzone, Anna calculated that they had to be in the home stretch. It just depended on how many more enemy teams they encountered. Four hours of stomping through the bug-infested forest or bumping around on a gargoyle’s back was enough even for Anna. Surprisingly, once they’d started the hunt, as the gargoyles insisted on calling it, Lillian was as enthusiastic as the males.
Anna was presently leading their small group on foot since her poor tortured body couldn’t take anymore riding gargoyle-back at the moment. But even the gargoyles seemed thankful for the slower pace.
They’d managed to avoid detection for the most part. The two units who had detected them earlier in the day were swiftly neutralized by shadow magic. Anna secretly admitted she was pleased with her team’s performance.
The first team of soldiers had found themselves ensnared by ropes of Shadowlight’s magic that held them immobile until well after Anna’s group was long past. The second time they encountered a team of soldiers, a mass of tree roots had boiled up out of the ground and tripped up the soldiers. Later, Lillian had shrugged and said she had meant to summon shadows, but the tree roots had worked well enough.
As for herself, Anna learned she was capable of commanding shadow. She wasn’t sure if she should be elated or dismayed by her innate ability to summon the magic.
Still, it was a handy skill to have on a battlefield. Unfortunately, she was not at all certain she wanted to report all that she’d seen and learned in the short day.
Anna frowned at the bits of sky she could see through the tree canopy. By the light, and the lengthening shadows, the sun was already descending towards the horizon. Weariness was starting to encroach upon her consciousness.
Even the ever-energetic Shadowlight was showing signs of exhaustion. All in all, Anna was somewhat proud of her own performance. She had her teachers to thank for what she’d learned.
She glanced at the pooka. Yes, he was a yellow-eyed, evil-tempered little pony, but she couldn’t fault him for his skills as a teacher or a tracker. He spotted and corrected their every little mistake. The black-hearted little bastard would make Drill Sargent Chambers proud.
Gregory was no less alert. Or soft. Together they played bad cop and bad cop very well.
“Halt,” Gregory ordered.
Her training kicking in, she froze like she’d stepped on a mine. A large hand grabbed her arm and yanked her back.
A foot in front of her face a tree trunk exploded in a rain of bark and shredded wood fragments. The sound of rifle fire screamed through the forest.
“Live fire,” she screamed at the top of her lungs. What the fuck were they doing with live rounds?
Anna dove for the ground.
For less than a heartbeat, she thought it might have been a mistake. Then the forest erupted a second time. That was no mistake.
She cursed the fact she didn’t have any weapons. But it was a training session. She wasn’t supposed to need firearms. She didn’t even have her Browning, but she did have something else.
All around her the shadows began to reverberate.
The pooka was faster. He darted past her location, heading for the origin of the rifle fire. His black legs a blur, he raced full tilt towards the unseen enemy, only to veer to the left seconds later. He vanished behind a thicket with a neighed challenge.
Human screams rang out and then fell silent.
Anna scrambled for better cover and ducked down behind the massive trunk of an oak as more bullets streaked through the air where she’d just been crouching. Somewhere behind her a gargoyle grunted in pain, followed by a second deep snarl of rage.
“Shadowlight?” Anna kept her voice quiet and controlled, but fear for the youngling was pounding through her blood.
A second glance behind showed her that Gregory was the one who had roared in rage. He stood over Lillian. A vortex of shadows spun around him, protecting his mate from further damage.
Anna could smell blood though, so some bullets had found flesh. A grenade detonated far too close. Dirt and leaf litter pelted her and then she could smell nothing but the stink of propellant.
Her eyes watering, she searched desperately for the kid.
Guided by an instinct that always seemed to know where the young gargoyle was, she found him belly down on the ground a little less than twenty feet away. He was conscious. Thank God. But that was all she could ascertain from her position. Unfortunately, he looked like he was going to get up and attack.
“Don’t move,” Anna growled at him. “I’ll come to you.”
She summoned more shadows to form a shield. Not knowing if her command of magic was anywhere near great enough to stop bullets, she stayed low to the ground. Even so, she felt when a bullet ripped through her pack.
That was too damned close. So much for magical mastery of the shadows.
Two other things became apparent as she crawled toward Shadowlight’s position. Either she’d allowed her new magic to slip and expose her location, or whoever the fuck was shooting at her had somehow gotten their hands on the prototype weapons. She preferred scenario one over scenario two.
The next unsettling realization was that if Gregory hadn’t grabbed and hauled her back, it would have been her head, not a tree, which blew apart all over the forest floor.
Her blood still rushing with adrenaline, she forced herself to move slowly so as not to disturb the undergrowth around her.
Even if the enemy couldn’t see them, shaking underbrush would give away her position just as readily.
The crawl to Shadowlight’s location felt like a lifetime, but she finally made it to his position. Miraculously, he’d stayed put as she’d ordered, and no more bullets were presently whizzing overhead.
Which probably meant the unknown enemy was on the move.
Over the stink of hot metal and propellant, her newly heightened gargoyle senses picked up the scent of more humans. Males. At least seven different men by the sweat scent carried on the breeze. Her ears strained to catch some sound, but they were still ringing painfully from the sharp retort of the rifle fire.
She crawled the last few feet to Shadowlight. The scent of blood was stronger now, and the gargoyle’s scent was tainted with pain. Her stomach tightened with horror and fear.
“How bad are you hurt?”
Shadowlight was watching the forest in the direction the gunfire had come, but he flicked an ear in her direction, listening. “They managed to get my right wing. The membrane, not the bone.”
The gargoyle bowed his head and turned his gaze upon her. His nostrils flared as he dragged in a deep breath. “Are you hurt?”
His question echoed hers, but she heard a quiver in his voice.
“I’m good.”
He whined softly. “You’re sure?”
“Don’t you worry, I’m a tough bitch to kill.”
“But they came so close. If Gregory hadn’t…” His voice broke.
Damn. The poor kid. First, he lost his father. Then his mother was nearly killed and remained in a coma. Now some asshole had shot him and just about removed Anna’s head from her shoulders right in front of the kid. Shadowlight thought she was going to die and leave him, too.
Rage replaced fear. Whoever the fuck was responsible was going to pay for terrifying the young gargoyle.
“You stay close to me, and I’ll get us out of here,” Anna said. And then I’m coming back to hunt some heartless, spineless bastards who willingly fired upon an eight-year-old child. It didn’t matter that he was a gargoyle.
She glanced around. Now that she knew Shadowlight wasn’t mortally wounded, she again looked for the others.
Anna found Gregory first. His massive form was still shielding Lillian from her view. The male wasn’t just sheltering his girlfriend though. He was still summoning wave after wave of deadly shadow magic.
With a guttural word, the first wave of power raced forward, hunting their enemies.
In less than ten seconds there was an agonized scream. The second for the night. By the sound, this victim was at least sixty feet away, off somewhere to the right of the game trail.
A second and third pained shout rang out as more of Gregory’s magic found its mark.
Hmmm. Maybe Anna wouldn’t have to lead Shadowlight away to safety. Gregory was doing an excellent job of rendering the present location safe.
A fifth soldier broke cover and ran, apparently trying to fall back to a safer location.
But there was nowhere safe for this soldier to run. The pooka raced out from behind his thicket in pursuit of the human. He darted between two trees and shouldered the fleeing human hard enough to send him flying. Anna’s attention snapped to another flash of motion as a sixth soldier rose up out of the cover and took aim at the pooka.
With a snarl, Shadowlight bolted for the soldier. More of Gregory’s magic was already in pursuit, so Anna scanned the immediate area looking for dead man number seven.
Two seconds later she spotted him raising his rifle’s muzzle toward Shadowlight. Darkness descended upon Anna. Rage. Fear. The need to protect. The need to destroy. They all warred within her until her mind clicked to the realization that destruction would sate all the other needs.
Kill the enemy and Shadowlight would be safe.
She rose up from her hiding place and darted forward with superhuman speed. As she ran, she dropped her shielding spell that hid her from view.
She wanted the enemy’s attention, needed it upon her, not the child. She roared, a deep snarling sound that shouldn’t have come from a human chest. Anna darted across the distance, weaving around trees and leaping over fallen trunks and anything else in her path.
The soldier realized she was closing in on him. The muzzle of his gun started to swing toward her. But he was too slow.
Before her target could level his rifle at her, she slapped it out of the way and continued forward, her speed and momentum driving the bigger soldier back. She rode him to the ground and sank her new talons into his wrists, digging deep until he released the rifle with a scream.
He grabbed at a sidearm, but she blocked him, and then tore the gun free and tossed it away. When he reached for his knife, she snarled a deep inhuman sound. His arm snapped like a twig in her grasp.
The man howled in pain, but she wasn’t finished yet. She grabbed up the rifle and brought it down. His good arm managed to block the first blow, but she smacked it out of the way.
“You tried to kill the kid. Only monsters kill children.” She screamed at him as the rage drove her to a greater need for violence. She brought the rifle’s butt against the human’s head again and again. Blood splattered her in a fine spray.
She’d broken his nose and likely a cheekbone, but the bastard was still breathing.
“He’s just a child,” she screamed and raised the rifle high above her head.
“Anna, no.” Shadowlight’s voice was young sounding and pain-filled, but his will was strong and reached deep into her mind. “You will stop now.”
As if his words were a command, she released the rifle. It thumped to the ground beside the unconscious soldier underneath her.
The soldier was nearly unrecognizable.
She’d beaten him bloody.
She shook her head to clear it but still nothing made sense. No that wasn’t true. Something made sense in the madness. Shadowlight’s familiar voice.
What the hell was wrong with her?
“Come away now,” Shadowlight urged. “The threat is past.”
Anna came to her feet, obedient to Shadowlight’s command.
But it was Gregory who finally approached and urged her away from the human at her feet.
“Shadowlight is right. Come.” Gregory reached out and took her arm. At his touch, the red fog blanketing her mind seemed to lift.
She shook her head again. “What? What’s wrong with me?”
Shadowlight trotted up on her opposite side and bumped his muzzle under her hand. “The humans have been defeated. You can relax now.”
“Listen to Shadowlight and come away,” Gregory said. “We’ll get to the bottom of this later. First, we need to see to Lillian and Shadowlight’s injuries. Are you in control of yourself?”
It was a simple question. One that should have an easy answer. But the answer was evasive.
Was she in control of herself?
It didn’t feel like it.
But she nodded, and Gregory stepped away from her to see to Lillian. When she looked back to Shadowlight, it was to see that he’d reared up to stand on two legs. Anna immediately noticed his shell-shocked look.
She turned and then enfolded him in a bear hug. “I’m sorry kid.”
Shadowlight returned her fierce hug
“Why did they try to kill us? I thought they were allies.”
“I’m not sure, hon.” But I’m damned well going to find out.
When Shadowlight released her at last, she glanced around to check on Lillian and Gregory again but noticed the black pony rolling on his back and grunting. Had he been injured? If it didn’t mean leaving the kid unguarded or exposing him to new horror, she would have gone and checked on the Fae they simply called Pooka.
Gregory barked out something sharp and inhuman at the Fae. After a moment the pooka levered himself back to all fours with another grunt and then gave himself a good shake. Only then did he trot over toward the Avatars.
“Oh, God. Did he...? Gods, that’s so nasty. I think I’m going to puke,” Lillian said. She was still in gargoyle form at the moment, but if she’d been a dryad, Anna would have bet the other woman would be a bit green.
Anna scanned the pooka, trying to see what distressed Lillian so much. That’s when she noticed the pooka’s black pelt shone damply. And now that he was closer, her gargoyle senses could detect the dense coppery odor of blood. Lots of blood.
“What the hell?”
Shadowlight bumped his muzzle against her shoulder to get her attention. “Pookas roll in the blood of their fallen enemies after battle.”
Then the cub flicked a mildly horrified looked down Anna’s own blood smeared body. “I didn’t realize humans did the same.”
Anna glanced down at her bloodstained uniform.
How was she ever going to explain this mess to her superiors? And for that matter, how were her superiors going to smooth over the massive rift this attack would cause. Anna had a few other questions all vying for attention, too.
Top of the list was finding out who the soldiers that had attacked them were. Why did they attack? Who did they work for? The questions went on and on. But whatever the answers, the motive was clear. The realization that humans weren’t the only sentient species on the planet was bound to put a bee up the ass of every elitist and human-centric crazy this side of the equator.
With a deeply unhappy sigh, Anna watched as Gregory dragged the soldiers to one location.
Anna needed to answer Shadowlight’s earlier question and hopefully quell his fear, even if it put her own differences in an uncomfortably bright light. “Humans don’t generally make a habit of glorying in our killing. Certainly no rolling in an enemy’s blood. I overreacted.”
“I was in danger,” Shadowlight said in a whisper. “You acted the way you did because of me. Because of what my blood has done to you. I’m sorry.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. But don’t worry, kid. I’m an adult and can deal with my own shit,” Anna said and stroked another unruly lock of hair behind his ear. In truth, she knew what he was talking about, and she knew his words were true. But she didn’t care. She would have protected him even without the blood’s influence. “I need to go clean up and report this mess.”
“I think your superiors already know,” Gregory said as he stepped up to them. “I hear helicopters coming.”
The other gargoyle had Lillian tucked against his side protectively. That’s when Anna saw blood seeping down Lillian’s arm from a graze. Other than that minor wound, the female gargoyle didn’t seem to be harmed. She was in fact, alert and studying Anna.
“You might want to regain some…composure,” Lillian said and paused as she flailed for a better word. In the end, she just rushed to the truth. “You look more gargoyle than you did before.”
To reinforce her words, Lillian reached up and gestured at her own horns.
Anna felt her jaw drop. Oh, for fuck’s sake. No. Nope. Can’t be.
But when she reached up, she felt the wide bases of two horns. Yup. She had big-ass horns.
Shadowlight reached out and touched first one horn and then the other. There was a mild heat in both horns, and then suddenly they were gone. Instantly her head felt lighter. How the hell hadn’t she known about the horns earlier?
Well, that was one thing fixed. What other surprises awaited her? Dragging in a deep breath, Anna glanced down at her body. She took stock of her condition and was pleased to see she hadn’t sustained any wounds or other disconcerting changes.
At least the horns were one less thing she’d have to explain in a report. She thought about asking Shadowlight how he had made them vanish, but at that moment she was too tired to care. She was just glad they were gone. She had enough weird-ass anomalies as it was.
Overhead a helicopter circled, its spotlight illuminating the area. In the distance, she could hear other vehicles approaching. Light armored vehicles by the sounds of the engines.
Great. She was in for a long night of debriefing and would later have scientists breathing down her neck.
“Do you wish to go elsewhere? We can.” Shadowlight said, proving she still hadn’t mastered the art of shielding her thoughts from the others.
Anna barked out a humorous laugh. “You know I do. But after Gran sees to the wound on your wing, I’ll stay and answer every question my superiors have and maybe later after it’s over, they’ll let us rest for a bit.”
The vehicles were still approaching fast, perhaps only two minutes out, when the unicorn galloped into the clearing. The Mother’s Sorceress was astride his back, and Daryna was living up to her name. Raw, white, sizzling power danced along her skin and silhouetted her against the lengthening shadows of dusk.
“Well. This doesn’t look good.” Anna stepped between Daryna and the gargoyle child.
Daryna paid them no mind. Her attention was focused on the seven-man team where Gregory had dragged them all together in one pile. Anna was surprised to see that none of them were dead. Yet. But they had an assortment of wounds. Some grievous, others shallow. But all seven soldiers were bloodied and would have a long recovery.
Though by the look of them, Anna wasn’t certain if all would survive. The man she’d beaten and the two the pooka had taken down were the worst. Their futures looked the most uncertain.
While she might not shed a tear over what happened to them in the heat of battle, it did not mean she would sit back and do nothing while the soldiers were murdered in cold blood. Hell, they were soundly defeated and were presently unconscious.
Daryna dismounted from the unicorn and then stalked up to the fallen soldiers. She spread her arms wide and held her palms up, globes of blazing magic at the ready to rain fire and death down upon the soldiers.




Chapter 15
Daryna’s sudden arrival surprised Lillian, but it also jarred her out of the numbing shock that had started to creep across her being. Daryna’s intent was obvious. And while Lillian wasn’t feeling precisely sympathetic to the soldiers, she couldn’t just stand back and watch them be snuffed from existence. Anna must have been thinking the same thing for she left Shadowlight to step between Daryna and the fallen soldiers.
Swiftly stepping out and away from Gregory’s sheltering wing, Lillian darted forward and circled around to stand beside Corporal Mackenzie.
“Lillian, step aside.” Daryna’s words were brisk and dripping with command.
“Nope.”
One of Daryna’s eyebrows arched up, showing her surprise. “These traitors must be put down, or their fear and hate will only spread like a disease.”
“That’s not your call to make,” Anna barked out, the rifle she’d taken from Shadowlight at the ready.
Behind Lillian, a growl broke the silence. Gregory. Really not happy. Lillian turned and pointed a finger at her mate. “You stay out of this.”
Gregory huffed out a startled grunt but swallowed back his aggression. Her gargoyle protector brought into line for a moment, she turned her attention toward Daryna. “You! Stow the fire and brimstone act. Violence generally only begets more violence. We need cooler heads. Yes, they attacked us. Yes, we used force to subdue them. But they are helpless now and are no threat to us. Their punishment will be decided by the humans. Not us.”
“Move out of the way.”
“Not until you’re rational.” Lillian spread her arms and wings wide, palms held out empty. “I’m not going to let you kill unconscious men. And I highly doubt you’re going to attack me just to get to them.”
Mind you, she expected Daryna knew a few spells and could get around Lillian’s defenses without much trouble.
Gregory, who had been stalking around the three women, finally released a chuckle. The tension in the air lessened a hundredfold. He paced over to Lillian and nuzzled at her hand.
A foolish thrill of happiness warmed her heart. Gregory had sided with her over his sorceress.
“I think the three of you must be some of the most formidable females to be found in any of the realms. I suppose it’s good that I adore strong women.” Gregory stood and wrapped a wing around Lillian, urging her up against his side. Then he reached out and wound his tail around Daryna, forcing her to lower her arm. When Daryna didn’t extinguish her magic, Gregory dragged her over to him.
Daryna hissed something but swallowed back her power before it could touch Gregory’s skin.
“There will be no more death this night. Besides, surely the future will hold enough. Lillian is correct. These humans will be turned over to their superiors.” Gregory glowered at them.
“They must be punished,” Daryna said, sounding taken aback.
“And they will,” Gregory said in a soothing voice. “As much as I would like to deal with them myself, our human allies will need to make the next move. If I do not like what that move is, we will discuss alternatives.”
Lillian side-eyed Gregory. “Thanks for the support. I think.”
Still, some of Lillian’s weariness fell away, and she felt another wave of warmth that Gregory had sided with her over his sorceress.
Daryna sighed, the tense set of her shoulders relaxed. “You have more experience with these humans. I will bow to your wisdom in this, my protector.”
Lillian was certain there was a silent ‘this time’ at the end of Daryna’s sentence. But for now, she’d settle for temporary peace. She drew a deep breath and let it hiss out between her lips. “Good. Because I’m sweaty, smelly, sore and bleeding again.”
Inspecting the graze on her arm, she noted it still stung and seeped blood readily. “And I’m also hungry, and I want to shower. So let’s keep the damn peace when these nice soldiers all come rolling up.”
She nodded at the first of several armored vehicles sliding to a halt. Apparently, they were closer to finishing the fifty-kilometer run than she’d thought if the vehicles had already made their way to them so swiftly.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake. They brought scientists with them.” Anna groaned and dropped her head into her hands.
Shadowlight paced beside Anna. His tail flicked happily. “I like the scientists. They’re nice.”
Anna just shook her head. “You only like them because they give you candy.”
“Do not.”
“Ha. Yes, you do. That reminds me. We should have the talk about not taking candy from strangers.”
“But I like candy,” he admitted.
When Shadowlight leaned against Anna’s leg, she reached out and patted the young gargoyle on the shoulder. “Come on. We’ll deal with this and then see if we can find something sweet and totally bad for us. I think we deserve it after all this.”
Lillian watched as the unlikely duo walked to meet the soldiers filing out of the vehicles. Even though she was tired, dirty and sore, a smile pulled back her lips, flashing fangs in a toothy gargoyle grin.
The three realms might just have a grumpy soldier and an exuberant gargoyle child to thank for a peace treaty which could save them all.
Though, they couldn’t do it alone. Lillian glanced up at Gregory and then over to his other side where Daryna stood looking at the approaching humans with disdain and anger.
Sighing, Lillian squared her shoulders. “Come on. The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can get cleaned up and find some food. It’s been a hellishly long day.”




Chapter 16
After the epic disaster of the first joint training exercise with the humans, Lillian returned to their quarters with Gregory and Daryna while Gran, Whitethorn, and the banshee remained with the humans to salvage the peace treaty and see to Shadowlight and Anna’s wounds.
At the moment, Lillian doubted if Gregory was feeling particularly forgiving. Actually, his dark expression hinted that he was probably trying to figure out a way to deal with the Battle Goddess without the help of the humans.
“Oh, come on,” Lillian said as they trudged up the stairs and turned down the hall that led to their chambers. “The day could have turned out far worse. No one has died yet.”
“You sound much calmer. You realize you weren’t half so calm when you thought Shadowlight had been harmed.”
“So what? I embrace double standards. If they’d hurt Shadowlight, you would’ve had to fight me for the kill.” Lillian sighed, her humor vanishing. “This incident was brought about by less than a dozen humans. We couldn’t just punish all of them for the acts of a few.”
“Innocent? If Resnick and the rest of his kind had been doing their duty, they should have scented the deception on the soldiers under their command.”
“You forget humans don’t have the highly developed senses of a gargoyle.” Once inside her rooms, Lillian started to peel off her bloodstained clothing. “Even we didn’t catch the dark intent of the traitors until we were practically on top of them. How can you blame all the humans for the failings of a few?”
Gregory huffed again, wanting to deny her words, but he couldn’t.
Lillian pulled her crusted hair away from the graze on her shoulder and growled out a pained hiss.
“I should have braided this mess.” She pulled her thick mane over her shoulder and studied the wound more carefully. “The graze burns like a sonofabitch.”
“Let Gregory clean the wound,” Daryna said as she stepped closer to examine it. “Then I’ll heal it.”
“Sure.” Lillian glanced at Daryna, not really wanting the other woman to use her magic on the wound, but it wasn’t like Lillian could say no without raising suspicions. And that was the last thing she needed this night. The banshee’s concerns were still prominent in her mind. Focusing on the small wound, she pushed her other concerns away to deal with later as she probed at the minor injury.
“There doesn’t seem to be dirt or foreign debris in it. It’s all yours,” she said with a glance in Gregory’s direction.
He didn’t get the first aid kit like a human would. Instead, he stepped closer and dipped his muzzle down to the wound. At the first swipe of his tongue, Lillian grunted even though she expected it.
Not that she should have been surprised. Gargoyles were touchy-feely and weren’t turned off by a bit of blood. He continued to lap at the wound for a couple minutes and then nuzzled his way up her shoulder to the curve of her neck.
His warm, male scent wrapped around her like a comforting blanket. Having Gregory close was pleasant. She dragged in a deeper lungful of his scent. Her thoughts turned to more intimate things than the wound on her forearm.
At least until a movement behind Gregory caught her attention. Her gaze focused on Daryna and that effectively smothered the embers of desire Gregory’s presence had been fanning.
Yep. Nope.
No audience.
Lillian stepped away from Gregory and then presented her wounded arm to Daryna.
“You were going to heal it. I think it’s clean enough.” Truthfully, the small sting had already vanished. Gargoyle saliva had a healing compound or enzyme in it that made quick work of wounds.
Daryna stepped closer and touched Lillian’s arm, lightly drawing a fingertip along the abrasion. Just one swipe, a bit of tingling heat, and the wound was nothing more than a pale line against her obsidian skin.
Lillian huffed in acknowledgment and then realized she was turning as nonverbal as Gregory. “Thank you, Daryna.”
The Sorceress nodded her head. “If you will allow me…” Her gaze dropped down to the barely noticeable bump that curved Lillian’s otherwise toned gargoyle form.
As a dryad, her pregnancy was more noticeable. But in her gargoyle form, not so much. Lillian decided that might come in handy when she was further along. Not to mention everything about her gargoyle form was bigger including her hips.
Again, Lillian felt the slight heat and tingle of Daryna’s power as it hummed along her skin and sank into tissue and bone. After a moment, the other woman glanced up. “All is well with our little one.”
“Good. And now I call dibs on the shower.”
Lillian stepped around Daryna and Gregory and made for the bathroom. Had Daryna not been present, Lillian would have invited Gregory, but as it was now, she wasn’t certain if he’d be the only one to join her.
Fate had an evil sense of humor. She and Gregory had finally found a way to be together, and then Daryna had used magic to will herself into existence.
My life sucks, Lillian decided as she entered the bathroom. Once inside, she summoned her magic and returned to dryad form. At least shape shifting was becoming easier. Turning to the mirror, she examined the small white scar.
The pale mark reminded her of Daryna. With a sour expression at her reflection, she turned and shed what passed for clothing in her gargoyle form.
Cranking the hot water to steaming, she stepped under the pounding spray. Blood turned the water a pinkish color and dirt soon muddied it further. Unfortunately, her unease and jealousy couldn’t be washed away so easily.
∞∞∞
 
Gregory stared at the closed bathroom door, listening to the sounds of splashing water as Lillian washed up. Had the situation been different, he would’ve joined her. He was rather fond of showering with his mate. Memories of other times flashed to the forefront of his mind. He grinned.
“We should not place her in danger like that again.” Daryna’s voice was an exact match for Lillian’s down to the tone, cadence, and timber. It never failed to draw his attention.
He flicked an ear in her direction but continued to watch the bathroom door. “I didn’t intend to place Lillian in danger—not that she has ever listened to me once she’s set her mind to something. However, you are correct. What happened this day could have turned out much worse.”
Gregory glanced down at his hands, his talons flexing. He forced himself to relax. Worrying about what might have been was not something that was ever beneficial. “Later, I will speak with Vivian and discuss having every last human that works directly or indirectly with the Fae scanned by myself or one of the others capable of sensing intention and deceit.”
Daryna walked a semicircle around him, her glance flicking over his form. After another half turn, she stepped in closer. He relaxed when she only reached up and removed a twig from his mane. She smoothed his hair back down with her hand. “We cannot allow something like what occurred today to happen again. It was careless. And carelessness will get us killed in a war against the Lady of Battles.”
 “I was too busy playing at mentor. I shouldn’t have allowed myself to become so distracted by that role that I forgot my true duty—to see to your and Lillian’s protection.”
Daryna laughed. “Don’t, as Lillian would say, beat yourself up over this. I, too, underestimated the humans. It won’t happen again.”
She turned from him, walked over to the dresser, and then picked up one of the brushes Lillian often used on his mane. Daryna returned to his side and gestured for him to sit on the bed. He did but glanced towards the bathroom door again. Sounds of water still reached his ears, so he shrugged and allowed Daryna to start working on his mane, a job usually Lillian performed.
It was just hair, he told himself. It was a harmless enough activity.
Daryna settled on the bed behind him, her knees on either side of his hips. He tensed, wondering if she would forget herself and touch him as she had last night. He did not wish to hurt her, but this thing between them wasn’t what he’d always known.
However, nothing more than the brush of bristles touched him, so he relaxed and enjoyed the sensation of having his mane combed smooth. He rumbled a contented sigh and allowed his eyes to drift shut.
They snapped back open a moment later when Daryna hugged him from behind. Warm lips brushed the curve of his shoulder.
His wings twitched and unfurled, forcing her arms away from his body. They needed some new rules. Apparently, he hadn’t been clear enough the night before.
“Lillian will be finished her shower soon…”
Daryna stood, and then stepped around in front of him and settled on his lap. “Well, then I better hurry if I want to enjoy the other half of my soul for a brief time.”
Her hands brushed across his chest, stroking and kneading his tense muscles. When he opened his mouth to say something, she pressed kisses along his throat and worked her way down.
This close, her scent was stronger, familiar and just as addictive as Lillian’s. Her magic raced over his skin a moment later, and he’d be lying to himself if he said he didn’t like it. He’d missed his other half. He always did when they were born in separate bodies. The desire awakening in his blood was also familiar.
His sorceress pressed closer, brushing herself against him. Her left hand grasped one of his larger ones and guided it to her breast while the right settled on his hip where her thumb stroked back and forth slowly with promise.
Even as his body responded, his mind snapped into focus. Yes, she was the Mother’s Sorceress, the other half of his soul. And, yes, he loved her—always would. But his heart only wanted Lillian’s touch.
“No.” Many times in the past when the loneliness became too great, they’d played love games—dangerous, delightful games that walked the line of what their sacred vows allowed.
This lifetime was different.
He captured her hands and brought them up to his chest, to rest over his beating heart. “This doesn’t mean I love you less, but I will not partake of these types of games with you until you and Lillian are reunited in one body. It’s not fair to either of you.”
Daryna broke eye contact and looked down.
“I’m sorry,” she mumbled softly. “I remembered what you said last night. Still, I can’t just deny what my heart still remembers and craves. But neither will I force myself on you.”
When she glanced back up, she slipped her right hand free of his grip—he let her—and then she cupped the side of his face. “But I would have one kiss from you each day all the same. That will be enough for me.”
Gregory wasn’t certain of the wisdom, but her request was reasonable. In the past, he’d never denied his lady anything that was in his power to grant. She was a part of him, and he couldn’t bring himself to deny her a simple kiss.
“Get a room.”
The words burned through the haze of confusion. Lillian stood in the bathroom door wearing a robe and toweling her hair dry. “And by get a room, I mean a different one.”




Chapter 17
Lillian had exited the bathroom about thirty seconds before. Plenty of time to see Daryna straddle Gregory’s lap as they kissed and caressed each other. Lillian’s heart had frozen in her chest, sympathizing with her shocked mind which didn’t know what to do.
She’d stood there, silent, her heart breaking. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise—she’d been expecting something like this since Daryna had first emerged from the tree. The Gargoyle Protector and the Mother’s Sorceress had a long history—an ancient one. They’d loved each other longer than Lillian had been alive.
Hell, longer than the human civilization had been around.
So, it wasn’t a surprise that they would share a deep affection and intimacy. Still, Lillian’s mortal-raised heart ached, her throat tightening with unshed tears.
Then Gregory had told Daryna no.
A clear ‘no’ that left no room for misinterpretation. He had denied her. Lillian dragged in a deep breath. When she released it, much of the earlier heartache was expelled with it.
Gregory had denied his sorceress because he was loyal to Lillian.
Narrowing her eyes, she focused on the back of Daryna’s head. The other two still weren’t aware that she’d exited the bathroom. Lillian waited to see how the other woman took Gregory’s rejection.
When Daryna reached up and caressed Gregory’s cheek, pressing her courtship, Lillian felt her claws lengthening. The now familiar vision of her grabbing Daryna by the hair and dragging her from the room kicking and screaming formed in her mind.
However, Lillian held her position while Daryna apologized to Gregory for acting like a cat in heat.
Fisting her fingers, she forced her claws to return to their regular length. She listened to Daryna’s crocodile tears and apologies to Gregory and then after a coy pause, the demand for a kiss. And how that would be enough to satisfy.
I call bullshit, Lillian thought to herself and then cleared her throat. “Get a room.”
When she had Gregory’s full, guilt-laced attention, she added, “And by get a room, I mean a different one.”
Gregory bolted upright. Only a firm grip on Daryna’s shoulder prevented her from sprawling on her ass.
Damn. That would have been entertaining. Lillian shoved the petty notion aside. This new development needed to be dealt with, so none of them were distracted. They had a war to prepare for. The Lady of Battles would certainly enjoy it if her enemies were suddenly at each other’s throats.
And Gregory looked so torn. Her beloved didn’t know what to do, but clearly he thought he was guilty of something.
His look of anguish was enough to extinguish her petty thoughts. For his sake, she would find a way to work with Daryna.
“Lillian.” He released Daryna once she had her balance and then he stepped away from her. “Forgive me. Both of you, forgive me. I should be strong enough to be the protector you both deserve. I should not allow my own needs and desires to taint my judgment.”
“Gregory, I’m sorry,” Lillian said.
He stepped further away from them both, toward the door. “I will not choose between you or hurt either of you. So, I shall be your protector, your loyal gargoyle, but not your beloved.”
“Gregory, wait,” Lillian called softly and held out a hand. “You have not failed us or betrayed us. Don’t let this drive a wedge between us. That is what the Lady of Battles would enjoy the most if she knew.”
When Gregory didn’t come to her immediately, she went to him and grasped one of his hands in hers. He didn’t try to pull away, so she gestured Daryna over as well.
Daryna watched Lillian with what could only be described as surprise, touched with a hint of admiration.
“Yeah. I promise I won’t start any slap downs or bitch fights.”
Again, Daryna’s eyes widened. And then to Lillian’s surprise, the other woman started to laugh. “Perhaps another time? Gregory might enjoy the show.”
Lillian grunted, but felt a begrudging twitch of her lips at Daryna’s words.
She turned her attention entirely upon Gregory. And tapped him on the chest. “I came in time to see you say no to Daryna. And I thank you for being honorable. But I am not so selfish to deny you the other half of your soul. Or to deny Daryna hers.”
“Lillian, I—”
She cut him off. “I don’t really want to share your affections. Not even with myself, as it were, but we all need each other to be strong and whole. No secrets and no deceptions. And Gregory, that’s why I won’t make you choose.”
She reached out and turned his face until his eyes met hers. “However, just in case you get confused, if you want more than to kiss,” she ran her hands over her curves. “This is the body for that. We don’t need any accidental demigods suddenly being born into the Mortal Realm. We have enough trouble.”
Daryna made a soft noise. It almost sounded like a gasp. Had she just managed to surprise an immortal sorceress?
By the time Lillian looked up, Daryna’s expression was as stoic as always. Hmmm. Damn. Must’ve imagined it, Lillian thought a bit sourly. She’d have liked to shock the age-old sorceress out of her calm demeanor for once.
Daryna wasn’t going to humor her today it seemed.
“Lillian. Gregory. I, too, must ask forgiveness. I’m certainly old enough to know better than to wish for things I can never have. But that also means I’m old enough to know what a rare gift fate has given us in this lifetime.” She stared at Lillian. “Don’t waste the opportunity to be with the one we have always loved. And there is no need to be jealous for what Gregory still feels for me. I am but a memory. You are the Mother’s Sorceress as the Divine Ones intended for this lifetime.”
Daryna gave Lillian a little bow and then straightened and walked towards the door. “Gran said that she, the Fae council and the human military were likely to talk long into the night and that my presence would be appreciated when I’m able to join them.”
Duty, Lillian thought sourly. “We should be there too.”
It was the last place she wanted to go.
“No need. I will report everything I learn after the meeting is over. If other humans mean to harm us, I will find them, but you have my word I will leave any traitors for the human authorities to deal with.”
“Are you sure?” Lillian didn’t like the thought of shirking her duties.
“Yes. You and Gregory have both been tromping around the forest all day. You need rest worse than I do.”
Daryna smiled serenely, and suddenly Lillian was in the other woman’s thoughts.
“Our beloved needs soothing this night. He has been divided and uncertain how to provide what we both need without hurting the other. Show him that he has been overthinking things. And, Lillian, if you can accept that Gregory’s love is not limited, that he can, in fact, love us both without conflict, then that will make things easier for you.” Daryna fell silent in Lillian’s mind, but she could still feel the other’s presence so wasn’t surprised when she added one final thing.
“And if you can accept those truths, know that I will never attempt to seduce Gregory for more than a kiss every now and again.”
Lillian arched an eyebrow. “Agreed. And if you never try to take more than a kiss, I will never have to drag you out by your hair.”
Daryna was halfway to the door when her laughter rang out. “Deal, my firstborn body.”




Chapter 18
Commander Gryton paced around the perimeter of the natural cavern that was now his temporary home. As far as such abodes went, he’d been in worse places while he went about his duties assigned by the Battle Goddess.
So far, the Mother’s Sorceress—it was too strange to call or think of her as his mother yet—had been honest, teaching him things about controlling his magic that he’d never known.
And Daryna was fair in her teachings, never unduly harsh with her words or training techniques when he failed to grasp some concept. Unlike the Battle Goddess, who believed weakness and failure could be beaten or tortured out of a person.
Was this kindness and patience really what it was like to have a mother, he wondered? Or was this just another type of manipulation?
Because, really, she could simply be a far more accomplished liar than he gave her credit for.
Although…he’d been in her head during the training sessions and those times her memories and motives were open for him while she taught him about controlling and harnessing his vast and terrible fire magic. Nothing in her thoughts had hinted at a later betrayal.
Before she captured him, his power had been cascading out of his control. Had she not seized him and drained much of his wild power and started the process to teach him, he doubted he’d still be here. At least not as he was now.
His inability to control his own magic might have ended with this realm gaining a second sun. While the idea of a second sun to dance in binary sync with the star that already powered this solar system might be an interesting one, it wasn’t how he wanted his present existence to end.
“That’s why I am glad my hamadryad recognized you as our son. Otherwise, I might have lost you before I even had a chance to know you.”
Daryna’s voice appeared in the air, echoing from another location. Then with a slight buzz of power along his skin, she stepped through a portal and was standing at his side.
He’d grown accustomed to her sudden appearances and disappearances, as well as the seeming ease with which she read his mind. “Greetings, Sorceress.”
She flashed him a smile, the warmth in it real and frighteningly addictive.
“Hello, my son.”
She came and sat by the small fire he’d built earlier. Not that he needed one. Being a fire elemental, he could simply summon fire and make it burn without needing fuel. Although, there was something comforting about the smell of wood smoke.
It wasn’t lost on Gryton that he could learn so much more than he already knew from this woman.
If he were willing to trust her completely.
So far, she’d done nothing to betray him. As a result, he was prone to letting his guard down around her far more than he should. “Did you achieve what you had hoped?”
“I must admit, my day wasn’t very productive. There was an incident with the humans. A minor betrayal. But it was enough to set back the alliance.” She sighed and flicked her hair over her shoulder in annoyance. “Every moment we are pulled away from our rightful task to fix some little insignificant issue, we are drawn away from our preparations for the war with the Battle Goddess.”
“Well, at least my day wasn’t a complete waste,” Gryton began. “I was able to do more scouting around the military camp earlier this evening as well as in the stone cottage that’s serving as a meeting place for the Fae.”
Gryton turned the rabbit cooking over the coals. Belatedly he glanced between his simple meal and the female who had given him life. “Are you hungry? Rabbit is all I can offer. But you are welcome to share.”
“No, but thank you.” Daryna dropped a pack next to a ridge of rock that doubled as a bench. “I brought you some supplies. There’s some food stolen from Vivian’s hearth.”
His interest piqued at the mention of the old witch’s cooking. Even cold, day-old food created by her hand was better than what he’d eaten back in the Battle Goddess’s domain. He expected it was enchanted, but he didn’t care.
Once all was said and done, and they defeated the Battle Goddess, he decided that if the old witch who was only known as Gran survived, he’d make sure she had a place in the new world.
“At least you were able to do some scouting.”
Gryton glanced up at her. “The other Fae were not able to see me. Not even the gargoyle child and his pet berserker.”
Daryna smiled. “You noticed that about the human hybrid as well.”
He huffed in remembrance, his eyes narrowing. “I still have a scar from her. I would like to return the favor sometime.”
She arched an eyebrow. “From what I saw in Lillian’s memories, you already did.”
“Her burns healed without even a scar to show for it,” he pointed out.
“The hybrid is not our enemy. Leave her alone for now.” Daryna’s expression turned thoughtful. “You’ve been able to scout the area and determine the best location to capture the young gargoyle?”
He frowned at the fire. “I tracked the young gargoyle for the better part of two days — at least when he wasn’t in the company of your male half.”
“My male half? It wouldn’t kill you to call him your father.”
Actually, if Gregory learned the truth, he just might kill Gryton. Regardless of what his mother said, he knew better than to trust his spells and mind tricks to work on his sire. “From what I overheard, there will be more of the training exercises like the one today. That will be the best time to capture Shadowlight. The rest of the time there are too many guards around.”
“I’ll have to do something to distract Gregory for you.” Daryna frowned in thought.
Gryton cleared his throat. “Separating the child from his berserker will be almost as difficult.”
“Yes, Anna is like a mother to him now. Even if she weren’t being influenced by Shadowlight’s altered biology, she would still be protective of the youngster. The need to protect seems to be hardwired into her DNA.”
“Hardwired? DNA?” The Mother’s Sorceress sometimes used words he didn’t know. He hated feeling inferior.
“They are human words that simply speak of bloodlines and origins,” she explained. After a moment her expression turned thoughtful again as she started to pace around the cavern. When she completed one revolution, she halted before him.
“That protective nature might be what we can use against her. If there is some new danger to the cub, her nature and training will demand she go find it and neutralize it before it can become a threat to Shadowlight.”
Gryton arched an eyebrow. “What would be a big enough distraction to draw away Gregory, Lillian, and the hybrid? If they’re chasing me, I can’t very well be snatching the child.”
“No.”
“And you can’t risk revealing our alliance yet.”
“Hmmm. No.” Daryna agreed.
Gryton had two other assets he hadn’t told her about yet. He supposed now was the time for a show of trust. “I have two assets that might be helpful in this endeavor. When I first arrived here and was scouting the area, I found the two Fae that the human military had captured. When they were unconscious, I took the opportunity to weave a few subtle spells that would enslave them to my will. I simply have to trigger the spell, and they will be mine to command.”
“Ah. You mean the sidhe Whitethorn and the sprite Goswin?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Use them.”
“Even with their help, it won’t be enough of a distraction.”
“No.” Suddenly she grinned. “But if you call for reinforcements from the Magic Realm, you can use them as a distraction to lure away Gregory and Anna and then you can snatch Shadowlight and take him to Lord Death’s domain.”
Gryton grunted. There were two parts of the plan he didn’t care for.  “Gregory has command of his full power again. He’ll make short work of whoever comes to my aid.”
Again, Daryna smiled at him. “And that will rid us of a few enemies while furthering our plans.”
“You’re wagering a lot of hope that Lord Death doesn’t just kill the gargoyle cub outright.”
“I know Lord Death. His one great regret is that he acted too quickly in destroying his sister’s consort. Now he is rather too cautious.” Daryna gave the cooking rabbit a turn. Fat dripped into the fire, making it pop and hiss. “He will study the cub and find him a pure heart. He’ll then train him into a proper gargoyle who will serve the Light. But more importantly, Death will realize just what game his sister is playing and the type of power she now uses. Creation is the domain of the Divine Ones, not for the likes of a mere servant.”
“And you think Lord Death will not overlook his sister’s breaking of divine will?”
“Yes.”
Gryton refrained from commenting that his own existence was in violation of divine will. Instead, he said, “Do you actually think seeing what Shadowlight is will stir Lord Death to act faster? I’m not sure even that will be enough for him to risk breaking the duality curse.”
Daryna nodded as she gave the rabbit another turn. “Maybe not. But we’ll prod him with more evidence. Anna won’t just sit by and do nothing. Eventually, her magic will drag her back to Shadowlight’s side. Once Lord Death learns that his twin has found a way to create female gargoyles, he’ll realize that his sister has achieved a way to breed a new army that will serve her. It will push him into acting.”
One side of his mouth twitched as he fought a grin. “You figured that bit out about the female gargoyles already?”
“Yes. It was no great feat.”
“The Battle Goddess said that once the gargoyles meet their female counterparts, some will fall prey to baser instincts and will be easy enough to seduce into serving her instead.” Gryton arched a brow. “Once Shadowlight was mature, she planned for him to convert her succubus demons into gargoyle hybrids. Those females can be very persuasive.”
“It is good that River defected and took Shadowlight with her. I would have hated to face and kill my host’s baby brother in battle.”
She reached out and remove the rabbit from the fire. “Your dinner is ready and I must return soon.”
Gryton nodded. “I will summon three of my least liked lieutenants to act as unwitting distractions for your other half to hunt down and destroy while I capture the gargoyle child.”
“I will see that Gregory agrees to take part in another of those training exercises. It will take some soothing to get all parties working together again. Give me four days.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yes.”
Gryton started to pull apart the rabbit, using his claws and fangs to tear into the stringy meat. Around a mouthful of food, he said, “Then three days from now before dawn colors the sky, I will make my way to the hamadryad and use her strength to project a message to my people. I’ll share with them what I’ve learned about the Fae and military alliance and that there will be a training session the following day that will provide the perfect opportunity to snatch the young gargoyle.”
“Good. After this, we will be one step closer to ridding ourselves of our enemy.”




Chapter 19
Gregory stood off to one side as scientists fitted Anna and Shadowlight with more of their strange sensors and bits of technology.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Anna growled. “Just give me the goddamn thing and I’ll do it myself.”
“Language!” Gran barked as she tapped her staff against the ground threateningly. “I won’t have that kind of speech around the young one.”
“I’ve heard worse.” Shadowlight said then asked, “What’s a clusterf—?”
“Where did you hear that, sweetheart?” Gran asked without breaking stride. “And you shouldn’t use words like that.”
His brows scrunched up in thought.
Gregory tapped into Lillian’s memories to learn the meaning of the human term and winced.
“But Anna uses them,” Shadowlight said with a stubborn hint of challenge in his tone.
A resounding thump sounded as Gran’s staff smacked down on Anna’s shoulder.
“Ouch! Crazy old witch!”
Another blow landed with superhuman speed. “Damn it!”
A third landed with more force.
“You’ve got to be effing kidding me!” Anna dropped into a crouch, realizing she needed to defend herself since Gran wasn’t going to relent.
Gregory wondered how long it would take the stubborn hybrid to figure out that if she simply filtered her mouth…
Gran’s staff weaved back and forth menacingly while Anna retreated.
“Fine. I surrender!” Then under her breath, “But you’re still a crazy old witch.”
“I heard that,” Gran hissed.
“I did too,” Shadowlight said and looked like he was about to pounce on the two women and join the fun.
“Enough!” The command was barked out by Resnick. “We are ready to start.”
Gran and Anna both looked mortified. Shadowlight merely dropped to all fours and raced around the others excitedly.
Gregory decided four days of training wasn’t enough to turn his new cubs into respectable warriors. Every day since that first disastrous training session, Gregory had taken Lillian, Anna, and Shadowlight out into the forest to teach them more about shadow magic.
Still, he was taking no chances with his cubs’ safety this time. Before Resnick had sent his teams out into the forest to lay their ambushes, Gregory had scanned and scented each member of the hunting teams that would be testing the prototype weapons. He hadn’t bothered to hide in shadows.
After they had gotten over their initial shock, Resnick’s soldiers had conducted themselves well and had proved they could adapt to whatever strange situation they found themselves in. They seemed open-minded enough and willing to cooperate with their new allies.
This time, Daryna and Gran stayed behind to meet with the military and other civilian leaders to hash out some new terms. Gregory didn’t care what was agreed upon as long as it didn’t involve him working directly with some paper-carrying, silver-tongued human.
When he wasn’t training his young gargoyles, he enjoyed the relative peace and quiet of working with the sidhe metalsmiths as they forged more ward-spelled swords and other weapons for the Fae.
Daryna glanced up at him. “Working with the humans was your idea.”
“Actually, it was Lillian’s.”
“Yeah,” she whispered from his other side. “I’m sorry about that. Had I known that we would be moving targets for them to practice their marksmanship on, I might have agreed with you.”
Gregory mentally agreed but decided not to comment further. His grumpiness spoke for itself. They’d been training each day. And while the sessions were helping Lillian, Anna, and Shadowlight master their shadow magic and learn to fight as a team, it was also taking him from his other tasks. He missed not having other gargoyles to help with preparing for battle. Darkness had been a great aid for the short while he’d been with them. However, if other gargoyles came, he somehow doubted they’d come as friends. He still feared how the Lord of the Underworld would view Lillian, and now Shadowlight and Anna as well.
One problem at a time. Get the humans prepared. Then he’d do what he could to finish preparing the Fae of this world. Only then, once he’d done all he could for the earth, would he return to Lord Death and rally the Gargoyle Legion. He’d left that as the last task on his list for he feared the Lord of the Underworld might send him back to face the Divine Ones’ judgment.
He’d reassured Lillian more than once that if the Divine Ones were truly angry at them for bending a few sacred laws and begetting a child, he and Lillian would already have been wiped from existence and recalled to the Spirit Realm immediately.
While his words might be true, it didn’t mean there would be no punishment. He just hoped the punishment wouldn’t result in his and Lillian’s separation.
“What’s wrong my gargoyle?” Daryna asked, her voice rich with concern for him.
He’d never been good at hiding his thoughts from her. With a glance in Lillian’s direction, he saw that she was deep in conversation with Gran and Resnick. Deeming it safe, he shared his thoughts with Daryna.
Her expression smoothed after a moment, a soft smile gracing her lips. “I do not think we need to fear Divine judgment or wrath. Most of what has unfolded in this lifetime is a direct result of the Battle Goddess’s meddling. If any deserve punishment, it is her.”
Daryna glanced away from him, looking off into the horizon. When she spoke again, it was in a voice that held a bitter tinge to it. “And we know the Divine Ones have never been able to call to heel their wildest child. What we have done is minor in comparison.”
Her words might ring with truth, but that didn’t mean he felt any better.
However, he didn’t have time to dwell on it now. The teams that would be hunting him and his protégés were already in position. Gregory dropped to all fours and loped over to where the other gargoyles waited. It was going to be another long day. He could feel it in his bones.




Chapter 20
Lillian was just moving in for the ‘kill,’ her sights set on one of the new soldiers recently assigned to the training units when a magical disturbance raced across all her senses.
Shadowlight, Anna, and Gregory all froze in place and looked to the east. They’d felt it, too. Whatever ‘it’ was. Gregory lunged up to stand on two legs while he dropped his cloaking magic. Effectively appearing out of thin air in front of the soldiers.
He held up a hand and addressed the soldier closest to him.
“Inform Major Resnick and the other human leaders that someone, or even several individuals, have just arrived in the Mortal Realm. And they are not allies.” Gregory turned toward Lillian. “Those newcomers can only be here at the Battle Goddess’s behest. I imagine they’re here to find out what happened to their commander as well as River and Darkness. When they learn of Gryton’s defeat and Darkness’s death, they’ll try to capture River.”
“But why come now? Surely the Battle Goddess isn’t yet ready for a full-scale war.”
“This is most likely reconnaissance on our enemies’ part. But do not fear. The spell Daryna and I wove around the hamadryad will have captured and transported them to the holding spell well outside of town. I’ll deal with these interlopers.”
“We’ll rally the humans and go together,” Lillian said with growing unease.
Gregory shook his head. “No, I want you to stay well away from the danger. Play fighting with the humans is one thing; battling a real enemy is something else altogether. I won’t allow you to risk your life or that of our unborn child.”
Lillian’s hand crept down to the curve of her stomach. The concept of a child was so new, she often forgot she was pregnant. She barely showed and she didn’t feel that different. But the tiny life was strong within her. While she wanted to be stubborn, she wouldn’t risk her child either. “Very well. I’ll stay behind.”
“Daryna will transport you, Shadowlight, and Anna back to the hamadryad. The tree has some of the most powerful shielding. The Mother’s Sorceress will stay behind to protect you in the off chance one of the enemies manages to get past me.”
“What about you? You don’t know how many you will be facing.”
“I’ll take a small army of human soldiers to face the newcomers. Once the enemy has been neutralized, I will call you to me.”
Lillian stepped up to Gregory and gave him a hug. Nuzzling him, she inhaled his scent, drawing it deep into her lungs. Letting him go was hard, but she did.
“You be careful and make sure you come back to us in one piece.” Lillian stepped back and allowed Daryna to take her place.
The other woman stood on tiptoes until Gregory bowed his muzzle a few inches. Daryna pressed a lingering kiss to the side of Gregory’s cheek. For once, the usual jealousy didn’t manifest; Lillian was too worried about her mate’s well-being.
Daryna smiled up at Gregory. “As my firstborn body has already said, be safe and return to us. I will keep all the young ones safe while you deal with the enemy.”
Gregory huffed softly and then nodded. With one more glance at Lillian, he turned and dropped to all fours. With a powerful leap, he broke into a ground-devouring run. Within seconds he was out of sight, but Lillian could still follow his progress in her mind.
“Come, we need to go to the hamadryad,” Daryna urged. “We’ll guard her just in case any of the enemies get past Gregory. Once they realize they don’t have the element of surprise and are outnumbered, they will seek to escape back to the Magic Realm to inform the Battle Goddess what is really going on here.”
Lillian found herself actually nodding in agreement to something the Mother’s Sorceress said. Together with Shadowlight and Anna, Lillian hung back while Daryna summoned a strange portal in the air. The spell shifted and swirled with bright flashes of magic for about ten seconds and then it calmed, forming a door in the air. On the other side was the south entrance to her maze.
Daryna called to them and walked on through. Lillian, Anna, and Shadowlight each glanced at the other and then with the equivalent of a group shrug, they crossed into the portal one at a time and out the other side, back to civilization.
She’d just emerged from the portal when armored vehicles came rolling up to the entrance. Major Resnick jumped out of one before it had come to a full stop. Daryna explained what was happening while ushering them all into the maze.
A few minutes later, Lillian found herself again in the shadow of her hamadryad tree. Daryna stood just inside the stone ring. Magic shimmered in the air around her as she added another layer of powerful shields to what was already anchored to the stone ring.
Outside the ring of standing stones, more soldiers waited, alert and ready to target anything or anyone they didn’t know.
Anna stood apart from the other soldiers but was dressed in combat gear, with one of the modified military rifles resting in her hands. The ward-spell glowed an eerie green even in the bright light of day.
Shadowlight paced a circle around Anna, his tail flicking in agitation or perhaps eagerness. Lethal little shards of obsidian shadow magic danced and spun around him, awaiting his command to bite deep into an enemy.
Lillian hated to break it to her little brother that if all went well, none of them would be catching so much as the scent of the enemy.
In theory. Not that anything in Lillian’s life ever went according to plan.
Her eyes slid back towards Daryna where she was adding a second spell and then to Anna who was armed for Armageddon and checking her weapons for the third time. Shadowlight paced into her line of sight again. Lillian couldn’t help but notice that very little of the boisterous child was in evidence; a vigilant gargoyle had replaced him.
Lillian reflexively checked her own harnesses, scabbards and twin swords, feeling a little less sure.
Even if Gregory defeated the newcomers, there was a good chance that Commander Gryton would feel the arrival of warriors from his realm. She feared that might be enough to draw him back out of hiding.
Lillian’s gaze returned to Shadowlight again. She wished there was a place they could stash the young gargoyle where he’d be safe, but nowhere was truly safe from Gryton, as he’d proven in the past. He’d once ventured into Lillian’s own home.
In the future, they’d have to think of some kind of super-powered safe room where they could secure Shadowlight until the danger was past. But for now, Lillian supposed the best way to keep him safe was to keep him near one of the Avatars.
Still, she wished there was somewhere safer for him far from a potential battlefield.
“Anna, once this is over, remind me to talk to Gregory about building a safe room for Shadowlight.”
The soldier side-eyed Lillian and then turned her attention to Shadowlight with a snort. “And who is going to sit on him to make sure he stays put?”
It wasn’t lost on Lillian that making a safe room and getting Shadowlight to stay there would be two separate problems.
Anna’s expression still held a hint of humor, but otherwise, the soldier was all business. A slight flare in the magic current drew Lillian’s attention back to the Sorceress.
Daryna was just lowering her arms to her sides when their gazes met. She nodded for Lillian to come closer.
Lillian flicked a wing in annoyance at being summoned but came forward as she was bid.
“Do you want to watch Gregory while he battles the enemy?” Daryna asked as she held out her right hand.
While Lillian could sense his thoughts and track his location to some extent, she wasn’t always able to see through his eyes now that she was no longer the Mother’s Sorceress. The greater the distance, the fainter her link to him.
Of course, I want to know what Gregory’s doing! As her manipulative, meddling doppelgänger was well aware.
Outwardly, Lillian merely nodded her head and reached out for the other woman’s hand.
When their fingers touched, Lillian’s vision darkened unnaturally for a moment before a new location blurred into being.
“Where am—?” Lillian started to ask but felt Gregory’s mind. She was there with him mentally, seeing what he was seeing. He acknowledged her arrival with a spike of warm joy.
Somewhat uncertainly, Lillian formed words in her mind. “Am I a distraction? I don’t want my presence to endanger you.”
Gregory’s warm joy sharpened into thoughts and words that soon filled her mind.
“You are always a welcome distraction, my beloved. However, to make things easier, stay silent once I engage the enemy,” he paused and lifted his muzzle high while he sprinted between two military vehicles.
She sensed he was trying to learn something of the enemies by catching some news upon the breeze, but the stink of fumes from the vehicles disguised anything the wind might have carried.
Gregory put on a burst of speed and bolted ahead of the vehicles on either side.
His mind turned towards hers again. “I can smell nothing of the enemy, but I can feel them working to free themselves from my trap. They’ve already managed to damage it, and that tells me the Lady of Battles has not sent just any grunts for this task. These are powerful magic wielders. While perhaps not as powerful as Gryton, still lethal. But I won’t allow them past me.”
Lillian found herself nodding even though Gregory wouldn’t be able to see it. “I know. You will be victorious over these new enemies, and I will be here to mend your wounds—but please don’t get hurt too badly. You know I hate seeing you in pain.”
Gregory laughed. “I will keep that in mind. And while I do love how you look after my battle-weary body, I don’t actually like pain, so will do my best to minimize the number of scars.”
“Thank you,” Lillian whispered. She allowed her consciousness to drift. Gregory was still in her mind, but no longer forefront. She blinked, and her hamadryad’s glade came back into view.
Anna and Shadowlight were still where they’d been all along, so too were the other soldiers. Only Daryna had moved to stand off to one side, her right hand now caressing one of the standing stones.
“Thank you,” Lillian said as she glanced at Daryna.
“Thanks are never needed. I exist to help you and Gregory overthrow the Battle Goddess.”
When had overthrowing the Battle Goddess become part of the plan?
Last she’d heard, the plan was to stop the Lady of Battles’ army and prevent her from breeding a legion of new gargoyle hybrids. There had been no mention of actually attempting to destroy the Battle Goddess. Which come to think of it, Lillian would be totally cool with.
But she’d thought the Divine Ones had wanted the Twins to learn some kind of moral lesson. Unless Lillian had misunderstood something, the Mother Goddess and the All-Father weren’t willing to kill their child. So why was the Mother’s Sorceress now talking about destroying the Lady of Battles?
After the battle, Lillian would get Gregory alone and mention what Daryna had said. Or perhaps she would speak with the banshee first and see if the Fae had learned anything new.




Chapter 21
As they neared the location of the trap, Gregory darted off the road and into the forest. He led close to fifty Fae who answered the call. They would circle wide and flank the enemy while the human soldiers would come from the South and East.
Dire wolves ran with elks and stags. There was even a moose carrying Greenborrow into battle with him. Gran rode the unicorn bareback while holding her staff in one hand. Gregory admired the elder’s skill and was glad to have her ride into battle beside him.
On Gregory’s left, the pooka ran on silent hooves, a predatory shadow just waiting to grind the bones of his enemies beneath his hooves.
The pooka’s single-mindedness brought a smile to Gregory’s lips. The pony was not the only one looking forward to the coming battle.
Gregory was more than ready to face a real opponent after all the play hunting that he’d been doing as part of the cubs’ training.
And perhaps it was a touch juvenile, but Lillian was with him in his mind, watching what he did, and he wanted to impress her. Or at least live up to his own reputation, which, of late, was somewhat tarnished since coming to this realm.
This felt a little like leading his gargoyles into battle. Something he’d missed since coming to the Mortal Realm.
“We are nearly there.” He’d been about to explain strategy but halted as his attention was diverted. There was something wrong with one of the anchor-stones he’d created to lock the spell to this realm.
Even over the distance, he could feel the pressure building in the anchor. A heartbeat later, stress fractures formed along the heated stone.
A second and third anchor-stone now flared warnings at him.
Damn. The trap wasn’t going to hold long enough for the Fae and military of this realm to get there in time.
There were over a dozen soldiers left to guard the anchor-stones and half again that number of Fae.
He glanced at Gran. “My trap is weakening and whatever is within has almost escaped. To do that so quickly, the newcomers must be fiercely powerful. The Fae and military stationed there won’t have a chance and will be wiped out if I don’t get there in the next few moments.”
Gregory called power from the Spirit Realm as he put on a burst of speed.
“Wait! What are you doing? Lillian will kill you if you mess yourself up again.”
“Stay the course. I’m going to help those already on location. Meet me there when you can.”
Behind him Gran cursed, but he continued to surge ahead, calling more power as he ran. He leaped into the air and spread his wings. One powerful beat and then a second and he was airborne. However, he had no intention of flying the distance.
Ahead, the magic he’d summoned from the Spirit Realm shimmered and churned. Moments before he would have collided with it, the spell snapped into being, opening a rift. On the other side was the dome shaped trap he’d created.
Gunfire reached his sensitive ears, and he knew his trap had been breached by one or more of the invaders if the humans were engaging.
Two more powerful wing beats propelled him through the rift.
Below, it was as he expected. A pair of the invaders had managed to fight their way through the burning shield of energy. Ten more armor-clad warriors were still confined within the trap but were working their way through the multilayered shield as he watched.
He swooped down on one of the warriors as he started towards the nearest anchor-stone.
The stones were outside Gregory’s trap, so he hadn’t added much in the way of protection, just enough to keep curious Fae and military scientists at bay.
Gunfire rang out again, which reminded Gregory not to summon his shadow magic to hide his approach. He’d felt the sting of the humans’ bullets enough to respect the tiny shards of metal. Getting winged by ‘friendly fire’ as Major Resnick called it, wasn’t something he needed.
He was going to get roughed up enough as it was.
The armor-clad figure continued towards his target, unaware Gregory was diving for him.
At the last minute, Gregory unfurled his wings and changed the angle of his descent to intercept the enemy.
They collided with a leaden thump, Gregory’s weight and momentum driving the other off his feet and together they continued backward a good twenty meters until the solid energy of the dome stopped them.
Power snapped and hissed, at which point Gregory realized the warrior’s armor was an iron mix of some kind.
Ah. That’s why they’d been able to force their way through his shield. A second realization occurred to him as he grappled with the invader. This creature—whatever he fought—wasn’t of Fae lineage. None of the Fae could wear armor such as this.
His impact had dented the other’s armor, and Gregory took advantage of the warped breastplate to pry up a corner near the arm. With a bit of work, Gregory managed to sink a few claws into exposed tissue.
Blood gushed, and the other male screamed.
Good, they could feel pain and they could bleed, which also meant they could die.
They grappled with each other as the battle continued around them. He fought his opponent with lethal blows intended to end the fight quickly. There were eleven more opponents besides the one he fought. But the humans were keeping this one’s partners busy at least.
Gregory worked the hole in his opponent’s armor bigger. Then summoning Spirit Magic, he channeled it into the opening. The scent of blood and burnt flesh clogged his nose, but above all that he could smell the taint of a demon. This one was not Riven, but something else.
Apparently, the Battle Goddess had not learned her lesson from the Riven. Gregory wondered how long these hybrid demons would serve her before they, too, betrayed her like the Riven had.
Well, she wouldn’t have to worry about this fellow’s betrayal. Spirit Magic continued to build within the armor. Trapped, it had nowhere to go since the armor was designed to prevent magic from entering, or, in this case, exiting.
Gregory delivered a powerful kick and knocked the other male away seconds before the warrior screamed in high pitched agony. A moment later, demon, host, and armor all vaporized in a flash of bright magic. Sparks flew in all directions as the iron-mix armor melted into a molten slag. It splashed against his own shields and the surrounding area like wind-driven rain.
Smoke rose up from the dry grass as a few tiny curls of flame appeared. Gregory waved at the small fires, extinguishing them before they could grow dangerous.
He was darting forward to tackle the other opponent on this side of the dome when the energy flickered and flared wildly before it winked out of existence.
Ten more enemies rush forward from inside the shattered ring of anchor-stones.
Oh. Lillian was going to be pissed at him.
With a joyous roar, he charged towards them, his shadow magic darting before him. He collided with the fastest of the newcomers and tore his helmet from his head. A blast of Spirit magic took care of that fellow and Gregory was leaping forward again.
But the others had seen what he’d done to two of their number, so swiftly drew back out of his way. He summoned more shadow magic and set it hunting. Most of the small shards were unable to get past the protections worked into the enemies’ armor, but it confused them and slowly herded them where Gregory wanted his next opponent.
Leaping forward, he bounded into a group of three enemies. While he blocked their blows with magic, he ripped at their armor and looked for other weaknesses he could exploit that would allow him to dispatch them swiftly.
As he drove his present opponents back, gouging and tearing into breastplates, helmets and shoulder guards, the rest converged upon him and joined the fight. Gregory broke off the attack before their combined axes and swords could cut him to pieces.
Several armed military vehicles rolled into the meadow. Massive guns mounted on the backs took aim at the enemy. A second later, more gunfire tore through the air. The noise was enough he was surprised the air itself didn’t shatter like glass under the onslaught.
Unfortunately, the Battle Goddess’s soldiers had powerful personal shields that stopped the bullets. But the sheer force and number prevented the enemy from spreading out. Ah. They were combining their power. They weren’t strong enough individually.
Gregory circled around behind, preventing the enemy from retreating.
That’s when he saw Gran and the other Fae arriving. They swiftly joined the military already in place. Then the two forces, both magical and mortal, focused their efforts on one enemy at a time. Gregory felt mild pride at how well they fought together. Perhaps the training sessions were beneficial, after all.




Chapter 22
Lillian piggybacked on Daryna’s link to Gregory, and together they shared in his vision of the battle. Neither woman said anything to distract him. The last thing he needed was to have his attention divided.
While she was glad to at least know what was going on, Lillian wished to be fighting by his side. She would have been if not for the tiny, fragile life within her womb. Not that she regretted her baby, not for a moment. She just wanted Gregory safe, too.
Lillian was drawing breath to demand Daryna go to his aid when military reinforcements and the other Fae arrived. The tension between her shoulder blades eased a touch, and she rolled them to try to further loosen up the stiff muscles. Still, her wings twitched with nervousness.
Daryna tilted her head to the side suddenly, like she was listening to something Lillian could not hear. She strained her senses, and then she felt it.
Another tremor of magic shivered through the air.
“Did you feel that?”
Daryna blinked open her eyes. “Yes. I did. It’s not good news, I fear.”
Lillian felt her talons flex. “Speak.”
“It’s more of the Battle Goddess’s warriors.”
Just what they didn’t need. Then she knew why Daryna looked so torn. “Go to Gregory. He’ll need your help.”
“I can’t leave you and our child unprotected.”
Flashing a hint of fang in a wicked gargoyle grin, Lillian stared down at Daryna and tightened her hold on her swords’ hilts. “While I may not be as lethal as either you or Gregory, I am not helpless. Besides, I also have Anna, Shadowlight, the banshee and a shit ton of military just waiting for a chance to get some of the Battle Goddess’s soldiers in their crosshairs.”
Her tail flicked slowly back and forth while she waited for Daryna to answer. Perhaps she needed another nudge. “How much more danger do you think I’ll be in if Gregory and the others get more than they can handle? If even one or two of those enemies escaped, where do you think they’re going to head next?”
“They’ll come for the hamadryad. My spells will prevent them from traveling back to the Magic Realm, but if they are able to get close enough, they will be able to send a message requesting reinforcements. If the Battle Goddess thinks she has a chance to get a foothold in the Mortal Realm, she might act now even if she isn’t finished building her army. We must stop them before they can get close.”
“Go then. Help Gregory neutralize the enemy before they can endanger all the earth.”
Daryna nodded. Looking unhappy, she moved away from Lillian until she was outside the ring of stones. Moments later she summoned another portal spell; its magic was like a cold draft from the Spirit Realm. For the span of ten heartbeats Lillian saw nothing, and then the strange magic doorway solidified and beyond the threshold was the place where a bloody battle was underway.
Daryna glanced back over her shoulder at Lillian. “Stay.”
She would have made the retort that she wasn’t a dog, but the Sorceress stepped through the portal and was already summoning a deadly spell. The strange doorway collapsed before Lillian had a chance to see what shape the combat spell took.
“Being left behind still sucks,” Lillian hissed under her breath.
Anna’s snort told Lillian the hybrid had heard her. The other woman sauntered over and glanced where the portal had been. “You think it was a good idea to send her to the others? From the updates Resnick is getting over the radio, the battle is going well. The training sessions have paid off.”
“Daryna said that if even one of the enemy soldiers gets close to the hamadryad, they’ll be able to use her to call for reinforcements.”
“A tree that doubles as a long-range radio. Yep. Normal,” Anna said but glanced around the meadow distractedly.
Lillian noticed Anna’s fingers flexed on her weapon. A show of nervousness? That wasn’t normal.
“Do you sense something?” If so, why the hell didn’t you say something before I sent Daryna away?
“No, but it’s never a good idea to send all your big guns into battle and leave your forward operating base unprotected,” Anna countered and then sighed. “It’s nothing. Just all this magic putting me on edge. I’m really starting to hate magic.”
Lillian flashed a fang at Anna. “You sound a lot like I did when I first learned about all this, but I’ve gained friends that I wouldn’t have found otherwise. You’ll see the benefits one day, too.
“Sorry. Don’t believe in silver linings.” Anna’s gaze flicked over to where Shadowlight was walking a perimeter around the tree. He was looking all fierce and daunting again. “Well, maybe the kid. He might be worth every poke and prod I’ve received from the scientists. Maybe.”
“I heard that!” Shadowlight huffed and galloped over to them. “Of course, I’m worth it. You’ve always wanted a little brother.”
She smiled affectionately at the gargoyle. “Yeah, kid. I’ve got one now, and you’re correct. I wouldn’t change anything.”
Wiggling happily, Shadowlight bounded around Anna. He’d been about to say something else but was cut short by a soft whistling sound that ended in something small smacking into flesh.
Shadowlight whirled around in surprise, but the sound occurred twice more. The young gargoyle twisted and pulled three small darts from his flank. They rested tiny and guiltless in his palm.
What the hell?
A commotion among the soldiers had Lillian glancing away from her brother for a moment, in time to see two soldiers dropped to the ground.
The high-pitched sound came again, and more soldiers fell before the tiny darts. Lillian still didn’t fully understand what was happening when Goswin stepped from out of the maze’s west entrance. She fired more darts from a small blowpipe.
Every dart that found a target dropped a soldier to the ground.
Lillian decided she didn’t need to know what was going on. All she needed to know was that a sprite was a swift and deceptively deadly little Fae.
And worse, she wasn’t alone. Whitethorn, leader of The Hunt, walked in beside her and took aim with a much larger and more deadly bow and arrow.
Grabbing Anna, Lillian dragged her behind the hamadryad. From within the screen of the thick branches, Lillian saw something far more serious than just the two Fae.
Commander Gryton paced along behind them, tossing his fiery magic at anything that still moved.
Anna called Shadowlight to them, and he obeyed, but Lillian noticed he was none too steady on his feet. He tripped as much as stopped next to Anna. The human stepped over him and put herself between him and the threat.
“We are so screwed,” Lillian muttered to herself. Anna didn’t disagree with her and was already on the radio calling for reinforcements.
“We need to buy some time until more help gets here.” Anna took aim with her rifle and the sharp retort of weapons fire echoed through the glade.
Lillian winced at the sharp noise but focused her attention on the battle. Anna ignored Whitethorn and Goswin and fired rapid bursts at Commander Gryton. She knew who the true threat was.
Four other soldiers who had managed to dodge darts, arrows, and Gryton’s fireballs, joined in the fight. Together the five soldiers managed to slow Gryton. Halting him was like stopping a flow of lava. He continued to walk forward, pushing a wall of fire in front of him.
The fiery wall seemed to turn most of the bullets into molten slag, which splattered against his armor with dull, wet sounds.
But Anna and the other soldiers didn’t give up, holding their positions and continuing to fire. Now and again, a sharp ting sounded and a few sparks flew as bullets made it past Gryton’s defensive magic to strike his armor.
Whitethorn stepped out from around the wall of fire as he drew his bowstring and took aim at one of the soldiers.
Lillian called her shadow magic and shaped it into tiny, biting, knife-like shards. The bits of darkness raced across the distance and savaged Whitethorn. The sidhe huntsman dove for cover behind a stone picnic table, but Lillian’s magic followed.
So too did Shadowlight. The young gargoyle lunged from behind the cover of the hamadryad and raced across the distance. He jumped the picnic table and closed his teeth upon Whitethorn, shaking the other Fae in his jaws. While Shadowlight was fighting Whitethorn, Goswin got in another dart.
Lillian growled and lunged after the sprite, her shadow magic racing before her. The sprite was faster and darted behind one of the stone rings.
A moment later she popped up and fired two more darts at the soldiers. One struck the soldier nearest Anna. He staggered and then dropped to his knees. A second soldier joined his fellow.
Before any of the allies could regroup, a wave of force raced out from where Gryton stood. This wasn’t the fire magic that Lillian had expected, but Anna and the other remaining soldiers were still knocked off their feet.
Bad. Very bad, Lillian thought as she summoned more shadow magic and directed it to attack Gryton.
Her magic was marginally more effective than the bullets. Like tiny bits of shrapnel, they burrowed their way into the seams of his armor. He couldn’t stop them all.
Gryton snarled at her but turned his attention toward Shadowlight, ignoring Lillian.
What the hell?
Then she understood.
Oh, hell no.
Anna had regained her feet, but the other soldiers were unmoving. Shaking her head like her ears were ringing or she was disoriented, Anna shook off whatever the attack had done to her as she raised her rifle once more.
This time, her target was Goswin, where she stood over Shadowlight. Blood blossomed at the sprite’s shoulder and then her thigh. She screamed as she fell. She tried to regain her feet but couldn’t.
Two down, Lillian thought, just one really badass enemy to go.
With a growl, Anna redirected her fire upon Gryton. Lillian joined her. Their combined assault slowed but didn’t stop him.
Not that it should have, Lillian knew. Before, Gryton had very nearly been a match for Gregory.
Strangely, he didn’t seem to be pressing his advantage. The Battle Goddess’s most deadly weapon should have made short work of Anna and herself. Why hadn’t he dealt them a crippling blow? So far, everything he’d tossed at them was more defensive magic than bring-your-enemies-to-their-knees lethal.
Was he weakened by something the hamadryad had done to him?
Or was this something else?
Then Lillian realized he must want to capture more than just Shadowlight.
There was an abrupt end to the gunfire, and the resulting absence of sound announced their defeat. Lillian’s ears twitched at the lack of painful noise, but she didn’t hesitate and continued her attack upon Gryton. Unfortunately, Anna was out of bullets, and they were out of options.
And then Lillian felt yet another disturbance in the magic around her like she had twice before in the last hour.
A churning vortex appeared in the air between Anna and Gryton. For a moment, Lillian felt hope rekindle. If Gregory was here...
But it wasn’t Gregory.




Chapter 23
Three more armor-clad warriors stepped into the glade and shouted something at Gryton. They didn’t sound overly friendly, and neither did Gryton’s reply. Lillian had the distinct impression that Commander Gryton was surprised by these newcomers’ sudden appearance. He wasn’t the only one.
Lillian moved closer to Anna, thinking to grab her and fly to safety. But one glance at Shadowlight told Lillian that that plan wasn’t going to work either.
Shadowlight was on his feet again, but he was weaving and stumbling badly and he collapsed after a couple steps. He fought past whatever drug, poison or magic spell the darts had delivered into his system and struggled back to his feet. Lillian’s heart broke. The youngling was trying to reach them. But he was in no condition to fly or run.
Lillian dropped to all fours and snarled at Gryton. She had to get to Shadowlight. When she tried to circle around the armor-clad enemy, he snapped out his wrists and a wave of power raced towards her.
She dove to the ground and dug in her claws as the wave rolled over her. It continued past to flow harmlessly away. While Lillian and Gryton danced around each other uselessly, the three newcomers marched straight for Shadowlight. Two of them grabbed him under his arms and started dragging him towards the portal.
Shadowlight twisted and fought, but in his drugged state he was no match for them and was quickly clubbed into submission.
Anna snarled and tossed away her empty rifle and pulled out a long knife instead. Her expression was fierce and unreasoning as she charged across the distance. At the last moment, she hunched low and tackled one of the newcomers hard enough to make a quarterback proud.
The warrior crashed to the ground, and Anna followed, her knife finding the slit in the enemy’s visor. Blood sprayed. The newcomer screamed. Anna’s knife flashed again and again until the body under her stopped twitching.
Apparently, not all the Battle Goddess’s warriors were as hard to kill as Gryton.
Lillian darted across the distance, angling towards the two who still dragged Shadowlight between them. Anna joined her, sprinting towards the enemy from the right. They had almost reached their targets when the ground heaved under Lillian’s feet, and a secondary force slammed into her back.
Earth and sky changed places over and over. She continued to roll until her maze’s evergreen walls caught her. The scent of cedar surrounded her. Lillian blinked and spit out a mouthful of dirt, grass, and bits of cedar. What had hit her? A wrecking ball?
She shook her head. After a moment, she blinked her vision clear. Gryton was bent over Anna, and then he heaved her up into his arms and over his shoulder. The other two dragging Shadowlight had almost reached the portal.
Gryton glanced at her, clearly wanting to snatch Lillian as well, but decided against it as he turned and walked towards the portal.
He didn’t make it. A second portal appeared between him and his destination.
A raging ball of gargoyle fury erupted out of the portal and lunged right at Commander Gryton. At first, Lillian thought Shadowlight had escaped his captors, but then she recognized her beloved Gregory.
Relief washed through her. She tried to get to her feet and go to him, but her body didn’t want to cooperate. Helpless, she could only watch through her narrowing field of vision as the two lethal predators squared off.
By the rising scent of deadly magic filling her glade, Lillian could only conclude that Gryton had no interest in capturing Gregory. And Gregory’s snarls told Lillian that her beloved had no interest in leaving this enemy alive.
Another portal flared brightly and Daryna walked out of it into the battle-scarred glade. Magic burned all along her body, and she stood and took aim at the two dragging Shadowlight back to the Magic Realm.
The first wave slammed into a shield and scattered in twenty different directions. Daryna didn’t stop and continued forward undaunted, tossing another wave of magic at the enemy. The two enemy soldiers scrambled the rest of the way to the portal and were through it before Lillian could cry out.
Daryna screamed in rage, but the other portal was already closing in upon itself, its magic shimmering less brightly as the portal diminished in size. She darted forward but was already too late.
With a hiss of anger, she turned to where Gryton and Gregory still fought. She raised her arms, palms toward the two combatants.
Gryton’s survival instincts must have been truly impressive for he broke away from Gregory and lunged behind one of the standing stones that circled the hamadryad. A moment after he vanished behind the stone, Lillian again felt a disturbance in the magic around her. There was also the thick, fiery essence she’d come to associate with a spike of Gryton’s power.
But it was already fading. And that’s when she realized Gryton had vanished from her senses.
Gregory stomped around behind the standing stone, but his thunderous expression told Lillian what she already knew. Gryton was gone. Escaped.
Tin Man had more lives than a freaking cat.
One day she was going to do her best to chew through all nine of them. But not today. Today they had to go after Shadowlight. Lillian just had to stand up first. If her body would cooperate. Unfortunately, she was also losing the war against the darkness creeping up the edges of her vision. Her sight narrowed down further, and the glade faded.




Chapter 24
Anna came awake with a jerk as a bright light shone in her eyes. A field medic was kneeling next to her. She shoved him away, and her entire body screamed in pain as she rolled to her feet, but something, some need, drove her to alertness.
“Easy,” the medic said. She ignored him.
There had been a battle.
Whitethorn and Goswin had turned on them.
Gryton.
Fucking Tin Man had attacked them again.
Shadowlight. She scanned the area, looking first to the hamadryad and then to where Daryna and Gregory stood over Lillian.
Anna glanced around to where the other medics were attending to more survivors.
Panic rising within her, she scanned the entire area again, but still no Shadowlight. And a gargoyle was a bit hard to miss.
“Where is he?”
The medic grabbed her arm. “You took a beating. You probably have a concussion. Possibly internal bleeding.”
“Get your hands off me, or you will be the one with internal bleeding.”
Anna recognized one of the scientists approaching. She snarled, showing fangs. “Tell me what happened to Shadowlight?”
“We don’t know,” Doctor Fleming said.
Instinctively, Anna reached out for that blood-link she shared with Shadowlight. Normally there would be a tingle, or stronger tug, which would lead her to him.
But this time there was nothing. Just a void.
Oh, God. No.
Please, no. Not the kid.
He couldn’t be dead.
Major Resnick entered the clearing leading another squad of soldiers. But Anna stormed past him. He was just arriving and wouldn’t have the answers she needed. Instead, she headed directly towards Gregory and Daryna where they knelt next to Lillian.
Anna skidded to a halt beside them, her throat threatening to seal itself as grief welled up within her.
“Where is Shadowlight,” she asked for the third time.
Three sets of eyes glanced up at her. Lillian was crying.
Oh, God. “Is he dead?”
White raged mixed with grief in her mind. If that bright, loveable goof had been snuffed out of the universe, she would…kill everything. Exterminate every last one of the Battle Bitch’s godless henchmen. She’d start with Commander Gryton. She’d find a way.
Gregory didn’t answer with words, but he shook his head.
Anna felt like the earth had just shifted under her feet. He wasn’t dead? Oh, thank god.
If Shadowlight had been hurt, she’d see that he had all the care he needed to heal. She’d raid the town’s library to find enough books to occupy him every damned hour of the day if he wanted her to read to him.
“He’s hurt, isn’t he? Where did they take him? Back to base?” He must have been bad off to leave her behind, Anna thought as another cold tendril of fear wormed its way into her heart.
Coming to her feet, Lillian stood on shaking legs, but still towered above Anna in gargoyle form. Gregory stayed on all fours, offering his back for his mate to lean upon.
Lillian ignored Gregory and reached out for Anna, dragging her into a hug. Surprised to find herself in a fierce and unexpected hug, Anna just patted the gargoyle’s back awkwardly.
“They took Shadowlight. They took my little brother, and I couldn’t stop them.” Lillian drew in a ragged breath and continued, “Gregory and Daryna won’t go after him. They won’t let me go after him, either.”
The other woman broke into great body-shaking sobs.
Gregory stood and wrapped her in his arms. Even Daryna came forward to place a comforting arm around her shoulders.
“We can’t just leave him to become the Battle Goddess’s slave,” Lillian whispered between sobs.
“Of course, we’re not leaving Shadowlight in enemy hands. We’ll launch a counter assault and get him back,” Anna swung her attention back towards Resnick. She waved him over. “Resnick is here. He’ll inform the others that Shadowlight has been taken. We’ll get him back.”
Anna wasn’t sure if her words were meant to comfort herself or Lillian.
“Gregory and Daryna won’t allow anyone else to go after him, either.” The accusation was clear in her voice.
The demigods wouldn’t allow anyone to go?
Well, fuck that.
“We won’t leave Shadowlight to the Battle Goddess’s mercy. We can’t. We can’t risk him sharing everything we’ve done here. Even if they do not want to risk themselves or others, we still must send a team to rescue Shadowlight.”
Daryna stepped away from Lillian to study Anna instead. “It’s not as easy as you make it sound. Anyone who attempts to invade the Battle Goddess’s territory would be found out and incarcerated. When we move on her, we must be ready to strike a blow she won’t recover from.”
“What are you saying?” Although, Anna thought she knew what the Sorceress was telling her.
Falling silent, Daryna paced a half circle around Anna. “We are simply not ready to go after Shadowlight. Your fellow humans are not ready for a full-scale war to land in their backyard, either.”
“So, you will do nothing?” Anna heard her own voice climb an octave. She couldn’t lose her shit over this. Shadowlight needed her calm, composed, and focused on his rescue.
“We will not be doing nothing,” Daryna said as she continued to pat Lillian’s back. “We will be readying for battle. And I promise you. When we are ready to strike a devastating blow, we will find Shadowlight and free him from the Battle Goddess’s traps.”
But Shadowlight might not have the time. Anna couldn’t imagine the Battle Goddess sitting back and waiting for Shadowlight to reveal what he knew. He would be tortured for information.
“Daryna is correct,” Gregory said. “We can’t risk open war with the Battle Goddess yet. She might very well win. And we don’t dare appear in the Lady of Battles’ domain until after we have an army ready and eager to destroy hers. We must approach Shadowlight’s rescue with caution.”
“But I can’t sit back and allow any number of horrors to be performed upon the kid.”
Gregory’s voice softened. “We will go after Shadowlight. But as much as my every instinct is screaming to go after him now, we need a plan, as well as an idea of what traps we may be up against. If we have any hope of rescuing Shadowlight, we will need to know what to expect and get in and out quickly without being discovered.”
Anna felt a tiny bit of hope. It wasn’t that Gregory was abandoning Shadowlight, he just needed a sound plan.
Worry and guilt still churned within her, but she managed to calm some of the rage. Although the need to beat the shit out of something was still strong.
She would get Shadowlight back.
Gregory nudged Lillian gently, trying to coax her into climbing onto his back. When she refused, Gregory continued his earlier line of thought. “I might not know exactly what the Battle Goddess has been up to, but I know someone who does. Tomorrow I will hunt down Gryton, drag him back here, and carve out every piece of information we need.”
Anna arched her brow. How was he going to capture Tin Man? That bastard was slipperier than shit and disappeared faster than fog in the summer. So far, he’d proven impossible to catch.
“This is the second time we’ve managed to get a chunk of him.” Gregory held up a piece of battered and bloodstained armor. “With this, I have enough of his blood and magic to create a spell to track him. He will not be able to hide from me this time. His armor is a physical manifestation of his power. It’s a part of him.”
“I’ll help,” Anna said as that intense need to protect Shadowlight reared up within her again.
“No. Not this time. I’ll not risk losing another cub to Gryton’s tricks.”
“I’m not a cub.”
“You are not even a quarter-century old.” Gregory huffed. “A cub.”
Her teeth creaked as she ground them together. Who wasn’t a child compared to this immortal demigod’s age? Anna tried another tactic. “I’m older than Lillian—”
He cut her off. “Lillian isn’t going either. Daryna will stay behind to guard you both while I hunt down Gryton.” There was a long stretch of silence as he eyed his sorceress. “Daryna will remain to guard you this time. No matter what.”
Anna was somewhat surprised to hear the harsh tone directed at Daryna.
Huh? So, the male half of the demigod pairing could and would get pissed off at his female half.
If Anna wasn’t so worried about Shadowlight, she might have investigated that more.
“How long do you need to track down Gryton?”
“A few hours. But I must look over Lillian to make sure she and our child are both well. And the humans will want to be brought up to date.” Gregory glanced at the darkening sky. “I’ll start the hunt at dawn after I’ve had a chance to make sure Lillian is fully healed.”
“I’m fine,” the other woman piped up, “we can start the hunt now.”
“No,” Gregory said in a deep rumble as he wrapped Lillian in the protective shelter of his wings. “I felt your pain and desperation during the battle with Gryton. You need healing.”
“I’ll be fine. I’m a gargoyle. My body is already healing.”
Daryna laid a hand over Lillian’s abdomen. “He’s worried about our child.”
That got Lillian’s attention. Her tail stopped flicking and her wings wrapped around herself as if that would help protect her unborn child.
Anna wasn’t the maternal type. Didn’t want kids. And yet she still felt a strong, soul-deep sympathy for the poor woman.
Out loud, Anna added, “Let Gregory take care of you. Then he won’t be distracted when he goes to hunt down Gryton. I’ll get Resnick up to speed with the situation.”
Because, by God, if Anna wasn’t given a job, she was going to lose her shit. She couldn’t help it. The need to rescue the kid was almost overwhelming.
“Thank you,” Lillian said.
Gregory and Daryna supported Lillian between them as they walked from the maze.
Anna was left with a very unhappy looking Resnick. He stopped before her, frowned down at her, and then took in the scene. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m happy to see you alive. But what the hell happened? I’m getting conflicting reports. Start talking.”
Anna stood at attention. “Yes, sir.”
At least telling him everything she knew gave her a purpose.




Chapter 25
Lillian allowed Daryna and Gregory to help her back to the cottage. Once there, Gregory simply pulled her into his arms and carried her up to their rooms. No small feat since she was still in her gargoyle form and was as tall as him, if not quite as heavily muscled.
Daryna kept pace with them and Lillian’s battered body drunk in the healing power of the Mother’s Sorceress. At the moment, she couldn’t summon a speck of anger or distrust for Daryna. She was just happy to have help since it might be the difference between life and death for her unborn child.
Once they entered the master bedroom, Gregory carried her to the bed and sat down with her. He kept her in his lap, his wings and arms circling her protectively.
“Is our child all right?” Lillian directed the question at both Daryna and Gregory, not caring who answered.
Daryna dropped down in front of Lillian and gripped her wrists. Taking a pulse? Weaving more magic?
“Our little one is strong,” she said as she glanced between Lillian and Gregory. “All is well. Although, sleep will certainly be beneficial.” Again, Daryna paused. “Are you sure you don’t wish to know our child’s gender?”
“You can tell already?”
“Yes. Gargoyle offspring develop much faster than humans.”
“I…” Lillian began but paused and let her hands drop to her stomach. She wanted this baby to be a surprise. But more importantly, she didn’t want to associate this new life with darkness or unhappiness. Now, with Shadowlight captured, it was far from a joyous time.
But what did Gregory want?”
Lillian turned just enough so she could look up at him. “Do you wish to know?”
His muzzle dipped down to nuzzle her hair and lower still to caress her cheek. “No. I believe there should still be some mysteries in the universe.”
Lillian pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Good. A surprise it shall be.”
She looked back to find Daryna’s gaze turned inward, vague and far away.
“Are you well?” She asked the other woman just to see what kind of answer she’d get. “Drawing on power is damaging to you, isn’t it?”
“I am well, but now that you are healed, you should get some rest. Gregory will stay with you while I go and meet with Vivian, Greenborrow, and the other Fae Council members. We need to find out and reverse whatever Gryton did to Whitethorn and Goswin.
Lillian nodded. The sooner the two Fae were freed from whatever spell had enslaved their minds, the better. What other powers did Gryton possess that they had yet to discover? She hadn’t known Gryton had the ability to control another’s mind.
“Very well,” Daryna said. “I shall go. But when I return, I had better find you both fast asleep.”
“Yes, my Sorceress,” Gregory said in a respectful tone, but there was a mischievous glint in his eyes.
Daryna stood, gave Lillian one more probe with her magic, and then made her way towards the door.
After she was gone, Lillian reached out and wrapped Gregory’s arms even more firmly around her body.
“I want a shower, but I also just want to be held,” she admitted.
“I don’t see why we can’t do both,” Gregory said as he nuzzled her hair again. “Although there is no way two gargoyles will fit in the shower. Do you feel up to shapeshifting back to your dryad form?”
Lillian sighed, not wanting to dredge up the strength required to shapeshift, but the thought of being clean swayed her into summoning her magic. After a few swift, mostly painless moments, her body morphed back into her smaller dryad form.
Gregory continued to nuzzle her hair and showered affection upon her, every so often his tongue would come out for a quick caress.
He soon stood up. With Lillian held easily in his arms, he started to walk towards the bathroom. His long strides quickly covered half the distance. Lillian wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned up to brush her lips against his.
“Thank you for existing,” Lillian whispered.
“Always. And we will get Shadowlight back.”




Chapter 26
The forest’s night creatures were out, predators hunting on silent wings and stealthy paws. Her claws flexed and her fangs lengthened. Anna might have considered herself another predator if she had something to hunt.
But she was impotent without a target. She’d never felt so helpless.
She’d left HQ far behind and slipped silently into the surrounding woods with no one the wiser. For all Major Resnick knew, she had gone to get some much-needed rest. Which had been her original idea, but she couldn’t sleep, couldn’t even think about sleep while Shadowlight was still a prisoner.
She wanted to snarl at the night, at the many injustices of the world, but most especially at a cold-hearted demigoddess. Someone needed to eradicate the Battle Goddess.
That Gregory was willing to attempt a rescue was some relief. But not enough. She wanted to go with him and see Shadowlight freed. That might ease the tiniest portion of her guilt for failing the cub so terribly.
Unfortunately, Gregory’s rescue mission hinged on catching Gryton and forcing him to cooperate. Catching Gryton might take days. Trusting him to help? Well, that would be never.
Which was why Anna found herself haunting the shadowy forest. She was too restless to sleep and perhaps too dangerous to her fellow humans to remain among them. Rational she was not.
A twig snapped to her left and the sounds of footsteps that hadn’t been there a moment before reached her sensitive ears. When she focused on the direction of the sound, she could perceive a faint heartbeat and less than a minute later the familiar scent of Lillian or Daryna reached her nose. She wasn’t sure which woman approached. Their scents were identical.
However, she’d learned to differentiate them by how they carried themselves. The Sorceress moved with superhuman grace; Lillian moved like your average human being.
When the woman finally walked into Anna’s line of sight, she knew this was the powerful sorceress.
“Daryna.” The one word came out almost a growl. Anna wasn’t in the mood for company tonight.
“That’s no way to greet the person who is about to help you rescue Shadowlight.” The Sorceress halted before her, looking calm and confident as always. Anna scanned the area a second time, hunting for Gregory in the deepest shadows where the moonlight didn’t penetrate the forest canopy. But there was no sign of the male demigod.
“I came alone,” Daryna said as she held out a large rucksack that looked like it had been stolen from supplies.
Anna was more interested in what the other woman had said about Shadowlight and rescue than the rucksack’s origin.
“How are you going to help me rescue Shadowlight? Did you and Gregory change your minds?”
“Come.” Daryna gestured to a recently fallen tree some twenty meters away. “What I have planned will take some explanation.”
Anna wanted to get to the meat of the matter. Circling around a subject always drove her nuts. And tonight, she was already too much on edge, but she stomped over to the tree in question and thumped her ass down upon it without uttering one damn word.
Daryna settled on the tree a good two feet away and brushed her hands along the tree’s bark. “This one was far too young to fall. She was destroyed from within by a boring insect that caused rot to set in.” Daryna paused and glanced sideways to meet Anna’s gaze.
It took some fortitude to hold her gaze, but Anna did it.
To her surprise, Daryna looked away first and then said in a soft voice. “I can’t sit by and watch the equivalent happen to Shadowlight.”
There was guilt in her tone. Did the great demigod feel responsible for what happened to Shadowlight? Well, good, she should. They’d all failed the kid.
“You’re going to go after him,” Anna stated bluntly.
“Gregory would follow if I did. Also, this body is only temporary. It wouldn’t withstand the force of magic that I’d be required to call upon to fight the Battle Goddess and rescue Shadowlight. And I can’t tell you how bad it would be for this body to expire within the Goddess’s domain where she could recapture my soul and force it to be reborn into another body of her choosing. Yet, I also fear Shadowlight might not be able to wait for Gregory.
“Then what do you have in mind?” Even as Anna said the words, an inkling came to her.
“Sometimes it is better to send one spy into enemy territory rather than an entire army.”
Anna would go in a heartbeat, but she wasn’t at all certain of her ability to get herself and Shadowlight free of the place. She would try. “Of course, I’ll go. But I will need supplies.”
Daryna patted the rucksack she’d brought with her. “There is food, water, spare clothing, and blankets. You must get yourself weapons as I am unfamiliar with them. But I will create a map for you from my childhood memories. The basic structure and layout will be much the same but be aware whatever I draw will be twelve years out-of-date.”
“It will do,” Anna said, as new purpose filled her blood and enlivened her senses. “You could draw me a map in the dirt, and I still would agree to go for a chance to save Shadowlight.”
“Oh. There is a catch, I’m afraid.” Daryna reached into her pack and rummaged around until she pulled out first one medallion and then a second and held them out.
With a questioning look, Anna took the offered objects and studied them both. She wasn’t well-versed in magic, but she recognized power when she felt it. These were no mere ornaments.
“Locating Shadowlight within the Battle Goddess’s temple will not be easy. Freeing him will be harder. And getting free again—I think you know the odds won’t be in your favor.”
“I don’t care. I’ll go. I’ll do it and free Shadowlight or die trying.”
“I can send you into the Magic Realm, and if your mission is successful, these medallions will allow you and Shadowlight to return here.”
Anna turned the medallions this way and that. “How do these work?”
“They’re really rather simple. You just smear a bit of blood on them to trigger the spell. They are actually keyed to Shadowlight’s blood, but you now share some of that same blood, so the spell will recognize you as well.”
Anna glanced down at them again. “That’s it? Just bleed on them?”
“Yes. It will trigger the spell and transport you back to the Mortal Realm immediately.”
“Got it.” More weird shit, but she understood.
“I fear rescuing Shadowlight will not be easy. He will be under heavy guard.” Daryna folded her fingers together and laid them in her lap. “Those guardians will be highly trained with as many well-developed senses as you now possess.”
“Understood.”
“There is one other thing. If it looks like you are about to be captured or you somehow lose the medallions before you get to Shadowlight, you still have another escape.”
Great, more cryptic crap.
Daryna continued like she was unaware of Anna’s impatience. “All gargoyles belong to the Lord of the Underworld. In a moment of desperate need, even you will be able to find your way to his temple.”
“Not that I want to find myself there, but I’m a firm believer in having all scenarios thoroughly planned out. Is there a map to his realm?”
“The gateway is one found in your mind. Reach out to Lord Death and he will answer.”
“Hmmm. Yep. Okay.” Totally get in and get out without being discovered. Run like hell and then use the medallions.
Daryna’s expression took on that distant look again. “There isn’t much time. If we are going to do this, it needs to be now while Gregory is distracted attending to Lillian.”
“I’ll need some things first,” Anna said, already building a supplies list in her mind.
“Take these.”
Anna held out her hand and looked at what appeared to be flat discs of softened candle wax.
“Rub your fingers in this and then find a bit of exposed skin on your target and they will be unconscious before they hit the ground.
Anna glanced up at Daryna skeptically. “It won’t affect me?”
“No. It will only affect those who don’t share your genetic heritage.”
“Hmmm. DNA targeted magic.”
Daryna stood and walked forward until she was directly in front of Anna. “I have one other gift for you.”
Anna was all ears but was waiting for the other shoe to drop.
“I can make you stronger and faster than you are now. Far more lethal should you find yourself in a battle with magic-wielding opponents. But I can only do this by accelerating your gargoyle metamorphosis.”
A spike of adrenaline coursed through her blood and sent her heart pounding. Sure, she’d do anything to save the kid, but become the full package? She’d never get to live a normal life again. Oh, she knew it wasn’t likely as it was, but full gargoyle? Any hope of a normal life would be gone.
If she didn’t, her chances of rescuing Shadowlight were less. And she knew she would need every advantage once behind enemy lines.
She fisted her hands but met Daryna’s gaze. “Fine. Do what you have to.”
“Good. The process will still take some time before you complete your transformation; a few months, instead of a few years. However, within hours you’ll have increased stamina and heightened senses and resistance to magic, among other advantages.”
Anna nodded at the other woman’s words. “So, I’ll be a gargoyle sooner or later. Might as well be sooner, then.”
With a nod, Daryna rested her hands on Anna's shoulders. A power that managed to be both hot and cold at the same time raced over her body, and if she’d been standing, she would have been dropped to her knees.
Nice gift, Anna thought as darkness flirted at the edges of her vision.
After what felt like half an eternity, Daryna lifted her hands away. Anna slumped sideways but managed to keep herself on the tree trunk. Her sight slowly returned and so too did her strength. All-in-all, she’d didn’t feel as bad as she thought.
“Go,” Daryna said. “I’ve done what I can to strengthen you for this task. Gather what weapons you think you will need and meet me back here in an hour. The transportation portal spell will be ready.”
Anna nodded and then forced herself up off the tree trunk. Her first few steps were ungainly, but after a dozen, her body remembered how to run. Twenty steps after that, a new strength awoke within her body.




Chapter 27
Back at HQ, Anna darted through the temporary military base, her passage unseen. Shadow magic flickered around her form. Thanks to Gregory’s training lessons, she’d mastered the concealment spell enough to fool the humans and Fae she passed. And thanks to Daryna’s help, Anna was now stronger in both body and magic.
She’d covered the ground between here and where the Sorceress waited in under eight minutes, an unheard-of record time for her.
Although her new magic wasn’t quite so advanced in comparison. An earlier near-miss with a dire wolf out hunting in the forest had proved that her mastery of shadow magic wasn’t yet good enough to hide her scent.
That wasn’t a concern with humans. But some members of the Fae, like a dire wolf, unicorn, or pooka possessed a more advanced sense of smell. So, she went to some trouble to avoid those particular species.
It made her task harder but was also a good test considering her ultimate goal was to invade the domain of the Battle Goddess.
Getting over the fence and into headquarters was easy. Getting into the buildings—not so much. She had to wait for personnel to enter the building she wanted. This time her target was a repurposed high school. It was summer, and the military had taken over this building since it was located in close proximity to the community center.
Thankfully the scientists were working in shifts or pulling all-nighters. It wasn’t terribly long before one of the scientists exited the building for a smoke break.
She walked between the sentinels on watch and slipped through the door before it closed. Inside, she stepped with care, not wanting her footfalls to give her presence away.
Making her slow, careful way past the soldiers stationed at the entrance, she traveled deeper into the building, down two flights of stairs and along the darkened hall and past the labs. She paused and peered in a small window. Inside the classroom that had once been one of the high school’s labs, lights were still on and a few whitecoats moved around.
Anna stepped away from the door and continued down the hall. The next room was where the day’s batch of ward-spelled prototype weapons were stored before being field-tested. Once that was done, they’d be moved to the armory.
There were too many eyes on the armory to get inside easily, so she’d hoped that this room would be an easier target. Which it was, but there were still problems. Like the three soldiers on guard duty, she’d already walked past in the hall.
Getting her ass riddled with bullets wouldn’t help Shadowlight one bit. With a glower at the nearest guard, Anna moved away from the door she wanted and headed to the end of the hall. Glancing down its length, she took in the scene.
Yep. More guards like she’d expected.
She studied them a moment, and when one turned his back and started to walk away from his buddy, Anna summoned her shadow magic and sent it out to surround him. After casting a quick glance over her shoulder and noting the other soldier was still walking in the opposite direction, Anna reached out to her target and pressed her fingers against his hand.
He jerked at the touch but dropped like a sack of bricks the next moment. She eased him to the ground and glanced up at the other target.
The second soldier turned back in her direction and was scanning the area where his buddy should have been.
“Hendricks. Peterson. Come in.”
“Peterson here.”
“Vickers with you?”
“Nope.”
“Then we have a problem.” His gun pointed unwaveringly at the spot Anna had just been.
She continued towards the next target as he scanned the hall. When she was even with him, she brushed her fingers along his jaw. It was the easiest bit of exposed skin to make contact with.
Like the first soldier, this one’s eyes rolled back in his head and he went limp. She lowered him to the ground and returned to the north corridor.
The other two soldiers each felt the briefest ghostly touch and then they too were no longer a problem.
Anna returned to the door she needed and reached for the handle. It was locked which wasn’t a surprise. Nor was it a problem for her increased gargoyle strength and her shadow magic.
Her magic flowed inside the lock and hardened into tiny shards of darkness which expanded within the lock mechanism. With a sharp cracking sound and the crunch of metal, the knob came off in her hand. With a bit more wiggling, the locking mechanism inside suffered a similar fate.
She stepped inside the room and saw what she needed stacked up in their storage racks.
Jackpot.




Chapter 28
Anna was exiting the building just as Major Resnick entered, trailed by an entourage. Seeing Resnick caused a stab of pain to twist deep in her guts. He’d be disappointed in her, which would hurt worse than the court-martial she knew was coming her way if she survived her self-appointed mission.
Resnick and her father were friends. She’d known him since she was a kid. Hell, he was like an uncle to her. Disappointing him was going to be far worse than the court-martial, but it couldn’t be helped. Not this time.
Squaring her shoulders, she waited for Resnick and the others to file past before she darted through the closing door and out into the night. Once she was free of the base, and no longer had to be as careful of her passage, she hauled ass back to where Daryna had said to meet.
Daryna had told Anna she had an hour to gather what she would need. She’d made it back with eleven minutes to spare. Daryna was already there and waiting.
So far, so good. While Anna wasn’t certain of the other woman’s real motives, she didn’t have the luxury to care. Rescuing Shadowlight came first.
While she sprinted up to the spot where Daryna was working, Anna studied the area. It was greatly changed. Daryna had been busy as promised and was presently finishing up some fancy-looking spell.
To Anna’s enhanced gargoyle vision, the twenty-foot circle that surrounded Daryna glowed a bluish white. It was so bright it destroyed Anna’s night vision, and she had to blink away the phantom lines and spots from her vision.
“Good, you’re back. I’m just finishing the last layer of the portal spell.” Daryna painted two more symbols in the air with precise gestures of her hands.
After another buzzing wave of magic tingled along Anna’s skin, Daryna rotated the symbols until they were hovering parallel to the ground. With a gentle push, she sent the last two symbols floating down to join the rest of the circle. Like pieces of a puzzle, they snapped into place and the entire circle glowed even brighter.
“It’s ready. Come.”
Anna hesitated a moment, not wanting to come so close to the vast power she felt throbbing in the glowing lines of the spell. The magic felt wild and pent-up, ready to lash out at anyone foolish enough to set order to its chaos.
After eyeing the spell for a moment more, she stepped over the first bright line.
Inside several more symbols glowed white with their own power. Again she hesitated, but not because she was scared. She just didn’t want to screw the spell up and waste time while it was fixed.
“You can walk through the magic without harm,” Daryna said as she tweaked one of the symbols.
Anna shrugged and marched straight to the center of the circle. She already had all her gear packed away. She’d even taken a tranquilizer rifle. It wouldn’t do any good against armor-clad enemies, but she hoped that within the heart of the Battle Goddess’s domain, not everyone she encountered would be dressed in full body armor. She’d also brought three of the spell-warded rifles and enough ammo for a small siege, just in case they were fanatical enough to go in full body armor all the time.
“My spell will deliver you deep inside the Battle Goddess’s territory. I designed it to have a minimal disturbance on the flows of magic in the surrounding area. So, the spell won’t betray your location, but that doesn’t mean your arrival won’t be witnessed.” Daryna shrugged in an offhanded way.
“I might pop into existence in front of a hostile. Better have my shit together. Got it. What else can I expect?”
“I’ve created the promised map in more detail.”
Daryna held out the nondescript brown tube. Anna pulled off one end and tipped out the map. When she unrolled it, she found a hand drawn map or one created by magic. The parchment might have been honest-to-God animal skin.
But the map was legible with what look like mountains, valleys, lakes and rivers marked out upon it.
“If something happens to the medallions, but you’re not so desperate as to seek out Lord Death, show Shadowlight this map. He will be able to use his father’s memories and this map to lead you safely into the neighboring kingdom of Falconsmead. It’s a land ruled by Whitethorn’s distant kin.” Daryna paused and glanced north as if there was something there drawing away her attention.
With a shake of her head, she continued. “A warning though, they are not friendly to those who serve the Battle Goddess. Though, they do respect gargoyles. While sidhe of the Magic Realm will be suspicious of you, they will not kill you outright. But there are pookas that hunt the lands between the two kingdoms. Beware to avoid their notice.”
Ah, fantasyland just sounded so delightful. “Eh, yeah. But either you, Lillian or Gregory will come for Shadowlight and I eventually, right?”
“Never fear. You both still have a part to play in this before it is over.”
Anna narrowed her eyes. That sounded a lot like demigods moving pieces on the chessboard again. Well, fortunately, she was a knight with really sharp claws, big-ass guns, and enough ordnance to make her enemies bleed.
Daryna walked from the glowing circle as she continued to instruct Anna. “The spell will drop you about a day’s walk from the Lady of Battles’ temple. With the map to guide you, you will find the temple easily enough. However, the time of day you arrive will influence your plans.”
Anna stopped herself from strumming her fingers against her thigh. Obviously, she wasn’t going to attempt a rescue in broad daylight.
“Your instincts will be to try to infiltrate the temple at night, but that would be a mistake. Many of the creatures that serve her are nocturnal and will be hibernating during the day, or if awake, their senses dulled.”
“Like vampires?”
“Worse, my dear. Much worse.”
“Nice,” Anna muttered to herself. “But the ward-spelled weapons should still work on them?”
“Yes. But your best defense will be secrecy and shadows. Don’t let your guard down for a moment, even in the daytime. Not all who serve her are night dwellers.”
“I won’t,” Anna agreed. I like my own ass, thanks. And I won’t do Shadowlight a scrap of good if I’m dead.
“Do you have any other questions?”
“Hell, yes. But we’re out of time. Let’s do this before Gregory finds us.”
“Very well.”
Daryna stepped from the circle and raised her arms. As she did so, the circle’s light flickered and shifted to shades of pastel. When she began to chant, the pale color shifted again, changing to a darker hue, fiercer and somehow more aggressive in tone. Again, Anna was reminded of the wildness she sensed in the magic.
“May the Divine Ones continue to bless you.”
Bless me? Not bloody likely. Let me survive with my skin intact to torture me more later? Hopefully.
A wall of power encircled her, and a great pressure descended upon her body. It continued to increase. There was a reason she hadn’t joined the air force. Pulling G’s wasn’t her idea of fun. For a moment, she thought the magic was going to grind her bones into the ground.
Above her, the magic swirled in a violent vortex. Her heart in her throat, she watched as what she was certain was an angry and ravenous wormhole reached down and swallowed her whole.
Gravity vanished along with any sense of up or down. As Anna’s body was catapulted into the next realm over, she wished she’d thought to ask more about the transportation spell. Like what to expect and how bloody long would it last?
At least, she could take some pride in the fact that she wasn’t screaming or puking.
Then as swiftly as the sensory bombardment had started, it abruptly ended.
Her head still spinning, Anna found herself on her hands and knees in a stream. It was icy cold and flowed down a steep slope before it eventually reached the valley floor a few hundred feet below.
Anna picked herself up out of the stream and looked around in more detail. The valley seemed uninhabited, and so far as she could tell no one had seen her arrival. She stomped ashore after she had determined moving wasn’t going to draw unwanted attention.
“Welcome to fantasyland. Methinks it’s going to go downhill from here.”
She glanced at the sun to gauge how much daylight she had left only to find a second, smaller one riding in the sky with it.
Two suns.
Yep.
Shaking her head in disbelief, she called her shadow magic to hide and then headed for the closest trees to act as cover. Once she oriented herself using the map, she would start the hunt for Shadowlight. Now that she was here in this realm, that tiny speck of magic that burned deep in her brain detected Shadowlight faint and far away. But alive.
Never had she been so happy for her magic. She only hoped he could sense her and know help was on its way.
“I’m coming for you, kid. Just hang on.”




Chapter 29
Daryna turned her back on the fading ring of magic she’d used to send Anna to the Magic Realm. Knowing her time was limited, she immediately began summoning another spell that would carry her to Gryton’s camp. If he was still there. Weariness was creeping across her senses, and she knew her body was beginning to show the stress of calling upon so much magic in so short a time. But it couldn’t be helped. And she still had more spell work to complete this night.
With a focused push of her will, a portal spell appeared in the air. Daryna raised her chin and prepared to face her son. Between one step and the next, she was far from where she’d been.
Here the air was free of the stink of humans and technology. The rich scent of balsam fir and other evergreens filled her lungs. She breathed deep and wiggled her bare toes in the needles and loam under her feet.
Being born into a dryad body had some interesting advantages. The trees told her all that went on in their domain. Gryton had returned less than two hours ago, but he’d already set a few defensive spells before limping into his temporary home.
Relief that he was still here washed through her.
If he’d intentionally betrayed her and deliberately orchestrated Shadowlight’s capture, Gryton wouldn’t have returned to the first place she’d look. No son of hers would be so foolish.
In truth, she hadn’t assumed Gryton had betrayed her. While his earlier thoughts had been tainted with distrust of her motives, there had been no dishonesty. It was good that she wouldn’t have to hunt him down and start fresh with his taming.
Expanding her power, she learned more about his condition. Presently, his emotions came to her. He was awake and in pain and expecting to be hunted down at any moment, but his honor demanded he take responsibility for his own failures.
During the fight, Gregory had injured him, but she hadn’t known how badly.
“Gryton, my child. Lower the defenses, I’m coming in.”
“I’m not a child,” came his surly reply. “Even though I was foolishly naïve to believe I could trick the Battle Goddess and the warriors under my command, I didn’t intentionally betray you or the young gargoyle.”
“I know.” Daryna grinned. If he was grumpy, his injuries couldn’t have been too extensive.
Gryton didn’t lower his defenses as she’d asked, but they became visible without her having to counter them. She carefully picked her way over and around all the trigger spells.
She ducked her head as she stepped through the cavern’s low entrance. Inside was the familiar narrow crevice that finally widened several paces in. Firelight flickered on the walls, but there was nothing cooking over the fire.
Gryton sat next to it. He’d removed his armor from his upper body and was dressing a couple dozen shallow slashes that covered his shoulders, arms, and chest.
He’d torn up two of the canvas bags she’d used to bring the supplies. She was carrying another similar bag again today. This one was filled with an assortment of bandages and salves. Not that he would need them for long. She planned to heal him well before the dawn when Gregory would begin his hunt.
But the bandages and gauze would help with the cleanup.
“Lillian did an excellent job on you.”
Gryton snorted. His lips curled away from his fangs, but there was a hint of admiration. “See how well you do going into battle and trying to overpower your opponents without actually killing them. And when your opponents are gargoyles, let me assure you that is no easy task.”
“Yes, about that,” Daryna said as she set her bag down next to Gryton and pulled out a few squares of some linen-type material. “Gregory has enough of your blood and essence to track you. He’s attending to Lillian’s minor injuries, but once he is done that, he will be on the hunt well before dawn, I imagine.”
Gryton poured a bit of water onto a cloth using one of the humans’ strange soft-sided clear bottles and then started dabbing at his wounds. When it was clean of crusted blood, he moved to the next. “I’m not going to sit by and allow my gargoyle sire to kill me without a fight.”
“I don’t intend for you and Gregory to meet face-to-face just yet. He’s not ready to hear the truth.” Daryna handed Gryton another bit of cloth. “I intend to weave a spell upon you that will hide you from Gregory’s searching magic. It’s not a permanent fix, but it will be better than nothing.”
Again, Gryton grunted in way of acknowledgment.
“You’re very like your father. Grumpy. Non-communicative. Brooding…”
His fangs flashed again. “What does it matter if I am? He’ll still hate me on principle.”
That might very well be true, Daryna decided. But she didn’t utter that aloud.
“We have other problems.”
He jerked his head in a swift affirmative, his expression turning slightly less haughty. “I only expected those I specified for the mission to come. That many more came must mean the Battle Goddess suspects me of treason.”
“Perhaps she did, but those who captured Shadowlight saw Gregory attack you. They will carry that news back to the Battle Goddess. If we are lucky, she will assume you are actually innocent of betrayal and that by coming here you acted to retrieve the collars that Darkness and River stole. And your actions also allowed Shadowlight to be captured. We can use that to our advantage. It never hurts to have a spy in our enemy’s court.”
“That wasn’t my intention. If I go back, she will see through my deception and will seek my death just as surely as her brother did in the past.”
Daryna laughed. “Then tonight’s session will be about how to hide your innermost thoughts, showing her only what you want her to see, what she will think she has pried from your unwilling mind.”
Gryton glanced down at the fire so his pale skin didn’t betray his shame. “I lack the control needed to do as you say.”
“As a child raised in her kingdom for eight years, under her ever-watchful eye, I managed to hide my plans from her,” Daryna said as she handed him another piece of white gauze. “If I could do that for all those years, you’ll be able to manage well enough with some guidance from me. You’ve already excelled well beyond what you were capable of a few days ago.”
Gryton still looked skeptical but seemed willing to put his trust in her. “Very well. You haven’t misled me. But I still don’t know if I’ll be able to rescue Shadowlight from the Battle Goddess’s domain.”
“Oh. You won’t need to worry about that. I’ve already sent another for that purpose.”
“You sent Gregory, after all? I thought you said he was attending to Lillian.”
“Oh, he has a plan to rescue Shadowlight. It involves sinking his claws into you, but I came up with a better, less risky idea about how to extract the young gargoyle cub from our enemy.”
One of Gryton’s eyebrows arched in question.
Ah, she’d surprised him. It only lasted a moment before his expression smoothed into understanding. “You’ve sent the berserker. But why? She is nowhere near ready to undertake her part in your plan. Her hope of successfully freeing Shadowlight is far less than my own odds.”
“My son, you have so much to learn. This is a long game. I don’t expect the hybrid to succeed. Not right away. First, she needs to see what true evil is. She needs to focus all that potential she has locked inside her. Only then will we be able to shape her into a weapon to aim at the heart of the Battle Goddess.”
Gryton looked unhappy. “If she goes after Shadowlight, she will become the Battle Goddess’s weapon as well, not yours.”
“Like you are?”
“That’s different.”
“Not so very much. And, yes, the Battle Goddess will teach her hate. But the human is a rare soul. Her moral code is an iron core that runs deep. The Battle Goddess will not be able to corrupt her. Besides, Shadowlight will need a friend in the unfortunate situation he has found himself in. The shared hardship will only cement their bond of friendship into something truly astounding.”
“How can you be so confident the human hybrid will survive with her morals intact?”
“Because,” Daryna said with absolute certainty that came from far outside her own mind. “Shadowlight finding and saving Anna was Divine will.”
Gryton laughed, a harsh sound full of bitter amusement. “It must be true. Only the Divine Ones would create such a harrowing and complex path to inflict upon some hapless soul.”
“The Divine Ones set many tests and trials so that our souls may learn and grow.”
“Then I must be very well learned.”
“Indeed,” Daryna said. “However, there is still much you must learn, and time is short. I still need to heal you, weave a few spells, and then go seek out Lillian and Gregory. All before they realize I’m missing.”
“Life is never dull, is it Mother?”
“No, my son,” Daryna said with genuine mirth. “It never is. Now let me teach you how to lie so that even the Battle Goddess won’t know the truth from falsehood.”




Chapter 30
A pounding on the door jolted Lillian out of deep sleep. Gregory growled out something dark and menacing, which was quite a feat since he was in human form. But that didn’t impede his reflexes at all. He was already fully awake and stalking buck-naked towards the door.
“Gregory. For the love of God, put clothes on.”
Of course, he ignored her.
Lillian grabbed her own robe and pulled it on moments before Gregory jerked the door open. “Are the Lord of the Underworld and the Lady of Battles presently battling on the front lawn?”
Gran stood framed by the door. Major Resnick was at her shoulder and looking downright impatient. Lillian’s grandmother answered first, her voice sounding a touch distracted as she took in Gregory’s form. “No. I don’t think so, my boy. Something else has come up though.”
Lillian was bringing Gregory a robe to wear when Major Resnick pushed past him like he wasn’t afraid of getting bounced back out into the hall by an angry, naked human-formed gargoyle.
“Anna is missing. Do you know anything about it?”
Each word came up clipped and barely controlled. It was completely unlike the Resnick she had gotten to know. Gregory must have sensed it as well, for he merely took the robe Lillian offered and answered truthfully. “No. We haven’t seen Anna since she left with you after Shadowlight was taken. I wasn’t aware she was missing.”
Lillian stepped in closer. “Anna was really broken up about what happened to Shadowlight. Are you sure she hasn’t gone someplace to be alone? She might be out in the forest hunting.”
Resnick snorted. “Oh, I’m pretty sure she’s out hunting, but it’s not deer. We have security footage of her going into the restricted area, attacking fellow soldiers, and then stealing an assortment of the modified assault rifles and side arms.”
“You’re certain it was Anna?” Gregory asked. “Several species of Fae can shapeshift and make themselves look like someone else.”
“I remember. Like you did when you pretended to be one of my men.” Resnick shook his head. “Unfortunately, no, I don’t think that’s what happened. Anna was clearly using shadow magic.” Resnick tripped over the word magic like he was still having trouble using the term. “Only a gargoyle has that ability, correct?”
“Yes,” Gregory agreed.
“The only reason we know it was her is that we just had the banshee ward-spell the surveillance cameras to better protect the compound.”
“Give me a few moments and I’ll be able to confirm if it was Anna and not a shapeshifter,” Gregory said as he closed his eyes and summoned magic.
The beginnings of a spell raised gooseflesh upon Lillian’s arms. After a moment, he huffed angrily. “There are only two gargoyles in the Mortal Realm. Lillian and I.”
Lillian jerked in surprise. “You’re saying Anna is gone. Do you think Gryton got to her like he did Whitethorn and Goswin?”
“I don’t know, but I intend to find out.” Gregory growled. “Take me to the place where Anna trespassed. I should be able to pick up her scent and then determine if she was forced into doing this.”
Resnick nodded. “If Gryton didn’t get to her, then I fear she’s gone after him on her own to take revenge for what happened to Shadowlight. She might even now be Gryton’s prisoner.”
“I wouldn’t be so certain of that,” Gregory said, closing his eyes. A moment later, Lillian felt him call power as he shifted back to his gargoyle form.
She stared at Gregory, but it wasn’t because he’d shifted. She was getting better at reading his thoughts. “My God. You think Anna has gone after Shadowlight. But how is that even possible. She doesn’t have the power or knowledge to get to the Magic Realm. You once said that traveling between the realms took a lot of magical strength.”
“Yes, it does. And, no, Anna couldn’t get there on her own. But if she had help…”
The Mother’s Sorceress.
Gregory thought Anna had somehow convinced Daryna to help. Lillian was worried for Anna of course, but she couldn’t bring herself to regret the woman’s decision. If Anna had managed to convince the Sorceress to help, it meant that Daryna thought Anna had a chance of rescuing Shadowlight.
Resnick tilted his head to look up at Gregory. “There’s only one problem. Anna would never go against orders.”
Gregory’s tail lashed back and forth with a great deal of violence. When Lillian touched his thoughts, she felt his ongoing internal debate. He was thinking about sharing something with Resnick he’d rather not.
At last Gregory sighed and drew in a deep breath. “There is something we have not shared with you or your superiors. It regards Anna and Shadowlight and how the young gargoyle managed to save Anna’s life. It wasn’t natural; not even for a gargoyle.”
Resnick froze in place, waiting for Gregory to continue.
“Shadowlight was altered by the Battle Goddess. One such change is his ability to use his blood to heal others. Although, it doesn’t just heal them; it changes them as it did Anna. That part you know. What you don’t know is that there is a magical component that binds them together. Anna is Shadowlight’s second.”
“Second?”
“Second in Command,” Gregory clarified. “If fate had not intervened, Shadowlight would have grown up to lead the Battle Goddess’s armies, but he would also possess the ability to convert others and enslave them. Anna is already soul-bound to him. That bond will only grow stronger as he ages. Already her need to save him is affecting her thinking. It’s a mindless need to protect. One that I don’t know if Anna can fight.”
Lillian, still linked to Gregory’s thoughts, sorted through them for the one answer she still wanted.
If Anna couldn’t reach Shadowlight on her own, would she seek out someone else who could?
Gregory’s thoughts were darkening and becoming more upset, but he did share them. “There are very few beings with the strength to travel between the realms. Presently, there are only three here in the Mortal Realm—myself, my Sorceress, and Commander Gryton.”
Either Anna had gone hunting Gryton and had been captured and taken prisoner. Or Daryna had helped Anna reach the Magic Realm.
Daryna was a much better alternative to hope for than Gryton, but Lillian didn’t know what would have changed the Sorceress’s mind. She’d been most adamant that it was too dangerous for either herself or Gregory. If it was too hazardous to the Avatars, what possible chance did Anna have?
Resnick’s expression told them that Gregory’s comment had clarified some conclusion he’d already come to. “Then we can only assume she went after Commander Gryton and he was waiting for such a move and has already captured and transported her like the cub.”
“That is the greatest likelihood.” With a deeply unhappy growl, Gregory continued. “I will track Anna’s trail and get to the bottom of this. As soon as I know what is truly afoot, I will pass the information along to you.”
Major Resnick nodded sharply. “I’ll brief my superiors.”
After the military man had left with Gran in tow, Lillian turned to Gregory and asked the other question in her mind that he didn’t want to face.
“Do you know where Daryna is?”
“No,” Gregory said with horror and disbelief in his voice. “And I cannot sense her anywhere near. She has hidden her presence from me. But I will find her.”
And by his tone, Daryna was in for a world of trouble when he did.
“Then it’s possible she’s been working with Gryton all along. I’m coming with you.”
“No. The child. It’s too dangerous.”
“I’m pregnant. Not dying. And no, I don’t want to risk our child, but I must go. If Daryna has been playing with us all along,” which Lillian thought was entirely the truth, “then I can’t trust you to deal with her. I’ll make the hard decision. You can’t. Killing her would destroy a part of you.”
“Lillian,” Gregory said in a gruff voice edged with pain. “You are no match for her. Besides, we don’t know that she’s tainted. It’s possible that the amount of magic she’s called upon today has hastened her body’s degradation. Thus, her mind and judgment may be impaired. If so, I will do what I can to help heal the damage.”
“You don’t know that though.”
“No. That’s why you can’t come.”
“That’s why I am coming, you great overprotective idiot. I am the one being in all the realms she won’t kill. She needs my body, so the soul and power of the Mother’s Sorceress will have a home to return to. And she wants this child.” Lillian rested her hands on her belly. “She’s wanted to have your child for a very long time. Anyone can see that.”
Gregory glanced down at his talons. “And I have wanted to grant her that wish for many lifetimes. It has been my great, secret shame. Even the thought is a betrayal of my vows to the Divine Ones.”
“Gregory, they are the ones at fault.  Wishing to have a child with the one you love should never be a sin.”
“A part of me agrees with you, but that changes nothing.”
“Fine. You’re unreasonable, but so too am I. This is the last time I say this. I am going. Now let’s go see what has become of Anna and if it’s Gryton or Daryna who is at fault.”
Gregory was slow to nod agreement, but eventually, he did. Smart male.
It wasn’t until he started for the door that she noticed that he was clothed, and his arm and wrist bands were back in place. However, she was still naked under her robe. “Hold up. I need to shift and then dress.”
He halted with his hand on the door but nodded and waited patiently for her to shapeshift into her gargoyle form and dress. Then, together, they headed down to the front drive where Resnick was waiting with a small convoy of armored vehicles.




Chapter 31
Gregory had allowed himself to be crammed into one of the vehicles with Lillian. There really wasn’t room for one gargoyle, let alone two. But Resnick had insisted. And he’d learned when to pick his battles in a long-ago lifetime.
They arrived at the military headquarters a short time later, and he and Lillian were escorted inside. Already, he’d caught a hint of Anna’s trail. Her scent was the same as he remembered. There was no hint of either Gryton or Daryna. So, Anna had been by herself, at least at this point.
Gregory continued deeper into the building where the weapons were stored just to be certain. But again, he found nothing unusual in her scent. He followed the trail back to the surface and on outside, north and west away from the military’s base.
Anna had continued out of town and into the forest. Resnick and his team were still following him, but they were having a more difficult time in the forest.
Gregory continued at a fast run. About twenty minutes outside of town, he found a clearing in the forest where a great weaving had been created.
The spell had already unraveled, the energy dissipating back into the surrounding land. But he would recognize the essence of that power anywhere. It was the match to his own.
“Daryna was here a short time ago. Maybe four hours ago at most. This was a spell woven with the purpose of transporting Anna to the Magic Realm. I can see that much from what remains of the spell.”
“It was not Gryton then?”
Gregory felt his ears pin to his head and his wings clamp tight to his back. “I wouldn’t be so sure. Afterward, Daryna traveled from this location to another north of here.”
Lillian’s expression and body language mirrored his own, and he knew that as much as she didn’t like Daryna, she’d truly hoped for his sake her suspicions were wrong.
“Do we follow? Or do you want to gather more of our Fae allies?” Lillian asked.
“We’ll go alone. There’s nothing the Fae can do that won’t get them killed.”
Looking uncertain, Lillian nodded.
Gregory wrapped one wing around her shoulders. “I must first prepare some battle spells. It would be better here than later when danger might be coming at us from an unknown direction. We do not yet know for certain if Gryton is involved with this, but I can’t rule out that he somehow enslaved Daryna.”
Even as he said the words, he didn’t know how they could be true. Daryna was too powerful to be enslaved by one such as Gryton.
∞∞∞
 
After Gregory had woven several spells of protection to cocoon her body in an invisible force, Lillian had sat a little way away with her tail curled around her legs and her wings folded tight to her back while Gregory finished preparing other, deadlier spells. When he at last called her back to his side, she went. Together, they would face whatever they would find on the other side of the portal. She passed through the portal spell and experienced the strange sensation of having the ground shift underneath her feet. After a few queasy seconds, Lillian found herself in an unknown forest. The trees here were different. When Lillian started forward, Gregory forestalled her.
“Traps.”
Lillian nodded in understanding. Her dryad blood tuned into the trees around her and she realized they were whispering to her. They spoke of a hard-minded fire elemental who had bled upon the ground and burned their roots with his heat.
‘Gryton is here,’ Lillian whispered into Gregory’s mind.
‘I know. I can smell his blood, but not sense him at all. The Mother’s Sorceress has been weaving a spell of protection around him.’
Lillian was still mulling over that bit of news when Gregory pointed out a narrow crevice in the bedrock wall that rose up out of the ground in front of them. The land here was rockier, the bones of the earth showing through more readily.
Venturing into a cave was always a bad idea as far as Lillian was concerned.
As he moved slowly forward, Lillian followed, her swords held at the ready. She could feel where Gregory’s spells of protection hummed along her body, tingling with an unpleasant itch. However, the mild discomfort was well worth it if those same spells could protect her and her child from danger. While she knew she had to be here—that knowledge anchored deep in her being—that didn’t mean she wanted to go into that cave.
But she entered anyway, ducking to avoid scraping her horns on the low ceiling. Ahead, she could see the dim flickering of fire against the tunnel walls.
Had she not been so focused on the dangers of the traps and what other surprises might be waiting for them in the cave, she would have registered the scent of a campfire much sooner.
Someone planned to be here for a while if they’d gone to the trouble of building a fire.
The narrow tunnel they were following opened into a vast cavern, and Gregory straightened to his full height.
“Hello, my protector.” Daryna’s voice was all calm confidence as usual.
But Gregory’s menacing growl spurred Lillian into pushing past the barrier of his wings. On the opposite side of the campfire, Daryna stood with one hand wrapped around Commander Gryton’s arm as if physically holding him in place.
Lillian wasn’t sure what she found more stunning—that Daryna could hold Gryton against his will or that Tin Man hadn’t launched an attack yet.
“Gregory, wait,” Daryna said, her tone beseeching him to listen. “It’s not what it looks like. I haven’t turned traitor. There are things you do not know. Critical information that will fill in so many blanks.”
Daryna’s rushed plea did nothing to sway Gregory’s actions, though. Lillian could feel the cold, destructive magic flowing from the Spirit Realm, building within him as he readied to unleash the battle spells he’d forged earlier.
“I understand well enough.” He released the first wave of power.
It raced across the length of the cavern to slam into a shield that encircled Daryna and Gryton. That didn’t deter Gregory in the slightest, and he launched another blast of power upon them.
Again and again, he struck, the magic swirling in wild currents around the cave. It beat at the walls, floor, and ceiling, seeking a way free. But it seemed unable to escape past Gregory’s wings where he blocked the entrance.
“Gregory, stop,” Daryna ordered. “I command you.”
“You are not my Sorceress. Shout all you want. I’ll not obey this time.” His voice dropped to a growl.
“Let me fight,” Gryton yelled at Daryna. “Or your gargoyle half is going to kill me long before he listens to you.”
Daryna shook her head stubbornly. “No! Gregory listen. Gryton is needed. He is important. With his help, we can overthrow the Battle Goddess.”
“You are delusional,” Gregory hissed.
Daryna raised her hand higher, bracing herself as Gregory tossed more power at her. “My gargoyle, don’t make me hurt you.”
Gregory snorted. “Surrender and let me deal with Gryton and then we will talk. You are either tainted, influenced by him, or your judgment is impaired because of damage to your mind and body.”
“It’s not any of those reasons. Let me explain.”
Gregory snarled. “You can explain after I’ve killed Gryton.”
Lillian’s lungs strained to draw in air as the pressure continued to build within the cavern. Knowing the danger of a collapse was a very real possibility, Lillian whispered in Gregory’s mind. ‘You’re going to bury all of us under a few tons of rock if you keep this up.’
‘At least they’d be trapped.’
‘Did you miss the ‘us’ part?’
Huffing, he tilted his head enough to meet her gaze. ‘I have reinforced our escape route; however, Daryna and Gryton will not be so lucky.’
Lillian studied Gryton and Daryna with some misgiving. Gryton wasn’t fighting. Perhaps the Mother’s Sorceress did know something Gregory didn’t. And hadn’t the original plan been to trap and milk Gryton for information, so they could use him to help free Shadowlight?
Well, Gryton was right there. Cornered, if not yet captured.
As if sensing her regard, he shifted his gaze to study her.
He raised his visor, and she met his dark, almond-shaped eyes. They were familiar. It took her a moment and then she had it. His intense brown eyes reminded her of Gregory’s when he was in his human form.
Above their heads, sharp snaps echoed from the tortured ceiling. A wide crack now stretched across the rocky surface. A second fissure opening made Lillian’s sensitive ears quiver. A moment later, half the ceiling was falling towards Daryna.
Gryton reacted faster, throwing himself over Daryna, shielding her smaller body from the pieces his power failed to vaporize in time. The cavern filled with a potent mix of dust, steam, and heat.
Even the added protections Gregory had woven around Lillian didn’t block it all.
Coughing, she backed out of the tunnel and into fresh air. Once she had her breath back, she stooped down to go back in. Before she’d made it a step, an explosive shockwave raced outward from somewhere deep in the cave.
Gregory was tossed free of the tunnel and rolled a couple times before he sprang back to his feet. Gryton was the next out of the tunnel, Daryna close at his heels. However, the Sorceress wasn’t fast enough to catch the Commander.
“You will not harm my mother!”
The bellowed words shocked Lillian. And apparently Gregory, too. He’d been in a threatening crouch, about to launch another attack, but Gryton’s words had the big gargoyle slowly standing up.
While his magic was still raging around him, he looked beyond his opponent to meet Daryna’s eyes.
“You must not harm Gryton,” Daryna screamed, calling more of her own magic.
Gryton didn’t seem to have the same concerns for Gregory and drew his sword. Swinging it in a wide arc, he aimed for the gargoyle’s abdomen.
Gregory held out a hand, one that glowed brightly with power. Gryton’s strike was deflected, but the armor-clad warrior recovered quickly. Dancing out of the range of Gregory’s counterattack, Gryton moved to strike again.
Lillian was still struck on Gryton’s earlier cry.
Mother?
His familiar eyes.
Gregory’s eyes.
Oh, God.
It was impossible. Yet when she glanced at Daryna, she knew.
Their soul link flared to life and the other woman’s thoughts were suddenly in Lillian’s mind. Gryton is ours. The first born between us.’
Gregory was the father. Daryna was the mother. That could only mean in some past life they had broken their most sacred vows.
Here was a monster that the Avatars had birthed into the universe against Divine will.
But why didn’t Gregory remember?
Gryton came at Gregory again. The gargoyle snapped out a hand and closed his fingers around the shorter male’s throat, his talons digging in. He hoisted Gryton off the ground and then reached out with his other hand and pried Gryton’s helmet from his head. Gregory’s muzzle dipped closer and dragged in a deep lungful of air.
His expression shifting between shock and disbelief, he just stood there holding Gryton off the ground. The other male twisted and freed a knife from a sheath at his waist and lashed out, aiming for a soft target.
Gregory blocked the strike and shook the other male like he was a dusty rag. However, the gargoyle had not killed the other male yet, so clearly, he was uncertain.
Hell, Lillian was uncertain, too.
Was Gryton really their son? One raised by the Battle Goddess?
Gryton must’ve sensed Gregory’s reluctance as well, for he struck with his knife again. This time finding flesh. It was a demon blade, Lillian realized.
With a snarl of pain, Gregory jerked the blade from his bicep and called more spirit magic. The demon blade loosed a screech and then vaporized a moment later. The distraction had been enough to allow Gryton to gain his freedom.
Gregory called more power. Was that added strength intended for capturing or killing Gryton, Lillian wondered?
Daryna must have had similar doubts, for a great weaving began to form in the air directly in front of her. By the intensity of the bright coloration flickering at its core Lillian knew it was going to be big and badass. One capable of doing severe damage to its target.
“Stop.” At her shout three pairs of eyes locked on her.
Lillian squared her shoulders, drew in a deep breath, and then stalked forward until she was standing in the center of a triangle, each opponent making one of the points.
“We need to talk this out.”
When no one responded, Lillian tried a different tactic. “All the realms lose if the Avatars go to war against each other.”
That got a grunt from Gregory, and after a moment, Daryna closed her hand on her own spell.
Two down.
Lillian looked to Gryton next. He was standing slightly further away than the other two, but Lillian could still easily feel his potent magic.
She studied him unhappily. While he might be her son, he was also a mass murderer. But even so, she did not want to see him killed by Gregory. She told herself it was because she didn’t want Gregory to suffer from the knowledge that he’d killed his own son.
“Daryna, you said Gryton is our son—that’s why you stopped me from killing him back in the glade when you were still a hamadryad and I had him under my sword. I understand now why you did what you did. But it doesn’t make it right.”
Lillian turned her attention entirely upon Gryton. Now that she was looking, she could see greater family resemblance between father and son. There was something similar in the way they carried themselves, the grace with which they moved.
“Whose side are you on?” Lillian asked.
“My own,” Gryton said with stark honesty. “I have never had anyone else to rely upon. Since it doesn’t seem like my sire will be harming my mother in the immediate future, I think I’ll pass on the other family activities you have planned.”
Faster than anyone could stop him, he darted sideways and dove into a portal spell Lillian only noticed now. Between blinks, there was a flash of magic and he was gone. Gregory growled and then charged the spot where Gryton had been, but Lillian intercepted him before he could give chase.
“Gregory, you will not go after Gryton. Later you can, but first, we need to talk to Daryna.” While she’d said ‘talk’ she actually meant interrogate.
He snarled again, but instead of following Gryton like he so clearly wanted to, he came over to Lillian.
She held out her hand and he took it. Together they walked over to face Daryna. To say Gregory was calmer would be a lie, but at least he seemed rational again. “Were you able to verify that Gryton is our son, like he and Daryna claim?”
The answer to that question would affect what they did from this point forward. She could feel the tension in his fingers that ran on up his arms. His entire body was rigid with emotions flowing through him.
At last, he was able to spit out what kept catching in his throat. “Gryton is our son.”




Chapter 32
Even as the words flowed from him, Gregory still didn’t understand how this…this sacrilege had come into being. He had a son born of his other half. Forbidden, impossible, and yet somehow Gryton existed.
Gregory had no memory of the event or those that had led up to Gryton’s birth. His mind kept wanting to name it all some trickery devised by the Battle Goddess.
And, yet, now that he’d reached into Gryton’s mind, his essence, the facts were irrefutable.
Gryton was his son.
He collapsed to his knees. Then like it had a mind of its own, his tail coiled around his body. For the first time in his existence, the impossible had become possible. And it was more horrible than he could face.
Forsworn. He was an oath breaker. He’d betrayed his creators.
“Oh, my beloved,” Daryna said as she came to stand before him. “Please look at me.”
When he didn’t respond, she dropped to her knees in front of him. At his back, he could feel Lillian close. Her hand came to rest on his shoulder.
But nothing was real to him at that moment.
He didn’t know how long he sat there in shock, his mind working to understand his ultimate betrayal, but slowly Daryna’s words invaded the chaos of his thoughts.
“I didn’t know what Gryton was until he used my hamadryad tree to travel to this realm,” Daryna said. “Had he known that my hamadryad was, in fact, the Mother’s Sorceress at that time, I doubt Gryton would have used the tree to travel here. Whatever the case, when Gryton came, I learned what he was. Since I was a hamadryad at the time, I did not think the same way as I do now. All I knew was that Gryton was mine, my child. That’s why I didn’t let Lillian kill him when she had the chance.”
“I knew you were up to something,” Lillian said, but her tone lacked bite.
She, too, was surprised by this, Gregory realized. He tilted his head so he could brush his muzzle against her hand. Weak. He was weak to need that comfort, but he did.
“You are not weak, my gargoyle.” It was Daryna speaking again.
He finally met her eyes.
“I learned more about our son while I was still a hamadryad. But it was only after I was born to this form, that I was able to truly talk to Gryton. At first, he was rather hostile, thinking that I would try to destroy him.” Daryna sighed softly. “He has been hunted from the moment of his birth. Lord Death knew what Gryton was and sent every last gargoyle after him. The Lady of Battles also knew he was our son and she offered him shelter from her twin’s hunters.”
“Well,” Lillian said, “That explains why he’s a bloodthirsty mass murderer. That doesn’t explain why you are helping him.”
Daryna turned to Lillian. “He is our son. The life he leads was forced upon him. He had no choice.”
“He didn’t have to serve the Battle Goddess,” Lillian countered.
“And where else would he have gone if he refused the Battle Goddess’s aid?”
Gregory could hear Lillian’s teeth snap together. She was silent. He reached out to her mind to find it calmer than his, but just as uncertain. She felt responsible for Gryton’s actions. Gregory silently agreed with her assessment. A monster had been born into the universe because of the Avatars. That made Gryton and all he’d done their responsibility.
Somehow Gregory would have to make this right.
“How,” he said at last. “How did it happen and how are we still here? The Divine Ones should have destroyed us for such a violation.”
Daryna glanced down at her hands and then after a moment reached out for his.
“I don’t remember the how, either. But Gryton said he had inherited some of our memories—like a father gargoyle would pass memories to his son, or a mother dryad would pass them to her daughter. But when I asked Gryton what he knew, he said he did not understand why we acted as we did. All he knew was that our coming together was not some accident. It was a deliberate choice we made.”
Gregory snorted in shock. “What?”
That…that would mean they’d acted against the will of their creators purposely. It wasn’t just a moment of passion that had gone too far. Which would have been bad enough. But to have willfully chosen this?
Growling, Gregory shook off their hands and stood. He could not contain the growing horror inside himself. He paced between the trees for many moments before returning and halting before the Mother’s Sorceress.
“Our choice should have led to our destruction. Why are we still here?”
Lillian came to stand beside him and rested her hand on his arm. When he turned to her, she arched an eyebrow. “You make it sound like you’d rather be dead?”
Gregory sighed. “No. Of course not. But the Divine Ones should have acted to correct our…transgression.”
Daryna cleared her throat. “You think they didn’t? Neither of us remembers the life before this one.”
Slowly Gregory glanced over his shoulder at Daryna. “Life?”
“Yes. Gryton and I compared a few memories. From what we were able to put together, I’ve either misplaced an entire lifetime of memories, or the Divine Ones stripped them away. I’m pretty sure I know which it is.”
Gregory swallowed hard. “I still don’t…”
“Here,” Daryna held out her hand. “Take from my mind what I’ve learned while training Gryton to control his powers. It will be faster than having me try to explain it.”
He hesitated a moment, not really wanting to have this new reality become even more real than it already was. It was a foolish wish, no doubt, but he still didn’t want to face the truth head on.
Instead, it was Lillian who reached for Daryna’s outstretched hand, his mate doing what he wasn’t brave enough to do. After a few moments, Lillian released Daryna’s hand with a curse.
“That was…freaking strange. But, Gregory, I think Daryna is speaking the truth. Gryton, too, in his own twisted way. At some point in the past, we chose to break our vows.”
“Yes,” Daryna said as she glanced down at her hands. “Gryton is our child, and while I don’t know our reasoning at the time since Gryton hasn’t mastered all his memories, I do know that we chose to bring him into existence. And while the Divine Ones stripped our memories from that last life, they also let us continue as we have always been. We are still their Avatars, and they sent us back to fulfill some purpose in this life.”
Daryna’s voice softened, but still held a note of conviction. “I believe we have been sent back this time to stop the Lady of Battles once and for all. I intend to free Gryton from her and lead him back to the Light. I think in our last life we knew the Battle Goddess was growing bolder and that she would find a way to upset the balance and bring war to all the realms.  While I can’t know for certain, I do believe we birthed Gryton into the universe to be her replacement…”
“Replacement,” Gregory growled and then modulated his tone. “While I would like to see the Battle Goddess forcibly returned to the Divine Ones for healing, it is not for us to go against Divine judgment. They have allowed her to remain within the Magic Realm. Thus, they must believe the Battle Goddess needs to learn the cost of her own actions.”
“You don’t believe that,” Daryna said. “Or at least something made you set aside your beliefs at some point in our last life together.”
“Even you admit that you are only going on the flawed and incomplete jumble of memories I gifted to Gryton at his conception.” He paced as he mulled over this new dilemma. “It’s more likely that the Divine Ones scrubbed our memories and then sent us back here as a chance to fix our mistake. A test. One last chance to prove our worthiness.”
Daryna shook her head. “No. Think about it. Clearly, Lord Death called back his gargoyle army. Otherwise, there would have been a war between the twins. And only once has Lord Death ever acted without a direct command from the Divine Ones.”
“Guesses.”
“Yes. For now. But think about it. While our creators might not have sanctioned Gryton’s birth, I think they have come to see some use for him. I would even hazard a guess that since their own Avatars went against their wishes, our creators might be thinking long and hard about their decision regarding the Lady of Battles.”
“You may think that if you want,” Gregory said, slowly growing calmer as new purpose filled him. He would find out what was really going on and then do whatever he must to serve the Light. But Lillian was correct. Battling his other half would not benefit anyone except the Battle Goddess. Aloud Gregory said, “But I will not come to my own conclusions without more facts. First order of business is to find Gryton and question him.”
“Regardless of what you chose to believe at present, the fact remains that the Divine Ones took our memories, unmade us, and then forged us anew for a purpose. We wouldn’t be here otherwise.”




Chapter 33
Lillian had sensed when Gregory’s growing despair had changed to a better mindset. If hunting down one’s child was a better mindset. But for now, if he was focusing on finding a solution instead of the fact that they’d given life to a monster with unknown powers and ambiguous loyalty, Lillian was okay with that because it was clear the Mortal Realm would never survive a war between the Avatars.
Daryna was clearly going to protect Gryton. Equally clear was the fact that Gregory was going to do what he must to serve the Light.
Why the heck couldn’t the Light clean up its own mess just this once?
Yeah. Right. That wasn’t likely to happen. So that left Lillian to act as the negotiator. Then noting the dark glowers Gregory and Daryna were sending each other, Lillian thought that maybe divorce attorney was more accurate.
“We need to come to a peaceful agreement.” Lillian stepped between them to make her point. “If the Avatars go to war with each other, everyone loses. Yes?”
Gregory grunted, and Daryna gave a sharp nod.
“And Daryna, even you must see that we must question Gryton. He might be our child just as much as this one.” Lillian pointed at her belly, silently reminding Daryna not to start a fight. “And after hearing what you’ve said about Gryton’s upbringing, I do feel some…. responsibility to see if there is something worthy of saving deep in his soul. But that doesn’t mean he’s innocent or that simply by virtue of his parentage his hands are suddenly washed clean of blood. He’s snuffed out a great many innocent lives.”
All without a hint of remorse as far as I can see, Lillian thought to herself.
“I still believe he is worthy of being saved and that the Divine Ones have a task for him to perform and ultimately that he was brought about by our creators will. However,” Daryna paused to take in the sight of Gregory’s lashing tail. “I also understand that you both will need to see what I have seen in him. I am willing to work with you to retrieve our son so that you both may discover what I have already learned.”
“And if Lillian and I deem him incurable of the darkness the Battle Goddess has instilled in him?” Gregory’s words still managed to have a growling edge to them even though he wasn’t actually growling.
“I will not kill our son.” The air around Daryna snapped with rising power. “Nor will I allow either of you to harm our son.”
“Easy. If worse comes to worst, I’m still not going to let Gregory kill Gryton,” Lillian said.
Gregory huffed in surprise and now watched her with narrowed eyes.
“Think about it, Gregory. The last time Gryton attacked to capture Shadowlight, he didn’t kill anyone. I thought it was because he was too weak, but it wasn’t that. I think he was trying not to do any lasting harm to his ‘victims’ this time around.”
Daryna nodded as she released the power she’d been gathering back into the surrounding forest where it wouldn’t do any harm. “Yes, once I learned a little about Gryton, I came to understand that he finds his actions distasteful but hasn’t a choice. Now that I’ve given him an alternative to the Battle Goddess’s harsh rule, he seems willing to embrace it.”
“Fine,” Gregory said, an actual growl rattling in his tones this time. “I will find Gryton and judge if he’s curable. But if darkness runs to his core, I will see him destroyed for the good of all.”
Lillian lightly slapped her mate across the muzzle to get his attention. “No. If Gryton can’t be saved, then the Divine Ones will get to do the deed. There’s no way I’m letting any of us carry that kind of guilt into the next life. Daryna if you have a problem with that, go pick a fight with the Divine Ones.”
Daryna looked shocked and appalled. Lillian grinned. She’d had that same effect on Gregory from time to time. Taking advantage of Daryna’s shock, Lillian pressed hard. “Now…start explaining what happened to Shadowlight. You were somehow involved with that. I know you were because Gryton was. Talk. Or else I step back and see what Gregory does.”
Daryna’s expression underwent a subtle shift, losing much of its earlier confidence.
“I did not intend for Shadowlight to be taken to the Battle Goddess.”
“All Gryton’s idea?”
“No. I had meant for Shadowlight to go to Lord Death. Once the Lord of the Underworld sees just what his sister is planning, he’ll be forced to question the Divine Ones and their choice to allow the Battle Goddess to continue to exist.”
“Gregory was concerned what Death would do should he ever get his hands on me. I assume that he would be no more pleased with Shadowlight. So you’d planned to just hand over my little brother….” Lillian fisted her hands and then sought for calm.
Peacekeeper. I’m a peacekeeper.
Marginally calmer, she continued. “Throwing my little brother to the wolves isn’t helping your cause.”
Daryna turned on her heels and started to pace. It must have been catching.
“It wouldn’t have been throwing him to the wolves, as you call it. I’ve known Lord Death all his existence. He would see past what the Battle Goddess wanted to turn Shadowlight into. He would see Shadowlight’s pure soul. He’d never harm the cub.”
“That wasn’t your choice to make,” Gregory growled.
“No. But he needed to be trained. He, too, has a role to play in all this. You know he does.”
“He was mine to train.”
“No. He was a distraction. Lord Death has thousands of gargoyles. I intended for one of them to train Shadowlight, freeing you for more important things.”
“There is nothing more important than a child,” Gregory’s voice slipped an octave lower.
Lillian squeezed Gregory’s arm as she faced Daryna. “What went wrong?”
“I knew Gregory wouldn’t part with the cub. Shadowlight means too much to you and Gregory can deny you nothing. Think of me what you will, but Shadowlight needs a mentor who can spend every moment with him. I asked Gryton to take Shadowlight to the edge of Lord Death’s domain where the other gargoyles would find him.”
“Somehow, that’s not what happened,” Lillian said with more venom than she’d intended. She couldn’t help it. She wasn’t a saint, and because of the Mother’s Sorceress, Shadowlight was now in enemy hands.
“No. I asked Gryton to call for three of his least liked lieutenants to aid him in capturing Shadowlight. I knew Gregory would make quick work of whoever Gryton summoned. They were to be a distraction only—not a true threat. But many more arrived than we expected and unfortunately that allowed for Shadowlight’s capture in truth.”
“Your plan sucked.” Lillian’s talons flexed against her thigh. “But there’s one thing I don’t understand. Why did you betray Anna?”
“I did not betray the hybrid. She wished to go. And the cub will need a reason to fight for his freedom. And Anna will be the friend that will get him through a terribly dark time.”
“The human will be the mother bear to Shadowlight’s cub. But your plan still puts the human at great risk.” Some of Gregory’s rage diminished as his expression turned thoughtful. “However, I do agree that Anna’s arrival in Shadowlight’s life is not the result of random chance. I am certain that was Divine will at work. Perhaps this was as well. After all, the Battle Goddess admires two things. Strength and loyalty. Anna possesses them both. She might win the Lady of Battle’s admiration and be able to use that against her in some way.”
“Oh, lucky Anna,” Lillian hissed. “You two are cut from the same cloth.”
Gregory looked perplexed, so Lillian explained. “Now the Battle Goddess has them both to torture. She’ll use one against the other as leverage. She’ll break them both.”
“Then she will find she has forged a weapon that will cut the hand that wields it.”
“She. Is. Going. To. Torture. Them.” Lillian rocked forward onto her talon-tipped toes until she stood muzzle to muzzle with Gregory.
“Yes. The Battle Goddess is not above torture, both physical and spiritual. But as long as there is life, there is hope. The Lady of Battles will not kill them. And I do plan to rescue them. Soon. Just as soon as I get my talons upon Gryton and we have a ‘heart to heart’ and I determine if he’s as worthy as my other half says he is.”
Daryna stepped in closer to Gregory, reaching out to touch the side of his face, but he stepped out of reach.
Allowing her arm to fall back to her side, she tilted her head and her gaze turned vacant for a moment.
“Ah. That might be a bit of a problem as he just resurrected the remains of the spell I created to send Anna to the Magic Realm. He’s a quick study.”
Gregory snarled something in his native tongue and Lillian didn’t blame him.
“Peace. For now, it’s better this way. Besides, I still have faith that the human will find a way to free Shadowlight even before Gryton has a chance to aid in their escape. That human is tenacious and lethal. Before I sent her, I made sure she had an honest chance at rescuing the cub.”
“What else did you do?” Gregory asked, but sounded tired and like nothing would surprise him anymore.
“I further enhanced her gargoyle bloodline. She won’t shift into a full gargoyle for some months yet, but she will be stronger, faster and far more lethal.”
“So you gave mamma bear bigger teeth and sharper claws? Are you actually trying to get her killed?” Lillian couldn’t help the accusation. Screw being a peacekeeper. She knew Daryna disdained the humans.
Daryna arched an eyebrow. “Do you not know I can read you when we are close and you are angry?”
“Yeah. Well. At least I’m honest.”
“You haven’t always been honest to Gregory.”
Lillian growled and looked at Gregory. “You deal with her. She’s your other half.”
“It’s time we return to Major Resnick and explain to our human allies what you have done. You will no longer have the freedoms you had before. Do you understand what I am saying?” Gregory asked.
Daryna huffed out a sigh. “Yes. And you have my word that as long as you give Gryton a chance, I will not go against your wishes again.”
Gregory snorted out a humorless laugh. “Oh, my Sorceress. It’s not just me you will have to convince. It is the humans. I have agreed to be their ally and they mine. Thus, I have a few more rules to adhere to than in previous lives. Those humans might see things in a very different light.”
“I will tell them the same thing I have told you. If given a choice, Gryton will side with us, and he will be a powerful ally in the fight against the Battle Goddess. And I think the humans will understand the value of having a ‘man on the inside’ to act as our spy.”
“Yeah,” Lillian muttered under her breath. “Because double agents are oh so trustworthy.”
Daryna glanced in Lillian’s direction. “Gryton will side with us. He has no love for the Battle Goddess.”
“Maybe,” Lillian said grudgingly. “But we’re done chatting. It’s time to go share this new information with Major Resnick. I’ll let him figure out how to word it to his superiors. But after that, we’re forming a plan to rescue Shadowlight.”
Gregory nodded agreement and then began to summon spirit magic and directed it into another of those portal spells. She really did need to learn more about magic and see if she could create such a spell. But that was a concern for later. Now, it was time to come clean with the humans.
Daryna stepped up beside Gregory, showing herself to be docile and willing.
Lillian wondered how long that would last if Gregory later met Gryton and didn’t agree with Daryna’s assessment of their son.
Eyeing the Mother’s Sorceress, Lillian couldn’t help but think about that clichéd phrase about keeping your friends close and your enemies closer. Somehow, given the situation she found herself in, it seemed like sage advice.
For now, her war with her sorceress self might be over, but the tension was still there, hinting at more war and peril just over the horizon. And come it would. For tomorrow they would begin the hunt for Gryton and find a way to rescue Shadowlight and Anna.
Thank you for reading Sorceress at War.
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Blurb
While Lillian and Gregory have their hands full trying to track down Commander Gryton and prepare for an imminent invasion, Corporal Anna Mackenzie has her own set of problems. And surprisingly, it doesn’t have anything to do with the fact that she’d been converted into a gargoyle by a well-meaning cub.
No. Her new gargoyle nature is something she’ll come to grips with…eventually. Having that same gargoyle cub abducted by an evil demigoddess? That’s another story altogether.
Anna has never failed to accomplish something once she’s put her mind to it, and her mind is now firmly set on seeing the young gargoyle freed at any cost. And if the evil demigoddess gets in her way…the Lady of Battles will be in for the fight of her immortal life.




Prologue
Never had the sound of the ocean crashing against the cliffs failed to soothe him, but the restlessness of an unknown future had drawn Draydrak here to the edge of his self-imposed prison, and this dawn the seas failed to calm his rising unease.
Soon, the Divine Ones would call upon him to serve. He felt it in his soul. Yet, for the first time in his existence, he wasn’t sure if he was strong enough to succeed. Or even if that was his wish. He was weary of his role.
As this planet’s sun cleared the horizon, its light stretched across the sky in a white-gold glow. The perpetual beauty of the act wasn’t lost on him. It represented hope’s ever-renewing promise.
New beginnings.
The one thing beyond his power to give himself. And not unlike all the mortals upon the mortal plane, he craved the one thing he himself could not have.
A hundred thousand times each moment his power bestowed the gift of new beginnings upon all the souls of the universe. Many mortals feared it, fought it, terrified to accept his embrace, his greatest gift, not understanding that it was merely a new beginning. Hope. The promise of life eternal as ordained by the Divine Ones at the beginning.
The one thing forbidden to him.
Death.
But Lord Death could not succumb to his own power, even though he would willingly embrace it for the chance to absolve his greatest mistake and end the rivalry with his sister.
In the past, he had tried. Even falling upon his four swords to no avail. His magic was tied to his twin’s and hers to his. Once, long ago, when he and his twin had first started their war, he had attempted to kill her and send her back to the Divine Ones for healing.
To the woe of all the Realms, the Battle Goddess would live as long as her twin existed and Draydrak could not die.
Their war had threatened to destabilize all of creation until the Avatars had been reborn into the Magic Realm and they had shown him a way to imprison his wayward sibling.
Thus, the duality curse had been born, trapping both twins in their respective temples.
Draydrak had gone willingly. His twin had not. Even trapped within her temple, she still sought to continue the war, raising armies and setting them loose every few thousand years.
The Avatars returned each time to put an end to her rebellions. Until this time, when his twin had found a way to manipulate even them.
War was coming again, and this time he wished an eternal ending to this on-going strife. He wanted a new beginning for them all, especially his sister. She needed healing only the Divine Ones could grant.
But first, he needed to win the coming war and find a way to strike a fatal blow that his twin would not be able to escape.
“Dray?” The ocean breeze tried to steal the words of the speaker, but Thayn was too determined to let anything, even an innocent breeze, interfere with his plans. “Might I have a word with you?”
Thayn was always there to draw him from his melancholy thoughts. Draydrak shifted his weight and glanced over his shoulder to an outcropping of rock where the gargoyle elder perched.
“Of course, my old friend,” he said as he turned to face the much smaller gargoyle. Boulders crumbled under Dray’s hooves as he turned his back on the ocean and the ever-seductive call of renewal the rising sun represented. “Speak.”
The gargoyle’s ears flicked forward and back, betraying some small hint of uncertainty. At last, he said what was on his mind. “My Lord, the entire council felt the arrival of two new gargoyles in this realm. But they are unlike any to come before them.”
Ah. His gargoyle legion had felt the arrival of his twin’s newest experiment.
“I am aware,” he confirmed. “They are my sister’s doing.”
“Of course, but do you wish us to raid the Battle Goddess’s lands and capture these two?”
There was a hint of excitement in the old gargoyle’s expression.
Dray hated to dash his general’s hopes, but he feared these two were not born of Divine will, were instead firmly his sister’s creatures, or would be before long. Although, that was yet to be determined. Perhaps they could still be reasoned with, persuaded into doing what was right.
“No, I’ll not waste gargoyle lives on such an endeavor until I’ve learned more about them myself.” Draydrak paused and glanced back towards the rising sun. “If I find them worthy of saving, then I will act, but if they are just more souls turned by my sister’s corrupt power, then I will free their souls to return to the Divine Ones.”
“But, my Lord, one of them is female. A female gargoyle, surely this is what the Divine Ones prophesized long ago.”
Ah. Of course, his gargoyles would wish to believe the coming of the first female gargoyle would mark his own mate’s arrival as the ancient prophecy said.
“I am sorry my old friend, I very much doubt this is Divine will.”
The gargoyle huffed out an amused snort. “It’s not for myself I ask, or even the rest of the gargoyle Legion—the dryads suit us well enough. I had hoped for your sake this would signal the beginning of the prophecy.”
Dray’s lips curled back from his fangs as he grinned down at Thayn. “Foolish old gargoyle. I am too set in my ways to want a mate. Besides, what female would be brave enough to court death?”
“The female the Divine Ones chose for you, I would assume?” The gargoyle replied with dry wit.
Draydrak chuckled and gestured at his own body with all four of his arms. Once he’d made his point, he folded his arms and allowed his wings to expand to catch the ocean breeze.
But it wasn’t his physical form that he was worried about. It was within his power to take other shapes for short times. No, his true fear was rooted in what had happened to his sister. She had once been loyal to the Divine Ones. At least until the day her mate, the Shieldbearer, had decided he wanted the power over life and death and was willing to kill Draydrak to secure it.
When Draydrak had killed his twin’s mate, her grief over losing him had twisted her soul until she became the darkly obsessed being that now wanted to rule all of creation so every living creature would feel the sorrow she now felt.
That’s what love had done to his twin. He would avoid such a fate at almost any cost. So far, the Divine Ones seemed to concur, for they had not used their Avatars to birth another demigod into the universe to become his mate.
“Well, then, if you’re not going to order the gargoyle Legion to invade your sister’s territory, what are your orders instead?”
The old gargoyle wasn’t going to give up just yet.
Dray had no time for a foolish prophecy or an equally foolish romantic old fool. No, he would deny fate, prophecy, and even medaling elderly matchmakers.
“Continue training the young ones as you have been,” he said, but then surprised himself by adding, “And send more gargoyles to scout along my sister’s domain. I will see what I can learn about her two newest projects and discover if they are slaves or willing servants. If the latter, and should they attempt an escape, I want some of my army near to collect them and bring them here.”
And just like that, he felt Fate tightening her clutches. Still, he didn’t take back his words. Rescue mission or assassination attempt, foiling his sister’s plans for these two would be a worthy use of his time.




PART 1




Chapter 1
Anna had been following a river for most of the morning when she spotted what looked like a path cutting along one side of the valley. Her first thought was that it was a game trail because she hadn’t seen any signs of civilization since she first arrived in fantasyland last evening.
Last night she’d found a spot to shelter beside a fallen tree and used her night vision goggles to scan for signs of hostiles. There’d been nothing but wildlife. Deer and wolves were plentiful. So too were the sizeable hairy mountain goats. She’d even spotted a big cat-like shape on the opposite slope.
Fantasyland looked a lot like the Rockies. Well, if one removed roads, towns, and people.
This morning she’d started out near dawn and traveled alongside the stream she’d landed in yesterday, eventually coming to the river she now followed. Not once in the fifteen-kilometer hike had she seen another human or other fae. Which made her wonder if the locals knew better than to venture in the direction she was headed.
She hiked for another three kilometers and then spotted something that made her halt and crouch low. After a moment, she rose from her crouch and then slowly traversed the rocky ground until she reached a large outcropping. She used it to hide.
Peering through her scope, she scanned the terrain ahead. A break in the thinning greenery was what had first caught her interest. The view through her scope confirmed it was too uniform for a game trail.
Someone had built a road to cut through the mountain pass, and a road almost always went somewhere. It had probably been running alongside the river all along, its location hidden by the thick tree canopy. Now that the vegetation was sparser, she could clearly see the pale line of the road.
This one led out of the valley and began to snake its way up toward a pass in the mountains. The higher the road climbed, the sparser the cover. Fewer trees and shrubs meant less cover to hide her movements.
While that was unfortunate, it wouldn’t stop her. This road led in the direction her magic said Shadowlight lay. She thanked whatever god was responsible, for as long as that magic tugged her closer to him, she knew he was still alive.
If he was alive, she could rescue him.
She scanned the rough road again before rising from her crouch behind the cluster of boulders. It would be too dangerous to use the road even if it would make her route marginally quicker. Anna hadn’t seen any patrols, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any.
Jogging cross country might take a little longer than following the road, but it was better than getting captured.
After hoisting her pack, she adjusted it and then checked her gun. Once everything was in order, she broke into a lope.
“Hold on, kid. I’m coming for you.”
∞∞∞
 
Anna stayed close to the road for the rest of the day. The sun was just beginning its descent when the road reached the narrow pass she’d seen earlier. The trees were thinner here, the ground rockier. Staying close to the western side of the pass, she hid herself using shadow magic.
She marched two more kilometers before the pass dumped her into another valley. Instincts screamed a warning, telling her this one wasn’t empty of habitation. Glancing around, she slipped between the cliff wall and a section of rock that had fallen from above.
After Anna had inched her way up the rock pile, she peered towards what she’d only glimpsed before. Blinking against the glare of the setting sun, she studied the mountainous city carved out of the northern slope of the valley.
This, then, was the road’s destination. Midway up the slope, pillars cut from a blood-red stone rose out of the ground and flanked the road. Studying the rise of the land through her scope, she saw where the road merged into a staircase two-thirds of the way up the mountain.
From her present vantage point, it didn’t look like the slope on either side was scalable without climbing gear.
Not good.
If she wished to go farther, she would need to call upon her gargoyle shadow magic after dark and attempt the climb with the hope no one discovered her. There was no way she was turning back now. Her eyes drifted higher to study the fortress or city or whatever one called an evil overlord’s abode.
Regardless of the dangers, she was going to infiltrate that place.
Shadowlight was somewhere inside.
Beyond the fortress’s tall, impenetrable outer walls, she saw the high peak of what must be a temple. That was Shadowlight’s most probable location if Daryna’s intel was accurate. Anna would have a better idea once she scouted around. First, she had to get inside without getting caught.
She scowled at the sun. To gauge by its position above the horizon, it would be at least another forty-five minutes before it was dark enough for her shadow magic to hide her entirely.
Crouching down behind her present sheltering outcropping of rock, she pulled food and water from her pack. She’d eat and then cross the valley floor and see if there was any other way inside besides the front door.




Chapter 2
The human-gargoyle hybrid had been this way already. She’d done a fine job of covering her tracks as she’d followed the lay of the land until she’d come to the road. The human had possessed the wherewithal to know not to walk the road in broad daylight, but she’d followed it as she tracked the young gargoyle’s location unerringly to the Battle Goddess’s fortress.
When she’d first exited the pass, she’d waited until full dark to call her shadow magic and start the last leg of her journey. She moved with stealth and cunning, hiding her presence from the sentries that patrolled these lands. He’d have to have his captains discipline the men sleeping at their posts. A human, even a half-gargoyle one, shouldn’t have slunk unnoticed past his guards.
Still, anger didn’t manifest at the realization. Perhaps he should discipline himself while he was at it. This human had once managed to use one of his own daggers against him. A lucky toss, perhaps, but she’d still bloodied him.
Overpowering her now and taking her to the Battle Goddess might be wise, but he was curious just how deep into their territory this female would manage to infiltrate. He could always capture her later.
And this little exercise might make an excellent example of what the young gargoyle’s Kyrsu was capable of. It might even please the Lady of Battles to learn that, although human, Shadowlight’s future second in command could overcome her birth handicap and grow into a truly formidable ally.
Commander Gryton grinned up at the night sky as he followed Corporal Anna Mackenzie into the heart of the Battle goddesses’ territory.
∞∞∞
 
Anna tread past another set of guards, slowly placing one foot in front of the other without so much as shifting a pebble. So far, she hadn’t given herself away. Not yet.
She wasn’t sure how much longer her luck would hold, but it only had to last for a few more hours, just long enough to rescue Shadowlight. Once free, they would follow Daryna’s instructions and hope for the best. Anywhere was better than here.
When she’d first reached the gate and beheld the biggest set of stone doors she’d ever seen, she’d had to wait for shift change before attempting to enter the city. But luck had been with her, and she’d arrived not long before new soldiers had come to relieve the ones on duty.
All the guards were dressed similarly to Tin Man in heavy body armor. The rattle of their armor and weapons helped disguise Anna’s soft footfalls. Still, she didn’t relax as she made her way farther down a cobblestone street and crossed paths with an increasing number of enemy combatants. After all, gargoyles could hear something as soft as a heartbeat and these guards might have senses just as developed.
She took the first side street she found, a narrow alley with almost no traffic. She needed to find a place to hole up for a few hours where she could wait for the nocturnal citizens of this fortress to sleep. She’d heed that much of Daryna’s warnings and instructions.
As Anna made her way farther down the narrow alley, the smell of manure grew stronger. Realization struck, and she followed the odor to a large stable complex. The building would be as good a place as any to lay low for a while.
It surprised her that they kept horses here. It probably shouldn’t have, since the weapons and armor all were medieval-looking. But the presence of horses surprised her. How could a primitive, horse-riding culture be a threat to all Earth?
But she knew the answer.
Magic.
It all came down to magic.
Anna entered the stable and soon found a ladder leading into the loft. After glancing around once, she started up the wooden rungs. Once she was safely out of sight, she released her hold on her shadow magic.
Weaving her way between stacks of hay bales, she situated herself in a back corner. It wasn’t until this moment that an uneasy thought presented itself. What if those weren’t horses down there in the stalls?
The pooka and the unicorn could pass for horses easily enough.
Fuck.
Her finger eased against her rifle’s trigger as she waited for some sign that she’d been discovered. But after thirty seconds, and there was still no dreaded outburst from the creatures below, she decided they were just animals. The sound of their chewing, the rattling of buckets, and the occasional knicker as the horses talked to their friends further away in the paddocks all helped to soothe her nerves. With luck, the animals had just been bedded down for the night, and no one else would come until dawn. So far so good.
The first hour passed without incident except the horse in the stall below her took a piss and Anna’s eyes and nose burned from the powerful ammonia vapors.
She silently cursed her heightened gargoyle senses for the first time.
At least no one would smell her over that pungent odor.
The contented sounds of horses lulled her, and she soon drifted into a light sleep. Approaching footsteps on the stone cobbles outside awoke her sometime later. Anna’s eyes snapped open, and she rolled onto her belly, crawling forward a few feet until she could glance between a gap in the loft’s floorboards and watch the stable’s west-facing door. After a moment it swung open enough to admit a hulking figure in full plate armor like what Gryton wore, but since it didn’t have as much bling as Tin Man’s, she assumed this was a soldier of lesser rank.
He eased through the door and glanced around the empty lane and then whispered something to another unseen person behind him.
Anna’s index finger touched the trigger as she peered through the scope.
“The grooms have left for the night,” the big male whispered to the person behind him.
“Good. I don’t have all night.”
The second speaker was female.
“In a hurry?” The male challenged, masculine pride evident in his tone.
“The arrival of the gargoyle disrupted my routine. I need to feed before I report for duty.”
“Ah, I wouldn’t be a very good subordinate if I let my captain go hungry, would I?”
The female stepped forward and shoved the male against the wall with enough force to raise dust. “Stop talking, or I’ll find a better use for your mouth.”
Anna scanned the female and noted she also wore armor, but hers was of a slightly more ornate design than the guy’s.
This was likely one of Tin Man’s senior officers. More importantly, the female knew about the gargoyle, which had to be Shadowlight. This female would lead her to wherever the kid was being held.
Anna’s magic told her Shadowlight was somewhere below her present elevation, which probably meant he was housed in a dungeon of some kind. And it would be a whole lot easier to find by following this female than it would be for Anna to poke around on her own and risk discovery.
So far, the two below hadn’t sensed Anna’s presence or noticed the faint glow given off by her ward-spelled weapons. And soon it looked like they would be too involved to notice her, but she wasn’t taking any chances and remained still with her rifle pointed at them.
The female was aggressively stripping the male of his armor, and he was returning the favor. Anna’s eyebrow arched to her hairline. It looked more like mutual assault than any kind of foreplay, but neither one was complaining.
The female hauled open the door to the empty stall behind them and then shoved the male back into the clean straw lining the floor.
“Vaspara, you spoil a male,” he said with a throaty chuckle.
The stall’s one window allowed enough moonlight in to illuminate the two. The female, Vaspara, appeared human. The male, not so much. He was taller and broader than an average human. Something was odd about the texture of his skin. All she could ascertain in the semi-darkness was that it didn’t look quite normal. But the telltale giveaway was the short pair of horns curling around his head and the spikes growing out of his shoulders.
Nope. Not human.
It was too dark to make out much else, but she thought she saw the white flash of fangs at his mouth before the woman leaned down for a kiss.
Anna scanned the stables once more to make sure someone hadn’t come to check on the noise.
Eventually, the fantasyland porn stars finished up with groans and snarls. Seriously. Snarls. Anna had another reason to curse her enhanced gargoyle senses, but then a wave of coppery stink obscured the scents of musk and sweat. And this wasn’t just a few beads of blood from a scratch.
She glanced back at the two, half expecting one of them to be dead. But nope. Both soon rolled to their feet and began to dress. It looked like the male had a few scratches, but the female was the one with the big bite on her shoulder.
She moved like it didn’t hurt her at all. Once they were dressed the male turned back to the female with a fanged grin. “Anytime you need me, I’m always happy to serve.” He purred. “I do love a good roll in the hay with a succubus.”
“It’s Captain. Do I need to discipline you, soldier?”
All playfulness vanished from the male and he came to attention. “No, Captain Vaspara.”
“Good.” She turned and marched from the stables. The big male was swift to return to wherever he’d come from as well.
Once Anna was confident the way was clear, she eased down the ladder and silently picked her way to the stable door. She listened for a full minute but didn’t hear anyone outside. After calling her shadow magic to cloak herself, she eased the door open just a little and squeezed through the narrow space she’d made.
Outside, she scanned the area for more activity. There were guards out in the yard in front of the stables, and she heard a few others patrolling somewhere behind the building, but they were the only ones she sensed close by.
At the opposite end of the cobbled yard, a torch-lit walkway led off to some other part of the fortress. Vaspara was almost out of sight already. If Anna wanted to find Shadowlight quickly, her best bet was to follow the captain.
Anna didn’t fool herself. Walking the city at night, when most of its nocturnal residents would be most alert, wasn’t a good plan, but after what she’d seen and heard she didn’t want that female, that succubus, alone with the kid.
Nope. No sitting and waiting for dawn while that demoness did God only knows what to Shadowlight.
Dragging in a deep breath, Anna left her hiding place and set out to follow the female to wherever Shadowlight was being held. She didn’t fool herself. This was extremely dangerous. If she got caught, Shadowlight might never escape from the Battle Goddess’s domain. As much tactical sense as it made to sit and wait until dawn when the enemies’ senses would be dulled, she couldn’t just leave a child to be abused, either.
Anna wouldn’t fail. If she had to give her own life to protect the kid, she would. One way or another, Shadowlight was going to gain his freedom.




Chapter 3
Her initial assumption that Shadowlight was being held in a dungeon proved correct. She had followed Captain Vaspara deeper into the sublevels of the city, and eventually to the dungeons where she’d managed to get within a couple hundred meters of the kid’s cell. Unfortunately, she couldn’t just sneak in, grab him, and sneak out again.
For one thing, there were two guards parked at either side of his door, with others stationed where branching tunnels intersected with this passage. She’d counted six different checkpoints leading out of the dungeon. The only reason she’d gotten this far was that she’d followed close upon Vaspara’s heels and slipped through each of the checkpoints before the soldiers closed ranks again.
The constant strain of maintaining her cloaking shadow magic was starting to wear upon Anna, but no one had sensed her yet. Then again, no one was looking for an enemy soldier to be foolish enough to infiltrate this place.
That advantage would only last while Shadowlight was still in his cell. As soon as she broke him out, if she managed to break him out, the enemy would swiftly discover it, and the hunt would be on.
She doubted her shadow magic was up for hiding her from anyone actively searching for an escaped gargoyle.
The second problem was the chains.
When Captain Vaspara had entered Shadowlight’s cell, Anna had heard the rattle of chains accompanying the kid’s rumbling growl of warning.
Even though Anna knew she wouldn’t like what she found, those two sounds together had been enough to cause her talons and her fangs to lengthen. Those weren’t the only changes. Her joints had ached and throbbed until she’d feared she might shift into a fully-fledged gargoyle there on the spot.
She’d held her shit together. Barely. Then backtracked fifty feet to an empty room she’d spied on the way. With her back against the wall, she glanced around the room to confirm it was indeed empty. Breathing slowly and steadily, she clapped down on instincts that were still urging her to attack.
Shadowlight needed her calm and logical, not a rage monster on a killing spree.
Although, that might be needed later to escape this place.
Anna looked around her hiding place. Its surfaces were covered in what looked like a century’s worth of dust, which suggested it hadn’t been used lately. That suited her just fine.
Conversation drifted down the hall and Anna heard Captain Vaspara addressing Shadowlight.
“Come now, you must be hungry,” Captain Vaspara said in a reasonable voice. “I brought you some food.”
Shadowlight’s answering growl sounded more like a ‘fuck you’ than a ‘thank you.’
Anna fingered her rifle’s trigger.
Eventually, the succubus gave up trying to talk to the young gargoyle and slammed the heavy door back in place. The demoness left orders that no one was to feed the gargoyle until she returned later.
Anna narrowed her eyes. Captain Vaspara was apparently trying to gain the kid’s trust, but he was too smart for that. He was brave. She allowed herself to feel a little pride on the kid’s behalf.
Then reality intruded. It didn’t matter how brave he was, courage wouldn’t help him out of those chains. His rescue depended on her finding a way to free him.
Communicating with him was the first hurdle she needed to overcome after she came up with a plan. In the past, he’d been able to read her mind. At least until Gregory had started his training sessions. Now she was able to hide her presence and her thoughts.
That same training also allowed her to speak with Shadowlight over a distance. But could she do it without betraying her presence?
She didn’t know the answer to that. She wouldn’t risk it. Not yet. Once she had an escape plan mapped out in her mind, only then would she attempt to reach him.
As long as Shadowlight wasn’t in immediate danger, she would wait until daylight when more of the fortress’s citizens would be asleep.
Right. That gave her a few hours to come up with a plan.
Making her way deeper into what she thought was actually an old guard’s room that had later been transformed into a storage area, Anna studied a row of barrels sitting along one wall. There was a narrow space between them and the wall so she wedged herself into it, safely out of sight of anyone who might happen to glance into the room as they passed by in the hall.
She kept her shadow magic in place as well, just in case.
A little over three hours later, she heard several pairs of footsteps and the now-familiar voice of Captain Vaspara.
“Any trouble from him?” Vaspara asked.
“No. He was pretending to sleep, though, so he’s likely waiting for a chance to strike.”
“I’d expect nothing less from a gargoyle, even one as young as him,” Vaspara acknowledged.
The rattle of a latch sliding back was followed by the heavy scrape of the cell door opening. A low growl echoed down the hall.
“Young one, I’ve brought you some food and drink.” Only Shadowlight’s low growl answered Vaspara’s words. “You haven’t eaten in over a day. You must be hungry.”
Shadowlight continued to growl.
That’s my boy, Anna thought while a wolfish grin crossed her lips.
Eventually, the female captain gave up and exited Shadowlight’s cell.
“If he isn’t taking food by tomorrow night the Battle Goddess has instructed me to use magic to gain his cooperation. Until then, no one else is going in there. Understood?”
“Yes, Captain Vaspara!” The words were accompanied by the stomp of boots against stone and the rattle of armor as they gave their version of a salute.
∞∞∞
 
Anna waited to make her move until dawn, or at least what passed for morning here. This planet’s day wasn’t the same twenty-four hours as Earth’s. As best she could figure, it had a twenty-eight-hour day. Enough to notice, but not enough to handicap her significantly. Although, she supposed the planet had a different gravity than Earth, too. When she’d first arrived, she’d just assumed her weariness was a result of the altitude up in the mountains.
Nope. Nothing so mundane. Alien planet. Complete with super unfriendly magic-wielding aliens.
Huh. And some people whined about jetlag. Try portal hopping to another planet.
While she waited, Anna checked over all her weapons. One in particular, since it was still relatively new to her. When she’d broken into the workshop where Lillian and Gran had been wards-spelling all the weapons, she’d spotted a rack of the new 272 semi-automatic sniper weapons used during some of the sessions with the joint fae-human training units.
The rifles still hadn’t been deployed for regular use, hadn’t even been given an official designation yet as far as she knew, though the humans on the team were already calling it by the unimaginative moniker of C20.
Taking an unfamiliar weapon into a fight was an excellent way to get killed, so she’d practiced with it on the trail. The suppressor and her own shadow magic had done a good job of silencing the retort.
She’d checked the rifle and her other weapons a half-dozen times while she’d waited. When she gauged it was four hours past dawn, Anna left her hiding spot and peered through the crack between the frame and the ancient wooden door.
Unfortunately, this time she didn’t have the rattle of the guards’ armor or the stomp of boots to disguise the creak of the old hinges as the door opened.
Gritting her teeth, she slowly opened the door a few millimeters at a time and poked the muzzle of her rifle through. She shifted only enough to verify she had a clean shot at both guards.
If her attempt to communicate with Shadowlight blew her cover, she’d need to take out the pair of guards quickly and quietly. It was a risk, but one she had to take.
Here goes nothing.
She brought the pad of her finger against her rifle’s trigger and exhaled slowly.
“Shadowlight, if you can hear me, respond but don’t give away that you are talking mind to mind, or whatever the fuck you want to call this mental voodoo.”
“Anna?” His voice filled her mind. Emotions flowed along with that one word. Hope, fear, suspicion, and desperation were the most palpable. She also knew he wanted to believe it was her, but he expected a trap.
“It’s me, kid. Daryna sent me to rescue you. If she hadn’t, I would have found a way to find you.”
“It really is you.” Excitement and hope blooming fully formed in his thoughts.
Their conversation didn’t distract her from studying the two guards. If either showed even a hint that they sensed her communication with Shadowlight, she was taking them out.
So far, they showed no signs of suspicion.
“Kid, I’m going to get you out of there. I’ve got explosives to blow the latch on the door, but that will announce my presence rather loudly, and I don’t know if I’ll have enough time to free you from the chains. Tell me how they’re attached. I have an idea.”
“They’re bolted to the wall by some magical means. I can’t tear them loose.”
“Okay. Don’t worry about that. How are they attached to you?”
“Manacles around my wrists.”
“Nothing around your neck or ankles?”
“No.”
“Good.” Hope flared, and she had to calm her mind. She didn’t want her insecurities to leak across her link to the kid. Or, worse, to the guards. “I’ve seen Gregory shift to human form before. Are you capable of that? Because if you are, then you might be able to slip out of those manacles.”
“Gregory is an Avatar. He has many powers that a regular gargoyle doesn’t. But even so, most gargoyles have the ability to shift forms for short times.”
“Do you think you can?”
There was a long pause followed by a wave of uncertainty. “I’m not yet fully mature. Lillian is older than me and only learned to shapeshift recently.”
“She only just learned about magic a few months ago, right? She didn’t even know she had the ability,” Anna reasoned. “You’re pure gargoyle and already command a good bit of magic.”
“I’ll try, but if I can’t, then what do we do?”
Anna shrugged even though she knew he couldn’t see it. “Shoot the guards, blow the door, more explosives where the chains are attached to the wall and then run like hell. Once we’re free, we’ll find a way to get those manacles off later.”
“We might not escape.”
“No. There are no guarantees other than I won’t leave you behind.”
“I don’t want you to get captured.” Worry tinted the young gargoyle’s thoughts.
“That’s not on my wishlist, either, but I’m not leaving without you. We’re doing this one way or the other.”
“I’ll try to shapeshift,” he promised.
“Good, but don’t stress if you can’t. I’ll still break you out.”
“Should I try now?”
“Sure kid. Everything’s ready on my end,” Anna said, sighting the first guard through her scope. “Let me know if it works.”
“It might take me a few minutes. I need to access my father’s memories.”
“Take all the time you need.”
If at all possible, she’d take the two guards down silently, set the charge and then pick off any guards that came running toward the sound of the blast. Once Shadowlight was free of the cell, they’d use shadow magic to hide and make their way back to the surface, using the route Anna had plotted out in her head.
That was the plan. She just hoped Fate was on board with it.
“Anna, I found my father’s memories, I’ll try.”
“Okay. Keep me informed.”
But with Shadowlight merged with her through the magic of his shared blood, he didn’t have to tell her it worked, she could feel his sense of pride at mastering another ability.
“Good job, kid. Are you able to get the manacles off?”
“Yes.”
He was practically bouncing with happiness.
“Good. Don’t move yet, I don’t want the guards to know what’s about to hit them.”
And they didn’t. She made two clean headshots through their helmet’s open visor. The guards hit the floor with the loud clatter of armor against stone. She shoved the door aside and made her way to Shadowlight’s cell while scanning up and down the hall for newcomers.
“Crouch low against the far wall,” she instructed as she shaped the C4 and set the charge. When she was done, she moved down the hall and covered her ears. “You clear?”
“Yes, but I’m not sure if I can shapeshift back to my gargoyle form again so soon.” There was a hint of uncertainty in his voice.
“Don’t worry about it. Can you still call on your shadow magic to hide?”
“Yes.”
“Good. That’s all we need. Because we’re screwed if we have to fight our way free of this place. There are enemy combatants all over the fuck.”
“Gran says you shouldn’t swear.”
“I won’t tell her if you don’t.”
Happiness radiated along the mental link and he promised, “I won’t.”
“Good, you ready? It’s going to be loud. As soon as the door blows, I want you out of there and on my six. We’re going to run thirty feet down the tunnel until we reach the stairs. Don’t stop for nothing. Stay behind me. I will be shooting at anything that moves. Anything comes up from behind, just tap me on the shoulder. Understand?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Here goes.”




Chapter 4
The blast from the charge deafened her for a few precious seconds, but she held her position, rifle pointed towards the stairs. Their location was exposed, enemies able to approach from two directions, but it couldn’t be helped.
Anna was glancing back at the cell’s blown door when an adolescent boy burst out of the cell and sprinted towards her. He moved wicked fast, but it was still a surprise to see a scrawny boy and not a massive gargoyle running toward her even though she knew he’d shifted forms.
She glanced forward again. “Grab my pack. Move when I move. We get separated now, we’re screwed. There won’t be a second prison break attempt.”
Together they ran back the way Anna had first come. She’d memorized the route in her head, going over it several times during the night so they wouldn’t get lost as they ran.
They made it to the stairs by the time the first guard came running toward them.
His helmet’s visor was up, and though he had some form of defensive magic in place, it did him no good. He died as swiftly as the first two guards had.
Three more guards appeared and died just as quickly. Then Shadowlight slapped his hand down on her shoulder. She twisted and took out two more guards approaching from behind.
She and Shadowlight bolted up the stairs, breaking through the doors at the top just as more guards came rushing to their comrades’ aid. Anna took out as many of them as she could and kept moving. Shadowlight snatched a sword from a fallen enemy’s hand without releasing Anna’s pack.
They ran, never slowing or stopping unless they needed to dart into a side room to avoid a larger company of soldiers than Anna wanted to fight. Once the way was clear again, she and Shadowlight continued their mad dash to the surface.
When they emerged into the sunlight, Anna blinked back tears at the brightness but kept moving. They darted between what shadows they could find now that the sun was high in the sky.
They were about halfway to the main gate, but unless some miracle occurred, they weren’t going to make it that far. Soldiers swarmed out of buildings and alleyways faster than ants in defense of their nest.
There were just too damned many of the enemy and not enough shadows to hide in even though Anna hugged the walls of buildings or sought the shade cast by the few trees growing in the fortress.
Changing directions, she headed for the stables. That dubious shelter was closer and perhaps by the time they reached it Shadowlight would be able to shift back to gargoyle form. He’d have a far better chance of escaping on the wing than on foot.
His chances doubled if she stayed behind and provided cover fire while he made his escape.
“Where are we going?” he asked. “The gate is the other way.”
Anna reached back and dragged Shadowlight along when he slowed.
They kept running, ducking under the trees, around horse-drawn carts and what looked like honest-to-God human peasants. There was other, less human-looking, foot traffic as well. But thankfully it thinned out a bit as she and Shadowlight moved farther from the central keep.
At last, they managed to get clear of the densest concentration of soldiers, and they weren’t now being chased. At least that she could see. It didn’t mean there wasn’t someone following.
Anna sprinted around the side of another building and into a narrow alley. There they paused to catch their breaths. Her eyes darted to the kid and away again. It was disconcerting.
She was used to seeing the big, black-skinned wall of muscle that was a gargoyle. Even a child like Shadowlight was still taller and bulkier than her. She wasn’t used to seeing this scrawny little teen even though she knew Shadowlight was a child.
Fuck. Fuck it. Evil overlords should just leave kids the fuck alone.
At last, she asked, “How you holding up?”
“I’m fine,” he whispered.
Crap, he even sounded younger. More victim than warrior.
“I’m sorry, Kid. Ready for another run? There’s a stable up ahead. I hid there last night. We might be able to hide long enough for you to shapeshift back to gargoyle form and then fly out of here under cover of shadow magic.”
Anna glanced up and down the alley and then out into the rustic cobblestone yard beyond. The stable was just a short sprint across that open area.
“The yard is too damned open, but the stable is the best place to hide. If we stay here, guards will find us.”
“Then we must go,” Shadowlight said.
They darted out of the alley but only made it halfway across the yard before a thread of warning and instinct raised the hair at the back of her neck. A foreign power crackled along her senses and rushed around them like an unnatural breeze.
“Shadowlight! Look out! It’s a trap.” She shoved him towards another alley leading away from the cobbled yard, but it was too late.
Guards poured out of the mouth of the alley, blocking any escape that way. But it wasn’t the guards that made her blood run cold; it was the tall, armored form that exited the stables with his arms folded as he took in the scene.
She’d recognize that armor anywhere.
Fuck it all to hell. Tin Man was here.
Last she’d seen him, he’d been back on Earth.
“Corporal Anna Mackenzie, surrender before you get the youngling killed.”
“No!” Shadowlight snarled as he sidestepped Anna and charged Commander Gryton.
“Shadowlight stop!” But he didn’t heed her words and kept on going.
The power crackling along Anna’s senses shifted, chasing the kid. When it caught him, it transformed into a raging wall of flames between Shadowlight and his target. Tin Man wasn’t done yet, though, and the fire swiftly spread until it encircled the human-form gargoyle, trapping him inside.
“Shadowlight!”
Anna could only watch in rising horror as the fiery walls began to contract, the circle shrinking slowly inward.




Chapter 5
Gryton smiled at the human-gargoyle half-breed while he maintained careful control of the fire ring surrounding Shadowlight. He’d been secretly watching the human as she’d hidden practically in his soldiers’ shadows. Not once had they suspected an invader was within the fortress, one who had managed to infiltrate all the way into the dungeons. If nothing else, Corporal Anna Mackenzie had shown him weaknesses within the Battle Goddess’s kingdom.
Though, not many souls would be foolish enough to attempt to exploit those weaknesses. More interesting was how close they had come to success. The only reason they hadn’t escaped the fortress was because Anna didn’t yet possess the ability to shapeshift into gargoyle form and Shadowlight didn’t presently have the strength to shift back into his true form. Had luck been with them, Gryton was confident they would have escaped the fortress.
Well, had he not already been tracking the human female since early this morning, that is.
“You won’t kill him,” Anna challenged him, still not ready to admit defeat, he saw. “Not after you went to such trouble to capture him. You need him alive.”
Well, that was true, Gryton admitted. Grinning, he clarified, “You are correct. I won’t kill the child, but he’ll have some nasty burns. The kind that would kill a human, but gargoyles possess a powerful gift for self-healing. He’ll recover, eventually.”
“Tin Man, if you hurt him, I swear I’ll see you dead.”
Gryton’s grin grew broader at her use of a nickname. None ever intentionally annoyed him, at least not twice, but this human had no fear. She just stood her ground and cast insults at him.
In small doses, he imagined it would be rather refreshing to have a subordinate possess enough backbone to challenge him. Perhaps he would mentor Anna himself.
“It’s up to you.” He shrugged. “Surrender to me willingly and no harm will come to Shadowlight.”
Anna’s rifle remained pointed at his chest. He sighed. “Your weapons can do me harm, as you know, but they cannot kill me. I’m more powerful than that. But any attack you instigate will distract me. What do you think will happen to the youngling then?”
She swore, her eyes shifting to look at the ring of fire circling Shadowlight. Swearing a second time, she took her finger off the weapon’s firing mechanism and balanced the gun on her palms to show she wouldn’t attack. Bending, she placed it on the ground and then after a moment, kicked it away from her. She reached for another weapon and did the same, spending the next few minutes divesting herself of all her armaments.
When she was at last unarmed, he glanced down at the surprisingly large pile and arched an eyebrow.
“Good, now come here,” Gryton instructed.
When she was close enough, he grabbed her by the throat and dragged her against his chest. Spinning her around, he locked an arm around her neck and forced her head back to expose her throat. With his other hand, he held a knife to where her pulse pounded rapidly.
She was tense but didn’t fight him. Good. He called back his magic, and the ring of fire surrounding Shadowlight blinked out of existence. The boy snarled like he would if he was still in gargoyle form, but he didn’t otherwise threaten Gryton.
“Good boy.”
“He’s not a dog you mother fucker.”
Gryton arched a brow. The female had a fouler mouth than some of his men. He pulled her back tightly against him just to see if she’d loose another string of swearing. She did. His grin grew broader still. If nothing else, training this one would be fun.
Captain Vaspara came running down the path with several guards in tow. “Commander Gryton, I wasn’t aware you had returned from your stay in the Mortal Realm. I would have come at once, had I known you were back.”
He snorted. “Come at once with the unfortunate news of the gargoyle’s escape, you mean?”
Vaspara was too professional to waste his time attempting to weasel her way out of a disaster that had happened on her watch.
“My apologies Commander, we weren’t yet aware that one of his allies had come seeking to rescue him.” Vaspara’s eyes narrowed as she took in Corporal Mackenzie. “But this human possesses skills beyond what is normal for one of her kind.”
While Vaspara spoke, he signaled the guards to capture the young gargoyle. Shadowlight didn’t fight, surrendering his sword without taking his eyes off Gryton’s dagger where it was pressed to Anna’s throat.
“We will need to collar the gargoyle as soon as he shifts back to his true form. We can’t have another of his escape attempts.” He glanced down at the human trapped in his arms and gave her another squeeze. “Now can we, Anna? The cub might get seriously hurt next time.”
Another stream of colorful swearing burned his ears, but she didn’t struggle.
“We should begin the search for others of her kind,” Captain Vaspara said and then glowered at the human.
“No need. There are no others of her kind. She is unique, but I know what you mean. I’ve been following her since shortly after her arrival. She is alone. I believe she actually went against the wishes of her superiors and the Avatars by coming here.” Gryton turned and began to walk over to where Vaspara stood.
“She killed twenty-three of our men.” Vaspara’s lips compressed into a thin line.
He dismissed her concerns with a wave of his hand. “She was doing you a favor. The weak must be culled to strengthen the rest of the herd. Besides, your pride should be soothed knowing she isn’t really a human. She’s Shadowlight’s Kyrsu and will one day be his Second when he leads the Battle Goddess’s army.
Vaspara’s eyes widened, showing a rare bit of surprise.
“Yes,” Gryton said, guessing her thoughts. “The boy has already been busy.”
“But he is still years away from being mature. He shouldn’t even possess the ability or the drive yet.” Vaspara was now studying the kid with calculation in her eyes.
Anna tensed up and Gryton applied more pressure to the knife at her throat.
“I know the youngling doesn’t look like much.” He looked Shadowlight up and down. “Especially now as a human boy, but he is strong in magic and quite fierce.”
“As we discovered,” Vaspara said warily before turning back to study Anna in more detail. “This one will be Shadowlight’s second in command?”
“Yes,” Gryton tapped the flat of the blade against the smooth skin of Anna’s throat. “She’s already completely loyal to him. And he to her. We can use that to our advantage during their training.”
Vaspara looked doubtful but held her silence.
“I need to report what I’ve learned in the Mortal Realm. Take these two and make sure they don’t escape. I don’t have to tell you how displeased the Battle Goddess will be should her project get delayed again.”
Captain Vaspara snapped to attention. “Be assured I will not be caught unaware again.”
“Good,” Gryton removed the dagger from Anna’s throat. “Take them back to his cell. Keep them together for now. He’ll draw strength from her and be able to shift back to his true form sooner. Send a runner to notify me when that happens.”
Vaspara took hold of the human. “As you command.”
With that, Gryton turned and started toward the temple in the center of the fortress city. Unfortunately, reporting to the Battle Goddess would be far less enjoyable than hunting and tracking Shadowlight’s pet human had been.




Chapter 6
Less than a half-hour later, Anna found herself installed in her new cell. They tossed Shadowlight in with her a moment later and then slammed the door closed again. The room was dimly lit and smelled of must and mold.
Unfortunately, they’d strip-searched her and found every weapon she’d brought to the Magic Realm. Captain Vaspara was far too interested in the ward-spelled armaments and had instructed guards to bring all Anna’s gear to her workroom.
Anna listened to the stomp of retreating feet. When the footfalls disappeared altogether, she turned from the door and surveyed her cell. It didn’t take her gargoyle-enhanced vision long to adjust to the gloom, but it wasn’t the cell her gaze landed on.
Shadowlight stood a couple feet away, scanning their new cell. While he familiarized himself with his new home, Anna studied him. He still had long black hair held away from his face by two leather ties, and he was dressed as he had been before with the beaded loincloth his father and Gregory seem to prefer.
That’s where any sense of familiarity ended.
A teen stared back at her, his expression fierce, which seemed at odds with his narrow-shouldered frame. He was still tall, about her height, but for the first time, he honestly looked like a kid.
A strangely familiar kid. He almost looked like one of her brothers when they’d been that age. Yep. She wasn’t imagining it. Shadowlight had the long Mackenzie nose and the same exact skin tone.
“I touched your memories while we were linked and modeled my human body after the images I saw of your brothers.”
“You can see my memories?”
“Only when we are mentally linked.”
“Huh.”
Shadowlight looked uncertain. “If me looking like one of your brothers bothers you, I can take on a different likeness next time.” He made a face. “Though, I hope I don’t have to shift to human form too many times.”
“Normally I’d ask what was wrong with being human. But considering where we are, I think I’d choose a gargoyle form over a human one if I was given a choice.”
Talking helped her relax, but it didn’t improve their predicament much. She eyed the straw-covered floor and wondered what kind of vermin might be lurking in it.
The straw she’d seen used as bedding in the stables was undoubtedly fresher. She walked the perimeter of the cell, trailing her fingers along the wall, looking for she knew not what, certainly not a loose stone. They wouldn’t be that stupid.
As it turned out, the walls were in good condition. She sighed.
Though there was a trickle of water running down the groove in the back wall. She glanced up and spotted where it trickled in from. The crevice wasn’t any wider than her finger.
No escape there.
The small stream of water smelled fresh, but she wasn’t tempted to taste it. She’d need to be damn desperate before drinking mystery water here.
There was also a large round hole in the floor where the water escaped.
“The latrine?” Anna muttered to herself. “Nice.”
Shadowlight padded over to her. The poor kid was barefoot. At least the thugs had left her with a tank top, pants, and boots.
“The water is safe to drink. It’s all we will get. The hole in the floor is for waste.” Shadowlight glanced up at her with a silent question in his eyes.
“I’m truly sorry I couldn’t get you out of this hellhole, kid.” She switched to her mental link. “But we’re alive and in one piece. As long as we’re alive, we have a chance of gaining our freedom.”
“And I’m sorry I wasn’t able to shift back to gargoyle form and fly us to safety.” Guilt laced his words.
“Oh, kid. It’s not your fault. You were just out of resources.”
Shadowlight glanced down at his bare feet and wiggled his toes in the straw, then he glanced back up at her. “I’ll make Gryton pay for this one day.”
“That’s the attitude.” She patted him on the shoulder and then looked around the room. Her gaze naturally settled on the trickle of water. She leaned closer and looked up at the gap in the ceiling where the water entered.
“Is there another cell above this one?”
“No. I don’t think so. At least I’ve never heard the sound of another living creature up there.”
“Small blessings. No one is going to piss in our drinking water.”
Shadowlight made a face. “True.”
“There is something I’m curious about,” Anna said, as she leaned a hip against the stone wall and crossed her arms. “Earlier, when Gryton was talking to Vaspara he said I was your Kyrsu. What does that mean?”
“The Gargoyle Legion is led by a Rasoren, and his second in command is called his Kyrsu. They are the two highest positions in the Lord of the Underworld’s army. Normally the positions are held by a gargoyle father and son.” Shadowlight glanced down at his feet, looking unhappy. “But the Battle Goddess has taken that concept and twisted it, then applied those titles to us. We have not earned them.”
“Yeah, well, we’re already a great brother-sister team. If they want to call you a Rasoren and me a Kyrsu,” Anna shrugged, “they can. I’ve been called much worse than a Kyrsu in the past.”
Shadowlight yawned and then gave himself a little shake to force himself back to full alertness.
As Anna watched him, a rare maternal instinct kicked in. “You haven’t slept in a long time, have you?”
He shook his head. “I didn’t trust them.”
“I know this place is no five-star, but why don’t you make a bed out of the straw? I’ll take first watch.”
The poor kid was exhausted. He moved over to the corner of the cell closest to her and laid down. He was asleep within minutes.
Anna stood watch for a while, then started to pace and worry. She would’ve done just about anything to get them out of this place, but presently that was beyond her power. Her pacing didn’t do anything to help either, so she settled for sitting next to him and trying to share some body heat.
When the kid wrapped an arm around her waist and pressed his face against her side and started to cry in his sleep, Anna decided only the razing of the Battle Goddess’s kingdom would make up for exposing Shadowlight to what was likely to come.




Chapter 7
It was sometime in the middle of what Anna guessed to be afternoon on this planet when Shadowlight shifted back to his gargoyle form. He didn’t even wake. The poor kid must have been more exhausted than she’d realized.
She let him sleep until she heard a group approaching from farther down the hall. Anna grabbed Shadowlight’s shoulder and gave it a good shake.
His eyes snapped open and in less than three seconds he’d rolled to all fours, ready for battle with his tail lashing in threat.
“Easy,” Anna said as she got to her feet. She took two strides forward until she was standing at his shoulder. “There are times to fight and times to wait and see.”
Shadowlight flicked an ear in her direction and grunted an unhappy questioning sound before turning toward her.
“This is one of the wait-and-see moments, isn’t it?” The words were said in a calm, very adult tone, but she could see his agitation and smell the bitter taint of his fear.
“That’s right.” She patted his shoulder in reassurance. “You sure they didn’t hurt you before?”
Of course, they’d hurt him. What she needed to know was if the succubus had touched him. Her blood surged as rage ignited in her soul. She knew what she’d do if the demoness preyed on children. It was Anna’s turn to hold back a growl.
“They used magic to restrain me and pushed me around.” He paused and rubbed at his side. “Two of the guards kicked me after I killed four of their number, but Vaspara punished them. I’ve sustained no lasting damage.”
“Good. Don’t fight them in the future, though, unless I say.”
Shadowlight grunted again unhappily but merely nodded. “We’re a team, yes?”
“Yeah. We got this.” Or at least she hoped they would survive long enough to escape with their bodies, minds, and souls intact.
The noise outside the door drew nearer and then there came a rattle of the latch and a moment later the door banged open. Three bulky brutes, which would make the toughest linebackers piss themselves in fear, stormed into the small cell and forced her and Shadowlight back at spear point.
“Easy,” she reminded Shadowlight as they were backed against the wall.
Commander Gryton and Captain Vaspara marched in behind the brute squad. Anna glanced behind them, to the open door. Guards stood two rows thick. No escaping this time.
Gryton stepped forward and motioned for the brute squad to get out of his way.
“Anna, it’s nice to see you’ve talked some sense into the cub. Vaspara tells me he hasn’t been the most cooperative of prisoners.”
“No worries, Tin Man. I just told him to save his strength until he can inflict maximum damage.”
“I see,” Gryton said with a hint of humor coloring his tone. “But no matter, I have something here that will assure Shadowlight’s good behavior.”
Anna had been expecting this since Vaspara and Gryton’s conversation a few hours ago. And she also knew about the collar that had been used to enslave Shadowlight’s father as well as the one used to bind Gregory’s power for a short time.
Yeah. She’d been expecting collars. Didn’t mean she wouldn’t have preferred to avoid the unpleasant complication, though.
“Don’t fight them, Shadowlight. There are too many,” Anna said aloud and then added using their mental link, “Alive, we still have a chance at freedom. Dead, we don’t. Remember that, kid.”
“I’ll remember,” he whispered back along the link without any betraying expression on his face.
Commander Gryton’s gaze slid sideways to meet hers. He grinned. “See, we're already starting to get along.”
“I’m compliant. Don’t get that confused with willing.”
“Another truth,” Gryton said with that infuriating tone in his voice.
His tone was already getting old. Anna glowered at Tin Man.
“Shadowlight first,” Gryton said as he held up the collar.
The gargoyle snarled in warning.
“Oh. Perhaps I’ll get you to do this instead.” Gryton was now holding the collar out towards Anna.
“Fuck you.”
“I might let you some other time; however, I need the gargoyle collared before I take you both before the Lady of Battles.”
“I’m not putting a collar around a child’s neck.”
“Your stubbornness won’t aid you here.” Gryton’s lips thinned. “Guards, subdue the cub by any means necessary.”
When the guards moved to act, something uncontrollable and foreign rose up within her. She knocked the spear’s tip away from her throat and lunged at Gryton before the guards could react.
His face was the only part visible. She took advantage of that and raked his face with her talon-tipped fingers. She’d been going for his eyes, but he’d jerked his head to the side enough to save his vision. Her talons left score marks on the side of his ornate helmet.
It wasn’t enough to sate the rage uncoiling in her chest and she struck again, landing a blow to his armor-clad midsection. The impact raced up her arm and the punch likely hurt her more than it did him, but his hiss of anger was still rewarding.
Guards rushed Anna and she snarled and fought, but a blow from an unseen assailant knocked her clear off her feet and into the wall behind her. Stunned, she slid to the floor, but the rage was driving her back to her feet to meet the attackers closing in again.
A louder snarl half deafened her. Moments later her own attackers were knocked aside, and Shadowlight was blocking her view of the rest of the cell. The kid was unharmed, and reason slowly asserted itself upon the rage and drove it back, deeper inside. Anna gave herself a shake and looked around, somewhat startled to see the guards, as well as Commander Gryton and Captain Vaspara, had drawn back.
Jeez, Anna thought as she pressed her hand to her throbbing temple. What the fuck was that?
“Stand down, Shadowlight. We can’t win this fight.”
Shadowlight’s expression when he looked over his shoulder was doubtful, but he didn’t fight and allowed himself to be forced back against the wall.
Anna brushed straw from her uniform but didn’t make any more hostile moves.
I’m a terrible role model, she admitted to herself.
“I won’t fight the collar,” Shadowlight announced. “Just don’t hurt Anna again.”
Damn it all to hell. The kid was trying to protect her. But Anna only stood with her hands fisted and watched while Gryton affixed the collar to Shadowlight’s neck. Fighting would have only gotten them both killed or maimed.
Gryton’s hands fell away from the collar. Then he stood back, seeming to admire his work. Anna decided that he would wear a collar one day before she killed him so he would get a taste of what his victims felt.
“Well done, youngling,” Gryton said with an affectionate pat to Shadowlight’s shoulder.
The kid growled in answer, but Gryton ignored him and turned his attention to Anna. He motioned her forward and that’s when she noticed he held a bracelet, not a collar.
What the hell? Typically, the prisoner wore the collar and one of the hostiles wore the command bracelet.
“What? I don’t get a collar?”
“No,” Gryton said simply. “You aren’t as dangerous as a full-blooded gargoyle, and you won’t leave Shadowlight behind, so as long as he remains with us, you’re not leaving us either. And this way, if you shift to gargoyle unexpectedly, we don’t risk having a collar decapitate you. The bracelet is designed to be more malleable than a collar and will expand with you as you shift for the first time.”
The bracelet snapped around her wrist.
“This will force the gargoyle to behave. If he acts out or displeases us,” Gryton gave another of his chilling smiles, “you will be the one to take his punishment. The collar’s main purpose is to prevent him from flying away the first chance he gets. However, it allows me to issue him commands, and I promise, if you act out, it will be the youngling who suffers.”
“Only a short-dicked fuck, too insecure in his own manhood would think up that bullshit and inflict it on an innocent kid.”
Gryton stepped forward until they were toe to toe. His gaze broke away from her to drift down her body, stopping at the usual places a pig frequently paused to admire. When he reached her feet, he reversed course and eventually made it back to her eyes.
“I assure you, I’m most confident in my manhood, but if you require a demonstration...”
Anna grunted. “I thought I might die of old age before you finally finished your ogling.”
Shadowlight growled and Gryton merely laughed. “Don’t interrupt your elders, child. We are having a conversation.”
“Were,” Anna said.
“Were?” Gryton’s one eyebrow arched up in question.
“It’s done now. The next thing on your agenda was presenting us to your evil overlord, I believe.”
Gryton burst out laughing. “Yes, human mutt, I was going to take you before our goddess. I would suggest you keep your tongue firmly behind your teeth or else the Lady of Battles will remove it. She is entirely without a sense of humor.”
“Seems to be a rare commodity around here,” Anna said as she glanced around the cell, faking indifference.
“Yes. It gets beaten out of the sensible ones.” Gryton turned to the guards, and they moved aside to allow him to pass. He paused long enough to glance back at Shadowlight. “Come.”
Shadowlight stumbled forward with a snarl, and Anna realized he was forced to follow.
She wove her way through the guards until she was striding shoulder to shoulder with Shadowlight.
Together they walked forward to face a demigoddess.




Chapter 8
They were led from the dark realm of the dungeons to the upper stories of some temple complex, complete with worshiping priests and priestesses. Servants scurried out of the way of Gryton and his soldiers as they passed. Captain Vaspara had a stronghold on Anna’s arm while the Commander kept Shadowlight on a short, invisible leash.
Anna didn’t fight them or give them other reasons to rough up her or the kid. Besides, if she and the kid wanted to survive, they’d need to abandon their tight hold on their morals and blend in until a chance to escape presented itself.
After being led through several twisting, narrow corridors, they eventually came to a vast chamber. Pillars marched down either side and disappeared into the darkness high above her head. Somewhere up there a ceiling must exist, but the light of the torches faded long before it could dispel the gloom.
Two wide staircases at either end of the room swept down in a graceful flare until they ended at the black, glass-like floor.
“Creepy,” Anna muttered. Captain Vaspara squeezed her arm in warning.
Well, it was. The whole damn fortress was some goth’s wet dream.
Shadowlight glanced behind him just before they reached the first flight of stairs.
“Chin up, kid,” Anna whispered along their mental link. “We’ll get through this. We’re a team, right?”
“Yes,” he agreed, his ears perking up a little.
Gryton started down the stairs and Shadowlight was forced to follow. Vaspara and Anna followed close on their heels. The staircase had three landings. Two guards stood at attention on each of the landings. When Gryton’s little convoy passed, the soldiers brought their fists up to their armor-covered chests in a show of respect.
When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Anna’s eyes were drawn to the floor’s mirror-like surface. Their reflections reminded her of bodies below the ice.
Creepy. Creepy as fuck. Check.
Vaspara took a firmer hold on Anna’s arm and frog-marched her across the polished floor in pursuit of Gryton and Shadowlight. They only went part-way up the opposite set of stairs, halting at the second landing.
“Kneel,” Gryton barked the order to Shadowlight. He resisted at first, his muzzle curling back from his fangs and his tail twitching, but in the end, he knelt.
“Kneel,” Captain Vaspara growled in Anna’s ear. “Kneel, or I break your knees.”
Since she put it that way...
Anna took a step forward and knelt next to Shadowlight. Her knees had barely touched the cold stone when the tip of his tail curled around her waist. Just one coil and he seemed unaware that he was betraying his fear and insecurities to his enemies, but Anna didn’t hold it against the kid.
The Battle Goddess’s fortress was no place for a child or anyone else with a moral compass, Anna amended.
A distant rattle of chains reached Anna, and she glanced sideways at Shadowlight. His deer-like ears were already swiveled in the direction the sound came. The noise of metal dragging on stone grew louder. Anna’s eyes sought to see past the darkness shrouding the huge archway at the top of the stairs, but the distance was too far and the meager light of a few torches insufficient to penetrate far beyond the threshold.
With nothing else to do, she watched and waited. She was sure she’d be forgiven the small sound of surprise that escaped her when the darkness parted and a Titan wearing a long burgundy skirt and a black metal breastplate walked underneath the archway. The giantess stopped on the landing and stood gazing down at them.
Golden chains that glowed softly with power dragged at her wrists and ankles. The gargantuan woman seemed unconcerned about the chains or how they disappeared into the darkness behind her. Anna might not be up on her fantasyland mythology, but she knew enough to know the Avatars had forged those chains to hold this demigoddess trapped within her temple. But having something described and seeing it for the first time was something else altogether.
In looking upon it, Anna couldn’t help but think it wasn’t enough. This demigoddess needed to be neutralized once and for all. Unfortunately, unless Anna wanted to get neutralized herself, she’d have to appear to be cooperative.
Shadowlight’s tail tightened around her waist. She patted it but wasn’t sure if she were reassuring him or herself.
The demigoddess hiked up her long skirt and crouched down on the top landing.
“Come, my beautiful ones.” The Battle Goddess called to them in a booming voice and gestured them closer.
Eh? Beautiful ones? No one had mentioned the demigoddess was unbalanced.
Shadowlight’s tail tightened further. Suddenly she was lifted off the ground and was stumbling to find her footing as the kid dragged her up the stairs with him. She recovered her balance in a couple more steps and was following willingly, but if anything, Shadowlight’s grip just grew tighter. She didn’t blame the kid.
Seeing this Titan up close was a ‘howl in terror’ kind of event.
The kid stopped a dozen steps from the top of the landing. Anna halted next to the youngster and looked up at the creature that was determined to rule both magic and mortal realms.
Long skirt, bare feet, delicate features, pale creamy complexion, long glossy hair — she wasn’t what Anna’s imagination would have conjured up for a being known as the Battle Goddess.
Well, she supposed her actual title was the Lady of Battles. The demigoddess did hold herself in a graceful, ladylike manner and there was no rule that said evil couldn’t be housed in an elegant vessel, as it indeed was in this case.
“I am both surprised and pleased how far along your powers have advanced, young one,” she said, addressing Shadowlight. “By what name should I call you?”
He narrowed his eyes and then winced in pain as he fought the compulsion.
Anna came to her feet and squared off against the demigoddess. “His mother named him Shadowlight.”
The goddess turned her dark-eyed gaze upon Anna. “A suitable name for a child, I suppose. I shall think upon an adult name for him, something that will suit the fierce warrior he will become under my training.”
“I won’t help you!” Shadowlight snarled and lunged forward only to crash into the stairs as his body wouldn’t obey his mind’s commands.
Anna’s talons lengthened. She crouched next to the young gargoyle while glaring up at the Battle Goddess, but her thoughts were directed at him. “Don’t fight unless you can win. Save your strength for later. Now is not the time to fight!”
The Lady of Battles leaned down to study them more closely. “The young one will learn in time that fighting is pointless. Bravery is nearly as useless here. You cannot fight me and win. Human are you as foolishly brave as the gargoyle?”
Anna craned her neck to look up at the demigoddess. “Bravery has its place. For example, I would give my life to save this child — though I would say it has more to do with friendship and loyalty than bravery. But if you make no move to harm the child, then I will obey your orders while I am here in this realm.”
“Ah. Delightful. You speak the truth. And I shall honor you with the same. I promise no harm will come to the child by my hand as long as you both serve me.”
Anna nodded but needed to make something clear. A showing of strength might be the only thing this demigoddess respected. “I’ll do as I’m instructed. Serve you and your kingdom as required. However, if one of your people does something to him I cannot tolerate, I will do what I must to safeguard him. I might not yet know how to kill with magic, but I will learn and end any who mean Shadowlight harm.”
“Excellent,” the Battle Goddess said, sounding far too pleased with Anna’s response. “It is well that you and he will protect each other. When you are both older, and your gargoyle natures are mature, you will rely on each other for survival.”
Anna didn’t respond but kept her head bowed.
“Tomorrow we shall begin your training,” the Battle Goddess continued in a pleased tone. “Tonight, you shall eat and rest. If you behave yourselves, you will be given better quarters.”
Anna would’ve settled for a sleeping bag.
“Your training won’t be so very different than what you’ve been working toward for much of your young life. Gryton told me you are from a warrior bloodline. Your brothers, father, and great-grandfather are all warriors and you have inherited that spirit.” The Battle Goddess shrugged. “Here you will be leading my armies instead of taking orders from lesser men playing at war. When you and the gargoyle are ready, you will lead my armies. Together, we will rule all three realms.”
Yeah. That was an evil overlord speech if ever she’d heard one. If Anna hadn’t figured out how to escape in a few days’ time, she and the kid were likely to become a permanent part of the Battle Goddess’s army.
The Lady of Battles reached out and ruffled Shadowlight’s mane almost affectionately. Anna locked her jaw, so she didn’t say anything to piss off the demigoddess. Eventually, the gargantuan deity straightened and stepped back.
“If you both perform well in training with your mentors, you will be given your own slaves and servants as a reward.” The Battle Goddess looked beyond them to where Gryton stood. “Tomorrow their training will begin. Make sure they are well fed tonight and that they get a proper rest.”
“Yes, my Lady,” Gryton said.
“And make sure to spread the word that none of the troops are to play with them.” The Battle Goddess laughed, the sound chilling. “Any who disobey will be executed, by my hand.”
“Of course, my goddess.”
“And Gryton, make sure they are bathed before they are brought to me again.”
“As you command, so shall it be,” Gryton said without skipping a beat.
“Go now, but have them returned here just after sunset and I will begin their journey of transformation.”
Journey of transformation? Yeah, that sounded ominous whichever way you spun it. Anna was more than happy when Gryton started back down the stairs and ordered Shadowlight to follow.




Chapter 9
While Commander Gryton issued orders to servants to see that the Battle Goddess’s wishes were carried out regarding food and baths for the prisoners, Anna was still mildly astonished to be led to a different part of the fortress. She’d honestly thought they’d end up back in the dungeons until she and the kid had proven themselves. But that wasn’t the case.
This part of the city fortress was lavishly furnished with carpets and wall hangings. Polished black statues and gleaming suits of armor also decorated the stone passageways. After walking for twenty minutes, the present tunnel they traveled ended in a strange cul-de-sac with four doors spaced along the walls. There were guards here as well, but Anna’s attention was focused on the first bit of natural light she’d seen in over a day. It seeped in from a dome several stories above her head.
She was standing in the base of a tower, and by a quick count, there were fourteen floors above this one. Walkways with beautifully carved stone railings guarded each of the stories. From what she could see, each level had four doors like this one.
“This tower serves as the living quarters for the Battle Goddess’s captains and top-ranking soldiers,” Gryton said and gestured towards a door directly ahead of them. “You and the gargoyle child will live here.” 
As they started forward again, the guards standing at either side of the massive wooden door opened it and bowed as Gryton led her and the kid inside. Their sudden arrival sent the servants into deep bows as well.
It wasn’t lost on Anna that the servants looked distressingly human, unlike most of the captains and soldiers.
“Shadowlight,” Anna projected along their mental link, “those servants look human. Are they?”
“Yes,” he agreed. “There are many humans in the Magic Realm. Though nowhere near as many as live back on your Earth. Some, like these servants, have been conquered. Others are allies of neighboring kingdoms, but all of them descend from humans that were brought here long ago.”
Yep. Slaves. That’s what she thought.
After assessing that the servants were no threat, she took in the room and held back a low whistle. This room would put a five-star hotel to shame. Well, maybe if everything wasn’t in a shade of black or burgundy, that is. But it was still a damn sight better than the dungeons. There were also five other rooms leading off this main chamber.
“Feel free to look around,” Gryton said. “This is where you and the cub will stay for as long as you behave. If you do something foolish, know that your cell in the dungeons will be made available for your use.”
Was that a joke? Shit, Tin Man had a teeny, shriveled bit of humor buried somewhere deep inside him. Who knew? It still doesn’t make me like him any better, though.
“Yeah, thanks,” she said. “We’ll behave, won’t we Shadowlight?”
For now, she added silently.
Shadowlight was already stalking towards the nearest of the five rooms that branched off this one. His ears were forward, his tail stiff and unmoving. He was hunting for danger. Anna joined him in scouting out the rooms for unseen perils.
The two smallest side chambers were for servants. The middle room was a bathroom. It was one of foreign design but still a bathroom, with levers that produced hot and cold water. There was also some kind of stone bench thing she was sure was a toilet complete with running water. Hallelujah, fantasyland had indoor plumbing.
She left Shadowlight playing with the levers that filled the big pool that served as a bathtub and wandered out to investigate the last two rooms. She checked out the one on the right first. It was the size of a master bedroom, decorated in the usual black and burgundy.
Was the Battle Goddess allergic to other colors, or something?
Anna wandered into the last room and found this one was designed to be a mirror image of the room on the right. Except for one oddity. There was an extra door along the west wall.
Curious and still hunting for possible dangers, she wandered over and tried the handle. It opened easily, and Anna was staring into yet another bedroom.
What the hell? Was this place design with a rabbit’s warren in mind?
Her eyes narrowed a moment later when she noticed this room had a much more lived-in feel. There were books and scrolls and even a few weapons and articles of clothing laying around.
She turned to Gryton with an eyebrow arched in question.
“The Battle Goddess made it clear that if anything happened to you or the gargoyle, she would take her rage out on my hide.” Gryton gestured at the lived-in bedroom. “I like my own hide, so this door leads to my chambers. I’ll be close enough should there be a problem that requires my attention.”
Oh fuck.
“You sleep?” She asked just to have something to say.
“Only for short times, but yes. Don’t worry, I will know if either you or Shadowlight plan to murder me in my sleep.”
“I’ll try to restrain myself.” Even though murdering Gryton would be a considerable temptation.
“This arrangement also has the benefit of keeping you and the cub safe in case one of the soldiers happens to drink away their reason and decide to come for a visit. Gargoyle blood is potent with magic, and there are many in the Battle Goddess’s army with a thirst for it. And yet others might come seeking something else since you are a beautiful female, human though you are. Males will be interested even with the Lady of Battles’ warning.”
Gryton took a step closer, entering Anna’s bubble of personal space. This close, she noticed a ring of amber circled his irises. Humor and perhaps a touch of heat glimmered in his dark gaze.
If he came any nearer, he was going to regret it, armor or no.
The commander sidestepped her like he was merely moving past and said, “However, even the drunkest of soldiers isn’t so foolish as to enter my lair uninvited.”
“Congrats on instilling a thimbleful of respect into them,” Anna said in a bored voice.
Gryton halted and stared down his regal nose at her. He was taller than an average human male, but still not so tall she’d let his physical presence cow her. She held her ground.
A thump and a door crashing open somewhere in the room beyond was the only warning they got before Shadowlight came bounding into the room. He jerked to a stop and growled unhappily before continuing to prowl forward. Wedging himself between them, Shadowlight sat on his haunches and leaned against Anna while his tail wrapped around her ankles, then he proceeded to glower up at Gryton with a low, continuous growl.
Subtle, gargoyles weren’t.
Gryton’s expression shifted into open humor as he began to laugh. “Do not fear, cub. I have no interest in forcing a female. If I should want one, there are many to choose from.”
Shadowlight’s huff sounded unconvinced, and he continued to stare at Gryton as if deciding which part to eat first.
Shrugging, Gryton drew back and turned to leave. “With your loyal dog acting as guard perhaps you won’t need my protection after all.”
Anna returned Gryton’s smile with a chilly one of her own. “Oh, don’t worry about that. I’ve lots of experience fending off assholes with grabby hands and the occasional officer who thought a female soldier should perform some duties on her back. Funny, they never tried a second time.”
Shadowlight’s grumblings increased in volume, and his tail snapped against the floor every two seconds while he glowered at Gryton.
Tin Man laughed, finding Shadowlight’s antics entertaining. Then he reached out to muss the young gargoyle’s mane. Shadowlight was so taken by surprise Gryton had already withdrawn his hand before the kid thought to bite.
“The servants will bring you your food soon,” Gryton said, leading them back out into the main room. “If you wish, bathe first, but afterward rest. I will return to collect you at dusk.”
He turned and strode out into the hall. Anna heard as he paused long enough to issue orders to the guards and then he was briskly walking away.
“Tin Man’s gone. I call dibs on the bathroom. I still smell like the stables.”
Shadowlight wrinkled his nose. “You do. Did you roll in a puddle of horse pee?”
“No, but I might as well have.” Anna sniffed at herself. Yeah, it was way past time for a shower or bath if that’s all fantasyland possessed. “I’m going to go soak for a freaking long time.”
“I saw clean clothes in the bathing chamber laid out for you.”
While Anna knew it was a psychological trick to soften her up to their ways, she wouldn’t turn down hot water, clean clothes or food.
“Stay out of trouble,” she ordered.
Shadowlight nodded, his mane flying up and down with over-exaggerated motion.
“I’m serious. No exploring outside these rooms.”
Shadowlight’s entire being drooped, his rump hit the floor, and his front end slowly slid down to join it. With a long-suffering sigh, he dropped his head onto his forearms to rest while he waited for her to finish.




Chapter 10
Her long soak was more like ten minutes. She didn’t like the idea of servants, or worse, Gryton, just wandering in at any old time. Plus, she was uneasy leaving the kid to his own devices for more than a few minutes in this place.
She exited the bathroom still squeezing water out of her braids with a soft towel. Her new clothing consisted of baggy pants made of some light flowing material, a long tunic with three-quarter length sleeves, and a wide sash that circled around her waist like a belt.
If there was any particular way to tie the sash, she didn’t give a crap. They could call the fashion police on her. The garments were all the same monochrome. A pale sky blue. There was a bit of embroidery stitched over the tunic’s breast in a black and burgundy thread.
Anna didn’t know what it represented, but she could guess: here stands a slave to the Battle Goddess.
She fingered the stitching and her lips compressed. For now, she would wear what she was given and do what she was told, but all the while she would be seeking a way to escape.
Which her enemies likely expected, but that didn’t mean she would give up.
Upon exiting the bathroom, she found Shadowlight nodding where she’d left him. He wasn’t deeply asleep since his ears followed the sound of her footfalls, but he didn’t bother to stir himself from his spot either.
“Go on, kid. It’s your turn and you don’t smell very fresh yourself. I’ll keep watch and let you know when the food arrives.”
At the mention of food, his eyes snapped open and he stood, sniffing to catch any scent.
When he didn’t discover anything of interest, he huffed in complaint but wandered into the room she’d just exited to see to his own bath.
Anna nearly laughed at his lack of enthusiasm. Typical kid. More interested in food than getting a good scrub.
Twenty minutes later servants returned carrying several platters of food. Anna separated one servant from the group and tried to talk to the middle-aged woman, but she merely shook her head and touched her lips to indicate she couldn’t speak.
Strange. Anna knew they understood her because Gryton had issued orders in the same language, so they must be under orders not to talk to them. After all the food was laid out, the servants bowed and then left.
Anna eyed the table. At least they’d been informed how much a young gargoyle could put away.
“Shadowlight, the servants brought our meal,” she called through the door. An excited huff issued from inside and she heard a great sloshing and water hitting the floor. A short time later the door was nearly ripped off its hinges as a gargoyle burst forth into the main room.
His hair was still dripping water, but he had donned a long, blue loincloth woven of the same fabric as her tunic. He hadn’t bothered to wear the wrist or armbands his father had given him.
Her eyebrows drawing together, she turned and marched back into the drenched bathroom and retrieved Shadowlight’s warded jewelry and then shoved them under one of the nearby chair cushions for safe keeping. She didn’t trust someone not to take them.
When she made her way back over to the table, the platters had been uncovered, and Shadowlight was already sniffing at the fourth dish in line.
Bless his suspicious little heart.
“Do you detect any taint of drugs or other substances?” Anna asked along their mental link.
“No,” he said, but his reply was accompanied by a little uncertain flick of his ear. “But I’m unfamiliar with some of their scents and spices.”
He sniffed deeper at the platter he was holding.
“They won’t poison us with the intent to kill. It would defeat the purpose of capturing us. That doesn’t mean they’re not above drugging us to make us more compliant with their wishes.”
Anna scooped up a dish of what looked like stew and sniffed at it. Her stomach chose that moment to remind her that she hadn’t eaten in hours.
“We’re dead if we don’t eat,” Anna said and then shrugged and grabbed the strange, two-pronged fork that sat next to the platter with the bowls of stew. Then with stew and fantasyland spork, she retreated to the north side of the room where she’d spotted the thickly padded benches in an earlier search. Shadowlight joined her with two platters of his own food.
The thought of drugs didn’t stop her and the kid from polishing off the first course and going back for seconds and thirds in Shadowlight’s case. Shortly after she and the kid were finished, the servants returned like magic. They gathered up all the dishes and left as silently as they’d come.
The next hour was spent exploring the rooms in more detail. Exploring soon descended into a disagreement as to which one of them would take the room that adjoined to Gryton’s quarters. Anna was dead set on taking that room because she didn’t trust Gryton any farther than she could toss his heavy, metal-covered ass.
Unfortunately, Shadowlight wanted the room for the same reason.
“Fine. We’ll settle this like adults,” Anna said as she leaned against the door causing all the contention. “Which one of us is more likely to cross that threshold and try to kill Gryton and get both our asses tossed back in the dungeon?”
Shadowlight continued to level his death glare at the door.
“There! Hah! That look is answer enough. I sleep in this room. You get the other one. If either of us hears something we don’t like, we call out using our mental link. Agreed?” Anna stated, already knowing she’d won the argument by the way Shadowlight’s ears drooped.
Then he surprised her by walking over to a massive wardrobe and gave it a mighty shove. It was a floor to ceiling wooden storage unit that was a good fifteen feet long and likely weighed close to a tonne. When Shadowlight shoved his shoulder against it a second time, Anna figured out what he was up to and joined him in pushing it to block the adjoining door.
“Good plan. It won’t stop a raging fire elemental, but neither will it be a quiet entry.” And it might be enough to give the kid some peace of mind while he slept, and that was good enough for her.
With a bit more shoving and pushing, they got the beast situated in front of the door and then sat on the edge of the bed to admire their work. Shadowlight yawned and stretched when they were finished.
“Go on,” she said with an affectionate pat on his shoulder. “Get some rest. I’ll be here if you need anything.”
Shadowlight nodded, but still didn’t leave.
“Will you read to me until I fall asleep?” He shoved his muzzle under her hand, so she gave his ears a good scratch.
During their earlier exploration, she’d found a few ancient handcrafted books. She’d marveled at their drawings and the fancy script, but while they were quite beautiful to behold, she couldn’t read a word of it.
“I’m sorry. I don’t have anything to read to you.” Anna gave his ears another scratch.
He nodded but glanced sidelong at her with a hopeful look. “Would you tell me a story then?”
Poor kid just wanted to hear a familiar voice to reassure him. “Sure kid.”
They relocated to his room where she proceeded to tell a very sad-assed version of Snow White. She only made it halfway through the story before the kid fell asleep. If Anna survived, she’d take a parenting course or some shit, so she didn’t totally ruin a perfectly good kid with her abysmal parenting skills. When she was satisfied he was deeply asleep, Anna returned to her own rooms and fell face first into her bed.




Chapter 11
Anna wasn’t at all sure she wasn’t already asleep and dreaming when the beautiful male voice first started whispering in her head.
“They will enslave you and the child if you remain in the Battle Goddess’s domain.”
“Tell me something I don’t know,” Anna replied to the disembodied voice. Because, really, what did one do when an otherworldly voice insisted on whispering into your mind? Why, you answered it of course, like any good mental patient would do.
Unfortunately, she wasn’t mentally ill and the voice, wherever it originated, was likely very real. It was also equally likely that it wasn’t looking out for her best interests.
She wondered which of the captains this was. Gryton was familiar enough now that she was relatively confident she’d recognize his voice in her head.
“You don’t have to allow that to happen,” the stranger whispered.
Oddly, he didn’t make her gargoyle instincts flare in warning like most of the denizens of the Battle Goddess’s domain did. Anna decided to pursue this strange exchange just to see if she could later place which one of Gryton’s henchmen this was.
“You have it within yourself to find freedom.”
Well, that was a line of bullshit if ever she heard one.
“The Lady of Battles cannot hold ones such as you and the child.”
Anna rolled her eyes. “Looks like she’s doing a pretty good job.”
“Only because you are too afraid to find your way to me.”
She was done with mystical beings spouting bullshit. “Unless you plan on a rescue, screw off.”
“Unfortunately, I am not permitted to enter the Lady of Battles domain.”
“Okay then. Bye.”
“However, the duality curse runs both ways. She can enter my domain no more than I can enter hers. If you come to me, you will be free of her manipulations.”
“And, yet, you’re in my head.”
“Because as much as she seeks to bend you and the youngling to her will and lay claim to the power in your blood, you are gargoyles. And gargoyles have ever been mine to command.”
Duality curse. Master of gargoyles. Anna wasn’t up on all her fantasyland mythology, but she’d heard enough from the Avatars as well as Shadowlight to now have a solid idea of who, or rather, what she was talking to.
Death. The Lord of the Underworld. Master of all gargoyles.
She was so screwed.
Anna would have closed her eyes, but they already were, so she settled for fisting her hands and fought to calm her thoughts and to keep the fear from leaking through to Lord Death.
“You are gargoyle. You know me. You belong to me,” he continued in that tenacious way of his.
“I belong to only myself.”
“Young one, even you know that is not true. The cub already has a firm hold on you, your magic, and your soul, one that is almost greater than mine.”
“That’s not his fault. He didn’t mean to.”
“Yes, he did. He just didn’t know it was wrong. You are correct. He is innocent of any willful intent to harm you.” The melodious voice in her mind fell silent for a moment before continuing. “But if you stay, he will be corrupted until his intentions are no longer pure.”
Anna already knew this stranger’s words were true. It’s what she’d feared would happen if she was unable to escape with Shadowlight. “You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know.”
“Perhaps not, but if that is the case, you should also know deep in your soul that all gargoyles have the ability to return to me anytime they need.”
Anna frowned unhappily in her waking dream. “I think the thousand or so guards between me and the gate would disagree with you.”
“It doesn’t matter what the guards think or do. It won’t prevent you and the cub from returning to me. You simply have to will it.”
“And if I was to believe you, just how do I ‘will’ my way to you.” Anna had no intention of going. She distinctly remembered Gregory had feared that Lord Death might kill Lillian and her brother for what the Battle Goddess had done to them.
Sure, as gargoyles they might be able to somehow magically ‘will’ themselves to Lord Death’s side, but then what? Die? No thanks. There was no way she was ready to just roll over and give up.
“All you have to do is reach for me in your mind and surrender everything.”
Yep. Nope. Not going to happen. Anna strove for calm even though her heart was pounding, and a chilled sweat now coated her body.
“And just like that, we what? Magically transport ourselves to your realm?”
“My magic calls you home. It’s a spell built into your very soul. No other magic can prevent it.”
Wondering if he’d be truthful, she asked, “What happens to the cub and me once we reach your land?”
“I will judge you and try to cure you of my sister’s taint.”
“And if you can’t? What will you do then?”
“What I have forever been tasked with: ridding the three realms of the taint that does not belong. You understand?”
“Yes.” All too well. If she wanted to live and protect the kid, she was on her own.
“There are many fates worse than allowing me to end suffering and return a soul to the Spirit Realm.”
“I actually agree with you there. But I’m not that desperate yet. I think I’ll trust to my own survival skills to get the kid and me out of this mess.”
“Only you can make this choice, but remember I’m always here. Simply open your mind and call. Do not allow yourself to become what my sister wants.”
“I’ll remember that.”
Now go away. I’m tired, she thought to herself.
To her surprise, the other consciousness retreated from her mind.
She lay there and blinked up into the darkness. A minute or two crawled by while she wrestled with the rush of adrenaline that was demanding she get ready for battle.
If she wasn’t sleep deprived, or been startled into full, jittery wakefulness, she might have realized something sooner.
Oh my god!
“Shadowlight!” She tossed back the covers and lunged out of bed. She made it to the door, her hand on the latch when the door jerked open and Shadowlight nearly impaled her on one of his horns as he ran into the room.
“Anna, what’s wrong?” He shoved her aside and paced around the room on all fours. When he didn’t find a threat, he turned back to her.
She couldn’t see much of his expression in the dark, even her gargoyle-enhanced eyesight wasn’t helping. But she didn’t need to see. She felt his presence as he searched through her thoughts.
Rushing to his side, she hugged his head and just rocked back and forth. He was here. He was safe. The Lord of the Underworld hadn’t succeeded in calling him home.
“Promise never to go to him.”
“Him?” Shadowlight licked her fingers. “Anna, are you crying?”
Damn. Was she?
“No,” she answered gruffly. “I just had a scare.”
“What scared you? Lord Death?” He whispered into her thoughts as he glanced around the room looking for threats again.
“Yes,” she said truthfully.
Shadowlight sighed a breath across her fingers as he continued to lick them. “Silly human, Lord Death doesn’t mean us harm.”
“You’ve talked to him?”
“Well, no. But my father’s memories...”
“Don’t apply to us. We are the product of the Lady of Battle’s manipulations.”
“Yes. But Gregory says we’re not to blame for that.”
God. What did she tell the kid?
“Just...if the Lord of the Underworld tries to communicate with you, promise me you will contact me. Don’t do anything he says without consulting me first.”
“Very well. I still think you are being silly, though.” Shadowlight growled unhappily, but he soon curled his tail around her waist and leaned in for more scratches.
Slowly Anna’s fears faded, and she felt foolish for panicking. And then she just felt tired. Bone weary and ready to sleep for a year.
“I’ll take the first watch,” Shadowlight said. “You stood watch all last night while I slept. It’s my turn.”
Anna would have protested but knew she needed rest if she was going to be useful at all tomorrow.




Chapter 12
Six hours later the servants returned. Shadowlight barely had time to warn Anna, but she rolled out of bed and was standing at his shoulder by the time a servant girl pushed the door open.
“Lady Anna, Lord Shadowlight,” the girl bowed, making her brown curls bounce. “I’ve brought clean clothes for you both.”
Anna shook herself awake and then thanked the girl. Once the servant bowed and left, Anna chased Shadowlight out of her room. He stalked away to change into his own new garments, but also to see if there was any food in the main room. A deep sniff told him the disappointing truth. Sighing, he plodded into his own room.
Not long after they’d dressed in their new clothing, Gryton returned as he’d promised.
“Good, you’re ready. Come,” Gryton barked out the order and then exited the room as quickly as he’d come. Shadowlight stumbled before he regained his balance. He really hated the collar’s compulsion; he briefly debated fighting it.
Not because he or Anna were in immediate danger, but because he hated Tin Man.
Gran had once told him he was too young to hate, but every time Gryton appeared, something hot and ugly rose up within his soul.
Though, perhaps it was only his gargoyle nature responding to the presence of evil or simple deceit. Gryton certainly excelled at both those things. Whatever it was, he would listen. Besides, Anna hated the commander, too. The scent of her dislike rose from her skin every time she set eyes on the Battle Goddess’s top soldier.
The bitter musk scented the air around him even now as Gryton and a large group of soldiers marched them back to the room with the strange mirror-like floor.
Gryton hadn’t enlightened them in what to expect, so when they finally arrived at the top of the first set of stairs, Shadowlight froze. Unlike yesterday, the polished black floor was no longer empty. Two alter slabs made of inky-black stone sat in the middle of the floor. Surrounding them were four large pillars topped with shallow metal cauldrons filled with burning oil.
Then he noticed the chains hanging down from the sides of the altars.
“What the actual fuck.” Anna’s voice echoed his thoughts perfectly.
When he looked at her, it was to see her glancing between the altar and him and back again.
“Kid, whatever they do, don’t fight. We can’t escape if we’re dead. Remember that.”
“I won’t fight,” he replied along their mental link.
When Gryton ordered him forward, he wanted to resist, but the collar merely reached into his nervous system and forced him to follow.
“Get off me,” Anna snarled at one of her guards. “I’m going.”
She soon caught up to his longer strides, and they reached the polished floor at the same time. They walked the rest of the way to the altar slabs together. With her chin up and shoulders squared, Anna refused to be cowed by the Battle Goddess’s soldiers, but she didn’t do a good enough job shielding her thoughts, and her dread bled across the link to him.
It made him less ashamed of his own fear.
When Gryton ordered him to lie down on the nearest slab of stone, he didn’t resist.
Anna’s movements were stiff, but she didn’t fight either.
“Whatever this is, the sooner it’s over, the better,” Anna whispered into his thoughts.
He silently agreed.
They didn’t have long to wait, which was a blessing. Shortly after the altar chains were secured to their wrists and ankles, Shadowlight heard the rattle of a different set of chains as the demigoddess walked down the second set of stairs, her chains trailing behind her. She halted a few steps from the altars and stared down at them, but she didn’t say a word.
When the demigoddess raised her hands and summoned magic, Shadowlight’s heart began to pound. His growing fear was warranted. She stepped closer to him.
“Hey,” Anna shouted. “Start with me. Leave the kid alone.”
No emotions showed on the demigoddess’s face. Anna’s words went unheeded as power fell from the Battle Goddess’s bare palms as if she were pouring water upon Shadowlight. Where the magic splashed against his skin, it glowed brightly for several moments before seeping into the pores.
The strange, radiating warmth came as a surprise. Gargoyle hide was impervious to most magic, but it barely slowed this demigoddess’s power.
At first, it was just a strange heat beneath his skin, and then it dug deeper, burrowing through his flesh and into his bones as if it searched for something. A panicked growl escaped, and he fought the chains as the power continued to increase.
“Shadowlight, reach for me with your mind.”
“Anna?”
“Yes, kid. Just do it. I think I can help.”
Instinct urged him to listen to her, so he did, obeying with a mindless kind of desperation. Their link flared strongly and suddenly it was like he was no longer in his own body. He blinked in surprise. The pain was gone entirely. Even though he could still see magic flowing down onto him from the Battle Goddess’s open palms, there was no more heat or oppressive power trying to squeeze past his skin and into his body.
He clung to the link Anna had helped create and just waited for her next command. When it didn’t come, he realized she was now sheltering something from him.
“Anna?”
“It’s fine, kid. I’ve got this.”
And he realized she did. Somehow, she’d figured out how to pull his pain into herself. He shouldn’t have allowed her to do it, but he didn’t fight to regain control, either. “Anna, I’m sorry.”
“No worries. You can return the favor when you’re older. I’ll hold you to it.”
Anna paused, and he sensed pain was clouding her thoughts, but she kept talking because it allowed her to distract herself. “We’re going to survive this. I promise.”
Anna might be as much a prisoner as him, but he believed her. She’d never failed him yet. He wouldn’t fail her either. With that thought fortifying him, he reached and took command of their link.
“What are you doing?”
“We’ll share whatever punishment they toss at us.”
He sensed she wasn’t happy with his statement, but she didn’t fight.
Eventually, the power flowing into his body subsided, and he released her from his mental hold and his consciousness return to his own body. He was weak, shaking, and covered in sweat, but the pain was just a dull, phantom ache in his joints.
He blinked sweat out of his eyes and turned his head to find the Battle Goddess now stepping away from him.
Shakily, he fought his chains but was brought up short by a command from Gryton.
“Easy, youngling. You did well.” Gryton was standing at his shoulder, a silver bowl held in his right hand while his left gripped a knife. “Don’t fight. I only need to make a small nick on your arm.”
He obeyed, holding still while Gryton made a cut and positioned the bowl below it. Once he’d collected enough blood, he turned from Shadowlight and approached Anna.
Shadowlight snarled, but there was nothing he could do when Gryton reached to pry open Anna’s locked jaws and pour the blood into her mouth. He was swift to slap a hand over her mouth and nose, so she couldn’t spit out the blood.
Struggling against his chains, Shadowlight growled and cursed at Gryton.
After a few seconds Anna started to struggle, but Gryton just held her fast.
“Swallow and I’ll let you breathe,” he said in a calm voice.
Anna continued to fight and Shadowlight snarled and fought alongside her. But even as his struggles were ineffective to free him, so too were Anna’s. Eventually, Anna’s need for oxygen won out and she swallowed. Shadowlight could see her throat working, but she continued to glower at Gryton in a silent battle of wills.
Gryton released her and Anna choked, gasping until her lungs stopped spasming.
“Anna, are you okay?” he asked using their mental link.
“Been better, but I’ll live. You?”
“Yes,” he said and realized it was true. While his joints still ached and his muscles twitched and quivered, the pain was receding. He should be well enough to move in a few minutes if they unlocked his chains.
The Battle Goddess, who had retreated a few paces to allow Gryton to carry out the last ritual, now stepped forward to study them both with an assessing gaze. She seemed to like what she saw because a mesmerizing smile brightened her expression.
“Younglings, you’ve done well. I am most pleased with this first session.” She nodded at them like a mentor pleased by a promising new apprentice. “Already, I can feel the new strength of your magic. Soon your physical bodies will grow into that power, and you will be ready to lead my armies.”
Was that what this was all about? She was trying to force his body to finish maturing? He glanced down at himself, but besides the ache in his joints, everything seemed as it should. Lowering his head back to the stone, he waited to be set free.
The Battle Goddess turned and mounted the steps, swiftly striding away. Shadowlight listened until he could no longer hear her footfalls or the scrape of chains against stone.
When some of Gryton’s soldiers came and unlocked Shadowlight from his shackles, he didn’t fight them, more interested in getting to Anna to see what his blood had done to her.
Gryton was at her side. Once the manacles were off, he held out a hand to help her rise from the altar. She snarled and brushed away his offer of help. When Gryton moved to the side, Shadowlight saw she looked the same as she had before. At least he couldn’t detect any more physical gargoyle enhancements. Then again, the changes might be internal, or his blood might still be working modifications upon her body.
Whatever the case, he was just happy she seemed mostly unharmed.
“How are you?” He asked.
“I’d be better if I could sink a knife into Gryton’s smug face. Since that’s not going to happen, I suppose I’m well enough, considering what just happened. You?”
“Well enough.”
“Good,” Anna hopped off the altar and took a couple stumbling steps before she found her footing. “Because we’re still going to find a way to escape.”
“Yes.”
Gryton surveyed them for a moment before speaking, “If you can walk without falling down, I am to take you to the hall where you will meet some of the twelve captains who lead the Battle Goddess’s armies.”
“Pass,” Anna said with a sour look aimed at Gryton.
“This is not a request. You will meet the other captains, and I will determine which ones will be the best mentors for you.”
“You’re not going to beat on us yourself? I feel slighted,” Anna said.
“Oh, fear not. Once the mentors deem you worthy to be tested, they will bring you before me so that I can test your newly developed skills.”
“Can’t wait,” Anna growled and then hobbled over to Shadowlight.
He sniffed at her cheek. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
She batted his muzzle away. “I’m alive and plan on staying that way.”
“Come,” Gryton barked.
The collar around Shadowlight’s neck flared a warning, but before it could force him into motion, he padded after Gryton.
Anna stayed as close as his own shadow.




Chapter 13
Still feeling like she had danced with a wrecking ball, Anna doggedly followed close at Shadowlight’s heels. From what she could tell, he’d fared a bit better than she had, for which she was grateful.
If the kid had been seriously hurt...
It only hardened her resolve. She needed to find a way to escape. She had to for Shadowlight’s sake.
While Anna’s mind churned, Commander Gryton led them through the twisted path of corridors until they arrived at what could only be the hall he’d mentioned. The low rumble of conversation, the rattle of dishes and the scent of food confirmed it.
Shadowlight’s ears perked with interest. At least he still had an appetite. Anna wasn’t sure if she could eat yet. The coppery taste of the young gargoyle’s blood still coated her tongue.
Gryton marched them under the tall archway, Shadowlight and Anna following close behind. The troop of guards that normally followed them around stayed outside in the hall, strangely enough.
They entered the large hall a moment later, and the reason the guards weren’t needed became clear. Anna put Shadowlight between herself and Gryton.
The hall was easily the size of two football fields filled with long tables laden with various foods. Like the chamber she’d just left, this one was lit with torches mounted on the outside walls and more circling each of the enormous pillars that supported the rest of the structure above them.
Ordinary candles set out on the tables provided additional light for the diners. Only about half the spaces were occupied.
Oh, but the half that was filled was enough to make even the most well trained Special Forces operator flee in terror. Anna thought she was getting used to all the weird. Nope. Even the strangest Clan and Coven members looked downright ordinary compared to what she was gazing upon now. A sea of horns, tusks, scales, spikes, and extra appendages met her gaze. Made all the stranger because they belonged to otherwise mostly human-shaped bodies.
It reminded her of an intergalactic bar scene in a sci-fi movie.
At Gryton’s entrance, some of the monsters turned in their seats to stare. Soon others were noticing their friends’ distraction and turned to watch what was so interesting. Gryton ignored the looks and walked along the wall, heading towards the front of the hall. They’d entered from a side entrance she noted.
Anna gave Shadowlight a little shove when he froze in place, but he ignored her and pulled his lips back from his teeth in a snarl.
Great.
“Keep the aggression under wraps,” Anna warned, “you’re giving too much away, again.”
Shadowlight uttered one more menacing growl before dropping to all fours to stalk after Gryton. Anna matched his pace and they reached the front of the room at the same time.
Their new location wasn’t any better than the last. Now every creature in the room watched them in silence. Gryton ignored the watchers and gestured Anna and Shadowlight forward, onto the raised dais where the high table sat. They walked half-way down the length of the long table.
“We set aside a place of honor for the two newest acquisitions to the Lady of Battles army.”
“Flattered,” Anna muttered.
Shadowlight growled softly at the creatures already sitting at the table. Anna assumed these must be the other captains since Vaspara was just a few feet farther down the bench. Gryton settled between a hulking man and an equally brawny woman of some unknown species and then gestured to indicate Anna and Shadowlight should sit.
Shrugging, Anna settled next to the mountainous male and tried not to gawk at the delicate pattern of scales covering his skin or his boney shoulder spikes. He flared his nostrils, dragging in a deep breath as he took her scent. It wasn’t every day someone ran into a human-gargoyle hybrid, she supposed.
She looked away from her neighbor and studied the dark wood of the table, but not before she’d seen the ridge of horny bone growing out of his forehead near his hairline.
While she’d been occupied staring at her bench buddy, Shadowlight had been glowering at Gryton. “Come on, kid. We’re going to be cheek by jowl with them soon, so might as well get used to this.”
“I don’t like it.”
“Can’t say I’m fond of it either, kid.”
Shadowlight took the spot to her left, but his blade-tipped tail came to land on the bench next to her right hip. His tail slapped the padded seat a few times in threat, and Anna realized the scaled male was reaching to touch her hair.
She blocked Scales and he pulled his hand back. Glancing at the kid’s tail, he made a weird, hissing sound. It took her a moment to grasp it was his laughter.
“Your hair, teach your servants how it’s done and then have them teach mine,” he said and pointed at his own thick brown hair. A bit of leather held back the wavy mess.
Gryton leaned back on the bench so he could gaze past Shadowlight’s wings. “Anna, meet Captain Sorac. He commands the fourth company. Sorac, this is Corporal Anna Mackenzie and Shadowlight.”
Sorac merely nodded and looked them over. “They’ll break the first time you put them in a practice ring with me.”
“Shadowlight isn’t yet mature but already quite formidable, and Anna has gifted me with a wound. Underestimate them at your peril. And if you’ve forgotten, that human-gargoyle hybrid managed to sneak in and break him out of his cell. If I hadn’t been tracking her for the better part of a day, Anna might have succeeded.”
“I’d heard that. I also heard Vaspara now owes you her life. If the two had escaped on her watch, it would have gone ill for our favorite succubus.” Sorac made that strange sound in his chest again. “I wouldn’t mind having Vaspara in my debt for a moon cycle or two.”
Gryton barked out a laugh. “She would make a necklace out of your balls.”
“Probably,” Sorac huffed out in humorous agreement. Then gave Anna’s tunic covered chest a lingering glance.
“I might not know Anna very well since in the past we were usually trying to kill each other, but I would wager she is the type to roast a male’s balls over hot coals rather than invite him into her bed. You’ve been warned. Besides, our Lady has said the young gargoyles are not to be touched.”
Sorac chuckled. “And it’s never a good idea to make an enemy of one who will grow to take command.”
“A wise choice,” Gryton agreed, then turning his attention back to Anna he said, “Captain Sorac is a half-breed like you. Part firedrake and part Astarte demon; His father was once worshiped as a fertility god.”
Great, another sex demon.
Shadowlight’s earlier antics made a little more sense.
“You knew what he was?”
“Yes,” Shadowlight replied in a growly mental voice. How he managed that, she didn’t know.
“You could’ve told me.”
“I did.”
“With words next time. But keep up the good work. You’re the best little brother ever.”
Shadowlight’s ears perked and he turned to look at the female on Gryton’s other side as if he was about to tell Anna what she was, but Gryton got their first.
“This is Captain Bervicta. She’s harpy stock.”
The female didn’t show the least bit of insult, so Anna guessed either the female had heard it hundreds of times before or being called “harpy stock” wasn’t an actual insult.
Bervicta looked more human than most sitting at the table. But a closer look showed that what she’d taken as spiked hair was actually a short-feathered crest. Her eyes were large and more rounded than a human’s, and her face almost came to a point at her narrow chin.
When Bervicta returned to her drink without comment. Anna’s gaze slid to the male on the harpy’s other side. While she was studying him, she reached out for Shadowlight’s thoughts.
“What about the female?” Anna asked.
“She radiates hostility, but it’s not directed at us. She’s annoyed with the male sitting next to her. I think she’s safe enough.”
“As much as any of them. Got it.” Anna’s gaze roamed over the male on Bervicta’s far side. He was rather too pretty. When he looked up, his dark eyes locked on hers. He smiled and Anna, who had sworn off men after her last two disastrous relationships, became aware of him as a virile male.
“That one is not safe.” Shadowlight’s said and flashed his fangs at the male in question.
“Eh?”
“He’s a male version of Vaspara. An incubus.”
Eyes narrowing, she leaned forward so Shadowlight wasn’t blocking her view of him. “Hey, you.”
His smile grew wide.
“Yeah, you. Take that come-hither smile and shove it up your ass or I will do it for you.”
Gryton choked on a mouthful of wine but managed not to spray it across the table. When he could speak, he half turned to address the other male. “Honnan, she will attempt to follow through on her threat. If she doesn’t, I will.” He paused and looked at Shadowlight. “Although, allowing the cub to tear you apart might be fun to watch. He’s not overly fond of others playing with his pet human.”
The male nodded, stood, and then with an elegant, old-world elegance, he bowed to Anna. Once he straightened, he picked up his plate and goblet and took himself off to eat with some of his officers at one of the tables near the front of the hall.
“That was Captain Honnan. And that female at the end of the table there,” he pointed out a tall and ridiculously curvy female, “is Captain Ninara. She and Honnan are twins.”
“More sex demons. I’m seeing a theme.”
“The Lady of Battles does not judge those loyal to her.”
“Whatever. Ninara can go elsewhere too. There’s a new no perverts rule at the table.”
“What about Vaspara?” Gryton asked in a dry tone. “You didn’t seem too concerned about her.”
He was wrong. At first, she’d been concerned with Vaspara, and she still knew better than to trust anyone here, even the more reasonable seeming ones.
Anna shrugged. “You’re all the enemy. But Vaspara doesn’t give off the pervert vibe like the sex twins.”
Gryton’s amusement only grew, his teeth flashed. The rest of his face was hidden in the shadows created by his helmet.
“Vaspara has spent more time around the youngling. A succubus’s power goes dormant if they spend too much time around juveniles. You need not fear for Shadowlight until he hits maturity and by then he’ll be able to fend for himself if he wishes.”
“Shadowlight, for the record, we’re going to be long gone before then.”
“Good.” He agreed, but his gaze was locked on to the servants approaching the high table with platters of food.
Anna was somewhat surprised when her own stomach gave a rumble at the first waft of food. The servants laid out their trays and then retreated to stand against the wall behind the table. It was weird having someone standing at her back watching, but Anna just shrugged it off and picked a bowl of what looked like hot porridge and fruit from one of the trays. The grain probably wasn’t oats, but the food was a hell of a lot more familiar than she thought it would be.
She was just about to dive into hers like the others at the table when Gryton’s head jerked up. A moment later Shadowlight issued one of his ‘I mean business’ snarls. Beside her, Captain Sorac made a low hiss. It sounded more threatening than welcoming.
“Ah, Captain Taryin, nice to see you’ve returned.” Gryton stood to make introductions, which just hammered home that this female was one of the major powers if Tin Man was stirring himself to make proper introductions.
“There’s still much to do before the armies are ready to wake, but word reached me of the newest additions to the Battle Goddess’s court.” The speaker was a woman of average height, pale skin, and dark brown hair. She could have been human if not for the power Anna felt rolling off her. “I was curious after hearing some of what the human-gargoyle hybrid managed.”
“Anna. This one is very dangerous,” Shadowlight whispered in her mind. “I know her from my father’s memories. She was the one who captured him and was also the one to help trap the female half of the Avatar’s soul in the body of a dryad.”
Shit. That made her almost as dangerous as Gryton and the demigoddess, maybe even completing some unholy Trinity. Anna mentally added this newcomer to her list of must eradicate.
“Corporal Anna Mackenzie and Shadowlight, meet Blood Witch Taryin.”
Blood witch? Well, that certainly didn’t inspire warm and fuzzy feelings.
“A pleasure,” Taryin said as she made her way around the end of the table. Captain Ninara shifted out of the way for her and then left the table altogether a moment later, going to join her twin.
“That’s really fucking telling,” Anna said to Shadowlight.
He nodded his agreement.
But there wasn’t anything either of them could do. Taryin settled on the bench next to Gryton, and soon servants were bringing a trencher for the blood witch.
The meal continued in silence. It was the most uncomfortable meal of Anna’s life. It put the Mackenzie family reunions to shame.
When it was over, at last, Gryton urged them up and away.
As it turned out, he had a tour of the fortress planned. He showed them gardens, stables, practice rings and even a big, three-story library.
But no matter how far away they walked, it still felt like the blood witch’s magic was crawling over Anna’s skin.




Chapter 14
After the tour, he and Anna were escorted by Captain Vaspara and Commander Gryton to a sub-level storeroom filled with every item one could possibly want. Shadowlight inhaled deeply and sorted through the odors. Fabrics, leathers, the metallic tang of metals and armor. It didn’t come as a surprise when Gryton led them to a wall of shelves filled with various pieces of armor.
“Once you’ve earned your swords, our metalsmiths will forge you both armor befitting your new rank in the army,” Gryton informed Shadowlight, and then he suddenly turned to Anna, “and if you try to take what I have not given you, I’ll see that Shadowlight is punished in your place.”
Anna cursed and replaced a dagger back on the shelf.
“I was only looking,” she said with a growl.
“Look with your eyes next time,” Gryton said, though he didn’t sound that angry.
Shadowlight studied him with narrowed eyes, but before he could pinpoint what bothered him about the older male, he ushered them thirty feet further down the aisle then stopped and dug through a few pieces of armor until he pulled out a cloth wrapped bundle.
“This should fit you,” Gryton said to Anna as he passed her the large bundle.
Turning to Shadowlight, Gryton looked him up and down. “You are almost fully grown. Your father’s armor should fit you with just a few adjustments.”
Shadowlight held his breath and then let it out on a burst of sound. “I can have my father’s armor? Can I see it now?”
“Easy, kid,” Anna’s thoughts were suddenly in his mind. “I know you want something that was your father’s but remember no gift here is truly free. They seek to win us over by any means necessary.”
Some of Shadowlight’s pleasure drained away.
“Kid, I’m not saying you shouldn’t take this gift, but remember everything we’re given or ‘win the right’ to own will have strings attached.”
Of course, Anna was right. Shadowlight clamped down on his excitement and just stood watching and waiting.
Gryton stared at Anna. “Now, whatever did you say to the poor kid to make him practically wilt?”
Anna made a face, only now realizing they’d just exposed their secret ability to Gryton, and then said, “The truth.”
“The youngling will take his father’s armor whether you want him to have it or not.”
But this time Anna smiled. “I didn’t tell him not to take the armor.”
Gryton muttered something under his breath that was too low even for gargoyle ears. Then he turned sharply on his heels and commanded Shadowlight to follow. Not given a choice, he stumbled after the armor-covered figure. Anna jogged along beside him, her bundle rattling and clanking with every stride.
Gryton eventually halted halfway down a side aisle where he took a bundle from a shelf and handed it to Shadowlight.
It was bigger than the one he’d given to Anna.
“Keep moving,” Gryton barked. “We still have several stops to make before I deliver you to your weapons instructor to assess your abilities.”
Shadowlight hurried to follow before the collar took the choice from him. Anna grumbled something under her breath which sounded like ‘hard-ass drill sergeant.’
Commander Gryton hadn’t been exaggerating. They made many stops. Weapon belts, buckles, clothing to wear during practice, even more formal attire for special occasions. They gathered all that and more. Gryton explained that the colors of the uniforms marked what rank they held in the army. Pale blue meant innocent and not to be killed before they’d had a chance to prove themselves.
By the fourth stop, they were so loaded down with supplies that Shadowlight was starting to feel like a beast of burden. Gryton eventually took pity and bellowed for servants to carry the supplies back to their quarters.
“You won’t need the armor today anyway,” Gryton explained after the servants came and took everything. “Tomorrow will be soon enough for that.”
∞∞∞
 
So that’s how Shadowlight came to be standing inside the training area empty-handed. Now that he was outside, he very much wanted to go for a run or a hunt. But the practice ring also held his attention. Anna’s, too, if her ramrod posture was anything to go by.
The practice yard was a vast sand-covered area with at least a hundred individual rings where opponents were testing their skills while mentors and other students looked on.
Scraps of conversation and shouted orders drifted to him over the clash of steel on steel. While a good half of the combatants were fighting with swords or other bladed weapons, there were also others that were engaged in different forms of hand-to-hand combat.
Watching the various styles, Shadowlight was a bit surprised to find he wanted to try his hand at some of them. He’d been trapped inside walls for days and hadn’t seen the sky in longer than he liked.
He glanced sideways at Anna and then reached out to her thoughts. “Is it bad that I want to take part?”
Anna turned to meet his eyes. “No, because we need to do this. Just be careful and watch yourself. Somehow I doubt our new instructors will be as patient as Gregory was with us.”
“I understand,” and he did. If they didn’t rise swiftly to become the best, they were likely to suffer. The Battle Goddess did not seem the type to forgive weakness or failure.
And he also knew from some of what Anna had told him that the sooner they gained the trust of their instructors, the sooner they might earn liberties that could lead to opportunities for escape.




Part 2




Chapter 15
Nothing had gone well in the last week, which shouldn’t have surprised Lillian. Since nothing ever went her way. But over the previous three weeks, she’d really, truly won the shitstorm sweepstakes.
Her doppelgänger had arrived. Shadowlight had been kidnapped. Their father killed. Their mother was in a coma, which Lillian thought a little guiltily, might have been a blessing. Then Anna had gone off to rescue Shadowlight, but there was no way of knowing how she fared.
To top it all off, Daryna had revealed that Gryton was the child of the Avatars and she’d acted to protect her child from Gregory.
Yep. Shitstorm sweepstakes.
And the cherry on top: she was hormonal and emotional from the pregnancy.
All in all, Lillian was proud she was keeping her shit together for the most part. Gregory needed her support, and she’d damn well be there for him even if it meant being civil with her doppelganger.
The one upside to this grand mess was that she now knew where the Sorceress’s allegiance lay. With her son, Gryton.
Lillian still had trouble digesting the fact she and Gregory had broken their vows and had a child in a past life. Gryton! What trickster god was behind this? But Gregory had repeatedly confirmed that Daryna was telling the truth about that catastrophe.
At least Gregory was wise enough not to trust the woman who was temporary host to the other half of his soul. He’d hypothesized that the rapid growth of her temporary body had somehow damaged Daryna’s mind. Lillian agreed wholeheartedly.
Now Daryna was under continuous watch by members of the Clan and Coven. No one had told the human military about Daryna’s actions. The council agreed that knowledge needed to remain hidden for now or they might find themselves at war with both the humans and the Battle Goddess’s army. While that might be true, Lillian still didn’t think keeping this secret from the humans was a good idea. But she and Gregory had been outvoted.
Which was why Gregory was taking a ‘hunting break’ from training the humans to answer a summons from Daryna. He’d been less than pleased to be summoned, but his other half had claimed there was something important they needed to discuss.
Lillian hadn’t been about to let Gregory go alone. Now they traveled together, running side-by-side through the forest. Had they not been going to meet her evil doppelgänger, Lillian would have enjoyed the run with Gregory. But things were what they were.
They soon reached the small game trail that led to the cabin where Gregory had stowed Daryna. It was hell and gone from the nearest road or military patrol. They’d already passed several of the fae guards on their run, and more walked the perimeter of the meadow surrounding the small cabin. There was a third line of defense inside, watching for any hint of Daryna’s spell work.
If the Sorceress had wanted to escape, she could have easily overpowered her fae guards, but she had remained because she didn’t want to drive a bigger wedge between herself and Gregory. Or, at least, that was Lillian’s theory.
The peak of the cabin soon came into view, and they sprinted across the meadow, parting the long, buttery-colored autumn grasses as they ran. They’d only just reached the door when Daryna opened it and ushered them inside.
Lillian noted Greenborrow, the pooka, and the banshee were Daryna’s guards today.
“Why did you summon me?” Gregory growled as he reared up to stand on two feet.
Lillian arched a brow at his sharp tone but merely folded her wings against her back and crossed her arms to watch. Gregory had never been one for niceties, but he’d been downright cranky since he learned of Daryna’s deceit.
The sorceress merely nodded at Gregory’s snarled tone. “Durnathyne, I fear I must tell you that Anna Mackenzie failed to rescue Shadowlight.”
Lillian’s lips curled back from her teeth and it was her turn to growl. “How do you know that?”
“Is Anna still alive?” Gregory added.
Daryna smiled at them both. “Gryton spoke to me at great risk to himself to share what news he was able to procure.”
“Good for him,” Lillian snapped, pretending the news of Gryton’s aid didn’t come as a surprise. Though it wouldn’t astonish her if he was playing both sides. “Answer Gregory’s question now.”
“The human is alive and well according to my son.”
“Right. So that means she’s lucky not to be dead.” Lillian’s tail flicked in agitation.
“You need not be so hostile, Lillian.”
I’ll be hostile if I damn well wish it, Lillian thought to herself.
“Go on,” Gregory urged.
“Anna and Shadowlight are both alive, and at present are not in immediate danger, but we mustn’t leave them there given what Gryton has shared with me.”
“That’s what I’ve been saying this whole time.” Not that anyone ever listens to me, Lillian thought sourly.
“I am aware,” the sorceress said in a dry tone. “Unfortunately, now that Anna is there with him, the danger is greater. Soon, the Battle Goddess will be able to use his blood to start converting other species and those new gargoyles will be under Shadowlight’s command.”
“Not for a couple years at least. It will take that long for him to mature enough to serve the Battle Goddess’s needs. I plan to bring the fight to the demigoddess long before that,” Gregory said, a growl thickening his voice.
“The Battle Goddess has ways to get what she wants much sooner than that. She’s been experimenting on gargoyles using blood magic for a few hundred years now and has learned things. The Lady of Battles will use that knowledge and force Shadowlight to share power with Anna. As the human grows stronger, so too will the cub. In a mere turning of the seasons, she’ll be in possession of a mature Rasoren and Kyrsu to lead her armies.”
“What?” Gregory snarled. “You sent Anna there knowing our enemy has resurrected blood magic?”
“I did not know that when I first sent Anna back,” Daryna said, her eyes tight with a worry she tried to hide. “I only just learned about this from Gryton.”
“We must spearhead a rescue,” Gregory said, now looking more thoughtful than pissed. “The military has been hounding me to put the newly trained human soldiers to a test for days now. This might just be the time to test their skills in a trial run before we wage open war.”
Lillian didn’t really care about testing the newly trained soldiers in the field, but she was entirely on board with saving Anna and Shadowlight from a terrible fate.
“When can we leave?”
Gregory turned to look her up and down and then paused at her belly where the new life they’d created was already starting to show as a large bulge.
“You aren’t going,” Gregory said with a menacing growl.
“Try and stop me.”
“Actually, he can,” Daryna injected. “However, Lillian will be needed should something happen to this body. The female half of the Avatar soul must have a direct path back to Lillian should something unplanned occur while we’re in the Magic Realm.”
Gregory’s gaze snapped toward Daryna. For the first time, he looked uncertain. “How long before your body fails.”
As angry as he was at Daryna for keeping what she’d learned about Gryton to herself, deep-down he must still love the other half of his soul. He couldn’t help it. And even Lillian knew that while Daryna had made the choices she had to protect her child, she hadn’t wanted to harm Gregory. Lillian knew that in her heart. Gregory likely did too.
Watching Daryna’s body fail would be like witnessing his beloved dying all over again. Poor Gregory.
Sometimes the Divine Ones seemed exceptionally cruel to their Avatars. Lillian curled a wing around Gregory's shoulders, startling him. But he soon leaned into her warmth and dipped his muzzle to sniff along her skin before bestowing a couple gargoyle kisses to her cheek.
After a moment he straightened to his full height. “Thank you, Daryna, for speaking the truth to me this night, but now I must go seek out Resnick again and secure the military’s aid.”
Gregory turned and left before Daryna could respond, then once he was bounding away across the meadow, Lillian’s doppelgänger turned to her. “I never meant to hurt my beloved gargoyle, but I had to help my son.”
Lillian felt a stirring of unease. Her hand dropped to rest against the slight bulge that was now visible even in gargoyle form. To have to choose between her mate and her child was unthinkable, and yet Daryna had been forced to do just that. Lillian only hoped fate never required her to make the same horrible choice. Then looking upon Daryna with pity, she said, “For what it’s worth, I am sorry you had to make that decision.”
“As am I.”
“Lillian. We must go!” Gregory shouted from across the meadow.
“He’s still hurting,” Daryna said. “Comfort him in whatever way he’ll allow.”
Lillian sent Daryna another pitying glance and then dropped to all fours and ran after Gregory. In time, he would heal from the shock and betrayal he’d suffered, and if Shadowlight and Anna weren’t in mortal danger, she’d focus solely upon Gregory’s emotional healing, but for now, they had other priorities.
When she reached his side, he glanced sidelong at her and playfully swatted his tail along her rump, saying, “Keep up.”
“I’m not the slow one!” She put on a burst of speed and bolted ahead.
Gregory growled out a challenge and pursued. Even as she playfully raced him through the forest, Lillian’s mind was turned towards her younger brother and his predicament.
Hold on, little brother. We’re coming for you.




Chapter 16
Anna kept an eye on Shadowlight even while she listened to her new mentor demonstrate various forms of combat. Over the last three days, she’d started to grow accustomed to the routine set by her new mentors.
Today, she’d been assigned Captains Sorac and Bervicta as her instructors and Shadowlight had been ordered to follow Captain Honnan and Vaspara. Gryton had left to attend to other duties and Anna was happy enough to see his back.
While she might not be familiar with the mating habits of fire elementals, she was pretty damn sure that was interest she’d seen in Gryton’s gaze a few times over the last three days.
That complication could be a curse but also a possible blessing. If she played him right, it might make Shadowlight’s stay here a little less dangerous. Gryton’s protection couldn’t harm the kid.
She’d seen enough of this world to know she and Shadowlight were walking a metaphysical tightrope over a pit with no safety net and monsters waiting below to eat them. They needed allies, but pickings were slim.
Her mental list was broken down into parts: List A contained the names of mentors who were somewhat more personable. List B included the names of those most likely to pick the meat from her bones.
Captain Sorac and Vaspara had already made Anna’s short list of potential allies. Sour-faced Bervicta, too, might get added, but Shadowlight’s other instructor, the incubus named Honnan, nope, not making the list.
If she had to take one for the team with Gryton — that was one thing, but she wasn’t going to get passed around if she could help it.
There might be others from the captains she could cultivate, but thus far, they were otherwise busy dealing with preparations for waking the army. Whatever that meant.
“You and the gargoyle will report back here same time tomorrow,” Captain Sorac informed her. “Bring your armor. We’ll be using honed weapons.”
Anna nodded at Sorac, keeping her gaze on him, but she could sense Shadowlight approaching on her six. He’d been released by his instructors. Good.
“Captain Vaspara will see you to your next training session.” Sorac dismissed them and turned to his next students. They wore green tunics, which she’d learned was the next level up from blue.
Anna might have watched them fight to see how they measured up to her training, but Captain Honnan arrived to transfer his command of Shadowlight’s collar to Vaspara.
When she’d first witnessed the transferring of control, she’d been a bit surprised. She’d assumed that any of the mentors could command Shadowlight, but that wasn’t the case. Only one captain at a time could hold command over Shadowlight besides Gryton.
At the time, Anna had stored that bit of news away for later. She still wasn’t quite sure how she would use it, but there was always the possibility that once she and Shadowlight were farther along in their training, their enemies might let their guard down. If she were later able to get the upper hand and overpower one of the captains, she might be able to force them to surrender control of the command collar. If it came to dying by her hand or releasing Shadowlight, her target might surrender. She’d just have to pick a captain who loved their own ass more than their goddess.
Patience was key. Once she’d familiarized herself with the fortress and the captains, she’d learn their every weakness.
Once Honnan finished transferring control of the collar to Captain Vaspara, she started away with a barked command to follow.
Shadowlight hurried to catch up but glanced back at Anna to be sure she was following. She nodded to the kid in reassurance and lengthened her stride to catch up.




Chapter 17
Captain Vaspara led them back inside the city-like fortress. Anna would have preferred to remain outside, and by the way Shadowlight’s ears drooped, she knew he would as well. They walked for another twenty minutes and made their way down deeper and darker stone passageways until Anna feared they were headed back to the dungeon. If that happened, it would be disastrous for their chance at escape.
They turned down another side corridor, entering an unfamiliar area. Not even Gryton’s second tour had led them here. The floor was still covered with thick rugs and the walls had fine tapestries to insulate against the chill of the stone, so, at least, this wasn’t another wing of the dungeons. Anna’s fists slowly relaxed.
The hallway forked ahead and Captain Vaspara turned down the left branch. Torches still lined the walls and these carpets and tapestries were just as pristine as the ones in the hall they’d just left, but something here made sweat trickle down her spine and stood the hair on the back of her neck on end.
An unclean presence pushed against her skin and scraped along her mental shields, and more telling, her gargoyle senses flared a warning.
Shadowlight’s lips curled back from his teeth. Although, he hadn’t loosed a growl yet.
“You’re doing better,” she told him. “The less of an open book you are, the harder it will make you to read.”
“I need to be better in every way if we want to survive.”
Anna couldn’t fault the kid for his logic. It also applied to her now, too.
Especially since her gargoyle nature would only grow with each blood exchange.
So far, Anna hadn’t seen much difference in herself, but eventually, that would change as her new nature exerted more control. She pushed that worry away for later. They’d reached their destination, which was a stout, old wooden door.
It opened a moment later and a guard emerged. Recognition lit his face at seeing Vaspara, but he didn’t speak, merely coming to attention and holding the door for them.
Ah. Anna knew him now. He was the male she’d seen with Vaspara in the stable the first night Anna had ventured into this city in her ill-fated attempt to rescue Shadowlight. She mulled over the guard’s expression. It wasn’t sexual in nature. Something else then, almost like he wanted to tell Vaspara something but thought better of it.
The mystery would have to wait. Anna followed Vaspara and Shadowlight into the chamber. It was lined with shelves full of various-sized pots. Unfortunately, all of them were labeled in a language she couldn’t read. The spell the Sorceress had woven over Anna to allow her to understand the spoken languages didn’t extend to their corresponding written forms.
Anna studied the room. Drying herbs and tables filled with pots suggested this was a workroom. Possibly a healer’s or surgeon’s area. That might account for the coppery smell of blood.
Captain Vaspara swore and then led them to an old ironbound door at the back of the room. She raised her gauntleted hand and rapped hard twice. A moment later a female voice called for them to enter.
Vaspara glanced over her shoulder at them. “Don’t ever open this door without first gaining permission. If the blood witch is working on an active spell, breaching the door will break the ward spell sealing the room. The backlash of power such an event could unleash would have unfortunate effects for all.”
Anna filed that bit of news away for later. As soon as Captain Vaspara pushed open the heavy door, the stink of blood intensified. Cursing again, the succubus pushed further into the room.
Anna slid past Shadowlight, wanting to be the first to face whatever was inside.
The room was barren except for another large stone table with a body laid out. She’d just found the source of the blood scent. The deep cuts at wrist and groin were all too easy to see. The cause of this unfortunate bastard’s death was no mystery.
“Kid, I’m sorry I couldn’t shield you from this.”
“I’ve seen death before.”
“You shouldn’t have.” Anna’s hand clutched into a fist, and she wished they could’ve kept their training weapons with them, but Captain Sorac always made sure the servants took them back to Anna and Shadowlight’s quarters after practice.
Captain Vaspara scowled at the dead body but didn’t comment on it. “Gryton wants you to teach them battle magic, but you’ll need to assess their level of development to gauge how soon you’ll be able to start.”
Taryin looked them over with a critical eye. “I look forward to the testing.”
Vaspara snorted. “And that’s why Gryton also ordered me to watch over them, so you don’t forget yourself and overstep your authority. They are not to be harmed.”
“Of course,” Captain Taryin replied with a chilling smile directed at Shadowlight.
Anna’s dread inched up another degree. Even Gryton didn’t trust this blood witch if he was making another of his captains stay and watch.
“If you’ll turn over command of Shadowlight’s collar to me, I’ll begin now,” Taryin said.
This time Vaspara barked out a short, humorless laugh. “No. I will see that he complies well enough for you to do your tests on them.”
Taryin nodded placidly as if the other captain’s words did not insult her in the least. “Very well.”
When she reached for Shadowlight, Anna stepped between them.
“You can start with me.”
“As you wish.” Captain Taryin pulled a small blade from a tether around her neck. At first, Anna had thought it was a pendant, but now she saw it was a ceremonial knife. The blade was no longer than Anna’s palm.
Still, despite its diminutive size, it wasn’t very reassuring when Taryin brought it up close to her neck. There was a tug and a sawing motion and suddenly the captain was holding the end of one of Anna’s braids.
Better hair than a body part, Anna supposed, but adrenaline still coursed through her blood.
Taryin set the hair aside in a bowl and then brought the tip of the blade down in a shallow cut along Anna’s left bicep. Then the blood witch held the bowl under Anna’s dripping arm. Once a few drops of blood had covered the braid, Taryin looked around. “Let’s go to the other room where my herbs are stored.”
Yeah. Totally fine with that. Anna shoved Shadowlight through the open door to get him moving. He’d been staring between Anna and the dead body of the male. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out the kid was concerned that the same thing might happen to her.
Taryin went to the shelves and sorted through a half-dozen pots before she found the ones she wanted. Placing three pots on the nearest worktable, she pried off their lids and sprinkled fragments of dried herbs onto the hair and blood. Next, she reached for a pitcher of some dark, fermented liquid. Anna thought it was wine by its fruity and yeasty scent.
Once the hair, herbs, and blood were covered in liquid, Taryin raised the bowl, closed her eyes, and began a chant.
Fire flared and raced along the surface of the liquid, igniting like an extremely reactive accelerant. After ten seconds, Taryin’s chant changed in pitch, and a ball of fire and magic rose up out of the bowl. Five seconds later the flames burned entirely away, leaving a ball of tightly woven magic floating in the air.
“Very nice,” the blood witch purred. “Oh, the spells I could create using your blood.”
“The Battle Goddess will never let that happen. These two are more important than fuel for your spells,” Captain Vaspara said in a droll voice. “But if you still plan to test Shadowlight, get on with it. I need to find permanent slaves to serve as body servants for them and then acquire appropriate clothing for the feast.”
That was the first time Anna was hearing about a feast.
“Very well,” Taryin said, her expression unreadable. “I wouldn’t want to waste your valuable time.”
Vaspara snorted disdainfully but didn’t vocalize her thoughts.
Anna decided Vaspara had just taken top spot on the potential list of allies even though she was a succubus.
The blood witch stepped closer to Shadowlight. She used her knife to cut a lock of his hair and then nicked him in the bicep. Anna didn’t like seeing the blade used on the kid any more than she liked having it used on herself.
Oblivious to Anna’s glowers or merely uncaring, the blood witch continued with her task, and soon there was another flash of fire and magic, this one much larger than when Anna’s sample had ignited.
“Unsurprising, but excellent all the same.” Taryin nodded to Vaspara. “I can start training the youngling in battle and blood magic tomorrow; the human will need at least two more blood exchanges before we start any meaningful training. But at least she won’t be hopeless.”
“I’ll have them returned here tomorrow after their time in the practice ring.” Vaspara agreed.
“Actually, keep them at the practice ring. There’s always plenty of blood spilled on the sands there, and if we exhaust that supply, then I’ll just take what is needed from some of the trainees.”
Vaspara nodded as if bleeding random victims was everyday news. The succubus was just turning to leave when there was a sharp knock and the guard from earlier entered from the hall outside. He glanced at them and muttered an apology for the interruption but ushered in a man and woman. Two steps behind them, a girl and boy followed. All four had their hands tied and Anna’s stomach plummeted in horrified realization.
“Captain Taryin, I’ve brought the slaves as you asked.”
“I told you to wait until after I was finished with the Rasoren and his Kyrsu.”
The guard apologized again and then swept into another deep bow. The move was both graceful and fast, but not so fast that Anna missed the moment when the guard’s gaze slid to her for a brief moment. But she had caught the look and recognized it for what it was, a glimmer of rebellion.
Since this was the same guard who’d been leaving when they first entered, his arrival now, with the four slaves, wasn’t an accident. Anna was certain of that. He’d wanted to arrive with his prisoners while she and Shadowlight were still within the blood witch’s grim workshop.
“Who are these people?” Anna asked. “And what does the blood witch want with them?” Oh, but she already knew, and Anna didn’t care what she had to barter, she was going to save the kids, at least.
It was Captain Vaspara who answered. “They are all traitors to the Battle Goddess.”
“The children, too? Surely they weren’t plotting against the demigoddess.”
“They didn’t,” Vaspara said with a bored shrug. “Nor did their parents, not directly, but they tried to flee this city.”
“And that’s enough to warrant death?” It likely was in this place, and if the parents were that desperate, it must have meant they thought their children were as good as dead if they stayed.
“The male and his brother,” Vaspara pointed to the father and then jerked her thumb over her shoulder to indicate the dead guy back on the stone slab. “Both served Shadowlight’s parents as free servants. After Stalks the Darkness and River made their escape with Shadowlight, we later learned that Darkness had warned the brother about his escape plan. The human traitor then sought out his brother and family and convinced them to flee.”
Beside her, Shadowlight stiffened and looked at the family. “You knew my parents?”
None of them answered Shadowlight’s question, but Vaspara confirmed it. “Yes. They served them but are now traitors stripped of all rank and soon the blood witch will strip them of their lives.”
Vaspara sounded bored, but she locked gazes with Anna like she was trying to convey something important that she didn’t want to say out loud. Anna’s mind whirled and then understanding struck.
“Gryton said he’d return all the possessions belonging to Shadowlight’s parents to him in the coming days if we were biddable.” Anna paused to spear the blood witch with a challenging look. “We have held up our end of the bargain. These slaves now belong to Shadowlight, and this even saves Vaspara the need to hunt up servants for us.”
Vaspara nodded, still pretending boredom. “That is true.”
“They are traitors,” the blood witch snarled. “They deserve death.”
“Hmm,” Anna said, looking around the room slowly before returning to the terrified prisoners. “I disagree. Sounds like the instigator is already dead in that room back there. These four merely had their hands forced.”
“They still must be made an example of. I only follow the edicts set down by our Lady.”
“Time for the bluff of all bluffs,” Anna sent to Shadowlight and then drew herself up and faced down Taryin. “I was there when the demigoddess told Gryton to treat us with the honor our rank grants us. I order that the slaves be delivered to our quarters immediately.”
The blood witch recoiled.
“Ah, you didn’t think I’d figure that out so fast, did you? Or you thought I wouldn’t have the ambition to take what is rightfully ours.” Anna smiled coldly. “I’ve always been driven to rise up and conquer every challenge tossed at me. Shortly after I was attacked by the Riven, Shadowlight found me and gave me a choice, a quick, clean death or I could take his blood and fight to overcome the taint and if I survived, I would be tied to him for life.”
Anna circled around the blood witch. Sensing her surprise, she latched onto it like a weakness. It might not be fear, but she could work with surprise.
“I agreed to Shadowlight’s offer because I will always fight to win. I do not know how to surrender. Die or adapt. I’ve always adapted. I might not yet know a lot about magic, but that will change.”
She reached out and grasped the still glowing ball of magic that floated above the table. Her talons lengthened, and she flexed her fingers, crushing the ball of magic and absorbing it into herself.
Shadowlight prowled closer to Taryin now, too. “Gargoyles don’t surrender.”
Anna nodded. “So, you see? We’ve looked around and studied how things work around here and we will now adapt. We will become what the Battle Goddess demands. But we won’t be the victims you expect.”
“You are both children,” Taryin said, a hundred thoughts flashing behind her eyes.
Anna laughed. “Then you are about to get your petite ass handed to you by a pair of the most ambitious and determined children you’ve ever met.”
“I will not be spoken to in such a manner by a mere human!”
“You are a fool, Taryin,” Captain Vaspara said. “There is nothing mere about the humans of her world. Gryton told me about their world. They have perfected the art of death. In a little over a hundred years, their wars claimed millions of lives. They are capable of breathtaking violence; their atrocities rival anything that we have ever done here in our realm.”
Anna was familiar with some of humanity’s darkest hours, but when it was put that way…she winced.
“That is—” Taryin was cut off by Vaspara.
“Gryton let me look directly into his mind. The humans of the Mortal Realm have created weapons that can destroy millions of lives in a blink of an eye. Our Lady knows this. It honors her. That is why she will one day rule both realms. The humans have earned that honor. Anna and Shadowlight will lead the way.”
The blood witch glanced at Anna, her surprise melting away to be replaced by a glimmer of respect.
Anna’s stomach churned a little.
“That’s why,” Vaspara continued, her bored expression back in place, “if Shadowlight and Anna want the slaves, it is their right to claim them.”
“Very well,” Taryin agreed slowly.
Anna didn’t wait around for the powerful blood witch to change her mind and she planted her hand against Shadowlight’s back and applied enough pressure to get him moving. They were almost through the door when Vaspara glanced back at the soldier who had brought the family. “You will escort the slaves.”
“Yes, my lady.”
Once they turned the first corner, Vaspara relaxed enough to slow her stride. She cast another glance over her shoulder at the guard and then looked to Shadowlight. “That guard and many more like him used to serve your mother. It is within your right to reclaim them.”
Shadowlight’s answer was swift and short. “I claim them all.”
Vaspara nodded, “As the Rasoren wishes, so will it be done.”
“We’re going to become tyrants,” Anna told him without a hint of guilt or self-loathing.
“We make a good team,” he said, sounding so very proud.




Chapter 18
Feeling more than a little proud of himself, Shadowlight dropped to all fours and paced a circle around Anna and the family they’d rescued. These new ones, even the guard, were now part of his tribe, his to protect.
His magic stirred as his thoughts focused on what Vaspara had said. There were others, guards and servants alike, who rightfully fell within his ever-increasing sphere of protection. He would find them, claim them, and then one day free them once he and Anna found a way to escape. Until then, they needed allies.
With a new sense of purpose driving him, he continued to circle his new charges but now approached the two children.
“Hello,” he said, giving each a good lick. “I’m Shadowlight.”
Both children started in surprise. The girl squealed and laughed. The boy recoiled.
He was hurt by the boy's rejection. Everyone liked him. Why didn’t this boy?
“I won’t hurt you,” he offered. “You’re safe with Anna and I. Vaspara said your family served my parents.”
“We did.” The boy replied but kept looking to his parents who were talking with Anna and Vaspara.
Anna was busy interrogating their new servants, so the boy was on his own.
Now was as good of time as any to try to win over the boy and girl.
Before Shadowlight could vocalize his thoughts, the boy spoke. “We served River and Stalks the Darkness, but they abandoned us.” The boy glowered at Shadowlight. “Why should we trust you?”
Shadowlight was taken off-guard by the anger in the boy’s tone, but his gargoyle nature also told him it was deserved. His parents had abandoned these people when they’d fled to Earth to help Lillian and to keep him from becoming the Battle Goddess’s tool.
In the end, it hadn’t helped. He was among the enemy. But there were other victims here as well.
For the first time, he felt shame for what his parents had done to save him. They’d abandoned those loyal to them to face the Battle Goddess’s rage alone.
Anna was suddenly at his side, her fingers giving a reassuring scratch.
“What are your names?” She asked the two children.
It was the boy who answered. “I’m Brannan and my sister is Fayon.”
“Well, Brannan,” Anna said, her expression fierce. “I don’t leave friends behind. Shadowlight doesn’t either. I can’t promise to keep you safe from all dangers and I can’t promise you your freedom either, but I can promise we won’t willingly betray you or your family.”
The boy was surprised by Anna’s blunt words. Shadowlight could smell it.
“I thank you for the truth,” the boy said at last. “One doesn’t often hear it in this place.”
Anna nodded sharply, though her lips compressed in that way he’d come to understand was her expression for some dark emotion that she couldn’t vent, but he did catch her muttering about evil bitch goddesses enslaving children.
“Kid,” she said along the private link. “I know this makes our escape more difficult, but I’m still going to try to get us and these poor souls free of this place. Don’t ever allow the blood witch or her ‘lady’ to crush your hopes.”
“I won’t,” he promised.
Together they returned to their quarters where their new servants went to work stowing away all the supplies Gryton ordered for them. They hadn’t had much time in the last three days to sort it all, but that didn’t faze the servants.
While the two children attended to the fireplaces, stacking wood and kindling, their parents saw to the clothing and armor. The mother, Lanya, laid out clothing for the feast they’d only learned about a couple hours earlier. It was supposed to take place in a little over an hour, just before dawn. Shadowlight was still adjusting to the nocturnal routine here, but he was hungry again, so didn’t really care if supper and breakfast had been reversed.
Anna grumbled something about shift workers that he didn’t understand. While Lanya was seeing to their attire, her mate, Barrick was helping Anna understand all the leather straps and buckles of the armor she’d be expected to wear tomorrow, at least until Lanya overruled her husband and said she needed to get Anna and Shadowlight ready for tonight’s feast.
Shadowlight was the first to be chased into the bath by the domineering older woman, but he didn’t complain. She reminded him of his mother. Once Shadowlight was finished his bath, she soon cowed Anna into following orders as well.
While Anna was busy with her bath, he stood in his own room, looking over his clothing for the celebratory dinner. His new knee-length loincloth was black velvet, its edges lined with rubies and silver embroidery. Sighing, he picked it up and donned the clothing without complaint, although he didn’t like how the added weight of the jewels made the long skirt of the loincloth slap against his legs as he walked.
Fashion was foolish.
When he padded out of his room, Lanya was lying in wait, a large torque held in her hands. She explained that it would fit over his control collar, effectively hiding it. Next came wrist and armbands made of the same silver and rubies as his torque and loincloth.
She wasn’t done yet, though. There was a matching set of bands that clipped around his ankles and then she pulled out two silver cones and attached them to the tips of his horns. Every time he moved, the suspended ruby attached to each tip clicked against his horn.
He wrinkled his nose and stomped into Anna’s room to see what she would be forced to wear. A body-size mirror suspended from a hook in the wall caught his attention. He paced over to it and then sneered at his reflection in its silver surface.
Foolish vanity. He looked like an idiot.
Lanya followed him into Anna’s room, more grooming tools carried in her hands. “Perfect. Stay right there, I’ll finish up with you and move on to Anna as soon as she’s done her bath.”
Lanya stood behind him and then started to work his hair into braided sections.
Fifteen minutes later, Anna stuck her head in her room, and the servant was still working to tame his wild mane while he glowered at himself in the mirror.
Anna looked him over, a merry light in her eyes and then she started to laugh. At least until she’d dried her tears of mirth and got a good look at what she was to wear. All merriment vanished, and she sighed unhappily.
Shadowlight glanced at his reflection again. “I look stupid.”
“Think of it as a different type of armor,” Anna declared, “We’re the Battle Goddess’s new favorites and will one day be expected to rule over everyone else in that hall. This finery is to remind them of that.”
Shadowlight huffed. She might be right, but it didn’t mean he liked it.
“I still look foolish,” he complained.
“It will just be for an hour or so.”
∞∞∞
 
Anna stepped out from behind the dressing screen and stomped over to the mirror where she glowered at her formal dress in the reflection.
“Of all the fucked up—”
“I told you it was stupid.”
She glowered at the kid where he was napping at the foot of her bed. His tone dripped with an “I told you so” to Anna’s ear.
“It looks like something a villainess in a comic book would wear,” she growled as she twisted and turned to view it from different angles.
“You look lovely, my lady,” Lanya said in a soothing voice as she affixed a large, ruby encrusted silver pin into Anna’s hair to hold the braids in place. At least the servant hadn’t unbraided her cornrows. The woman had had that “I want to play with your hair” look on her face the entire time she helped Anna dress. If time wasn’t a factor, she was sure the servant would have been sculpting her hair into some outlandish style.
Glowering at her reflection, Anna looked away from her hair to scan the full outfit. A second appraisal didn’t improve it.
The top wasn’t too hideous. The dress’s bodice was rather plain and sleeveless. There was a black metal breastplate that went over it that had enough rubies encrusted on it to satisfy even the most jewel-hungry person.
The wide leather harness that had been dyed black to match the breastplate was more her style. At least its presence meant she would be wearing a sword. Any weapon was a good weapon.
The bottom of the outfit was where the evil comic book villainous vibe came in. The skirt was ankle-length burgundy velvet, a red so dark to be almost black, which was okay. However, she could have done without the slits up the sides that bared her legs when she walked.
Anna outright refused to wear the pile of leather straps that were supposed to be shoes. She still wore her boots. When she’d asked Lanya where the dress had come from, the servant informed her Commander Gryton had had it sent over with the other items.
Muttering unhappily, Anna went over to the chest at the end of the bed and dug out her daggers and sword. Once she strapped the leg sheaths in place, Anna decided the blades were her favorite part of the costume.
With Lanya’s help, she adjusted the sword’s harness to allow her skirt’s fabric to lay naturally.
“You look lovely,” Lanya said again. She took in Anna’s entire outfit, looking pleased with what she saw until she got to the boots. “Are you sure I can’t—”
“Yep. And if Gryton really wants the sandals worn, he can wear them himself.”
Anna tugged at the dress, but nothing made the slits go away.
“Can’t believe I let you dress me up like a dominatrix.”
“You look powerful, beautiful, and deadly. The others will think twice before challenging you and the young gargoyle.”
“What’s a dominatrix?” Shadowlight asked. Anna’s eyes cut across the room to where he was curled in a ball eavesdropping. His eyes were closed again, but he’d just proved he wasn’t sleeping.
“I’ll explain when you’re older,” Anna said with a roll of her eyes heavenward.
“Well, if you won’t surrender the boots, I think we are done.” Lanya folded her hands.
Shadowlight climbed to his feet, made a show of stretching, and then leaped down to pace across the floor in a stiff-legged gait that spoke of his annoyance.
“If you’d taken any longer to get ready, I would have perished from hunger,” he complained.
“Fine,” Anna huffed at the kid as she followed him out of the room. “We’ll go so you can eat your weight in food, but afterward I’m going to burn this dress.”
He turned and rolled his eyes at her. “It will just be for a couple of hours.”
Had the kid just tossed her own words back at her? Yes. Yes, he had.
She was pretty sure Shadowlight was transitioning from cute kid to obnoxious teenager in gargoyle years.




Chapter 19
Anna had only just exited her chambers when Commander Gryton called her. Her mood darkened further, and her annoyance grew as she turned towards his familiar voice. Upon seeing him, she drew in a surprised breath.
If not for his voice and general height, she might not have recognized Tin Man without his armor. She frowned as she studied him.
Of course, the fucker would have to be handsome. And it wasn’t just ‘oh he’s cute’ Nope. He was the type of man that females between the ages of thirteen and one hundred and three halted whatever they were doing to admire the superb specimen of pure masculine beauty.
His long, sleek black hair spilled over his shoulder and drew her eyes down to his powerful chest which narrowed to a trim waist. Years of combat and sword training had given him a toned body with lean muscle and tight abs. Tight and trim everything.
His formalwear didn’t include a shirt, just wide bronze armbands, a matching belt, loose pants and body paint. At least she thought the symbol on his chest was painted with some metallic bronze paint, but then again, it could be a magic tattoo. Whatever it was, it drew the eye.
The fabric of his pants was lightweight. Perhaps a silk or linen mix of some sort. When he moved, the material shifted with him, giving glimpses of his muscular thighs and powerful calves.
Fortunately, Anna wasn’t about to be led around by her hormones or let them trick her into doing something foolish. She knew Gryton only looked out for his own ass, spectacular though it might be.
Still, it didn’t change her earlier determination to use any kind of weakness against him if it would further her goals to protect the kid from the evil of this place.
Gryton’s long strides brought him to her quickly. He wore sensible boots, Anna noted, not the stupid strappy sandals Lanya had kept shoving at her.
After a moment, her gaze left his boots and sought out his face. His amber-ringed brown eyes sparkled with humor as his gaze fixed on her feet. Soon a smile tilted the firm line of his lips into a curve.
The prick had a dimple. A. Freaking. Dimple.
Anna was proud she didn’t try to punch the smug look off his face.
When he halted before her, light rippled along the strange symbol stamped on his chest. Okay, so much for body paint, magic tattoo it was. It glowed bright, like embers from a campfire. Before she could stop herself, she shifted her weight and stepped back, only to realize what she was doing and then retook the lost ground.
Tin Man’s grin grew broader. Anna ignored the smugness and studied the strange, impossible-to-miss, glowing mark on his chest.
“What’s with the technicolor tat?”
Gryton arched his brow but must have understood her question, for he tapped a finger against it, making it glow brighter each time his finger struck skin.
“It’s a birthmark.”
“Birth? You have parents?” Anna said as she curled her fingers around her sword’s hilt. Not that she knew how to use one, but it was a handy place to rest her hand.
“Most living creatures do have them. Parents, I mean.”
“Until now I wasn’t entirely certain you were a living creature. My working theory was a disembodied spirit had taken up residence in an old armor suit.”
“Ah,” Gryton’s fangs flashed in a grin. “As you can see, I’m very much a flesh and blood male. You are welcome to explore if you’d like to put your doubts to rest.”
Lame pickup line, dude. Aloud Anna asked, “You mean like with my dagger to see if you bleed like a real flesh and blood person?”
His smile never faltered. “That’s not quite what I had in mind...”
No, Anna didn’t suppose it was.
Shadowlight growled, the sound more menacing than usual. “I’m hungry, and if we don’t go to dinner now, I’m going to take a bite out of Gryton.”
The commander burst out laughing, surprising both Anna and Shadowlight.
“Come then, young ones. I’d rather not have a gargoyle take a chunk out of my hide.”
Gryton led them back to the hall. It looked much like it always had. The only difference she could see was an increased number of candles and more of the seats were filled than usual. Plus, like Gryton, many of the diners had forgone armor. That didn’t mean they were weaponless. Anna still saw lots of daggers, maces, swords and whips.
As they made their way to the high table, she also promised to stop bitching about her outfit. What some of the other diners wore made her attire look positively modest and concealing.
When they reached the high table, there were a few familiar faces.
Commander Gryton took his customary seat and Shadowlight flopped down next to him without being asked. Good kid.
As much as she hated Tin Man, he was still the most known commodity in the room. She’d rather Shadowlight not be exposed to the others any more than necessary. Case in point, Anna’s eyes sought out the woman sitting three seats down on Gryton’s other side.
The more bodies between Shadowlight and Captain Taryin, the happier it made Anna.
Gryton leaned back in his chair so he could see her past Shadowlight’s massive wings. “Now that you’ve had a chance to meet and be tested by all your mentors, your training will begin in earnest tomorrow. From this point on, you will be expected to complete the tests and tasks set by your teachers and show daily improvement.” Gryton paused to sip at his goblet of wine and then continued, “Rest assured that the instructors have orders not to cripple you or the cub. They will practice restraint until you both reach your full magical potential.”
Well, isn’t that thoughtful of them, Anna muttered silently in her own mind.
“I know you don’t trust me—” Anna’s snort made him pause, but he merely arched an eyebrow and continued, “but I am much more trustworthy than some.”
His gaze cut away toward the blood witch before returning to her.
“No worries. I don’t trust anyone here.”
“It’s likely for the best,” Gryton agreed with a shrug and returned to his wine.
The servants placed food in front of Shadowlight and Anna at the same time. The young gargoyle dug into his food with more appetite than usual, his manners completely forgotten.
Anna wasn’t particularly hungry but soon cleared her own plate.
Shadowlight glanced back at the large platter of the cooked fowl, looking hopeful and sheepish at the same time. Anna dragged the platter closer. That was all the encouragement the gargoyle needed to refill his plate.
“I see he has a healthy appetite,” Gryton said in an offhanded manner.
Anna shrugged. “He’s a gargoyle.”
“A young and growing one at that. I will make sure that he’s given a chance to have another quick meal between some of his classes.”
Anna didn’t thank him. There was something he wasn’t saying. She could sense it, almost like a smell rising off his skin. Not a lie, no. An omission.
“Your appetites will increase,” Gryton said as he nibbled on the leg. “As your metabolisms require more food for your growing bodies. Since Shadowlight isn’t yet mature, he’ll need more to fuel his growth, but as your own changes occur and your gargoyle nature begins to assert itself, you’ll find yourself developing a greater appetite as well.”
Anna was already aware of what the Battle Goddess’s sessions were doing to them, but she didn’t have a solid timeline yet for how quickly they would change.
She needed details if she was going to form a plan that culminated in a successful escape.
“How often will we need to go before the Battle Goddess?” Anna asked between bites of her meal, hoping that it came across as small talk and not an eager inquiry.
This is just polite table talk, nothing more, she projected and hoped Gryton believed the lie.
“Once your training starts in earnest, the Lady of Battles thinks two days between each of her sessions will be optimal for Shadowlight’s development. Any closer and it would be too stressful for his body. As he matures, so too will your gargoyle nature.”
Okay. So, they had a couple days before their next visit with the Battle Goddess.
“The blood witch mentioned I’d need a few more sessions before I could start training under her, but Shadowlight has a firmer grasp on his magic, and she thinks he can start tomorrow. Do you agree?”
Gryton chewed thoughtfully at his food. “Yes, but stay close to Shadowlight during his times with Taryin and don’t run any errands for her while he is in her company.”
Shadowlight had stopped eating to listen to Gryton’s words, but he only huffed softly in agreement and then returned to his meal.
She already knew Gryton didn’t trust the blood witch from the earlier verbal exchanges between Vaspara and Taryin, yet she hadn’t expected him to so openly warn her.
“How long will this process take? I mean until Shadowlight is mature and I’m a full-blooded gargoyle?”
“If you think you’ll be able to escape then, I must disappoint you. Our Lady’s power will also instill a new sense of loyalty in you both.”
“Figured as much. Guess I’m just curious how long it will take until I no longer care about things like escape.”
“Three moon cycles, or months as you call it, and then Shadowlight will be mature and you’ll have full command of your gargoyle nature.” Gryton picked up a warm roll and buttered it. Taking a bite, he chewed as he watched her thoughtfully. “You’ll both be well into your training by then. If you exceed our expectations, the Lady of Battles may even send you back to the Mortal Realm at the head of her army.”
Anna stared into the mirror-like surface of her drink. That was not how she and the kid were returning to Earth.
It couldn’t, no, it wouldn’t, come to that. She’d just have to come up with a plan, put it into play, and then successfully escape before they no longer wished to leave.
The meal continued and Gryton chatted about various aspects of their training. On her right side, Captain Sorac added a few other suggestions on how to get Anna up to speed in various martial arts.
“I’ll make a sword master out of you, human,” Sorac said with a soft hiss. No doubt it was his version of a friendly conversational tone. “I’ll beat you into shape over the next moon cycle, you’ll see.”
Gryton and Sorac leaned back in their seats and broke into a seemingly friendly banter over some of the other captains. They talked about mundane things like Anna and Shadowlight weren’t sitting between them, sucking up every little piece of information they let drop.
After a few minutes of nursing her drink, Anna glanced sidelong at Shadowlight. He’d finished another plate and was now glowering down the table toward where the blood witch sat talking with Honnan. Anna didn’t blame him. They were her two least-liked and least-trusted acquaintances since she’d come to this place.
Much later, tables were pushed aside, and musicians came out and began to play. The music, played on a variety of foreign stringed instruments and woodwinds, was slow and surprisingly beautiful, not something she’d expect from such a violent and warmongering society.
The first few hauntingly beautiful pieces flowed into more upbeat songs and some of the diners got up and danced while others clapped their hands or stomped their feet in time to the music.
None of the music touched Anna, her heart and mind too full of worry over what this place was going to do to one innocent, young gargoyle.




Chapter 20
A swordmaster Anna wasn’t. She knew that before she’d even set foot in the outdoor practice ring. But she and Shadowlight reported to Captain Sorac for testing as ordered, so here they were. Anna was fully expecting to get her ass beat, but compared to some of the other things they’d already endured, it wasn’t so strange that she was looking forward to training sessions.
“Draw your sword,” Captain Sorac barked as soon as he walked into the sand ring.
Shadowlight complied gracefully, his sword coming free of its scabbard in one smooth motion. Anna copied the kid but already knew her movements were jerkier than his.
Sorac speared her with a look, his expression a blank mask for a heartbeat or two and then he roared with laughter. Between big whoops, he summoned over another of his students. This girl was human-looking, and if Anna was to guess her age, she’d go with seven.
The captain then shooed them into the next ring and turned his attention back to Shadowlight. Anna went. She wasn’t happy to be even that far away from Shadowlight here in this place, but she went.
While Sorac tested the young gargoyle’s skills, the girl showed Anna some of the most basic forms of swordsmanship. Distantly, Anna tried to follow the instructions, but her attention was divided. Sorac wasn’t holding back in his bout with Shadowlight.
The kid’s skills with the sword were much farther along than hers and he was able to block Sorac at first. At least until their mentor upped his game. The strikes came fast and furious, their blades a blur. Shadowlight stumbled and Sorac came far too close to decapitating him. Only the gargoyle’s quick reflexes allowed him to recover his balance and block the strike.
She’d expected Sorac to stop at that point. He didn’t. The strikes became more brutal.
Anna wasn’t even aware she’d burst into motion. Yet she was just suddenly running, that protective magic sleeping inside her roaring awake. Her strength and skills in hand-to-hand combat caught Sorac by surprise and she slapped his sword arm aside and flexed her talons, aiming for the narrow strip of throat just above where his armor ended.
Unfortunately, Sorac’s surprise lasted all of two seconds. Grinning at her, he slammed his hand against her breastplate. At the instant of contact, magic rippled in the air, expanding outward. A tremendous wave of force sent her flying backward violently. She didn’t stop until she crashed into the crowd of watching students.
Gasping, she looked up into the night sky and stared at the stars. With shaking hands, she felt up the breastplate covering her chest, expecting to find it and her chest caved inward. Marvel of marvels, it wasn’t even dented, and no part of her body was screaming at her about broken bones.
I think that was the mother of all spankings, Anna thought to herself.
“Dafuq?” Anna huffed out as she rolled off the other unfortunate students. “Why didn’t you warn me you were into bowling?”
Laughing, Sorac walked over and helped her to her feet.
“Just testing your berserker response. Gryton warned me about it, but I honestly thought he was over exaggerating. So far, you’ve seemed calm under pressure, but the young gargoyle is a trigger.”
Captain Sorac gave her a companionable pat. “I’ll guide and hone that into something breathtaking to behold on the battlefield. The Battle Goddess will be impressed.”
Faster than she could react, Sorac switched from patting her shoulder to clamping her throat in a vice-like hold. “If you ever attack me again, make sure you can win, or I’ll beat you until you cry tears of blood.”
Shadowlight snarled in warning. Sorac released Anna and spun to face the gargoyle. “And snarling only warns your opponent of an incoming attack. If you wish to survive, you need to be the master of your instincts.”
The growling stopped, but he still flashed a good bit of fang, which Sorac ignored. “The blood witch will start your training in battle magic next. She’ll meet you at the stone ring at the south end of the practice fields. There was blood spilled there recently.” He pointed off to the left of where they stood. “Captain Vaspara still has command of your control collar. I wanted you and Shadowlight to be able to act freely for this test. But now off you go.”
Damn it. How had Anna not noticed Vaspara hadn’t transferred control of Shadowlight’s collar to Sorac when she’d escorted them to the practice field? She needed to be more observant, not less, if they had any hope of escape.
Mentally kicking herself, she followed as Shadowlight headed off in the direction Sorac had indicated. When they reached the outer edge of the practice field and left its many torches behind, Anna squinted out into the darkness. Downslope of their position, she could just make out a large ring of standing stones backlit by one of the rising moons.
“That looks ominous,” Shadowlight said, his tail twitching ever so gently.
“Yep,” Anna agreed and doggedly started forward, Shadowlight close on her heels.
With each limping step, her armor grew heavier. She swore it found every last bruise with pinpoint accuracy. If she already hurt this much now, tomorrow was going to be so much more fun.
“Someone needs to remind that sadistic prick that he’s not supposed to kill us,” Anna muttered as she allowed herself to hobble now that they were out of Sorac’s sight.
“At least you didn’t break anything,” Shadowlight added helpfully.
“Fine, you get to be the bowling ball next time Sorac feels like playing tenpin.”
Besides a few bruises that would heal in a day or two thanks to her new gargoyle genetics, she wasn’t hurt. At least not physically. Starting now, she really needed to step up her game.
Anna studied the night-shrouded landscape as they approached the standing stones. The blood witch could even now be studying them.




Chapter 21
Shadowlight scented Anna’s rising alertness, a scent akin to nervousness, but not quite. His own scent likely betrayed his weariness and the hint of fear. As far as he was concerned, fear was a natural, healthy response when one was walking to meet one such as the blood witch.
Though Anna wasn’t a fan of Captain Sorac, he wasn’t so bad, and even Gryton didn’t make Shadowlight’s gargoyle nature scream warnings the way the blood witch did.
He debated attempting to kill her. He’d gladly accept the repercussions if not for two things. First, they’d surely harm Anna instead of him as Gryton had threatened. And second, he wasn’t sure if he could match one as powerful as Taryin in battle, even if he caught her unaware.
“I heard that,” Anna said along their mental link. “Don’t do anything foolish, kid. We need to learn more about her abilities before we get into a duel with her.”
As usual, Anna’s words were wise. He’d heed them. He just didn’t like having to work with a creature with such a blackened soul.
They approached the ring of stones. Now that they were closer, the murky red glow cast off by the symbols etched into the stone was easier to see. The breeze shifted, and he caught the scent of old blood and a hint of sugary-tinged rot.
“What’s that stench?” Anna used the back of her wrist to cover her nostrils. She had a dagger gripped in each hand. After a moment, she lowered her hand and breathed through her mouth before he could warn her not to. “Gawd. I can taste the vile crap now, too.”
“It’s the beginnings of a blood magic weaving,” he told her.
“How do you know that? It’s worse than what we smelled yesterday at Taryin’s dungeon abode,” Anna made a face. “And we’re outside for fuck’s sakes. I would’ve noticed if it was this bad yesterday.”
“My father’s memories show me some things I’d rather not know. This is one of them.” Shadowlight paced up to the outer edge of the standing stones and sneezed violently.
It didn’t improve the scent.
He circled the stone ring, scanning for any signs of Vaspara or the blood witch. “I don’t see either of the captains,” Shadowlight said as he gazed at Anna and then towards the sky. He switched to their mental link, “Sorac didn’t order me to wait for Taryin. Only said that she’d meet us here. I wasn’t ordered to stay.”
Excitement made his heart race. His wings unfurled as blood pumped into the membranes.
Anna’s hand landed on his shoulder. “Hold up, kid. This is either a test, a trick, or a trap. All of the above will likely land us back in a dungeon before we can say ‘oh shit.’”
Her words extinguished childish exuberance and his earlier excitement turned to embarrassment. His ears drooped.
“Don’t punish yourself for looking for weaknesses in their guard. It might provide our only chance at freedom. This one was just too early and too easy. They won’t let their guard down anytime soon. Or, at least, not until we prove our willingness to be good little demonic soldiers.” Anna’s thoughts felt like a physical hug, so he didn’t feel quite so bad about practically leaping into such an obvious trap.
“Well, we might as well get this over with,” Anna said aloud and then stepped between two of the standing stones. They flared, the power trapped deep in the stone reacting to her passage.
Shadowlight followed a moment later. As soon as he was inside, a wall of energy expanded between each of the stones until they were surrounded by a solid looking dome.
Twisting, he slapped his blade-tipped tail against the barrier. As he’d expected, the barrier just flared brighter where he struck. Narrowing his eyes and pinning his ears, he edged closer to Anna and waited for an attack.
Anna slowly walked around the stone in the center of the ring, her attention locked on it. Drawing closer, he inhaled. Ah. That’s what had caught her attention.
“That’s not just a big ass chunk of rock, is it?” She halted before the stone that wasn’t a stone.
“No,” he agreed.
The magic emanating from the stone fluctuated and then drew in upon itself. The powerful illusion shifted and rippled like living darkness and then vanished in a blink. Captain Taryin stood before them where the rock had been.
“You did well to see past my little spell so quickly. I’ve fooled more than one of the other captains with it before. What gave me away?”
“Your scent,” Shadowlight answered honestly. “We would have picked it up sooner had the other blood magic not overpowered everything else.”
The blood witch motioned them over to another flat stone. She settled upon it like she would a bench, but an old reddish stain told any onlooker precisely what it was. He shifted, herding Anna farther from it.
If the blood witch thought to use them to increase her power...
“Fear not, young one. I have no intention of harming you or your Kyrsu. I’m here to instruct you in the ways of battle magic. There are various forms based on what lineage one hails from. But if a person is truly strong in magic, they can learn all the forms.”
Anna cut off the blood witch. “What you did there looks like shadow magic, but wasn’t. The scent was different, so was the feel.”
Taryin nodded. “I had an opportunity to study a gargoyle and his shadow magic for many years.”
Anna’s expression, which had been hostile earlier, shifted to something darker and colder. “You might have enjoyed years of experimenting on Shadowlight’s father, but you will not treat the kid in such a way. I won’t let you. Understand?”
To Shadowlight’s surprise, the blood witch only laughed. “I like my immortal existence. If I did permanent harm to the gargoyle, the Battle Goddess would burn me alive. However, if I killed you, she might let me live.”
Shadowlight growled.
"Silence, youngling. I have no wish to destroy your Kyrsu.” Taryin smiled, but it was chilling and didn't reach her eyes. “Now, let us begin. I will show you the foundation spells for the most common forms of blood, death, and battle magics."
In the next two hours, the blood witch explained the history of the various magic forms. Then she demonstrated them and asked him to copy what she’d shown him.
Reluctantly, he did as he was told. Some of the spells were familiar from his father’s memories, while others were completely foreign. During the uncomfortable training session, Anna sat and glowered. Sometimes she asked questions, even things he was uncertain about, and that’s how he knew she was learning alongside him even if she wasn’t yet strong enough in magic to work the difficult spells.
By the end of the second hour, he was feeling weary and unclean, as if he were coated with a fine dusting of grime.
Taryin snapped her fingers closed on a bit of blood magic she’d been spinning; the rusty colored flash was now a familiar sight, and he’d long since gone nose-dead to the odor.
“We’re almost out of time, since you need to report to Captain Honnan for your lessons in our history,” Taryin said, looking altogether too pleased with herself. “But before you go, I would like to do one more spell showing you how to tap into the potency of fresh blood.”
“And I’m sure you’ll just happen to need blood that isn’t your own,” said a feminine voice from out in the darkness.
Shadowlight looked over his shoulder. Captain Vaspara stood on the other side of the magic barrier, her arms crossed over her chest.
“Ah, Vaspara,” Taryin said with a hint of disdain in her voice. “We were just finishing up, but you’re correct, I didn’t bring fresh blood for the spell. I’ve run out since the Rasoren and his Kyrsu deprived me of the fresh bodies I was having delivered yesterday. I’ll have to procure a new source soon.”
“You do that. Now lower the shield or I’ll do it for you,” Captain Vaspara warned. “I need to get these two to their next lesson.”
The shield surrounding the stones crackled and then vanished from sight. He breathed a sigh of relief as the night breeze blew cool across his skin. Vaspara didn’t need to tell him to come, he was more than happy to escape the blood witch.
Anna was right there beside him. When they were out of earshot, she said with a somewhat sickly laugh, “I never thought I’d look forward to history lessons taught by an incubus. But I totally am. Anything is better than where we just were.”
“I want a bath,” Shadowlight whispered back to her.
“Just one more lesson and then will be allowed to escape until last meal.”
At the mention of food, he perked up a touch.




Chapter 22
Their first week of training turned out to be routine, no better or worse than the first full day of lessons, Anna supposed. As Gryton had promised, every third night they went before the Battle Goddess to undergo the same ritual ordeal they’d survived the first day where Shadowlight was required to absorb a portion of the demigoddess’s power, and Anna was force-fed a few drops of the gargoyle’s blood.
It was never good. Each time they had to go before the Lady of Battles marked yet another three days where Anna had failed to find an escape.
Weapons practice with Sorac was a favorite session, followed by Honnan’s lessons in history. So far, the male demon hadn’t tried anything, and Anna was certain that was because Gryton threatened to have the blood witch geld the sex demon if he so much as looked at Anna with a lustful gaze. So, all in all, it could have been much worse.
One week turned into two.
Before long two weeks of training slid into three.
Anna could see the gradual changes in Shadowlight. He was an inch or two taller and she thought he’d bulked up a little more. It was hard to judge with no other gargoyles around to compare him to.
And he wasn’t the only one changing. She was growing stronger and faster. It wasn’t her imagination either. Captain Sorac had commented on her quicker reflexes.
The Battle Goddess’s captains weren’t the only ones to notice Anna’s new abilities. At the end of every third night, when Anna was just drifting off to sleep after a long night of training and lessons, another terrifying being came to visit her.
Lord Death haunted her dreams, whispering promises of escape if she and the young gargoyle would simply surrender themselves to him.
If she were absolutely certain Shadowlight wouldn’t be harmed, Anna would have agreed to go with this other demigod. But he never promised to save anything more than their souls.
He was honest at least. If he found them incurable, he would free their souls before what his sister put into motion could taint their spirits.
Which, hey, was important and all, but Anna would have liked something with better odds than Russian roulette. If what the Battle Goddess had done to Shadowlight was not something Lord Death could fix, then seeking his aid would be tantamount to suicide.
“Simply find the most peaceful darkness within your mind and pass through it to come to me.” Lord Death repeated those words at the end of each of his dream visits.
Anna just wasn’t that desperate yet.
Though, she might be in the coming weeks if she hadn’t found a way to escape with the kid.
“Is it possible for gargoyles to reach Lord Death from anywhere?” Anna asked Shadowlight as she stirred her steaming cup of tea. She was sitting in a chair by the hearth in what Anna had come to think of as the Livingroom. Shadowlight was drowsing in front of the fire.
He blinked open his eyes. “Hmmm, my father’s memories say it is possible. It is an offshoot of gargoyle shadow magic.”
That actually made sense, in a twisted kind of ‘magic’ logic.
“I still don’t like it,” Anna muttered.
“It might be better than staying here.” Shadowlight fingered the collar around his throat. “This prevents me from calling shadow magic unless I’m given permission during a training session.”
Secretly, that was a relief. She didn’t want the kid running back to Lord Death with only a fifty-fifty chance that he’d survive the encounter.
“I’ve been thinking about the collar. Some of our instructors trust us now more than when we first got here. They’re starting to relax. If I can catch one of them off-guard, I might be able to force them into surrendering control of the collar to me,” Anna said.
A loud rap sounded at the door and one of the servants quickly opened it.
“Lord Gryton,” Lanya said in a voice that was a touch louder than normal. “Shadowlight and Anna are almost ready.”
She hadn’t said out loud that it was still early, but the question was clear.
Anna wondered why Gryton was here. It wasn’t one of the Battle Goddess’s ritual days, and Gryton didn’t typically seek them out on the days when it was just lessons as usual.
“We’ll talk more later,” Anna said to Shadowlight. He bobbed his head in agreement.
Together they walked over to greet Gryton.
“You’re both to go before the Battle Goddess,” he said in a cold, clipped tone.
No niceties or even a bit of flirtation, which she was starting to come to expect.
That couldn’t be good. All business was never good.
After issuing the order, he turned sharply and marched back out the door and down the hall.
She and Shadowlight scrambled to catch up before he reinforced his statement with a verbal command.
Anna glanced sidelong at Shadowlight and then whispered along their mental link. “Someone’s in a pissy mood.”
Shadowlight huffed in agreement.
When they reached what she’d come to think of as the altar room, she gave it a quick scan. It looked the same as it had yesterday, the two altars made of gray stone with manacles just waiting for them.
Was the Battle Goddess planning to do this daily now? Or had something gone wrong with yesterday’s ritual?
Or had the blood witch gone to the Battle Goddess complaining that Anna wasn’t progressing fast enough?
Guards came forward to secure them to their altars. They didn’t fight. She wanted to though; her gargoyle instincts picked up some hint of danger or new deception, more than usual at least.
They’d just finished chaining Shadowlight down when she heard the Battle Goddess approach. Involuntarily, Anna’s muscles tensed. A few seconds later the demigoddess was in her customary place at the top of the stairs.
“My children, I am most proud of your progress.” A smile brightened the Lady of Battles’ features. “However, Captain Taryin informs me the female half is falling behind in her magic studies because her gargoyle nature isn’t developing as it should.”
Anna was almost used to the way the demigoddess labeled them, like they were two halves of the same creature, instead of two separate persons. She wondered if that was the plan, to train them to work as such a tightknit unit that she and the kid eventually lost their individuality and just became killing machines ready to carry out all the demigoddess’s orders.
It wasn’t the most reassuring thought, but it made sense. Gryton had commented more than once that she wanted to create her own version of the Avatars to lead her armies.
On the surface, Anna obeyed and allowed herself to be labeled like an inanimate object, but it didn’t mean she was just going to roll over and become whatever the Battle Goddess wished.
With that in mind, a week and a half ago she’d attempted to exert her will over her gargoyle heritage, controlling it, instead of being controlled by it. So far Anna thought she had some success going by how annoyed Captain Taryin had become.
“Tell me, little hybrid,” the demigoddess said, “Have you been holding back?”
Anna kept her lips sealed. If she lied, they’d know and punish the kid. If she told the truth, they’d probably punish her disobedience by punishing the kid.
“Are you defying your goddess?” Gryton snapped.
“No,” Anna answered when Gryton drew a knife and stepped towards Shadowlight. “At least not with malicious intent. I don’t want to lose who I am. But I can feel it happening.”
The Lady of Battles settled cross-legged on the top landing. “Your concerns are understandable. However, they are unfounded. You will not become less than you are, nor will you lose your sense of self. You will still be Anna Mackenzie, born to human parents, but you will become more - an immortal, a powerful creature of magic. Whether you wish it or not.”
“I’ll do better,” Anna said a little desperately, sensing her plan was about to go sideways.
“I’m sorry.” The deity waved at Gryton and then Shadowlight. Gryton nodded. “I can’t allow your fear to hold you back.”
“I can overcome this.” Anna tugged at her chains.
“Yes. You will, with some help.” She looked toward Gryton a second time. “I’ve changed my mind. Have Captain Ninara summoned here. I’m sure Honnan’s twin can help us with this problem.”
Commander Gryton relayed the order to have Ninara come to the altar room. Anna hadn’t worked with Ninara much, but she hadn’t liked what she’d seen either. Worse, Captain Vaspara had a mildly horrified look on her face before she’d mastered her expression.
Not reassuring. Not in the least.
Anna stared up at the dark ceiling high above, forcing herself to calm as she summoned tendrils of shadow magic. In the first week, she’d learned that the others were unable to sense shadow magic unless she drew on a large outpouring of power. This was just a tiny bit sent to study and infiltrate the links of the chain and the locking mechanism spell on each cuff. Hopefully, it wasn’t enough to draw their attention.
All too soon Captain Ninara came striding down the stairs and joined Gryton, Vaspara, Honnan and the other guards circling the altars.
“My goddess, how may I serve you?”
“The human has reached a plateau in her development, but I think we can force her past it if the young gargoyle’s blood becomes more potent. I want you to see if your power can trigger him into the next level of his development.”
“I can only try. He may not be old enough for my power to affect him.”
“Do not fear, Captain, I will not punish you for something even my magic hasn’t yet managed to accomplish.”
Ninara nodded and then moved forward to where Shadowlight was chained to the altar.
“Hey!” Anna shouted and pulled at her chains. “Let’s all leave the kid out of this. I’ll embrace my inner gargoyle or whatever the fuck you want from me. Just leave the kid alone.”
“You should’ve thought of that before trying to resist the transformation.” Gryton laid a finger on her lips and then stroked it over her chin and along the vulnerable skin of her throat. “This will teach you to swallow your stubborn pride and do as you’re told.”
Anna stared into Gryton’s brown, amber-ringed eyes and promised herself she’d see him dead one day for his part in this.
Shadowlight snarled a warning. Anna looked at him and rage rose within her. Ninara was leaning over him, magic rising from her skin and cascading down upon him. He twisted, trying to prevent the foreign power from touching him, but his chains only allowed for a minimal amount of movement.
He snarled louder and lashed out with his tail. The blade-tipped end came within a few inches of impaling the succubus. Only her twin brother’s swift reflexes deflected the blow.
A louder, fiercer growl echoed through the vast chamber, and Ninara jerked her head up and glanced over at Anna. There was a look of surprise and a hint of fear in the Captain’s eyes.
It fed the wild, chaotic ball of magic and rage in Anna’s chest. The power reached some kind of flashpoint, expanding outwards beyond her ability to control. Icy power raced down her every limb, covering her skin with gooseflesh and a dusting of frost.
Seeking out the weakness she’d already hunted out in the metal of her chains, she unleashed a savage wave of shadow magic upon that point. Even as she shattered the chains holding her down, the power within continued to rise.
Snarling in victory, Anna rolled off the altar and lunged towards her prey. Talons lengthened from her fingertips and wings shredded her tunic as they burst from her back. She snapped her new wings open to their maximum expanse, instinctively blocking her prey from breaking either left or right.
Kicking out at the succubus with the intent to gut her, Anna was somewhat dumbfounded to see her feet encased in boots instead of ending in long clawed toes. The kick still landed with enough force to lift the other woman off her feet and toss her back from Shadowlight.
Anna leaped to follow. Beating her wings powerfully, she caught the other female and then wrapped her talons around the other’s throat. She tried to drag her struggling prey up into the air with her, but she couldn’t get lift.
Guards were hauling on the trailing ends of her chains. She snarled at them, then leaped into the air a second time and beat her wings harder. This time she dragged them across the polished floor and smashed them against the alter stone she’d been chained down to only moments ago.
All the while, Ninara twisted and fought, trying to break Anna’s hold. Snarling, she buffeted the other woman with shards of shadow magic propelled forward by powerful slaps of her wings. She didn’t stop until the succubus was bleeding from her ears, mouth and nose.
Other guards were rushing forward, but they wouldn’t be in time to save her.
“Stop,” Gryton shouted. “It was a test. Stop now.”
Anna snarled at him. He could shout all he wanted. It wouldn’t do any good. She didn’t have a control collar around her neck.
Her fingers tightened farther around Ninara’s slender throat, her talons digging into the soft flesh drawing a flood of rich copper scent and warm blood. The succubus twisted and fought, but her blows bounced off an impregnable shield of Anna’s shadow magic.
Gryton and the Battle Goddess both bellowed for order.
Even Captain Honnan was shouting Anna’s name. Growling, she tracked his voice, sensing some new danger. She found him poised over Shadowlight with the deadly tip of his sword pressed against Shadowlight’s neck. The young gargoyle snarled and broke his chains, deflecting Hannon’s sword.
Seeing her opening, Anna tossed the smaller succubus higher up into the air and then kicked out with all the force in her lower body. Ninara flipped through the air and then crashed into her twin brother, and both demons slid across the floor ten feet away. Honnan’s sword spun through the air before landing on the floor and skidding until Captain Sorac’s foot slammed down upon it.
Sorac wasn’t fighting. He was laughing, deep body-shaking chuckles.
“Anna, stop.” There was a command there, one so deep and pure she couldn’t fight it.
Anna’s muscles tensed. She wanted to finish off her prey, but with a soft snarl, she landed and dropped to all fours. Stalking over to the one who’d issued the order, she inhaled deeply, scenting the air. She shoved her muzzle against his side and on up to his shoulders and face, where she gave him a quick lick. She tasted no taint and found no injuries.
The most powerful scent wafting from his skin was nothing more concerning than his surprise, so she relaxed marginally and dropped back down to crouch at his side. Though her tail still flicked in a slow warning to the others in the room, telling them if anyone attempted to harm her Rasoren, she’d tear them apart.
“Easy, Anna,” Shadowlight said with another reassuring pat to her head.
“It was a test,” Gryton added, “Shadowlight was never in danger.”
Anna growled at Gryton. He stood unmoving with his sword out, blade bare.
“Don’t be foolish,” he warned.
The other guards she’d used to mop the floor had fallen back. Only Captains Vaspara and Sorac were still within striking distance, but they weren’t presently threatening Shadowlight, so she ignored them and leaned into Shadowlight’s fingers while he gave her a good head scratch. Her tail still lashed back and forth in warning.
Sorac held his hands out, showing them empty of weapons. “I’m not a threat.” He said with another laugh, “but I’d pay dearly to see that again.”
Anna growled when he took a step forward, but he ignored her. “Told you, you’d be breathtaking in battle if you learned to tame that berserker rage into something more constructive. Though, this wasn’t what I had in mind.”
“Spectacular!” Loud clapping accompanied the words. The Lady of Battles was standing on her customary landing. “You sliced through Ninara’s protective magic like it wasn’t even there. What a breathtaking show of raw, untrained power. And Shadowlight has begun to master his control over you. Once you’re both fully trained, you will bring great honor to my kingdom.”
Anna growled softly, but the Lady of Battles didn’t seem concerned. She merely turned and vanished through the darkened archway behind the landing.
The sound of the Battle Goddess’s chains hadn’t even faded entirely before more guards arrived, hauling ass down the opposite set of stairs.
Eyes narrowing, Anna decided if anyone threatened her Rasoren again, she would kill them, test or no.
She was so focused on the squad of approaching enemy, she wasn’t expecting the weight of Shadowlight’s restraining hand on her shoulder. “Anna, you need to calm yourself.”
The touch of his mind startled her out of her murderous, predatory state.
Blinking, she shook her head. “What the fuck just happened?”
Shadowlight rubbed at his muzzle, looking somewhere guilty. “You shifted to gargoyle form and lost your mind for a little while. Gryton told me to order you to stop before someone got killed.”
“Eh?”
“I commanded you.” He glanced sidelong at her. “I’m sorry.”
Anna huffed. “Well, don’t be. It’s better than us both landing back in the dungeon. Shit, I can’t believe I’m a gargoyle.”
Events were still a little blurry, but the weight of wings dragging on her back was solid proof of her new gargoyle body. She touched her face and nearly went cross-eyed staring at her muzzle.
Wings? Check. Muzzle? Check.
She half turned to get a look at her wings. As she did, something dragged on the floor and bumped against her legs.
She spun in a circle to get a better look at it. “Holy fuck, I’ve got a tail.” But of course, she did.
Tail? Check.
Horns?
Reaching up she slammed her hand into one and then was more careful at exploring the other. Yep. Horns.
“You have gargoyle ears, too,” Shadowlight said and touched one. She flicked them back and forth trying to evade the kid’s ticklish touch.
“Hey, stop that.” He did and then moved to her two horns. All the while his expression said he was delighted by the changes.
“You’re nearly full-grown.” He moved to her wings next, stretching them out and comparing them to his. His were bigger, but overall, so was he, so it made sense his wings would be larger. Anna tried not to feel competitive about it.
“It was as I expected,” Captain Taryin said, having returned from wherever she’d vanished to when Anna had first taken on gargoyle form.
Had the blood witch been present when Anna was going berserk, she would have been her primary target.
“Your own insecurities were holding you back from your new potential,” Taryin continued, not knowing she was in danger of still becoming a target. “All you needed was the proper incentive.”
Gryton stepped between them and looked Anna up and down. She realized she’d shredded her tunic and pants. Plus, there was a draft on her hind end where she now had a brand-new tail. At least the tunic’s long top covered the necessary bits. Anna would look into getting the magic, shapeshifting clothing the gargoyles wore as soon as she could talk with Lanya.
Unconcerned by Anna’s wardrobe malfunction, Gryton continued his conversation with the blood witch. “You are correct. I’ll remember this while planning her future training.”
Gryton’s squirrely little mind was already proposing ways to use Anna’s new gargoyle strength and subsequent instincts against her.
Great.
Shadowlight sat and leaned against her. Anna was reminded of another time she’d seen the kid do this to another gargoyle. That time it had been Gregory.
The kid might not even realize it, but he was looking for a protector. She just wished Gregory was here because Anna knew she was nowhere near good enough to protect the kid from all the enemies here.
“Anna needs rest,” Shadowlight barked out.
“No doubt she does,” Gryton agreed. “Shifting for the first time is wearying. Go. Take the rest of the night off. I’ll adjust Anna’s future training to include her new form. In the meantime, I’ll have a meal sent to your chambers.”
Anna barely listened, too distracted by the feel of her new wings being tugged on. She would’ve slapped the hands away except it was Shadowlight examining them again.
He seemed to be exercising them. Physiotherapy for wings?
“You don’t want your wings to get a chill. You worked up a sweat and the muscles aren’t used to work yet. If you don’t cool them down slowly, they’ll cramp.” He released his hold on her wing and stepped back.
Well, he’d know what he was talking about. She gave them a few experimental stretches and could feel what he was referring too, so she beat her wings slowly every minute or so. Now that the show was over, the other captains were leaving.
Dismissed, she and Shadowlight started away but didn’t get more than twenty feet before the blood witch called out. “The hybrid might need rest, but the gargoyle is perfectly capable of attending his lessons.”
“Nope.” Anna spun around. Facing Commander Gryton, she stared him down.
She didn’t know which way the silent battle of wills would go until he opened his mouth and broke the silence with a profoundly male chuckle.
“As the Kyrsu commands.”
The blood witch appeared furious, but swallowed her complaints and stormed away.
Anna and Shadowlight continued up the steps, eager to escape under the archway and into the hall before Gryton changed his mind.




Chapter 23
By the time they made it halfway back to their chambers, Anna was shaking from the effects of adrenaline and her shift to gargoyle form. She walked on two legs because that was still more natural and presently, she wasn’t sure if she could coordinate four limbs at once.
Shadowlight paced alongside her on all fours, his tail flicking with concern. Every few steps he would gaze up at her. The small wrinkles around his eyes also confirmed his worry.
“I’ll be fine once I get back to my room and sit for a bit,” Anna told him, nearly tripping over the words. Speaking now that she had a muzzle was freaking strange, but she could still talk, so that was a plus. Her voice even sounded similar. Maybe a touch deeper.
“I’ll share power with you once we’re there,” he said, sounding far too adult and decisive.
Anna knew gargoyles could strengthen and heal each other by sharing power, but a part of her didn’t want his help. Obviously, he was growing stronger and his power was changing, Anna thought sourly as she looked down at her new gargoyle body. It wasn’t just his power that was changing.
In the last few days, she had noted he was more forthright and prone to making decisions for them. He still sought her opinion, but he was forming his own now too. Which would be fine under normal circumstances, but she was now worried something darker was going on. He’d ordered her to stop during the fight and she’d been forced to obey. No, not forced. She’d wanted to obey with every fiber of her being.
They were changing faster than even Gryton had thought they would.
That was bad. So, very fucking bad.
Yep, drawing on more of his power wasn’t going to be beneficial.
“I’ll be fine,” Anna told him. “Promise. I just need time to get used to the new me.”
He made a grumpy little sound but didn’t contradict her. “I’ll send a servant to fetch you something to eat and drink if the news of your change hasn’t already reached them.”
“Fine.” She wasn’t going to deny food because she was already starting to feel hungry.
They reached their assigned chambers and Anna made straight for a large chair. Shadowlight grabbed her arm before she could throw herself down. “Careful of your wings.”
Crap. The last thing she needed was a trip to the doctors, or menders as they called them here. Anna unfurled her wings and fought for balance as their weight screwed up her center of gravity. With an annoyed huff, she eyed the chair again. “I’ve seen you and Gregory rest on your wings from time to time without coming to harm.”
“Yours are new, and though large enough to carry your weight in the air, aren’t fully grown yet. The bones, joints, and tissues will be soft and prone to damage.” Shadowlight poked and prodded at her joints as he spoke.
“Hey, that hurts!” Anna twisted out of his reach.
“Don’t be a baby. Just sit on benches and sleep belly down for a few days,” he advised with a shrug. Then he continued their conversation using their mental link. “We’ll have a much better chance at escaping now that you are fully gargoyle.”
Anna didn’t disagree. “I’ll have to learn to fly first. Something better than that drunken sailor flopping.”
“I’m sure Sorac will add that to our lessons tomorrow. He’s been talking about starting aerial combat in the last two lessons.”
That surprised Anna. She never got a chance to hear everything Sorac discussed with Shadowlight because she was too busy fighting her own opponent and not getting impaled by the business end of a sword.
“Flight lessons. Can’t wait.” Anna settled on a bench facing away from the fire. The heat felt good on her aching wing joints. When Shadowlight turned away to find a servant and see about food, Anna took the time to gaze at her new body, a strange plateau of rippling muscles and onyx skin.
At first, she’d been too full of adrenaline and the compulsion to protect, and hadn’t noticed the signals her body was sending. Her wings weren’t the only thing bitching. Her feet hurt like hell. Glancing down, she saw the busted laces and the split seams. So much for her favorite boots. Prying them off, she stared at her feet and wiggled her talon-tipped toes.
“Ouch.”
“What’s wrong?” Shadowlight raced over to her side.
“I now know what an elephant would feel like wearing stilettos.”
Shadowlight gave her his best ‘humans are strange’ look. But before he could say anything, Lanya entered the chamber carrying a basket of fresh linens. Her gaze landed on Shadowlight and showed surprise at seeing him during the time when he was normally training. Then her eyes slid past him and spotted Anna.
“Oh! My lady, you must be exhausted. Let me just put these down.” Her voice increased in volume as she hurried into the other room. “I’ll have the children fetch food and drink for you while I draw you a bath. The heat will help relax your muscles.”
“Thank you,” Anna said and slumped down on the bench, using her arms as a pillow. The older woman was already bustling away.
Anna must have dozed for a bit because next she knew, Lanya had returned with her son and daughter in tow. They carried large trays of food.
While her children were moving a small table closer to the bench, their mother eyed Anna’s shredded tunic. “I see I will have to adjust your wardrobe as well. Hmmm…Give me an hour. By the time you’ve eaten and soaked, I’ll have something new for you to wear.”
Anna just nodded. Presently she was happy to lay on the bench and absorb the fire’s heat. Shadowlight settled on the floor between her and the fireplace.
“I promise I won’t fall off the bench and roll into the coals.”
“You should eat before you fall asleep.”
“Nah. Chewing is too much work. I’ll just nap for a bit first.”
Shadowlight snorted with humor and lavished her with several sloppy gargoyle kisses. He refused to stop.
“Ugh. Gross! Stop.” But it worked. She was now sitting up and Lanya shoved a bowl of what smelled like homemade soup into her hands. Anna didn’t used to be a soup fan — but she found herself happy to eat whatever was put in front of her these days.
She perked up more when she smelled the warm, buttery breadsticks.
“I’m not even going to ask what magic you performed to pull this together this time of night.”
“I told my son to tell Cook that if she didn’t have something to feed a hungry new gargoyle, said gargoyle might come and eat her.”
Anna’s muzzle twisted into a gargoyle smirk. “Whatever works.”
Shadowlight, always ready to eat, sat next to her and took another of the bowls.
After the first bowl of soup and three breadsticks, she started to feel human again. Well, maybe not human. She flexed her wings and craned her neck to behold the full effect.
“So freaking weird.” And they were, but the more she shifted and flexed them, the more a part of her they became. The wings and tail really drove home the fact she wasn’t human anymore.
She reached up to touch the horns. “Things have ventured into the land of the bizarre.”
“I imagine you will grow accustomed to all the changes in a few days. When I emerged from my mother’s hamadryad, I was uncoordinated for the first hour but was soon able to fly with my father. Your instincts will guide you.”
“Not sure if I’ll ever grow accustomed to this.” Anna thumped her tail against the bench a few times. “But if these changes will help us escape, I’ll gladly embrace my new gargoyle nature.”
After they finished their meal, Anna went for a long soak. Eventually, Lanya returned with towels and ordered her off to bed.
Anna dragged her ass off to bed and then tossed herself face first onto the covers and arranged her wings over herself.
“At least they’re good for something,” Anna muttered to the servant before drifting off to sleep.




Chapter 24
Her own stomach growling woke Anna. What the hell, didn’t I just feed the beast? Grunting she tossed back her blanket and looked around. Wait? Anna touched her back and then glanced down her body. Oh, thank God. The entire ‘turning into a gargoyle’ episode was just a dream. Sighing, she dropped her head back against her pillow, only then realizing she was naked under the blanket. She never slept naked.
The hell?
But a knock at her door heralded Lanya’s entrance. Her arms were full of another black and burgundy garment. Formal dinner wear, then, not comfortable training tunics. Ugh.
“Did you sleep well?”
“Er…” Anna lifted the blanket and arched an eyebrow.
“When I came in to check on you, I found you’d returned to your human form sometime while you were sleeping,” the servant explained. “You didn’t wake when I covered you with a blanket, so I left you to sleep off yesterday’s trauma.”
Anna frowned, realizing how out of it she must have been. Normally she slept lightly. Her frown deepened as she reached for Shadowlight’s mind. She calmed a moment later when she got a sleepy mental grunt from him.
Good. He wasn’t presently in danger.
“No need to worry,” Lanya said, “The gargoyle child is fine. I told him and Commander Gryton you needed to be left alone to rest.”
Anna gave herself a little shake and a mental command to wake up. “Gryton visited while I was asleep?”
“Yes, but Shadowlight wouldn’t let him take more than three steps in from the hall and I told the Commander that I would be glad to relay any message.”
And that’s why Anna never slept in the nude. It was tempting fate. “What did Tin Man want?”
The servant winced at the nickname. “Commander Gryton will be having last meal with you and Shadowlight here in your chambers.”
“Lucky us.”
“Here’s a dress you can wear tonight, since you shifted back to human form.” The servant laid the clothing out on the end of the bed. “While you were sleeping, I also spoke with the seamstresses and the metalsmiths. By tomorrow, the seamstresses will have some ward-spelled clothing that will shapeshift with you, and within a few days, the metalsmiths will have new armor made to fit your gargoyle form.”
Anna hadn’t even thought about the next time she’d have to shift to gargoyle. Hopefully, it wouldn’t require further dramatics. “Thanks.”
“Of course,” Lanya said and started to brush invisible dust from the dress.
The whole idea of having a body servant was just downright weird, so Anna shooed her away and dressed. This was a simple, elegant dress. No slits up to the thigh with matching daggers.
When she emerged from her room, it was to see Brannon being scolded by his mother. “Why isn’t Shadowlight ready yet? Commander Gryton will be here any moment.”
The gargoyle in question was just emerging from his own room, stretching and loosening muscles like he’d fallen back asleep after Anna had woke him earlier with her mental touch.
“Hey,” she said. He dropped to all fours and padded over to her. When he bumped his muzzle under her hand looking for a scratch, she obliged. “Sounds like we are getting an unwanted visitor.”
Shadowlight growled under his breath and Anna tapped the side of his muzzle.
“Behave. We don’t need trouble with Gryton.”
A flash of fang expressed what Shadowlight thought of that.
“I’m serious. Go let Brannon get you ready for dinner.” Or breakfast or whatever damn meal of the day it is, she thought to herself. Stupid nocturnal cycle.
Shortly after Shadowlight disappeared into the bathroom, a small army of servants arrived carrying covered dishes. Lanya oversaw the placement of everything and then ordered the servants away again. Then she roamed around the room, lighting more candles as she went.
When she was done, the room had a romantic candlelight dinner vibe going for it. Fuck. There was even a spray of flowers for a centerpiece. Double fuck.
She was probably reading more into it than there was, though. After all, there were three table settings, so it wasn’t like it was a romantic dinner with just her and Tin Man.
The door opened again. This time Lanya’s husband entered. He held the door open and Gryton swept in.
He wasn’t dressed in his customary armor. This time he was bare-chested, his glowing tattoo on full display, drawing the eye to his battle-hardened form. Dark leather pants molded to his powerful thighs and calves.
Such a waste that he was also an evil prick in service to an equally monstrous demigoddess who wanted to rule all three realms.
Gryton marched over to the table without so much as a hello, then waving off the servants without even looking at them, he poured two goblets of wine. He held one out to her with an eyebrow raised as if challenging her.
Anna grunted, walked over to the table, sidestepped him, and then poured her own goblet.
Gryton watched her as he set down his spare goblet, unflustered by the brush off.
“You look lovely,” Gryton said between sips of his wine, his gaze never straying from her.
“Just rolled out of bed, actually. Feel kinda like I was run over by a LAV. Probably look like it too.” Anna grunted and parked her ass against the table and glowered at Tin Man. “But I guess there’s no accounting for taste.”
Gryton’s expression turned merry. “If I understand your reference, you’re referring to one of those big, ugly, metal, wheeled monstrosities,” his hands drew a pretty good approximation of the boxy shape of a Light Armored Vehicle, “that roar and belch fumes, yes?”
“Ugly? Have you actually looked at some of your minions lately?”
“But surely your kind could have created something more pleasing to the eye? And quieter.”
Anna didn’t respond and Gryton returned to his drink.
Lanya exited Shadowlight’s room and approached them. When she reached them, she bowed deeply. “Shadowlight will be along shortly. Is there anything else you would like?”
“No. Leave us,” Gryton’s tone left no room for question. Lanya bowed and departed.
Once they were alone, Gryton turned to look at the door leading to the bathroom. Anna heard the sounds of splashing and the servant boy’s wry complaint about how bathwater was supposed to remain in the tub.
“I didn’t know you were coming over for dinner or Shadowlight and I would have been ready sooner,” Anna said.
“Actually, I came early hoping to catch you alone. There is something we should discuss that could be mutually beneficial.” Gryton stood and walked around the end of the table. He leaned a hip against the dark wood and continued to sip at his drink, but he now watched her with something other than humor.
Yep. Here it comes. Anna had been expecting Tin Man to make some kind of play for days now.
He reached out and caressed her cheek. “You truly are a stunning female.”
“I’m supposed to be flattered, I assume.”
Gryton chuckled. “You don’t sound the least bit flattered, but I am telling the truth, which is rare. And I don’t often express interest in women, which is also a rare truth.”
“You prefer men,” Anna drank from her goblet to cover her surprise since she hadn’t seen that coming, “but you’ll swing on over to the other side of the fence if it suits your ambitions?”
Gryton’s thumb played along her lower lip. “You misunderstand. I don’t often find a partner I consider worth the effort to pursue.”
You’re still totally an evil prick. Move along now.
“My choosiness doesn’t mean I am unskilled. I am far older than you; with age comes experience.”
Again, that smile; the one that didn’t reach his eyes. Nope, so not interested.
“My life is complicated enough as it is. I don’t need a man to fuck it up more.” Anna brushed his hand away. “Thanks for the offer though.”
Something other than humor and lust glimmered in his eyes. “You could at least wait to hear me out before turning me down.”
“Your offer would have to be damn good to be worth the aggravation of going to your bed.” Anna pretended boredom. “Go on, let’s hear what you have to offer.”
Gryton looked startled. “You’re offering sex as payment for some favor I might bestow?” His brows arched up. “I didn’t think you are that kind of female.”
“No. Not for money or jewelry or some silly privileges.” Anna said, narrowing her eyes. “It would have to be something much bigger.”
Gryton snorted. “Like control of a certain slave collar?”
“The removal of Shadowlight’s collar,” Anna clarified, “But we both know that isn’t going to happen.”
“No,” Gryton agreed.
Anna stood up and met his gaze. “Then you have nothing I’m interested in trading for.”
Gryton stepped closer. “I like your ruthlessness. It will serve you well here.”
Anna held her ground, not allowing him to back her against the table. When he stepped closer, she cupped the front of his pants and flexed her fingers. Claws sprang from the tips, digging into Tin Man’s junk.
His eyes widened a touch, but he merely laughed. “No woman has ever been brave or foolish enough to venture there uninvited.”
Anna just shrugged and held her ground, flexing her claws ever so slightly. Gryton neither pushed into nor pulled away from what had to be a very unpleasant prickle. Talk about having balls of steel.
“I could make yours and the child’s stay here more pleasant.”
“I doubt that.”
He arched an eyebrow. “What if I reassigned Captain Taryin to the outer lands? The stone armies always need tending and feeding by ones strong in magic.”
Hmmm. Getting the blood witch reassigned farther away from Shadowlight would be a bonus.
A moment later the bathroom door opened and Shadowlight stepped out, his ears perked forward, no doubt with eagerness at the smell of food. At least until he saw Gryton and her having their battle of wills. Shadowlight loosed a roar and lunged across the room.
“Halt,” Gryton bellowed.
The young gargoyle leaped forward like he didn’t even feel the bite of the slave collar as it blazed bright as day. One moment, she was ready to remove Gryton’s balls, the next he was gone. Two seconds after that, he crashed into the wall at the opposite end of the room.
Gryton recovered quickly and was already on his feet, summoning a raging wall of fire magic. Anna darted forward, putting herself between Tin Man and Shadowlight.
“Enough,” she yelled, magic rising up inside her. She fought back the gargoyle nature that wanted to come out and play. Nope. Not going to happen.
Drawing a deep breath, she placed a restraining hand on Shadowlight’s shoulder when he moved to sidestep around her and go after Gryton. The firm pressure of her grip was enough to catch his attention and he glanced back at her. Though a low growl still issued from his throat, he obeyed her command.
“Gryton, you brought that on yourself,” Anna said to him and was relieved to see he wasn’t advancing on the young gargoyle. Next, she looked to Shadowlight. “And what you saw was Gryton and I having a disagreement. Thank you for your aid, but it wasn’t required. I had Gryton well in…hand.”
Tin Man snorted. “Anna was doing just fine protecting her own virtue.”
Shadowlight growled softly again, but when he didn’t further threaten Gryton, the commander swallowed back his fire magic and gave them both a chilling smile. “Now that we got that out of the way, I believe we should eat this meal before it gets cold.”
After much glowering and a bit of posturing, all three of them took a seat and started to eat. Though it was more to get it over with then out of actual hunger.
But Anna’s mind was on other things. Like the way Shadowlight had been able to resist Gryton’s command. That was very interesting. And more interesting, Gryton didn’t strengthen the spell or call the guards. It was like he was expecting the response he’d gotten.
What game was Gryton playing at here?
Then it clicked. This was just the second part of Gryton’s earlier test. It wasn’t anything like she had expected, but the longer they sat and ate without saying a word to each other, the more confident she became.
At last, they finished the meal and Gryton stood and started for the door.
“Did we pass or fail your test?” Anna asked as she watched Gryton stride across the floor.
He halted but didn’t look back at them. “This was Shadowlight’s test. He surpassed even my expectations. That collar would have inflicted enough damage to force any normal gargoyle to shift to his stone form to heal. The Battle Goddess will be pleased.”
She might not be the only one. Anna didn’t miss how the kid stood a little taller at Tin Man’s words.
Damn it.
They needed to escape sooner rather than later if Shadowlight was actually preening at a few words of praise from Gryton.
Tin Man would not be Shadowlight’s new father figure.
Hell to the no.
Gryton continued to the door but paused before opening it. “Shadowlight will get a new, more powerful collar tomorrow. Don’t bother attempting escape. I will be tripling the guards and will have the blood witch create a few nasty surprises along the perimeter for the unwary. And, Anna, nothing I said to you was a lie. My offer still stands.”
The door closed with a thud and Gryton was gone. Shadowlight growled softly and Anna was tempted to join him.
“He’s going to be a thorn in our side,” Anna muttered as she scratched Shadowlight between the ears.




Chapter 25
The next night Anna and Shadowlight reported to the practice ring as usual only to find Captain Sorac missing and Vaspara there in his place, instructing his regular students. Folding her arms against her chest, Anna glowered and flicked her wings in annoyance.
She wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but she’d been a touch anxious about tonight’s session. It was supposed to be her first flight lesson. Earlier, she’d managed to shapeshift into full gargoyle form without any kind of help. She hadn’t even needed a rest afterward, for which she was glad. It meant she was getting stronger. Hopefully, luck would be with her and she wouldn’t humiliate herself too badly, or crash and break something.
She’d hyped herself up and was ready to begin, or at least, get this first flight behind her and improve from there. However, apparently, Sorac wasn’t as hyped.
Which annoyed her greatly. The brute was never late. “Where’s Sorac?”
Vaspara glanced over her shoulder. “Ah. You’re early. Good.”
The captain finished going over one of the sword forms with a young girl with a mop of brown curly hair. When Vaspara was done, she turned back to Anna and Shadowlight.
“Captain Sorac will meet us along the southern cliffs. Come, I’ll show you the way.” Vaspara gestured for them to follow.
Anna and Shadowlight dropped to all fours and paced after her retreating form.
Leading them out of the practice field, she guided them along the fortress’s southern curtain wall. Here the wind howled, buffeting them with sudden shifts in the air currents. The ground grew steeper and rockier as the green grass gave way to a drop-off, leaving only a narrow trail with the towering wall on the left and empty sky on the right.
The succubus seemed unconcerned by the sheer drop just feet away. She even stooped to pick up the occasional fist-sized rock to toss down the side of the cliff so she could listen as it bounced and smashed its way down the cliff face.
Anna grit her teeth. The evil bitch had to be doing it on purpose just to rattle her.
“Here we are,” Vaspara said, as they, at last, eased around a sharp bend in the trail.
Anna and Shadowlight followed close on her heels.
Glancing around, Anna didn’t see what made ‘here’ special enough to warrant being a destination. The path was only slightly less narrow than the part they’d just left. Though, they were somewhat more protected from the wind, since this section was shielded from the prevailing winds by a large outcropping of rock jutting from the cliff side.
There was enough room for her and Shadowlight to crouch shoulder to shoulder and look out over the dark valley below them. The two moons were sufficiently bright for her gargoyle vision to pick out small details far below. A small herd of wild goat-like creatures were picking their way up the rocky lower slopes, grazing on what sparse clumps of grass they could find. 
“Captain Sorac will be here shortly,” Vaspara said and patted them both on the shoulder. “Good luck.”
With that she left, leaving Anna and Shadowlight to gawk after her.
“She’s just leaving us here?” Shadowlight said in disbelief.
“Seems that way.” Anna scanned the sky, and then the rockface around them. “This totally feels like a test.”
“I hate tests,” Shadowlight said with a little growl at the end.
She was about to agree when a massive black shadow sailed over a ridge and into the valley below.
“Holy fuck, what is that? And is it hungry?” Anna switched to their mental link so she wouldn’t give away their location to the flying, transport truck-sized shadow. It climbed higher with breathtaking speed, and soon its massive wingspan was blocking out the stars. Silhouetted against the night sky, its sinewy body and long serpentine neck were displayed to full advantage.
“I’m not sure. It’s too far away and it’s downwind of us,” Shadowlight said and leaned out into the air to try and get a better look.
“Don’t dislodge any loose rocks. It’s probably got super hearing since it’s hunting at night.”
Shadowlight didn’t disagree.
The beast, dragon was the name that came to Anna’s mind, loosed a roar and twisted in the air, diving down toward the herd of wild goats. Its maw gaped again, but this time instead of a roar, a gout of flame burst forth.
It was an honest-to-God fire-breathing dragon.
A hungry fire-breathing dragon by the way it snatched up the cooked goats and gobbled them down. It made quick work of its meal while still on the wing before climbing back into the sky where it circled lazily.
Anna thought it was leaving until one of its diamond-bright eyes zeroed in on their perch and it rolled in the air, streaking back towards them. Its jaws parted in a predatory smile and the amber glow of fire became visible through the rows of deadly teeth.
Oh. Crap.
“Anna, it’s—”
“Going to Bar-B-Q us! Move!” She slammed her shoulder into Shadowlight’s back and shoved for all she was worth. A second later Shadowlight was falling. She only had time to note his wings snap open as he began a swift descent.
Praying to whatever god might be listening, Anna launched herself off the narrow ledge just before a stream of fire hit the cliff somewhere above her head.
She’d lost Shadowlight in the seconds after she’d launched herself from the cliff. Where the hell was he?
Anna desperately tried to find him, but the wind buffeted her now that she was out in the open and her wings flailed, her tail instinctively lashing back and forth to level out her flight. Cartwheeling out of control, she was about to smash into a fast approaching ridge but then Shadowlight was suddenly directly in front of her and his voice whispered in her mind.
“Anna, follow my lead. The wind is your friend. Let it fill your wing membranes.”
“Friend my ass!”
Shadowlight stayed directly ahead of her, blocking out her view of impending doom, but even though she was only moments away from wrecking on the rocks, she somehow managed to listen to his continued instructions. The kid was calm in the face of death, she’d give him that.
Slowly, her flight leveled out, and he guided her away from the razor-sharp rocks that would shred her wings and break her bones. When they were halfway to the valley floor, and the dubious safety it represented, Anna chanced a glance behind, wondering why the winged transport truck hadn’t flamed her good.
The beast was on her ass. Literally on her ass! The tip of his nose almost touching her tail. Shadowlight must have known, for he banked hard to the left, circling back towards the cliffs. Anna followed suit, knowing they weren’t going to make it, not both of them.
Summoning shadow magic, she readied herself to send it stabbing into the creature’s eyes. She didn’t know if it would be effective, but it might slow the beast down, distract it, or piss it off enough to get it to follow her instead of the kid.
“Anna, it is Sorac,” Shadowlight said, his voice penetrating her spinning thoughts.
No.
It couldn’t be.
She chanced another look behind. The beast was grinning at her.
“You’ve got to be freaking kidding me! I hate you so much right now,” Anna shouted behind her as she continued to follow Shadowlight. She was tempted to bite the kid in the tail for his part in this, too. He knew and didn’t say anything.
“Why didn’t you tell me it was Sorac!”
“I tried.”
“Not hard enough!”
“You shoved me off a cliff!”
“Now, now, children. Stop fighting and follow me,” Sorac the dragon said in a booming voice behind her. He swiftly outpaced them in the air and came to a graceful landing on a large flat section of cliff that looked like it had been carved for that purpose.
Shadowlight landed next. Anna followed him in, where she managed a sort of controlled crash. She gave herself a shake and then went and sat off by her self.
Seated, she craned her neck to look up at Sorac. “So, you’re a dragon. Guess I should have put two and two together. Shadowlight said you were a fire elemental and you have scales.”
“I,” he puffed out his chest and stretched his neck proudly, “am a firedrake, not a dragon. One of those fat lizards would never be able to keep up with me.”
Okay. Note to self. Firedrakes were elitist and touchy.
Sorac bent his neck to bring his large head in close to her. She couldn’t tell his color in the darkness, but his plate-sized scales gleamed. If she were to speculate, she’d guess his coloring to be black or some other dark color. Maybe a deep green or a wine tone.
It was too bad they never trained in daylight. She’d bet he was stunning. Though it didn’t matter how pretty he was, she was still pissed off at him.
“I didn’t think you could possibly be worse at anything than you were with the sword,” Sorac said. “I’ve just been proven wrong.
Was the prick actually bitching about her poor showing after he tried to fry her? “Hey! You tried to Bar-B-Q me. I didn’t have time to get ready.”
“Bar-B-Q?” He huffed softly, steam curling from between his lips. “I don’t know what that is, but I didn’t try to harm you. That was only a bit of fun. In the future don’t run from a firedrake, we can’t help but give chase. It’s in our nature.”
“Jeez, thanks for the warning.” Anna rolled her eyes heavenward.
“You’re welcome,” Sorac said with a snort of humor. “Now, let’s try to improve on that shameful first flight.”




Part 3




Chapter 26
A year ago, if anyone told Lillian she would be spending her days watching an elite military team track down and ‘kill’ fae hidden by powerful magic, she wouldn’t have believed them. Mind you, her everyday life was on a sliding scale of the mildly odd to breathtakingly bizarre.
Hence, she was standing in the headquarters for the joint task force watching the mission unfold on a monitor streaming a live feed from the soldiers’ body cams. So far, the soldiers were winning, having managed to track, locate, target and ‘kill’ each of the fae hiding from the patrol.
They weren’t using live rounds, of course, and the fae weren’t hunting the humans, but Lillian was still impressed with what the humans had accomplished. And it wasn’t all thanks to Gregory and Daryna’s training, either. In the past few weeks, the military teams had surpassed even Gregory’s hopes, not that her closed-mouthed mate would praise a human.
Soon, she promised herself, soon we’ll be ready to launch a mission to rescue Shadowlight and Anna.
She didn’t fear they’d fail in their mission. Gregory never failed her, but she feared Shadowlight and Anna’s condition after all this time.
Yesterday when she’d shared her fears with Gregory, he’d assured her that as long as they were still alive, he and Daryna could heal anything that had been done to them. And the Battle Goddess would not kill Shadowlight or Anna. She needed them.
That still hadn’t been all that comforting, but then he’d explained that since time flowed differently here than in the Magic Realm, only about five weeks had passed there compared to the eight weeks here.
Five weeks was still plenty of time to do horrible things to her little brother. And Lillian didn’t fool herself; as much as Anna would try to protect the young gargoyle, there was nothing she could do as a fellow prisoner.
Having to wait until the human-fae teams were adequately trained to attempt a rescue mission was horrible enough on its own, but there were other stresses in Lillian’s life. Her hands strayed to her belly. Having Gregory’s child made her happier than she could ever express, but it also added another layer to her fears. If she could not protect her brother, how was she going to safeguard her child in the coming months?
“They have done very well in recent sessions,” Daryna said, drawing Lillian back to the training session and the others all standing around watching.
“Yes,” Gregory agreed. “They are almost ready to venture into the Magic Realm.”
“I would like to drill them in the layout of the fortress city and the lands around it first,” Daryna added, but nodded, “though, I agree.”
“I told you they were ready,” Major Resnick said, and then came to stand at Lillian’s shoulder, where he frowned down at the screen showing a soldier targeting the pooka.
Lillian knew the waiting hadn’t been easy on Resnick either. Anna was like a daughter to him.
And then there was Anna’s real father, Brigadier General Mackenzie. The day after Daryna had received word from Gryton of Anna’s capture, the general had stormed into the workroom where Major Resnick was overseeing Lillian and Gran as they created ward spells for the human weapons.
The general had bellowed about Resnick’s incompetence for a full minute. Lillian knew it was a father’s worried reaction. When she’d seen him a second time, he’d been cool and composed as one would expect of a highly decorated general.
But even after they rescued Anna and Shadowlight, Lillian still thought there might be trouble.
The general didn’t strike her as the type to meekly accept that his daughter was now magically bound in servitude to another being. And Gregory and Daryna weren’t so sure they could sever the link between Anna and Shadowlight without killing them both.
“My superiors are meeting again in three hours,” Resnick told Gregory and Daryna. “Once we get the go-ahead, both teams can be ready to move within a few hours.”
“There is still something Lillian, Gregory, and I must do before we venture into the Magic Realm. Spells that must be performed.” Daryna said and then looked pointedly at Lillian.
Resnick nodded and turned to go speak with his superiors.
Gregory huffed softly and then urged Lillian and Daryna out of the military headquarters.
He didn’t speak again until a half hour later when they were once again surrounded by trees, well away from the humans and their technology.
Gregory was still uncomfortable surrounded by things from the modern world. Lillian might have found it humorous under other circumstances, but the last two months hadn’t been easy.
“Lillian, if you truly plan to come to the Magic Realm with me, you’ll need to give our child into your hamadryad’s keeping,” he said with steel in his voice. “Or you and Daryna can both remain here together.”
There was no way Lillian was letting Gregory risk himself alone. “No, I’ll have to give up my child soon any—”
Daryna cut Lillian off. “I will not sit by safe in the Mortal Realm while my other half ventures into the heart of enemy territory.”
Lillian folded her arms as she and Daryna both leveled a ‘we’ll kick your ass if you try’ look at Gregory.
“You’ve been outvoted,” Lillian said. “Whatever we find in the Magic Realm, we’ll face together.”
Gregory huffed out a disgruntled sound as his tail flicked back and forth. “I only want to keep you both safe, our child too.”
“I know. But the best way to keep our baby safe is to rescue Shadowlight and Anna, thereby depriving the Battle Goddess of another weapon in her arsenal.”
“Yes, but Lillian, being separated from your child...”
“Will suck. But it would happen soon anyway. All hamadryads gestate their dryad’s child. Even I know that.”
“There’s more to it than that,” he said softly. “When you journey to the Magic Realm, you will feel the separation far more acutely.”
“He is correct,” Daryna said. “Even though dryads must give over their children to their trees, the dryad doesn’t usually venture far from her hamadryad during those years.”
Lillian cradled her stomach, even now feeling the pulse of life within, a tiny fluttering heart. Her gargoyle magic could sense the child now. Not the gender, not yet, but Gregory said they would be able to scent the sex of their child in another few days.
“But me being away from the tree won’t weaken the hamadryad or harm the child, right?”
“No,” Gregory reassured her. “Your tree is strong. Our child will be safe with the Clan and the Coven guarding her glade.”
“Then I’m going with you. I’ll transfer the child to my hamadryad now.”
“My beautiful, brave mate,” Gregory said as he stepped forward to embrace her. “Tomorrow will be soon enough.”
Gregory’s hand caressed her belly, and she smiled at his expression of absolute wonderment. Lillian would raze an evil demigoddess’s temple to the ground if that’s what it took to protect this tiny new miracle.




Chapter 27
Gregory nuzzled Lillian’s cheek and at that moment he wanted to be away from everything so he could spend some time alone with his mate. Daryna must have sensed his mood because she bestowed him with a mischievous grin.
“Go. Take Lillian hunting.” Daryna gestured at the darkening forest all around them. “You both deserve some time alone. It’s likely the last chance you’ll get for a while. I can find my own way back to the cabin.”
It was true. Once Lillian went into her hamadryad, she’d remain there for two days, but when she emerged, she would be in peak form, ready for the mission to the Magic Realm. After today, they’d be accompanied by the humans and fae until the mission’s end.
“Come,” he whispered to Lillian, “hunt with me. Daryna and Gran will inform us later what the humans decide, but I already know they will ‘green light’ a mission to the Magic Realm as soon as possible. They have no more choice than we do. The Battle Goddess has set her sights on this world.”
His words might not have comforted Lillian, but she nodded.
“I’ll hunt with you and then tomorrow I’ll surrender our child to my hamadryad.” She paused, her expression turning fierce. “And then after that, we start a hunt of a different type. The Battle Goddess might not know it yet, but she will feel the rage of the Avatars for her interference.”
“That she will,” Daryna agreed darkly. “If she has harmed the young gargoyle or his Kyrsu, I will show her what true rage is.”
Gregory reached out and hugged Daryna, surprising both women. “I love you and forgive you for attempting to protect Gryton, but if you do anything so foolish again while we are in the Magic Realm, I will see that you can’t attempt such a thing again.”
While Daryna and Lillian were both put off balance by his words, he turned and dropped to all fours. As he ran past, he slapped Lillian in the backside with his tail. “Come slow one, if you can catch me perhaps I will reward you.”
As he darted off into the forest, Lillian’s curses and Daryna’s delighted laughter reached him. He didn’t run fast or particularly far before he heard Lillian giving chase. She was catching up to him, so he knew she’d shifted to gargoyle form.
Lillian was fast and enjoyed stealing the lead from him, but this game trail was too narrow and thick underbrush hugging close to the path would prevent her from passing him. He grinned and set a slower pace that he knew would bother her.
She approached swiftly and wasn’t slowing down.
“What are you—”
She leaped upon his rump, stampeded over his back, and then was springing forward to land on the path ahead.
“You’re too slow and I’m hungry. Go hunt by yourself,” she shouted back at him as her tail-tip vanished around a bend in the game trail.
He did so love a good challenge. Lengthening his stride, he surged forward, thundering down the trail in pursuit of Lillian.
She led him on a merry chase before eventually slowing enough for him to run at her heels. When the underbrush finally thinned, he ran alongside her and used the proximity to lick at her shoulder and dragged in a great lungful of her scent.
“Ha. Food before sex. Stop being so very male.”
Her tone lacked bite, so he nuzzled her the next chance he got.
“I’m not joking. I could eat an entire deer by myself.” She smacked him with her tail hard enough to make him stumble. That was no loving, playful swat. Right. Hormones. Feed the pregnant female or else.
When he regained his stride, he surged ahead. “Then I had better bring down the biggest buck I can find if I want even a small bite or two.”
“My mate is wise,” Lillian agreed.
He soon found a promising scent trail and followed it to a small herd of five deer. He picked his target and swiftly separated him from the others.
Lillian followed close behind, but not so close she’d catch a stray kick from a panicked deer. They’d agreed that while she was carrying their child, she’d allow him to make the kills.
Gregory soon ran down the deer and gave the buck a merciful death.
∞∞∞
 
Many hours later the cool night breeze blew along Gregory’s back, but he was content, his mate slept snuggled in his arms. A thick blanket woven of shadow magic cushioned them from the roots and stones of the forest floor and their wings were enough to banish the chill.
Both his mate and their unborn child rested peacefully. He tucked his wings tighter around Lillian and snuggled closer, simply enjoying the moment even though sleep eluded him. Besides, he was happy for that. These few wakeful hours gave him more time to simply revel in the new sensations.
He’d sired a child with his beloved for the first time. Well, second time, since Gryton was undeniably his offspring. While he would do what he could to save the fire elemental and attempt to instill some sense of morality in him, Gregory wanted this second child to never know the pain and horror Gryton must have faced.
Gregory only hoped he would be given a chance to be a parent to this one.
Lillian stirred in his arms and blinked open her eyes a moment later.
“Have you not slept?” she asked as she stretched.
“No,” he said, not bothering with a lie. He never wanted to lie to her. “I couldn’t sleep, but it pleases me to just hold you and watch you while you sleep.”
“Mmm.” Lillian yawned and stretched. “Way to rock that stalker talk.”
She bumped her muzzle against his and predictably forgot about her horns, and clinked them against his.
“Damnit. Horns. Sorry,” she said as she rolled over and reclined facing him. “Now what’s the real cause for those little worry lines between your eyes?”
“I was just thinking how much I wanted to be able to give this child the love he deserves.”
“He? You got insider info you’re not sharing with me?” Lillian drew in a deep breath, trying to catch the scent of their child on her skin.
“No,” he laughed. “Son or daughter, I’ll love this child. And I haven’t used magic to discern the gender, I promise.”
“You better not.”
“I was just thinking that this little miracle might be the only one we are ever granted.”
Lillian laughed, surprising him. “Once we win the war and give the Battle Goddess a really good spanking, I’m planning on retiring from being an Avatar.”
“Retiring?”
“Yep, just for the rest of this life. I’m planning on growing a crapload of hamadryad cuttings from my tree until I have an entire grove. Then I’m shoving my soul and Avatar power into one of them.”
“Ah,” he said in a noncommittal way. Though he thought he knew where she was going with her ‘grove’ of hamadryads. He fought to hold back a silly grin.
“Once they are old enough, I’m going to use the hamadryad grove to carry all our children. It might take a decade or two, but I plan on having one of those crazy, big-ass families with ten plus kids.”
Gregory grinned at her, but as much as his heart liked the future she painted, his mind knew if there was open war, demigods and Avatars might all find themselves once again within the Spirit Realm. “I hope we are given a chance.”
Lillian’s merriment vanished. “You think we’re not going to survive?”
“I cannot see the future and I cannot promise you that we will both survive this.”
“God, Gregory,” Lillian reached out to him. “Don’t think like that. We’re the Avatars, we’ve lived thousands of lifetimes together.”
“And we’ve died at the end of each of those many thousands of lifetimes too. Some by choice. Some unexpectedly. There are no guarantees except everyone returns to the Spirit Realm, eventually.”
“That’s a terrible way to view life.”
“It is the truth.”
“I know, but I will go forward with the belief that there is always hope. And I will hope enough for the both of us.”
Within Gregory, his hope warred with despair. “I do not know what the future will bring, but this child is a miracle, and I hope we are blessed with many more such miracles over the years.”
Lillian cupped his cheek and would have said something more, but he placed his fingers on her lips.
“I don’t know if we will survive this war, and for the first time in my existence, I fear death. We have failed the Divine Ones twice now. First with Gryton and now with this child. I do not regret creating life with you. I should, but I don’t. However, I think our creators might see things differently than I do. After Gryton, they wiped one entire lifetime’s worth of memories. I don’t know if that was intended as a punishment or as a kindness so we wouldn’t have to exist knowing we’d broken our most sacred vows.” Gregory tilted his head back to the canopy above and wished he could see the stars through the leaves. “I fear this might be the last time we are reborn as the Avatars, like we are being given a second chance. I simply do not know.”
Lillian’s eyes widened, and her large deer-like ears flattened into her mane.
“You really think that the Divine Ones would punish us so severely for having a child?” Her one hand came to rest on her belly.
“No, not for that tiny innocent life.” Gregory shook his head. “I speak of Gryton. I think he is the mistake we are intended to rectify in this life. Though, I haven’t a clue if I’m supposed to save or destroy him. Though I would attempt to save my son—the Divine Ones would know that about my character.”
“What happens if we fail? They’d just strip us of our purpose as punishment?”
“Yes, but they wouldn’t see it as a punishment, my beloved. They would be granting us a reprieve from having our soul sundered each time they would have called upon their Avatars.”
Lillian’s eyes widened. “Then we must defeat the Battle Goddess once and for all. If we don’t, there might not be anyone powerful enough to stop her the next time. I will not leave my child to fight that battle.”
“I do not plan to,” Gregory said, “I just don’t want there to be any lies between us and Daryna has had the same fears as I.”
Lillian gripped his jaw and forced him to look directly at her. “Well, it’s good that I have enough passion for life to sustain you, me, and Daryna, then, isn’t it?”
A wave of magic rolled over her body and suddenly he was holding a dryad in his arms instead of a gargoyle. Drawing him forward, she pressed little kisses to his muzzle. Urgency swiftly rose within him, flooding his body, mind, and soul with the need for his mate. Lillian’s responses told him she felt the same. It fired his need to greater heights, but there was more to it than just physical release. This might be the last time they could enjoy each other’s bodies fully.
There was no telling how long Daryna would survive after they completed their rescue mission. When her body failed, Lillian would become the Sorceress, as was right. The survival of all three realms depended upon that merging. Why then did the thought of regaining his true Sorceress at the cost of losing his mate hurt so damn much? Sex was the only part of their relationship they’d lose.
And it wasn’t like they hadn’t abstained before. It was just sex.
“Gregory, when we come together it is never just sex. It is an accumulation of a hundred thousand lifetimes of our love.”
She was right, of course. Their soul always yearned to rejoin and heal itself, to be made whole. The act of physical love was as close as they could come while still caged in flesh, blood, and bone.
His eyes drifted shut as Lillian nipped her way down his neck, her lips and tongue caressing him in a way that melted his heart and fired his blood. By the great God and Goddess, he would miss this.
A deep rumbling purr escaped him, and Lillian chuckled.
If this was to be their last time, he would embrace his fierce joy and sorrow, wrapping Lillian in so much pleasure that she would remember this always. He sat up and grasped her around the waist, hoisting her into his lap.
“My beloved dryad, how do you want me, human or natural?”
Lillian continued to stroke him, her quick fingers making short work of his loincloth. “I don’t care. I just want you. Fierce, brave, beautiful you.”
Hmmm, fierce suited his mood this night. He pushed her onto her back and followed her down. Lillian yelped once in surprise, but she wasn’t harmed, the blanketing shadow magic cushioned her. Smiling, she wrapped her arms around his waist. He’d retained enough wherewithal to know that in his present mood, if he kept his gargoyle form, she’d likely be sore tomorrow.
He closed his eyes and called on power, maintaining the image of his human form in his mind’s eye.
“I’m fond of wings,” Lillian whispered as she reached to stroke the sensitive membranes.
Gregory’s concentration shattered, the image of his human form melting away. Damn it.
“My emotions are too chaotic, I’m not sure if I’ll be as gentle as I should,” he admitted.
“How about a compromise?” Lillian grinned up at him, her thumbs stroking his jaw. “Half and half because kissing is fun, too.”
Ah. His human-gargoyle hybrid form. Somehow it seemed poetic to wear the shape he’d worn when they first kissed. He shifted to his half-human form and pounced. Lillian giggled, but he silenced the sound with his mouth.
She eagerly returned his rising passion, matching it and driving his own higher. Snatching her hands in one of his, he guided them above her head and pinned them there. Knowing Lillian’s giving nature in bed, if he didn’t restrain her, this would be over far sooner than he wanted.
“Not fair,” she said with a little pout.
He kissed her until she was breathless and the pout long forgotten. Using lips and teeth, he uncovered her breasts and lavished attention on each until she was purring his name. In time, she found other ways to distract him and freed her hands. Soon he lost the fight to hold back his rising passion and urged Lillian’s knees apart. Looking down at her, he met her gaze. Heat and desire reflected back at him.
Draping himself over her, he folded his wings around them both. With her held in the protective cage of his arms, he nuzzled her jaw, kissing and nipping his way to her ear. “You mean everything to me.”
“You’re the only one I’ve ever loved.” Lillian nuzzled him in return.
Alone far out in the dark forest, their passions rose, peaked, and began rising anew. Hours passed before they finally collapsed and curled up together, deeply sated.
“Gregory. That felt too much like goodbye,” Lillian whispered afterward, sadness in her voice.
“Not goodbye. Never that. A memory to carry us through more difficult times.” Gregory reached out and brushed a lock of hair off Lillian’s sweaty cheek. “You have my promise that I will do all in my power to live for both you and our child. There is nothing I’d like more than to fulfill that future dream of yours. I, too, would like a big family.”
“Good, I’m going to bind you with that promise.” Sighing happily, Lillian lowered her head to his chest and allowed her fingers to slowly caress him. After a few minutes, her hand stilled in sleep. At last, he let sleep claim him, too.




Chapter 28
Last night in the forest, just before Lillian had fallen asleep in her mate’s arms, she’d concocted a plan. She wanted to give Gregory something that represented both their eternal love and their future dream of having a family, even if it was only for this one lifetime.
Unfortunately, there was no way Gregory wouldn’t notice if she just sneaked off to go shopping and it wasn’t like she had the magic skills needed to make what she wanted. But Daryna was the Mother’s Sorceress. She shouldn’t have a problem providing what Lillian needed. She just had to explain everything to Daryna without Gregory being the wiser.
She’d thought that part was going to be the problem. At least until the solution just let herself into their bedroom while Gregory was still in the shower.
“Daryna,” Lillian called softly and gestured her over to the far end of the room, putting as much space between them and the bathroom as possible. Though even a gargoyle’s exceptional hearing was at a disadvantage with the spray from the water drowning out most other noise. “Perfect timing. I have something I want to ask you while Gregory is occupied.”
Daryna’s eyebrow arched with unconcealed interest. “Why, I didn’t take you for the secret conspiracy type.”
Lillian rolled her eyes. “It’s nothing nefarious, just something I want to give to Gregory. You might even think it’s silly.”
“I will gladly help you make something for our beloved.” A smile spread across the Sorceress’s face. “Tell me more.”
Feeling somewhat awkward, Lillian explained what she wanted to do. “What do you think? Will Gregory think it’s a silly human custom?”
“I think it’s something that we Avatars would never think about doing, but I love the idea. Gregory will love it too.”
“I’ll love what?” Gregory asked as he stepped out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around his waist and another around his wet mane.
“It’s nothing much,” Lillian hedged, scrambling for something to say that wasn’t a lie or end up triggering his need to ferret out the truth.
“Then why don’t you tell me what it is.” A wicked grin flashed across his face.
“Lillian wants to give you a present if you must know,” Daryna snapped. “And she asked me to help.”
“A present?” Gregory prowled closer.
Daryna crossed her arms and glowered at him. “It’s a secret. We’re not telling you what it is, so stop pushing, you great lug.”
Gregory’s expression shifted to a pout and it was on the tip of Lillian’s tongue to tell him her plan when a loud knock sounded at the bedroom door.
“Lillian? Gregory?” Jason called through the door. “You better get out here.”
Daryna was closest and opened the door for Lillian’s older brother.
He stepped in and nodded to the Sorceress but was able to pick out Lillian with ease. “Your mother just awoke from her coma. Gran thinks it’s best she learn the news about Shadowlight from you or Daryna.”
“I’ll do it,” Daryna said before Lillian could respond. “It was my plan that Gryton deliver Shadowlight to Lord Death as proof of what his sister was doing and when that plan went awry, it was my fault that he ended up the Battle Goddess’s prisoner instead.”
“I’ll come, too,” Lillian said.
Gregory walked over to the bed where he’d left his beaded loincloth. He dropped his towels and began to dress.
“Oh, gawd, I’ll be in the car. I was supposed to give you a lift to HQ, but I might now be blind.” Jason said as he fled the room with a lot of dramatic groaning and bitching about naked gargoyle junk.
Gregory ignored the human and continued to dress. Daryna just rolled her eyes and then looked at Lillian. “You know, our gargoyle has never been modest, but I think he does this intentionally because the humans are so very silly about nudity.”
“I’ll be waiting in the car,” Lillian said and shook her head. She followed the sound of her brother’s muttering.
∞∞∞
 
Lillian stood in one of the lower levels of what used to be a community building but was now just called HQ. The office had been converted into a hospital room and she now leaned against the wall with Gregory while Daryna explained to River that her youngest child was now a prisoner of the Battle Goddess.
Her mother was on crutches, and while her hair had started to grow back, her body was still covered in terrible burns. Gregory had been working some healing magic, but even so, anyone with two eyes could see it was pure determination on the dryad’s part that she was on her feet at all.
“She has my Shadowlight?” River whispered in horror, her already pale complexion from being bedridden for over two months washed out farther. “Darkness and I gave up everything to see that he wouldn’t grow up there.”
“I know,” Daryna whispered. “And I am sorry. You have my word that we’ll get him back.”
Lillian wasn’t sure if her mother could be trusted, but she did feel sympathy for the poor woman. To learn her mate was dead, or the next thing to it, would be a great enough blow after waking from a coma. Then to learn that her youngest child had been stolen away? Those two losses would cripple those with lesser fortitude. River was tough, though, and Lillian could see the rage rising within her now. Her weakened body did not lessen the fire of her spirit.
“Your word? Your word means nothing!” River slapped Daryna’s consoling hands away. “This is all your fault!”
Gregory stepped between them and gently pushed Daryna behind him while he spoke to the dryad in soft tones. “We will get him back. I promise you that.”
Stepping forward, Lillian joined them. “At least my little brother isn’t alone. Anna is there with him. She refused to stand down and went against orders to attempt a rescue.”
Lillian sat down on the edge of the bed and urged the surprised River to sit next to her.
“The human was the only one who went?”
“Yes,” Lillian answered. “She loves Shadowlight like a little brother. And while she knew the odds were bad, she chose to go anyway.”
“A human?” River whispered. “Only the human was brave enough to go.”
“Yes.”
River’s expression hardened. “Then Shadowlight picked well. She is a worthy Kyrsu. When we get them back, I will tell her as much.”
Lillian hugged the stranger who was her mother. “We will get them back.”
“Yes, we will,” River’s nostrils flared. “Just don’t expect either of them to still be the same.”
Her mother had just given voice to one of Lillian’s greatest fears. At the words, even the age-old Avatars looked a touch more worried than they had before.
Drawing in a deep shaking breath, Lillian vowed that no matter what had happened to Anna and Shadowlight, or what they had become, she would still stand by them. Surely, they couldn’t be worse than Gryton, not after only a few weeks’ exposure to the Battle Goddess.
Lillian prayed that was true.




Chapter 29
Thick autumn dew sparkled brightly on the hamadryad’s soft needles. The sun hadn’t been up long enough to burn it away yet, and the glade had that damp, earthy smell that always reminded Lillian of home. Later in the day, as the sun warmed the fallen leaves, the scent would change to a sweeter, richer essence.
But she wouldn’t see that today. Shortly, she would step inside the hamadryad and feel as its bark closed in around her. Well, she wouldn’t actually feel the bark closing, since she’d already be drifting to sleep, but it would still happen.
And then her tree would take something precious from her.
Touching the round curve of her belly, she told herself she would have had to do this in the next few days anyway. A dryad only carried the fetus for three months before giving it to her tree to gestate for the remaining years.
Giving the fetus to the tree a few days early wouldn’t harm her baby, but it would allow Lillian to go with Gregory. There was no way she would let Gregory venture into the Magic Realm by himself.
She took a step closer to her tree, her chin high and shoulders square.
“Once you’re inside the tree, you will sleep. You won’t feel anything until the tree releases you and you wake fully recovered.” Daryna said.
Recovered? Since when was being pregnant an illness? But she knew what Daryna meant. Lillian would emerge fit and ready for battle.
“The Sorceress is correct,” River agreed, surprising Lillian. River and Daryna had only just met an hour ago but had already developed a strong dislike to each other.
Gregory’s hands settled on her shoulders. “Take as much time to prepare as you need.”
“I’m ready.” Lillian untied the belt of her robe and Gregory mantled his wings around her.
Stepping forward, she raised her arms away from her body, caressing the hamadryad’s branches as she called on the earthy power of a dryad.
Her senses expanded out in all directions and even into the ground. Below her feet, magic pulsed with a steady slow rhythm, a slow, barely heard pulse. It was the heart song of the planet. Humans might not realize it, or even stop to think about it, but Earth was a living entity as much as she or Gregory, or any one of the fae and military personnel she sensed nearby. When she called on her dryad magic, she felt a true connection with the Earth.
She reveled in the power of the vast forest all around, until she felt calm and as unmoving as the land. Stable. Firm. Fixed in place.
When she brushed at the hamadryad’s branches a second time, they shifted, moving out of the way so that she could reach the thick trunk.
Sensing what she needed, or perhaps feeling the life inside Lillian, the tree shifted and shook as a fissure formed a foot above her head. The crack continued all the way down the trunk until it hit the root base. Widening farther, red, fibrous tissue pulled back exposing a dark cavern inside. Lillian drew in a deep breath and stepped inside.
Already the tree sang to her. A deep, slow melody wrapped around her and her consciousness started to recede. As the tree cradled her, she sang of ancient times and the slow turning of the seasons, telling how everything unfolded for a reason and that all would be well with her child.
The last thing she remembered was Gregory’s thoughts in her mind. “Sleep well, my beloved mate. Know that I will stand guard and never leave your side.”
∞∞∞
 
The earth turned, the sun journeyed across the sky, and the forest whispered its knowledge into her mind. She was aware, and yet she wasn’t Lillian. She was hamadryad and all the worries and cares that haunted her dryad form did not concern her in the least.
All would be well. Even now her gargoyle mate stood guard and fed her magic-laced blood as was right and proper.
The earth turned.
Day gave way to night.
Turning, always slowly turning, night once again surrendered to day.
Hamadryad thought about sleeping and keeping her dryad, too. The cold season was coming and surely her dryad would much prefer to wake again when the warm rains returned.
“No,” her gargoyle mate scolded her, though his emotions were more amused than alarmed. “Return my dryad mate to me. She and I have much to do before this realm is safe.”
He was an old and wise one.
Very well, Hamadryad agreed.
She pulled back her enfolding bark and allowed cold air to wake her dryad. Once her dryad began to stir, Hamadryad turned her attention back to their child, singing to her so that she would not miss the sound of her mother’s heartbeat. She crooned of love and magic and the slow turning of the seasons.
∞∞∞
 
Lillian gasped as she came awake. Like the first time she emerged from the hamadryad, gravity threatened to drag her uncoordinated body from the tree before she was ready.
Unlike last time, Gregory was there, lifting her into his arms.
Though this time he wasn’t the focus of her attention, not entirely. A hand came to rest against her now flat belly. She’d known the child would be gone when she awoke, but it wasn’t anything like she’d expected. There was no sense of abandonment. She was still with her child. Her child was still with her.
She didn’t know what was different this time, but she’d never felt the connection with her hamadryad as strongly as she did now. It must be because of the child. All she had to do was close her eyes and reach for the hamadryad and she could feel her baby sleeping deep and safe within.
“It’s done,” she told Gregory.
“I know. You did well.”
“Now we need to go find Shadowlight and Anna.”
“Yes,” Gregory agreed, and he started to lick the sticky, sweet sap from her skin.
Lillian batted his muzzle away. “Hmm. Maybe a shower first before we go save the world.”




Chapter 30
Gregory stood off to one side of the clearing and summoned power from both Magic and Spirit Realms. Daryna took what he provided and wove it into an intricate, knotted tapestry that, once finished, would form a portal to their destination.
While the spell that had carried Anna to the Magic Realm was similar, this one’s power requirements were greater. They were transporting a much larger group, but this one also needed to remain open. Once they found and freed Anna and Shadowlight, they’d need a swift exit.
During the two hours they’d worked on the spell, Lillian was never further from him than an outstretched wing. Her concern for him, while not warranted, still warmed his heart. Which was about the only thing on or in his body that was warm.
A fine coating of frost now covered his body as power continued to roll off him in waves. Even though Lillian couldn’t manipulate the magic that went into a higher level spell like this one, her body had been created to house the soul of the Mother’s Sorceress and could withstand the river of power rushing from him. That same power would vaporize an ordinary mortal.
Significantly further away, Major Resnick waited with his two teams. Even further back, the rest of the human herd, which seemed to follow him wherever he went, waited and watched and measured and recorded. Gregory huffed in annoyance. Why did he allow these gnats to hover around him again?
Oh yes, because he’d agreed to an alliance and these scientists were part of the deal.
“Gregory, pleasant thoughts,” Lillian said with a touch of humor. “Even I can see that stray bit of magic snaking its way toward the good doctors.”
He huffed in acknowledgment and gathered the stray power back in line.
“Thank you, Gregory,” Daryna said, dragging his attention to the spell work. “That will be sufficient for now.”
She was correct. The spell was almost complete. Certainly, further along than he’d realized. It was foolish to allow himself to become distracted by the presence of a few human scientists.
As he swallowed back the flow of unneeded power, he watched Daryna put the final touches on the transparent walls of shimmering energy. This portal spell looked more like a maze or a labyrinth than the usual smaller, flat disc.
The level of control and strength it took to form such a spell here in the Mortal Realm impressed even him. “Your spell work is magnificent.”
Daryna a laughed. “It better be. Our lives may count on this spell for a swift return if things go ill once we’re in the Magic Realm.”
Nodding agreement, he stepped into the powerful circle and gestured Lillian forward. Once the three of them wove their way to the center of the spell, Gregory called out to Resnick.
The human had proven brave in the past and he showed his inner strength again by walking into the spell without hesitation. Daryna indicated where Resnick should stand, and he swiftly followed orders. The rest of the two teams were just as efficient.
Though perhaps he shouldn’t be surprised. The humans had been briefed at length on what to expect.
Once everyone was in place, Daryna nodded and Gregory gave the warning. “Brace yourselves. Breaching the Veil between the Realms is never pleasant.”
“We’re ready,” Resnick said.
Daryna needed no other prompting. The translucent walls of the labyrinth-like spell solidified, snapping around each of the travelers to hold them in place. The network of lines and the interconnecting knots holding it all together glowed brighter, taking on the brilliance of a miniature sun at circle’s center.
With a stomach-jolting tug, the spell activated, sending them hurtling towards the Magic Realm. A great pressure compressed his lungs, stealing his breath. It only lasted seconds as he knew it would, and then the weight shifted. Powerful currents of power drove him forward. The rushing continued and suddenly it was like he’d been tossed off a cliff to freefall through space.
Beside him, Lillian let out a whoop of surprise and she wasn’t the only one. Major Resnick was laughing as if this was the most fun he’d had in years. The human truly liked this? There was something seriously wrong with the man.
Slowly, the pressure and madly rushing power slowed. The world righted itself. Gregory looked up at the surrounding mountains where no mountains had been before.
“Welcome to the Magic Realm,” he told Resnick and his teams while he waited for his stomach to sort itself out of the knot it had put itself in.
Now the truly difficult part would begin.
Major Resnick and his men fanned out, searching for unseen dangers. Gregory sent his magic hunting for the same thing.
After several minutes, Resnick and Gregory both concluded their arrival hadn’t been noticed.
“We’re lucky,” Resnick noted.
“Luck has nothing to do with it,” Daryna a said. “The spell was designed so no one would sense our arrival by magical means and I dumped us far enough away from the city that we wouldn’t be seen by random patrols either.”
“Two suns,” Resnick muttered with a shake of his head. “You told me, and I didn’t believe you…. but two suns! That’s going to take some getting used to.”
Daryna glanced at Lillian. “Welcome home.”
“I hope we don’t stay long. I don’t fancy becoming a slave,” Lillian shot back.
“Nor I,” Gregory agreed and then glanced upslope to the mountains high above. Long shadows were already reaching down from the slopes to cover the valley floor in shadow. In another hour it would be dark.
They’d planned their arrival to correspond with the setting of the first sun. Once the second sun vanished behind the horizon, they’d begin their travel, and if all went according to plan, they’d arrive at the fortress-city just before dawn when many of its protectors would be sleeping or have their senses dulled by the day.
Once the second sun made its descent, Gregory nodded to Resnick and the major gave the order to move out. Several team members fanned out around the still glowing portal spell—they would remain behind to guard it—while the rest of the humans moved away into the trees. Silent and swift, Gregory, Daryna, and Lillian kept pace.
All in all, Gregory admitted a little grudgingly that the humans were handling their foray into the Magic Realm well. Perhaps he’d have to rethink his opinion of humans. At least these humans.
Once they were away from the dampening spells built into the portal, Gregory’s magic picked up the essence of two gargoyles to the north and west, deep in the Battle Goddess’s domain. Not that he’d doubted Daryna’s message from Gryton, but this just confirmed that Anna and Shadowlight were very much alive.
Alive, but changed. The two were much more powerful than they’d been last he’d felt their essence back in the Mortal Realm. It was not unexpected, but it was still shocking.
Lillian was looking off to the north and west as well. “That’s them I feel, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” he said quietly.
“Gods, Gregory. They feel so much stronger, so different.”
“Yes, but it doesn’t matter. We will fix whatever the Battle Goddess has done to them. Now we just have to get them out of there without getting a lot of our friends here killed.”
Lillian nodded in agreement.
If all went well, by this time tomorrow, they should be home with Anna and Shadowlight.




Chapter 31
Captain Sorac didn’t believe in fear, weakness, or hesitation as Anna’s first flight lessons highlighted. It were very much learn or die. Maybe not die, she admitted as she sat squeezed between Shadowlight and Captain Sorac on the bench and ate her dinner. If she died, it would have enraged the Lady of Battles, but even so, Captain Sorac wasn’t above shoving her off a cliff when she took too long reading the wind currents.
After her first couple ugly flight lessons, it did become easier. As Shadowlight promised, her wings, tail and horns began to feel like a part of her. Now, in the fifth week of her unwilling stay, Anna could shift to her gargoyle form and back to human the same day without falling into a dead sleep for hours afterward.
Shadowlight was also growing more powerful, both physically and magically. Worse, Commander Gryton no longer needed to chain him down when they were taken before the Battle Goddess for her special sessions.
He wasn’t the only one growing complacent. If Anna was honest with herself, she’d grown to like Vaspara and Sorac. Captain Vaspara had been teaching Anna and Shadowlight how to protect themselves from mental attacks by building impenetrable shields around their minds. It had been working, not even Gryton was able to sneak in and look around without her knowing.
As promised, Sorac was turning them into, if not masters, then at least proficient students of the sword.
Both mentors were fair, never unduly harsh—even if one was a succubus and the other a dragon. Well, actually, Sorac was something called a firedrake. Though, a fire-breathing, flying lizard was still a dragon in Anna’s books.
Oh, on a fundamental level, Anna knew Vaspara and Sorac were the enemy. She hadn’t forgotten that. Just compared to the blood witch, it was hard to get worked up about them.
Besides, she had bigger problems. One of them visited her dreams nightly now, able to slide right past her new powerful mental shields like they weren’t there.
Lord Death was a persistent sort. In the dream, the bodiless voice asked the same questions every night.
Did she wish to be a slave?
Or did she wish to be free?
The answers were no-brainers on the surface. Of course, she didn’t want to be a slave and, yes, she wanted to be free. And with each passing dream, she was even more certain Death’s version of ‘free’ was more along the lines of ‘free the soul from the body’ than freed from slavery.
Yep. Nope. No thanks.
So, each night she ignored the darkly seductive voice and each day she did what she needed to keep herself and Shadowlight alive. Though, not once had she stopped seeking a way free of this mess.
Every time she thought of escape, her mind circled back to that night over three weeks ago when Shadowlight had attacked Gryton, completely overwhelming his collar’s control for a short time.
While that entire episode had been a test concocted by Gryton to see if Shadowlight had leveled up in power, Anna was more interested in how the kid had overcome the collar and how soon he could do it again.
Each day, when the city slept while the sun was high in the sky, Shadowlight practiced calling his shadow magic without permission. At first, when Gryton had fitted him with his second collar, he hadn’t been able to accomplish much, but the stronger Shadowlight grew, the more he could resist and overcome even this new, stronger control collar’s influence.
They weren’t ready to make their escape just yet, but Anna was working on a plan. Each day they saved back foods that wouldn’t spoil and hid it in the base of their wardrobes. Soon they’d have enough supplies for the journey.
When they finally were ready to make their escape, they’d need to include the human family. After three weeks, Anna was sure the humans were trustworthy and wouldn’t willingly betray hers and Shadowlight’s escape plan, but that didn’t mean one of the captains wouldn’t be able to read their minds, so Anna was keeping them in the dark for now.
Once they were ready to make their escape, they’d inform the family and then flee with them. But that was at least a few days off. So, in the meantime, Shadowlight practiced his magic in the daytime and Anna embraced her flight lessons.
Staring down at her food, Anna continued to eat. It was another of the thick stews. Someone really needed to teach Cook a few new recipes.
As usual, Gryton sat to Shadowlight’s right. She still trusted Gryton only a touch more than she did the others, but so far, he’d earned her grudging trust since he’d never laid a hand on the kid in anger. Not even during the test when Shadowlight had tried to toss Tin Man’s ass through a wall.
“Vaspara, I’m not part of your meal,” Gryton said in a low voice, one not intended to carry beyond the high table. Though Anna’s gargoyle hearing had no trouble picking out the words even over the steady hum of conversation.
Vaspara sat up straighter and cursed softly.
“You may have the evening off to attend to your needs,” Gryton said between bites of food.
She apologized and quickly excused herself.
“Do I want to know what that was all about?” Anna asked. She didn’t want to seem too eager, but anything that changed routine was worthy of note.
“Vaspara has been spending much of her time tutoring or guarding you and the young gargoyle.” Gryton leaned forward so he could see her past Shadowlight’s larger mass. “It has suppressed her need to feed, dulling her hunger so to speak. But her succubus nature still needs to be fed, or she risks having her nature overwhelm her at inopportune times and attempt to drain power from another.”
Ah. Vaspara had tried to feed on Gryton and he’d gotten his knickers in a knot. As long as no one was preying on the kid, she didn’t care who ate whom.
Anna dismissed Gryton with a grunt and returned to her own meal.
“I’ll assign another to guard you tonight since the Lady of Battles requires me to report on your progress.”
Anna pretended she was more interested in her food than what Gryton had to say. It wasn’t the first time she and Shadowlight had been babysat by one of the non-mentor captains. In truth, Gryton, Sorac, and Vaspara were more focused and alert.
Oh, sometimes Sorac pretended sleepy boredom, but he missed nothing. Anna would bet her favorite dagger the blood witch was another who missed no detail. Thankfully, Gryton never left them alone with her.
Of her usual babysitters, Ninara and her twin brother, Honnan, were the most likely to let their guards down. A reaction Anna and Shadowlight had been cultivating by never giving their babysitters reasons to remain on guard.
Being willing and biddable went a long way to gaining trust.
Unfortunately, there were some new players Anna hadn’t interacted with enough yet to get a good read on their personalities. Three more captains had returned from whatever they were doing in the valley east of the fortress city.
Captains Rynar, Korsha and Bardorac were still completely unknown commodities. She hadn’t even figured out what species they were since she and Shadowlight hadn’t been in sniffing distance of the newly returned captains yet.
Anna weighed the odds. It was more likely Gryton would assign them one of their usual babysitters. Besides, the newcomers likely had a lot of tasks that needed their attention.
Anna continued to chew her food with outward bored indifference, but inside she was smiling. Looks like it was going to be another practice night.
“Honnan,” Gryton called down the table. “You will escort Anna and Shadowlight back to their chambers after last meal concludes.”
Bingo.
“As you wish, Commander.” The incubus didn’t sound thrilled, but he was obedient and always did as he was told without complaint.
“And Honnan,” Gryton added, a hint of fire lacing his words. “If you attempt anything foolish and Anna is forced to hurt you, she won’t be punished, but you will. Understood?”
Honnan grunted an affirmative.
Anna wasn’t concerned with him, though. He’d never tried anything before and now that she could assume full gargoyle form it tended to dissuade would-be admirers. Well, all except Gryton. His gaze still hinted that he’d like to explore a physical relationship with her, but he hadn’t pushed, and she still hadn’t seen a way to use his desire against him, so she just ignored him. Though, Anna hoped she and the kid got away before Romeo got impatient.
Gryton pushed back his seat and stood, pausing only long enough to transfer command of Shadowlight’s control collar to Honnan before he marched from the hall.
Honnan took Gryton’s seat and broke into an extracurricular history lesson.
Anna sighed. Who would have thought a sex demon would be so interested in dry old history, but he was, and Shadowlight was like a sponge, sucking up every bit of information because it might be useful one day.
A stranger teacher and student pairing Anna had never seen.
Eventually, the hall emptied, and Honnan’s lesson about a riot that took place in a small coastal community called Dark Sands came to an end and he ushered them out of the hall.
When they exited, he turned left not right.
Right was back to their chambers. Left was workrooms.
“Why are we going this way?” Shadowlight asked, adding a low growl.
“I need to retrieve something from my workroom and Gryton will have my head if I leave you unguarded to go retrieve it later.” Honnan’s tone was free of stress, but there was a hint of deception to his scent.
Shadowlight growled louder.
“Damn gargoyles. Can’t keep a secret from you to save my life. If you must know, I’m meeting someone. It won’t take long, then you can both return to your chambers afterward.”
That was all true, but Anna didn’t trust him. There was more he wasn’t saying. Shadowlight didn’t have a choice. He’d have to follow and there was no way she was letting the kid go alone. So, glowering at Honnan, she followed him doggedly even knowing he might be leading them into a trap.
It wasn’t until they took another left, descended two flights of stairs, and then turned right down a dimly lit hallway that Anna recognized the area. A moment later, a draft wafted past and confirmed her fears.
The coiling scent of old blood grew steadily stronger with each step. Shadowlight snarled and Anna instinctively shifted to gargoyle form.
“Stop, both of you,” Honnan said with an annoyed huff. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t need something from her. Behave yourself, or I’ll order Shadowlight to imprison you in a cage of shadow magic.”
It wasn’t an idle threat. Since they’d both been training with the blood witch, their mastery of magic had greatly expanded. Unfortunately, Anna had only been a gargoyle for a few short weeks and her training wasn’t as advanced as the kid’s. If he was ordered to imprison her, he would. Unless he fought the collar. If he did that, they’d lose their advantage and once Gryton learned of it, he’d upgrade the collar again. Dammit.
“Shadowlight, unless we’re in danger, just go with whatever he says. We don’t want to reveal our cards yet.”
“I understand. I don’t like it, but I understand.”
He continued to growl softly.
As they walked closer to the blood witch’s workrooms, Anna’s unease grew, her gargoyle nature screaming a warning.
And then a familiar, darkly seductive voice was whispering in her waking mind. “They mean to enslave you.”
“What? You only figured that out now?” Using a sarcastic tone on Death might not be the brightest move, but it made her feel marginally better.
“Your bravado will not save you or the young gargoyle from what the blood witch plans to do to you.”
“She won’t risk Gryton’s or the Lady of Battles’ rage. She can’t kill us.”
“No, not kill. But she will lay claim to your souls. She plans to bind you to herself and the two demon siblings. Her power will take your souls and twist them in ways that even my sister would hesitate to use.”
Sweat trickled down Anna’s back. If what he said was true, they needed to escape and tell Gryton.
“Gryton is no savior. Come to me. Now. Before your souls are beyond even my ability to cleanse.”
With that slap of clarity, Anna knew they’d stayed too long. They’d been lulled by the Battle Bitch’s dark power and let their guards down. They should have attempted escape days ago.
Shit! Shit! Shit!
Anna fisted her hands, but they were already at the door leading to Taryin’s dark domain. Honnan shoved the ancient wooden door open with one shoulder and walked through, ordering Shadowlight to follow when the gargoyle balked.
Not about to let Shadowlight face the danger alone, she marched in and shoved her way between the two males and came face to muzzle with the blood witch.
Taryin brought her hands up, the sickly glow of blood magic circling her long elegant fingers.
“Why is the female gargoyle here? I only need the male for the spell.”
Honnan chuckled. “Shadowlight, capture and hold the female.”
“It’s okay Shadowlight. Don’t fight the collar until I tell you,” she sent along the link.
His trust in her was absolute and he obeyed her at once. He obeyed her, not the collar, Anna realized with a bit of shock.
The others in the room didn’t seem to notice the difference, so she made a show of snarling and fighting as Shadowlight shoved her into a cage created from his newly mastered shadow and blood magic.
Anna didn’t have to fake her displeasure at being locked into a cage while three captains remained outside with Shadowlight, but she needed the captains to think she wasn’t a threat.
“Shadowlight, we need to kill or incapacitate all of them. Starting with the blood witch. Lord Death says the blood witch is going to perform some ritual that will alter our souls in ways even he can’t cleanse. I don’t know about you, but that sounds like a freaking good reason to fight.”
“I agree, but I don’t know if I can fight the collar and the witch at the same time.”
“You won’t have to. Just lure the witch next to the cage and then drop the spell when I say. Can you do that?”
“Yes,” he said, his voice full of trust and confidence.
Anna wouldn’t fail the kid. She’d see the witch neutralized even if it killed her.
“Shadowlight, I require a few drops of your blood,” Captain Taryin said. “It won’t even be enough for you to miss, but as you can see, I’ve been working on this one spell for days and it’s almost complete. I only need a bit of blood to finish it.”
The witch gestured toward the stone worktable at the center of the room. Last time there had been bowls of powders and dried herbs. This time there was a slowly rolling and twisting knot of magic floating two feet above the table. The magic shifted and shuddered and seethed as if the very air caused it pain. It reminded her of a school of fish attacked by some unseen predator.
Watching the seething mass made Anna vaguely nauseous.
“Stay here next to me. Make her come to you,” Anna instructed Shadowlight.
In answer, he settled on his haunches and leaned against the cage, alertly waiting but no longer growling.
Taryin had picked up a long-bladed dagger from her worktable and turned toward Shadowlight. Seeing his new posture, she smiled. “That’s a good boy. You’ll be able to release your Kyrsu from the cage shortly.
Shadowlight’s ears swung forward as if curious.
The blood witch had the audacity to pat him on the head, but the kid was on his best behavior and only flashed his fangs, which made the blood witch laugh a second time.
“That’s my gargoyle,” Taryin said as she brought the blade against Shadowlight’s forearm.
“Now,” Anna whispered into his mind.




Chapter 32
The cage bars shimmered as they disintegrated into their separate shadow and blood magic components. Anna lunged through the swirling misty remains of her cage, calling on her own blades made of shadow and blood magic. Shadowlight was half a second ahead of her and his blade-tipped tail stabbed the blood witch. Anna was on her a second later, one of her blades sliding in the back of Taryin’s neck, just under the skull.
With her spinal cord severed, the blood witch could only widen her eyes in surprise. Taryin made no sound as she slumped forward against her. Kicking her dead weight away, Anna leaped toward the startled Ninara.
“I’ve got this one. Honnan is all yours,” Anna instructed.
Ninara lashed out with a shimmering wave of offensive magic, but Anna retaliated with her own. Small voids of darkness appeared and shredded her enemy’s spells, unraveling them before they could touch her.
She rushed forward, using her wings and tail as weapons like Sorac and Shadowlight had drilled into her. Shredding Ninara’s spells, she closed the distance and wrapped her long, powerful fingers around the other woman’s throat, squeezing back her cry of alarm.
“The Battle Goddess was foolish to create beings as powerful as Shadowlight and me and think we’d be easy to control.” Anna dragged Ninara closer until they were breathing the same air. “We aren’t slaves. Why you thought you could control us, I have no idea.”
She glanced over at Shadowlight to see him slam Honnan into the floor. Not that she was concerned about the outcome. Sorac had already pitted Shadowlight against all his mentors, and Honnan hadn’t faired so well in the ring. He wouldn’t here either. Anna dragged the still struggling Ninara closer to her brother.
“Ninara, how much do you think Honnan cares? He seems indifferent to most, but I’d say he genuinely loves you.” Anna crouched next to Shadowlight and his prisoner. “Shall we find out?”
Anna flexed her talons and broke the skin on Ninara’s throat. “I know from Sorac’s lessons that beheading kills almost any opponent.”
Honnan’s mouth opened, and his lips moved, but nothing came out, not even breath.
“Kid, ease up on the grip before you pop his eyes out of his head. Besides, I think he wants to say something.”
Shadowlight eased up on the incubus’s throat but dug his talons into Honnan’s chest until blood pooled around each digit. If Honnan survived, and that was a big ‘if,’ he was going to bear a gargoyle’s talon marks on his pecs for days to come.
“Oh, and Honnan, if I were you, I wouldn’t be stupid enough to attempt to issue an order to Shadowlight. I saw him nearly put Gryton through a wall not that long ago and you and your sister strike me as more breakable than Tin Man.”
Honnan’s nostrils flared and he nodded ever so slightly.
“Are you going to behave?”
Another nod.
“Good, you’re going to surrender control of Shadowlight’s collar over to me and then he and I are going to imprison you and your dear sister.” Anna tapped her blade made of shadow and blood magic against his cheek. “You have my word we won’t kill you if you cooperate.”
Honnan nodded again. Good. So far, so good.
“Shadowlight, can you make another of those handy cages while I secure them?”
He nodded but didn’t release his hold on the other male until Anna had gagged and hog-tied him with layers of shadow magic.
Then she attended to Ninara in the same fashion. Once Shadowlight was finished constructing the cage, Anna dragged her captives over to it and tossed Ninara in. Anna removed the incubus’s gag. “No heroics. Just transfer the command spell.”
Honnan did, calmly uttering the foreign words she’d come to recognize from all the times she’d heard the spell spoken. When he was finished, Anna gagged him again and shoved him in a cage next to his sister. Shadowlight sealed them in.
“How long do you think that will hold them?” she asked.
“Long enough to get away.”
“Good, we need to warn the servants and somehow get them out of here. I’m not leaving them behind—”
Pain exploded in her abdomen. She was suddenly propelled backward, and then her body crashed into one of the workroom’s stone walls. Her head cracked against the unyielding surface and her vision darkened until she was temporarily blind.
The pain in her side was intense, a burning agony, unlike anything she’d ever experienced before. Screams assaulted her ears. It took longer than it should for her to understand she was the one screaming.
She forced her lips together. It stopped the sound, but not the pain. She wasn’t sure if anything short of death could end the terrible suffering. Anna only hoped there were no guards outside in the hall to hear.
Her hands reached blindly to the point where the greatest agony radiated. Blinking slowly and focusing on her breathing helped to clear her vision. Through her wavering sight, she saw what her hands had already felt.
A long crystalline spear was pinning her to the wall. Its tainted, muddy amber color told her it was forged of blood magic.
She tried to pull the spear from her side, but it was sticky with blood and Anna’s grip was too weak. The sound of battle dragged Anna out of her own agony long enough to focus on her surroundings.
Shadowlight was in a battle with the blood witch and he was outmatched. Anna’s protective instincts roused even through the waves of blinding pain. Power stirred deep within, giving her renewed strength.
“Should’ve taken her head,” Anna muttered as she hacked up blood.
Not good. This was so not good. Oh, hell. This was going to hurt like a mother.
But Shadowlight was in danger. Roaring in rage and agony, Anna ripped the spear from the wall and out of her body. Crashing to the ground, she lay there for a moment, but her magic bond to Shadowlight was urging her to fight. She gripped the spear and used it as a walking stick to hoist herself to her feet.
The younger gargoyle was still fighting Taryin, but his magic was having trouble breaking past the barrier she’d built around herself. Anna glanced at the blood witch’s protective dome of power and then back down at the sickly amber spear in her hand.
Would the witch’s shields block a weapon forged of her own power?
Time to find out.
Anna took advantage of Taryin’s distraction and took the last few staggering steps toward her prey. While Shadowlight kept her busy, Anna launched the spear with all the force left in her arm. It struck, impaling the witch in the center of her back.
Shadowlight struck from the front. His powerful blow spun Taryin around.
As Anna collapsed to her knees, she smiled at the blood witch’s shocked expression.
“Got you again. Bitch.”
Shadowlight reached down and grabbed the blood witch and dragged her farther from Anna.
“Wait.” Anna’s call came out more of a whimper than a shout, but she forced her voice to steady. “Take the bitch’s head. I don’t want her coming after us again.”
Shadowlight nodded and reached down. There was a brief struggle and then came the wet, ragged sound of tearing flesh, snapping bones, and the pop of cartilage. He’d just beheaded the witch with his bare hands.
That he’d had to do that himself would have upset Anna more if she wasn’t bleeding to death.
A moment later a hulking shadow was standing over her and then Shadowlight gathered her broken body up in his arms.
“Anna?” Her name came out a sob.
“Going to be okay, kid. I’m not dying here in this place” Anna patted his cheek, leaving bloody smears behind. “Call shadows to hide us and then take me back to my room.”
He did as she asked, running back to their chambers as fast as he could. The bumping and jolting was a fresh agony, but Anna locked her jaws to prevent any sound from escaping. She needed to give Shadowlight as much time as possible to free himself of the collar and then escape.
Anna might have control of his command collar, but she didn’t know what would happen if she died and he was still wearing it. Probably nothing good for him.
When they reached their chambers, Lanya and her husband rushed forward and helped Shadowlight carry her to the bed.
“You need to go,” Anna said weakly as she looked up at the ceiling. “All of you. Go. Leave me.”
“Go?” Lanya said. “We will not leave without you.”
But to Anna’s relief, Lanya’s husband was already rushing to pull a large sack out of Anna’s wardrobe. It was the go-bag she’d been putting together for their escape.
She’d been worried the servants would find it while cleaning. Guess that answered that question of the family’s loyalty.
The father ordered his two children to pack a cloak and change of clean clothes and whatever other food and medicine was already in the chamber.
She was glad he understood what was coming. Her gaze returned to Lanya who was trying to slow the blood pouring from Anna’s side.
Fighting past the pain, she sought calm. “Lanya, when I first came here, I was sent by the Mother’s Sorceress. She gave me two medallions. They would allow me to return to my home once I found Shadowlight. I buried them a day’s travel outside the city.” Anna closed her eyes against the pain still ravaging her body and then focused on the memory and exact location where she’d buried the two medallions.
She explained the location in detail to the two servants. The entire time Shadowlight knelt beside her, his hands pressed against her wound as he shared power with her. He was trying to heal her, but she knew enough about how their strange magical link worked to know that while he might be able to heal her, it would take days. They didn’t have the luxury of days. They probably didn’t even have hours. Someone was bound to notice that there were three captains missing.
And this wound was bad, really bad. It felt like there was still a part of the blood witch inside her, feeding on her. While Taryin might be dead, apparently her evil magic didn’t die with her. This reminded her of what the Riven had done to her when she’d first met Shadowlight. And yet, as horrible as the Riven attack and consequent taint had been, this was somehow worse.
She wasn’t at all certain she could survive this even if Shadowlight had days to heal her.
“Shadowlight, you and the others need to go now before someone discovers what we did.”
“I won’t leave you.”
“You must. I’m dying.”
“You are,” agreed that beautiful, familiar voice inside her head. “The blood witch infected you with her spell. It’s not as sophisticated as the finished weaving would have been, but it is still killing you. Worse than killing you. When it is finished, your soul will be destroyed along with your body.”
Anna’s eyes widened at Death’s words.
“You can’t have her, neither can the blood witch. I won’t allow it.” Shadowlight’s grip on her tightened.
The poor cub. She’d promised that she wouldn’t abandon him. Yet like everyone else he loved, she was breaking that promise. She was dying.
Worse than dying if Lord Death was to be believed. But Shadowlight might live. That’s all Anna could hope for now.
“Shadowlight, I can’t be saved. You need to go. Escape for me. Help the human family escape.”
Shadowlight growled and shook his head. “I won’t leave you. You wouldn’t leave me.”
Damn stubborn gargoyle!
“Actually, you’re both incredibly stubborn,” Lord Death said with a hint of humor. “But of the two, I think the cub is mildly less so. Perhaps it’s time I talk to him. He might listen now that you are dying.”
“No. Wait!” But Lord Death was already gone, and she feared he was talking privately to the kid.




Chapter 33
Shortly after they’d started out, Gregory had found a game trail. They’d followed its snaking path along the valley for what he estimated was close to six hours when they came upon the cliff Daryna had described. As promised, it provided an excellent lookout for them to study the Battle Goddess’s fortress.
From here, Gregory could look down upon the foot traffic coming and going on the road. And yet being on the opposite mountain slope, there was minimal risk of exposure to the enemy. When dawn came, they would move down the slope and infiltrate the city under the cover of shadow magic. With luck, they’d locate Anna and Shadowlight and possibly Gryton, then be gone before an enemy had time to raise the alarm.
That was the plan.
The soft crackle of a radio drew Gregory’s gaze to where Major Resnick and Captain Stanton were discussing something amongst themselves. Resnick frowned and then glanced up at Gregory and Lillian.
“Alpha recon team was scouting a secondary exfil route in case the primary is compromised when they found another valley where the main canyon branched an hour back.” Resnick paused and then frowned. “They report the valley is full of what looks like thousands of statues. Rough count of at least ten thousand.”
“Those aren’t statues,” Daryna said.
“We didn’t think so. We’ve seen how the gargoyles can take on the likeness of stone when it suits them. I figured this might be something similar.” Resnick said
Gregory’s unease grew. “There are very few species besides gargoyles who can master that magic.”
Daryna nodded. “Yes, but as I’ve said, the Battle Goddess has been studying her brother’s soldiers. And she has found a way to raise a large army that only requires the resources of one a tenth of its size.”
“She conscripts them and then what?” Lillian asked, thinking aloud, “turns them to stone and then only wakes them when needed? Or are the soldiers not truly alive at all?”
“Your first guess is correct. The Battle Goddess raises, trains, and then enchants her soldiers, so they are in a state that is neither alive nor dead. When she has a large enough force to crush her enemies, she has her captains awaken and command them.”
Daryna fell silent. The others around her just stared in disbelief. Gregory didn’t blame them. The news came as a surprise to even him. It seemed his enemy had changed her methods since the last time he’d been born into the world.
Lillian growled softly at Daryna. “You knew this but didn’t bother to tell us?”
“The sleepers are not our immediate concern. It takes substantial spell work to wake them.” Daryna shrugged and Gregory thought Lillian was going to take her by her shoulders and shake her.
Instead, Lillian just sighed and asked, “Anything else you haven’t told us that we should know about?”
“Likely many things, but we don’t have half a year to get up to speed so I will fill you in later. Now, I think we need to concern ourselves with getting Anna and Shadowlight out and what to do if they’ve been corrupted and don’t want to come with us.”
Gregory merely nodded and hoped they’d all return safely to Earth and have nothing more immediate to concern themselves with than a lengthy and boring debriefing where Daryna told them everything else they didn’t yet know.
“Daryna if you withhold further information from me, there will be trouble.” He glowered at his other half. “But for now, my other half is correct, we need to go over the plan one more time in case anything goes wrong.”
Resnick nodded. “If no one else has been withholding information, we should—”
Lillian cut him off. “Major Resnick, while we’re telling the truth, there’s something else we haven’t told you.”
Gregory knew what she was going to say. He could have stopped her or deflected the conversation, but he didn’t. It was time to get this shame off his chest.
“The one you know as Commander Gryton is Gregory and Daryna’s son.”
Neither Resnick nor the other soldiers under his command said anything, though their faces were far from neutral. Resnick was the first to master speech after Lillian’s statement.
“Thank you, Lillian,” he said and then speared Gregory with his gaze. “Now one of the Avatars had better start talking.”
Gregory glanced up at the cloudless sky overhead, stars bright against the darkness. Dawn was still a couple hours off. Now was as good of a time as any to explain about Gryton, he supposed. “It’s a long story, one I only learned of myself a few days ago...”




Chapter 34
During an awkward two-hour stint, Gregory laid out what he knew about Gryton and how he’d come into being. Daryna filled in details from what she’d gleaned from their son’s memories when she was helping him to learn control.
“You helped make him stronger?” Icy venom dripped from Resnick’s words.
The human had many uncomfortable questions and underlying them all was a simmering rage. Resnick’s anger wasn’t misplaced. Gryton had killed many innocent lives in his bid to return to the Magic Realm recently.
But the fact remained, Daryna had reached Gryton on some level, and with more parental guidance, he might be groomed into a powerful ally against the Battle Goddess. And a not so small part of Gregory wanted to give his son a chance to redeem himself.
“Gryton will have to answer for every life he’s taken. And, if he so much as ponders double-crossing us, he’s dead and neither of you will raise a hand to protect him. Or the alliance is over. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes,” Gregory said. “I will destroy him myself if he can’t be saved. I’ve already had this discussion with Daryna.”
“And you?” Resnick asked Lillian.
“You can take him out with my blessing if he hasn’t held up his end of the bargain and protected my brother and Anna from the worst this place has to offer.”
“You?” Resnick asked as he stared at Daryna.
“Gryton has never been given a chance to become other than what he is now. But if he is given a choice and directed down a different path, he will take it. I was in his mind and know he is capable of more than just cruelty and war.”
Resnick grunted doubtfully. “If he isn’t salvageable?”
“Then we will see his spirit is free to return to the Divine Ones.”
“We agree, then,” Gregory said softly. Before he could say, more the radio interrupted him.
Captain Stanton answered in a hushed tone. While the humans relayed some bit of news, Gregory looked out from between the two boulders he was sheltering behind, not trusting that someone within the fortress wouldn’t be able to hear or see past his illusions.
Resnick called Gregory’s name. “My men found something you might be interested in.”
Looking away from the fortress, Gregory’s ears flicked forward.
∞∞∞
 
The Divine Ones had their hand in this new development. Gregory could feel it. This family had been guided to him. Or more accurately, they’d been fleeing one of the Lady of Battles’ patrols when Alpha team had seen the family’s ill-fated escape attempt. As the soldiers had watched from their hiding place, they’d seen the family get overtaken and captured by the patrol.
Amid the shouting and screaming, the human soldiers had only recognized two words: Shadowlight and Anna. The human family, whoever they were, might have knowledge. Resnick, his men, Daryna, and Lillian all agreed with Gregory’s assessment.
The major ordered his men to follow the patrol until they could get there.
The trip didn’t take long. Once there, a subtle sleep spell targeting the patrol dealt with the enemy soldiers. Then he and Daryna wove spells so Resnick and his men could understand the human family while they were questioned.
It was Daryna who recognized the mother as River’s servant, Lanya.
Together they listened to the woman as she explained how Anna and Shadowlight had saved them. In turn, she and her family had loyally served the two new arrivals. Her story concluded with how Anna had been mortally wounded and the young gargoyle wouldn’t leave her side, but even then Shadowlight acted to protect the family by ordering them to flee the city before an alarm was raised.
The servant’s story made it even more urgent that Gregory act now. He glanced up at the sky, which was coloring pink with the first hint of dawn. It would be better to wait until the sun was high in the sky and the worst of the fortress’s citizens asleep, but they were out of time.
Even if he couldn’t heal Anna, he wouldn’t leave her to die in that place. Certainly not with a blood witch in residence.
Gregory had thought he and his Sorceress had eradicated the entire blood witch coven eons ago, but it seemed that at least one still lived. He’d correct that mistake if Shadowlight and Anna hadn’t already managed to destroy her.
When they were finished questioning the parents, Resnick ordered Alpha team to escort them back to the portal. They’d be returning to Earth for their own safety but also for the knowledge they had of the Battle Goddess’s domain.




Chapter 35
Shadowlight had ordered the servants away almost four hours ago, wanting them to have a chance to escape before guards learned something was amiss. As soon as they were gone, he’d used shadow magic to hunt down every last drop of Anna’s blood so it couldn’t be used in dark spells. He may not be able to save her, but he would do that for her.
Once all trace of her blood had been dealt with, he’d jumped up on the bed and curled around her body, mantling his wings to keep her warm. It was the only thing he could do for her. He’d already shared blood and power with her.
Lanya had dressed the wound the best she could before fleeing with her family. Shadowlight would have cloaked everyone in shadow magic and made his escape with them, but he’d been warned that if he tried to move Anna, she’d bleed out.
He couldn’t fly with her for the same reason, and Captain Taryin’s spell was somehow preventing Anna from embracing the healing stone sleep. All he could do was wait for her to heal enough that moving her wouldn’t kill her.
In the time since he’d first shared blood and magic with her, the terrible belly wound had slowly begun to knit itself together, but that wasn’t the greatest danger. The blood magic was eating away at her spirit. His power was countering Taryin’s spell, to some degree, but not enough.
Anna was running out of time. He might be young and inexperienced, but he knew what death felt like, and this power would be her death, and it wasn’t going to be a clean one. This was the Riven all over again, only worse because he wasn’t sure if gargoyle blood would save Anna this time.
“Come to me, my gargoyle. Let me at least save her soul.”
Death had been whispering to him since shortly after Anna lost consciousness. Shadowlight knew Death never lied. If he sought out the Lord of the Underworld for aid, Anna would die. He didn’t want her to die and leave him. She still might die here, but at least if he stayed, she still had a chance.
“Child, her only hope lies with me. Please return home.”
“I can’t. The collar—”
“Will not hold one such as you.”
Boots thudded against stone in the hall outside. Someone was running swiftly towards his location. A moment later whoever it was rattled the latch. Thankfully, Shadowlight had already barricaded the door with a hastily put together spell, so the door didn’t admit the newcomer.
Reaching out with his magic, he learned it was Commander Gryton. His first instinct was to fight the fire elemental until it occurred to him that Tin Man might be able to help heal Anna.
Outside, Gryton cursed. A moment later a hot wave of magic vaporized the door leading out to the hallway and the commander sprinted inside. He crossed the outer room and then the inner bedroom door crashed inward.
Gryton took one look at them and compressed his lips in anger.
“Why are you still here?”
The barked question wasn’t the one Shadowlight had been expecting.
Striding over to the bed, Gryton looked down at Anna and cursed louder, then he swiftly checked Shadowlight over for injury. Finding none, he returned to examining Anna’s belly wound.
Gryton glanced over his shoulder, scanning the outer room. “We need to hurry. Others will discover what you did to the blood witch and the twins. Ninara’s second in command is already seeking her. You and Anna need to be gone before then.”
Confusion swamped Shadowlight. “Why are you helping us?”
“Because I’ve been tasked with protecting you and the hybrid since shortly after she came here to rescue you,” Gryton said as he wove his own powerful wards at the entrance of the bedroom.
Shadowlight glanced down at Anna. Even in gargoyle form, her skin was a sickly washed out shade. “Why are you helping us? Is this another test?”
With his back to Shadowlight, he couldn’t read Gryton’s expression, but he could smell his concern. The commander ignored his questions while he continued to build his protective spells.
“I’m helping you because we’re family and I swore I’d help you and the human, or die trying.” Gryton glanced over his shoulder again. “Likely it will be ‘die trying’ since you don’t have the survival instincts the Divine Ones gave a rock.”
Shadowlight’s ears flicked toward Gryton and then flattened against his mane. This had to be another test.
Gryton finished the spell work and walked back to the bed to look down at Anna. “She’s dying, and you won’t long survive her if you don’t do as I say.”
When the commander reached for Shadowlight’s collar, he snarled a warning.
“Don’t bite the hand that’s offering you aid, cub.” A sharp slap delivered to Shadowlight’s muzzle accompanied the words. “I’m going to release the collar, so you don’t have to waste your power breaking free.”
Shadowlight didn’t fight, but he continued to growl as Gryton felt around the collar, delivering little surges of magic into the metal. Then suddenly, between breaths, the weight of the collar fell away and Shadowlight blinked up at Gryton in surprise. The commander had kept his word. Why?
“If you run now, you have a chance to escape the fortress before anyone else knows what has unfolded. With your training, you might even make it to one of the other kingdoms who would offer a gargoyle shelter.”
“I won’t leave Anna.” Shadowlight sprang back up on the bed and crouched over her. If the commander thought he was going to just run away and leave Anna to die, Gryton had another surprise coming.
“Anna will be dead by noon, her soul dragged back to the blood witch for an eternity of torment.”
“The blood witch is dead.”
Gryton laughed. “No, she is not. Already she is restoring herself. You left her with two powerful victims to feed upon. Ninara and Honnan are no great loss, but the blood witch will rise even more powerful than before. Only the Lord of the Underworld can save Anna’s soul.”
Shadowlight glanced down at Anna and looked at her clammy skin. “I can’t lose her. Lord Death will kill her.” He’d already lost everyone else; he couldn’t lose her, too. And, yet, if he didn’t go Anna would pay the ultimate price for his cowardice. “Are you certain there is no power here that can heal her?”
“Yes,” Gryton snarled. “I would save her soul if I could, but even that is beyond my fire magic. After she dies, her soul returns to the blood witch. Taryin will be able to summon her corpse and mend the dead flesh to create the perfect slave to keep you in line.”
Snarling, Shadowlight gathered Anna in her arms and leaped back three steps, as if putting distance between Anna and Gryton could somehow deny the truth of his words.
“Her only chance lies with Lord Death. At least that way, even if her body dies, her soul will return to the Spirit Realm to be reborn one day. Take comfort in that, cub, and do what’s right. If I had done that when I was first born, maybe I’d now lead a better life than the one I find myself in.”
If this was a test, Shadowlight didn’t care if he passed or failed. He couldn’t risk Anna’s soul.
Sobbing silently, he reached into his own being and sought that power which linked all gargoyles to their liege lord.
Just the briefest of touches was all it took. Already the powerful spell that was a part of his very soul began to expand, spreading out over his body and Anna, too.
Shadowlight glanced up at Gryton one last time. The commander was summoning new spells. Lethal battle magics this time instead of wards of protection.
“What about you?” Shadowlight asked in the last few moments before the spell would activate and pull his body back to his liege lord.
“Me?” Gryton laughed, “I shall be alone again. A natural state for me.”
Shadowlight held out his hand. “Come with me.”
“No, Death and I have never seen eye to eye,” Gryton paused and then grinned. “And, cub, if we ever meet again, don’t assume we will be on the same side. Trust no one. You’ll live longer that way.”
Gryton’s voice faded away and so too did the room as the spell flung Shadowlight and Anna far from the Battle Goddess’s kingdom.




PART 4




Chapter 36
Lillian was climbing over a large outcropping of stone as they made their way back to the overlook peak when a strange yearning sensation flowed over her. Her wings spread and her muscles bunched as if to propel her up into the air. It was unlike anything she’d ever felt before. Gregory’s wings shifted restlessly. He must have felt it, too.
“What, by the gods, was that?” Lillian asked as the feeling slowly receded. It took another ten thunderous heartbeats before she could convince her wings to fold tight to her back again.
“A gargoyle just returned to Lord Death,” Gregory said as he closed his eyes and tilted his muzzle to the sky. After half a minute, he glanced back down at her. “Shadowlight and Anna just journeyed to Lord Death this night. May they find him ever merciful.”
“My brother is gone?” Lillian felt dismay and a new kind of fear because while she was glad he wasn’t still trapped as a slave to the Battle Goddess, she wasn’t sure if Lord Death was much of an improvement.”
Major Resnick circled around in front of Gregory and looked the tall male in the eye. “You’re telling me Anna and the kid are no longer down there?”
“Yes.”
“You’re absolutely certain?” Resnick asked, disbelief clear in his voice. Lillian didn’t blame him. The humans had to take what the magic wielders said on faith.
“There is no one down there to save.”
Still looking unhappy, Major Resnick got on the radio. “We’re aborting the mission. I repeat mission aborted. We’re falling back to the secondary site.”
“What will happen to Anna and my brother now?” Lillian asked with growing dread. Gregory had wanted to avoid meeting Lord Death until he’d had a chance to better understand all the changes in Shadowlight and Anna. Now it was out of their hands.
“I will go before Lord Death and learn what has become of Anna and Shadowlight. If they have been granted mercy, I will beseech the Lord of the Underworld to return them both to their families.”
That was more ‘ifs’ than Lillian liked, and Gregory hadn’t said what he’d do if Lord Death decided to keep them. Lillian refused to believe anyone the Avatars considered a friend would be so cruel as to kill two innocent beings who had no control over what fate had unleashed upon them.
“Lillian, Daryna,” Gregory gestured towards the human team already making their way back over the treacherous ground. “It’s time we returned to the Mortal Realm.”
Lillian was devastated to be leaving without her brother but consoled herself with the knowledge they weren’t exactly leaving empty-handed. They’d learned that the Battle Goddess was building an even greater army than they’d expected. They’d even managed to save one human family. That had to be worth something, even if it didn’t soothe her fears about Shadowlight and Anna.
A deep, reverberating tone issued from somewhere within the city. It took Lillian a few seconds to recognize it as a horn. One really big-ass horn by the sound of it.
Gregory bumped his muzzle against Lillian’s flank to get her moving. Yep. Time to go.
The human soldiers took the lead, Lillian followed close on their heels while Gregory and Daryna brought up the rear.
They’d only just clambered down from the rocky ground surrounding the overlook when Lillian heard Gregory call Daryna’s name.
Glancing over her shoulder, she spotted Daryna running back in the direction they’d just come. Gregory dropped to all fours and raced after her.
“What the hell?” Major Resnick took the words right out of Lillian’s mouth.
Lillian turned and gave chase. Behind her, the humans did the same. She leaped over a boulder in her path and on the other side Gregory had Daryna pinned down. The Sorceress was using magic, attempting to toss him off.
She ran to Gregory’s side and then locked her jaws around Daryna’s throat. Gregory was too damn gentle when dealing with his other half. They didn’t have time to waste if Daryna was planning a double cross.
“Behave, or I’ll tear out your throat. That would be one way to take back my soul and my magic.” Lillian tightened her grip and gave Daryna a little shake to reinforce her words. “Do you understand me?”
“Yes.”
“Good. You will remain calm and explain to Gregory why you were attempting to get captured.”
“I wasn’t trying to get captured.”
“Could’ve fooled me.”
“Gryton is in danger. The Battle Goddess is breaching his shields even now.” Daryna started to fight again.
Lillian bit down hard enough to draw blood. “Rushing off and getting yourself captured won’t help Gryton. Besides, how can you be certain this isn’t just an elaborate trap set for the Avatars?”
“It’s not. I can feel Gryton’s agony,” Daryna whispered, her eyes growing distant as she turned her head in the direction her son lay.
Crap. Shadowlight and Anna escaped the Battle Goddess’s clutches and suddenly Gryton was getting tortured.
Lillian released Daryna and looked to Gregory instead. “Gryton must have helped Anna and Shadowlight escape.”
Suspicion still hovered in Gregory’s expression, but he nodded.
Lillian turned her focus back to Daryna. “If Gryton helped Shadowlight, then he deserves our aid. I don’t like to be indebted. We need a new plan. If we just rush in blindly, we’ll probably get someone killed, maybe even Gryton.”
Reason returned to Daryna’s gaze. “You’re correct. We need to prepare. They now will be on alert, hunting for Shadowlight and Anna. They will not know for certain that the gargoyles went to Lord Death.”
“This is madness,” Gregory grumbled.
“He is our son,” Daryna countered. “We must save him.”
“She’s right,” Lillian said unhappily.
“Fine,” Gregory agreed. “There is the blood witch to deal with as well.”
Major Resnick join them. “Ah, hell. We are going down there, aren’t we?”




Chapter 37
He’d always known his life would end in fire as his power raged out of control. Though, he’d also thought it would be in battle against his Avatar parents or the Lord of the Underworld. But, no, it was the Lady of Battles that wanted him dead this time.
That the Battle Goddess would be so foolish as to exterminate him in her own kingdom just reinforced how unstable she truly was.
“When I die, I’ll take out your kingdom—cities, towns, temples, and army. All of it razed down to the bones of the earth.” Gryton said, his voice strangely calm.
Perhaps this had always been her plan.
He fought against the chains, only to realize they’d melted away long ago as the demigoddess continued to pour a vast amount of her magic into him. Even now a torrent of magic held him pinned to the altar, no other physical restraints were required.
“You won’t,” the Battle Goddess countered, her voice sounding like it came from far away.
Gryton would’ve laughed if the pressure on his chest had allowed. As it was, he could barely draw breath. Simple suffocation, unpleasant though it was to experience, wouldn’t kill one such as him.
However, the amount of power she was pouring into him, that would eventually overwhelm his control. Even now, he could feel his fire magic seeking to slip his control. Only the knowledge the Sorceress had shared with him in her few brief lessons allowed him to maintain mastery over his magic this long.
Soon, even that wouldn’t be enough, and his destructive power would cascade out of control. The force would be enough to destroy the Battle Goddess’s domain. Perhaps even destroy this entire world.
Lord Death and the Avatars would be able to curtail some of the damage, but certainly not all of it.
“Do you think my death throes will obliterate the duality curse that holds you here?” It wouldn’t. She had to know that.
Gryton hoped the demigoddess would come to her senses. If he could reason with her, he might be able to survive a little while longer.
“No. The duality curse is woven from pure Spirit Magic. The Divine Ones had to sacrifice their Avatars to create it. It will take a far greater death than yours to break the spell.”
“Then why sacrifice your army?” He’d shed no tears over many of them, but Vaspara, Sorac, and a few others had been fair to him.
If it was in his power, he would spare them. Unfortunately, if the Battle Goddess didn’t stop force-feeding him power, the choice would be out of his hands.
“You are almost ready,” the Battle Goddess whispered into his mind. She didn’t stop the power transfer, although it was less than it had been.
Gryton turned his head and studied all the captains where they circled the altar, looking on with neutral expressions. Only Honnan and Ninara were missing, devoured by Taryin’s magic to give her life once more.
Interestingly, the blood witch wasn’t watching him as he glowed like a living ember, his armor melting in rivulets off his body. No, the blood witch’s gaze was assessing the Battle Goddess.
“My goddess,” Gryton whispered along a private link. “You exhaust yourself to destroy me, but for saving me from Lord Death all those millennia ago, I will offer one last word of advice: look to the blood witch for your next betrayal.”
“She is loyal.” But the Battle Goddess looked at the witch with narrowed eyes.
“So too was I, once,” Gryton agreed. “I betrayed you to save family. The blood witch will betray you, not in the name of honor, but ambition.”
“Lies.”

“I’ve never lied, not even when I helped Shadowlight escape. You ordered me to protect him from those in this kingdom who would do him harm. I did that.”
“Your gilded words will not save you.”
“I didn’t expect them to,” Gryton said aloud.
“Very well. Since you were honest with me, I shall be honest with you.” The Battle Goddess knelt next to him and he could now see her features through the waves of heat and fire bleeding off his skin. Her features were weary with strain.
“You don’t look so very well, my lady.”
The Battle Goddess laughed. “You’re no longer as handsome as you once were either. I can see your soul shining through your ravaged flesh and bones.”
“Sounds lovely.”
“It does have a strange beauty to it, but that will not save you.” She sat and stroked a finger down his chest. “When your body is ready to surrender, I shall transport you to the Sorceress’s hamadryad tree. She will sense danger and the Avatars will come running. The harsh trip to the Mortal Realm will shatter your willpower and seconds after that you will become a mindless, raging elemental that will consume the world. When all is done, you will rise to take your place in the sky in a binary dance with that system’s sun.”
Ah. So that was her plan.
“The flesh and blood Avatars will not have time to react and will find themselves back in the Spirit Realm, and safely out of my way for the time I need.”
Sudden understanding struck Gryton. “You always planned to use me.”
“Yes. Had things gone as planned, it would not have come for several seasons yet. Shadowlight would have been fully trained when I sent you to the Mortal Realm to destroy the Avatars. Once they were out of my way, I would send Shadowlight and his Kyrsu to crush my brother’s army.”
As long as she was talking, she wasn’t pouring as much power upon him, so he’d keep her entertained because he sensed something she did not. “What about your plans to enslave the Avatars?”
She jerked back, her eyes narrowing in rage like he’d slapped her. “Plans change.”
“Did you know my mother captured me when I was in the Mortal Realm? She knew me. Knew I was her child. The one thing she had been waiting an eternity for. What do you think the Avatars will do to you in retaliation when they leave the Spirit Realm and are reborn one day?”
“You lie. The Avatars would kill you the moment they recognize what you are. They know their duty.”
“Actually, they didn’t kill me. At first, my father was shocked, and his initial gut reaction was to destroy me; though, even he came around and didn’t swat me out of existence. I came here to free Shadowlight and his pet human. I lived up to my end of the bargain. The Avatars are honorable. They will avenge my death. That pleases me.”
The Battle Goddess’s howl of rage made him smile.
It also gave him the will to hold on a little bit longer as she resumed pouring a torrent of power into him. While she was distracted killing him slowly, he turned his thoughts inwards.
“Did you get all that, mother?”
“Yes,” the Sorceress whispered back to him and he felt a loving caress accompany her words. “Your father heard it as well and together the Battle Goddess is outmatched.”
“Don’t underestimate the blood witch.”
“We won’t,” she promised and then dropped out of the link, but the male half of the Avatars was still with him.
“I may still have to kill you one day, but I will not let the Lady of Battles destroy what I brought into this world.”
Ah. Such a loving father he had.
“Gryton, I know you helped Shadowlight before you even knew we’d arrived here. That was noble. If you have a conscience, then maybe there is something more buried deep in your soul that’s worthy of salvation.”
“You’re not the type of father who tells his son how much he loves him, I take it?”
“No,” Gregory said with a chuckle. “But who knows. Maybe one day. Let’s live long enough to find out.”
Gryton started to laugh. The Battle Goddess and her captains pulled back in surprise.
Love was a foreign concept to Gryton, but he wouldn’t mind living long enough to determine whether he was capable of the emotion. And if he wasn’t? Well, he’d settle for razing his enemies to the ground and scattering their ashes to the four winds.
He looked up at the Battle Goddess. I’ll start with you.




Chapter 38
Major Resnick and Sergeant Maracle flanked Lillian as they made their way across the valley floor and onto the road. Ahead Captain Stanton, Lieutenant Willis, Gregory and Daryna lead the way while Corporals Laforce and Brown came last. She and Gregory had expanded their shadow magic to hide signs of the group’s passage. Even passersby wouldn’t hear their whispered conversation.
“A year ago,” the major said in an offhanded manner, “if someone had told me I’d be walking down a cobbled road in the company of a female weregargoyle attempting to rescue an evil demigod to halt an even more demented demigoddess from using him like an arsenal of tactical nukes, I’d say they’d gotten themselves some bad drugs.”
“Weregargoyle?” Lillian asked wondering if she should be offended.
“White folk have to label everything,” Sergeant Maracle said with a humorous glint in his eyes.
Lillian was still getting to know Resnick’s new team. Sergeant Maracle was the unit’s closemouthed sniper. Most of what she knew about him was second-hand knowledge from Gran.
No one could long resist Gran’s extrovert nature, not even the sniper, whom she’d learned was of Mohawk heritage.
“Oh, come on,” Resnick complained. “It was funny. Shapeshifters. Werewolf. Weregargoyle. No? Fine, I’m sorry.”
Lillian rolled her eyes and kept walking.
“Major, keep talking and you’ll need a ladder to climb out of the hole,” Maracle commented dryly.
“What? I said I was sorry.”
Obviously still finding Resnick’s antics funny, Maracle grinned and muttered a ‘you’re hopeless’ as he sauntered past the major on his way up to the front again.
Resnick shrugged and looked at Lillian. “Well, you’re a dryad that shifts into a gargoyle when the mood strikes you, so you can see where the confusion came from.”
Lillian snorted. “Weregargoyle has got to go. Scratch it from your vocabulary, or I’m going to bite your ass every time I hear it.”
“Fair enough.” Major Resnick grinned. “Consider it gone.”
A moment later, his jovial look vanished and he groaned. “I have to write a report about this shit with Gryton. I can’t even begin to describe how bad my superiors are going to chew me out for this.” Resnick continued to mutter to himself. Lillian still heard ‘evil shit demigod’ and more cursing.
Lillian frowned unhappily. “I’m not happy about this new Gryton angle either, but if we don’t do something the Battle Goddess is going to use him to destroy Earth. Mention that in the report.”
“There will still be deep skepticism. Hell. I’m here and have seen more weird shit than most and I’m still having trouble swallowing the whole story.” Resnick shook his head. “And it isn’t that I don’t believe the Avatars. It’s just so—”
“Crazy?” Lillian added helpfully. “Says the woman who thought she was human until six months ago and now I’m a gargoyle. Hmm…yeah. You’ve got nothing to whine about.”
Major Resnick just shook his head and laughed. “Point taken.”
Ahead Gregory suddenly halted and motioned them off the road. The soldiers responded swiftly, and Lillian dropped to all fours a second later. Once everyone was belly down in a small overgrown ditch, Gregory joined them.
With Lillian on one end and Gregory on the other, they spread their wings over Daryna and the humans. Where their wings crossed over, so too did their shadow magic.
Even the most observant hunter would detect nothing. But Gregory still waited until the ten-horse patrol rode past and out of sight before he rose up and signaled everyone back onto the road.
Gregory said once they were inside the city, it would be easier since the city had already been searched and the patrols were now expanding further afield in the hunt for Shadowlight and Anna.
That wasn’t to say they would be safe within the city by any means. If they were discovered before they had a chance to snatch Gryton and escape, it would be a no-holds-barred fight for freedom. Lillian shoved that unpleasant thought aside.
The road climbed an ever-steepening slope until they reached the main gates. During the long climb, Daryna and Gregory remained in contact with Gryton, to give him hope so he would not give up.
They moved swiftly into the city and made their way toward her hamadryad in this realm. Gryton didn’t have much time, but thankfully, Lillian’s instincts told her the tree was not much farther, just north and west of their present location.
As the sun rose higher in the sky, shadows became scarcer, but Gregory and Daryna navigated the strangely empty city with familiarity, finding narrow alleyways and tree-shaded walkways. The city wasn’t completely empty, though. They still had to avoid guards on watch and subdued servants going about their business.
“News of Shadowlight and Anna’s escape must have reached the servants by now. Why isn’t the city in an uproar?”
“The servants are likely too frightened to show themselves while the Battle Goddess is raging.” Gregory’s ears flicked toward Lillian as he spoke. “And her senior warriors are all within her temple, but I am still on alert for any signs we have been detected.”
So far, they’d been lucky. They hadn’t been forced to take out further patrols after that first one to rescue the human family. If they’d been forced to take out more patrols, their enemies would soon realize something was amiss.
At last, they made their way through the fortress city and reached its north wall. Beyond that was a sprawling field that gently sloped away from the city’s wall. It was a practice yard, Gregory said, but she didn’t even give it a cursory scan. Her gaze locked onto the two trees that grew further down the slope.
Hamadryads. One of them was hers from when she’d lived here as a child. The other belonged to her mother. As she drew closer, Lillian saw why they were unharmed from any form of the Battle Goddess’s retaliation. A shimmering dome of energy encased the two trees.
“That’s the spell Daryna and I created so no one else could easily venture into the Mortal Realm.” Gregory rolled his eyes in her direction. “You know how I hate uninvited guests.”
“Wait. If nothing can pass that shield, why does the Battle Goddess think she can send Gryton through to Earth?”
Gregory huffed and made a sour expression. “The magic is attuned to me, Daryna and you. Gryton is our son. The magic recognizes him as part of us.”
“The Battle Goddess knows Gryton is yours?”
“Yes. It must be why she offered to shelter him. It certainly had nothing to do with kindness towards an orphaned child.”
They made it through the practice yard and reached the enormous shimmering dome. Bright sparks of color danced and flared over the surface, shimmering and spinning like the rainbow hues on the surface of the bubble. Only this bubble wouldn’t break when touched.
“You said the spell would only recognize us.” Lillian kept her voice lowered so it wouldn’t carry. “What about the humans?”
Gregory reached over to nuzzle her. “My worrier.”
“Well, someone has to, since shit hits the fan almost daily.”
“The spell will let us bring others through with us, but there is a little…” Gregory paused as if searching for the correct word.
“Blip in your plan?” Lillian supplied.
“Hmm. Yes. Though it’s not a large problem.”
“Out with it.”
“We must wait outside until Gryton is brought here and shoved through the dome,” Gregory explained. “When someone passes through the barrier, it will be noticeable. We’ll hide close enough to the dome that we can slip across when they send Gryton through.”
Understanding clicked. The swirling pretty bits of color would change when disturbed.
Lillian glanced across the area. “There’s not much cover.”
“Stealth has served us well so far. We will trust in our magic and hope the Divine Ones give us their blessing.”
Ah. It was hope and pray time. Nice and reassuring.
Resnick sidled up next to them, and Gregory explained the situation. For his part, Resnick took it well. “Alpha team reports they and the family are safely back at the portal.”
“Good,” Gregory said as he scanned the area for hidden dangers. “Have your men go through and then radio back once they reach Earth. The portal will carry the signal while it remains open. However, once the human family and your men go through, I want Gran to close the portal. She knows what to do. We won’t be returning home that way and I don’t want a patrol accidentally stumbling upon it.”
“I’ll see it’s done.”
“Thank you.” Gregory scanned the area once more. “The Battle Goddess’s soldiers will likely approach there, between those two ridges,” Gregory pointed to the narrow gully. “If we move west along the dome’s curve, we will be in the tallest hamadryad’s shadow and still be able to see them coming while remaining out of their direct path. Besides, it’s better to be downwind in case one among them can scent something my shadow magic might fail to hide.”
“Hiding in shadows still feels like a piss-poor shelter,” Resnick stated as he and his team moved to the location Gregory indicated.
Lillian and Daryna were herded after them. Gregory came last and they settled in to wait.
It still felt strange waiting for the enemy to bring them Gryton. And a not so small part of her felt that they should be looking for him instead of just waiting for the Battle Goddess to finish torturing him.
But Gregory’s plan was sound. Wandering around an enemy fortress was a good way to get captured. So, Lillian waited.




Chapter 39
Gregory was the first to hear the approach of the newcomers, but Lillian picked up the sound seconds later. Soon a long line of armor-clad warriors approached. They were led by a beautiful woman wearing a long flowing dress. Her hair was unbound, a floating curtain that shifted with the wind.
She certainly wasn’t dressed for battle like the others. Lillian’s eyes narrowed. That could only mean her power was such that she did not fear the bite of an enemy’s blade. Or other forms of physical damage. That couldn’t be a good sign.
“Let me guess: the blood witch?”
“Yes,” Gregory replied with a soft hiss. “Don’t lower your mental shields during the fight or after, not until we’re home. Her power rivals that of the old ones.”
More comforting news.
Lillian and the others remain hunched down, but she could detect their shift to readiness.
Shortly before the enemy reached the outer edge of the dome, the woman in the lead raised her hand. The line of soldiers shifted as they moved to the side, parting to allow two other warriors forward. The newcomers held chains and dragged something behind them as they marched toward the blood witch’s location.
It wasn’t until they were at the front of the line that she saw what they dragged at the end of the chains. If she hadn’t known this had to be Gryton, she never would have recognized him.
The black lump of char raised an arm and gave his chains a savage jerk. The guards on either side stumbled but didn’t fall.
Gryton still had a little fight left in him. She didn’t know how. No one deserved to be, to have had done — whatever had been done to him.
God. Lillian ground her teeth together to stop the snarling growl that wanted to escape. Gregory shifted, and she realized he was holding Daryna back.
Suddenly the blood witch spun around, no longer addressing her soldiers but looking around like she sensed something the others hadn’t.
“Move,” Gregory ordered as he grabbed Stanton and Maracle and shoved them through the barrier. Resnick was propelled through next. Then Lillian was snatching up Laforce and Brown. She wrapped her tail around Willis just as Gregory shoved them all hard. Together the three of them stumbled through the barrier.
Daryna darted through next and ran past them. Gregory came last. He paused long enough to help Lillian to her feet and then he darted off in pursuit of Daryna.
Lillian dropped to all fours and ran after them. It didn’t take more than a second to know they were sprinting towards the section of dome where the blood witch and Gryton had last been located.
Ten seconds later Lillian reached the front of the dome to find both Daryna and the blood witch summoning magic.
Other captains were already flinging balls and spears of fiery power at the dome.
The surface danced and flared with a thousand ripples, each new impact caused the pattern to cascade in a new direction.
So far nothing had made it through the shield, including Gryton. Lillian bound up to Gregory.
“We need to get Gryton,” she said as she watched the shifting bodies on the other side of the dome. “They’re dragging him further away.”
“Go to the edge of the shield and prepare to drag Gryton forward when I say. Use the chains. Don’t touch him directly.”
Lillian nodded and leaped to obey, still not knowing Gregory’s plan. Whatever it was must require a lot of power because he was drawing down a tornado of cold magic from the Spirit Realm.
He stood with his arms outstretched above his head as more and more power built. Outside the dome, the blood witch was doing the same. Then moments apart they both unleashed their respective powers. The dome shuddered under the impact. Lillian felt her heart drop down to her stomach, but the shield held and absorbed both powers.
Waiting with muscles taut, Lillian crouched, ready to dart forward and snatch Gryton at Gregory’s signal. Daryna joined in the fight and flung a torrent of magic towards the barrier. The Sorceress’s movements were a strange, graceful dance, almost like watching a martial artist, but instead of landing blows upon an opponent, her power raced to certain points on the shield, counteracting whatever the blood witch had been attempting.
“Now,” Gregory roared and Daryna flung a second vast wave of magic upon the barrier.
Lillian leaped forward as the dome’s circumference grew, pushing outward in an ever-widening circle. It expanded faster than the enemy could react, hitting armor clad figures and tossing them away like leaves before a train.
The blood witch was tossed back farther than the others as if the barrier was revolted by the taint of her touch.
But Gryton was now inside the dome. Lillian bolted forward. Remembering Gregory’s warning, she reached for the chain instead of Gryton’s ember-bright arms. She swiftly hauled him farther from the edge of the dome.
At least until she was brought up short by a new resistance. A glance over her shoulder confirmed her suspicions. One of the soldiers had managed to maintain a hold on his chain and was even now regaining his feet. The warrior was immense, his shoulders broad. Lillian grinned.
The fool had never played tug-of-war with a gargoyle. She bunched her shoulders and thigh muscles and then gave a mighty heave. The armor-clad figure on the opposite end of the chain smashed into the dome. He didn’t release his hold, so she gave him another two good bashes.
He still maintained his grip. Was the bastard part tick? He was latched on like one.
Soon he was joined by three of his friends. Lillian glanced over her shoulder for aid, but Gregory and Daryna were busy feeding the dome more power, strengthening the areas where the blood witch’s magic was beginning to eat through.
Help came in the form of Resnick and his team. The humans rushed forward, and four of them grabbed hold of the chain and aided her while Resnick aimed at the thick chain links. Strengthened by magic, it wasn’t an easy target. Two direct hits only dented the magic-reinforced metal.
But it still gave Lillian an idea and she summoned hundreds of sharp little shards of shadow magic and sent them chasing each other down the length of the chain towards the enemy combatants.
The first roar of pain was rewarded by a bit of slack in the chain. More yelps of pain reached her ears as further bits of her shadow magic found its way inside armor.
Stanton, Maracle and Brown quickly hauled the rest of the chain inside the dome while Lillian knelt next to Gryton. He didn’t look any better up close. As she studied him, ash and blackened flesh fell from his body.
“Gryton can you hear me?” Lillian asked as she reached for his manacles. A bit of shadow magic found the closure mechanism and wiggled until the cuff sprang free.
“I can hear you,” he said in a voice that sounded as dry, cracked, and abused as his flesh.
Lillian didn’t know what to say to him, so settled for the first thing that came to her. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
“There is nothing you can do to hurt me more than I already hurt.” Gryton suddenly reached out and grasped her hand.
His touch burned but Lillian held on.
“Thank you. Please talk to me.” There was fear in his voice.
“Daryna is coming. She’ll know how to help you.” Lillian hoped it was true.
As if her name had summoned her, the Sorceress was there. She took one look at Gryton and dropped to her knees. Tears ran down her cheeks as she took in her son’s condition.
She reached out and shattered a collar that was circling his throat. “My child, I’m going to siphon power from you and feed it into the dome. It will get better soon.” Daryna promised.
Lillian held Gryton’s hand while Daryna worked. As promised, the power flowed out of Gryton now that there was no collar preventing it. It must have worked like a one-way valve, allowing magic to flow into him, but not escape.
Once Daryna siphoned away a large portion of the power overloading Gryton’s system, Lillian witnessed a miracle: his body repaired itself, muscle and skin forming over his bones, hiding the molten core she’d seen shimmering between his ribs only minutes earlier.
Daryna was still working to heal Gryton, but he shoved at her weakly.
“Sorceress?” Lillian unfurled a wing and touched the other woman. Daryna felt different, weaker, less substantial. Even Gryton was concerned, so it must be bad. “You need to stop. You’re…fading.”
Lillian wasn’t sure what else to call the dimming sense she had of the Sorceress.
Daryna ignored her demands to stop and continued to draw power away from Gryton. He jerked his hand from hers and crawled a few feet before collapsing.
Even without the link of skin on skin, the Sorceress continued to draw power from Gryton.
“Stop her,” he choked out in a dry, rasping voice.
“I don’t know how,” Lillian said, looking toward Gregory.
“She’s killing herself.”
Crap. “Gregory!”
Her bellow got an instant response from her mate; he spread his wings and flew to their location.
Lillian stepped back and stood with the human soldiers to give Gregory room to work with Gryton and Daryna.
“We’ve got a breach,” Resnick shouted.




Chapter 40
“Breach, breach, breach!” Resnick shouted, and his men took up formation in front of a section of dome where a series of fissures were forming. The blood witch and the other captains were now concentrating their attack upon that section of the barrier.
“We weakened the spell by forcing it to expand,” Gregory shouted to Lillian over the increasingly loud hum emitted by the distressed shield. “Once I shore up the Sorceress’s power and heal the damages to her body, I’ll create a second dome inside this one. But I need you and the humans to hold off the Battle Goddess’s soldiers long enough for me to do that. I just need a few minutes.”
“You’ve got it.”
Lillian sprinted to join the humans. Standing just off to the side on Resnick’s left, she began summoning a new barrage of tiny shards of shadow magic. With a flick of her wrist, she sent them spinning through the air, hunting those closest to breaching the dome. Her efforts were rewarded by new snarls and screams of pain.
When the largest fissure expanded enough for the first enemy swords to pierce the barrier, Resnick and his team started targeting the owners, aiming for anything they could hit through the narrow opening. More screams and roars of pain and the occasional cloud of red spray announced when their bullets found a mark. Not all the blood was red, but when hit, they did bleed. Bleeding was very good in this case.
The fallen bodies piled up, which strangely helped slow the growth of the shield’s fissures. Lillian could only speculate the bodies were absorbing some of the magic meant to erode the dome.
Shouting encouragement to her human allies, Lillian called more shadow magic and sent several waves of obsidian shards flying. Soon more bodies were adding to the insulation around the shield.
At least until the enemies figured out what Lillian was doing and started to drag their dead out of the way.
Resnick cursed but didn’t stop firing. Soon more bodies took the place of the ones removed.
Lillian sent another wave of shadow magic through the barrier and then glanced over her shoulder at Gregory, Daryna and Gryton. Tin Man’s recovery was astonishing. He was sitting up, and his skin had regrown over two-thirds of his body. It still had to hurt like a son of a bitch.
When he opened his eyes, she was suddenly staring into his blazing amber gaze. She watched in shock as the rest of his wounds closed before her eyes and he was suddenly whole. He glanced over his shoulder at Daryna and then he looked back toward Lillian and the human soldiers.
His lips compressed, fire and rage burning in his eyes. Lillian began calling more of her shadow magic, thinking Gryton had played them all. But his fiery gaze slid past her and Resnick’s team. They weren’t Gryton’s targets.
He stood, stark naked and fully healed, his only clothing a fine coating of ash. Then before her eyes, the ash transformed into armor, the protective covering growing out of his body. As he walked past her, she realized it wasn’t metal at all, instead a material forged of his very magic.
A raging ball of fire appeared between his outstretched hands. With a violent motion, he pushed it away from his chest, sending it speeding toward the dome. The power hit the shield and raced past it to incinerate the first line of enemy soldiers.
More soldiers rushed forward to take their place, and beyond them, Lillian could still see the blood witch working some great spell. She didn’t know what it would do but knew it couldn’t be good.
Gryton was formidable, but he’d just about died. He couldn’t be a hundred percent right now. Lillian doubted if he was in any condition to match spells with the blood witch.
They needed the Avatars back in this fight.
Lillian glanced over her shoulder and found Gregory kneeling over Daryna. He’d slashed open his forearm and was trying to strengthen her body with his potent gargoyle blood.
“I’m beyond healing,” Daryna whispered into Lillian’s mind.
Lillian jerked in surprise and then glanced down to meet her doppelganger’s gaze.
“It is time that you claim what is rightfully yours,” Daryna said.
Gregory didn’t stir from his work, so Lillian doubted he was aware of what his other half was saying.
“Gregory is strong. He might be able to heal your body enough that we can make it home.”
“No.” The one word was accompanied by a small shake of her head. “We must strike now while we’re here in the Magic Realm. We have an opportunity to land a great blow against our enemies. But I’m not strong enough. Only the true Sorceress has a chance.”
Daryna was talking about her own ending like she wanted Lillian to do it. “No.”
As much pain and grief as her doppelganger had caused her, she didn’t want to see Daryna die because on a deep, secret level Lillian didn’t want to become the Sorceress.  “But you’re still alive. Gregory is trying to heal you.”
“Yes. The beloved idiot can’t face the thought of seeing even a temporary clone die. He’ll also see my death as causing the death of his mate as well. He thinks he can save us both. He can’t. And there is only one Sorceress. You.” Daryna held up a shaking hand. “Come, claim what is rightfully yours. Save everything you love.”
“But Gregory—”
“Is wrong this one time. He knows it, but can’t help but fight for the life he so desperately wants. A life with you as his mate and me housing the other half of his soul. But our hamadryad only did this so that I could buy you time to save our children. Both of them. Now they are safe. Gryton here with us, and our youngest sleeping back in our hamadryad in the Mortal Realm. My task is complete, and my time is gone. I must be allowed to die now so our soul can return to you.”
Lillian went to the Sorceress and then knelt next to her. “I will try to reason with Gregory.”
“There is no reasoning with him. You should know that.”
“Then what?”
“Shape your shadow magic, make it into a dagger and drive it into my heart. Be fast and sure.”
Lillian recoiled. “I can’t. I can’t take your life!”
“I am dying. Gregory is just prolonging my life a few hours. We don’t have time to waste. The blood witch is even now finishing a spell that will crush the shield protecting us. If you love Gregory and our children, you will do this thing.”
Lillian felt herself shaking. The Sorceress’s words were true, but what she asked was…was too great.
“The fissure is getting bigger,” Resnick warned. “Look out. We’ve got incoming.”
Behind her, one of his men screamed. She jerked up in time to see an arrow buried in Stanton’s right thigh. Magic circled the wooden shaft in a sickly swirl. The human didn’t have long to live if someone didn’t do something. Gryton stepped in and ripped out the arrow.  Stanton swore in pain, but just yanked something out of one of his pockets and packed the wound while the others continued to aim at the enemy.
Gryton returned to lobbing more of his fiery balls of magic, but bright light seeped between the seams of his armor and Lillian knew he wasn’t out of danger. His magic was still testing the limits of his control.
She knew what she had to do.
Tears running down her cheeks, she looked up at Gregory as a long, deadly dagger appeared in her fist. It shimmered, absorbing all the light that touched it.
“Forgive me, Gregory,” Lillian whispered as she drove the sharp tip down into the Sorceress’s heart.
“Lillian, no!” His startled gaze met hers and then he whispered, “I could have saved her.”
“No, you couldn’t.”
A wave of power rose up and slammed into Lillian, tossing her back. She hit the ground and rolled a few times before landing belly down. With a grunt, she lifted her head and realized the power had tossed her a good twenty feet from where she’d started.
At first, she’d thought Gregory had attacked her, but then she saw him rolling to his feet an equal distance away from where Daryna lay. He’d gotten slapped by the same backlash of power that had sent her flying.
Above the Sorceress’s body, what looked like a small sun flared and grew as it expanded outward. Ropy tendrils of power flared and lashed the air, whipping in all directions.
“Mother!” Gryton called from somewhere behind and to the left of Lillian.
If he would have said more, she never heard. The small but ever enlarging sun was streaking straight toward her. It hit with the force of a train but didn’t send her flying this time. Instead, it lifted her up, holding her suspended above the ground, where it circled her with swirling cross-currents of power.
It was hard to think, even harder to breathe. She couldn’t see anything beyond the glowing power or hear anything over the crackle of white noise. Then in a heartbeat, the blinding light, pressure, and power vanished.
All the world went with it.




Chapter 41
Oh, she hurt. Each individual nerve in her body complained of some unknown trauma. Whatever the cause, her body lay curled on its side and urged her to remain still until her magic had repaired the damage. And yet, her beloved gargoyle must be battling a great enemy, something powerful enough to lay her low.
They were in a battle then. At that understanding, power rushed into her body, a mix of both warm power from the Magic Realm and the colder, cleaner magic from the Spirit Realm. She formed patterns of battle magic in her mind, shaping them into defensive spells and destructive offensive weavings.
But before she sent them on the hunt, she needed to remember just what had happened. Why were her thoughts and memories so strangely jumbled? Confusion lay over her in a way she’d never experienced in any of her lives.
Great Mother, what new foe did they face?
A very deadly dangerous one, apparently.
She stirred and turned her head, instinct guided her gaze to her other half.
Exhaling in relief, she reached for the mind of her beloved gargoyle. “You are well?”
“Yes, my love. I am…well.” He tilted his head, his ears shifting between uncertainty, shock, and a touch of grief. He didn’t come any closer. “And you?”
“I am…confused my—” She halted mid-thought. She’d been going to call him Durnathyne, but that wasn’t correct. He was Gregory in this life.
Levering herself up onto her elbows, she glanced around. She’d been face down on the ground. Spitting out a mouthful of dirt, she made a new discovery. She had a muzzle. Glancing down at her body, her eyes grew wide. Oh! She was gargoyle…but that…that was wrong.
And, yet, it wasn’t. More memories arose from her consciousness. Yes, because of the Battle Goddess’s manipulations, she’d been born as a dryad this lifetime, but the changes didn’t end there.
She was gargoyle. Oh, but wait. She’d also been raised thinking she was human. More memories asserted themselves and with them came clarity.
Tearing her gaze away from her body, she looked around.
They were in a vast dome that sheltered two hamadryad trees. Others were within the dome with her and Gregory. Her beloved came forward and pressed his forehead against hers.
“My Lillian, do you remember me?”
She laughed, a great rolling sound. “Of course, I do. My heart, how could I ever forget you?”
He rumbled and pushed his muzzle into her thick mane. “You remember you are Lillian?”
Yes. She’d been Daryna in her last life, but then had been reborn and named Lillian in this life. Although, there were a few strangely recent memories of Daryna mixed up with the ones from this lifetime.
Ah yes. Her hamadryad had cloned her body to temporarily house her soul because she was in danger.
Even as her memories began to sort themselves out, she glanced around at the other beings in the dome with her. One was incredibly powerful. She’d felt his magic pulsing against her skin even when she’d awoken and started to search for her other half.
This male was familiar, his power strangely akin to hers and Gregory’s. Ah, yes, there was a reason his power tasted of the Avatars.
He was Gryton.
Her son.
By the Light! She and her beloved had begotten a child.
At that moment all her memories snapped back into their proper place and she remembered.
Everything.
Every evil twisted thing the demigoddess had set in motion.
“Beloved?” Gregory’s hands came to rest on her shoulders and his mind brushed against hers as he helped her to her feet. “Do you remember who you are?
Lillian welcomed him in.
“I am Lillian. And, yeah, I remember every evil thing the bitch goddess tried to do to us.”
With understanding came anger, the need for revenge. But even greater than that was the need to save all she loved. Gregory, Gryton, Major Resnick and his team, she would protect them all.
“Sorceress?” The word was uttered by Gryton. Her son.
“I prefer the name Lillian, but you can call me mother, I suppose.”
Well, shit. That was going to take some getting used to, but for now, she had other things to deal with.
Lillian narrowed her eyes. For one thing, she owed the Battle Goddess the mother of all beatdowns for what she’d been about to do to Gryton and all the Earth. If the Battle Goddess had succeeded, she would have killed billions!
Gran, Jason, the pooka and unicorn, all would have died.
Everything she knew and loved destroyed along with billions of innocents.
And among that massive loss, there would have been one other tiny soul.
An innocent she and Gregory had brought into the world together!
Lillian had come so close to losing everything.
The Lady of Battles sought to kill the Avatars and both their children, and she didn’t care how much collateral damage she racked up to achieve that goal.
Rage ignited in Lillian’s soul, but her mind turned calmer as her anger built.
The Battle Goddess would feel the repercussions for what she’d done.
Narrowing her eyes, she turned in Gregory’s arms until he was standing behind her and then she held out a hand to Gryton.
He hesitated at first, distrust shining in his eyes. In the end, he came forward.
When his burning hot hand engulfed hers, she remembered how close she’d come to losing this child before she’d been given a chance to really know him.
Oh, she remembered the many mistakes her doppelganger had made, but even if Lillian could have unmade all those poor choices, she still would have given Gryton a chance to repent for all the horror he’d caused.
And she, in turn, would try to heal him of all the horror he’d endured.
She wasn’t blind to his faults; there were many. Lillian had always seen that. So too had Gregory.
“Battle Goddess,” Lillian shouted, her magic filling her and flowing out of her as her voice grew in volume. “Never again will you be known as the Lady of Battles. I strip you of your title.”
The demigoddess screamed in rage as the chains holding her trapped resonated with Lillian’s words.
“As I strip your title this day, so too will I one day return to strip you of your power and then your life. I will send you back to the Divine Ones for your long overdue judgment.”
The Battle Goddess fought her chains but stilled long enough to eye Lillian over the distance. With a sneer, she said, “You do not have the power.”
“You forget we brought you into being. Do not doubt that we have enough power to return you to the Divine Ones.”
The demigoddess leaned forward and reached out a hand, pointing one long elegant finger at Lillian. “You have your orders from the Divine Ones. You won’t break them simply because I’ve sought to make right a wrong done to me when my twin killed my beloved.”
Lillian laughed, a harsh note in her voice. “You have selective memory. Have you forgotten I and my other half have already broken our greatest vow? We created Gryton. Yes, we had to answer for that, as we will have to answer for killing you.”
“Gryton was a mistake. The Mother’s Sorceress won’t willingly break one of the Avatars binding vows by killing me.”
Lillian continued to summon power. “You are correct. The Mother’s Sorceress wouldn’t break that vow. But the Sorceress Enraged will. Especially after you tried to kill everyone I know and love.”
“Even a billion lives are but a few grains of sand in the vast universe.”
“I do not see it the same. And my children’s fates are for the Divine Ones to decide—not a crazed demigoddess made mad and bitter by her own loss.”
Far away at the top of her temple, the Battle Goddess turned her head and stared up at the sky, as if looking between the stars to the Spirit Realm beyond. When she glanced back down, she said. “I don’t believe you, Sorceress.”
“Whether a person believes in something or not never changes the true nature of something. You do not have to believe that I’ve changed. But I have. I am no longer simply the Mother’s Sorceress. I am now also Lillian. And the universe has never seen the Sorceress enraged before, but one day soon you will feel my wrath. But until then return to your prison.”
Lillian waved her hand and released the spell she’d been holding in reserve. It leaped forward, streaking out of the dome, and crossed the distance in less than three seconds. When it struck the Battle Goddess’s chains, they drew up tight, slowly reeling her back inside her temple.
If she didn’t have Gryton and all Earth to protect, she might have taken this fight to the Battle Goddess here and now, but she couldn’t allow her need for revenge to override her duty to all those she loved.
The Battle Goddess might be out of her reach, but there were other, lesser beings even now scrambling at the dome of power surrounding them.
“Gregory, if you would attend to the second dome, I’ll deal with the riff-raff beating at the door.”
“As my beloved wishes.”
“I do.”
He allowed his hands to drop away from her shoulders and then moved several steps back and returned to drawing down the immense power the spell would require. The temperature inside the old dome dropped by twenty degrees.
Ignoring the chill, Lillian tugged Gryton forward. “Would you like to further your training, my son?”
He arched an eyebrow, but merely nodded and followed.
They halted just behind Major Resnick and his team. The humans had managed to hold back the flood of enemy warriors, giving her the time she needed to reunite her body, soul, and magic.
With a wave of her hand, a glimmering shield formed around the humans, protecting them from further harm, while still allowing them to continue firing into the melee outside the dome.
“I thank you for your service, Resnick,” Lillian said and raised hers and Gryton’s linked hands. “But on my order, you’re going to need to haul ass and retreat behind where Gregory is creating the second dome.”
Resnick glanced over his shoulder as he was reloading, noted where Gregory now stood, and then nodded. “Happily.”
While Resnick relayed the order to his team, Lillian called down a raging torrent of power from the Spirit Realm. It swirled in the air just above the humans’ heads, lashing and flailing with the violence of a coming storm, but she enforced her will upon the power and it coalesced into delicate threads of magic. They knitted themselves together into a fine webbing.
She fed more raw power into the weaving, spinning out more and more of the webbing. As it grew first to a twenty-foot and then a thirty-foot expanse, she pushed the air around it, sending it floating higher.
“Mother,” Gryton said as a group of twenty enemies breached the shield. “While the spell work is pretty, and I appreciate the lesson, perhaps, now isn’t the best time?”
Fire rose up and incinerated the warriors who ran toward their position, but an endless stream of newcomers flooded into the dome through the ever-enlarging fissure.
“Mother, we’re going to get flanked.”
“Nope.”
Her spell continued to grow, expanding to fit itself along the underside of the old dome. Once the entire surface was covered, she summoned another wave of magic from the Spirit Realm and fed it into both webbing and dome. The two spells blurred, melting into each other.
“Ah,” Gryton said as he glanced away from the battle for a moment to stare in awe at her work. “You’re rewriting the dome’s spell pattern. I would not have thought that wise.”
“For most, no. But I’ve lived a very long time and know a few tricks others don’t.”
“So I see,” Gryton said dryly.
“It’s almost ready.”
Gryton summoned more fire magic and flung it at the next wave of armor-clad warriors racing toward them. “I hate to pressure you or question your great wisdom, but nonetheless, we are about to get run over.”
He launched three more rapid volleys of tightly coiled fireballs that expanded out as they flew. Some of the enemies were able to dodge or to knock aside Gryton’s power and those sprinted forward. Resnick and his team were now on mop-up detail, picking off the ones that got past Gryton’s defense.
“Almost done…,” Lillian said as she manipulated a small bit of power. The tiny bit of magic spun and twisted in the air above her outstretched hand and then with a flick of her wrist, she sent the trigger spell flying. It adhered itself seamlessly to the dome high above. “There. Resnick, time to go!”
“You heard the lady,” Resnick barked, not needing to be told twice. “Move!”
The uninjured soldiers grabbed their wounded counterparts and dragged them behind Gregory, where he’d erected another defensive shield separate from the dome spell he was working on.
“Beloved,” Lillian said even as she looked forward to the enemies rushing through the break in the dome. “I’m about to kick the hornet’s nest. We’re going to need your spell about ten seconds after I trigger mine.”
He brought his hand down in a long slashing motion as he finished drawing the last symbol in the air. The individual glowing glyphs were adhered to a circular construct, and as she watched the last symbol aligned with the rest and settled into its designated spot.
Grinning, Gregory beat his powerful wings and took to the air, propelling his weaving twenty feet above her head. Feeding on his pure elation, she laughed joyously. Working together side by side, summoning vast amounts of pure, untainted power and trusting in each other to hold up their end of the bargain. This was how it was supposed to be.
“I am ready, my love,” Gregory shouted over the growing noise as more of the Battle Goddess’s army rushed forward, sensing the old dome’s growing weakness.
Their enemies didn’t yet know it was a trick. The old dome had tinted to an opaque sickly green shade. While it had darkened to such an extent as to prevent Lillian from seeing outside, it also blocked their enemies from seeing within. Only the soldiers running through the breach could see what was going on inside in the seconds before Gryton burned them to ash.
Lillian glanced at Gregory’s spell one last time. It spun slowly, awaiting his final command while it cast off a multi-hued light that reminded her a little of a disco ball. She stepped away from Gryton and took to the air. Gregory made it look easy, but Lillian imagined her own attempt probably wasn’t quite so graceful.
But it didn’t matter. She had a whole lifetime to learn what her gargoyle body was capable of and she would do it with her beloved at her side. “If you’re ready to rock, let’s do this.”
Gregory chuckled. “I very much want to ring the Battle Goddess’s bell.”
Lillian fought to keep a straight face. “Flight lessons for me, the urban dictionary for you.”
Then she reached out to the trigger spell and flicked it with a bit of power. The spell flared brightly like a small detonation and then within seconds the entire web and dome began vibrating. A louder hum emanated from the dome. As the vibrations increased, the sound grew higher in pitch.
It continued to climb to uncomfortable levels, but she could heal a little hearing loss later.
The vibrations increased until the webbing couldn’t hold back the force. With a loud shattering and a high pitched crystalline scream, the dome bowed outward, a great wave of boundless force and raw, burning power raced out in an ever-widening circle of annihilation.
Lillian was blinded by the sudden brightness after the greenish semidarkness inside the dome. Nevertheless, her vision adapted in time to see the shockwave roll over the hapless soldiers in its path.
As the backlash of power expanded further out, it began to weaken and break apart. It was still a great force, but more and more of the soldiers were now surviving the blast, their personal defensive magic strong enough to withstand the hit.
But the spell had done its job and cleaned a huge swath of land, giving Gregory time to erect the new dome. A glance in his direction showed him already releasing it. As Lillian watched, his spell grew brighter and he began to feed it more power during its last growth phase.
Something set all her instincts on edge. Lillian twisted in the air, facing the swirling ash and ravaged ground just beyond where the old dome had stood. Moments later movement in the ash had Lillian summoning a spear of power.
“It’s Captain Taryin,” Gryton said in warning and summoned a wall of fire. “She’s a powerful blood witch.”
Lillian had the scent now. Yes, that stench was blood magic. The power of the shattering dome wouldn’t have been enough to kill one such as this. Narrowing her eyes, she summoned two more spears forged of shadow magic to add to her arsenal.
An amber-colored mist rose up out of the ashes moments before a female form struggled back to her feet. The figure was badly burned, but already beginning to heal, the blackened skin flaking off to reveal pale pink tissue. All the deaths fueled her power, and she continued to call upon her dark magic, shaping it into a ravaging cloud that she sent flying toward Gregory.
Lillian darted through the air and erected a shield between her beloved and the blood witch. When the two powers collided, a shower of sparks rained down upon the ground. The blood magic spell did not break apart though, continuing to slowly eat away at the defensive shield.
“I’m capable of protecting myself,” Gregory said in a dry mental tone while he worked.
“Of course, but your power is better spent fueling the new dome spell.”
He grunted in acknowledgment. Lillian returned her focus fully upon her enemy and flung one of her spears at the blood witch. The woman Gryton had called Taryin countered with another wave of her foul magic.
Already Lillian knew this wasn’t going to be a quick victory. If she wanted to kill the blood witch, she’d have to take her heart and burn it and once that was accomplished, burn the rest of her body, too. Otherwise, the witch would just regenerate.
Lillian dropped to all fours and charged forward only to have a wall of fire burst into being directly in front of her.
“Damn it, Gryton!”
“There’s no time.” He gestured, pointing behind him where Gregory’s dome spell was even now growing down toward the earth. “Mother, if you get caught outside Gregory’s new shield when it forms, it won’t go well. For either of us.”
Lillian was aware of the dangers, and she also knew she could survive outside the dome in a one on one fight with the blood witch, but Gryton was reaching his limit. She couldn’t risk him losing control, but he had that determined look she’d seen on Gregory’s face so damn many times over thousands of lifetimes. The one that said he wasn’t leaving her side.
Like father like son, apparently.
But Gryton had already sustained colossal trauma this day. She wouldn’t expose him to more.
“Beloved,” Gregory’s voice was suddenly in her mind. “You well and truly kicked the hornet’s nest. But now it is time we leave.”
Fine. Lillian glowered unhappily at the blood witch but backed toward Gregory’s position. At a muttered word from him, the new dome spell went through one last expansion phase and then snapped into place, forming an impenetrable shield between them and their enemies.
Pristine and powerful, the new dome shimmered in the early morning light. Two seconds later, the blood witch screamed as she tossed more magic at the shield.
The dome flared with power, its nebulous colors floating and shifting in swiftly changing patterns as the shield voraciously drank in the energy, using the magic to fuel its own defenses.
Gregory dropped down onto the grass next to her, one wing curling around her in a familiar, protective way. “We did not come here to start and end the war with the Battle Goddess in one day. We came to free Anna and Shadowlight. Instead, we have liberated our son and saved the Earth. That is not a terrible day’s work. Now we must return home and report all we have discovered.”
That slow simmering rage still bubbled in Lillian’s soul. She wanted to end the Battle Goddess once and for all. Unfortunately, Gregory was correct. Gryton’s power was unstable and to stay and continue the fight might end with their son’s death and much of this world’s as well.
Gryton deserved a chance to atone. He couldn’t do that if he were dead.
“You are wise my beloved protector.”
“Some of the humans need healing as well,” Gregory added, glancing over his shoulder at Resnick.
Outside the dome, the Battle Goddess’s army was rallying, but there was nothing they could do at present. They’d have to create another gateway if they wished to traverse the Veil between the Realms. It wouldn’t be easy, but Lillian didn’t doubt that with a blood witch’s help, they’d one day succeed. It just wouldn’t be today. And with luck, it would give her and Gregory time to face Lord Death, mend some fences and get Shadowlight and Anna back.
“Draydrak?” She mentally reached eastward, in the direction his temple lay. “Old friend, I now know that I and my other half broke our vows in a past life and that we must make amends, but please, don’t take my brother from me, or the human he loves like family.”
She waited for a response. When none came, she forged on. “Dray, I know you might not have faith in my judgment after the breaking of our vows, but Anna and Shadowlight are pure, strong souls, capable of great courage. The Battle Goddess will not have changed that in so short a time. Please let them live to prove that to you.”
Lillian waited a few seconds longer, but no beautiful voice manifested in her mind.
Yep. She and Gregory needed to mend some fences with the Lord of the Underworld before they went to war with the Battle Goddess. In the meantime, she had to believe Lord Death would be merciful.
Speaking of mending fences. She glanced sidelong at Gryton and studied him for some moments. “You must return with us and own up to what you’ve done. In return, I promise to teach you how to better control your power so that nothing like what happened today will ever happen again.”
“I…thank you.” Gryton’s expression showed nothing, but she could feel the emotional need he tried to deny.
“Don’t thank me yet. The humans are going to want your head on a platter and I can’t say I blame them.”
Gryton turned to study the humans and his expression darkened.
“If you promise to behave, I won’t let that happen.”
“I shall…behave,” he said after a rather long awkward pause.
“Good.” She was certain he wouldn’t betray her. Besides, he had nowhere else to go. It was more likely he didn’t know what to do or how to act. She didn’t blame him. It wasn’t like her long existence had prepared her for a son.
Grunting, Gryton nodded slightly and then stalked over to the humans to help Gregory gather up the injured.
Once the others were gathered around the trunk of her hamadryad, Lillian joined them and glanced at Gregory. “We’re going to need to have a long talk about Gryton later.”
“I know.” He nuzzled at her hair. “But we also need to talk about us.”
Ah. Their relationship had changed again, hadn’t it? Gregory’s fear had come true: he’d lost his mate.
At least in his eyes. Lillian didn’t see it the same way. But he was correct, that was a conversation for later.
Closing her eyes, she summoned more power and touched the rough bark of her hamadryad. With a sense of being jerked forward and then falling, Lillian and the others were suddenly pulled back to the Mortal Realm.
Falling back was much easier than going the other direction.
Still, Lillian just stood in the shadow of her hamadryad tree for a few seconds, enjoying the sensation of being home.
“God, I need a beer,” muttered Stanton, still holding a hand pressed against his bleeding thigh.
“I second that,” Resnick said, but Lillian saw the way he was giving the death glare to Gryton.
Yep. The next debriefing was going to be long and joyless.
As if the thought of a debriefing summoned them, Gran came striding into the glade with several of the joint task force’s top brass marching behind. One of which was the tall, now familiar form of Brigadier General Mackenzie.
Oh crap. How the hell were they going to explain about his daughter?
Alcohol was starting to look like a good idea.




Chapter 42
After a day-long debriefing, where he and Lillian did a lot of explaining, persuading, soothing and even a good bit of pleading, the meeting ended with a lot of questions still unanswered. But Resnick and his team had seen what the Battle Goddess had attempted, and the major came to their defense, explaining what might have happened if they hadn’t saved Gryton. Plus, he was valuable for the intel he could provide.
It was true. No one knew as much about the Battle Goddess’s plans as Gryton did. In the end, the humans demanded that Gregory and Lillian collar him. To his surprise, Gryton merely nodded his head, saying that he’d expected nothing less.
After they’d created a powerful spell to stop Gryton from calling on his magic, Gregory had watched somewhat bemused as the male was led away under heavy guard, where he’d be taken to a cell and guarded by both humans and fae.
It wasn’t ideal for studying and determining if Gryton was redeemable, but the day had gone better than it could have.
After the debriefing, they returned to Lillian’s hamadryad where he gathered her in his arms and folded his wings around her, just holding her while they both gazed up into the hamadryad canopy. Every so often, he reached out and touched the tree, marveling at their miracle. A daughter. He and his beloved were having a daughter.
He was sure he still had a silly grin plastered on his face as they walked back to the house.
If he hadn’t sensed Lillian was emotionally and physically exhausted, not to mention hungry, he would have stayed longer.
She’d already returned to her dryad form before the debriefing, claiming that the humans were more comfortable around the more human-looking fae. Gregory hadn’t commented at the time, but he was sure her dryad form just felt more natural.
“I want to eat half the contents of the fridge,” Lillian said and then glanced sidelong at him. “Then I want a long, hot bath. With you in it.”
Gregory halted, but Lillian continued without a backward glance, although, she had to know he’d stopped.
Hesitantly, he said, “You know things must be different between us now that you are again the Mother’s Sorceress.”
Even as he’d allowed his sorrow to take on the form of words, he forced himself into motion. He caught up with her, but she still didn’t respond. “Lillian?”
“Uh-huh.” Lillian kept walking, only stopping at the fridge long enough to grab a couple plastic-wrapped sandwiches and two bottles of water some blessedly-thoughtful person had left for them.
They continued to their bedroom and Lillian set the sandwiches on the dresser and entered the bathroom. A moment later he heard the bathtub filling.
Seriously? For once he wanted to talk and she didn’t? Lillian always wanted to talk. About everything. All the time. He frowned, tempted to just reach into her mind and learn what she was truly thinking.
Lillian glanced over her shoulder and grinned. “Your expression is priceless. Yes, I know we can’t have intercourse while I’m the Sorceress. However, I don’t plan on being the Mother’s Sorceress forever, at least in this lifetime. I told you, once we’ve dealt with the Battle Goddess and her army, I plan to grow an entire glade of hamadryads, stow my soul in one of them and have lots and lots and lots of sex with you.”
Gregory swallowed wrong and started to choke.
“Don’t swallow your tongue, you idiot. If you die on me before we have a big-ass family, I’m going to come to the Spirit Realm and chew your ass out.” Lillian shrugged and grinned. “And besides, the Divine Ones didn’t smite us for begetting a daughter, so I doubt they’ll have a problem with us having a family this one time.”
That was likely true. “What is the human saying? Beg for forgiveness instead of ask for permission?”
“That’s the one.” Lillian grinned. “As much as it might not sound like it now, I, too, hold our vows to the Divine Ones close to my heart, but I don’t see this as breaking our faith with them. They never demanded we be chaste. We decided that to honor them. They only warned against the Mother’s Sorceress and the Father’s Gargoyle Protector begetting a child that wasn’t born of Divine will.”
Gregory closed his eyes, not because he wanted to deny what she was saying, but because he wanted to reach out and grab Lillian and pull her to him and kiss her until they both passed out from lack of oxygen.
“I know we can’t be mates until after we’ve completed what we were born for, but that doesn’t mean we can’t still be lovers. There are many creative ways to share our passion without risking a child. We won’t slip up this time. Light only knows, we already have Gryton. One of him is plenty for all three Realms to share. We’ve learned our lesson.”
Gregory chuckled, surprising himself. “I shouldn’t be laughing. This is far from funny.”
“No. Certainly not. We’re talking about our life and future happiness.” Warm, smooth fingers caressed his cheek and jaw, slowly trailing down his neck to rest on his shoulder. Lillian’s warmth brushed against him and then her lips were pressing little kisses along his muzzle.
“If you’d shapeshift, I could kiss you properly,” Lillian said with a hint of humor as she stepped back. “But if you’re not interested, I’ll just go take a cold shower instead of that bath.”
Gregory coughed. “The Divine Ones never mentioned a shared bath as being forbidden and they nurture creativity.”
“Then let’s get creative.” Lillian grinned and led him into the bathroom. He shapeshifted into his human form and leaned in for a kiss. Shortly thereafter, Lillian sighed and wrapped her arms around him.
It was much later by the time they stepped in the tub, and far later still before they climbed back out. Afterward, he carried Lillian to bed. She snuggled against him, half asleep when she suddenly jerked awake and sat up.
“There was something I was going to give you, but after the failed mission to rescue Shadowlight and Anna, I wasn’t sure if it was appropriate. Then I got thinking, we never know for certain how long we’ll live in any one lifetime. Seeing the future was never one of our gifts.”
Lillian rolled across the bed. At first, he didn’t know what she was after. Pulling open a drawer in her nightstand, she took out a small black box. Gregory’s eyebrows drew together in curiosity. What was his strange dryad up to now?
She crawled back to him and sat on her knees gazing down at him with warmth, humor, and love in her eyes.
“This was something I asked Daryna to create.” Lillian flipped the lip open. The small box had some kind of hinged lid. “It’s a human tradition, and if I was a man, I’d get down on one knee.”
“I’m happy you weren’t born a male,” Gregory said with a bemused smile crossing his face.
“Actually, you’d normally be the one to get down on one knee, but it’s an archaic, somewhat sexist tradition, come to think of it, and since we’re all about being equals…” Lillian held the box out for him.
He leaned forward and glanced inside. It was a plain gold ring, large enough to fit around one of his fingers if he was in gargoyle form. His breath stilled in his lungs. While he wasn’t that familiar with modern human customs, he knew what marriage was.
“Gregory Livingstone, my most beloved gargoyle, will you marry me?” Lillian paused, waiting for his answer.
A soft growly purr escaped him. He reached up and pulled Lillian down for a kiss. It was some minutes later before he was able to answer aloud.
“I suppose I must,” he said with a grin, fully expecting to get a rise out of his dryad. “After all, I’ve knocked you up twice now.” Then turning serious once more, he cupped her face in his hands. “I love you more than anything in all the realms. It would please me greatly to hear you call me husband.”
Lillian chuckled, and then placed the ring on his finger. “Smart boy. If you’d said no, I was going to shift to gargoyle form and beat you up.”
Even as they snuggled together, Gregory knew it was a beautiful pledge that fate might be too cruel to allow them to see fulfilled, but it didn’t lessen the moment as he fell asleep with his beloved Lillian, whole and happy, in his arms.
Tonight, he’d enjoy what peace he could find. Tomorrow, it would be back to planning a war and readying for a visit with the Lord of the Underworld. For the first time in all his lives, he did not look forward to facing his old friend. If they were even still friends. Though he hoped so for the sake of Shadowlight and Anna.




Epilogue
Anna’s low moan of pain woke Shadowlight. It was only then that he realized he’d lost awareness for a few precious seconds. He raised his head and discovered Anna was curled in a fetal position next to him. Her skin held a greyish tint to it and sweat coated her body. Every few seconds a mighty shudder would rack her smaller frame.
“Please don’t die,” he whispered to her and petted her damp mane.
She blinked up at him, her lips trying to form words.
“S…sorr…sorry,” she croaked out at last.
“Don’t talk. Save your strength.” But what he really meant was, ‘don’t finish that sentence’ because he didn’t want to hear his worst fears vocalized out loud. He tried not to think about them even in his own mind.
Glancing around, he started to look for help.
They were on a vast island, overlooking the ocean. Far below, the ocean crashed against the base of a cliff, sending sea spray high up in the air. He didn’t care about any of that.
Anna was dying and needed help.
“Lord of the Underworld, if you can hear me, please help Anna,” Shadowlight whispered the words out loud as well as in his mind.
There was no answer, but far off Shadowlight could hear hooves impacting stone. As the sound grew louder, the ground underneath him began to shake. At least he hoped it was the ground and not his body quaking in fear.
He glanced toward the center of the island.
A gigantic form, easily as tall, or taller, than the Battle Goddess, leaped over a low cliff wall and continued to thunder toward Shadowlight’s position. Size was the only thing Lord Death had in common with his twin.
He galloped over the ground swiftly, his four powerful legs carrying him over the dangerous terrain effortlessly. When he reached a ravine too wide for his horse-like lower body to safely jump, he spread his wings and sailed over it before landing with a clatter of hooves against stone.
The God of Death pulled up short when he reached Shadowlight’s side. Then he stared down at them and rested his hands on the hilts of his four massive swords. He tilted his head until his muzzle was pointed down at them.
“Never have I met two such stubborn souls.” Lord Death’s mellow voice rumbled above their heads.
Anna tried to push herself to a sitting position, but Shadowlight wrapped his arms and wings around her as if that would protect his friend from Death incarnate. Though, he didn’t think anything he did would protect her from this four-armed god of death.
“Hello, young ones. My name is Draydrak, but you may call me Dray if you prefer.”
Shadowlight glanced up. This wasn’t precisely the greeting he’d been expecting. With renewed hope, he asked, “Will you save Anna? A blood witch’s magic is trying to destroy her soul.”
Draydrak stared at them in silence for a moment then he reached down and plucked Shadowlight and Anna up in one giant hand. Adrenaline sent Shadowlight’s heart pounding, but he refused to show fear. Anna had taught him not to show weaknesses to an enemy. And while his gargoyle nature told him Lord Death wasn’t an enemy, Shadowlight still wasn’t convinced he and Anna were safe in his care, either.
“Her soul I can, and will, protect,” Draydrak said, cupping a second hand above them and summoning magic. “Saving the human’s life? That I cannot promise.”
The large hand slowly lowered, trapping Anna and Shadowlight within a cage of interwoven digits, but that was the least of Shadowlight’s worries, for the next instant the temperature dropped as a chilled power flowed over them. Seconds after that Lord Death began to sing.
The hauntingly beautiful sound surrounded Shadowlight, soothing and lulling him into a sense of peace. Slowly, his eyes drifted closed and his head grew heavy. Anna no longer moaned in pain and his fears became a distant, forgotten thing.
“Sleep well, young ones,” Draydrak sang. “You will need your rest for what is to come.”
Thank you for reading Sorceress Enraged.
Keep scrolling the Legacy of the Sorceress.




Legacy of the Sorceress




Legacy of the Sorceress
A Gargoyle and Sorceress Tale
Book 6
Lisa Blackwood




Copyright
Legacy of the Sorceress © 2018 by Lisa Smeaton
This is a work of fiction. Names, places, and characters are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned or distributed in any print or electronic form without author's permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author's rights. Purchase only authorized editions.




Blurb
A roll of the dice and Fate thrusts Corporal Anna Mackenzie into a new situation.
With her soul hanging in the balance, the young gargoyle, Shadowlight, makes a deal with the Lord of the Underworld to save Anna’s life. The demigod saves her, then sends the pair to Haven, a city outside time, where they will heal.
The price?
Thirteen years. The length of time Anna will need to embrace the healing stone sleep of gargoyles. When she wakes, an adult gargoyle is waiting for her. He goes by the name Obsidian, but she’d once known him by another—Shadowlight.
Obsidian might be a stranger, but she’d promised Shadowlight she’d never leave him. Now his older self wants her to honor that promise and stay, training alongside him to become one of Lord Death’s military leaders. To honor the memory of a gargoyle cub she’d once loved like a little brother, Anna agrees to join the Lord of the Underworld’s cause.
Is she working for the good guys? Or has she traded in one Overlord for another?
Either way she’s staying. Her promises don’t come with an expiration date and the more she gets to know Obsidian, the more she sees Shadowlight in him. There’s no way she’s abandoning the kid a second time.




Chapter 1
Really, there are only three types of shit storms. First, there’s the ‘this is some bad shit, but I’ll escape with only a few new scars.’ Second, there’s the ‘Oh, Mother of God, I’m screwed, but I’m damned well going to take down the other bastard before he kills all my buddies,’ and then as a grand finale there’s the ‘I’m fucked. You’re fucked. Everybody is fucked. We’re all going to die.’
Anna decided her present situation was somewhere between the last two. She wasn’t at all sure if the four-armed, four-legged monstrosity holding her broken body in two of his massive hands was trying to heal her or kill her.
To judge by the pain, she’d guess kill. But then again, the prolonged agony wasn’t what she’d pegged as Lord Death’s modus operandi. Wasn’t Lord Death supposed to be the ‘good’ twin? Before all this started, didn’t the Avatars consider him a friend?
Just then another wave of Death’s acid-like power flowed across her skin and she screamed, her voice as broken as her battered body felt. Time was meaningless, the only certainty was that she’d been screaming for a frigging long time.
So much for a battle-hardened soldier.
The endless onslaught of Death’s magic continued to rush across her skin and into her body. Deeper, always digging deeper. Was he trying to rip out her soul? God be merciful. Please let it end.
“Soon,” a beautiful male voice whispered into her ravaged mind. “It will be over soon. And I promise you, once this is done, you’ll see that I am a friend.”
Friend? Dafuq you say! The Avatars needed better friends.
Anna blinked as sight slowly returned. Until then, she’d been blind to everything except the endless pain. A foot or two in front of her, a beloved and familiar, if a little blurry, image formed.
Shadowlight?
A muzzle dipped low and lapped at her face, washing the stinging sweat out of her eyes.
Yes. That was the kid. Did that mean this was almost over?
She blinked a few more times.
No. Not over. Lord Death was still holding her in his two lower hands while the upper two poised above her, pouring a torrent of power upon her. Shadowlight was sitting next to her, perched on Lord Death’s thumb with his tail wrapped around the giant’s wrist.
The sight made her feel something besides pain: tiny.
She felt as insignificant as a mosquito.
Her mind continued to clear. The pain grew less intense. Still dazed, she shook her head and blinked up at Shadowlight. The power was flowing across his skin as well, but he seemed unharmed.
Anna licked her lips and forced her mouth to form words.
“You okay, kid?” The words came out more of a wheeze.
He bumped his muzzle against her cheek. “I’m fine. You’re the one who nearly died.”
“Nearly? You mean I’ll actually survive this?” Whatever the fuck ‘this’ was.
Shadowlight glanced up at Lord Death. The giant nodded but continued to focus on his work. Which, apparently, was not peeling her like an orange to get to the juicy soul within.
Who would have guessed?
“Lord Death is working to undo the damage the blood witch’s magic inflicted upon your soul,” Shadowlight explained. “He says it’s much more complicated when the soul is housed in flesh, but I begged him to save your life.”
There was something more behind the words.
Oh, God. What had the kid bargained to save her life?
“Normally the Avatars lead my armies,” Lord Death’s voice wrapped around her, warm and strangely comforting. “However, the gargoyle half of that pair has been ignoring my summons.
Now I wait to see if the female half will honor our old friendship.”
I wouldn’t hold your breath if I were you, she thought to herself.
The Lord of the Underworld chuckled, then broke into a deep, quaking laugh. It shouldn’t have been a fear-inspiring event, and yet it was. The flash of deadly teeth, as long as she was fucking tall, caused her heart to pound. And that voice loud in merriment! Like thunder it boomed across the landscape and echoed back at them as she and Shadowlight rode out the god-created earthquake in this titan’s hands.
She’d hate to witness his rage.
“I, too, doubt the Avatars will return to take up their old roles again. At least not in this lifetime. I saw a surprising new path open before them the moment the female half of the soul reunited with her proper body.”
The power flowing into Anna ceased altogether. A sigh of relief escaped her before she could prevent it. Though, she doubted this reprieve would last long to judge by Lord Death’s calculating expression.
Well, if she had to guess, that’s how she’d interpret his slightly raised brow, somewhat narrowed eyes, and the slow flick of one ear.
But she’d based her guess on the fact his upper body shared similarities with a gargoyle. The rest of him, from what she could see from her current vantage point, looked more like a winged centaur or sphinx.
Lord Death tilted his head to study her with one eye. “If the Avatars will not lead my army, then I must find alternatives. And behold, the Divine Ones have delivered two powerful new beings into my keeping.”
Yeah, that’s where she thought his little speech was going. Had she and the kid traded one evil overlord for another?
“Not sure if it was your Divine Ones,” Anna said, trying and failing to make her voice sound strong.
It was likely a foolish effort since she still twitched and shook worse than an addict overdue for a hit, but, hell, she wanted to at least appear less helpless than she felt. To her great annoyance, she couldn’t get her limbs to cooperate enough to sit.
“Of course, it was.” Lord Death seemed entirely unfazed by her doubt. “The Divine Ones put two children in my path. I will see that they grow in strength and wisdom until they are one day fit to lead my army.”
“Children? For the record, I’m full grown.” Baiting a titan probably wasn’t the wisest of moves, but she needed to mount a defense.
Lord Death laughed like she’d said the most entertaining thing in the world.
Okay. Fine. She supposed to a being who was a bazillion years old, her twenty-four years was less than a blink in time. Still, she wouldn’t just roll over, especially if Shadowlight had been forced to bargain to save her life. Time to find out the price of her continued existence.
“I owe you my life and all. Thanks for that, but do we get a say in any of this?”
“You always have a choice. Even when you were still my sister’s prisoners, there was a choice.”
“Yeah, about that. It was more of a serve or die scenario. This time I’m hoping for something a little more… flexible… with a happy ending.”
“Flexible? Happy ending?” The giant grinned, flashing his teeth to full advantage again. “Some would say I deal out many joyful endings. I am the Lord of the Underworld. I bring death to the universe so there can be mercy, renewal, and rebirth.”
“Not quite what I had in mind.”
“I am aware.” His toothy grin stretched wider for a moment before his expression smoothed into something more thoughtful. “Just because I wield a fearsome power, doesn’t mean I am evil or share my sister’s ambitions.”
“Glad to hear it.”
“I also don’t believe in enslaving creatures to serve my needs. Nor do I force children into my armies. You and Shadowlight still have much learning and growing to do before you are ready to make the decision that will end with leading my army.” 
Anna glanced at Shadowlight and relief washed over her. At least the Lord of the Underworld wasn’t planning to enslave the kid. This demigod seemed willing to give them a choice. Perhaps after she healed, he’d let her and Shadowlight go?
Now you’re being naïve, Anna, she thought to herself.
“I don’t enslave. I won’t force either of you to lead my army.” Lord Death’s expression took on a hint of slyness. “But Shadowlight is a gargoyle, so too are you. That makes you my responsibility. I guide and protect all young gargoyles, only releasing them into the world once they are ready, after many years of training.”
“I know I’m young compared to you—a child in your eyes, but I am an adult and have been looking out for myself for quite some time. And I have responsibilities to my people.”
“Yes. I see that in you. The need to report back to them with what you’ve learned. A good soldier. And once you’re fully healed and recovered, I will allow you to return to the humans if that’s your wish.” Another sly look. “However, Shadowlight is much more a child than you. He will stay with me until I deem him ready. Would you willingly leave him behind when you returned to your world and the Avatars?”
Why the four-armed bastard! He already knew her answer. He’d crawled in and out of her head enough times to know she wouldn’t leave the kid.
“Never. If you don't release Shadowlight, you’re stuck with me too.” The words would have had more impact if she’d been able to cross her arms and frown at him. Hell, it would’ve had more impact if she could sit up when she made her pronouncement.
“Superb,” Death’s enchanting voice flowed over her, smooth, deep and rich, lulling her worries and soothing her soul-deep aches. “Sleep now, little hybrid. Find what renewal rest will grant you. Your long journey of healing is only beginning.”
He bent his neck, his muzzle with its deadly fangs dipping far too close, and then he exhaled. His breath, warm and sweet, almost like flowers, blew over Anna. Her mind grew slow and her lids heavy.
She only had time for one swift regretful ‘Fuck, I wasn’t finished with this conversation’ before she knew nothing more.




Chapter 2
Food. Anna dreamed of food, which, given what her dreams were usually like the last few weeks, was a departure she could embrace. The warm scent of bread—and something that smelled like oatmeal and some unidentifiable fruit reached her nose.
Her stomach growled.
Blinking open her eyes, she discovered it wasn’t a dream at all.
Shadowlight sat on a cot across from her, scarfing down a bowl of something hot and steaming. She must have made a noise because he stopped eating and looked up.
“Anna! You’re awake.” He bounced off the bed and knocked into hers in his exuberance.
“I feel like rewarmed roadkill, so I suppose that means I’m alive.” Her mind felt slow and foggy, sensations mute and muffled.
“Dray said you’d feel like that when you woke.”
“Who the fuck is Dray?”
“The Lord of the Underworld goes by the name Draydrak. He says we can call him Dray.”
Great. While she’d slept oblivious to everything around her, the kid and the demigod had continued to chat and were now on a first name basis. Just swell.
“It will continue to grow worse—the exhaustion.” Shadowlight sounded unhappy as he imparted that bit of news.
“Why worse?”
“Dray said it’s because you’re still not healed.”
“What? Wait. I thought that was the whole point of his burns-like-acid power.” Though Anna didn’t feel like she was dying, she couldn’t say she felt healed either, now that she thought about it. Ever since Shadowlight had converted her with his blood, she’d always woken stronger after sleeping off an injury.
This time she didn’t.
“Lord Death’s power was destroying the blood witch’s spell. It fought back. That’s why it felt like a burning power to you. Dray later had to replace parts of your soul that had been… eaten away. But he’s not a healer on the physical level. Your body needs to rest in stone. It’s a natural part of healing now that you’re pure gargoyle.”
Part of her soul had been eaten away and needed to be repaired? Fuck, basic training sure as hell didn’t cover this kind of shit. Yet Shadowlight’s explanation needed some type of response, so she went with a pure vanilla one. “Sounds like a small price to pay for being alive. I’m lucky.”
But if she was forced to take a stone nap, how vulnerable would it leave her and the kid?
“Yes, Dray said the blood witch nearly destroyed your soul. If we hadn’t reached him when we did…” Shadowlight cleared his throat and glanced out the nearest window to hide his tears.
“Shh. It’s okay. I survived.” By some big-ass miracle. “So, I need to impersonate a stone statue for a while. I’ve been through worse.”
“Yes,” Shadowlight agreed in a small voice.
“Did… Dray… mention how long I might need to sleep?”
Shadowlight’s tail wrapped around his own waist. “He said it would be years.”
“Years…” Fuck. We don’t have years. There’s no way the Battle Goddess was giving her brother, or Earth, years to get ready.
“The cub is correct,” said a new voice from several feet away.
She yelped in surprise as a big gargoyle materialized on the cot to her left. If she’d been able to move, she would have jumped up and faced this new and possibly perilous threat. But doing a face-plant wasn’t likely to impress the newcomer. Besides, she didn’t want to alarm Shadowlight or give him any bad ideas.
The older male—she assumed he was older since there couldn’t be many gargoyles younger than Shadowlight running around—observed them calmly, even taking his unhurried time to arrange his tail so the tip came to rest against his muscular thigh.
Like Gregory, Darkness, and Shadowlight, this male didn’t suffer from an overabundance of clothing. A loincloth and metal wrist and ankle bands were familiar. Though he also wore a matching metal collar that reminded her of a Celtic torque.
This male was big, both taller and stockier than either Gregory or Shadowlight’s father. With another gargoyle to study, she noted a few other subtle variations in coloration and features. For one, his muzzle seemed a little blunter than Shadowlight’s.
“I am Master Banrook, though my friends just call me Rook.” He paused as he eyed first Anna and then Shadowlight. “You are welcome to call me Rook as we’re likely to become close friends.”
How did he make that sound like a threat?
Anna drew in a deep breath and studied his scent, but there were no betraying markers she could detect.
“What are you sensing from him, Kid?”
“Honesty. Integrity. Determination.”
Hmmm. So basic gargoyle nature. Could be worse.
“Draydrak has tasked me with overseeing your recovery and adjustment while you become familiar with our world and way of life.” He flicked an ear at Shadowlight. “In other words, I will whip you both into proper gargoyles and do my damn best to undo whatever that manipulative Battle Goddess has hammered into your heads.”
Anna cleared her throat. “I’d be very grateful for any aid in digging out whatever the Battle Goddess did to us both, but what if we don’t want to become ‘proper’ gargoyles?”
Rook snorted. “Too late for that. Whatever else you are, you’re both gargoyles, and that makes you Dray’s responsibility. I’ll be aiding him during your healing and later training. As you’ve already discovered, your full healing will take years.”
Well, no one said those ‘years’ had to be here, in this Realm.
Anna glanced to her right. “Kid, don’t get too comfortable here. We need to escape back to Earth first chance we get.”
Shadowlight looked a little uncertain at her words. Yeah, she probably looked like crap, but surely the Avatars could heal whatever the blood witch had done to her and the kid.
“If you leave,” the older male speared Anna with a look that made sweat break out along her back, “you will die. The Avatars cannot heal you fast enough while in the Mortal Realm. Your death will affect the cub in ways not even Lord Draydrak can fully see.”
“You can read minds?” Anna tried and failed to keep the thread of hostility out of her voice. She’d mastered the ability to keep everyone, other than Draydrak, out of her head months ago. How was this big brute getting in?
“It’s a gift. One granted by Lord Dray to aid me in the shaping and training of our younglings. But I don’t do it maliciously.” His tail tip thumped against his thigh once before stilling again. “We need to know your thought processes and your self-doubts so we can put them to rest.”
Anna grunted but didn’t challenge his words. He’d been open and honest about it at least. She didn’t like having someone able to rummage through her head any time he wanted but admitted if she’d possessed the same gift, she’d have used it, considering where she and Shadowlight had spent the last few months.
“So…” Anna paused. A yawn snuck up out of nowhere and threatened to crack her jaws. She gave herself a little shake. “How’s this going to work if Lord Dray wants us to lead his army and yet my healing might take years? There’s no way the Battle Goddess is giving her brother years to prepare. Her armies might even now be marching.”
“Actually, my spies report that the Avatars and a group of humans caused a rather large disturbance in her kingdom.” Banrook gave her a wolfish grin. “They killed several of the Battle Goddess’s captains and even grievously wounded the blood witch. For now, our enemies lick their wounds.”
“Gryton?” Shadowlight asked suddenly.
Rook’s ears flicked to the side, his expression darkening. “That one survived.”
Huh. Big surprise. It would probably just be Gryton and the cockroaches after the apocalypse.
Though, there was a silver lining. Sounded like the Blood Witch Taryin had gotten a good smackdown. Fleetingly, she wondered what had happened to Vaspara, Sorac, and Bervicta. While she couldn’t condone their choice of master, there were other people higher up Anna’s shit list she’d like to see in the ground first.
“So,” Banrook continued, “The Lady of Battles won’t be sending her armies just yet. But when she does, she’ll find a nasty surprise. Unfortunately, you don’t have time to hear all the details now.”
He gestured at her midsection and slowly drew the blanket down.
Underneath she was wearing an old-fashioned baggy shirt and a pair of matching drawstring pants. It struck her as odd that gargoyles would have human-type clothing, but that was a question for later.
When she tugged up the shirt’s undyed fabric, her gaze homed in on what looked like raw meat, old scar tissue and a hardy dose of burned flesh. It extended across the expanse of her abdomen. It didn’t hurt. At all.
Even with top of the line pain meds, she should have been feeling something.
She’d seen some ugly-ass wounds before and knew the injury should be fatal.
That she still breathed was only at the whim of a demigod.
“The outside is ugly enough, but the true damage is internal. Souls are anchored to the body in seven places—” Banrook tapped the crown of her head, between her eyebrows, a flick across her throat, and an impersonal stroke between her breasts. Next, he gestured at the twisted mass of tissue covering her navel area, then circled a talon above her womb before moving lower to indicate the base of her spine.
“Your soul was nearly shredded from your body. Dray unraveled the blood witch’s spell before it could finish its work, but your body will still need the long sleep to fully repair the damage.”
Shadowlight hesitantly touched the ravaged skin. “She should already be stone.”
“Yes. Dray thought you’d like to say goodbye first and to give us time to put your Kyrsu’s mind at ease. I will show you both where you will be staying. A safe home, far out of the Lady of Battles’ reach.”
Goodbye? At that moment she understood she’d be abandoning the kid for a good long time. She couldn’t help it. There was no getting around this wound.
It did not pain her, but that was because her body was shutting down. She sensed it, her instincts warning her of the danger, the need to find a safe place to rest.
This gargoyle, or another like him, would become Shadowlight’s guardian until Gregory and Lillian came to take him back to Earth. There was no telling how long that would be since the Avatars didn’t seem to be on conversational terms with Lord Death.
Oh, she knew it was better than where they’d just escaped—so much better. But strangers would still care for Shadowlight. Without her.
God. She only hoped Gregory and Lillian would come soon.
“Do I have your permission to carry you to another location?” Master Banrook asked. “It’s too far for you to walk in your condition,”
She would have preferred to walk, but her limbs were growing heavy. “Yes.”
“Let’s get this over with,” she whispered to the kid.
Banrook nodded and then carefully scooped her up like she weighed nothing. When he started away, it occurred to her they were in a medical ward.
Outside, the hallway was constructed of the same dark grey stone with faint green veins running through it. Carpets and wall hangings softened the otherwise hard edges. Every ten feet, wall sconces held lit torches. But the light cast by them was too ethereal—an unnatural soft shimmering blue—to be anything but magic in origin.
Strangely she couldn’t sense or taste the foreign power. Eh. She was bad off if she couldn’t feel the magic fueling the blue-white flames.
“Can you still hear me?” Anna asked Shadowlight across their shared mind link.
“Yes. But you’re faint.”
His ears wilted as his expression morphed into sorrow and grief. A sheen of tears shimmered in his big, dark eyes.
Ah, hell. This would be far harder on the kid than her.
That realization made her feel even worse.
“Is there nothing I can do to remain awake while I heal?” She asked the older gargoyle. “Shadowlight has lost so much.”
Banrook shook his head. “No. Some ailments only stone can heal. But rest assured, we will protect and love our young brother in your absence.”
Anna stared up at the ceiling and fought back a surprising wash of tears. If she slept for years, Shadowlight would grow up without her. Would she even recognize him when she woke?
“My Kyrsu, you will,” Shadowlight said with a tearful huff. “I am your Rasoren. We are family and will always know each other.”
That might be true, but it wouldn’t be the same as watching him grow. The kid, her little brother, would be gone when she awoke.
As she wallowed in her emotional pain, Banrook came to a circular stairwell that led down into darkness. As they descended deeper, she noted a few details through her fading senses. The air wasn’t damp or stale. It was fresh and held the briny essence of the ocean, as strong as when they’d been above ground.
A slight breeze even ruffled the older gargoyle’s mane.
“There is great power here.” Shadowlight’s voice held a hint of awe, and he eased closer to Anna and Banrook until he could nuzzle her hair.
“Do you sense danger?”
“No.”
Despite his words, nervousness reasserted itself.
For his part, Banrook continued as if unaware of their silent exchange, though he’d already revealed his secret ability to listen in.
They walked in silence after that. A creeping lethargy soon spread through her limbs and a new, strange instinct to struggle out of Banrook’s arms was rearing up inside her. She needed to go find a place to rest.
Sensing her distress, Banrook crooned softly. “Fear not. You still have enough time to see what I wish and to speak your goodbyes to the child.”
Anna nodded weakly, having to trust in his words since Fate had taken away all other options.
“Ah, see?” he said only minutes later. “Here we are.”
Banrook descended the last few steps and then they were once again on level ground.
She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to see. They’d emerged into a chamber thick with shadows.
It was disappointing after all the buildup.
“Patience, young one.” Using his muzzle, Banrook gestured ahead of him. Three other gargoyles stood twenty feet from the stairs. “I’d like you to meet Master Verroc, and Adepts Soryn and Shorban. Together we will be Shadowlight’s primary instructors and mentors. Yours as well, once you’re healed and ready to start your training.”
If she’d been more alert, she might have been better able to assess the three new gargoyles, but as it was, she was having trouble remembering their names. Master Verr and Tor and Shore-something-or-other. It was all she could do to keep her eyes open.
“Kid, you still there?”
“Yes, Anna.”
“What do you feel coming from these three?”
“The one called Verroc seems suspicious of us, but he’s loyal to Lord Death and will follow his commands. The one called Soryn feels undecided. And Shorban—he and Soryn are brothers to judge by their scent—he is openly curious about us. Well, about you anyway to judge by how he’s studying you.”
“Huh, maybe he’s just wondering if Banrook will be carrying a stone statue in the next thirty seconds.”
“Anna,” Banrook called her name and gave her a little shake. “Stay with us for a few moments more. We’re almost there.” He nodded to the other three gargoyles, jolting her with the motion.
It was enough to rouse her into witnessing one of the gargoyles, Verroc maybe, reach out and run his talons along a stalagmite rising from the cavern floor.  One of the brothers did the same to a second stalagmite situated six feet from the first one.
A moment later a ripple of power flowed through the cavern, shivering and shaking the air currents. More magic crackled upwards, circling each stalagmite, snapping and dancing in a fiercely beautiful spectacle.
When the blue radiance covered both pillars from root to tip, the power from the separate mineral structures arched towards each other. When they touched, a loud ringing filled the air.
Banrook raised his tail to shade her eyes and seconds later a blinding light flashed out from the two stalagmites. Even with a tail shielding her eyes from the worst of the radiance, it still took a few seconds for the spots to vanish from her vision.
Once her vision cleared, she continued to blink a few more times, just in case her eyes were playing tricks on her. But, nope. Where before there was nothing but space between the pillars, a door to another place now stood.
The stalagmites had transformed into a large stone frame for a double set of iron-bound doors made of some pale wood. When one of the gargoyles—they’d all moved, so she didn’t know who was who—pushed on the right door, it swung open on silent hinges.
Beyond was daylight and the scent of green, growing things. She’d seen stranger things in the last few months, but this made her laugh until she was light-headed.
“Fantasyland has magic portal doors. Go figure.”
“She’s going into shock again,” Banrook said as he hurried through the doorway.
Once they crossed the threshold, they reappeared in a room that looked exactly like the one they’d just left, but Shadowlight’s cautious sniffing as he sought new dangers told her they were somewhere else.
Banrook continued to stride forward, then swiftly ran up the stairs that were identical to the ones in the other place. Before long, Anna found herself back on the surface of the island. Or an island. This one was far more lushly covered in trees and greenery than the one they’d just left.
Beside her Shadowlight exhaled a startled huff, seeing or sensing something more than she could.
Why was that important?
Her eyes drifted closed.
“Anna, they are all hamadryads.”
She cracked open one eyelid to scan the trees. Hamadryads? There must be a shit-ton of dryads hidden around here somewhere. But how was that going to help win a war with the Battle Goddess? Dryads were skilled at hiding and healing but were no warriors.
“The dryad nation answered Lord Draydrak’s secret summons. They have been mating my species to increase our numbers for many years,” Banrook explained. “It has been working rather well. We now have an army a hundred times greater than the Battle Goddess will expect.”
“The Lady of Battles will have spies,” Anna heard Shadowlight say. “She must know of this place.”
Banrook snorted. “Our enemy does not know of our plans, and she won’t learn of it until far too late. We are in a time before the Divine Ones used their Avatars to give birth to Lord Draydrak and his misguided twin. Here we are far in the past, but also outside the normal flow of time.”
Banrook sounded very proud, and Anna could only take him at his word. Because this new knowledge was almost too much for her tired, foggy mind to assimilate.
“There are so many gargoyles here,” Shadowlight whispered in awe. “More than my father’s memories show. Many, many more.”
“Yes,” Banrook explained. “Stalks the Darkness, like all the other gargoyle soldiers born in the future, are unaware of this place. It must be this way to protect our secret, for the border guards always face the possibility of capture. We cannot risk the Lady of Battles learning our master’s ultimate plan for her. Only the Council of Elders and a few guards with the sacred duty of protecting the time portal are privy to this secret and travel freely between times to carry out our duties.”
“Yet you showed us,” Shadowlight said, suspicion coloring his voice. “Now we can’t go back without risking this secret.”
That’s my kid, Anna thought a little proudly. Trust no one.
“Yes,” Banrook agreed. “This place will keep you safe from the blood witch’s influence and well away from Death’s sister. Here Anna can heal while you mature naturally and learn to be a proper gargoyle. Once Anna has healed, we will see to her training.”
Banrook shifted Anna in his arms until she was standing. Well, not really standing. She’d have fallen in a crumpled heap if he wasn’t holding her upright by a firm grip under her arms.
Shadowlight stepped forward, wrapping her in his arms. “I’ll miss you.”
His voice broke, and his shoulders shook. If Anna could have moved her arms, she would have wrapped him in a fierce embrace. Instead, she was as limp as a doll in his arms.
Only thoughts and emotions remained.
“I love you, cub. Remember that. Always.”
Shadowlight cried harder.
“Oh, Kid. I’m a tough bitch. When I return to you, I’ll be stronger than ever, and we’ll give the baddies a smackdown of epic proportions.”
“Promise?”
“Yes. Have I ever broken one to you?”
“No.” A warm tongue wiped across her cheek, but the sensation felt dull and distant.
“This isn’t goodbye. It’s a see you later. And I will return. Promise.”
“I’ll be waiting.”
“She’s shifting to stone,” a deeper voice said. “Hurry. Place her on the ground.”
Distantly, she felt herself being shifted into a fetal position. Soft grass tickled her nose and cheek.
“There. She won’t fall on her face the first time she wakes.”
“Can I stay with her?” Shadowlight’s voice grew fainter.
“As much as your training allows.”
They continued to speak, but Anna only heard a few words, and then even those few snatches of conversation drifted away, and she knew nothing more.




Chapter 3
Obsidian paced beside Truth as they traversed the bridge network suspended between the ancient hamadryad trees. Flying would have been faster, but Obsidian ached too much from training to enjoy even a short evening flight.
Besides, walking gave them time to talk on the way home. Obsidian eyed the other gargoyle out of the corner of his eye. “I can’t believe you won’t give me any pointers I can use when it’s time for me to take the Adept Trial.”
Truth snorted and flicked an ear in Obsidian’s direction. “And have Master Banrook chew my tail off and beat me to death with it? Nope. Even if I shared, it wouldn’t help. My mentors claim they tailor each test to the individual undergoing it. So, if it’s all the same to you, I’d prefer not to get my new rank stripped away for sharing secrets with an uninitiated.”
Obsidian huffed though it was more for show than any real annoyance at his friend. He’d expected the answer, anyway. It wasn’t like he’d thought the straight-laced gargoyle would speak even if the mentors allowed it. Even for a gargoyle, Truth had an overly developed sense of honor.
“Will you celebrate with a drink?” Truth asked. “Lark and Meadow will be there.”
Truth was delusional if he thought dropping the names of two dryads—no matter how pretty and appealing they might be—would sway him into coming.
Mentally snorting, he admitted he didn’t have time for a relationship even if he wanted one, which was likely for the best since a heaping pile of other complications stood between him and the possibility of a serious courtship. Sighing, he turned back to his conversation with Truth.
“I doubt you’d find a stone statue good company.” Sleeping in his stone form had become a regular occurrence.
“Again? Which mentor did you have today? Shorban or Soryn?”
“Both. At my request.”
“Goddess, I swear you like getting your ass kicked.”
“Who said it was my ass getting kicked?” Obsidian grinned. He had done rather well today. The exhaustion was a good type. Though he also had to admit even if he wasn’t that tired, he’d still have returned to his quarters.
“Fine,” Truth said, a sullen little note in his tone. “Sleep. You will need it because there will not be much of that going on these next three days. Spring Rites are upon us if you hadn’t noticed, you great reclusive ogre. There’s no way you will escape the dryads’ eye again this year. They already have plans for a great feast.”
Obsidian snorted. “That’s not the only thing they have planned.”
“Exactly. I fancy none, so you better have my back. Unless—” Truth’s eyes narrowed suddenly. “Have you and one of the dryads already come to a consensus?”
Rather than answer his friend, Obsidian quickened his pace.
Several dryads had approached him. He’d turned them all down.
It was no secret that the fastest way to seduce a gargoyle was through his stomach. If he could have avoided the feast, he would, finding certain dryads overly aggressive in their hunt for future mates.
Ahead the path branched, the left bridge leading to the group of platforms that housed Truth’s home and a few other gargoyles in the same level of training. The bridge’s right fork led to a more secluded area away from other lodgings.
At the fork, they paused, saying their goodbyes and Obsidian even agreed to meet the other gargoyle in the morning to hunt food for the dryads to cook. Usually, both species shared in the duty of hunting and cooking, but during the Spring Rites, the dryads pampered their gargoyle counterparts, and no gargoyle would complain about that. In the fall, the gargoyles returned the favor during the harvest festival.
With a final goodbye, they went their separate ways—Obsidian taking the right fork of the bridge to the more secluded area where he’d made his home. Growing up, he’d never entirely felt like he belonged, his size and heritage setting him apart from the other gargoyles.
Yes, he’d made friends, and he valued those friendships—but the feeling of not wholly belonging never fully went away.
Alone now, Obsidian dropped to all fours and trotted towards his destination, the usual eagerness temporarily dispelling some of his weariness.
Grinning to himself, he turned down another branch of the bridge system that spread throughout the vast hamadryad forest. Overhead he could catch a few glimpses of stars between the dense foliage. Other nights, he would have taken a pleasure flight before bed. But not tonight. His nest called to him.
Rounding a large trunk of an ancient hamadryad, Obsidian came to a halt as the breeze carried the scents and sounds of others to him. It was unusual to find others out here this time of night. Hmm.
“Come on! We’re out of time. Obsidian is likely already finishing up with the brothers.” The words came from a somewhat young sounding voice.
A moment later Obsidian placed the speaker. It was Novice Oath, a gargoyle several years behind him in training. They’d struck up a friendship all the same. But what was the youth doing here this time of night? He should be in his own bed by now.
“Well. If you were worried about getting caught, why did you come?”
Ah. That voice belonged to Lark, a dryad in Warpath’s training group.
“Why did you?” Oath countered.
Had Lark come to his place to ask him to join her at the fires and then found the younger gargoyle outside? Obsidian sighed mentally at the thought. But that made little sense either, since he was now picking up Nightshade and Meadow’s scent. That was surprising.
Lark snorted. “I don’t think we have much to worry about. Soryn is a tough old bastard. If he gets tired, Shorban will take over. They’ll keep Obsidian busy well past second moonrise.”
Usually, Lark’s words would be correct, but his mentors released him early in a rare showing of sympathy. Now, Obsidian was back early and had interrupted some mischief.
“If he catches us, he’ll put us on extra cleaning details,” Nightshade whined. He was likely only here because Lark was present. Nightshade’s infatuation with the older dryad was almost comical.
“He’s not an adept yet,” Lark said.
Sounding more concerned by the minute, Nightshade whispered, “But Truth is.”
“I’d volunteer to take extra shifts for a chance to see the human.” Oath again, awe ringing clear in his voice.
“But she’s spelled into stone. There’s not going to be much to see,” Meadow complained.
“Doesn’t matter,” Lark countered. He could practically hear Lark’s jaw clench with determination. “I agree with Oath. The risk is worth the reward. We’ll be the first beside the council to see Obsidian’s Kyrsu. Don’t you want to see the female who will one day command us?”
Ah! Obsidian grinned with a new understanding. The human locked safely away in his dwelling had finally become too great a temptation for his peers. Their curiosity had led them to this rash action.
His grin grew broader. He’d been just like them only a few short years ago.
“We should go.” Fear of discovery tinted Meadow’s words. Her scent as well. It wasn’t the only emotion on display. Mortification lay thick in the air. She must find the entire situation embarrassing, and yet, here she remained.
“He’ll be coming back soon, and even if we’re gone, he’ll be able to scent that we were here.” Meadow again, sounding more stressed.
“So little faith,” Lark interjected. “My magic casting has advanced far enough to weave a spell that will erase our scents.”
“He’ll know someone was here if we tamper with the entryway spells. This is a stupid idea.” Meadow’s tone was more exasperated than embarrassed now. “I’m leaving. It’s not like you’ll be able to get past his protective spells, anyway.”
Obsidian called on his shadow magic to hide. As his mentors could attest, he’d grown proficient with magic. The mischief makers wouldn’t see or smell his presence until he wanted them to.
With power shrouding his form, he stalked forward, determined to cause a little mischief of his own. Ahead, he could see the small group of miscreants.
Oath stood closest to the entrance of the dwelling, his muzzle nearly pressed against the spell covering the door. “It’s too complicated for you. This smells like Master Banrook had a hand in its making.”
“You’re right,” Lark said. “If I had to breach one of Rook’s spells on my own, I’d be here for another twelve moon cycles, but I was here with Truth early this morning when Obsidian was resetting it. I saw the composition of the trigger spell.”
Why, that determined little dryad. The nerve! He’d get Truth to assign her to weeding the fields on the mainland.
Meadow halted and turned on her heels, her expression torn between doing what was right and satisfying a curiosity that had hounded many of the island’s residents. “You can open that?”
“Yes.”
After a long hesitation, Meadow returned to the other three.
“Fine, just a quick peek, and then we get out of here.”
Obsidian waited until Lark had taken down the spell. The four were bunching close to the door, preparing to enter, when he ghosted up behind them.
Lark and Meadow, he tapped on their shoulders. Nightshade he thumped with the edge of his wing. As for Oath, his tail was too tempting a target, and he stomped on it with all his weight.
The dryads yelled. Nightshade huffed and choked like he’d swallowed his tongue and Oath yowled like a wounded cat.
“Very impressive,” Obsidian said with a dose of satisfaction as he released his shadow magic and appeared behind them. “Would you like me to hold open the door for you?”
“Obsidian!”
“Sorry!”
“We’re sorry!”
“Didn’t think you’d be back yet!”
Sheepish looks accompanied the chorus of apologies.
“Next time you wish to enter, you should simply ask.”
Oath bounced up and down, still holding his tail, but his ears swung forward with eagerness. “Would you have let us see her if we’d just asked?”
“No,” Obsidian said with a big grin. Then seeing Oath’s crestfallen look, he softened the blow. “It’s not my right.”
Oath’s face fell. “Why did you say to ask then?”
“So you would think about the privacy of others.” He pushed past them and opened the polished dark wood door. Then turning to face them, he grinned again. “Good night. I assume I’ll see you all tomorrow during the preparations for the festival.”
With that, he closed the door in their startled faces.
A flick of his wrist reset the wards protecting his small domain. A faint blue glow emanated from the polished wood door and the surrounding walls.
Floating balls of magic provided the only other heat and light. Not that he needed much of either to be comfortable, but he kept them burning in case Corporal Anna Mackenzie awoke from her healing stone sleep when he was away.
After giving the room with its carved walls and vine-shrouded windows a once over, he set aside his weapons and armor and shed his ward-spelled wrist and armbands. And then he paced to the center of the homey room where a concave nest cradled Anna’s stone form.
She looked as she always did, her expression unchanged. Only the slight warmth rising from the stone and the slow beat of her heart suggested she was a living creature. None of those things hinted when she would finally wake and take up her destiny. Though, surely, it must be soon.
Feeling the familiar sadness, he dropped to all fours and crawled into the nest, arranging blankets and pillows how he liked before curling around her.
Even though she couldn’t converse with him in return, he’d always told her how his day had gone, sharing his greatest joys and most profound defeats. When he slept and dreamed, his mind would touch hers and share much of what he’d learned that day.
His mentors encouraged it, saying when she finally woke it would speed her training along. But even if there were no tactical benefits to sharing his day with Anna, he’d still do it, the closeness giving him much-needed comfort.
Snuggling nearer, he settled a wing over them both. His one hand pressed against her chest, where, if he waited long enough, he would feel the slow thump of her heart.
That too had always comforted him.
“I miss you,” he whispered along their mental link. “Return to me soon.”
Closing his eyes, he waited. Only after he felt three of the familiar slow thumps of her heart did he surrender to his own stone sleep.




Chapter 4
A rich, dark scent, one reminiscent of patchouli forest incense and a hint of her favorite café mocha, teased her senses. Because no pleasant dream was complete without coffee and chocolate. Hmmm. Some dreams were better than others. Her mind roused further. Well, perhaps it was a rather odd combination. She hadn’t smelled the patchouli incense since she’d last been home, what seemed like ages ago now. She took another breath, inhaling deeply.
Ah. No. That wasn’t exactly what she smelled, but it was familiar all the same, and it reminded her of home. It really was a delightful scent. She would have been happy to drink in the fragrance for days and days if another part of her consciousness hadn’t been piecing together more disturbing details.
She stiffened as she came fully awake.
What the fuck!
She was lying in a fetal position with a big, male body spooning her.
Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!
Why couldn’t she remember what had happened or how she’d gotten here? She jerked in surprise as old memories surfaced from where she’d buried them to die. No! She wouldn’t think of that time. She was stronger than the memories. They held no power over her now.
But the memories didn’t care about her mental denials and continued to rise to the surface.
Fuck them and fuck the jackass who’d just roofied me!
She embraced the rage—it was far better than paralyzing fear.
I’ll rip his balls off and stuff them down his throat!
Anna tried to bolt upright only to be brought up short by a weight across her waist. An arm—yep that was an arm—slung around her torso like he owned her.
His hand was cupping her right boob. She reached up to break his thumb, and the feel of large talons gave her pause.
What kind of sicko was she tangled up with now?
Never mind. Neutralize the threat first and worry about what the actual fuck was going on later. Her brothers had taught her that one.
She jackknifed her body, then came back down, slamming the back of her skull into his face. Lifting her pelvis for better leverage, she raised her right leg and kicked back with all her strength. Her heel made a direct hit to his balls.
Without pause, she grabbed his hand and twisted the thumb of the offending hand back hard. The move would have broken a typical guy’s thumb, but the big brute behind her merely grunted out an age-old sound of male pain at the hit to his jewels. His thumb seemed not to register at all.
“I will kill you!” She punctuated the sentence with another savage twist and kick.
“Anna!” He howled as broad wings folded back, showing her a glimpse of her surroundings.
More memories returned—newer ones—crashing into her mind like waves racing to shore. Blinking down at herself, she acknowledged she was fully dressed. So was he. Well, as much as gargoyles ever were. No one had roofied her.
Still, her spotty memories didn’t explain what she was doing in a strange gargoyle’s bed. A moment later, the male in question released his hold on her, likely so he could protect his nuts from further damage. Anna wasted no time in rolling away from him and to her feet.
The room spun, and she feared she’d collapse face-first into the pillows and blankets. Worse, the fabric was threatening to tangle up her feet and trip her. But after a few stumbling steps, she righted herself and crawled out of the strange nest.
The male was still hunched over in pain, so she glanced around the room, searching for other dangers. Power glowed, bright lines of magic forming a protective framework over the carved wood of the walls behind. She scanned for an exit, but nothing jumped out at her.
Great.
She didn’t spare the room further study, swinging her gaze back to her opponent.
The gargoyle was straightening up. And, fuck, was he ever a big, brawny beast. Shoulders, wider than even Gregory possessed, flexed and rippled with strength as he stretched, limbering up stiff muscles. Thighs like proverbial tree trunks and biceps that might actually be bigger around than her waist only added to the ‘I will break you in two’ look he had going.
She desperately hoped he was big, slow, and dumb—a living stereotype. Otherwise fighting her way free would really suck.
She supposed she should try reason first. Though, really, what excuse could he come up with after she’d woken up in this dude’s bed getting groped?
“Hey, big fella, mind explaining what’s going on here?” While she talked to distract him, she inched her way closer to a rack of weapons she’d spotted on one wall. There was an assortment of quarterstaffs, spears, bows, swords, and knives.
A sword would be the most useful. She’d done a little training with a quarterstaff while under the tender care of the Battle Goddess’s captains but didn’t want to trust her life to those skills just yet. And a knife probably wouldn’t even make him flinch.
She was within four feet of the weapons rack when the big fellow released a deep, unhappy sounding huff.
“Don’t you know me?”
Know him? Huh? No. “Never seen you before. And it’s not like I’ve met a lot of gargoyles. Would’ve remembered one as big as you.”
“Is your nose still stone?” He paced closer. “It’s me. How can you not know me?”
His scent wafted stronger the closer he got, and perhaps he was partially correct. Fully awake now, her sense of smell sharpened, telling her something impossible.
No.
Hell. No.
It couldn’t be, not unless Shadowlight and Lillian had an older brother or… years and years and years had spun by while she’d slept and healed in her stone sleep. Like the elder gargoyle had said.
But it felt like she’d only just fallen asleep.
Surely it hadn’t been…
She studied the big gargoyle standing across from her. Ears drooped, wingtips dragging on the floor, tail curled around his midriff, he looked the picture of absolute dejection.
“Shadowlight?”
His one ear flicked forward before flattening against his mane, but he inched forward in the slow, methodical way the kid sometimes would when he wanted a treat he knew he shouldn’t have but was stubbornly determined to have it anyway, consequences be damned.
Even though she was half expecting the crushing bear hug, his speed and strength surprised a gasp from her. Then his arms and wings were folding her in a fierce embrace, and the magic of their link flared to life as if it, too, were just waking from a long sleep. But there was no denying the evidence of their mental and magical link.
“Shadowlight!” she shouted his name and hugged him back.
He was shaking with emotion. She probably was too.
“I missed you,” he said, his voice deep, thickening with raw emotion, or maybe it was normally a baritone now. He snuffled in her hair, nuzzling the side of her neck.
“I’m sorry I left you alone.” And she was. But now she had questions. “How long?”
“Years. You slept for years like Banrook said you would. I didn’t want to believe it would be that long. I always thought you’d wake sooner than this. I never stopped hoping.” There was a world of loneliness in his words, and she’d examine them later, but, for now, she had more significant concerns. 
“How many years exactly?” Anna leaned back to look up into his face, trying to see something of the Shadowlight she’d known. It was there, she realized with a sigh of relief. There was still something of Shadowlight’s familiar soul reflecting back at her when she looked into his eyes. But, gods, how he’d grown!
“Almost thirteen years.”
“Thirteen?” God. That long. But she supposed she should be thankful since it could have been far longer. No wonder she hadn’t recognized him at first. He’d be, what? Twenty-one now?
Well, at least he was still younger than her. While he might not permit her to call him a kid anymore, he was still her little brother. Nothing would change that.
“Far too long,” he agreed.
Shadowlight leaned down and gave her face a big swipe with his tongue. Then, his voice deepening with accusations, he said, “You thought I was big, slow and stupid. You didn’t even recognize me!”
“Er. Sorry?” Anna rubbed at the back of her neck, only then realizing her hair wasn’t in its customary rows. Damn it. Some do-gooder had taken them out. Or maybe that had happened when Lord Death had blasted away much of the blood witch’s taint with his chilling power.
She glanced down at her clothes in more detail this time. A pair of plain drawstring pants and lace-up shirt covered her from neck to ankle. It was the same outfit she’d been wearing when she’d first woken up in the healer’s quarters after Lord Death had finished working on her.
To her, it felt like no time had passed. But looking upon Shadowlight, she knew so much had changed.
“I…Oh, Shadowlight, I don’t even know where to begin or what questions to ask.”
He bumped his muzzle in her hair and dragged in a few deep breaths before speaking. “Well, I go by the name Obsidian now. Journeyman Obsidian. Or Rasoren if we’re being formal.”
“They changed your name?”
If they’d forced a new name upon him what other things had been forced upon him as well?
“Be at peace. It’s part of the gargoyle legion’s hierarchy. Novices keep the names their dryad mothers gave them until they reach Journeyman status. Once at that level—when a gargoyle is what you would call a young adult—we take on a new name of our choosing. I chose the name Obsidian Shadow.”
“Huh.” Well, at least they hadn’t forced a name upon him. Though she was curious why he’d picked that name, she had other more immediate concerns.
“What’s it like here?” She tried to use their mental link, wanting to feel the emotion behind his words, to see if he was hiding something, but she came up against a smooth impenetrable barrier.
Obsidian grinned at her startled look. “I’ve been training hard for over a decade, and my command of magic is almost greater than my mentors’. Since gargoyles naturally use mind magic more than other races, one of the first things my mentors taught me was how to erect a mental wall when privacy is required. It’s far more advanced than what we learned in the Battle Goddess’s domain.”
“Oh.” He didn’t want her in his head. She supposed she didn’t blame him. They were almost strangers to each other now. It drove home how unprepared she was for this new life. He knew so much more than her.
He’d no longer need to look to her for guidance. That knowledge left a hollow ache in her heart. She’d look at those tangled feelings in more detail later.
Unaware of her turmoil, Shadowlight… er… it was Obsidian now wasn’t it? He merely wrapped an arm around her shoulder and guided her over to a bench to sit.
“Come, sit. You’ll be weak. Your body’s resources depleted after so long in the stone sleep. Let me get you a drink.” He went over to his weapons rack, took down a canteen and returned to her side swiftly. “Here, drink this. It’s a tea fortified with minerals and herbs to replenish a weary body. Its taste leaves much to be desired, but it will hold you over until I can hunt up something more solid for you to eat.”
Anna took the offered canteen, hesitated a second as she scanned Obsidian’s expression—there was no deceit evident—and then drank deeply of the liquid. It was room temperature and had a mildly bitter, metallic sort of flavor to it. Kind of like chewing on a vitamin pill, Anna decided.
Not the tastiest drink, but now that moisture had hit her mouth, she realized how parched she was and swiftly took several more swallows. After she’d drunk half the contents of the canteen, she sat it on her lap and looked up at Shadowlight again.
“It’s Obsidian,” he said in gentle reminder.
“You can read my thoughts, but I can’t read yours. That’s hardly fair.”
“I’m much stronger than I was last time you were awake. Our link is now imbalanced. I don’t trust that my mind won’t overwhelm yours. Best we wait until your body is strong before we embark upon the first of your new magic lessons.”
“Fair enough.” For now, she agreed. But later she planned to get inside his head and gather intel about this place and her new, mature Rasoren. Maybe then she could reclaim some of the old Shadowlight.
Anna wasn’t a complete emotional cripple. She’d known she’d loved the kid more than her own life. He was family. He was oh so easy to love. He’d been the first to breach the barriers she’d built around her heart after the ‘incident’ three years ago and to her surprise, she’d been fine with that chink in her armor.
He’d been safe, void of threat or peril. Because of that, she’d been able to love him in a platonic way that didn’t risk stirring memories better left buried.
But looking at him now, she feared that love was lost—impossible to reclaim because he was no longer a safe, uncomplicated child. He’d grown into an adult. It was like Shadowlight had died.
Sorrow welled up. New pain to add to all the old. With a great deal of difficulty, she shoved all the emotion back deep inside. She wouldn’t think or feel. She’d just adapt and survive like she always did.
“I’m still him. Still Shadowlight. Never a threat to you.” He knelt before her. “A name change doesn’t erase all that I was. Now I am just more. You’ll come to see that before long. In the meantime, I’m happy to answer questions you might have while you eat. Afterward, if you still don’t trust me or are unsatisfied with the answers, we can attempt the link.”
Right. Mind reader.
“I promise I will answer all your questions, but first you need food. Come with me.”
Food was always an excellent way to break the ice with a gargoyle and get him talking. Besides, he was correct. She was starving. But she needed to do a couple things first.
Anna patted her hair and glanced down at her baggy clothing. “Don’t suppose you have a proper change of clothing and a magic wand hanging around to tame this?” She pointed at her hair.
She spoke only half in jest.
If she was to venture forth where she might meet other gargoyles, she’d at least like to be presentable. Underwear was always a good start. Followed by real clothing and a tamed bedhead.
Obsidian’s brow scrunched in thought. “Your hair will take too long to braid again, but you can borrow one of my mane tiebacks.” He went over to a row of shelves along one wall and produced a strip of leather.
Anna took it and then finger combed her hair into a tamer version of its earlier self and tied it all back at the base of her neck.
Next, Obsidian rummaged in a lower drawer until he pulled out a few items. She recognized the beaded loin cloth preferred by gargoyles and accompanying it was what looked a little like a matching beaded sports bra.
“I knew you’d eventually wake and need these. Plus, it will be safer to wear something that will shape-shift with you until your gargoyle nature is entirely under your control. While you might be weak and hungry now, once you’ve sated your hunger and replenished needed stores, your gargoyle nature will reassert itself swiftly.
In other words, wear clothing that shapeshifts with the wearer to avoid wardrobe malfunctions.
“You can change and attend to other needs through there.” He summoned a small bit of shadow magic and then gestured to a door that suddenly appeared in the wall and opened into another room. Camouflaged doors would take getting used to. Though, the carved wood of the walls and hidden door had a pretty artistry she admired.
Glancing inside the room, a rudimentary bathroom met her gaze. After testing a few handles, she discovered both hot and cold water. Basic plumbing. Things couldn’t be all bad.




Chapter 5
When Anna exited the bathroom a short time later, she found Obsidian rummaging through his shelves again, randomly shoving items into a satchel. She drew close and peered into the sack.
“Water, rations, and more of the rejuvenating tonic to hold you over while I build a fire and go hunting.”
“I won’t perish, but I can gather wood and build a fire while you do the hunting.”
“It’s my duty to look after my Kyrsu while she is still recovering.”
“Do I look like an invalid?”
He glanced sharply at her, his expression turning thoughtful. “I didn’t say you were. But, Anna, how many times did you see to my protection and needs while I was a child? I’d like a chance to return the favor.”
Eh?
Damn. He had a point. Besides, it would give her a chance to think.
She took the offered bag with a shrug. Never hurt to have supplies.
With that Obsidian triggered the door’s spell and led her outside. She got the first look at her new surroundings, which didn’t tell her much since it was the dark of a moonless night, but her eyes still picked out the outlines of leaves and branches. From the size of the branches, they were a good way off the ground.
“The third moon has just set. It will be dawn in an hour. You’ll be able to see it better then if your gargoyle nature doesn’t reassert itself before and give you back your night vision.”
Anna nodded, adding that detail to the little she knew. This place, whatever it was, had three moons like the Magic Realm. Though, if she remembered Banrook’s words correctly when he’d carried her here, this land was outside time. In a past that had never been.
“Your memory is correct. Though this place has a name: Haven.”
“Haven, eh? It’s an island, right? Even nose dead me can smell the brine. So that means you live in tree houses, on an island, in the middle of an ocean? You sure Lord Death hasn’t left his temple in eons? ‘Cause this sounds like the setting of Swiss Family Robinson.”
“I’m unfamiliar with that family.”
“Fictional book. Old classic. Should have found time to read it to you when you were a kid. You’d probably have liked it.” The reminder that the Shadowlight she knew was gone caused another spike of pain.
To distract herself, Anna walked to the railing. It circled the sides of the dwelling not attached to the tree’s trunk. Leaning over, she asked, “How high up are we?”
“About two-thirds of the way to the top.”
Which told her absolutely nothing since she didn’t know the height of the tree or how far away the ground was, obscured by the sweeping branches of the gigantic tree.
“It’s not a tree. It’s a hamadryad. They continue to flourish and grow as long as the dryad lives,” Obsidian explained. “And these hamadryads are larger than most, fed by gargoyle blood to keep them strong.”
“Huh.” Studying her surroundings, she picked out other such structures in nearby trees. Between them stretched bridges and ladders.
“We should go. It will be dawn before we know it and others will come looking for me the hour after sunrise.”
Obsidian gestured for her to take the walkway leading right. She did, walking ahead of him and following his softly uttered instructions when they came to interconnecting bridges. At last, they came to a large platform she’d taken for a dead end until she spotted the ladder.
“I’ll fly you the rest of the way.” He squeezed past her and dropped to all fours, dipping a wing for her to mount.
“I don’t think I’m ready to fly yet.” She kept the nervous note out of her voice. “I’ll take the ladder and meet you at the bottom.”
“We’re high up. Flying down will be faster.” But he folded his wings back tight to his side and reared to stand on two feet. “But if you think you’ll fall off, then I’ll carry you.”
The one-way mind-reading thing was getting old.
Obsidian chuckled. “If I’m honest, I doubt I’d stop it even if I could. It’s been so long since I felt your conscious mind, I can’t close myself off from you completely. It will stop once you recover enough to rebuild your mental shields.”
The link flared briefly, proving it wasn’t as one way as she’d thought. It let her glimpse a tiny peek into his mind. Just a fraction of a second but it was enough. In that moment of absolute clarity, she knew as difficult as she was finding this new situation, it had been much harder for him. “The link—or at least its absence—it was difficult to endure, wasn’t it?”
“Yes.” His expression was placid, but he couldn’t fully control the agitated flicking of his tail.
“I’m so sorry I wasn’t able to be there for you.” She rested a hand on his shoulder, and he turned his head to nuzzle her fingers.
“You’re here now. That is a blessing I shall thank the Divine Ones for daily.”
The link that bound them had claimed a heavy price. She saw that now. Her absence had left him feeling like a part of his soul was missing, just beyond his reach. As a child, his mentors had thought it grief, but as he grew older, both he and his teachers came to understand it was more.
And now that she was awake at last, he desperately wanted to regain her trust, he craved it, needed to restore what time had stolen from them.
But he was patiently waiting for her to make her own decision. Anna glanced at the ladder. She could be stubborn and embrace her unease, or she could begin the process that might one day restore the absolute bond of trust they’d once shared.
Ah, hell, she’d never been a fan of rope ladders, anyway.
“I’ll take the ride, but don’t get used to it. I’ll be doing my own flying as soon as I’m able.” Anna stepped into his space and craned her neck. “A little help, please? You’re enormous.”
Relief washed down their link a second before Obsidian scooped her up in his arms and he laughed joyously. Anna scrambled for a grip around his neck as the big idiot launched himself over the edge and was suddenly twisting, flipping and gliding through the branches at breakneck speed.
Gonna die. Gonna die. Gonna die.
“Never!” Obsidian’s voice rang loud in her head.
They dropped faster and faster; the branches getting bigger the lower they flew, and then suddenly they were out of the dense canopy. Obsidian tightened his arms around her body and then spread his wings wide, soaring thirty feet above the ground. Now the only obstacles in his path were the wide trunks of the hamadryads which he navigated with ease.
“A little warning next time would be nice.” But she wasn’t angry at him. They both knew it. In fact, his joy was filling her, shoving aside her uncertainties and dark memories. And she didn’t miss how he hugged her just a little closer.
“Whiner,” he mouthed into her hair.
“Jerk.” Anna grinned up at him while she adjusted the satchel she still had gripped in one hand. “You’re lucky I didn’t drop the supply bag.”
“You’re too well trained for that.”
“Training, my ass. Sheer terror had my fingers locked in a death grip.”
Obsidian continued to pick up speed during his reckless flight through the trees. In this one moment, she had Shadowlight back. She didn’t know how long it would last, but for now she was thankful all the same.
“You didn’t scream.”
“Jaws were locked.”
He grinned. “Better lock them again then.”
A moment later he went vertical, missing a low-hanging branch by inches and then rolled on his side to squeeze between two closely spaced tree trunks. Using one leg to push off from the nearest trunk, he changed directions.
“You call that a warning?” She was just talking shit now though. Like old times.
“That was an advanced warning.”
“Still a jerk.” She grinned and gave his neck a squeeze.
Again, joy sparked down their link, the emotion too powerful for him to block. She’d done the right thing by accepting the flight.
Eventually, they arrived at their destination—a cliff with trees running right up to its jagged edge. As far as Anna could tell, these were just regular old trees.
“Yes, we use this area for harvesting wood for the cooking fires.” Obsidian circled lower, giving her a good look at the area before coming in for a landing. “We’re less likely to get discovered out here, especially since it isn’t yet dawn.” 
He gently placed her on her feet and then stepped back, searching the ground for a natural depression. Without a word, he swiftly used his talons to clear the area of debris and enlarge the hollow.
Straightening, he stretched and sniffed. “I smell little in the way of prey here. I’ll build a fire and then go hunt in the shallows for fish.”
“I’ll gather some loose rocks for a fire ring while you gather the wood.”
Obsidian huffed in disdain and then waved his one hand at the ground. At first, nothing happened, and then the shadows shivered and rocks came loose from the ground, rolling toward the hollowed-out area.
Anna watched with bemusement. “Show-off.”
In under a minute, the stones had formed a fire ring.
“I will be back shortly. We’ll talk more then.”
She nodded her agreement, and then he vanished into the forest way faster than someone of his size should be able to move.




Chapter 6
Four leaf-wrapped bundles of fish were cooking on flat stones shoved half in the fire. Anna, too impatient to wait, peeled back the charred leaves of a fifth packet to get at the meat inside. Fish used to be one of her least liked foods, but her new gargoyle nature hadn’t yet met a meat she didn't like.
“Eat these first.” Obsidian held out some berries he’d found nearby. She popped a few in her mouth, then got hit with a rush of musty tartness and a hint of hot spice. Grimacing at him around a mouthful of the nasty crap, she gave him the finger.
“You did that on purpose!” she accused once her mouth was mostly empty.
“They are high in vitamins and minerals. Eat them.”
Anna made a face but swiftly popped another handful into her mouth and chewed them as she continued to unwrap the fish. “Tastes like the devil’s ass. Better be worth it.”
Obsidian shrugged in apology. “They are much better dried and eaten in trail rations.”
“Well, they couldn’t get any worse, could they?”
After finishing the berries, she swished her mouth with water and then started in on the fish, burning her fingers but too hungry to care. She polished off the first bundle of fish and Obsidian immediately handed her another.
Nodding, she took it gratefully. After the sharp edge of hunger was sated, she looked over at Obsidian where he was polishing off his own fish.
It was so peculiar to know this was Shadowlight, and yet he looked like a stranger.
“It is strange for me, too,” he admitted with a sigh. “I think I always just thought we’d pick up where we’d left off when you woke. But I’m not the gargoyle you remember. While I don’t feel like I’ve changed that much, I understand that you need to come to terms with everything.”
His words only highlighted the extent of the changes.
Shadowlight would have just brushed aside her concerns, told her she was foolish, and given her a big, sloppy gargoyle kiss. She’d have half-heartedly swatted him but then agreed, and they’d have found a solution to the present situation.
“There’s a simple solution to this ‘problem’ if you’re open.”
Anna arched a brow at him.
“We talk. Ask me anything. I’ll share everything with you. It might take days or even months, but I promise, we can be what we were before.”
“I’d like that.” Her heart swelled painfully, and she glanced down at the fire so he wouldn’t see the glimmer of foolish tears.
“Then ask me anything.”
She scrambled as her mind blanked for a moment. Then went with the first question that popped into her head. “Have you created other gargoyles?”
“No.” He gave an accompanying flick of his tail. “My mentors say it is unnatural and they wish to study your development before deciding whether it is something we should use to further grow the gargoyle legion.”
Anna hastily swallowed a mouthful of fish. “I thought they’d give a resounding ‘hell no’ to any power linked to the Battle Goddess.”
“Normally, yes. But they’ve studied me for many years now and know I am not her puppet.”
Looking at him, his size, his control of magic, the impenetrable shield around his mind, Anna wasn’t so sure she wasn’t looking at the culmination of the Battle Goddess’s plans.
He gazed at her, a hint of hurt creeping into his expression. “I thought we’d been through enough to know I’d never serve her.”
“Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that—I meant physically, you’ve grown into what she’d intended. The potential she’d strived to create to use as her vengeance.” Anna resisted the urge to give the big brute a hug. “But your soul—that is a thing entirely of the Light. Thirteen years. A hundred years. A thousand. Nothing will ever change your core goodness.”
And now that she was getting over her earlier shock, she could see bits of the gargoyle cub she’d known in the adult who sat across the fire from her.
He huffed softly and returned to his food.
Time for a new topic. “Do you like it here? Do they treat you well?”
“Yes, this is my home now. I have friends, instructors, favorite mentors, even a few rivals in training. It is as Gregory said. We can trust Lord Draydrak. As fierce as his power is, he is nothing like his sister.”
All his answers felt natural and unscripted, not brainwashed. A weight lifted off her chest. Shadowlight might have changed into this stranger… this Obsidian, but he wasn’t unhappy. He’d just grown up on her.
Her throat grew tight again, and an ache that was becoming a familiar throb in her chest returned.  She’d never again be able to read Shadowlight a story before bed or help him steal his favorite cookies from Gran’s kitchen.
Considering what could have happened, this was the best outcome, even if she silently grieved the loss of Shadowlight.
Across the fire, Obsidian stood suddenly and then came around and knelt next to her. A moment later he was pulling her into his arms, his wings wrapping around her. “Shadowlight isn’t gone. I’m still here. Look into my mind and you will see it’s true”
There was no hesitation, just a familiar power and the warm brush of a mind she’d missed. But unlike when he was a child, the link was much stronger; the emotions bleeding across it as strong as if she was experiencing them herself.
Distantly, she heard him grunt in surprise at the unexpected strength of their link. She didn’t have time to worry though, for in the next moment, she was Obsidian.
The gargoyle she’d once known as Shadowlight had trained for years, sunup ‘til sundown, preparing for the time when he would lead an army of gargoyles against the Lady of Battles.
It was his own determination that drove him—not his mentors’. Though they shaped and guided his energy, that will to become the weapon that would strike a devastating blow to the Lady of Battles was all his. It was Shadowlight himself who’d first taken the steps down that path because he wanted to be a warrior worthy of his partner, his Kyrsu.
Together they would be powerful enough to destroy anyone or anything foolish enough to challenge them. Never again would he experience the helplessness he’d felt when Anna was struck down by the blood witch.
They were a team. Two halves of a whole. Together they would be near invincible.
Obsidian issued a little hissing growl, and suddenly Anna felt their link fade. The big gargoyle folded his wings and stood, taking a few steps back.
“My apologies.” His voice came out gruff. “I knew our link would be stronger, but I expected nothing quite so…”
“Overwhelming,” Anna supplied for him.
“Yes.” He gave himself a little shake as if still struggling free of the binding magic linking them. “I was you for a few moments.”
“Yeah. And I was you. Guess that answers some of my questions.”
“That is… good.” His tone was a little doubtful and cautious as if he were trying to determine what all she’d seen in his head. “I thought I’d be able to control it even though you were untrained, but perhaps we should await direction from our mentors before trying again.”
“Probably a good idea. However,” Anna pointed to the place where he’d been sitting before, “I still have questions.”
Against her will, her mind spun back to earlier, when she’d first awakened. She’d intentionally tried not to think about it because he’d known every other private thought that crossed her mind, so there was no way he’d miss this one.
Across the fire, Obsidian stiffened and shoved an overly large piece of fish in his mouth.
Huh. Got that one too, did you?
He was taking an inordinately long time to chew his meal. Well then. Two could play that game.
She bit off a chunk of her own fish, chewing slowly. Obsidian echoed her.
Another half a minute passed in silence. Ah, hell with it. When had she turned into such a chicken, anyway?
“Earlier, when I first woke up, what was that about?”
His ears flicked forward in question, but his expression was as placid as a lake on a breezeless day.
Play the mute all you want. It will not stop me from dragging an answer from you.
She waited a moment more. Nothing.
Fine.
“The ‘hand on boob’ and let’s not forget the ‘spooning me like a champion’ thing.”
She was damn sure if blushes could show on his jet-black gargoyle hide, he’d have been beet red.
“Ah, that… there was nothing untoward. Though a human might mistake it for something else.”
“Don’t try that ‘she’s a human, she won’t understand’ card on me.”
He cleared his throat nervously, then gave the fire a couple good pokes, but he eventually ran out of distractions and glanced up at her.
“For years, after a long day of lessons, I would come and curl up next to you. Hearing and feeling your slow heartbeat always reassured me, made me feel less homesick in those earlier days. My mentors said I should keep it up because I was sharing power with you, feeding your body energy it needed to aid in its healing.”
He stared into the fire for long moments before continuing. “It also had the added benefit of allowing me to share some of what I learned with you. Though you may not be able to use what I gave you yet—it takes a very disciplined mind to control dreams and access what I shared. But in time you’ll master that ability.”
The bit about the sharing of knowledge was interesting. Once training starts, that could come in handy.
As for the rest?
Well, maybe she’d been barking up the wrong tree. But, still. The gargoyle sitting next to her was an adult male. And life experience had taught her the only men she could trust were blood relatives. All others had ulterior motives, even Obsidian, even if he hadn’t yet realized it.
“I don’t… not like what you fear. I sleep in my stone form every night to rejuvenate from the rigors of my strenuous training.” His response sounded a little defensive. “As I did last night. I’d only just returned to my flesh and blood form moments before you did.”
He was telling the truth. Her gargoyle nature stirred awake enough to let her know that.
With guilt, Anna remembered how she’d reacted and his snarl of pain. “Hey. Yeah. Sorry for any misunderstanding.”
“If I’d known you would wake… I’d have…” He used the excuse of rescuing the last bundle of fish from the fire to stall. After unwrapping it, he offered half to her and then shoved the rest in his mouth.
“You’d have what? Not been fondling my boob?” She added helpfully after his words failed him.
Obsidian coughed and sputtered like he’d swallowed his tongue. Anna came around to his side of the fire and thumped him a few times in the middle of the back. After he’d cleared his airways, he laughed, a sound that was full and rich and surprisingly pleasant.
“Exactly so,” he agreed at last. “Anna Mackenzie, please forgive me for that. I assure you, I didn’t have ulterior motives besides wishing to share my strength, magic, and knowledge with you.”
“I see that now.” And she did.
After that, much of the earlier tension vanished, and they continued to eat in a companionable way. Occasionally, she’d ask a question, and he’d answer. Other times, he’d offer some exciting bit of his history she hadn’t thought to ask.
But eventually, he looked up at the sky, sighed and stretched, then said they should return to his dwelling to get ready for the day. He couldn’t put off taking her before the elders any longer.




Chapter 7
While Anna was using his bathing chamber to wash up before going to meet with the elders, he mulled over his options. Unfortunately, he saw no way to scratch together more alone time to give her a chance to adjust to the new him. As soon as others knew she was awake, they would monopolize her time, distracting her.
It was one reason he’d taken her to the cliff instead of just going to the communal fires where there was usually food. He’d even debated taking her for a flight to one of the other islands that dotted the ocean in this region. But if he didn’t show up for the festival preparations, it would draw suspicion.
But, curse the dark, she was his Kyrsu, and he wanted to cement that bond before venturing forth. Selfish of him, but true.
He was still digging for more options when a pounding rattled the door.
“I know you’re in there,” Truth called through the wood. “I don’t want to be late for the assignments. You know I want to get picked for the hunt. Get your lazy backside out of that nest!”
Obsidian huffed at Truth’s timing. Now there would be no way to keep Anna’s waking a secret for a few hours more. “I’ll be there in a moment. I slept in.”
“Liar! You never sleep in.” A fat pause followed a deep huffing breath. “God and Goddess! Do you actually have a woman in there with you?”
There was more loud sniffing and huffing laughter from outside. At which point Obsidian realized there were others out there with Truth. Just his luck.
“I came to apologize,” Oath piped up. “But we’ll come back later.”
“No, we won’t,” Hunts in the Storm injected with a hearty laugh. “I’ve waited too long for the mighty Obsidian to fall. Now maybe a dryad will look in my direction.”
“Storm!” Truth growled out a warning.
Damnation! Truth’s younger brother was back from the mainland early? Storm was renowned for his tracking skills, but also for hunting down the truth. He never left any leaf unturned in that quest.
There was a snort from behind Obsidian.
“Friends of yours?” Anna asked.
“Not for much longer,” he grumbled.
“Hah! You do have a woman in there!” Deeper sniffing sounded.
Anna made her way to the hidden door. She jabbed a thumb at the shielding magic. With a nod, he pressed his palm against a geometric section of spell work and released a tiny surge of power. After the slightest of pauses, the magic covering the door shivered and drew away to the sides of the frame.
Swiftly feeling along the door, Anna soon found the recessed latch hidden among the carvings decorating the entrance. With a click, the latch released, and she pulled open the door.
“Hello.” She grinned at the rabble outside his door. Truth was there with Oath, Nightshade, Storm, Lark, and Meadow.
To a one, their expressions all reflected shocked surprise.
“I’m Corporal Anna Mackenzie, but I suppose my military rank is worth as much as spit here, so you can just call me Anna.”
The two dryads were more composed, bowing their heads and uttering hesitant welcomes. The four gargoyles were still speechless, but Obsidian didn’t miss how they leaned forward ever so slightly and drew in deeper breaths.
He resisted the urge to slap each of them alongside the head. Instead he marched past them, forcing them to move aside for Anna, or get run down by him.
“My Kyrsu is newly awakened and in need of clothing, boots, belts, and weapons. Why don’t you five,” he eyed Oath, Nightshade, Storm, Lark, and Meadow one at a time, “See if you can round up some of those items while we speak with the council of Elders. While you’re at it, why don’t one of you inform the healers? They’ll wish to examine Anna no doubt. And, Oath, you’re quick, run ahead and inform the council we are coming.”
The others, especially Oath, looked crestfallen until Anna spoke up. “Aren’t you going to introduce them before you go chasing them off?”
Obsidian huffed his displeasure. “You’ve just tossed open gates that were better left closed and barred. But, have it your way.”
He made quick introductions and then chased them away before they could bombard Anna with a thousand questions. After the others were gone, Truth came to pace at Obsidian’s shoulder while Anna walked a little way ahead. The other gargoyle bumped his shoulder.
“Sly bastard,” Truth said, using human words he’d learned from Obsidian while he’d dwelled on Earth. “Is she why you didn’t want to come celebrate with me last night? Not that I can blame you. After catching her scent, I’d be tempted to lock myself away with her too. I had no idea humans smelled so good.”
Obsidian cuffed Truth. “Watch your tone when you speak of my Kyrsu. Besides, she didn’t wake until just before dawn.”
“Aren’t you touchy today?”
“Do you want a second cuff?”
Anna cleared her throat. “I might not hear the words, but I know you’re doing that silent communication thing again.”
Obsidian winced. “Forgive me. It won’t happen again.”
Then he side-eyed Truth.
The other gargoyle only gave him a toothy grin in return. The look promised more trouble from that front later.
“Treehouses. I still can’t believe you live in tree houses.” Anna leaned over one of the bridge railings to study her surroundings again. “They’re even more spectacular by daylight.”
“Yes, I suppose,” Obsidian said distractedly as he shouldered past Truth to stand beside Anna.
“Getting stuff up this high must suck balls.”
Obsidian grinned, only now coming to understand how much Anna had shaped his personality.
It did ‘suck balls’ as he could attest from having to haul up items. “I’ll give you the full tour once we’ve seen the elders.”
“Looking forward to it.”




Chapter 8
Anna kept her banter light and social while she studied every little detail for unseen danger and routes of escape, just in case things went sideways. And things always went sideways, eventually.
“No one will harm you.” Obsidian’s thoughts flowed through her mind. It felt so much like Shadowlight her throat tightened again in that foolish way. Yet, it was different, too. There was a strength and discipline his younger self had lacked.
“None would dare. Not after Lord Draydrak went to so much work to save you and has made his wishes known. And even if someone is foolish enough to question Death’s judgment, they will face me first. No one hurts what is dear to me.”
A low growl accompanied his last sentence. The sound echoed through the air and Truth made a nervous questioning huff.
Obsidian’s unearthly growl was nothing like Shadowlight’s. Might as well compare a wiener dog to a wolf-hound.  And while she was sure his words were meant to inspire, they didn’t.
In fact, her internal ‘shit’s going to hit the fan’ early warning system was screaming an alert. Shadowlight’s adoration had been an innocent infatuation, and she’d viewed it as sweet and harmless. Something he’d outgrow.
But he hadn’t, had he? If anything, this new Obsidian had somehow shaped that innocent adoration into something far more possessive. Bloody fuck.
“Now who’s talking mind to mind and excluding the third wheel from the conversation?” Truth asked with a wink directed at Anna.
“Third wheel?” Anna muttered and then cast a questioning glance at Obsidian.
He shrugged. “I picked up many things when I was on Earth. Apparently, others soon picked up on my odd turns of speech. And as my mentors sometimes say—it spread like a wind-driven fire through dry grass.”
“Well, something got lost in translation.”
Truth leaned forward. “How so?”
“It’s complicated.” Anna wasn’t about to waste time on explaining dates and third wheels when she had a more valuable way of using the time, like learning everything she could about Haven and its citizens.
But just then the section of the bridge they were traveling ended in a square platform.
“There are stairs and ladders for the dryads’ use,” Obsidian indicated the rope ladder, and then pointed across the way to a larger tree where wooden stairs circled the massive trunk. “The younger trees support smaller structures, but the ancient hamadryads can carry a much greater load. If you’re still not up to climbing the ladder, I can fly or carry you.”
Truth’s snort was a sound rich in unspoken innuendo.
Obsidian half turned to give his friend a small lip curl and a flash of fangs.
“Thanks, but I’ll climb. I’m feeling stronger now, and I’m sure I could use the exercise.” And there was no way she was letting him carry her around like a child—or, she glanced at Obsidian’s massive size—like a child’s favorite stuffed toy.
Booming laughter rang through the trees, telling Anna he’d been in her head for that one, too. After aiming a grin at Obsidian, she started down the ladder.
Truth just sort of hurtled himself over the side of the bridge and jumped from tree branch to tree branch, using his wings to slow his speed and his tail like a rudder. The gargoyle swiftly outpaced Anna. Glancing up, she sought Obsidian, but he wasn’t above her.
“Here.”
Anna turned toward the soft call to find him perched on a branch less than two feet away. Hell, she hadn’t even heard him move. Man, he was stealthy for a big dude. His big bulk hadn’t even shifted the branch enough to make the leaves shake.
“You will teach me how you do that.” Her statement came out a demand, not a question.
“Just as soon as you can shape-shift.”
“Damn straight.”
Obsidian’s gentle smile grew into a grin. “I have missed you very much, Anna Mackenzie.”
“I’m glad to be back, too.’
Anna reached the ground without incident, but it took longer than she thought. The tree was tall, the bridge system about two-thirds of the way up, which left a lot of ground to cover.
While she didn’t fear heights, it was nice to have her feet firmly on the ground again. The sickly swaying motion of a rope ladder was never her favorite sensation. Not that she’d admit to fear or weakness.
When Obsidian led the way, she followed. Truth brought up the rear.
They’d only made it a few hundred meters when Obsidian muttered a curse and came to a halt. Anna skirted around his wings and spotted a group ahead.
This group was a mix of three gargoyles and four dryads. One gargoyle towered over the other members of the group. She’d bet if he stood next to Obsidian, he’d only be an inch or two shorter.
What the heck was the Lord of the Underworld feeding his gargoyles? Growth hormones? Stem cells? GMO foods? Magic potions?
Though, this new fellow wasn’t as heavily muscled as her two companions.
“Friends?” Anna asked sarcastically, knowing from Obsidian’s stiff posture that this group was anything but friendly.
Obsidian huffed again, sounding less happy than before. “Do you remember earlier when I said I was happy here? That I had mentors, friends, acquaintances, even a few rivals? Well, here comes a rival.”
“Figured as much.” Anna moved to lean against a tree trunk, cocking her leg while she waited for the newcomers to reach them.
“I see the abomination has finally awoken,” the biggest of the newcomers said.
Whoa, Mr. Sunshine. Nice to meet you too.
Obsidian rumbled low in warning, but Anna reacted faster.
“The abomination has a name.” She pushed off from the tree and circled to the left, forcing the dryad standing in her path to move or get run down.
The dryad studied Anna’s approach with hostility but moved out of the way. Anna gave the dryad a searching look but decided the Fae wasn’t a real threat. Her attention swung back to the big, belligerent fellow.
“Name’s Anna. Though I’m more curious why you hate me so much when you don’t even know me.”
“I know what you are—a human with magic, an unnatural abomination created by our enemy—that’s more than enough reason.”
Obsidian snarled.
Turning, Anna arched an eyebrow when she saw Truth holding Obsidian back—barely.
“Who’s the prick?” She jerked a thumb at the bigot.
“Reaver.” The word came out harsh and ugly. Matched the name perfectly. “If you give her so much as a bruise, I’ll break both your wings.”
Anna grimaced. She’d learned enough. A minor scuffle didn’t scare her, but for fuck’s sake, the ones standing before her were the good guys, supposedly.
“Look, Reaver, I have better things to do than stand here and take part in some pissing contest. You don’t like me. I think you’re a prick. And even the Battle Goddess’s lowest minions had better manners than you, so fuck off until you can at least match their conduct.” Anna continued to walk around him, sizing him up.
“You would compare me to one of the enemies?” Rage rolled off his words.
“You bet. You wanna know what else? I get why you don’t trust me. I wouldn’t either, coming from there, but the least you could do is treat me with enough respect to give me a chance to prove my worth before judging me and deciding I’m an enemy.”
Reaver’s expression shifted into something even less pleasant.
“Eh? That’s how it will be?”
“I’m taking you before the elders,” Reaver lunged forward.
Anna allowed him to capture her wrist. She kept her body relaxed, and when Obsidian charged forward as she knew he would, she used the distraction to twist free of Reaver’s hold.
Now, close to his side, she grabbed the outer edge of his right wing, then darting around behind him, she jerked the wing along with her. Gargoyle wings were strong and flexible, but even they could only be forced so far without breaking.
Obsidian, having guessed her strategy had taken hold of Reaver’s forearm, preventing him from spinning and freeing his wing.
Anna forced the wing more, but even then Reaver only hissed in pain.
“Now, Reaver, what do you think will happen first? Will the bone shatter? Or will the entire wing dislocate?” Anna bounced the wing gently in warning. “If you continue to be a jerk, we’ll all get to discover the answer.”
Reaver snarled, but after a moment his rage-filled eyes focused on her. “I yield.”
“Hmmm.” Anna glanced at Obsidian. “Wonder why I don’t believe him?”
“Because it’s a lie.” Obsidian’s lips curled back, exposing his impressive fangs. “He only plans to surrender for now. He’s prepared to continue this later.”
Sighing, Anna patted Reaver’s muzzle with her free hand. He didn’t bite her fingers. Smart boy. “Surrender for now, then. We can work through the root of your animosity later.”
The male snarled again. Anna glanced where Obsidian’s claws were digging into Reaver’s forearm hard enough to draw blood.
“I’d listen to her, if I were you, Reaver,” Truth said, entering the conversation for the first time.
“Someone must bring her before the elders.” Reaver’s reply was sullen and anger still shimmered in his deep tones as he stared death at Obsidian.
“Dumb fuck,” Anna smacked him alongside his muzzle to get his attention. “Where do you think Obsidian was taking me before you jumped us?”
Muttering under her breath, she released his wing and stepped back. Obsidian used the opportunity to get right in his face. “Anna is my Kyrsu. Pick a fight with her, and you pick a fight with us both.”
Finished with his dressing down, Obsidian shoved the other male away hard enough to make him stumble. Then without a word or backward glance, Obsidian started forward. Anna followed, then paused when she was even with Reaver.
“Next time you pick a fight, I won’t be so nice. And in case you think I’m an easy kill, you might want to find out what I did to a blood witch.”
Reaver wasn’t cowed though and spat ‘unnatural’ at her in passing.
“Yes,” Obsidian agreed, suddenly back at her shoulder, his blade-tipped tail pressing against Reaver’s throat hard enough to draw blood. “We are unnatural. We are also a very formidable team. If you choose not to respect that, then I won’t be held responsible for your death.”
The fierce, proud tone when he said the word ‘team’ reminded Anna of Shadowlight’s ferocious loyalty.
As if sensing her emotions—and he likely was—he bumped his muzzle against her cheek and then turned and marched off again. Though this time his tail had curled behind her back to assure she followed.
Once they were well out of earshot, Truth bent double laughing. “Goddess, seeing Reaver get trounced by the tiny human—” More chuckling disrupted his sentence. “Best thing I’ve seen in half a year.”
“Watch it, or Anna will come for you next.” Obsidian’s gruff tone was at odds with the glint of humor in his eyes.
Truth chuckled louder but glanced at her and issued a hasty apology for calling her tiny. “I’m sorry. Truly. It’s just that Obsidian normally lets the verbal barbs slide off without so much as a flinch or flick of an ear.”
“Eh? Well, if people are dicks, they better be ready for the consequences. I’m not as nice as Obsidian.”
Obsidian’s tail twitched, tightening a fraction around her waist before relaxing again. “I may ignore insults aimed at me, but no one challenges my Kyrsu without consequences.”
Anna glanced up at him “That goes both ways. If someone is stupid enough to pick a fight with my little brother, then they deal with me too. It’s the Mackenzie way.”
“Little brother?” Truth rolled the words around as if he found a secret delight in them.
Anna shrugged. “I may have just slept thirteen years away, but Obsidian is still only twenty-one to my twenty-four. He’s still younger than me. So ‘little brother’ is still officially correct.”
Her glower dared anyone to claim differently at their peril.
Truth nodded and grinned, a great flash of white teeth. Then he leaned closer and sniffed at Anna. She doubted she’d ever get used to the utter bloody rudeness of gargoyles. They were touchy-feely and had absolutely no concept of personal space, or that it was impolite to sniff at a person.
“Truth,” Obsidian warned, his earlier humor absent from his deep timber. “Know ‘little brother’ will bust the horns off any male who goes sniffing around Anna uninvited.”
Truth choked on more laughter but took a couple steps back in a show of obedience. Eventually Obsidian had his fill of glowering at his friend and turned his attention back to her.
“As much as Reaver annoys, don’t challenge him unless I’m near. He is dangerous.”
“I have a hard time keeping my mouth shut when I’m confronted by pricks. But I’ll try to behave.”
“Thank you. Reaver tests the patience of even Banrook, and he’s the easiest going of the mentors. Reaver’s personality is likely why he hasn’t yet been called to take his Adepts Trial.”
“And that burns his tail,” Truth interjected from behind. “He’s three times as old as me—I’m almost thirty-nine. In fact, you never had a chance of Reaver liking you. You’re Obsidian’s Kyrsu, guilty by association. This great lout,” he patted Obsidian’s shoulder, “has outstripped all of us. It’s likely that he’ll make Adept before his twenty-second name day. Reaver is one hundred and eighteen and still a journeyman.”
Anna only half listened to Truth’s words, still stuck on Reaver’s age. She’d thought him Obsidian’s peer, but he was old enough to be their great-great grandfather.
Beside her Obsidian snorted.
“What?” Truth’s brows folded down.
“Anna mentioned Reaver’s old enough to be our grandfather if he’d been human. I was just thinking that a dryad would actually have to take an interest in him first.”
The other male’s eyes widened in surprise and then turned thoughtful. “Honestly? A grandfather? Humans breed so swiftly?”
“Shorter lives,” Anna clarified for him. “If we live to a hundred, it’s considered extremely old.”
“Ah.” Truth seemed intrigued but continued with his earlier explanation why Reaver hated Obsidian so much. “So, when you and Obsidian—mere novices—nearly defeated a blood witch...”
Was that a mix of awe and fear in Truth’s voice?
“Well, we were lucky. The witch and the other captains underestimated us. We wouldn’t be as lucky a second time.”
“No. I suppose not.”
Anna was about to turn the discussion in another direction when the trees along the manicured path thinned. She could also now hear the low rumble of many conversations over the breeze rustling the thick canopy of leaves. Only, it wasn’t entirely the breeze stirring the leaves.
Above them, the canopy shook with an unknown number of gargoyles making their way toward what she assumed was a clearing in the dense forest. Her senses still weren’t sharp enough to pinpoint the exact number of gargoyles overhead, but she’d guess at least ten. To either side, more pale cobblestone pathways snaked their way through the forest from other directions, all leading toward a central point.
“Come closer.” Obsidian held out a wing. “I’ll hide you using shadow magic. That way the others won’t see you and swamp us with questions until after we’ve met with the Council of Elders and my other mentors.”
After meeting with Reaver, she could only agree with his logic. She stepped in closer until his wing curved around her, blocking out the forest and much of the noise.
“Just curious. But what will others see when they look at you?”
“They’ll see me carrying a saddle and using my wing for balance to prevent it from bumping against my side with each step.”
“A saddle?”
“Gargoyles wear saddles when we need to carry the dryads to the mainland or for a hunt.”
That was logical.
Behind them, Truth snorted with renewed humor. “Normal gargoyles carrying a saddle isn’t a strange sight. Obsidian carrying one? That’s something no one has seen. Even though your ‘little brother’ is sought after by many a dryad, he’s never allowed himself to be saddled or carry a rider. His appearance with a saddle will spawn much speculation about who has finally netted him.”
“Let them speculate. They’ll know the reason for the deception soon enough.”
On that note, Obsidian ushered Anna along the path until it ended in a clearing. Trees lined the vast space on the north, west, and east sides, leaving the south open to the sky where a cliff dropped into the ocean.
She’d have loved to see if she could spot the mainland Truth had mentioned, but sightseeing would have to wait. There were a few hundred gargoyles between her and the ocean, and somewhere in the mass Obsidian’s mentors would be waiting to see her.




Chapter 9
Eyeing the meadow, Anna watched as several dryads and gargoyles dragged wood into piles she hoped were for giant bonfires and not pyres for sacrifices. There were sixteen piles so far, in various degrees of completion, but to gauge by the space, there was room for another ten.
Around the outside edge of the meadow, many smaller cooking fires already burned with pots and spits suspended over them.
With amusement, Anna couldn’t help but think it looked like a super-sized version of the Mackenzie family reunion.
“Here comes Oath.”
Obsidian was facing east, and sure enough, the youngster was running through the crowds toward them.
“That was fast,” Truth mumbled. “Wonder if he took time to say anything beyond ‘Anna’ and ‘awake’ before charging back here at full speed.”
Obsidian grunted. “Not likely.”
Oath skidded to a halt, searching for Anna, but his gaze failed to find her. Next, he tried to get a good sniff but was blocked by Obsidian’s wing. Undeterred, the youngster sidled up next to the bigger gargoyle.
“Nice try. Were you able to find the Masters?”
“I found Maradryn first. She’s in her usual spot.” Oath glanced over his shoulder at the eastern tree line. “Nightshade, Lark, Meadow, and Storm are all making their way to the other Elders currently in Haven. Maradryn said to have them meet at her cooking fire.”
“That is likely wise,” Obsidian agreed.
Together they headed toward the eastern tree-line. Skirting the worst of the crowds, Obsidian homed in on a campfire where a dryad was tossing pieces of cut-up vegetables and meat into a cauldron suspended over a large bed of embers. When they reached the cookfire, Obsidian released his shadow magic but kept his one wing mantled around Anna to hide her from the rest of the gathering behind them.
The dryad didn’t halt her work, merely nodding at Obsidian and then finished slicing a few more tubers and tossing them in after the rest. She moved with the natural grace all dryads possessed, but that wasn’t what seized Anna’s attention.
This dryad’s eyes missed nothing. And while her body might appear relaxed, she contained a shimmering intensity all predators, or highly skilled warriors, possessed.
Upon closer examination, the other woman was taller than Anna, wider across the shoulders, and had more muscular arms. She was a positive Amazon. Close cropped dark hair and a lack of adornments suggested this woman wasted very little time on vanities.
Anna liked her already.
When at last they reached the campfire, the Amazon looked up and smiled at Obsidian, transforming her somewhat strong features into something softer.
“My heart, I’m glad you came to me. I’d be hurt if you’d gone to Rook first.”
“I know you and Banrook keep some kind of point system as if to discover which of you I adore more. It’s pointless. I love you both equally.” Obsidian leaned down, giving the woman an affectionate nuzzle.
In return, she reached up into his mane and gave him a good head scratch. Obsidian purred happily. Eventually, he turned back to Anna.
“I’d like you to meet Master Maradryn. She was one of the first island residents to take me in and mother me. She is also one of our greatest dryad healers.”
The Amazon was a healer? She looked like she’d be more skilled at breaking people open than stitching them back up again.
And master, not mistress? They must not differentiate between the genders. Could this society be a study in true gender equality?
Interesting. But perhaps not so surprising. Both species were a single gender. Anna supposed that meant dryads and gargoyles might lack the usual gender bias.
She scanned the woman, her magic stirring to aid her study. Looking for she knew not what, but if she were to guess, it was to discover if this woman was worthy of Obsidian’s evident devotion.
Anna stepped out from Obsidian’s wing and then held out a hand.
The dryad’s expression was inscrutable as she stared at Anna’s offered hand. She didn’t take it. Instead, her gaze followed the hand up the arm and on to her face. Maradryn’s gaze searched Anna’s, studying her in the same way she’d studied the dryad earlier, seeking to find something that would prove Anna was worthy of Obsidian’s devotion.
“Anna Mackenzie at your service.” Anna gave the other woman a nod of respect. “Previously known as Shadowlight’s big sister, protector, and doer of whatever nasty things that needed doing. Don’t quite know what I am now, but willing to help out in the war against the Battle Goddess in any way I can.”
The other woman’s dour expression melted away into delight and she laughed. “Anna Mackenzie, your role will not change. You will become Obsidian’s Kyrsu, as Lord Death decrees, and continue to protect your gargoyle partner ferociously and do great violence to his enemies. Which is a great and noble thing, but before we go into all that, I wish to thank you for protecting my much-beloved Obsidian when he couldn’t yet fully protect himself.”
Anna bowed her head. “I will strive to make everyone proud.”
“Good. Continue to keep a sharp eye out. While there’s no darkness here, not like there was deep within the Battle Goddess’s domain, there are still a few who do not trust Obsidian’s power or how swiftly he has advanced. They would have preferred he developed slower to more fully examine his nature. You understand what I’m saying?”
“Yes.” Anna did, completely.
“Good, because those resentments will only flare up brighter when our strong young gargoyle here takes his Adept Trial. So, Anna Mackenzie, snarl and bite, prowl and hunt. Take down anyone who is foolish enough to raise a hand against your Rasoren.”
The older woman fell silent for a moment as she gave the fire a stir. When she looked up again, it was to smile good-naturedly. “But for now, eat and grow strong once more. You will need it.”




Chapter 10
Obsidian glanced at the woman he viewed as a mother and then back at Anna. He probably should be more insulted than amused that the two women thought he needed protection. Hadn’t he been looking out for himself for many years now?
In truth, he looked forward to paying Anna back for her protection and guidance when he’d been a child. He’d start by helping her navigate these new waters.
Surprisingly, her concern also made him happy. It meant she was relating to him like she’d used to when he was Shadowlight, her beloved little brother and teammate.
Maradryn gestured for them to sit and eat, which he was always happy to do.
Anna didn’t turn down the offer of food either. Maradryn happily kept up a one-sided conversation as they ate, filling Anna in on some of what she’d missed while asleep. Like a proud mama, the woman took particular pleasure in telling stories about his prowess as a hunter and warrior.
She even mentioned how many of the dryads had been so impressed they sought him out over older gargoyles. The praise and commentary made heat suffuse his cheeks, but he didn’t rise to her baiting. Especially since she had her own agenda about whose affection he should return.
The Council of Elders had, upon occasion, saw fit to interfere with his life, but mostly, they butted out of his personal relationships. Though, clearly, Maradryn would like to have more influence.
“Well, you’re no fun,” she said with a grin.
“Try not to be.” His tone mimicked one he’d heard Anna use many times.
Maradryn rolled her eyes and then gazed at Anna. “I should likely refrain from questioning you until the rest of the Elders arrive. However, I have a few subjects I’d like to broach before the rest of the council sidetracks you with yet more questions.”
Obsidian drew breath to interrupt and was waved to silence before he’d even uttered a word.
“Yes, yes. You’ve told us everything you knew. However, you were a child. Anna will have a different outlook on events. Perhaps she even caught nuances that went over your head.”
Anna nodded slowly in agreement though she didn’t look like she welcomed an additional line of questioning before the official debriefing.
When the two women sat down across the fire and discussed past events, his thoughts turned inward.
When he was younger, it hadn’t once occurred to him that Anna might not want to be a gargoyle, that she might seek to return to her purely human existence if that had been an option. He had been so starved for love, and Anna was the only one with the time or inclination to lavish it upon him, he’d taken her love as a sign of acceptance of her fate.
But as he grew older, he realized that it wasn’t acceptance so much as it was her innate nature to look ahead, survive, escape, endure—all without whining about what fate had thrust upon her.
That didn’t mean Anna was happy with her situation.
Now he only hoped she didn’t grow to hate him for what he’d done to save her life all those years ago. And that she’d be willing to be his Kyrsu and fight by his side until they defeated all their enemies. He didn’t know what he’d do if she asked to return to her life on Earth without him.
Anna glanced sidelong at him and patted the ground, her steady presence reaching out to him as Maradryn continued to ask questions. Not needing a second invitation, he sat and then scooted closer, using one wing to hide her from view of anyone passing by.
“Relax, I’m not going anywhere without you. We’re a team. I made you that promise, and it doesn’t have an expiration date. Lifelong, my friend. Get used to it.” Humor accompanied her thoughts.
The tension between his shoulder blades eased. Grinning as foolish exuberance gripped his soul, he leaned down and gave Anna a gargoyle kiss.
“Gross,” she muttered and wiped the back of her hand across her cheek. “But it’s true. I’ll always have your back, and I won’t even mouth off to the elders like I did with that Reaver jackass. Promise.”
A snort from the other side of the fire drew his attention back to Maradryn.
“You do the nonverbal communication better than Rook and me. And we’ve known each other close to nine hundred years.” She looked at Anna. “You really are his Kyrsu. That’s the only time I’ve seen such a natural, unified front. Did you know you move together, mirroring each other? By the light, your resting breath and pulse are the same. You’re completely attuned to each other, and you don’t even realize it. No wonder Lord Draydrak is so keen to groom you both to be his war leaders. On the field of battle, you’ll think as one mind but possess two bodies. You’ll be lethal.”
Maradryn continued to scrutinize them until Obsidian had the urge to squirm under her gaze.
At last, she changed the subject. “Oath tells me you’ve already had to drive off that thick-headed Reaver.”
He growled, his earlier good feelings vanishing. “Yes, Reaver came upon us on our way here. Predictably, he insulted Anna.”
“That boy will never make Adept if he doesn’t learn humility, compassion, tolerance, and patience.”
‘I’d settle for basic intelligence,’ Obsidian thought.
“I fear one or all of those objectives may be beyond him.” Maradryn’s expression darkened. “If he continues to give Anna trouble, I will speak with the other Masters. We’ll act to discipline him.”
“Thank you.” Obsidian bowed his head in respect. “However, Anna cut him down with a few verbal spars and soon had him in retreat.”
The memory of Anna winning the skirmish with words alone still made him ridiculously proud.
Meadow returned and politely bowed to Maradryn and then informed the group that the other council members were on their way.
“Stay,” Maradryn told the other dryad. “Obsidian’s friends are always welcome at my fire.”
Meadow murmured her thanks before settling to Obsidian’s left. He nodded to her. When he glanced back Anna’s direction, it was to find Oath lying on the ground, his head resting on his forearms and his tail coiled around him as he looked upon Anna with absolute adoration.
“You won a fight against Reaver using words alone?”
“Wasn’t that hard. He’s not that bright.”
The worshipful look in Oath’s eyes almost made Obsidian laugh. She may not even realize she’d gained her first admirer among the citizens of Haven.
Others would soon see all the qualities that made him so proud of Anna. She would win them over—the ones worthy of the effort. The rest, like Reaver, Obsidian would break to his will or simply break them.
Maradryn soon turned the topic to Earth, and Anna explained about such things as politics, military, and various technologies with broad, sweeping hand gestures.
Partway through the conversation Meadow rummaged in a woven basket she’d brought with her.
From inside, she removed six of the clay-fired urns used for storing wine and other fermented drink. The tops were sealed with wax stamped with her family’s mark. It was one of her family’s specialties and was always in demand at the festivals. “Banrook said I should bring some of these in case the council gets thirsty. There is enough for everyone.”
Meadow offered Anna the first goblet, showing Obsidian’s Kyrsu the respect she was due.
Anna smiled her thanks and took a careful sip. After a moment, her eyes lit up. “The good stuff. Don’t be surprised if I come begging for more at some later date.”
Maradryn leaned forward, holding out her goblet to fill. Truth, bored with waiting, stole an urn for himself and Oath while Meadow filled Obsidian’s cup.
“Will you and Truth still be coming to my family’s fire tomorrow after the hunt? That is, if you’re not too busy now. Anna is welcome.” Meadow’s ordinarily outgoing and cheerful demeanor was absent, replaced by a more subdued and shy countenance. He thought he knew why, and it sparked a bit of unease in his belly.
“I...” He didn’t want to give her false hope, but she was also his friend and he didn’t want to hurt her feelings. “Of course, I’ll come. I’m sure Anna would like to meet your family.”
“Later, for the dancing...” Meadow let her sentence die as she glanced over uncertainly at Anna, where she was still sitting sheltered under his opposite wing talking with Maradryn.
Oh. So that’s the reason Meadow was suddenly awkward. She didn’t know what kind of relationship he and Anna would now share. Or how Anna’s awakening would influence Obsidian’s newer friendships.
Anna was…
She was his… friend.
But more than that, she was his—
Hmmm….
Why was he having trouble classifying their relationship?
Because, whispered a tiny voice in his head, she’s more than just a friend. She’s your trusted confident, big sister, teammate, and many times she was the only safe option to love.
Yet, even though all those terms were accurate, when he’d been younger, he’d also thought once he’d matured enough, Anna would just become his partner in all things… eventually taking on the role of mate.
It was a silly childhood wish.
But none of those terms did her justice. Anna was so much more.
She was his Kyrsu. She completed and complemented his soul. They were two spirits joined by magic and shared experiences. No romance existed to muddy those glorious facts.
But what if their relationship developed and shifted towards something less platonic?
The thought made him flush self-consciously. No. He was being foolish. Anna was just... Anna. A force of nature he needed in his life.
It was better—safer certainly—that she continued to think of him in a brotherly fashion.
His mentors had always warned him not to project his wishes upon his Kyrsu or risk stealing her will and stripping away any kind of choice from her.
Hadn’t Banrook been drilling discipline into him all these years for just this day?
He would do all in his power to keep Anna safe from what his dark gift yearned to do to her.
A hand patted his knee and Anna was suddenly leaning forward to peer around him and meet Meadow’s eyes.
“Shadowlight used to like music. I can’t imagine Obsidian has changed so much.” Anna’s shit-eating grin was firmly in place. “If he tries to chicken out, I’ll make sure he still puts in an appearance.”
Meadow likely didn’t know the meaning of ‘chicken out,’ but the answering smile that lit up her face transformed it from merely pretty into something warm and beautiful. Yet Meadow, lovely though she was, stirred nothing within him. Not knowing what else to do, he raised his goblet for a big drink.
When he looked up again, Anna was still grinning at him.
But a throat being cleared drew his attention back towards Master Maradryn. “Don’t worry. You’ll have lots of time to socialize later, but for now, the council has business that needs tending.”
Meadow and Truth came to their feet swifter than if one of their mentors barked an order. The bigger gargoyle prodded Oath in the ribs when he didn’t move fast enough.
Anna pushed on Obsidian’s wing until he lowered it enough she could look over the top and watch the approaching council of Elders. After noting their position, she leaned in close to his ear. “Meadow, she’s sweet. It’s obvious she likes you. If you two aren’t already a thing, you should be.”
He huffed in surprise at the pleasant sensation of Anna’s warm breath against his ear and where his mind flashed to in that moment.
No, Meadow didn’t stir him, but his Kyrsu just had.




Chapter 11
Anna didn’t have a freaking clue what had possessed her to add her two cents about Meadow. It wasn’t like she was any good at matchmaking, but there was something about Meadow—a wholesomeness tempered with an inner strength that just made Anna think the young dryad would be a good match for Obsidian.
Admit it, Mackenzie, Anna thought to herself. If he’s romantically involved with one of the dryads, then he becomes ‘safe’ and you like the sound of that a lot better than a bachelor Obsidian who might set his sights on his Kyrsu.
Time to put that whole can of worms out of her mind. She didn’t need further complications until she knew the inner workings of Haven. It had taken her weeks of careful observation to learn enough about the Battle Goddess’s domain to benefit. If she’d been a crier, she might have teared up at the knowledge she was now starting from scratch.
At least Obsidian had a thirteen-year head start. She planned to mine him for intel later. For now, she had a Council of Elders to win over.
The newly arrived council members—there were only three, two gargoyles and one dryad—joined them around Maradryn’s fire.
Banrook she remembered from before. Forgetting someone as big as him was hard. Obsidian was now the larger of the two, but Banrook was one of those types who sucked up all the oxygen in a room just by the magnitude of his personality.
“Anna, you may remember Master Verroc from when you crossed the time portal.” Obsidian pointed to the less muscular gargoyle.
Anna nodded respectfully to the elder.
She’d started picking out other little details that differentiated one gargoyle from another at a glance. Some, like Verroc, wore distinctive jewelry. At least she hoped the silver ear-stud with its pale blue stone was distinctive and there weren’t a hundred others just like it to confuse her.
“Don’t let Verroc’s smaller stature fool you.” Obsidian sent along their link. “He can and will hand you your own ass in the practice ring.”
“Speaking from personal experience?”
“Yes.”
“And this is Master Sumdara,” Obsidian said aloud like they hadn’t just been having a private conversation. “She’s one of our greatest dryad trackers.”
Sumdara lacked Maradryn’s Amazonian height, but she still possessed a warrior’s body, well-muscled and marred by more than a few scars.
Anna acknowledged this new dryad with the same respect she’d allotted the gargoyles.
Verroc cleared his throat. “Now it’s time to speak of things better not heard by others just yet.”
With that gruff utterance, he raised a hand above his head and summoned shadow magic. The darkness between the nearest trunks shivered and shook before pulling away from under the trees which had first cast the shade.
With another soft utterance, Verroc ordered the magic to form a dome over them all, sealing them behind a shimmering silver-grey substance that blocked out sound from the outside.
“There. Now we’ll have privacy. No one except this council knows the full extent of your power. They know you’re a human with magic, one altered by the Battle Goddess, but your gargoyle nature is still a secret. We’d like to keep it that way, at least until you’ve settled in and get to know Haven’s residents.”
“I thank you for that, but how haven’t they figured it out? That I was sleeping in stone seems like common knowledge.”
“Yes. But all think it was Lord Dray’s magic which accomplished the deed. We never corrected that erroneous notion.”
Dray. It was so strange that a being with such frightening powers and a title like ‘Lord of the Underworld’ was merely called Dray by his friends.
But Anna wasn’t given long to dwell on that thought for the Elders soon launched into what was apparently an interrogation. She answered them truthfully, holding nothing back—they’d sense any lie even if she’d wanted to keep something secret.
During a lull in the questioning, Anna reflected on that ability. An interrogator able to smell a lie, possess eyes sharp enough to catch the tiniest of tells, and even read surface thoughts?
Yep, back on Earth, that would be any intelligence agency’s wet dream. When all of this was over, maybe she could orchestrate a peaceful joint operation between gargoyles and a few of the acronym agencies. It never hurt to think about future career choices.
Obsidian touched her mind. “You’ll already have a career, a gargoyle war-leader.” 
“Never hurts to diversify.”
But the council soon agreed on a line of questioning focused on her abilities. At first, she’d thought they looked for weaknesses to use against her. Then they talked about training. Ah. This interrogation wasn’t for devious purposes. It was for school.
Her time in the Battle Goddess’s kingdom had been more like a magical basic training package. This new training sounded a lot more academic.
Eventually, they finished grilling her and turned to discussing Obsidian’s training and how he was progressing.
“Well,” Banrook said as he gathered his feet under him, “I suppose we should release Obsidian and Anna, so they can enjoy the festival. Your training will resume the afternoon after the Spring Rites, but first, Lord Draydrak will want to see you both. Report to the temple that morning before your lessons.”
“We will be there.” Obsidian rose and then bowed his head at each of the Elders. Anna mimicked him.
“Besides,” Banrook added, “if we hold you up too much longer, some of our brothers and sisters might expire of curiosity. That Lord Draydrak has made it known he desires a human to share command of his army has generated rather a lot of speculation.”
“To put it mildly,” Master Verroc added in his dour tones.
Banrook gestured toward the surrounding shadow magic shield. A second later the dome misted away. “Go. Use the time before the hunt to introduce Anna to the others.”
“Would you prefer to sit the hunt out? The Elders will understand if you don’t feel up to it yet.” Obsidian asked after they’d left the council members.
She glanced over his shoulder to find those in the crowd nearest to their location staring with rapt attention. “Nope. I’m good. A hunt sounds perfect.”
Because, surely, not everyone at the gathering would come? The hunt would offer an escape from the scrutiny for a short time.
“Very well.” Obsidian sounded distracted, and when she looked up, it was to see him staring back at the crowd of gargoyles and dryads gathered a short distance away. They were talking amongst themselves now but still stared openly. “I think we’ll still be required to ‘show you off’ to the legion first before we can escape on a hunt.”
“Oh, come on. I’m a human, not a rare and mystical unicorn. Hell, humans and dryads don’t even look that different.”
“True. But they are also curious about where you’re from—Earth. To them, Earth is far more mystical than a unicorn. And they know Lord Dray has seen something in you that makes you worthy to lead. They want to see if they can spot it too.”
“Great. If I’m going to be under a microscope, might as well get it out of the way.”
Obsidian agreed with a deep chuckle. “In that case, I think we should find a place to dig in and make them come to us.”
“Works for me.” Maybe some of them would be too busy to take time from their duties to gawk at the Earthling.




Chapter 12
As it turned out, no one at the gathering was too busy to meet Obsidian’s human Kyrsu. Anna had even grudgingly admitted it wasn’t as bad as she’d expected. But flying free was going to be much more enjoyable. The breeze blowing off the ocean flipped her thick ponytail from side to side. They weren’t even in the air yet and the wind was already working hard to loosen her hair. First chance she got she needed to put it back in rows.
“Here, take these.” He handed her a bow and a quiver full of arrows. That done, he dropped to all fours and bumped his muzzle under her hand in eagerness.
“Jeez, grow some patience,” Anna laughed. “I’m hurrying.”
Lifting his wing out of her way, he waited with a humorous glint in his eye again.
“Now who’s uncertain?”
“You’re impatient and delusional.” She swung a leg over his back and settled into place. While she waited for the rest of the dryads to mount up, she checked her quiver and harness.
Anna leaned forward to brace her hands on his shoulders and noted her nose was almost buried in his thick mane.
“Next time, we’re doing your hair in cornrows. By the end of this hunt, I will be so done with getting flogged in the face.”
“Stop whining!” Then he was flexing his powerful hindquarters and launching them off the cliff into empty space. “Enjoy the freedom of the day!”
Laughing, Anna spread her arms wide and embraced the sheer sense of freedom and belonging in this one perfect moment. Then the thunder of wings filled the sky as the hunting party took flight behind him.
It was at that exact moment she knew she would be all right; Shadowlight wasn’t really gone at all. He’d just changed his name and grown up a little. This life, strange as it might seem to her old self, was hers now. Now it was up to her to claim it.
Slowly, Anna’s wildly beating heart calmed, but she couldn’t wholly vanquish the childlike wonder of flying gargoyle-back above the bright blue waves.
The sun shone hot, but the wind was pleasantly cool. Below them, a pod of dolphins cut through the waves.
“The Magic Realm has dolphins?”
Obsidian had been looking ahead towards the mainland in the distance, but he tilted his head, scanning the ocean and swiftly spotted the pod.
He banked to the left, dropping lower suddenly. Anna’s stomach lodged itself in her throat for a moment.
“Some warning next time.”
“Is my Kyrsu whining? Is that what I hear?”
“Just wait. You haven’t experienced whining yet.”
“Look closer,” he said suddenly.
She did. There was a metallic greenish-silver streak dipping and darting between the dolphins. “Fuck me! A mermaid!”
Just then the mermaid leaped high above the waves, splashing one of the low-flying gargoyles. The leanly built male dipped closer to the water as his dryad rider cursed both her mount and the mermaid.
“That’s Breaker. He and the sirens are good friends and often hunt the shallows together.”
Anna’s eyebrow lodged itself nearly in her hairline. “Gargoyles are good swimmers?”
She’d never had the chance to try but figured the wings would be a problem.
“Most aren’t as good in the water as Breaker. The running joke is that he’s spent so much time with the sirens, they’ve been secretly adapting him to a life in water. He moves like one of those…” He hesitated, obviously not remembering a word. “One of those flightless, ocean-dwelling birds back on Earth.”
“Penguins,” she supplied.
“Yes. He uses his wings underwater like one.”
“Have you tried that?”
He grunted in answer. “Yes. Once. Think I nearly swallowed half the ocean.”
“I’ll give that a hard pass.”
Obsidian veered back higher into the sky and a moment later a second siren broke the surface in a graceful arc before disappearing back into the blue depths, her tail flick insufficient to spray them twenty feet above the waves.
If Anna had been paying attention earlier, she would have recognized other magic wielders. It was a sharp reminder she needed to remain alert and not get seduced by the warm sun, cool breeze, and blue waves. Danger was never more than a few steps away.
“Those sirens are our allies,” Obsidian informed her. “You need not fear them. They serve Lord Dray and patrol the waters around the island even as we patrol the sky.”
Anna furrowed her brows. “Sirens. Read about them before. When my team was attacked by the Riven, there was a siren involved in that mess. Never saw her in person. Too busy dying at that time, but I read the file afterward. She’d originally come to enslave Gregory and Lillian and wipe out a good chunk of humanity. Those are the same creatures swimming down there?”
“Yes. They take their duties seriously. The one in the report was trying to protect her ocean realm.”
“There are better ways than mass genocide.”
Obsidian just shrugged.
Seriously. A shrug?
Anna arched an eyebrow at the back of his head. “You sure the ones down there are friendly?”
“I did not say that.” He tilted his head to catch her eye. “I only said the sirens below serve Lord Dray and help protect our lands. If someone was to trespass and their intentions were not pure...”
“Mmm… Fish food. Got it. Don’t go swimming in the ocean.”
“You are safe from them.”
Anna wasn’t feeling particularly convinced. Humans didn’t seem to be a favorite race in the Magic Realm. ‘What’d we ever do to them?’
“You seem to forget we have that siren back on Earth to thank for our meeting,” Obsidian pointed out. “If she hadn’t helped us to destroy the Riven in the Mortal Realm, there would have been many more to clean up, delaying me from finding you until it was too late. If not for that siren, you might have been the first Riven I killed on my own. That thought upsets me.”
“I...” The thought of never meeting Shadowlight, being saved by the fiercest gargoyle cub ever born, made her soul take a chill. “I never thought of it like that. You’re right. Even though I don’t condone that siren’s methods, or what she was trying to do, I owe her my life.”
“And I likely owe her mine as well.” Strong emotion bled across the link. “I don’t know if I would have survived all that has happened without you there at my side.”
“I never intend to leave you again.” Anna patted his shoulder. “The past is behind us. It’s enough we survived it and our friendship was born. Now it’s time to look to the future. And our immediate future has a hunt in it.”
“Yes,” he agreed, his tone still abnormally subdued.
A distraction was in order. “I’m about to take part in a hunt, but I don’t even know what the prey will be.”
“We call them cliff jumpers. They’re a large cloven-hoofed beast that’s woolly like an Earth sheep but moves with the agility of a goat. Though, it’s much larger than both. Good eating.”
“Sounds charming.”
“They’re so ugly, they’re almost cute,” Obsidian added. “We save them for feast days, so we don’t have to work so hard on our days off.”
“Like keeping a stocked pond.”
Obsidian shrugged again and nearly unseated her this time.
“Stop that!”
His ears pinned back with embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”
“Don’t worry about it. Just don’t do it again.”
Anna scanned ahead, studying the topography of the mainland growing larger by the wing beat. If she hadn’t been squinting, she might have missed the so-called cliff jumpers. Their coats were camouflaged to look like the cliff wall.
“What the heck needs camouflage perched precariously on the side of a cliff like that? What predator is dumb enough to risk killing itself for a mouthful of meat, no matter how tasty?”
“One with wings.” Obsidian laughed and then beat his wings harder.
The other gargoyles surged after them. When she spotted the other dryad’s drawing arrows from their quivers, Anna swiftly followed suit.
At least her time in the Battle Goddess’s domain had made her proficient with the bow. And the woolly, ugly goat-sheep-muskox beasts were as broad as a barn door.
Don’t miss, she told herself. No screwing up the first day.
Anna picked out her target as Obsidian streaked closer. When she judged they were in range, she released the arrow.
“Obsidian. Above you! Look out!” More than one voice cried the warning, but Anna was too busy tracking the danger. A vast black shadow arrowed from above. Time slowed in that strange way it did in the seconds before an accident. She could see everything.
Reaver was diving from higher up, his speed tremendous and his angle intersecting Obsidian’s path. Her gargoyle partner reared back, going vertical in the air to avoid a collision with the other gargoyle.
The fool missed them by inches, but as he slid past, his powerful tail smashed Obsidian in the chest, throwing him backward. They spun through the air in a wild arc. Their link flared to life instinctively.
Then she was falling, dropping away as he righted himself in the air. Below, the razor-sharp rocks at the bottom of the cliff waited eagerly to shred her flesh and shatter her bones. Magic burned inside, her gargoyle nature rushing to the surface.




Chapter 13
Moments before the shift took her, Obsidian was there, his tail wrapped viselike around her torso. Wings snapped out to stretch wide, halting their descent so suddenly all the air was smashed out of her lungs. His tail was a punishing and lifesaving pressure around her middle.
Death adverted, she swallowed back her rising gargoyle nature.
In a small part of her mind not devoted to that task, she cataloged her injuries. She’d be aching and sore later. Likely a broad assortment of bruises would circle her chest and waist where his tail was even now holding so tight she couldn’t breathe. But she was alive.
Obsidian continued to beat his wings, rising higher. She’d successfully mastered her gargoyle nature by now. Good thing too. She was on the verge of blacking out. With an ever-narrowing field of vision, she watched as he came in for a landing midway up the cliff’s face where there was a ledge wide enough to hold them both.
“Anna!” The word was bellowed in her ears. It was only then she realized he’d been yelling her name for some time, but she’d been too busy swallowing back her gargoyle nature and assessing her injuries.
“Anna!”
Hmmm? That was a very panicked sounding Obsidian. Then he loosened his hold enough that she could breathe.
“Anna, please talk to me. Did I break anything? Crush your ribs?”
Poor fellow was so upset he forgot to use their link. “I’m okay. Sore. Nothing broken. Tomorrow morning’s gonna suck.”
“I’ll take you to a healer.”
He touched down on the ledge, and the jolt renewed the pain in her ribs. Yep. Gonna feel like crap warmed over with a side order of road kill. The muscular tail unwound from around her waist. His hands took its place.
He poked and prodded. She hissed and cursed. Eventually, they both stopped.
After a moment’s hesitation, the big gargoyle reached out and oh so carefully gathered her in his arms. Even with all his loving gentleness, her abused ribs complained at the new pressure.
Obsidian shook with adrenaline and reaction and their link flared with a secondary pain. He’d been hurt snatching her back from death, but it was dwarfed by his emotional distress.
Her ribs would keep; her partner needed reassurance.
She mumbled nonsense at him like she had done when he was a child and hugged him back. When that didn’t seem enough, she patted his back and projected her love. Anything to comfort him.
“I’ll hunt Reaver down and murder him for what he tried to do.”
“As tempting as that sounds, neither of us is up for that kind of hunt. Let’s hunt up some healers instead.” Anna continued to hold him even though her ribs were starting in with a new relentless throb.
“Some of your ribs are cracked.” He nuzzled her hair, breath still coming in great gasps. “I’ll use shadow magic to wrap your ribs until the healers can mend the fractures.”
“You’re hurt too. I can sense it, a burning ache all down your spine. Did you dislocate your tail?”
“Doesn’t work that way. It’s part of my spine.” He shifted his wings and tail, testing them. “Might have a couple small fractures. I’m still flight-worthy.”
That’s good, Anna thought. Should probably let him go now.
“It’s nice.” Obsidian’s tone was gentler, the rage melting away further. “I’d forgotten how nice this was.”
“I’ll give you a proper bear hug later, once the ribs heal up.” Anna winced and stepped away. “I know you’re not a child anymore, but you’ll always be huggable Shadowlight to me. Get used to it.”
Obsidian laughed, a deep, genuine sound of relief. “You’re sure you’re okay?”
“Yeah. You? I know that tail grab maneuver did something to your back. There are better ways to get a lumbar adjustment.”
“I’ll be fine.”
Anna moved farther from Obsidian as another gargoyle landed on the already crowded ledge.
It was Truth and his rider, Brooke. The dryad didn’t dismount—there wasn’t room.
“Obsidian, are you and Anna all right?” Truth paced closer and sniffed them over.
“I’ll be better when I have Reaver cornered.” A growl punctuated the end of his sentence.
Brooke leaned over Truth’s shoulders. “Are you sure you’re able to fly?”
“Yes.”
The dryad wasn’t put off by his gruff tone. “Truth can carry Anna and I both if you need to reduce your load for the return trip.”
“No.” New menace rolled from Obsidian. “Anna flies with me.”
“Easy,” Truth said. “We will not separate you. But you don’t have to worry about dealing with Reaver. Everyone saw what that fool did. He’s already being escorted back to Haven where the elders will be made aware of what he did. He was flying above you the entire time and says he didn’t realize until after that Anna wasn’t secured in a saddle. He was telling the truth.”
Gargoyles could scent lies as quickly as identifying their favorite food by smell. If the others didn’t sense a lie, then Reaver wasn’t a murderous asshole. He was just an asshole. That didn’t mean she would not rip him a new one the first chance she got.
Truth was directing his words at Obsidian along a private link, but Anna still heard. Her mental connection with her gargoyle partner was much stronger now that she’d come so close to shifting.
“You’re certain you can make it to the island?” Truth asked. “There’s no shame in asking the healers to come to you.”
“I can make it.” Obsidian’s voice still held an underlying low, menacing growl. “But have the healers waiting when we get back. I want Anna checked over. She has a few cracked or broken ribs.”
Truth’s ears tilted, scrutinizing Obsidian. “You’re being stupid you know. You should just let me carry double.”
Obsidian’s answering growl didn’t require words.
“As you wish.” Truth backed away and then launched himself off the ledge and into the air.
Obsidian turned back to her. “Let me bind your ribs in bands of shadow magic for now, until the healers can see to them properly.”
She wasn’t about to argue with that and stood docile while he spun out a shadowy substance that looked something like cloth but was cooler to the touch than the surrounding air. Slowly she raised her arms out away from her body and allowed him to wrap her chest from just under her armpits down to her belly button.
Then he ordered the shadow wrap to tighten a little at a time.
“It’s not a freaking corset. That’s tight enough.”
“It’s supposed to be tight.” But Obsidian loosened the spell a tiny bit.
“By the way, thanks again for that.” Then Anna arched her brow at Obsidian. “You sure it’s wise to ignore Truth’s suggestion?”
“I will be fine.”
“Well, I will totally say ‘I told you so’ if I have to shift and carry your heavy ass the rest of the way to the island.”
“Part of my training focuses on pushing beyond physical limits. I’ve suffered worse training accidents than this and continued the session.”
“Fine. Be a bonehead. We’ll go see the healers together later.”
Obsidian merely huffed and then dropped to all fours, presenting her with his tail and well-muscled backside. She suppressed the urge to slap his stubborn ass.
The ledge wasn’t wide enough for her to circle around and stand beside him to mount, so she’d have to attempt one of those running gymnastic maneuvers where the rider vaults onto the horse’s back. Or like they did in track and field.
Fuck. This would hurt.
He glanced over his shoulder, reading the hesitation. “I’ll carry you.”
“Do I look like a damsel in distress?” She took three long strides, planted her hands on his rump, and sprang up and over to land heavily on his back.
They both grunted under the impact.
“Told you this would suck,” she wheezed out.
Then she carefully leaned forward, bracing one arm against her ribs and the other between his wing joins. A bloody motorcycle ride over three kilometers of potholes would likely be more comfortable than this short flight, but she didn’t have a choice unless she fancied getting carried back like some fainting damsel in Obsidian’s arms.
When Anna thumped his back, he leaped off the ledge and into the sky. His wings caught the air and forced it to submit to his will, and soon he was climbing higher as he headed toward his island home.




Chapter 14
Obsidian held onto his rage by the tips of his talons. If Reaver had been within sight and if Anna wasn’t clinging to his back, he would have engaged in aerial combat with the other male without so much as a second thought. Reaver might plead stupidity versus hatred for Obsidian’s Kyrsu. It might even be true. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to go after Reaver and break his wings and whatever other body part he could sink his talons into.
“Cool it, Obsidian. You’re not shielding half as well as you think. I feel what you feel.”
Anna’s thoughts washed through his mind like a refreshing rain.
“Come on, you great brute.” Affection and exasperation were equally clear in her tone. “You’re hurt. I can feel as each wingbeat jolts through your body like a hundred little sparks of pain running from the base of your neck all the way down to the tip of your tail. By the time we make it back to the island, you’ll be in no shape to deal with Reaver anyway.”
He wanted to growl loud denials at her words, but they were all too true.
Though, it was also true that he’d trained to overcome pain and was fit enough to discipline Reaver once he reached the island.
“I know what you’re thinking! Pretty damn sure your mentors won’t appreciate it if you decide to do their job for them.”
Again, his Kyrsu was correct. His mentors would punish him if he sought revenge against his rival. He grinned suddenly. A little punishment never bothered him.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake. I. Can. Still. Hear. You.” Anna thumped him on the shoulder. “You’re ten times more stubborn now than you were as a kid.”
“That’s likely true,” he admitted, humor rising above the rage.
Though even humor couldn’t neutralize his rage completely. It still simmered below the surface. With good reason. Anna’s return was like a vital part of him had been restored. He dreaded her vanishing out of his life again. Reaver’s careless act had come far too close to stealing Anna away.
She sighed. “Fine. Do what you’re gonna do. I’ve got your back... I’ve always got your back. Even when it’s likely to get us banished or sent to the brig.”
Obsidian couldn’t help a grin. They were still a team. That hadn’t changed in the thirteen years Anna had been asleep.
He was still dwelling on that when he touched down a tad gracelessly at the edge of the cliff.
Other gargoyles from the hunt were already cleaning their kills. He stomped past them with barely a glance, intent on the circle of curious bystanders around the elders.
“Hey, I’m still here in case you forgot.” Anna’s words were punctuated with a few more thumps upon his shoulder. “I’d like to get down and walk.”
“Of course.” It was best that Anna wasn’t on his back for what he planned to do next.
∞∞∞
 
When Obsidian finally halted to allow her to dismount, she knew it likely wasn’t her words that had swayed him. It probably had to do with the growing pain she felt in his body.
“Let’s go see that healer you mentioned earlier.”
“We will,” he agreed as she slid to the ground.
Good. Reasonable was good. She could work with reasonable.
“Hey, how long do you think it will be before the—”
Between one second and the next, Obsidian was gone, racing across the distance to the circle gathered around the elders.
Well fuck.
So much for the peaceful ‘let’s let the mentors handle it’ method.
Giving chase, Anna winced as her bruised ribs bitched about the jarring pace. Sending a glower at the sight of Obsidian’s muscled rump disappearing through the crowd, she cursed as he swiftly outpaced her.
“Fuck!”
She darted around the bystanders in her way and soon spotted Obsidian again. She hadn’t covered even half the distance when Obsidian leaped, going up and over a crowd surrounding the mentors. He moved like he had rockets strapped to his ass. To go by his appearance, no one would suspect he was injured.
A moment later sounds of snarling, growling and shouting rang through the air. Bystanders along the west side of the gathering suddenly flew backward as Reaver rolled across the ground, his limbs flopping in a way that made her think he was already unconscious.
But a moment later, when he came to a stop, he drew his limbs under him and half rolled onto his side. Stunned. Not unconscious. At least not yet. But he would be, or worse, by the time Obsidian was done with him.
When she touched the mental link connecting them, it was to find Obsidian consumed by an unnatural need to protect. She’d encountered this a time or two before—had, in fact, experienced it herself the first time she’d shifted to full gargoyle form to protect Shadowlight.
Yep. He’d totally lost his shit.
Gritting her teeth, she forced herself to run faster.
By the time she reached him, the mentors had recovered from their momentary surprise and were advancing on Reaver and Obsidian, shadow magic swirling around them.
“Obsidian ease up. The elders are summoning some badass looking magic.”
Her Rasoren paused his pounding of the other male to narrow his eyes at the approaching elders. Anna eyed the male on the ground. His muzzle had a pronounced bend that hadn’t been there before. Broken likely. Blood oozed from his mouth, nose, even the corners of his eyes. If Reaver had been anything other than a gargoyle, he’d already be dead.
Tearing her gaze from the male, she turned back to the elders and held up her hands as she put herself between them and her Rasoren.
“Easy,” she shouted to be heard over Obsidian’s loud snarls as he faced the approaching elders. “Let me calm Obsidian, or there will be a bloodbath. This isn’t his fault. I can calm him.”
She desperately hoped that wasn’t a lie.
When the elders turned their attention entirely on her, her body hair stood on end.
Yeah. Don’t mess with the elders.
Banrook held out a hand, signaling the other elders to halt and give Anna a chance. “Work swiftly, Anna Mackenzie. I’ve never felt such mindless rage in a gargoyle before.”
“Come on, Obsidian,” she said as she reached out to touch him on one shoulder. “Time to get your shit back together.”
When her hand touched his skin, their gift flared wide, immersing her in his thoughts and emotions. The wellspring of bitter feelings and chilling power stole her breath.
“That’s enough.” Her words were an order, launched spear-like into the rolling turbulence that was his mind. “We need to pacify the elders. They are far more dangerous to us than that useless male.”
Obsidian’s gaze narrowed into slits as he studied the elders and their magic, looking for weaknesses she realized. Damn it!
“Obsidian. I need you to look at me, to see me, to hear me. Can you hear me? Can you understand?”
He looked at her, his mind becoming less chaotic, but still he didn’t speak.
“See those mentors? Yes, them. They are going to force you to submit. You can fight, but it’s going to be long, ugly and messy. I’ll stand and fight at your side. I’ll always fight. We’re a team. But I’d much rather not fight them in battle. It isn’t needed. This isn’t about survival. It’s about revenge. You’re better than this. We’re both better than this. Peace.”
His muzzle lowered to sniff her hair. Then he was blinking and swallowing back all the rage. She witnessed his internal fight and her heart bled for him. Then taking his bloody hands in hers, she squeezed them and sent her deep understanding and camaraderie down their link.
“That’s it. Come back to me. The Battle Goddess doesn’t get to control us now.”
“Anna?” His voice sounded like he was waking from a dream or nightmare.
“Yeah. That’s it. Come back to me.”
He allowed her to lead him farther from Reaver. She halted once they were a good ten feet away. Then in a sudden move, he dropped to his knees and pressed his face against her stomach, his horns a hard pressure to either side of her ribcage.
The position drew her attention back to her own aching body, but she would not shove Obsidian away for any reason.
“When I caught his scent, something rose up inside me. I couldn’t stop it. If you let me go, I will kill him. I don’t want that. Please, don’t let me go.” Obsidian’s words were an anguished mental sob only she could hear.
“Shh. If someone’s going to kill that idiot, it will be me. But since I’m not going to kill him, no one will.”
Crooning soft nonsense, she wrapped her arms around his head and gently ran her fingers through his mane.
They stayed like that—him on his knees, her stroking her hand down his mane while he clung to her. The meadow was eerily silent. Only the sound of mellow flame, logs shifting, and the drip and hiss of juices cooking out of the meat disturbed the uncanny silence.
She looked up. Everyone gathered in the clearing was staring at her and Obsidian.
Oh, she thought, you see us for what we truly are. Monsters among you.
She didn’t know how Shadowlight had managed to win them over when he’d first arrived, but somehow, he’d managed to hide the depth of what the Battle Goddess had done to him from the gargoyles of this place.
Anna’s eyes met those of Banrook. Well, perhaps Obsidian hadn’t duped all the gargoyles, but he’d fooled some.
“I am not the Battle Goddess’s tool,” Obsidian whispered into her mind. “I’ve overcome this darkness.”
“Shh. I know.”
“I was cured—thought I was. But it’s only been asleep, waiting for its match.”
Waiting for me, Anna realized, waiting for that which completes it. The darkness inside me.
She shuddered with growing horror. While she’d slept, Shadowlight had been able to overcome the darkness within him, her absence somehow starving it into submission.
“The full extent of the Battle Goddess’s changes didn’t come into effect until I turned fourteen. Gargoyles normally emerge from their mother’s hamadryads during their tenth summer. At which point, we’re physically mature and ready to begin our training.”
Anna had been briefed on gargoyle and dryad reproduction. None of this was new. Which meant if he brought it up, then there was more to the story she didn’t yet know.
“When my tenth year came and went without anything bad happening, my mentors and I took it as a good sign.”
Linked with him, Anna could see the story unfolding in her mind. “But you didn’t stop growing.”
“No. I soon surpassed even the largest gargoyles in height and weight until I was fourteen. That’s when my physical growth stopped, but my magical strength continued. Something else came with it. A new darkness—a violence. It would rise and consume my mind when I perceived a threat to you. It was that same berserker rage you would descend into when I was threatened.”
Yep. The reactions were sounding far too much the same. Though she wondered what threats he was referring to.
“What happened to make you think I was in danger during the time I was asleep?” Because she’d love to know if she had other enemies gunning for her. Say among the council of Elders.
“Several of the healers studied you while you slept. They learned a great deal about how our powers work. Years ago, some of them brought a plan before the Council. They wished to wake you for short intervals to further their studies. Maradryn was one of the few who disagreed.” Obsidian’s hand loosened from its death grip and relaxed enough to rub the small of her back as if he was giving comfort to her.
“Go on,” she nudged gently.
“My power, that darkness which dwells within me, decided that the healers’ planned course was an unnecessary threat to you; that you would be better served to sleep and heal naturally. The other Masters agreed with the healers.” Obsidian paused at length. Then at last, with a deep, weary sigh, he continued. “When they attempted to wake you the first time, I attacked. I couldn’t stop myself, didn’t want to stop myself. I was protecting my Kyrsu, and it felt glorious.”
Anna gave him another pat, not knowing what else to do. “I presume by your earlier wording that you eventually mastered your darkness with the help of your mentors?”
“Yes. At least we thought we had.”
“But you’re not the only one with that darkness sleeping inside. I have it too.”
Obsidian slowly pulled away without meeting her eyes. “I’m sorry for that.”
“We’ve been over this before. I don’t regret for a moment having you in my life. Sure, maybe I do the whole berserker thing from time to time when I sense a threat to you.” Anna shrugged and then cupped the side of his face. “That’s a small price to pay for being alive and having you as the best little brother ever.”
“I should have allowed the healers to study you. Perhaps if they’d been able to study an immature version of what I possess, they’d have been able to dig it out of you before you woke.”
“Well, they can study me now.” Anna’s expression turned serious. “I think your reaction is linked to my reawakening, that my untrained and undisciplined mind somehow allowed your…beast to escape.”
“Anna that’s not—”
“Hear me out. You already conquered and learned to control your rage, but mine is young, wild and uncontrolled. If I can learn to master it as you have yours, then it stands to reason we should be able to live free of the berserker rages.”
Master Banrook halted next to them. Anna glanced down at her hands and then back at the elder.
“Master Banrook, I’m in desperate need of a mentor strong enough to help me conquer the darkness inside before it can influence Obsidian greater than it already does.”
“Anna Mackenzie,” Banrook tilted his head in a respectful nod of acknowledgment. “I will mentor you, and we will not allow the darkness to have you.”
The tension between Anna’s shoulders eased. “Thank you, but before any kind of training, Obsidian and I really need to see the healers.”
Banrook merely nodded his silent agreement.




Chapter 15
Even though Anna tried to take the blame, he still felt a soul-deep shame at how swiftly he’d fallen prey to the darkness. Anna might be untrained and still prey to its whims, but he should be able to recognize its rising and prevent events like what just happened. If Anna hadn’t maintained her senses and calmed him, he would have killed Reaver before the mentors stopped him. Their magic was formidable, but so was he and if they’d attacked, he would have retaliated in his mindless rage.
“Stop beating yourself up over something that was beyond your control, kid.”
“I’m no child. A child isn’t capable of putting his fist through Reaver’s face.”
Anna just shook her head and gave him her ‘males-know-nothing’ look.
“You’ll always be my little brother, get used to it. Now I’m going to call you kid because it annoys you.” Her accompanying emotions soon turned darker and more serious, though. She then placed both hands on his shoulders and urged him up. “If you thought I didn’t want to put my fist through his face, then you’d be very mistaken.”
“But you didn’t act upon your desire.”
“No.” Anna paused, her expression turning uneasy. “But I think I somehow made you act on it instead.”
Her words held a hint of possibility. But his training was much more advanced than hers, his mind capable of building a wall not many of his mentors could breach. He should have been able to control himself and prevent the darkness from gaining hold.
He still hadn’t come to terms with what he’d done when Banrook came over to him and put a wing around his shoulder.
“Come, young ones. Master Maradryn and the other healers will see to you three while the rest of us decide upon a suitable punishment for this…” The mentor looked toward the moaning Reaver. “Unfortunate incident.”
Obsidian watched as three healers came forward. Two approached Anna, but his Kyrsu merely shook her head.
“Help him first.” She pointed at Reaver. “Poor bastard can’t even roll over to stand.”
It was true. The damage inflicted upon the other male was beyond physical damage. When he’d attacked, he’d shredded Reaver’s protective shields with ease and then went after the source of his power, where the wellspring of magic flowed from deep in a gargoyle’s spirit.
If Anna hadn’t called him off, he would have magically gutted the other male in a matter of moments. It wasn’t something that his gargoyle mentors had taught. No, this was something dark from back in the days when a blood witch had begun his teachings.
The elders hadn’t come to realize the full extent of Reaver’s injuries yet. He wasn’t sure if Anna had realized what he’d done, but if they stayed, she’d come to understand what he’d done and where he’d learned that twisted bit of magic.
His shame swelled stronger.
So, when Banrook suggested they go to the healer’s quarters, Obsidian was only too happy to obey.
“We’ll speak more after you’re healed.” Banrook folded his arms across his chest. His glower speaking of his displeasure.
Obsidian nodded, the very picture of a docile subordinate, he hoped.
His mental link with Anna flared. “We’re about to get a good old-fashioned dressing down aren’t we?”
“Yes. That puts my mind at ease. If they were going to toss me in some prison hole, there wouldn’t be any niceties first.”
“You guys actually have prison holes? Sounds more like a Tin Man type of punishment.”
“No. We don’t.” His attention narrowed in on the term Tin Man. He hadn’t heard Commander Gryton called that in years. For reasons he didn’t fully understand, that old spark of jealousy flamed back to life at the mention of their captor-turned-ally-at-the-end.
Then he had a disturbing thought. Did Anna use it as half insult, half term of endearment?
It shouldn’t matter to him.
Gryton was far away in the future.
He wouldn’t use the link to investigate Anna’s feelings.
But it was a great temptation.




Chapter 16
The healers’ quarters were irregularly shaped stone buildings forming a larger complex that twisted its way between the trunks of the towering hamadryads. Navigation would be a nightmare, but it made sense that healers’ quarters would be on the ground since moving injured persons up and down through the branches would have been a monumental task.
Anna didn’t get a chance to look around much, though. Almost as soon as they entered the first stone archway with its iron-bound wooden doors, the healers converged on them, fussing over them both, asking question after question, poking and prodding her and Obsidian the entire time.
Eventually, all but two of the healers went about their business—or Anna assumed—went to help with Reaver’s injuries. The remaining two introduced themselves as Novice Mist and Adept Prairie Dancer. They led Anna and Obsidian deeper into the complex, into one of the rooms branching off the main artery.
A short time later Obsidian was laid out on a bench with a healer on either side of him. It was as Anna expected. Obsidian’s injuries were more significant than her cracked ribs. The two healers muttered among themselves for some minutes. Then one left.
“What’s wrong?” Anna used their mental link, it was becoming as second nature as breathing. “Her expression was concerned.”
“Annoyed more like.”
Obsidian didn’t bother to raise his head or open his eyes, his posture that of a dog lazing in the sun.
“Why?
Because you were too stubborn and got into a fight with Reaver instead of coming to see a healer?” Anna let a good dose of I-told-you-so enter her thoughts.
“Actually, no. The healers think Reaver got what he deserved. They are having trouble getting past my natural resistance to magic, even healing magic.” He paused and hissed as the remaining healer found a tender spot between the small of his back and the base of his tail.
Grunting, he opened his eyes and watched Anna. “All gargoyles possess a natural resistance to foreign magic, even that of the dryads, but the trait is stronger in me. Likely will be in you as well. It makes healing me somewhat problematic. Journeyman Healer Mist has gone to find Maradryn to help.” 
While Obsidian was explaining the particulars, Mist returned, Maradryn sweeping into the room a couple steps behind. The elder glanced around, shook her head at the gargoyle and then instructed Prairie Dancer and Mist as they began working on Obsidian.
Anna learned that Prairie Dancer was Oath’s cousin.
Since Obsidian trusted all the healers, Anna picked an out of the way spot along the wall and carefully leaned back. There was a second padded bench situated directly in front of him, but she didn’t want to get underfoot. Sighing, she let her guard down, her mind going blank for the first time since waking. It had been an emotionally draining day, and her ribs were a now constant throb.
“Why isn’t a healer seeing to Anna?” Obsidian raised his head, turning to look at her with both eyes. With an unhappy grunt, he levered himself a bit higher off the bench.
“Stay down,” Maradryn ordered before Anna could say the same. “Prairie Dancer will see to your Kyrsu momentarily. We just need a bit of extra power to breach your defenses.”
He grunted unhappily but stayed put. Though his tail flicked in agitation.
The three healers summoned a warm, soothing power that reminded Anna of lazy summer days and green, growing things. Oddly, the magic was a shimmering silver. As tree Fae, Anna had somehow expected their power to be green.
Unaware of Anna’s frivolous thoughts, the three healers worked with a quiet efficiency. They were using what looked like a cross between physiotherapy, massage, and magic to realign and repair the damage to Obsidian’s spine and connective tissue.
“This stubborn idiot would have turned to stone on you if he hadn’t gotten here when he did.” Maradryn smacked at his flicking tail. “He never outgrew that stubborn streak.”
“I’m no more stubborn than the average gargoyle.”
The healers rolled their eyes and continued their work, but their healing magic must have been doing the trick because they soon reduced Obsidian to a wing-quivering, groaning, and sometimes purring pile of gargoyle.
Glancing away, she sought somewhere else to look and settled on staring out one of the narrow windows at the north end of the room. She watched the patterns on a hamadryad trunk where a rare ray of sunshine penetrated the dense canopy overhead and created a small patch of dappled shadows on the rough bark.
The link between them was still active even though she wasn’t trying to access it, a full array of emotions and sensations flowed, ghost-like through her mind. They were working their way towards his tail when things got weird. Discomfort hummed through their mind link. At first, she thought it was pain.
Oh, boy. That wasn’t caused by his injuries…
Anna pretended interest in the scenery and walked to the next window, putting that much more distance between them to give Obsidian the illusion of privacy.
“Anna, where are you going?” Maradryn called from her position at Obsidian’s head. “Prairie Dancer and Mist are almost done here and one of them will attend to your injuries shortly.”
“Oh, yeah, sure. I’ll be right over.”
“Is there something amiss?” Maradryn asked, a knowing look in her eyes.
“Nope.” Just sharing a doctor’s office with a horny gargoyle. Nothing wrong at all.
A wave of something hot flowed along their link, then cut off abruptly as Obsidian erected a shield. Anna winced and grabbed her head.
“Is something wrong?” Prairie Dancer asked, not realizing what Anna and Maradryn had already surmised.
“It’s nothing,” Obsidian said.
Anna returned to staring off into space. She didn’t pry, because she didn’t want to accidentally break his mental shields and get an eyeful of his thoughts. He obviously had a thing for either Prairie Dancer or Mist. Hell, he was a young male. Maybe he liked them both.
Maradryn glanced up at the other healers. “Mist, why don’t you go see how Reaver’s healing is coming. Prairie Dancer, you can see to Anna’s injuries now. I’ll finish up here.”
Anna could have kissed the woman. Observant and discreet—the best kind of ally.
At least that’s what she thought until Prairie Dancer walked over to the other bench and patted the blanket covered surface. “Take a seat here.”
Anna groaned mentally, and then glared at the dryad’s back as the woman turned to go retrieve some forgotten supplies. If she suggested they move to another room, it would only serve to highlight that she was embarrassed.
She’d die first.
Sealing her lips, she settled on the bench and faced forward. At least she couldn’t see Obsidian unless she turned her head. Small blessings.
Prairie Dancer soon returned. “Can you raise your shirt for me?”
Anna obeyed. The movement made all the hurts flare with renewed throbbing. She hissed.
Beside her Obsidian made a sound of sympathy. “It was the only way I could catch you in time.”
“I know.” She glanced sideways to meet his eyes briefly before returning to studying the damages.
Well, she thought, that’s a little uglier than I’d expected.
Her brown skin was several shades darker around her torso. An inky purple coloration started at her last rib and extended all the way to her waist. Damn. That was some bruising. Internal bleeding?
She probed gently at her abdomen, but it didn’t feel hard, and no sharp pains greeted the touch.
Anna glanced back up and found Prairie Dancer staring at her shadow magic sports bra where the lower half was exposed by her raised shirt.
What? Did a boob pop out or something? She glanced down to check. Nope. The girls were where they were supposed to be.
“You’re wearing...” Prairie Dancer’s mouth fell open. “But those are only worn...”
The dryad’s gaze cut away to study Obsidian. “Only gargoyles need clothing that will shapeshift with them.”
Disbelief laced her voice, but then her healer’s instincts must have kicked in because her gaze narrowed again as she scanned Anna’s injuries.
“Those bruises already look more than two days old. Only gargoyles heal that fast...”
Maradryn halted her work on Obsidian and came and placed a hand on Prairie Dancer’s shoulder. “I didn’t think. I should have expected this after everything Obsidian told the Council.” She looked away from Anna to stare down at the younger dryad. “You will heal Anna’s injuries, and once you are finished, you will tell no one what you’ve seen here. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Master Maradryn,” Prairie Dancer breathed softly.
“Good. I’ll assign you to be Anna’s primary healer. If she is injured in training, you will be the one to heal her. The Council wishes this to remain a secret until Anna has earned the Legion’s trust. You understand?”
“Yes, Elder. You have my word of honor.” The dryad healer sounded more than a touch in awe of what she’d discovered.
“Good. Then heal poor Anna.” With that, she returned to working on Obsidian.
It wasn’t until Obsidian settled his head back on his folded arms that Anna realized he’d been ready to pounce if the dryad had responded in any way that might endanger their secret.
“Jeez, you need to chill bro.”
Obsidian rumbled something low and unintelligible into his folded arms.
Unaware of the undercurrent passing between Anna and her gargoyle partner, Prairie Dancer made sounds of sympathy as she began to heal the worst of Anna’s broken bones. A few light touches, a warm power that was just this side of too hot, some deeper probing, and then the dryad was leaning back to admire her work.
“There. Almost done.” Silver magic dancing between her fingers, the healer administered another round of the hot, healing spells. “You should already have full mobility back, though the bruises will take another day to fade completely.”
Her injuries didn’t take near as long as healing Obsidian’s, which told Anna just how much damage the stubborn gargoyle had sustained without asking for help.
“Never should’ve let you carry me back,” she sent along their link. “It only did a number on your already strained ligaments.”
“Wasn’t going to trust anyone else to carry you.” His voice came out a deep, rumbling purr.
“Is there anything else you’d like me to do?” Prairie Dancer asked the elder.
“No, that will be all.” The elder never took her eyes off her work.
Prairie Dancer nodded and then backed away.
The room grew silent, and Anna found herself watching Maradryn work. There was something mesmerizing about watching her hands knead flesh, tissue, and bone back into proper alignment. Anna even found the silvery magic the healer summoned fascinating to watch as it whirled and dipped and swayed to some unseen breeze. Would she and Obsidian ever be able to manipulate that kind of magic? It would be handy, certainly.
Hell, maybe he already had the ability.
There were so many things she didn’t know about him. But one thing was for sure, he was bound to have learned many things in the thirteen years he’d been here.
“Once you complete your novice tests, I’ll be able to help you learn at a swifter rate than I did,” Obsidian whispered sleepily into her mind, lowering his mental shields for the first time since he slammed them up hard enough to make her teeth rattle.
“I’m sorry I hurt you. I’ll be more careful in the future.”
“It’s all right. Don’t worry about it.”
Because really, Anna thought to herself, please keep the shield up next time you get horny. I totally don’t want to see that.
Obsidian chuckled, telling her he’d caught her internal thought. But he didn’t seem insulted. Anna relaxed. “This strange stream of consciousness we’re sharing is going to be a touch awkward at times.”
“We’ll be too busy training to worry,” Obsidian countered.
“Or too busy dodging trouble more like.”
“Might have noticed that, yes.” Lifting his head from his arms, he grinned at her. “That’s how I ended up needing a healer.”
“At least Reaver looked worse off than you. That’s something. Think they assigned an entire team of healers to him.”
“I totally owned his ass, didn’t I?”
“You sound drunk. Cocky and drunk.” Anna felt herself grinning at him again.
“The drunk feeling—it’s one of the side effects of healing magic.”
“What about horny? That one of its side effects too?” Frick! Where did that come from?
“You sound a little drunk, yourself.” His thoughts had a drawl to them. “Feeling a little warm and tingly?”
“Nope.”
“Really? I’ve had females flirt with me before. I know the signs.”
Damn, this conversation had gone sideways in a hurry.
“Am not. Now get out of my head. I’m tired.”
Obsidian nodded and lowered his head back down on his forearms.
She thought he was finished until he started again.
“The two dryads didn’t stir my blood.”
Gawd. “Just stop. We can take up the conversation in the morning when we’re not drunk from healing.”
“I just want you to know that it was the battle rage and bloodlust. It just morphed into other…things. It’s nothing you need to be concerned about.”
“Not concerned.” Her own gargoyle nature whispered that her statement wasn’t entirely accurate.
Argh! Her life had been less complicated before the magic.
Maradryn snorted. “Goddess! You two. I can hear every word of your conversation. And, Anna, he’s telling the truth when he said he wasn’t reacting to us dryads.”
“Yep. Got that sorted.”
Maradryn actually rolled her eyes. “I’m finished healing Obsidian, but I want you both to stay the night here in the healers’ quarters. I’ll check on you in the morning. Besides, if you venture outside in your present condition, one of you will likely reveal too much about your special bond to others.”
Anna nodded in agreement. Besides, the last thing she wanted was to attempt rope ladders with a magic-drunk gargoyle in tow.
Obsidian grunted happily and soon fell asleep.
“There are blankets in the cupboards along the west wall. Feel free to use them.” Maradryn went to a basin and washed her hands. “Sleep, you’ll find yourself growing tired. It’s part of the healing magic. I’ll return at first light to check you over.”
Anna nodded.
The elder patted Anna’s shoulder. “Later, after the festival is over, I’d like some time to study your gargoyle nature. I must admit to being fascinated. While you were locked away in stone, I even once asked the Council to allow Shadowlight to convert another, so we could study the change.”
Lifting her gaze, Anna met Maradryn’s. Her earlier tiredness vanishing in a cloud of alertness. “Even after only one short meeting, I can’t imagine that was popular with your fellow councilors.”
“It wasn’t. But that doesn’t mean it’s not important to learn as much as possible about what the Battle Goddess created.”
“True.”
“Then you’ll allow me to study you and your new nature as time allows?”
“Sure.” It wasn’t like she could say no after promising Obsidian that she’d try to blend in. And this woman was like a mother to him. Anna wouldn’t make her an enemy if she could help it.
With a nod, the older woman turned and retreated, leaving Anna in the room with a sleeping gargoyle.
Laying back on the bench, she stared up at the ceiling. A silly urge nagged at her until she finally gave in.
“Goodnight, Shadowlight. Love you.”
A happy, sleepy grunt of acknowledgment came from the other bench.
Grinning, Anna closed her eyes.




Chapter 17
(The Present)
Servants and guards alike scurried to move aside for Captain Vaspara as she hurried down the corridor, her boot heels loud against the polished black floors. If she’d had a choice, her long-legged strides would be carrying her away from the Battle Goddess’s altar room, not toward it.
But she didn’t have a choice and now wasn’t the time to be late, let alone absent.
After the debacle with Shadowlight and Anna escaping, Gryton turning traitor, and the Avatars arriving to wreak havoc, the Lady of Battles was in a foul mood. Vaspara considered each hour that she was still breathing a win.
Especially with Captain Taryin still among the living. More’s the pity, that the Avatars hadn’t had time to eradicate the blood witch. Even though she and Taryin served the Battle Goddess, Vaspara didn’t trust the witch. Some magic was just too dark and chaotic to be controlled without consuming the user.
In a deep, dark part of her mind where impractical thoughts went to die, she wished Gryton had confided in her and Sorac. Together they might have found a way to use Anna and Shadowlight’s escape to kill the blood witch and blame it on the hybrid and cub.
But Fate never sent her down the easy path.
Perhaps it was time to plan an escape. Even the Mortal Realm was starting to look appealing.
The corridor ahead intersected another, and she heard footsteps. Her magic confirmed it was Sorac a moment before he fell into stride next to her. They acknowledged each other with a nod.
Of all the denizens in the Battle Goddess’s keep, the male next to her was the closest thing she had as a trusted confidant. They were both survivors and didn’t trust anyone besides each other. Romance had no part in their relationship, nor did she consider him a food source. Though he’d once offered, somewhat reluctantly, to let her feed after she’d been hurt out on patrol.
She’d declined. Always a wise choice. Sex with a firedrake-fertility god hybrid might ruin her taste for other men. And a half-breed succubus who couldn’t feed wouldn’t long survive. Besides, she wouldn’t risk a child. Sorac had once joked he could get even the most barren of wombs to bring forth life.
“Who do you think is getting sacrificed to the blood witch today?” Sorac asked into the silence.
It wasn’t asked in jest. The Battle Goddess had been impressed that the witch had survived a one on one attack with the Sorceress. There was speculation among the surviving captains that their goddess was now grooming Taryin to replace Gryton as Commander.
“Don’t care as long as it’s not one of our soldiers or us. Worked too damn hard to train them.”
“We should subtly remind our goddess of that fact.”
Vaspara snorted. “For what good it will do.”
They continued in silence, and all too soon reached the altar room. When she and Sorac entered, they found they weren’t the first or the last to arrive. Korsha and her younger sister, Ernya, had returned early from two of the border patrol units. The elegant half-sidhe, half-demoness women didn’t have one silver-blonde hair out of place.
They were in stark contrast to the survivors of the unexpected attack by the Avatars. Vaspara’s own skin was blemished by magical fire and bruises. She was lucky not to have sustained worse considering how unprepared they’d been.
At least the Battle Goddess was not yet here. A good sign.
As they waited, another of the surviving captains arrived. Bervicta limped over to stand with her and Sorac. The harpy was in worse shape than Vaspara or Sorac. The feathers of one wing were burned away, and a third of her olive-toned skin was now charred black and oozed clear liquid.
She was a tough old bird, though, and the injuries didn’t diminish her fighting skills or cunning intelligence. In time, she’d heal, if something didn’t happen to her first. For her part, Vaspara would do what she could to protect the other female.
“Looks like you finally got yourself a harem.” Bervicta’s sarcastic comment was aimed at Sorac.
The firedrake had already commented on how he was the sole surviving male captain still in service to the Lady of Battles.
“Not how I wished to achieve such a thing, but I did notice my fellow males did not fare so well. Let’s not point that out to Taryin. I don’t need the witch setting her sights on me. She tends to devour lovers who fail to please her.”
Bervicta snorted. “Don’t fear, Pretty One, Vaspara and I will protect you.”
Vaspara laughed her agreement at the harpy’s words. After all, she and Sorac needed all the allies they could get if they wished to displace the witch as the Battle Goddess’s new favorite.
Not that she, Sorac, or Bervicta wanted to assume Gryton’s role, but better it was one of them than the witch. And with six of the twelve captains killed with Anna and Shadowlight’s escape and later the Avatars’ attack, the pool of candidates was slim.
Vaspara would even happily serve under one of the half-sidhe sisters. They were honorable and far deadlier in a fight than their graceful appearance would suggest. One didn’t become a captain by being weak after all.
Soon the soft rattle of chains drew Vaspara’s mind back to the task at hand. Within moments the Lady of Battles walked into her altar room, chains dragging along behind her. She moved like she no longer felt them. Which, Vaspara wondered, if that meant the Avatar’s ancient spell was growing weaker and the duality curse would one day fade.
That had been Vaspara’s greatest wish when she’d been newly welcomed into the army, but over the years, her outlook had changed a bit. Oh, she was no bleeding heart, but she still knew that once the Lady of Battles was free, she’d be swift to resume her fight directly with Lord Death.
Last time, they’d nearly ripped the three realms apart.
Sorac brushed the side of his boot against hers in silent warning and Vaspara shut down the errant thoughts. The firedrake could sniff out strong emotions. If he sensed her turmoil, others might as well. If the Battle Goddess discerned her real thoughts, Vaspara would be dead faster then she could exhale.
Soon the swish of fabric joined the rattle of chains, and then the Lady of Battles walked part way down the stairs. The giantess towered over them all, her rage tangible, almost a shimmering in the air around her.
It made even the ordinarily confident Vaspara feel tiny and inconsequential. The sensation certainly didn’t diminish as the Battle Goddess studied each of her captains in turn.
Then with a snort of disdain, their Lady brushed aside her skirts and sat upon the landing mid-way up the stairs. “You can relax. I won’t be killing any of my captains this day. I can’t afford to lose any more of you.”
Sorac cleared his throat and bowed deeply. “We are ready to serve you, Great Queen.”
The goddess laughed. “I should hope so. If we fail to win the coming battle, the Avatars will see each and every one of you dead.”
Unfortunately, their goddess was correct on that part, Vaspara thought.
“Each of you will select the most cunning and most skilled soldiers under your command and will begin grooming them to fill the new holes in your ranks. They have a moon cycle to prepare, and then they will meet on the practice fields. The survivors will be elevated to the role of captain.”
Sorac coughed softly, catching the Battle Goddess’s attention.
“Speak. You clearly have something you want to say.”
“Don’t take this as a sign of weakness on my part, for I know my choices will all be standing at the end of the matches, but as our ranks have been unexpectedly thinned, and if we’re picking from the strongest and most intelligent, wouldn’t it be better to avoid deathmatches? We might need the losers to step up later. Make them our new seconds.”
“Cocky as always.” But the Lady of Battles didn’t seem angered by Sorac’s candor. “It shall be as you say. No death matches then.”
After that, the tension in the room eased, and the meeting turned to routine reporting, patrol assignments, and other various tasks and duties that now needed to be performed by new personnel.
Eventually, the meeting wound down, and the Battle Goddess was turning to leave when new footsteps—an uneven shuffling gait—reached Vaspara’s ears.
Shortly, the blood witch limped in and bowed toward the Battle Goddess. The bow wasn’t her usual elegant movement, and if Vaspara wasn't mistaken, that was a piece of skin that just flaked off and floated to the polished stone floor.
The witch was hooded, but the light was good enough that she could see the new arrival’s reflection on the floor. Burned, charred, and oozing skin was mixed with the bright pink of scar tissue. Her dark magic was healing her, but it would be many days before she was fully restored.
She was weakened in her present state, but far from defeated.
Vaspara waited for whatever news had brought the witch from her nest of spells so soon.
When the blood witch rose from her bow, she met their Lady’s gaze. “My magic has returned enough that I was just able to discern something of strategic importance. Anna and Shadowlight aren’t dead. Lord Draydrak has cleansed Anna of my blood spell. If we act quickly, we may still be able to recover them.”
“That’s not possible.” The Battle Goddess leaned forward. “I felt them vanish, their lifeforces snuffed out.”
“Oh, yes, they did vanish, but they are not dead. If Draydrak were going to kill the human hybrid, he wouldn’t have worked so hard to untangle her from my spell work. He would have just killed her and then cleansed the soul afterward.”
Vaspara could see that the Lady of Battles was mulling over what the witch had said.
“Go on.”
“He’s either secreted them away somewhere for questioning, or he’s looked into their souls and thinks he can use them against us. But they live. If they were dead, my blood magic would have trailed them into the Spirit Realm.”
“Then we must find a way to steal them from my brother or kill them. They are too powerful a tool to leave in his hands.”
“Agreed. But first, we must find them. A task for which I am perfectly suited—once I’m fully recovered.”
The Lady of Battles nodded once. “You can have as many non-combatants as you need to fuel your spells. But do not disappoint me, Witch. I’ve had my fill of failures.”
“I shall not.” The blood witch bowed again.
Vaspara and Sorac shared a look.
But then the meeting was over, the Battle Goddess retreated deeper into her temple, and the captains walked off, already focusing on finding the strongest and most skilled of their soldiers. Vaspara’s own mind was already headed down those paths as she and Sorac left the hall.
Once they were well away and no one was in earshot, Vaspara leaned closer to Sorac. “We need to find a way to hide our servants from that creature before she eats them.”
Sorac nodded agreement.
“I’ve been assigned to fly the outer borders tomorrow starting at dawn.” He paused and speared her with a look. “I’ll be leaving earlier, at second moon rise. If you want your servant family to survive, send them to meet with mine an hour before that. I can carry them all to the wildlands. If they can steal enough supplies, they’ll have a chance at survival. Better than they would have here.” 
Vaspara wasn’t accustomed to saying thank you, but one bubbled up and out her mouth before she could rethink it.
Sorac looked down at her and grinned. “You can repay me once I return. I’ll need someone to clean my chambers.”
Vaspara flashed her fangs at him. “I don’t clean, cook or mend clothing, but I’ll come and stay with you and help protect you from the witch. She’ll be none too pleased to learn she’s short a few snacks.”
“A deal. But with luck, she’ll be too busy hunting for Anna and Shadowlight to pick a fight with us.”




Chapter 18
As it was, Anna and Obsidian didn’t wake until close to noon, Master Maradryn had left them to rest since they apparently needed it. After a few pokes and prods with her healing magic, she declared them fit to go.
After they left the healers’ quarters, Anna’s mind sharpened and went over the evening before. Every freaking embarrassing little detail.
At least when she’d woken this morning, her gargoyle nature was stronger, and she was able to build a proper mental shield. It wouldn’t be enough to keep a determined Obsidian, or a mentor, out of her head, but it restored a little bit of privacy.
They were almost out of the larger healers’ complex when Obsidian cleared his throat.
“Anna, about last night…”
“Don’t worry. We were both under the influence of the healing magic. What happens in the healers’ quarters, stays in the healers’ quarters. Deal?”
Obsidian looked pensive for a moment then snorted. “Probably wise.”
“So where to next?”
“My dwelling to clean up and get a change of clothing. Then food,” Obsidian added plaintively. “I’m going to eat the Cliff Jumper you shot yesterday. If you’re fast, I might save you some.”
“Food sounds great. A shower sounds better.” Anna paused, remembering that while Obsidian’s tree house bathroom had running water, a basin and a flushable toilet of sorts, she hadn’t seen a shower or bathtub.
Made sense since there was probably a limit to how much rainwater they could collect and store in the small tanks atop their dwelling.
“That reminds me, where do you all shower or bathe?”
“Since it isn’t feasible for a gargoyle to squeeze into a human type shower, we have heated communal bathing pools that we use to soak away aches and pains from a long day of training. We can go there if you prefer.”
She was so very tempted to say yes. Except the communal part was a bit of a deal breaker, at least for now. She’d tackle that issue later. For now, a good washing would do. Otherwise, if she had to wait, her stomach was going to chew its way out of her abdomen.
“Your place is good.”
They exited the medical complex and found Obsidian’s friends waiting.
“You were there for ages.” Truth was the first to accost them. “Were you really hurt that much? The healers wouldn’t let us visit you.”
“The healers had to use a large dose of healing magic to get past my defenses to repair the damage.” Obsidian flicked his tail. The small tell speaking of his embarrassment at having to admit weakness.
He cleared his throat. “Master Maradryn was...generous. I had to sleep off the aftereffects.”
“He means he was the equivalent of piss drunk,” Anna added with a grin.
“I wish I’d seen that.” There was no hiding the humorous note in Truth’s tone.
∞∞∞
 
Anna crossed the threshold into Obsidian’s place, only then realizing the others hadn’t followed. She ducked her head back out.
“What? Are you vampires and have to be invited in?” Her jest was lost on them, though, and Anna just waved them inside.
Meadow, she noticed, was hanging back, clearly more uncertain than ever about Anna and Obsidian’s relationship.
You and me both, Anna thought a touch worriedly.
Anna would face down the blood witch, fight the Lady of Battles in hand to hand combat, have tea with fucking Tin Man if need be, but the thought of Obsidian expecting a romantic relationship terrified her, and predictably stirred up the old memories and night terrors.
There were two ways she could handle this. Cut him off at the knees and crush any romantic notions he might be harboring and likely do substantial emotional harm, or she could direct his attention to a more suitable female and let nature take its course.
Anna’s gaze landed on Meadow again. Unless she was mistaken about the dryad’s feelings, the early groundwork was already laid out, all she had to do was nudge Obsidian into Meadow’s waiting arms. But first, she’d have to mend some fences. Otherwise, the dryad wouldn’t know Anna’s Rasoren was available.
Hmm, Anna thought to herself. Best way to do that is to convince Meadow that Obsidian and I are like two siblings.
This was more than just about Meadow, though.
Obsidian needed to continue growing and developing emotionally. It looked like he’d been doing just fine until she awoke. Now, he needed to get back to that level of emotional separation from her and the unnatural bond the Battle Goddess had forced upon them, or he’d never be independent.
Obsidian deserved a normal life.
And finding and falling in love with a nice girl—or dryad—was part of that.
Obsidian’s happiness was important to her. She just couldn’t be the cornerstone that he built his love life around. Besides, even if she hadn’t been…damaged, the darkly possessive bond that linked them together nullified any chance of them having a relationship where they were both equals. He’d always have the ability to command her. Not that he would, but it would hang over any relationship.
“Anna, did you wish to go first?” Obsidian was gesturing at the second smaller room that functioned as a bathroom.
She shook her head. Obsidian nodded in acknowledgment and then entered the room himself.
Anna turned her attention back to the dryad. “So... this feast. What’s the occasion, anyway? It’s a big deal obviously.”
Oath leaped on her question before Meadow could answer. “It celebrates spring and new life.”
Anna mentally tripped over that detail. It was spring? It took her brain a moment to realign itself and remember she’d been asleep for thirteen years.
How bad could a spring festival be?
“Oath is young, so he’s more interested in the food and music,” Meadow clarified. “But this is also a dryad sacred rite, marking the beginning of when many of my sisters will enter their yearly fertility cycles.”
Alrighty then. It was going to be that kind of shindig. Great time to wake up from your stone nap, Mackenzie.
“Not everyone will take part, only the ones who have hamadryads ready to carry a child and those dryads just entering their first fertility cycle and are yet unmated.”
Meadow paused for a moment, thinking.
“The dryads of Haven are likely different than the ones you might be familiar with. We remain mated to our gargoyle partners for life, unlike normal dryads who lead solitary lives and pick a new mate for each fertility season. We’re also physically and magically stronger, thanks to our gargoyle heritage.”
“You make Haven dryads sound like a different species.”
“I suppose we are. The earliest dryad sisters to arrive on this island were normal dryads. But after a few generations of selective matings with the gargoyles, we are now very close to becoming a different race.”
“You really are the Amazons of the fairy folk.”
Meadow’s one brow arched in question and Anna explained what an Amazon was.
“Yes, we are a fiercer breed than our cousin dryads. Each subsequent generation grows stronger, and we have a higher ratio of full blood gargoyle sons. If a normal dryad mated with a gargoyle, she might have three or four daughters to one son. We’re down to two daughters to one son.”
The soft creak of hinges drew Anna’s eyes to the bathroom door.
Her breath hitched, then froze in her lungs.
Breathe, you twit!
She managed to draw in a deep gulp which attracted the male’s eyes.
Worse, she was sure her mouth was hanging open. But in her defense, one of the hottest dudes she’d ever laid eyes on was standing on the threshold. And she just gawked like a bystander at a house fire.
It was Obsidian. Her magic told her as much. It shouldn’t have come as such a surprise. Shadowlight had once taken on human form—a gawky adolescent who had just happened to look like a younger version of one of her brothers.
However, this fellow didn’t look much like a Mackenzie.
No, he had more of the young god vibe going for him, and his hair—he totally rocked the hell out of them dreads. She’d always suspected his thick, lustrous black mane would work beautifully done up in dreads.
Guess she had her answer.
Gold bands at the end of each dread clinked together as he walked closer. Matching armbands circled his biceps, and he also had a wide collar made of hammered gold discs engraved with patterns that reminded her of Celtic knotwork. The rest of his chest was bare, which didn’t surprise her as gargoyles weren’t known to be big on clothing.
He’d traded in the traditional beaded loincloth for a paneled knee-length garment with a wide belt—also engraved gold—reminiscent of what ancient Roman gladiators wore.
Continuing farther down, her gaze reached his feet, encased in sensible leather sandals. It was the first time she ever recalled him wearing foot coverings.
Returning to his only familiar features, her gaze studied his eyes with their dark irises and vertical pupils; though, they were now human shaped instead of the larger, slanted orbs of a gargoyle.
Come to think of it, his eyes weren’t the only familiar thing. He’d coordinated their skin tones like he’d grabbed a bunch of paint chips and meticulously matched them to her until he found the perfect one and then replicated the hell out of it. If they walked side by side, they’d look like matching horses on parade.
Briefly, she wondered if it was consciously or unconsciously done.
Either way, she wasn’t sure if she should be flattered or freaked.
“Thump…and another female falls under Obsidian’s spell.” Truth’s tone was humorous, no envy to be found.
Anna snorted and side-eyed the other male. “Pretty boys don’t do it for me. Obsidian’s safe. I was just taking in all the changes. He used to look like a younger version of one of my brothers.”
Truth leaned forward, the picture of mischief. “And he doesn’t now? Hmmm. Wonder why that is?”
Obsidian reached out and cuffed Truth. “All of you out so Anna can get changed.”
She was going to point out that she could do that in the bathroom just fine, but Obsidian cut her off.
“Meadow, did you or Lark have any luck finding something for Anna to wear?”
“Yes actually.” Meadow shrugged a pack off her back and proceeded to pull out several garments. “I could stay and help.”
“Sure,” Anna said before Obsidian could utter a response. “We can chat while you show me what’s what. I’d love to hear stories about Shadowlight growing up.”
Obsidian arched an eyebrow. “You could simply ask to look into my head if that’s what you were really after. But it’s not. I’m on to you. You won’t learn anything juicy from my friends.”
Anna returned his grin. Poor deluded male. Women always dug up the dirt and shared.




Chapter 19
Decked out in her new outfit—composed of a short skirt, leggings, and midriff-baring top done in shades of forest green and sunset gold—Anna exited the dwelling with Meadow and rejoined the rest of the group. Obsidian was standing just outside like he’d been assigned guard duty.
“Anna, you look lovely.” His voice, almost a low rumbling purr, made her stomach churn with nerves, and not the good kind.
It didn’t help that his gaze had paused for a moment at her chest, where the top’s fabric stretched a little too tightly, and then again at her hips where the shirt accented their flare. Dryads were generally a slimmer build than humans.
Sweat broke out along her palms, and she hunted for something sarcastic to say. Her gaze landed on his dreads.
“How in the hell did you find time to do them while Meadow and I were talking? We didn’t gab that long.”
“I used shadow magic to manipulate the strands.”
“Fuck. You’ve been holding out on me.”
He reached up and rubbed along his scalp, looking somewhat embarrassed. “I tore out a chunk from my mane during the first attempt.”
“Eh? Really? Think I’ll stick with the old-fashioned method.”
Obsidian was still looking self-conscious as he turned and led the group away from his dwelling. Slowly Anna relaxed and then scolded herself for being a fool.
She hadn’t been this off balance since just after the attack.
For fuck’s sake. This was Obsidian. It didn’t matter that he’d shifted and now looked like the world’s sexiest guy. He’d harm her no more than Shadowlight would. And even if he were harboring ideas about nurturing a romantic relationship with her, she knew she could trust him to back the fuck off when she told him hell no.
He wasn’t the monster that had haunted her dreams in the months after the assault.
Giving herself a mental shake and a reprimand for losing her shit over something as foolish as Obsidian’s innocent compliment, Anna turned her attention back to her earlier conversation with Meadow.
She and the dryad had shared a bit of small talk, while the other woman had helped her pick an outfit but, unfortunately, Obsidian’s earlier comment had proven correct. She was unable to get the dryad to open up about his childhood.
Now, as the group swiftly made their way across the bridges and rope ladders, wasn’t the time to continue her previous chat with Meadow. It would have to wait until they were once again on the ground.
Luckily, they were soon on the ground. Anna soon saw other gargoyles shifted to appear human—or actually, dryad, she supposed.
Obsidian led them down a familiar path toward the larger gathering place. Sounds of a growing crowd could be heard just ahead. Music filled the surrounding forest. It was pretty and non-assuming. Exotic sounding woodwind and string instruments if she were to guess.
While they walked, Meadow continued her explanation of the Spring Rite from where she’d left off when Obsidian’s appearance in his humanoid form had distracted them.
“Later, after the dinner, drink will begin to flow, and a horn will call the revelers to dance. The dryads begin the dance and seduce the gargoyles into taking part, but really most already know who’s going to join the dance, since we ask days in advance.”
“Sounds like just good old dating.” Anna found herself grinning at the thought of gargoyles dating. It hadn’t occurred to her before.
“Just because a dryad invites a gargoyle to the dance and he accepts doesn’t mean it will end...”
Coughing sounded behind them, and Meadow glowered over her shoulder at Oath, who was making the universal ‘girls are gross’ look.
Anna grinned at Oath in silent agreement.
Meadow wouldn’t be put off, though. “The singing and dancing spreads throughout the forest and often goes until dawn.”
Yep. Have the picture, thanks.
“The new pairs will discover if they are compatible.” She looked over her shoulder, saw that Oath and Nightshade had dropped back, and continued her tale. “There is both a physical and emotional component to the bond between a dryad and her gargoyle. Some bonds form quickly, others more slowly. The elders encourage such relations but require that we don’t risk a child until we’ve completed our training at least to the level of Adept.”
Anna glanced behind at the two younger males. “What about the youths? What do they do while the adults are adulting?”
Anna really hoped the answer was retire to their own place and sleep until dawn. That’s how she’d prefer to end her night.
Meadow looked truly startled. “Why, they are already dancing and having fun. A gargoyle signals his interest in courtship by sitting until a dryad approaches him. He’ll then only stand if he’s interested in that dryad.”
Great. So much for just sitting in a quiet corner and waiting it all out. Talk about an introvert’s worst nightmare.
“What if I get tired and want to rest for a bit?”
“Rest?” Meadow laughed. “We’re warriors. Think of this as an endurance test. The mentors will be watching.”
Nightmare. Total fucking nightmare. Commander Gryton and the captains were starting to look good.
Finally taking pity on her, Meadow patted Anna’s arm. “Don’t worry. You won’t be judged if you find this first full taste of our society too intimidating. Just follow Obsidian’s lead. You’re his Kyrsu. It’s his responsibility to see to your welfare and introduction into our society.”
She barely heard the dryad’s last three sentences. Her mind was still on the implied cowardice. The hell with that!
She’d battled demonic Riven, demigods, a blood witch, and an assortment of other riffraff. A freaking country dance did not intimidate Corporal Anna Mackenzie!
“Obsidian has never remained seated. I think he will this time, though, since he shifted into his wingless form. That’s another, more obvious sign, that a male has an interest in one particular female, and he wishes to impress her with his shapeshifting abilities.”
Anna choked on spit. After sputtering and wheezing loud enough to draw everyone’s attention, she managed a bored, “That so?”
“Yes. But in the past, there’s been a lot of speculation, so who can really guess the mind of your Rasoren. Some think he just hasn’t finished maturing. Others reason he doesn’t like women. And then there are those who think he’s holding out for his human Kyrsu.” The dryad rushed on before Anna could refute that rumor. “Not that it’s anyone’s business. Those are just some of the general speculations. I thought you should know.”
Damn. She’d have preferred to remain ignorant. Now she had something else to add to the list of things she’d need to hash out with Obsidian one day soon.
“You’re very tranquil and hard to read,” Meadow said suddenly, surprising Anna. “Most would have some kind of visible reaction.”
“Tranquil?” Anna cracked a smile. “Not a word anyone who has known me for more than a couple days would use. I’ve been on my best behavior so as not to embarrass my Rasoren. I’m stubborn, sarcastic, ambitious, judgmental and have been known to fly into a rage easily. Not very pretty to see, I’m afraid.”
Meadow laughed. “I see so much of Obsidian in you. Or maybe that’s you in Obsidian.”
You don’t know the half of it, girl.
Just as they came to the end of the stone pathway where it opened into the vast clearing, Obsidian joined them. “Thank you, Meadow, for keeping Anna company while I spoke with Truth about tonight. Will you be joining us?”
“Unfortunately, no. I must help my mother with the wine, but I look forward to talking with your Kyrsu again soon.”
Anna watched as the dryad vanished into the crowd, then she turned her attention to Obsidian. “I don’t need a babysitter. If you want to go have fun with your friends without me, go.”
“I’ll not leave you after what Reaver did yesterday.”
Sighing at his predictable answer, she glanced around until she spotted Oath and waved him over. “Oath, you and the rest of your underaged friends will all help to keep me entertained tonight, right?”
Oath nodded his head so fast it almost vibrated.
“See,” she whispered along her mental link to Obsidian. “I’ll be protected, and you can go court whatever girl has caught your fancy.”
It sure as hell better not be me, Anna thought to herself.
“Oh, Anna. There is no girl.”
“Really? You like guys?”
Obsidian snorted. “It’s far more complicated than that, but I’ll tell you later. Not here.”
He wouldn’t even tell her over their mental link? Dammit. It had to be bad.
“Okay, later it is.”
Obsidian agreed and led her out into the gathering, his friends arrayed around them, once again acting as an honor guard and keeping the curious onlookers at bay for a little while longer.
As they made their way farther into the gathering, Anna spotted more of the humanoid looking males.
Anna’s attention soon turned from the gargoyles in their hybrid forms to something even more interesting—tables laden with food. They sat in ten long rows at the center of the clearing, situated in a rough horseshoe shape. A wide variety of fruits, breads, meats, and vegetables covered the surfaces. It all smelled heavenly. Anna’s mouth began to water.
Oath, Lark, and Nightshade peeled off to check out the food choices on the side tables, leaving only Truth walking at Obsidian’s shoulder.
It wasn’t until she was closer that she realized all the tables were made from magic.
“Wow. That must’ve taken someone some energy to shape all those from shadow magic.”
“You can sense shadow magic?” Truth asked with sharp disbelief. “But you’re human. That’s not possible.”
Fuck. She’d just stepped in the proverbial crap.
“Anna is unique. You must know that she was changed by the Battle Goddess even as I was.” Obsidian speared Truth with an intense stare. “Anna has many abilities the elders don’t yet want revealed. Do I make myself clear?”
The sharp command in his tone nearly had Anna standing at attention. This was the voice of a Rasoren—prime war leader of the gargoyle Legion.
“Is she gargoyle stock?” Truth asked in a low voice. “Has our enemy found a way to breed gargoyles and humans?”
“No.” The one word rang out.
It wasn’t a lie. She didn’t have gargoyle parents, after all. Truth must have sensed a hint of deception for his eyes narrowed, and his nostrils flared to take in Obsidian’s scent.
“No more questions until after we’ve met with the Council of Elders.”
“Well, if that’s settled, I’m starved.” Anna hooked an arm through each of theirs and guided them toward the food. “Let’s go eat.”




Chapter 20
The evening went without further mishap. Obsidian’s mood improved once he had a heaping plate of food in front of him. It might have helped that there were hundreds of different delicacies to be had. Soon his friends returned from where ever they’d gone and took seats at the table Obsidian had claimed as his own.
Music and song continued for the entire meal.
“How much longer will this be going on?” Anna asked.
“Do you wish to retire before the dance starts?”
“Is that an option? If so, then hell yes. Sign me up for some downtime.”
“Not really, unless you aren’t fully recovered. The mentors would understand if you were tired still from yesterday’s events.”
“Nah, I’m good.”
Obsidian studied her in silence and for once she couldn’t guess at his thoughts, but soon the meal concluded, and the music changed, a deep, throbbing drumbeat joining in.
Anna noted that all the dryads were now getting up and dragging their gargoyle counterparts up as well. She stood before anyone could grab her hands and pull her up into a dance.
The music increased in volume. The crowd began clapping, stomping and swaying to the music. Anna attempted invisibility without actually calling on her shadow magic. But it didn’t work, and Oath and Nightshade darted up on either side and grabbed Anna’s hands and pulled her away from Obsidian before he could stop them.
Behind her, she could hear Obsidian and Truth laughing as they were dragged into the dance by others.
People spun by Anna at a dizzying speed. She soon found herself being handed off to strangers, but all were friendly and happy. Soon, even she began to relax and enjoy the dancing, which was a fast-paced mix between Celtic circle dancing and something of the stylized moves found at a powwow.
After an hour of dancing, more young dryads and gargoyles appeared, carrying large pitchers and ladles. When one young dryad child—she couldn’t be more than fourteen—offered Anna a drink, she was happy to accept.
The first sip surprised her. It wasn’t water or alcohol. It was a cold and sweet nectar-like drink, blessed with the gift of quenching thirst and delivering much-needed sweetness to fuel them for another few rounds of the circle dances.
The three moons of this planet rose higher in the sky, casting the revelers in a surreal silvery glow. Thick mist rose from the warm ground, adding to the magical feel.
After another hour, the dancers took a rest, returning to the tables where they laughed and nibbled at food and drank.
It was during one such rest period that Obsidian’s foster mother, Master Maradryn, joined them at their table. She eyed them in silence for a moment before just spitting out her concern.
“I’ve come to caution Obsidian against entering into a relationship with a dryad this day if that is his plan.” She eyed his wingless form.
“I know the rules.” Obsidian sounded sullen.
“But Anna must be curious and if I know you at all, you haven’t told her.” Maradryn tilted her head as if challenging him to deny her words. “A normal Rasoren and Kyrsu can be father and son, brothers, long-standing friends, or if unrelated, the pair might even be lovers. But they also need to get along off the battlefield as well. If they are unmated when they first form the bond, they both must pick mates together, and those mates need to tolerate each other at the very minimum.”
Anna’s poker face cracked in two and she was left gawking at them with her mouth gaped open. “That’s one hell of a tall order.”
“Yes. And that’s with a normal bond. What you and he share goes beyond that. Your power seems to naturally share everything. Strength. Knowledge. Pain. Likely pleasure too.”
“Oh, my God. I want off this ride.” Anna muttered under her breath, then cleared her throat. “I’m not sure how things are around here, but I’m not down with any kind of three-way poly relationship. I don’t swing that way. And in case you have forgotten, Obsidian is like a brother. There’s going to be a whole lot of nope during this conversation.”
Speaking about little brother, he was awfully tight-lipped. She turned to him to find him deep in thought and looking unhappy.
At last he sighed and joined the conversation.
“Why are you even bringing this up, Maradryn? The Council still doesn’t want me to court anyone, because of my...condition. Has that changed? No? Then why does any of this matter? We all know the spring rite can’t be anything more than a fanciful diversion for me. It means nothing.”
“Then why did you take on your wingless form?”
“I don’t know!”
The last came out so scathing even Anna winced.
Maradryn just huffed. It was almost a laugh. “I’m not a gargoyle, but I know a lie when I hear one that obvious.”
“I don’t…I know I can’t…”
“Surely you must have realized we didn’t mean for you to never take a mate. All we wanted is for you to wait until everyone knows and is comfortable about what Anna is. Then once you find that one woman you wish to spend your life with, bring her to the Council, and we will explain the full ramifications.”
Okay. There was way, way more going on than Anna knew.
Maradryn touched Obsidian on the shoulder. “Though I think you’ve already set your heart on one particular female to be your lifemate, haven’t you my dear?”
“What is going on? No cryptic talk. I want clear, uncomplicated answers.”
Maradryn chuckled. “Then you are sure to be disappointed. I don’t think there is anything uncomplicated about either of you.”
The music swelled louder, the drums drowning out Maradryn’s words until she leaned closer and whispered in Anna’s ear.
“He’ll tell you everything later. I’ll just say it’s unfortunate you look upon him as a younger brother. It would solve many issues if you didn’t.”
What the hell? She loved him like a brother. End of story. She wasn’t being obtuse, naïve or stubborn. It just was how she loved him.
The only way she could love him.




Chapter 21
Anna was unsettled. Obsidian knew it, felt her spike of uneasiness like a shivery essence flowing along their link. It took a lot to upset his Kyrsu, but he’d sensed her unease many times since she’d woke from her healing sleep. That he was the cause left a churning void in his soul.
Well, to be honest, he was now more than a little unsettled, too.
After last night in the healers’ quarters, he’d awoken with the knowledge that he wanted Anna. Heck, he’d known even that first night, when he’d shifted from stone to flesh and found Anna awake and in his arms.
The need to let her know his interest was the reason he’d shifted to this hybrid form. Well, that and to let others know his intentions. He was interested in only one woman. The woman sitting across from him now.
A woman who was absolutely horrified at the thought of him as anything other than her brother. His less than subtle decision to shift to this form was now circling back to bite him.
There was no avoiding the final dance now that he’d announced his interest in courting a female. When no dryad succeeded in seducing him off a bench later tonight, everyone would know Anna was the object of his desire, which had been his plan. But he hadn’t counted on Anna’s near horror at the thought of them becoming a couple.
Some trauma had occurred in her past that made it hard for her to trust males. He knew that, but he hadn’t thought it extended to him, or at least he thought he’d regained her trust in the last two days. But it wasn’t enough time. In her moment of horrified disbelief, he’d seen into her unguarded thoughts, a glimpse of what she kept hidden. 
Now Anna stood there waiting for him to say something. If he didn’t want to make things worse between them, he needed to be truthful but also soothe her fears.
With a sense of desperation, he returned to the subject Maradryn had opened. At least he wouldn’t have to lie about that.
“After the dancing is over,” he whispered along their link. “I will fill you in on everything my mentors and I have discovered about our bond. But it is a long conversation, best carried out when we are alone and have no distractions to interrupt us.”
“Sounds serious,” Anna said. “That all you’re going to give me?”
“I…” He scrambled for something else to say. Then at last an idea occurred to him. “The nature of how I can convert other species to gargoyles has changed a bit as I matured. The council wishes for me to remain celibate until they fully determine any dangers I might represent to the dryads. They have not yet finished their study.”
Her eyebrow arched nearly to her hairline. “Yeah. Okay. I see why this is a conversation for later.”
A new throb echoed through the air, saving him from searching for further safe conversation.
The new drum beat rose and fell like the surging of some great beast’s pulse. Around him, several of his brethren were extracting themselves from the crowd and making their way over to the benches where the unmated were expected to go and present themselves.
A few curious onlookers were casting furtive glances in his direction. They were expecting him to join the others moving toward the benches.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake. You look like a deer staring down a truck’s high beams.”
That sounded more like the Anna from his youth.
“This new look,” she indicated his hybrid form in a sweeping gesture, “Going by what Meadow and Maradryn said, it’s to say you’re seeking courtship, isn’t it?”
He swallowed around a lump in his throat and nodded.
Anna compressed her lips and switched to their link. “Is there a dryad you’re hoping will come dance for you?”
“There is none.”
Her expression shifted subtly, like she was approaching a dangerous beast. “Is this for me?”
He glanced off into the darkness for many moments and then issued a soft ‘yes’ that was barely above a whisper.
“You going to lose face with the legion when you’re left still sitting at the end of the night?”
“There is no shame in not being chosen.”
Anna rolled her eyes at him and muttered under her breath. “That’s not the answer to the question I asked.”
“It was my foolish decision. As my mentors would say, I will have reaped what I deserve.”
“But you are also Rasoren, future war leader of the legion. Are they going to judge you differently?”
Obsidian looked around, eyes searching the crowds. He remained deep in thought for several minutes. At last with shoulders slumped, he admitted the truth he’d been too stubborn to see.  “I should have thought this out better.”
“Like thought to ask your Kyrsu her opinion first?”
“Yes that.” He glanced down at his hands and started to chuckle bitterly. “Why should they put their trust in a leader who doesn’t even take the time to learn his second in command’s thoughts?”
“Okay. You can stop beating yourself up now. This is how this is going down. We’re going to go sit over on one of those benches, you’re going to magic us up a checkerboard using some of your shadow voodoo you’ve learned while I slept, then we’re going to play a few rounds, ignoring everything and everyone around us.”
“I can do that. But…”
Anna just cut him off.
“Onlookers gonna speculate. Let them. They can stew on what we might be to each other until they die of old age and they still won’t have a clue how deep our bond runs. But I know what we are. We’re a team. I’ve always got your back.”
She glanced heavenward as if praying for divine deliverance. “Even if it’s during a freaking dryad fertility rite.”
“There is...”
“You’re welcome. Just don’t take this the wrong way. I have no intentions of getting hitched to my little bro.”
The other revelers decided just then that he was taking too long and gently pushed him in the direction of the benches with a great deal of laughter and even a few innuendoes.
“If this turns into a fucking bachelor party, you owe me big time,” Anna hissed under her breath as she followed close on his heels.
While he and Anna were guided toward the benches where the other single gargoyles sat, the youngest, including Oath and his peers, were herded off towards the tree line and onto the stone pathways that led deeper into the forest.
“By the way, if I see any stripteases or lap dances, I’m calling my shadow magic and vanishing in front of everyone, the Council of Elders be damned.”
“Don’t worry. If that kind of thing goes on, it’s saved for more secluded locations.”
“I’m warning you...if I see jiggly titty I’m outta here.”
Anna’s crass words caused a grin, and he relaxed. Perhaps he hadn’t made so great an error in announcing his willingness to court his Kyrsu. Sure, she had—to borrow one of her phrases—shot him down, but that was because of something that had happened in her past. She was fierce and resilient. In time, if he was patient and didn’t screw things up, she might come to love him romantically.
Until then, he’d be a loyal training partner and friend.
With hope a warmth in his belly, he led a grumpy Anna to the nearest empty bench.
∞∞∞
 
“They came, they danced, they went away again. Is it over?” Anna was clenching her jaws to stop a yawn, but he sensed her weariness. It had been a long two days.
“I have fulfilled my role as tradition requires. We can go now if you’d like.”
“Hell yes. I’ve eaten and drank enough tonight to descend into a food coma until noon tomorrow.”
Obsidian was still smiling gently at Anna’s words when Truth came up to them.
“Banrook cornered me after the dance. He wants to talk to you sooner than the council meeting tomorrow.”
Obsidian mentally cursed. He’d expected the other council members to notice his shifted form and knew they would want a word with him, but he’d hoped they’d wait until the meeting in the morning.
“They want to speak to me, too?” Anna was suddenly bright-eyed and suspicious again.
“Banrook didn’t name you, so no.” Truth shrugged. “I’ll walk you back to Obsidian’s place while he speaks with his mentor. It will likely put your Rasoren’s mind at ease knowing you have protection against any more of Reaver’s surprises.”
“I won’t waste your time. You must have better things to do than babysit me. I can find my own way back.”
“It’s no chore.”
Was Truth interested in Anna?
Obsidian narrowed his eyes as something dark and possessive reared its head. He knew well what it was, and he did his best to ignore it. “Anna, it would put my mind at ease if you would accept his offer this time.”
Anna merely shrugged and then bobbed her head in Truth’s direction. “Lead on. Obsidian can catch up once he’s seen to whatever his mentor wants.”
Truth’s grin stretched wider, the flash of white teeth glowing in the darkness. He held out a hand.
“Do I look like a lady to you?” Anna snorted, and her long legged-strides soon outpaced the startled gargoyle.
“Anna hates coddling.” As usual, a note of pride entered his voice when he spoke of her.
“Apparently.” Then Truth looked back at Obsidian. “I see why you’re enamored. But that very fierceness will be what makes her so hard to win.”
“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“I still don’t envy you the hunt, my friend.”
Then under the light of the three moons, they went their separate ways. Truth to chase down Anna, and Obsidian to hunt up his mentor.




Chapter 22
Anna matched Truth’s pace and cast random looks in his direction, wondering how long it would take the gargoyle to spit out what was bothering him. They were halfway back to Obsidian’s place, and Truth still hadn’t said anything. At last, she took pity on him.
“You might as well just say what’s on your mind.”
“To what are you referring?”
Mister Uptight I have you figured out. “Let’s get to the meat of the subject. You like Meadow. Meadow likes Obsidian. You’re wondering if Obsidian approached me with his suit and if I’m now going to encourage him? Sound about right?”
Truth broke stride for a step, but he recovered in the next moment. “It’s that painfully obvious?”
“Not really. I’m just good a reading people.” Like way, way, way better than I was before I took a stone nap.
“Very accurately.” Pain entered his voice. “In the last year Obsidian seemed to be warming up to Meadow’s gentle courtship, but I was uncertain if Meadow’s feelings were reciprocated or if he was just being kind to her.”
“And since you, Obsidian and Meadow are all friends, you didn’t want to cause friction,” Anna guessed.
“Goddess, yes. Meadow and Obsidian are my closest friends. I don’t want anything to jeopardize that, but I...”
“But the heart isn’t logical,” she finished for him.
He nodded, a helpless sigh of distress escaping him.
“Love sucks,” Anna said as she continued to walk along the bridge in the direction of Obsidian’s dwelling.
“You’ve managed to discover in two days something I haven’t even told Obsidian. And we share a great deal.”
When she looked sideways to meet his gaze, it was to find his eyes narrowed in thought. “Your perception is uncanny.”
Sighing, she figured Truth could be trusted. “It’s something to do with my bond with Obsidian and what the Battle Goddess’s plans set in motion. With time and training, I think I’ll be able to read and command gargoyles like a Rasoren.”
“You’re not just his second, are you? How deep is your bond with him?”
“Powerful. It’s always been powerful. I was told it would only grow stronger as he matured. I think the Battle Goddess modeled us after the Avatars. One mind. One being. Two bodies. A deadly and loyal fighting unit that would answer only her.” Anna shuddered.
After a few deep breaths, she continued. “I’m incredibly glad Shadowlight and I escaped that fate. Yet we can’t change what we are. Instead, we bury our darker natures, but some things, like the ability to read each other’s thoughts and the emotions of other gargoyles, slip beyond our control. But we don’t have to be controlled by our power or become the mated pair the Battle Goddess intended. I sure as hell don’t plan on being forced into that role.”
Truth’s dark eyes grew wide in surprise and understanding. “But you love him anyway. He’s literally your other half like the Avatars.” His sentence died off in a whisper.
“Yes!” The one word escaped her control, but it also lifted a weight off her chest. “We weren’t given a choice, but we don’t have to become what the Battle Goddess wants. I can shape how I love him. I can love him as a brother. He can be free to love elsewhere.”
Truth was silent for a while, but he wasn’t willing to give up. “Are you so sure you can control it? That Obsidian can?”
No, I’m not, Anna whispered in the private darkness of her mind. “While I can’t fill the role he wants, I will fight tooth and nail to give Obsidian the happiness he deserves. If that is with Meadow, or another dryad, I will do what I can to smooth the path for them.”
Truth’s ears perked forward, his expression entirely too happy for a fellow who knew the woman of his dreams loved another man.
“After tonight’s events Meadow will know you hold his heart, and I’ll have my chance with her.”
What the actual fuck? Was she speaking a different language?
“Hold up one minute. Your logic has one big flaw. I don’t love him in a romantic sense.”
Truth laughed. “Say that again in a year, ten, a hundred years from now. See if it’s still the truth. I’m quite certain it will be a lie that you won’t even bother to utter.”
Damned opinionated gargoyle.
“I’m going to hold you to this,” he muttered happily. “That’s a promise, Corporal Anna Mackenzie.”
She flailed for something to say, but her mind refused to turn over, like a truck sitting in the cold for too long. Growling at him in frustration, she fought her gargoyle nature as it flared, scenting a challenge.
Truth tilted his head at her growl and gave her a toothy grin. “See? You’re already so firmly a part of him you even sound like a gargoyle.”
You don’t know the half of it, Anna thought to herself. And then added aloud, “Fine. What are the stakes of this bet?”
“Stakes?”
“Yes. In a normal wager, the winner gets something from the loser. What are the stakes if I prove you wrong?”
Truth shrugged. “The winner gets to hold the victory over the loser for however long they like?”
“Bragging rights?”
His grin grew bolder. “Yes. I like that term. Though, I think the true reward will be that both parties will have what their hearts desire.”
“Speak for yourself.” But Anna took his hand and gave it a strong pump. “I accept your wager, Truth in Shadows. Now you should know that I’ve never lost once I put my mind to something. Consider this fair warning.”
“Very well, future Kyrsu of the Legion, but you should know that no one wins all the time. And I feel the certainty in this. You will lose, you should prepare yourself.”
“What makes you so cocky?”
“Because you already love him, you just don’t know it yet.”
Anna was working up another logical denial when they arrived at Obsidian’s place and she had to focus on opening the door shield instead. She’d seen him trigger the release spell once before. The magic was a familiar pattern now. With a wave of her hand, a touch of magic, and a good deal of will power, the ward spell rolled back, exposing the door’s latch.
“I’ll see you at the training session tomorrow. Good night, Anna Mackenzie. Think about what I’ve said. The sooner you concede the wager, the less I’ll embarrass you later.”
She gave him the finger.
Truth only laughed, before turning and jumping off the bridge.
The cowardly fucker.




Chapter 23
Obsidian returned to his quarters in what would have been an unseemly rush if anyone had noted his passage, but no one was in this section of the bridge system, and more importantly, he didn’t care if anyone saw him running back to Anna.
He’d been sensing something he couldn’t fully identify rolling off her since shortly after she started her walk back with Truth. Her shields were in place, and much stronger then they’d been even a day ago so he couldn’t hear what she and Truth were discussing without blasting through her mental barriers, which would be a gross break in etiquette, not to mention surely pissing Anna off.
Keeping a close rein on his own emotions, he rushed back, hoping to learn what was going on between her and Truth. Though he was undoubtedly the topic of conversation, and that made him more than a little uneasy.
As he raced down the last section of the bridge, his dwelling’s door opened, and Anna stepped out, forcing him to skid to a halt or run her down.
“Where’s the fire?” Her old shit-eating grin was firmly in place.
Obsidian grunted, hesitating while he thought up a good excuse to explain his haste that wasn’t a lie.
“I felt your magic flare. Was there a threat?”
“No,” Anna rolled her eyes and then turned and entered his home. “Truth and I were just talking shit and made a wager.”
“What kind of wager?” Obsidian flared his nostrils, dragging in a deep breath of her scent. There were no stress markers to indicate she was annoyed, afraid, or bothered.
“The kind that’s between him and me.”
“Was it about events tonight? Surely you can tell me that much.”
Anna sighed. “Yes, if you must know. But it’s completely innocent.”
She wasn’t lying. He’d have scented that.
“How did your meeting with Banrook go?”
That wasn’t something he really wanted to talk about with her. Besides, if she could use the ‘it’s personal’ defense, so could he.
“It’s nothing to concern yourself over. Just a conversation between my mentor and I.”
“Touché.”
Obsidian didn’t know the meaning of the word and her mind was shielding against him, so he just nodded in acknowledgment.
Their conversation apparently over, for now, Anna glanced around the main living area of his dwelling.
“Since no one’s had time to find me lodgings or set me up in a storage room someplace, where did you want me to sleep?” Anna eyed the nest doubtfully.
His eyes tracked in the same direction.
“Yeah. I’ll just grab a couple of blankets and pillows and sleep along the wall.” Anna walked towards the nest to retrieve said items.
Something shifted inside him, and he barked out a sound of humor. “Who are you and where have you put my Kyrsu? She wouldn’t be afraid to share a nest with me.”
“I’m not afraid of you. I’m just not sleeping with you. You probably snore.”
He snorted again. “I don’t.”
“How would you know?”
He shrugged, though he was still confident he didn’t snore. “If I snore, it would be just as loud over by the wall.”
“No, it wouldn’t.”
Now she was just being silly or dragging her feet for another reason.
“I know you don’t love me romantically, but this new behavior now begs a different question. Are you actually afraid of me?”
“No, of course not. I’ve known you since you were a child.”
“Afraid of me as an adult male, then?”
“Nope.”
“Is it this body, then?” His voice dropped until it was a vibration in his chest. “Do you find my new body desirable and that frightens you?”
He didn’t know what demon possessed his mouth and made him say those things, but he discovered he wanted to learn that answer. Curiosity was a dangerous and seductive emotion.
“Still nope. And as much as I freely admit to liking your scent, it doesn’t stir anything more than a little appreciation.”
“We both need rest.” Though, was that mild disappointment he felt at her words? Yes, it was. His pride hurt more than a little. He’d worked hard designing and mastering his new form so that he could one day court Anna. “There is no reason for us not to share a sleeping area until I can make one for you.”
Anna shrugged, saying ‘fine’ in that most neutral way.
“Excellent. And if you’re not too exhausted to stay awake for a few minutes, I’ll fill you in on what Maradryn was talking about earlier.”
“As long as it isn’t a long story.”
“I’ll keep it short.”
“Still, let’s get ready for bed first, that way if I fall asleep, you can continue in the morning.”
∞∞∞
 
Obsidian stood before the washbasin as he shed his hybrid body for his true form, wanting his more familiar shape to ease any fears Anna might still have. At least that was his hope.
When he exited the smaller chamber, Anna was already sitting in the middle of the nest with her hands buried in her fluffy head of hair.
“The hell with this. I’m going to fall asleep before I get the first one in. You remember how to do rows? Want to help?”
Obsidian nodded. Sometimes, when he’d been a child, Anna would read to him while he did her hair. Or he’d read to her while she did his. He’d missed those times ferociously when he’d first come to Haven. “Can you do mine up in a couple braids first?”
“Sure thing.”
Grinning with happiness, he padded over to sit in front of her. She used a bit of the mane oil he’d given her earlier and finger combed that through before starting to section it into lengths. Enthralled by the steady pressure of her fingers, he fought not to purr.
“By the way, what did Maradryn want you to tell me?”
Anna’s voice dragged him back to the present. Suddenly he wished he could wait until morning, because he feared after he told her the full extent of what the healers had learned, it would destroy the fragile thing growing between them. But Anna deserved to know. It affected her as well.
“When I was younger, only my blood was powerful enough to convert another into a gargoyle.”
Anna’s fingers stilled against his scalp. “It’s not just your blood anymore, is it?”
“No. Any bodily fluid can now begin the process. Even my saliva. Though, the agent in my blood is much more potent than what’s found in my saliva.” Obsidian coughed and folded his hands across his lap.
“Go on.”
“My seed is almost as potent as my blood. The healers say it’s designed to convert and impregnate a female at the same time.”
He heard Anna’s teeth click together as she closed her mouth. After another ten seconds, she drew a deep breath. “Holy hell. That’s some badass STD.”
“STD?” He didn’t know the term from his time on Earth.
“Sexually transmitted disease.”
He wrapped his head around the term. “Yes, that describes it accurately.”
“Gargoylism is now an STD. Talk about the need for safe sex.” Anna paused then whistled. “So you’ve never been laid?”
He shook his head.
“The Council of Elders wants me to wait until they know the full extent of my abilities. Some believe I won’t come into my full power until your magic finishes maturing.” He halted and looked at her over his shoulder. “Even if the elders didn’t require it, I’d still have been cautious. I don’t ever want to steal anyone’s choice again.
“Well, that’s…er…complicated for you.” She paused again and then dropped her hands to rest on his shoulders. She gave him a squeeze.
With his back to her, he couldn’t read her expression, but he could read her scent, and her mind opened to him a small crack.
She was softening toward him, sympathizing with what he’d had to go through growing up while learning how different he was from other gargoyles.
“Obsidian, I did choose. You seem to forget that fact. Even though you were a child, you gave me the choice of being healed by your power or ending my life to save my soul from the Riven.”
“But you didn’t know the power would tie you to me as close as it has. It might as well be enslavement.”
Anna didn’t deny his words, but she gave him another squeeze before returning to work on his mane. “I don’t regret it.”
He drew in a steady breath. “And now that I’m Obsidian instead of your beloved Shadowlight?”
She smacked him on the side of the head. “I still don’t regret it, you big idiot. You’ll always be my beloved Shadowlight.”
Obsidian sighed, a catch in his throat making it impossible to speak for a few moments. When he could, he continued. “The healers did confirm that the darkness inside me was only designed to create one Kyrsu to be my second.”
Anna chuckled. “Always knew I was one of a kind.”
After finishing his mane, she stood and then came around to sit in front of him.
“One moment.” He stood and went to the shelves running along one wall and sorted through them until he found the bowl containing gold beads and clips that he wished to work into her hair. Then after one more glance at her head, he went back and grabbed a small hand mirror.
“You can tell me if I’m doing them wrong,” he said as he handed it to her. “It’s been years, and I wasn’t very good at it back then.”
“At this point, I’d settle for pigtails if I don’t have to do it myself.” Anna yawned and rolled her shoulders.
Pigtails? He huffed with disdain. His Kyrsu would get something better than a hairstyle that was inspired by a pig’s tail.
He settled down behind her and arranged his supplies close at hand while he began to systematically map out the shape of her skull and decided what pattern would best accent her features.
“It must be like a virus.” Anna started up the conversation again. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of that before. I just assumed magic was this amorphous substance that could be shaped into any tool, but what you describe sounds much more like a virus. Somehow the Battle Goddess figured out how to take a virus and mutated it with magic until it was capable of doing what she needed it to do.”
“I’m only vaguely familiar with your Earth science and medicine, but that seems logical.”
Anna just shook her head. “She created the ultimate biological weapon, one that would convert her enemies into her own enslaved army.”
“Indeed.”
“How contagious are you?” Anna paused. “Obviously, I don’t have to worry since I’ve already been converted. But what about other people? How dangerous are you to them?”
“How contagious are we, you mean,” he continued, finally working up to tell her what she hadn’t yet come to realize herself.
“We?” She turned her head to look at him over her shoulder. “Of course, I’m a carrier.”
“Yes.”
“God. We’re biohazardous.”
She had to explain the word, but once he understood, he agreed with her assessment. They were dangerous.
“How bad is it? Not airborne, obviously, or the healers wouldn’t have let us intermingle with the other island residents.” Anna’s fingers drummed against her thigh.
“A direct fluid exposure is needed,” he said as he started on a second braid.
“Then the virus can’t live outside a host for long?”
“The healers do not believe so.”
“Good. Otherwise, we’d risk infecting others by a simple touch.”
Obsidian nodded. “The one small blessing is that it takes several exchanges over the course of a few days before the virus has changed the new host body enough to survive in it long-term.”
“So even if you accidentally exposed someone to your blood during a session in the training ring, they wouldn’t be converted immediately.”
“No. That only happens after several willful exchanges,”
“That’s a relief.”
“Yes.”
“You’ve put a lot of thought into this.”
“Yes.”
They were silent for a time after that, the only sound the slide of his fingers against her hair.
By the time he was nearly finished braiding her hair, the moons were lower in the sky, and Anna’s head was tipping forward.
“I’m almost finished.”
She mumbled a sleepy acknowledgment.
After he tied off the last braid, he tucked her against his chest and lowered them into his nest. She never woke, merely shifting until she was more comfortable.
He briefly thought about leaving his nest to her and sleeping over by the wall as she’d planned to do. While he was no longer a frightened child locked away in a dungeon cell, he had missed the comforting warmth of curling next to his Kyrsu.
Holding Anna in his arms was a balm for his loneliness. Only she’d ever been able to soothe away his worries.
So, with no guilt, he curled around her and was soon asleep.




Chapter 24
Bands of pressure wrapped her chest and thighs. As she swam out of sleep, she wondered when and how she’d managed to get injured again. She blinked open her eyes to discover she wasn’t wounded. Nope. She was presently being smothered to death by a seven-limbed octopus.
The octopus was actually her big brute of a Rasoren. Presently he’d mistaken her for his teddy bear.
Obsidian slept oblivious that she was awake. If the situation had been different—say she was marooned in the Arctic—being folded in his arms, wings, and coiled tail might be appealing. But since they weren’t, they needed to set some ground rules.
As she stared up at the wooden rafters of the peaked ceiling, she catalogued the sensation of waking up in his arms. He had damn fine pecs, rock hard abs, and an absolutely lovely scent clinging to his warm skin. She hadn’t noticed that before.
She breathed in a deeper lungful. Mmm. Nice.
Obsidian might just be her new favorite scent. It took her a minute to realize she’d turned her head to rub her cheek against his skin.
A touch of reason slowly returned.
What the hell was wrong with her?
“Your gargoyle body is entering sexual maturity.” A sleepy purr accompanied his words. Moments later Obsidian ran his muzzle along her arm, his tongue darting out to lick her skin in places. “I can taste the pheromones in your sweat. Your first fertility cycle.”
“What are you talking about? I had my first period when I was eleven.”
“Hmmm.” He took another sniff as if to make sure and another little purr escaped him before he continued his previous line of thought. “But when I converted you I was only eight, so my blood and magic only changed you into a preadolescent gargoyle. It likely took the magic raised during last night’s dance to trigger your change. The healing magic might have helped things along as well.”
He continued to sniff along her skin in a way she knew her rational mind wouldn’t like. The problem was, she wasn’t feeling too rational, and she wasn’t nearly as bothered by his words or actions as she likely should be.
“I had not thought of this complication. I suppose I’d always just assumed you were sexually mature.” He continued to nuzzle the skin of her shoulder and back of her neck.
She’d likely find this awkward later.
“Maybe you should let me up now?”
“Very well.” Obsidian’s rumbled agreement held a hint of disappointment, but he released his hold on her as his wings folded back.
She rolled to her knees. Now that she was away from his scent, she felt more alert. She studied him suspiciously. He ignored her. Too busy stretching, rolling, and arching his back like a cat in a patch of catnip. Jeez, he was even purring for fuck’s sake.
The entire session was far too weirdly sensual for her peace of mind. She cast a glance down south of his belt. He was a big fellow. It would be noticeable if he were sporting morning wood. Whatever was going on in his mind, it didn’t seem to include a raging desire for her. At least that was a relief.
“Morning wood?” Obsidian laughed. “I think that’s just a human condition. At least, I’ve never suffered it.”
That might be true, but something was going on, and Anna didn’t like it. “Stop reading my mind.”
“I’m not. You initiated the link. Your magic is running back along our link, teasing my senses. It’s an invitation, I think.”
“The hell it is!” But when she reached for their link, her magic was already flowing along it like he’d said, and there was no reason it should be doing that since he wasn’t hurt.
She slammed up her mental shields and stopped the flow of magic. Feeling an unusual heat in her cheeks, she tried to ignore the fiery blush as she focused on him.
“Sorry about that. Wouldn’t have done it willingly.”
“I know.” Obsidian shrugged a little. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t flattered. Though I know this part of our bond makes you uneasy, so I’ll try to prevent it from happening in the future. You caught me unawares this time.”
“Don’t apologize. Wasn’t your fault.” It was her stubborn and apparently frisky gargoyle nature that was the issue here. She’d need to find a way to shut this shit down.
“We should likely go to the healers. They might have something that will help. As it is now, the first male to catch your scent will begin to speculate if you’re really human at all.”
“Healers? Why didn’t you start the conversation with that? We could already have been half-way there.”
He rolled his eyes at her. “There’s no hurry. It’s not life or death.”
She gave him her best death glare.
“Fine. I’m coming.”
Obsidian muttered something under his breath that didn’t sound too complimentary.
∞∞∞
 
Maradryn walked across the length of her workroom to one of the shelves running along the west wall. After shifting a few jars aside, she found the one she wanted.  “Anna, Obsidian is correct. Your gargoyle nature has matured overnight. There was no sign of it yesterday morning or even last night when we chatted. You’re most certainly entering your first fertility cycle. But considering a string of gargoyles didn’t follow you here, I think it’s safe to assume the pheromone is only designed to entice your Rasoren.”
Fan-fucking-tastic.
If she’d had the ability, she’d have melted between the seams in the stone floor and vanished into the dirt.
But as the healer said, she was lucky it didn’t affect all gargoyles.
Anna stared at her sandals and grit her teeth. “Please tell me you have something to make my body stop producing this shit.”
“No, but I have something that should help Obsidian.” She unscrewed the lid of the jar she held, gave the contents a little sniff, scrunched up her nose and then reached in and scooped a bit of the pale green paste onto her fingers. “This cream is made from a tree possessing a substance in its bark and sap that contains a mildly caustic compound. The cream completely burns out a gargoyle’s ability to smell for a good half a day. That should give him a reprieve until you learn to neutralize your pheromones using a shadow magic shield.”
Maradryn paused and looked up at Obsidian. “And you shouldn’t have any trouble focusing on your training session today.”
Obsidian didn’t move his feet, but his upper body leaned away from the approaching healer. “I’m sure I’ll be able to manage just fine. The cream isn’t necessary.”
“Ha! Says you until you get distracted and come to me for healing after you get a sword thrust through your gut.” Maradryn daftly snagged his lower jaw and pulled him down to her level. Then fast as a snake striking, three of the fingers covered in the cream, smeared a strip under his nostrils. 
He reared back and whined, his eyes already streaming.
Shit. He’d actually whined.
When the healer held out the jar, its lid now safely tapped back in place, he took a few more steps back and grunted in denial.
Anna held out her hand. “I’ll keep that somewhere safe in case we need it again.”
“Be careful. That is at full strength. As you can see, he only needed a little bit to do the job.”
“Yep. Got that from the whine.” But she wouldn’t ask Obsidian to use something she wouldn’t try herself. Anna popped the cork and dipped in one finger and then cautiously held it up to her nose.
It was almost a pleasant scent until it detonated like a bomb going off in her face.
A pungent scent invaded her nose, mouth, and eyes. A frosty eucalyptus-like burn swiftly amped up into a ‘mouthwash on steroids’ sensation. From there it increased in unpleasantness until it was like she’d borrowed the devil’s own brand of aftershave, mixed in a little vapor rub, then added a dash of napalm for good measure.
Sputtering and gasping, her eyes and nose streaming, she managed to wheeze out a weak, “Fuck me!”
Maradryn arched a brow.
“Fuck! Shit burns. What’s this crap normally used for? Torture sessions?”
“Training sessions. Though usually a more dilute form. One of the tasks for the Adept Trial requires the student to learn to hunt and track using senses other than their nose. Not all enemies can be tracked by scent. This replicates that handicap.”
Thank God the burning sensation soon mellowed into a kind of numbness.
“Guess if someone sees me with this in my stuff, I can say it’s for training.”
“Fear not. No one would guess that evil crap has any beneficial use,” Obsidian growled from behind her.
She turned to find him sharp-eyed and clear-headed. No more purring. She breathed a sigh of relief.
“Nice to see you’re back with us.”
Obsidian huffed. “That stuff would revive the dead. I’m fine now.”
Anna bumped shoulders with him. “Sorry that it was necessary. I didn’t know about my gargoyle nature’s newest trick. I’m almost afraid to learn what else the Battle Goddess has engineered into us.”
He bumped her shoulder gently in return. “Whatever surprises arise, we’ll get through them together.”
“Partners,” she agreed with a grin.
“Let’s go find something to eat before we’re due at the council chambers.”




Chapter 25
Anna walked up the last few steps and emerged into the as-of-yet empty Council chambers. Which, she realized as she walked farther in, wasn’t a chamber at all. Located three-quarters of the way up the most massive tree on the island, the structure was a broad platform circling the enormous hamadryad’s trunk.
There were no walls, just a waist-high carved railing that ringed the platform and provided a breathtaking view of the surrounding tree canopy, the velvet green mountain peaks to the west, and the vast ocean all around. In the distance, she could see the mainland.
Overhead, a beautiful filigree lattice covered in flowering vines provided cover from the sun. Her gargoyle nature was quick to detect a shimmering dome just a few inches above the vines. Upon closer examination, her magic discovered its primary function was protection against the elements, but a few adjustments to the knotted spell work would transform it into a defensive shield against any outside attacks.
“It’s never been needed to serve that function. A few tropical storms are the worst it has had to repel.” Obsidian’s mind touched hers briefly and then retreated, as if unsure of his welcome.
Earlier, during breakfast, she’d discovered her mental barrier kept slipping. Hell, that was an understatement. Her gargoyle nature kept sabotaging her efforts. That wasn’t Obsidian’s fault, though. And in this instance, it was beneficial to have their minds linked.
“Keep the little insights coming, especially anything you have on the Masters.”
They’d come early enough that none of the council had arrived yet. Which was both good and bad. Good, because it gave her time to compose herself. Bad, because it gave her time to worry about Obsidian’s punishment.
Banrook had promised the council would assign punishment to both Obsidian and Reaver today.
“Do not worry. I welcome any punishment. Beating Reaver unconscious for what he caused…” A growl cut off his sentence, and he had to clear his throat to continue. “Whatever comes, I will accept my punishment with grace, and we can then begin our training.”
Anna wasn’t so sure if her gargoyle nature would be willing to sit back and chill while someone was harming her Rasoren. It didn’t help that they didn’t yet know his punishment.
As they walked farther along the platform, she spotted the floor to ceiling shelves filled with scrolls and whatnot. Obsidian led her around the long curve of the hamadryad’s trunk, revealing what was on the opposite side of the platform from the stairs.
A sizeable crescent-shaped table made of a cherry-colored wood and polished until it gleamed in the light dominated the space. Behind the table sat six padded benches, upholstered in a dark green, velvet-like fabric. The seats were also subtly curved to mimic the curve of the hamadryad’s trunk behind them.
Her eyes were drawn up to a hulking symbol with gold inlay that was carved and poured directly into the hamadryad’s bark. It was done in a style similar to ornate filigree crossed with Celtic knot-work; though it was its own unique style she was coming to recognize as the art of either the dryads or the gargoyles who lived here.
“It’s a blending of both.” Obsidian supplied.
She thought she was seeing an emblem of a winged tree. But after a moment’s study she spotted the two stylized gargoyles standing guard on either side. Below the tree, four swords with their hilts crossed, added a more war-like element to the artistic beauty of the insignia.
“It’s the symbol of Haven and the new gargoyle legion.”
He might have said more, but just then his ears twitched and swung toward the stairs. Anna turned in that direction as well. A full minute later she heard the approach of others.
“I’m surprised they didn’t fly.”
“They likely did fly part way, like we did, but the buffeting of wings as they breach the shield tends to clear the table of scrolls and reports placed there by their aides.”
Anna’s eyes tracked back to the long, crescent-shaped table.
As each of the masters arrived, Obsidian bowed, Anna following suit. She recognized each of them from the last couple days. Banrook entered first, coming to Obsidian and cuffing him affectionately on the shoulder before taking his seat at the table. Maradryn nodded a greeting. There was some secret amusement in her eye that made Anna think the other masters likely now knew of her gargoyle nature’s newest surprise.
Next came the dour-faced Verroc.
Sumdara, the dryad tracker she hadn’t seen since their first introduction, brought up the rear.
That left two empty seats. The masters were shuffling through the various reports on the table, so Anna used the lull. “Who else are we waiting for?”
“Likely no one. Thayn is the oldest of the gargoyles and leader of the council, but his duties usually require him in the future, and he only makes the trip back a few times a season. The other seat belongs to Rook’s daughter, Brinrook. She and her mate reside in the future, still recovering after they sacrificed most of their magical power to strengthen their son and make him battle worthy to fight even though he’d been born early like me.”
“Who’s their son?”
“Gregory.”
“Wow. Wait? Rook is Gregory’s grandad? When were you going to get around to telling me that bit of news?”
“As things came up?”
Anna rolled her eyes at him but didn’t show any other outward signs of displeasure. Not when the council looked to be almost ready to begin.
But just as Master Verroc opened his mouth to speak, a mighty beating of wings heralded the arrival of another. Papers and scrolls flew off the table and swirled around in the air for a time and then with a few more powerful downbeats the gargoyle landed, sending a flurry of parchment and quills skittering off the edge of the platform to flutter away on the ocean breeze.
“Thayn!” Verroc growl. “How many times—”
The newcomer snorted. “Greetings to you too Verroc.”
Verroc scowled but didn’t say anything else.
Then the gargoyle Verroc had addressed as Thayn turned to Anna and grinned in welcome.
“Hello, young one. I’m glad you’ve finally awakened. Now, perhaps, we can take Obsidian’s training to the next level.”
The male then grabbed her shoulders and pulled her into the biggest bear hug she’d ever received in her entire life. Her ribs complained at the sudden pressure and she wondered if he were trying to pop her head off. But then he released her a second later.
When she could breathe again, he patted her shoulders and then leaned closer to whisper in a conspiratorial tone. “I’m too old to bother with stairs. When you get to be my age, you’ll understand. Besides, Verroc is far too stuffy. I do what I can to help him unbend.”
With that he turned and marched over to the table, taking one of the last two seats.
The mischievous tones and the spark of secret humor in his eyes reminded her of someone. It took a moment, but then she realized she’d just met the male version of Gran.
“By the way, he just stole something from you,” Obsidian warned.
“What are you talking about?”
“You’ll be missing something that you had on your person a moment ago. It’s his favorite trick.”
“I’d know if he took something.” But then her eyes locked on the little jar of cream Thayn was spinning like a top on the polished surface of the council table. Once it started to slow, he snatched it back up and pried off the cork stopper and gave the contents a sniff.
He wheezed. “Goddess, that should count as punishment fulfilled all on its own.”
Why that old…
“However, reports have reached our Lord about what transpired the first day Anna awoke. Dray has suggested a worthy punishment.” Thayn grinned. “It’s really quite delightful.”
∞∞∞
 
After she heard the details of Obsidian’s ‘punishment’ Anna grew very concerned. But not for what the masters would do to him, but because of what he would do to them.
She grabbed his hand to hold him back, but he just marched forward, dragging her along with him until his thighs bumped the table.
“You cannot be serious!” A fist slamming against the wood punctuated his words. “I’ll take any punishment you wish, but don’t make Reaver and Anna training partners!”
Anna wasn’t exactly thrilled about the idea, but it was kind of ingenious—in a twisted, cynical way. And made for a perfect punishment for Reaver.
Reaver’s ascension from journeyman to adept depended on Anna passing her novice test. She’d gathered from Obsidian’s thoughts that he’d been looking forward to helping her with those skills. Not that he’d expected it to be hard for her. They’d learned the basics of battle magic during their stay in the Lady of Battles kingdom.
She should be able to complete the tasks quickly, perhaps within a day or less if the elders would allow her to streamline it that much.
But Obsidian wouldn’t be the one to test her skills after walking her through each task. No, for whatever reason, Lord Death thought it a better punishment for Reaver.
“Come on, Obsidian. I’ve got this. I’ll pass the test and Reaver will be out of our life.”
His one ear flicked back to acknowledge her words, but he continued his debate with the Elders.
“Any journeyman or adept level student can initiate a novice. Anyone is better than Reaver. He’ll be seeking revenge and will think Anna is the easier target.” His gaze traveled to each of the Elders sitting across the table, but none of them so much as blinked at his words. “I’m sure Truth would agree to mentor her. Or Swift Hunter if Truth is too busy with new novices.”
She placed her hand on Obsidian’s arm. “Reaver, as much as he doesn’t care for outsiders, is a gargoyle. I’ve faced the Battle Goddess’s captains. He is only one gargoyle. I’ll be fine.”
“Gargoyles are capable of holding their own against the Battle Goddess’s minions,” Verroc said, no emotion showing on his face or the tilt of his ears. Even his tail remained still.
“I will not tolerate Reaver as Anna’s teacher!” The words were more of a growl, the threat clear, but the wildly chaotic emotions bleeding down the link just reinforced that the berserker darkness was rising to the surface.
“For fuck’s sake, keep your shit together. Shit! Together!”
“I’m fine.”
“No, you’re not. Bring it down a few notches, or I’ll do it for you!”
Obsidian flicked an ear in her direction. Suddenly, his tail was snaking around her waist, dragging her closer, and then he tucked her against his side as if he was planning to snatch her and run.
“Don’t do it! Piss mamma bear off at your peril.”
Thayn leaned forward, doubling up over the table as chuckles burst forth. Banrook’s lips quivered, and his chest started to shake a moment before he, too, howled in laughter. Sumdara and Maradryn wore big grins. Only Verroc managed to maintain a straight face, though it looked a little like he was sucking lemons.
Oh crap! The Elders had picked up on her conversation with Obsidian.
Well fuck. This day was just getting better and better. Maybe she could ask Obsidian to show her how to turn back to stone. Sleeping for another decade was looking good.
“Oh, Obsidian,” Banrook said with tears running down his cheeks. “Worry not for Anna Mackenzie’s safety. She’s fully capable of handling Reaver. A whipping from her sharp tongue will defeat that prideful male.”
Obsidian huffed loudly but didn’t add words to the sound. His disdain at the thought of Anna having to work with Reaver needed no accompanying words.
Thayn got control over his chuckles and looked her in the eye. “Anna, you will do fine. And, Obsidian,” his gaze tracked away from Anna to land on her gargoyle partner next. “You will do as you’re told in this. Anna will take her Novice test as required. However, I will make one small allowance. Reaver will still be her opponent, but you may be her instructor.”
“Thank you,” Anna said swiftly. Obsidian was far too slow in answering, so she reached under his wing and pinched his ass hard enough to make him jump.
“I agree,” he blurted out.
“And if Reaver attempts to harm your Kyrsu again after we’ve strictly forbidden it, you, or she, may do to him as you please with no repercussions from the council, by Lord Dray’s edict.”
Obsidian perked up a little at Thayn’s last words.
“Or,” Thayn tossed the small jar of cream back to Anna, “she could just use this on him full strength if he attempts anything.”
Anna caught the jar and slid it back in her pocket. Thayn had said it as a joke, but there were possibilities in the idea.




Chapter 26
The training field wasn’t, in fact, a field. It was a multi-tiered complex crawling up the side of the island’s third highest peak. A series of terraces provided flat ground for the actual training rings, but many stairs and pathways also led up the side of the mountain and would provide a challenging route if someone wanted the trainees to run a tour.
Obsidian’s earlier rage had dissipated as he walked her up to the fifth level of the terraces. On the way, she’d spied other outdoor obstacles. There were also many smaller domed structures made from stone, which he’d said were used for learning the more dangerous spell work.
They reached their destination to find many of the other novices and mentors present.
“There is not normally so many here this early, especially after the feast day. They’ve come to watch my Kyrsu fight for the first time.” There was pride in his tone, and Anna didn’t want to disappoint him.
“How do you want me to handle this? Give it my all—short of actually shifting forms—or pull my punches and let Reaver score some points?” She’d already determined that she could take Reaver in a fight. Her gargoyle nature had assessed his abilities that first day and her training at the hands of the Battle Goddess’s minions assured her she could use his weaknesses against him.
Obsidian flashed his teeth at her. “Kick his ass. I want everyone to know my Kyrsu can protect herself. But don’t go so far as to reveal your true form.”
“Got it.” She paused as she looked at the growing number of onlookers. “You going to tell me what to expect, or not?”
“It’s a series of tests designed to show how much you already know so the Council of Elders can adjust their training plans and possibly switch up who will mentor you. Though I imagine they’ll keep us under the same mentors to improve our integrations as a single fighting unit as our bond is designed to emulate.”
“Doesn’t sound so bad so far.”
“Unfortunately, Reaver will likely attempt to do his worst even with the council’s warning. But I think that’s what Lord Dray and the council seek. They want to test your limits.”
“And what if my limits are far beyond what they’re expecting?” She asked only half in jest.
“Harm Reaver as much as you like. The healers can patch him up later. Just don’t kill him. Gargoyles never kill gargoyles.”
Anna snorted and then continued the conversation aloud. “Could have fooled me by the way you were going at him after the hunt.”
“That’s different.” Obsidian shrugged and then continued to explain the test. “There are five tasks. The first three, combat with knives, sword, and staff, are all to first blood.”
“Got it.”
“He would normally outmatch you with his size and speed, but your nature and magic will allow you to draw first blood quickly.”
“Ah, so no drawing it out and making him look really bad? You’re no fun.”
“I don’t care about how bad you bruise his pride. I’m selfish. I don’t want you in the ring with him any longer than necessary.”
Anna just nodded, not wanting to push Obsidian with the bond shortening their respective fuses when it came to each other and potential danger.
Obsidian was apparently still feeling edgy and protective. Best not to make it worse.
“Under normal circumstances, his years of training with both sword and staff would give him the advantage. However, each night, while you slept in stone, I shared what I learned that day with you.” Obsidian paused to allow a group to move farther down the pathway. “It won’t be the same as muscle memory, but it will be an advantage. Use it.”
“Anything else of importance I should know?”
“The quarterstaff is Reaver’s strong suit.” Obsidian bumped his muzzle against her cheek and planted a kiss. “Don’t be ashamed if he beats you, you’ll be able to make up points in the ground course. With that test, there are several obstacles where a lack of wings will be an advantage. To win, you simply have to complete all the obstacles and arrive back at the starting point before Reaver catches you.”
“So, I have to complete them all and he doesn’t?”
“The course imitates a spy attempting to return back across enemy lines into friendly territory. Or in Reaver’s case, following and stopping the spy before she can deliver her valuable intel to her commanders.” Obsidian’s mind touched hers. “You’re allowed to use any of your gargoyle skills in the ground obstacle. He won’t know you command shadow magic and we won’t inform him either.”
“So shadow magic is fine as long as no one sees.”
“Exactly,” he said, returning to speaking aloud.
“You said there were five initial tasks. What’s the fifth one?”
“Archery. But it’s incorporated into the ground obstacle test. There will be a bow and arrows at one of the obstacles, and you’ll need to hit the target before continuing.
Anna rolled her shoulders. She’d gone bow hunting with her father and brothers as a teen. Later, during her time in the Battle Goddess’s domain, Vaspara and Sorac had resurrected that skill and put several layers of polish on it.
“Only the quarterstaff is likely to give me trouble.”
Obsidian snorted. “None of it will be easy by normal standards, but you’ll still make me proud.”
“No pressure.”
“Come. It’s time.”




Chapter 27
Anna and Reaver stared at each other balefully as they waited for the signal to start the ground course. As Obsidian had predicted, she’d won the sword fight, but Reaver was victorious with the quarterstaff. Though she’d made the bastard work for the win.
For this task, Obsidian was forced to wait at the starting line, but each of the course’s obstacles would have a mentor or older student stationed there to judge her skill at each task.
She was presently waiting for all the observers to get into position.
At last, the call of a horn rang out, and the two gargoyles standing with crossed spears at the starting line lifted them up and away.
Wasting no time, Anna darted through the opening. She’d only been given a short head start. Just enough to make it to where the map she’d studied said the course branched into five different directions. She could take any one and complete the obstacles in any order. She just had to stay ahead of Reaver.
If she completed the tasks and made it out of the ground course first, she was the winner. If not, then he’d win. And she’d already lost to him as much she planned to today.
Anna darted down the far-left pathway. After a short sprint, she came to a rope bridge over a mud pit. Slowing, she studied it for traps but found none and swiftly made her way across and hauled ass to where the map had shown the next obstacle waited. This one turned out to be a climbing obstacle. The wall must be close to twenty-five feet tall. Ropes hung down the sides, suggesting even a gargoyle was supposed to climb not fly.
She scanned the area and swiftly homed in on the observer. It was Sumdara. She nodded to the elder.
Scanning the area with her magic and not sensing a trap, Anna ran at the obstacle, launched herself a few feet into the air and then grabbed the rope and began to climb. The wall took a little longer than the other two, but she was soon up and over and lowering herself down the other side.
She was just rising from the ground when she heard someone approaching at a run from behind. It could only be one person.
Diving off the path, she called shadow magic to hide. She’d acted just in time. The gargoyle burst onto the track twenty feet behind and sprinted towards the wall. He was running on all fours. His leap landed him three-quarters of the way up the wall. He swiftly climbed the rest, and his tail vanished over the top a moment later.
Show off.
She waited for another minute to be sure he was out of earshot before she continued to run. Two legs were a bitch’n disadvantage compared to four, but she wasn’t about to lose to the arrogant prick again. Ten feet ahead, the pathway branched again. Not wanting to accidentally catch up to him, she took the opposite fork as him.
Reaching deep, she called her gargoyle nature, needing the speed and agility, but stopped short of shifting.
With her magic strengthening her, she darted down the path to the next obstacle. A rockfall. She leaped over rock to rock and only acknowledged Master Banrook with a barked ‘Greetings Elder’ as she passed him. His peal of laughter followed her.
She completed five more obstacles. Some required going through water, or swinging over it. Well, others involved climbing through narrow tunnels—which would have been far more difficult in gargoyle form. She even had to belly crawl through mud which sent a spike of homesickness through her. If she ever made it back to Earth, her debriefing was going to take days.
But then she came to the next obstacle—a narrow timber spanning a ten-foot ditch and she turned her attention back to this newest rendition of military training.
At each of the more difficult obstacles, there was either a dryad or gargoyle present to watch her attempt and judge her performance. Only a handful were people she’d met, but many of them were likely adepts or masters to judge by the power she felt radiating off them. Though there were a few younger students mixed in. She briefly wondered if they had been assigned their positions as some kind of reward.
A couple were likely even novices since their eyes widened at the ease with which she completed some of the tasks.
“Your display is winning over more than a few of my brothers and sisters,” Obsidian whispered into her mind.
She’d sensed him watching along their link more than once, but this was the first time he spoke.
“I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to be in my head while I do this test.”
“I’m not giving you pointers.” He sounded offended.
She grinned to herself, then added, “Get out of my head. I don’t need the distraction. There’s no way I’m letting Reaver win again.”
“Better get a move on then,” came his laughing reply.
Yeah, someone was having way too much fun watching her compete against Reaver. When Anna reached the next obstacle, she immediately noticed something wrong.
Three archery targets were set up at the end of a long tree-lined lane. Ten feet in front of her, a longbow rested against a post. Three feet in front of that a glowing line of power had been burned into the ground, clearly the designated position to shoot from.
There was only one problem: no arrows.
She scanned the area twice more with no luck.
“He took them with him after he completed the task.” A gargoyle stood in the trees, just off to the side of the post. A little growl had accompanied his words, but his anger hadn’t been focused on her. “That male has no honor.”
“Could’ve told you that within two minutes of meeting him.”
The powerfully built gargoyle laughed at that. He wasn’t as big and bulky as Obsidian, Reaver or Banrook, but he should have been a match for Reaver. “You could have stopped him if you wanted.”
“Actually, he can’t.” Obsidian’s voice was burrowing deeper into her mind along with his emotions. Their link flared wider and she got a peek at his thoughts. He very much wanted to get his hands around Reaver’s neck again.
He wasn’t the only one.
“As observers, we are only allowed to watch and record how each participant does. We’re not allowed to interfere in the test, not even to stop one such as Reaver from cheating. I would gladly have fought him myself if it was permitted.”
“What’s your rank and name?”
“Journeyman Frostburn.”
Frostburn. Already she wanted to call him Frostbite. She was going to mess his name up more than a few times.
“Thank you, Frostburn, for the gift of your name and your honesty.”
After all, the observers weren’t required to talk either.
“Anna Mackenzie, Reaver thinks to make you confront him at one of the other archery obstacles. You don’t have to if you know how to make arrows. He left the bow behind.”
She stared at him in silence.
He gestured wide. “The forest can provide the raw material you need.”
While that might be true and if she needed to hunt up some dinner she might try her hand at making arrows, but she wasn’t stopping long enough to make some field arrows and give Reaver this win.
“Obsidian?”
“Now you want to talk?”
“You following what’s afoot?”
“Yes. Thayn said I can do what I want if Reaver messes with you again.”
“Not what the elder had in mind.”
“He’s still mine to challenge.”
“Won’t be needed after I beat his ass in this test. Can Journeyman Frostburn be trusted with a little show of shadow magic?”
“Yes, he’s honorable, and once an elder speaks with him, he’ll keep his lips sealed. What are you planning?”
“This.” Anna walked to the post and picked up the bow. Then she walked until her toes were almost brushing the glowing line of power burned into the ground.
While Frostburn looked on in confusion that turned to astonishment as she drew the bow, she summoned shadow magic and formed it into three perfectly elegant arrows. Then in one smooth motion, she nocked the arrows and let them fly.
Each flew true and buried itself in its intended target. While the gleaming ebony staffs continued to vibrate softly, she propped the bow against the post.
She then turned back to Frostburn and smiled at his stunned expression. “Don’t share what you saw here today. A mentor is sure to come to speak with you.”
Frostburn surprised her by dropping into a deep bow.
“As the Kyrsu commands.” His voice softened a bit. “Well played, Anna Mackenzie. May you win fairly.”
“I plan to.” Anna nodded goodbye to the gargoyle and darted off. The archery target was the last required obstacle.
“You did very well,” Obsidian sent over the link. “Reaver is farther from the end than you. If you hurry, you’ll be able to reach the finish first.”
“Good, I can’t wait to see his face when he exits to see me already outside.”
“Now who’s enjoying this?”
“Never said I wasn’t,” she countered.
“Hurry back to me. We can watch his expression together.”
Anna nodded even though he wouldn’t see it, and then sprinted back to the beginning of the course.
As promised, Obsidian was already there with no Reaver in sight.
Beside him, Thayn stood with a horn clasped in his hands. He blew on it then, alerting everyone still in the depths of the field course that there was a winner.
A few minutes later, gargoyles started to emerge. Eventually, Reaver arrived. He spotted her and growled.
“How did you manage to complete all the obstacles?”
“Very carefully. I even had to stop and make three arrows for the final one.”
His nostrils flared. “You completed all the tasks?”
“Yes.”
He jerked like she’d slapped him. “That’s not possible. I’m far from the slowest gargoyle, and there is no way a human could complete that course faster than a gargoyle.”
“I’m just fast by any standard.”
His expression was comical. His face was scowling, but his ears were in a forward questioning pose. Poor boy was trying to solve a puzzle when he didn’t have all the pieces.
“You cheated. Not knowingly. I’d sense that, but you must have unknowingly missed some of the obstacles. Once all the observers are here, I will question them and see which one you missed.”
“Go ahead. It won’t change the outcome.” Anna shrugged and then turned to Obsidian. “Let’s go find some training knives for the next test. I might as well get some practice in while Reaver satisfies his suspicions.”
Grunting agreement, Obsidian swung an arm around her shoulder and guided her past a fuming Reaver.
Once they were away from the others, she relaxed. Only then discovering how nervous she’d been. It wasn’t the training; it was keeping her true nature a secret.
“What I am is going to come out, and that will make it look like we both were trying to hide what the Battle Goddess did to me. Reaver is suspicious, but he isn’t actually stupid. Just a jackass.”
Obsidian shrugged. “You’re worrying too much over something that simply is. Yes, your nature will be revealed one day. Perhaps before the elders intended that to happen. But the residents of Haven already know we were changed by our time in the Battle Goddess’s kingdom.”
“Yeah but...”
“They will adjust. No doubt some will initially respond like Reaver, but they will come around once they realize what the Battle Goddess did to you did not reach your heart, mind, or soul.”
Their talk had carried them to one of the training rings, and a sand-covered field greeted her sight.
“Fine, but better let me get some practice in before Reaver gets here. His mood isn’t going to improve once he questions the observers and realizes I did complete all the required tasks.”




Chapter 28
After selecting from a bunch of weapons already laid out, Anna tested the eight small throwing knives and the two long daggers. They were well-made; their balance good in her hand.
Obsidian snorted. “These are training quality, nothing more. Once you are assigned mentors, they’ll commission a set of weapons and armor made for you. Ones superior to these.”
“These will do for now.”
By the time Reaver appeared, Anna was landing knives consistently in the targets.
She went to retrieve her blades. When she returned, Banrook was already standing and glowering at Reaver and Obsidian.
“There will be no more questioning Anna’s loyalties. She is Kyrsu to Obsidian and chosen by Lord Draydrak to be co-leader for the legion. If you have a problem with that, you can take it up with Lord Death.”
Reaver bowed his head and muttered an apology, but when Anna joined them, he glowered at her instead.
There was still bad blood there for sure.
Obsidian was suddenly there in her mind, his anger rising again.
“Hey. I’ve got this.” Though, she was really getting tired of Reaver’s lousy attitude. It was time to put him in his place.
“And I’ll put new holes in his hide if he tries anything other than what he’s supposed to do.”
“You know how to give a girl the warm fuzzies.”
Obsidian growled. “Go kick his ass, he deserves it even more after what he did at the archery obstacle.”
∞∞∞
 
Reaver grew impatient at what he perceived as a fearful hesitation and came at her. Anna held still until the last moment, then she sidestepped faster than he could react. Dipping low to avoid his wing, she allowed his momentum to carry him past her, then she flicked her wrist, her dagger opening a red line on his thigh.
“First blood,” she called while he swung around to face her.
He’d braced one hand to his wound, but paid it no notice, studying her instead. His look was one of speculation, not the arrogance or anger she’d expected. After a moment, he released his hold on his leg and drew a second dagger.
Then he was upon her again, calmer this time. Determined.
She danced with him, studying him in turn, waiting for an opening. When she saw it, she darted in close to land a strike, but he blocked her.
“Humans of the Mortal Realm would not have a chance against a legion-trained gargoyle. You, Anna Mackenzie, are not human. You smell of gargoyle and unwholesome magic.”
Anna swore in her head. Of course, close combat had forced him inside the shield she’d been using to filter out her betraying gargoyle scent.
“Enough,” Obsidian bellowed to be heard over the crowd. “The match was to first blood. Anna landed the first blow. The bout is finished. Reaver, concede!”
Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Master Banrook rise from the bench where he was sitting. “Enough. As pretty as her style is to witness, Obsidian is correct. We’ve seen enough to gauge her ability. Thank you for your assistance Reaver. You are no longer needed.”
Her opponent hissed his displeasure, but obliged, bowing to the master.
Then he straightened and turned to leave without a backward glance at her.
Well, that was a more pleasant end than she’d expected. When Anna turned to bow for Master Banrook and the other mentors, her gargoyle nature warned of danger.
Instinctively, she summoned shadow magic. It raced to answer her call, forming a shield in the air mere seconds before Reaver spun, plucking a throwing knife from each wrist brace and sent them flying towards her.
More shadow magic darted up from the ground. Reaver’s throwing knives struck the barrier and then bounced off to land in the sand. Her gargoyle nature missed nothing, not the subtle shift of his muscles, not the slight cloud of dust raised by their fight and not the menacing growl from Obsidian.
“See?” Reaver roared. “She is no human. She even smells like some bastardized crossbreed between a gargoyle and a human.”
From somewhere behind her, Obsidian snarled again. Using the link, she determined Obsidian was being held back—barely—by Banrook, Verroc, and Thayn.
With her partner safely out of the way, Anna addressed Reaver. “You must like getting the shit kicked out of you. Eventually, my Rasoren will escape. When he does, I’m going to be very, very tempted to just sit back and watch him shred your magic. When he’s done, even the healers won’t be able to fix you.”
The gathering had fallen eerily silent.
After thirty seconds, the silence was broken by snorting laughter.
Anna glanced swiftly to where the three masters were holding Obsidian.
Thayn had released his hold and was watching Anna with amusement.
“Dray was correct. You’re a fierce one. A little bloodthirsty, but I like what I see so far.” The eldest of the gargoyles marched up to her but turned his gaze upon Reaver, his humor vanishing. “You, on the other hand, are a very misguided cub. And if you persist, I will make you my own personal apprentice. You will not enjoy the experience.”
The big male’s entire body flinched, and his wings gave an involuntary shudder. The eldest of the gargoyles must be one scary dude to garner such a response. She made a note not to get on his shit list.
Reaver recovered his composure somewhat, and by the way he was staring at her, he wasn’t ready to give up. “But she doesn’t even deny my words!”
Banrook stormed up to them, glowering at Reaver. “You have acted rashly. Shaming your other mentors. Again! Continue like this and you’ll never achieve your full potential. As it is now, you’ll be lucky to make island guard!”
“But she is hiding what she is! Her deceit is a threat to everyone.”
“Enough out of you. You will listen.” Thayn slapped the journeyman across the muzzle and then turned to address the rest of the gathering. “Anna has only followed the Council’s orders. After seeing how many distrusted Shadowlight when he first arrived—and he only an innocent child—we thought it best to allow Anna time to adjust to our ways and prove herself before her true nature was revealed.”
“I can assure everyone, that while Anna and Shadowlight spent time in the Battle Goddess’s kingdom, it wasn’t willingly, and they managed to resist her dark power. These two young souls are not our enemy’s work, they are the work of the Divine Ones.”
Murmurs of surprise sounded throughout the gathering. Thayn just raised his voice above them. “The Avatars have made a choice—their allegiance is now divided. To compensate for that complication, the Divine Ones have chosen two new souls to take up their cause.”
“I...” Reaver trailed off, sounding uncertain.
“Do you still doubt the wisdom of the Divine Ones, Lord Dray’s choice, and the Council’s plans?”
“No, Master Thayn.” Reaver bowed his head in defeat.
“Good. Now go wait in Rook’s workroom. I’m sure he’ll think up something suitable to cure you of your rashness.” The oldest gargoyle dismissed the journeyman.
Reaver bowed and departed. Only after he was gone did Anna release her hold on the shadow magic shield.
Banrook signaled for Obsidian to come forward. He did and preceded to sniff her over for injuries. When he found none, he sat on his haunches and waited.
Thayn patted first Obsidian’s shoulder and then Anna’s. “I’m sorry that your secret was revealed in such a spectacular fashion, and while it’s not what the council may have wished, now you don’t have to work so hard to hide what you are.”
“There is that,” she agreed.
“We’ll discuss your skills and determine which mentors to assign you, but from what we’ve all seen, I believe we’ll start you with Obsidian’s mentors first. But I’ll leave that to Rook to oversee.”
Anna’s gaze darted toward Banrook, but he was too busy working on crowd control. “What are you all waiting for? Off with you! Go.”
The crowd departed, slowly. And then only because Rook’s words weren’t a suggestion.
“I must admit I’m curious to witness your gargoyle form.” Thayn was eyeing her up and down as if trying to imagine her with wings and horns. “Obsidian said you were spectacular in the air as well as being a fierce protector and warrior—a berserker even.”
“Don’t know what he’s been claiming, but that side doesn’t come out very often.”
Thayn rubbed his jaw in thought. “We will have to see if we can lure that part of you out for the healers to study. While berserkers are extraordinary on the battlefield, they aren’t quite so beneficial in everyday life. We’ll test out a few training methods to see if we can find a way to harness all the destructive energy into something positive.”
Thayn soon dismissed them but Master Maradryn arrived before they could make their escape. “Maybe now I’ll have that chance to study your gargoyle form.”
Anna bowed to acknowledge the older healer, but she wasn’t enthusiastic at the idea.
“Of, course.” So much fun. Can’t wait.
“Not what I’d call fun,” Obsidian replied as he bumped his muzzle against her shoulder.
“Do you need another application of the cream?”
“No!” He jerked back and eyed her suspiciously. “Come on, you’re getting grumpy, which means you’re hungry.”
Anna just muttered under her breath as she let him lead her in the direction of food.




Chapter 29
Food wasn’t the only thing they found when they arrived at the community fires. Anna’s ability to call shadow magic caused much excitement and many questions. Seeing all the eagerness, Anna seized on the opportunity and suggested she shift to show the depth of her abilities. He’d agreed. Better they were honest and forthright about it now. Of course, as soon as she shifted to her gargoyle form, crowds of onlookers gathered and it took the rest of the evening meal and well into the night to satisfy the worst of the curiosity.
But for better or worse it was done. He no longer had to lie to his friends or fellow students.
At last, after far too many questions, the crowds diminished allowing he and his Kyrsu to seek their rest.
They were halfway back to his dwelling when Anna suddenly halted and looked over her shoulder at him.
“I’m dead on my feet, but I want a bath—a real bath—before bed. Where are these public baths you mentioned yesterday?”
“Not far if we travel on the wing.” While he had been tired, the thought of flying with Anna gave him a renewed surge of energy.
“Let’s go then. But have mercy. I’ll be rusty. Don’t want to go smacking into trees.”
With a huffing laugh, he squeezed by Anna, then dropped to all fours and continued down the bridge at a jog. She followed so close behind, she playfully nipped at his swaying tail. It became a game of sorts. Him trying to anticipate when her next attack was going to come; her trying to land little nips without getting smacked in the muzzle.
When he reached the end of the bridge, he leaped up into the air, his wings opening wide to capture the wind. Three heartbeats later, Anna was flying beside him. Warmth and joy flowed along their link. She’d missed this too.
When the trees ahead grew too thick and forced them into single file, Anna curled the tip of one wing and glided until she was just ahead and slightly lower. He’d forgotten how graceful she was in the air.
Their wings moving as one, they sailed through the moonlit forest, silent as owls. From this vantage point, he studied the flow of her long mane. Her shift from human to gargoyle had freed her hair from the braids.
She’d likely grump about it later, but he didn’t mind putting them back in. He looked forward to anything that brought them close and allowed him to touch her.
Gargoyles were naturally a tactile bunch, but some component of their bond intensified that need. He suspected it was the same for Anna even if she wasn’t ready to admit that yet. To satisfy their need, he’d make sure to keep things playful and platonic for now.
A subtle shift of muscles along her spine and hips warned him a moment before she banked, gliding around a tree in her path. He followed instinctively and then closed the gap between them, so they were in perfect alignment, their wings rising and falling together.
He skimmed just above her, so close he could feel her body heat against his skin. It would be so easy to reach out and grasp her hips, entwine his tail with hers and lick the delicate skin at the base of her neck. New heat spread throughout his body at the thought.
“Hey, what part of ‘I’m rusty’ don’t you understand?”  She dipped lower. “No acrobatics or I might fall out of the sky.”
He grunted at her interruption but realized how close he’d come to doing something stupid that would likely only drive her away from him.
Platonic. Keep it platonic, he chanted to himself.
Belatedly, he realized her statement required some response from him. “You don’t give yourself enough credit.”
“And you give me too much.” She glanced over her shoulder at him. “Where are these baths anyway?”
“The stone pathway just below us—follow it until it forks. Take the left branch, and you’ll see the waterfall that feeds all the constructed streams and pools.”
She nodded and followed the path until the baths could be seen ahead. Dropping lower, she came in for a landing.
He dropped down beside her.
“This way. The water is cooler at this side of the baths because it’s farther from the main heating spell at the base of the waterfall, but it will be quieter. I figured you’d prefer a little privacy since you’re still in your gargoyle form.”
“Yeah. Sounds like a plan. Been ogled enough for one night.”
Obsidian trotted toward the most private of the baths, hoping it would be empty this time of night. It had nothing to do with the fact he’d get to have her all to himself for a while. There was also a secondary reason for seeking out one of the more secluded private pools.
Flying wing-tip to wing-tip with Anna had stirred his blood a little too vigorously.
“You’re awfully quiet, what’s up?”
He snorted at her wording and turned it into a cough to cover up. Well, something was up, wasn’t it? But she didn’t need to know that. If he remained in his four-legged form with his wings drooping slightly, she wouldn’t notice anything. He hoped.
“Just thinking about the future.” And hoping you’ll accept me as your mate one day.
A few of the pathways leading to the pools were marked with piles of brightly painted stones to show those pools were already in use. Even without the artful piles of rocks, the occasional soft voice, seductive laugh or deep moan would have told him which pools were in use.
“Oh, geez,” Anna reared and shifted to walk on two feet, and then cast a glower in his direction. “If I see any live-action gargoyle smut, I’m so gone.”
“As am I,” he agreed with a chuckle. He could smell her embarrassment and couldn’t resist one little dig. “Unless I’m misremembering, it was your idea to come for a very late-night bath, wasn’t it?”
“In your dreams.”
“Now you’re giving me ideas.”
Her swaying tail froze in place, the end quivering ever so slightly. Then one ear flicked forward and the other back as if she didn’t know how to respond. Goddess, she was adorable when she was caught off guard.
At last, her eyes narrowed upon him. “It’s just a phrase.”
“I know. But I couldn’t resist.”
“Jackass.”
“You swear too much.”
“Who died and made you Gran?” Her snarky tone was ruined by the corners of her lips curling up.
He stalked up to her and bumped his muzzle under her hand and was rewarded by the feel of her talons gently working his scalp.
“Seriously, though, I don’t want a bath badly enough to accidentally interrupt someone’s one on one time.”
“See those painted stones?” He pointed with his muzzle as he trotted past. “When they are scattered, they are telling others that the pool is empty. A straight line means it’s occupied, but others are welcome. Rocks stacked in a tower means the occupants wish to be left alone.”
“Piled up rocks—bow chicka wow wow. Got it.”
Obsidian laughed. He couldn’t help himself. Soon the laughter included snorts. In turn, Anna started laughing at him.
“It wasn’t that funny.” She managed between chuckles.
“Yes, it was.” He was still grinning as he shifted a circle of rocks into a line. That done, he gestured her to go ahead of him.
He watched Anna as she surveyed the area as they walked the rest of the short distance to the pool. Her gaze went to the small waterfall first, moving to the pool next, and then the overflow last, where the old water vanished into an irrigation channel that would deliver the water to the hamadryads.
“Magic Realm hot tub. Cool.” She stuck one talon-tipped toe in the water. “Nice.”
Turning back to him, she made a shooing motion.
He flexed his jaw. “I’m staying.”
“Like hell.”
She pinned her ears back and looked a little like she might bite. His blood surged a little more hotly at the thought. Which probably wasn’t the reaction she was going for. He cleared his throat. “If it were safe, I’d give you as much privacy as you wanted. But after Reaver forced you to reveal your shadow magic, I can’t guarantee that others won’t feel the same as him. I’m staying.”
Anna glanced away from him, studying the area with new eyes. He nodded when she looked back at him. “Yes. Someone wishing to sneak up on you would have the tactical advantage. The waterfalls will drown out any noise of approach, and the scent of soaps and flowering vines will help disguise and muddy any warning your nose might normally give you.”
After a moment her gaze returned to his. “Sorry. I thought you had less pure reasons. You can join me.”
She faced the pool and reached behind her back and under her wings to untie her top. Casting it aside, she reached for the knots tying her loincloth in place. Obsidian fought to keep his breathing even as he watched her. He shouldn’t be staring. But he was mesmerized by the subtle shift of muscle beneath her skin and the play of shadow and moonlight upon her supple body.
When she started forward, he hurried to shed his loincloth, wanting to get into the water as quickly as possible. As the ties released, he sighed in pleasure as the constricting fabric fell away. With luck, it was dark enough that the shadows below the surface of the pool would hide his problem.
As she moved across the pool, closer to the waterfall, he swiftly descended the stairs cut into the side. Once he was safely chest-deep in the water, he waded closer. “See that basket to your right sitting on the lip of the pool? That holds body soaps and gentler products for your mane.”
Anna waded over to check out the items. He drew closer, intent on grabbing one of the small washing towels and some soap from one of the jars, but his thoughts scattered as her tail brushed along his thigh. It was an accidental touch, and she quickly pulled her tail away, but his entire body jerked at the contact.
Goddess, this was a bad idea.
“This one smells a little like jasmine, but prettier. Though, it’s a little on the strong side.” Anna half turned and waved the jar at him. “What do you think?”
‘I think I’m going to embarrass myself profoundly if you brush up against me again.’ Then out loud, he said, “It’s nice. The scent will fade once you dry off.”
His gaze followed the curve of her neck to her shoulders and then to where the water lapped against the upper swells of her breasts. Her skin was all creamy darkness, just a shade lighter than the shadowy water.
Realizing he’d been staring, he looked back to her eyes to find them on his face. He didn’t know what that look in her eyes was, but it seemed a little haunted.
She gave herself a little shake and then slipped by him and waded back toward the waterfall with her supplies. He prayed she hadn’t caught that last thought. He’d been keeping his shields locked tight since she mentioned wanting a bath. So surely not.
They washed in silence for a time.
She seemed to have relaxed around him again, so he did his best to ignore his body and carry on a conversation about training.
“How the heck do you guys manage to wash the parts of your wings you can’t reach?” She twisted and turned, but no matter what she did she couldn’t reach the section of wing closest to her body. “I used to shift back to my human form during baths. But you guys must have some secret voodoo. Time to share.”
“No magic. We use our tails and a cloth, or if we’re in the communal bathing area, we just ask our nearest neighbor to wash our wings.”
“Nope to the second.” She stood looking at the bit of cloth in her hand and then her tail emerged from the water. With a little experimenting, she got the rag balanced on her blade-tipped tail, then attempted to scrub her own back.
He managed not to laugh at her failed attempts.
Then after about the fifteenth try of the cloth slipping off her tail and vanishing under the water again, she smacked her hands against the surface.
“Fuck it! Get over here and scrub my damn wings!” She paused, her voice softening slightly on an awkward, “Please. I’ll do yours first.”
Grinning he went to her aid, all too eager to accept her offer and present his back. Then, even though it was just an impersonal washing, he had to fight back more of his purring as she rubbed the stout membrane between his wings and the area where the joints met. Then she started on his back. The entire time he fought to keep his tail still at the bottom of the pool.
Her touch was glorious and over far too soon.
Before disappointment swamped him, she was offering her back, her wings spread slightly. He touched her reverently. And if his knuckles grazed her skin in places instead of the rag? She didn’t seem to mind.
He was lost in the moment, enjoying the pure pleasure of touching his Kyrsu in a way she permitted, when suddenly her tail swirled through the water and wrapped around his thigh. While he was still registering the not so subtle pressure and warmth, she reached behind her to touch his waist.
A surprised grunt escaped him.
“Easy,” she whispered. “I can feel your hunger. If you let me, I can help take the edge off so you can sleep.”
“I’m not sure—”
But she was stepping back into him, the base of her tail going between his legs, the firm globes of her backside pressing into his groin. Another grunt of surprise escaped him as his hips jerked forward instinctively.
She reached for his hands and wrapped them around her waist as she rocked her hips back against him again. His thoughts scattered as the aching length of him ground against the small of her back.
He tightened his hold on her middle as helpless purrs of pleasure escaped him.
She chuckled, the tone deeper and more seductive than before. “I think your purr is the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard.”
Purr? He was purring. There was a reason that was bad, right?
Before he could remember why, Anna was turning in his arms, her breasts brushing against his chest as she leaned in and nuzzled him under the throat. Her tongue flicked out, caressing him there even as her hands were trailing a slow, seductive path down his chest.
Simultaneously, she nipped his shoulder and her fingers closed around him under the water. They were strong and sure, working up and down his length, making him rise nearly onto his toes as he chased the sensation.
“Goddess! Anna…I…”
“You like that.”
It hadn’t been phrased as a question, but if he’d been able to speak, he’d have told her it was better than anything he’d experienced in his life.
Something was nagging at his consciousness, but it was hard to think when she was touching him. That was it, though, wasn’t it? The fact she was touching him at all. Anna didn’t desire him in this way.
No. Oh, great Mother Goddess, no.
Was this her gargoyle nature’s fertility cycle overwhelming her? Or perhaps it was even worse than that. Was she reacting to some silent command his need had somehow issued? Had he stolen her will?
He couldn’t know for sure which it was with her skilled fingers working to drive him into a frenzy. But he knew this wasn’t his Anna. This was conditioning implanted in her by the darkness that slept in their blood.
He’d promised that he’d never steal her will.
“Stop.” He let authority ring in his voice for once. “Not here.”
She didn’t step away, but she did stop.
“What’s wrong?” The skin along her muzzle scrunched up as she sniffed at him, attempting to read his emotions and thoughts.
“I want to return to our nest.”
Her tail was caressing him below the water, but thank the Divine Ones she’d released him from her fingers’ grasp.
“Are you shy?
“Does it matter?” he asked suddenly as he stepped back. He continued until he was at the steps and then walked up them backward so as not to take his eyes off her. “Let us dress and fly back to my quarters. We can talk more there.”
“Talk?” Her delicate snort told him she thought they’d continue current activities there.
He didn’t enlighten her. First, he had to get her someplace safe and then he planned to turn them both to stone for the rest of the night if that’s what it took to return them both to sanity.
As he fled the pool and got dressed, Anna followed him and pulled on her clothing. Though she reached out to caress a shoulder or wing every so often as if to reassure herself that he was still there, warm and willing.
“You are a magnificent male.”
He sighed, his heart aching along with his body. If Anna had said those words, she would have quickly brought him to his knees, but now that he had the space to think, he knew he’d forced this upon his beloved Kyrsu. His desire had bled over into her, and their link had shaped it into a command, forcing her to want to please him.
It was wrong. He couldn’t have Anna.
Not like this.
Never like this.
It would still be force, no matter how willing she might seem.
∞∞∞
 
As they returned to his dwelling, Anna flew just behind him. The night air cleared her head and cooled her blood, and she almost wished she could pull the persona of the gargoyle back over her mind. It was better than having to face Obsidian after what she’d done.
All too soon they were landing outside his place. He’d dismantled the ward spell over the door in record time and was hurrying inside before she’d even landed. She hesitated outside, debating flying deep into the island interior for the night, so she wouldn’t have to face Obsidian.
Had he run back there at the pool because he’d lost his nerve or was he eagerly running home, so they could continue? The first opened a well of guilt inside her. The second made fear churn in her gut.
Gods, this was such a mess.
But then he was back, standing in front of her with a white smear of cream on his upper lip and his eyes streaming. She recognized the potion by scent and didn’t struggle as he reached to smear some under her nose.
While it burned away her sense of smell, she shifted back, secretly hoping Obsidian wouldn’t find her human form as appealing.
“Anna, I’m so sorry.”
“I’m sorry too. I don’t know what came over me.”
Obsidian glanced down at the little jar he still carried. “I know exactly what came over you. That’s why I’m so sorry. I…my wish…my desire. Our link turned it into a command. Are you alright?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. But I don’t think it would have had such an effect if I wasn’t in heat. I’m pretty sure my gargoyle didn’t need much encouragement.”
A greater wave of guilt made her flush as she remembered how eager and willing she’d been. Even though he was only a couple years younger than her, she was certain Obsidian was pretty damn innocent. And she just teased him until he’d nearly spilled in her hand. Only his noble nature and knowing her actions weren’t really hers, prevented him from giving over to his own desires.
She certainly hadn’t been able to slow herself down.
“Are you sure you’re fine?” he asked softly. “I didn’t traumatize you when I stole your will?”
“No, of course, you didn’t traumatize me. I should be asking you the same.”
Obsidian laughed for the first time since they’d returned to his place. “You need not fear on that front. I enjoyed it very much. If it had been your choice and not our link or your gargoyle nature forcing you to do those things, I would have gladly stayed there in that pool until dawn.”
He was so damn earnest and sweet. He loved her.
Anna felt herself flush with a sickly heat. It was a mix of guilt, embarrassment, and anger.
Her gargoyle nature wasn’t afraid of intimacy. For the first time since the fucking attack, she’d been confident enough to overcome her fears and dark memories. She’d even become the aggressor, wanting to give Obsidian pleasure but also seeking it herself. For close to three years, she’d wanted to get back to who she’d been before her personal life imploded.
But that confidence wasn’t real. What she felt—none of it was real. It was all just a compulsion.
While she was angry and guilty, she was also envious of her gargoyle’s boldness and resilience. Now that she’d returned to her human form, she couldn’t even find the fucking courage to tell Obsidian why she was too messed up to give him more of her heart. He still thought it was their bond she feared, that loss of freedom.
While that was concerning, it wasn’t the root of her fear.
“Anna, I’m going to hug you now.”
“What?” But then she felt the wetness tracking down her cheeks. What the hell? She didn’t cry. She didn’t. Not even directly after…
His approach was slow and non-threatening. It might almost be comical if it wasn’t for the haunted look in his eyes. “You desperately need a hug.”
Standing there frozen, she allowed him to take her in his arms. After a moment, he crushed her to his chest, and Anna reached around his waist to give him a hard squeeze in return.
“I don’t know what caused this pain,” he was saying his voice muffled in her hair. “But it’s eating you up inside. One day you must share this with someone and lance the festering wound. I hope it will be with me but I understand if this is something you don’t want to share with a male.”
“Oh, God. You’ve been in my head. You’ve seen.”
Bands of pressure were squeezing her chest. Her lungs burned. She was holding her breath and gasped a deep lungful of air. Still, it did nothing to combat the dread.
“No. You’ve kept the memories from me but I can feel the pain. It’s not hard to figure out what must be the cause. You’ll speak of it one day when you’re ready.”
Anna wasn’t sure she’d ever be ready.




Chapter 30
The next morning could have been far more awkward if they had time to think and talk. But Anna was saved from that by a pre-dawn knock at Obsidian’s door. Master Banrook informed them that Lord Draydrak wished to speak with the pair.
Which was why she now stood in a chamber in Death’s temple several floors below ground. She had a vague recollection of this place from her time after she’d been injured and Banrook had carried her through these passages with a frightened Shadowlight trailing behind.
Now Obsidian stood beside her, confident and ready to face Death.
While Anna might not be feeling such surety when they were about to meet a demigod, she wasn’t frightened either. Just cautious. This demigod had had ample opportunity to do her and Obsidian harm over the years. As far as she could tell, he hadn’t.
He had, in fact, given Shadowlight a safe place to be a kid for a while before growing up.
So, she stood staring up at the ‘viewing mirror’ where it shimmered in the center of the chamber. The mirror was of a size with even the most pretentious of drive-in theater screens. Presently, it showed what one might mistake as a mirror image of the room they were standing in, except for the fact she and Obsidian weren’t in the reflection.
Her gargoyle partner had confirmed they were looking into the future. Their own time to be precise. When she’d asked if this was like the time portal they’d crossed to get here, he’d shaken his head and brushed his knuckles against the spell. The simple touch had sent ripples through the image for half a minute before it calmed again.
They’d waited maybe five minutes when Anna heard the clopping sound of massive hooves on stone. She drew in a quick breath and waited. A vast shadow arrived a few strides before the Lord of the Underworld appeared, dwarfing the expansive room with its hundred and fifty-foot ceiling.
The four armed, four-legged god of death tilted his gargoyle-like head downward and then down some more until his eyes locked upon them.
“Greetings my Rasoren and Kyrsu.” He circled once and then twice more before folding his legs under him and reclining. A second later his tail wrapped around his body in a cat-like manner.
Her brain still hadn’t settled on what kind of animal he’d modeled his form after. The head was gargoyle-like certainly, as were the wings and tail, but his neck, shoulders, and body with its four sturdy legs had a more equine quality. But he didn’t move like either of those species. The graceful and flowing movement, almost like he didn’t have joints, was rather like one of the big cats.
“Corporal Anna Mackenzie, I am older than all those species.” It was said in a humorous tone.
Thankfully.
She didn’t need to start out this meeting by offending a demigod of death with a foolish thought.
“I have summoned you because now that Anna has awakened you both have a decision to make. It is no secret that I wish for you both to serve as leaders for my army. But I have no interest in slaves. You must choose this path willingly.” Lord Draydrak paused. “Obsidian is now old enough and far enough in his training to make his decision, but, Anna, you have much to learn first. It is not a decision to be made lightly. You have a year as Haven counts time to decide. That will give you time to train and catch up to Obsidian’s level. After that, if you wish to return to your place and time, I will release you.”
Beside her Obsidian was practically twitching with the need to speak, but Lord Dray laughed at him. “Easy, my Rasoren. If Anna chooses to go and you wish to go with her, I will release you from my service as well.”
Obsidian dropped into a deep bow. “Thank you, my Lord.” 
“Though as gargoyles, you will always hear my summons and be bound to come, but I shall always rerelease you. I cannot undo what you are.”
Anna understood that all gargoyles were somehow bound to serve the demigod. So the last part wasn’t entirely new. Though it was likely to cause trouble later down the road.
“I have a secondary reason to call you before me. Your mentors have reported the trouble with the Journeyman named Reaver. I shall speak with him. You need not worry about further trouble on that front. However, I have also felt a disturbance between you.”
He shifted, two hands coming to rest on the ground directly between them.
“Nothing can come between your bond without creating a weakness. If a wound—even an emotional one—is left to fester, it will sicken you both, taint your spirits and your magic. That is the nature of your bond. But your greatest gift and strength is that your bond can also be used to create a unity that will be equal to the Avatars. The kind of strength even the darkest of evil cannot touch.”
Shit. The demigod sensed the flaw in her armor. But it wouldn’t remain just her flaw. It would become Obsidian’s as well if she didn’t find a way to fix herself. The dread she’d felt last night returned tenfold.
“Do you understand what I’m telling you? Your link will not be complete—will, in fact, be a liability—until you both learn to merge your hearts, minds, and souls completely.”
Damnit. He was saying if she didn’t get her shit together and her head screwed on straight, she could get Obsidian killed in battle.”
“Do not judge yourself so harshly, Kyrsu.” Draydrak’s expression softened. “What you suffered did not lessen your strength, your spirit, or your will. And you are not the only one with fears holding you back. Obsidian has his own. Ones he’s only now fully realizing. But together, you and he can heal those unseen wounds and find a peace you’ve never known.”
Anna swallowed and stared at her feet for a moment. Then, spine stiffening and shoulders straightening, she looked up and met the demigod’s eyes. She was done with being weak. “I will not disappoint you, Obsidian, or myself. I will become the Kyrsu my Rasoren will need in the coming war.”
“You will,” Lord Draydrak agreed.
Beside her, Obsidian shifted, his one wing coming to curl around her shoulders. “You already are the Kyrsu I need, but together we will heal you, so these dark memories no longer haunt your days.”




Chapter 31
(The Present)
Vaspara once again found herself marching in a direction she’d rather not be heading. This time Sorac, Bervicta, and the sidhe-demoness sisters were with her. They’d been ordered by their goddess to find out how the blood witch’s spell was coming. She hadn’t reported in over three days.
If they were lucky, the witch had miscalculated and been eaten by her own spell. But Vaspara was never so fortunate. Otherwise, she and Sorac would have been shipped out on patrol yesterday and would have missed the Battle Goddess’s latest summons. But Korsha and Ernya were late getting back with their newest trainees because winter storms had closed off the passes. And even magic could only do so much.
The faint whiff of death that always clung to this section of corridors was growing stronger by the step. Another hundred steps and it was all she could smell. Fifty more steps and she could taste death on her lips.
“Goddess,” Sorac choked, raising his hand to his face and slowing. “If that gets any worse, I’m just going to torch the entire section.”
“I’d wait until the bodies have been removed before burning them, were I you. Otherwise, the entire keep will smell like a charnel house.” Vaspara rounded the corner and halted so suddenly Sorac ran into her from behind.
“You sure you don’t want me to just burn the entire keep?” Sorac asked as he peered over her shoulder. “We could rebuild. Probably quicker, too.”
Bervicta craned her neck and then whistled. “That’s just nasty.”
Bodies were stacked seven high on both sides of the corridor as far as the eye could see.
Behind her one of the sidhe-demoness sisters made an offended sounded. “Why haven’t the servants cleaned this mess up yet?”
“The ‘mess’ is the servants,” Sorac said in a low voice. “Since you just got back from a patrol, I assume you haven’t been to your quarters yet. You’ll notice something missing.”
Vaspara was glad Sorac had been able to spirit her servants away on the same trip he’d delivered his to safety. Once it was safe, he’d go retrieve them. She’d later learned, Bervicta had stashed her servants in preservation spells and sank them to the bottom of the lake beside the training field.
Bervicta was glancing back at the line of young trainees still following in their mistress’s wake. The harpy’s expression was dark as she looked back to Vaspara. “Should we suggest they clean up the dead, so the witch doesn’t use the youngsters as a snack? I think Korsha and her sister are only now starting to realize the true depth of Taryin’s darkness.”
Vaspara turned. “You there!”
The foremost of the soldiers started at being addressed by one of the other captains.
“Yes, you. Stop looking toward your mistress for permission. Gather your men and clean this mess up. Take the bodies out to the edge of the practice yard and burn them to ash.”
Korsha’s eyes widened slightly in understanding, and she turned to her men to give them further instructions on how to find the nearest exit from the keep.
Then the five captains continued up the hall in single file until they reached the door to the witch’s workroom. Here the smell of death was almost overpowered by the taint of blood magic. Almost, but not quite.
Vaspara called through the door twice. When she got no response, she really did start to wonder if the witch had fallen prey to one of her creations. A surge of hope welled in Vaspara’s dark little heart as she pushed open the heavy door.
The first sight of the room snuffed out that hope.
Taryin lay slumped across her worktable. Alive. Though barely.
Above her, a dark, churning power hung in the air. Inside its swirling mass, ebony shadows danced with a rusty red mist. The speed and pattern of its shifting energy currents changed between heartbeats. Sometimes it was slow, almost graceful in its movements. Other times it was quick and jerky, reminding her of something in its death throws.
“I don’t think I’ve been so unlucky as to witness anything half as evil as that…thing…until now.” Sorac’s voice was colored with awe and revulsion.
“Not unless you count the unconscious witch.”
“Well. True. But we could do something about that.”
Vaspara eyed the spell. “We could. If that thing will allow us to get close enough.”
When she stepped closer to the spell, it spun with more excitement.
“Hold up,” Sorac warned. “I think that thing can read our intentions.”
“You might be right.” Curse it. They might not get another opportunity like this to take out the witch. But Sorac was correct. The spell calmed when she set aside the idea of terminating the witch.
“Besides, we need the witch to control that thing.”
“I’ll distract the spell. You see if you can get Taryin and escape with her.”
“I’m not leaving you in a room with that thing.” Sorac’s brows were drawn down into a line above his nose.
“I’m not suicidal. I am not staying. We’ll leave together and then put some powerful wards around this chamber before we go report to the Battle Goddess.” Vaspara eyed the slowly spinning evil once more. “Whatever the witch has sought to create, I think she was successful.”
“Yes,” Sorac agreed. “I feel sorry for Anna and that poor gargoyle cub of hers.”
Vaspara was more concerned about their own asses but admitted she didn’t like the idea of that thing hunting any of her trainees, even escaped ones.
“Come on. Let’s do this and report back to our Lady.”




Chapter 32
Anna’s first two weeks at Haven went smoothly after the couple of minor hiccups with Reaver and the not-so-minor encounter with Obsidian in the baths. But at least her heat cycle only lasted three days. She was all too happy it was behind her now. But in the days after that incident, it was easy to see Obsidian still blamed himself for what had happened. She didn’t know how to erase that fear; she just hoped showing him that she trusted him completely would soothe over the worst of it.
Her plan seemed to be working. Slowly he began to relax around her again.
As for day to day life, their routine was quickly established. She went to the healers early each morning to allow them to study her and to be sure the previous day’s work wasn’t too much for her system after sleeping in healing stone for thirteen years.
Overall, they seemed pleased with her progress and gave her a clean bill of health, which her instructors then took as permission to test her limits.
Her official gargoyle mentors were Master Verroc and Adept Shorban. Though Banrook, or Rook as he strongly preferred, attended all her sessions and took part in a good half. Her dryad instructors were usually Master Maradryn and Adept Takara. Both were calm, level-headed women.
Her new mentors regularly pitted her against other opponents as well. Of her training sessions, over two-thirds were combat based, leaving every third afternoon set aside for history lessons with various Journeymen.
All in all, it wasn’t so very different from what her daily routine had been like in the Battle Goddess’s kingdom. Well, except for the parts about not having to fear such things as the possibility of getting fed upon by an incubus, warding off an amorous Gryton, or finding a way to save innocent people from being sucked dry by a blood witch’s spells.
Anna had soon come to another realization. Here she could form friendships and alliances and not have to worry about the possibility of crossing swords with them on the battlefield in some future time. Not having to kill friends was always a plus.
Typically, this time of day, she would be practicing, but today Obsidian was training for his Adept Trial.
She was looking forward to seeing him fight.
They’d been spending so much time on her, keeping her busy, she hadn’t had time to see the full extent of what Obsidian could do.
Now she was getting her chance.
But when they reached the practice rings, Obsidian continued without slowing.
“I thought the elders were going to give you a workout?”
“They are, but not here. They have something more advanced in mind.”
Advanced might be his word for it, but Anna could think of far more apt words for the steep course with its dozens of obstacles spilling down the side of the mountain. While the ground course she’d run during her novice test had been relatively simple, this one was every extreme sports junkie’s wet dream.
The course was all stone pillars, rope bridges, broad jumps and tall walls that would give even the most diehard parkour nut pause.
“That’s one hellish looking obstacle course.” Anna scanned the terrain from the valley floor all the way up to the cloud-shrouded peaks.
“It’s fun.”
“Only a gargoyle would find that hot mess fun. You’re all insane.”
Obsidian snorted. “You’ll be glad to know the mentors want you to follow me down as I hunt and ‘kill’ as many opponents as I can find.”
“So…suicide hide and seek parkour. Yep, still sounds insane.”
“Come. Fly up to the top. Then you can shadow me all the way down. Don’t get separated. There’s a fair amount of risk for the unwary. So, stay focused and silent. Even a misstep can alert the others to our location.”
“You’re insane.”
He grinned suddenly and slapped his tail against her flank. “So are you for following me.”
Then he leaped into the air, his wings beating mightily as he began the steep aerial climb up the mountain.
Instinctively, Anna spread her wings and followed.
Her gargoyle nature didn’t flag those words as a lie.
∞∞∞
 
Her initial assessment was correct. This course was a nightmare on a scale that she’d never experienced before.
Obsidian’s breakneck speed only made it worse. At least she had wings if anything went drastically wrong.
“Flying, even just a short glide, will get you disqualified,” Obsidian sent along their link. “Now focus your mind and concentrate.”
Duly reprimanded, Anna returned her focus upon their immediate environment and Obsidian’s well-muscled rump as he zig-zagged his way down the mountainside. He moved with a fluid grace that was positively impressive for one as big as him.
It took all her skills, instincts and endurance to keep up with him. And if it weren’t for their bond that burned with potent magic, linking them subconsciously, so they moved as one, she never would have kept up with him.
She used to be the swifter of the two, but he was breathtaking.
As they hurled themselves across a rock fall, Obsidian twisted in the air, rolling onto his back to launch a spear of shadow magic at the gargoyle rising out of a crevice ten feet behind them.
Anna had only spotted the gargoyle after Obsidian had targeted him.
His aim was true. A shower of bright sparks rained down, marking her partner’s seventeenth ‘kill’ so far.
“Keep up,” he barked out.
Damn. They’d fallen out of sync and Obsidian was now twenty feet ahead of her. Determined to regain that almost addictive feeling of oneness, she put on a burst of speed to catch up even as she focused her mind on the thread of sensations flowing down their link to her.
When she was alongside him once again, he slapped her flank playfully with his tail. Then he surprised her again by bumping her muzzle affectionately with his. “You’re doing well, but don’t allow yourself to get distracted. I don’t want to see you get hurt again.”
“Now who’s distracted?”
He rumbled and smacked her halfheartedly with his tail a second time “You make me so proud, though sometimes your beauty and strength distracts me.”
But just then, two gargoyles appeared on the path ahead.
Together, she and Obsidian dispatched these next opponents. It was supposed to be training, but it was so much more than that.
This was right. This was how it supposed to be. Just the two of them against all comers. They moved as one. They breathed as one. They thought as one.




Chapter 33
The next four weeks sped by in a blur. Anna thought she’d been doing well until this morning when Rook had come to them and said Lord Draydrak was concerned with one facet of their training and wished to speak with them.
But once Rook had delivered his message, she knew what it was about. She and Obsidian had never again achieved that same level of unity they’d shared racing down the side of a mountain together.
Now they stood before the viewing mirror once more.
As Anna waited for the death god to make himself comfortable on the other side, she replayed his words the last time they’d been here. That time he’d said she and Obsidian needed to overcome their fears and merge their hearts, bodies and souls if they wanted to survive the coming war.
It had been six weeks, and while Anna had advanced in her physical and magical training, she still wasn’t ready to let Obsidian into her mind—to see the depths of her fears and the damage to her battered heart. She couldn’t shake the notion that he would see her differently and know her tough exterior was a lie.
When Dray was comfortable, he studied Anna in silence.
And yeah. I suck. We both see it. No need to mention it out loud.
Dray grinned and shook his head at her. It was the first time she’d seen him smile. The flash of teeth was impossible to miss, and would have been frightening, but Anna was used to gargoyle grins by now.
And there was just something peaceful and…pleasant? Yes, pleasant, about spending time with this demigod. Looking back, she realized she’d first sensed it when she was dying. Though she’d been too scared for Shadowlight at the time to be calmed by it. Now she could detect it more easily. A kindness. A purity. Something that clung to the Lord of the Underworld and was able to travel between the viewing mirror and touch her here in the past.
She allowed it to calm her.
“Rest easy Anna. This meeting isn’t about you. It’s about your Rasoren.”
Obsidian stiffened and bowed his head in shame.
What the hell was this all about?
Dray watched them calmly for a moment, then sighed. “Obsidian. I know what it is to fear love.”
“I’ve tried to be the partner Anna needs. To be a Rasoren to make you proud, my Lord. But I have failed.”
He didn’t look up, his braids falling forward to partially hide his face. But Anna didn’t need to see his expression to feel his anguish.
“I love her too much. My desire distracts me, and if I continue like this, my resolve will weaken until I lose control.” He drew in a ragged breath. “When that happens Anna won’t have a choice. She’ll love me because the link will force her too. I don’t want our link to twist my love into something evil. That would destroy a part of my soul.”
Obsidian’s feeling might sound a touch dramatic, but knowing what the link had already tried, his fears weren’t unfounded. Still, she’d never really been afraid of Obsidian, and strangely, she still wasn’t, even after his confession.
They’d been in a lot of tight spots. They’d get through this one too. Anna just wasn’t sure how yet.
“Speaking one’s fears is always the start to overcoming them.” Lord Dray’s soft, soothing tones washed over Anna, and she saw Obsidian’s wings relax ever so slightly. “Another way is to face them head-on.”
Obsidian looked up at last.
“Yes, my Rasoren. There is a way to free yourself from this fear that threatens to cripple you. Throw down all your mental barriers and truly embrace your link. When a normal Rasoren and Kyrsu are first establishing their bond, they must become one mind for a short time. Considering the nature of your bond, that step is likely even more crucial. Allow Anna to experience your love and fear. I think you’ll find she is strong enough to push back and stand her ground.”
“I…I don’t trust myself.”
“That is easy enough to solve.” Draydrak spread his arms wide. “You may have the pick of the masters or any of the other mentors to watch over you. If it is as you fear, and you cannot yet control the link, they will be able to stop you before things develop too far.”
“I…” Obsidian cleared his throat and then stiffened his spine, drawing up to his full height. “I will do as you ask, but only if Anna is in agreement.”
“I am.” If this was what it took for Obsidian to regain his confidence, then she’d even risk him seeing what she desperately didn’t want him to see.
“Very well. Make your selection this day. There is no point putting this off.”
Anna thought Dray was finished with them, but his expression turned thoughtful. “Perhaps if I share my greatest fear, it will help to lessen yours?”
Anna somehow doubted that, but merely nodded her head. Beside her, Obsidian was doing his best to restore some of his composure.
Needing to do something for him, and not caring if Lord Dray thought it a weakness, Anna came to stand next to her partner and wrapped a wing around his larger form.
He shuddered and leaned into her.
“Shhh…I’m here. We’ll find a solution to this newest complication.”
“Oh, goddess, if we don’t, I’ll…I’ll. We just can’t let that happen.”
“We won’t. Lord Dray will help us.”
The demigod, shifted his legs, seeking a more comfortable position. “The Avatars once shared with me an ancient prophecy. It tells of how the first female gargoyles will mark the coming of Death’s Mate. Lillian is the first female gargoyle. You are the second.”
Anna nodded. Because, really, what else did you do when a demigod was telling stories?
“While I can see the possible futures of all living creatures, that gift does not extend to my own future or my twin’s. But now there is another being whose future I cannot see.” He paused as if deep in thought, then gave himself a little shake and continued. “The Avatars’ youngest child—her future I cannot see. That suggests it will be entwined with mine.”
Anna knew about Lillian and Gregory’s unborn child. But Lord Death’s wording was strange. Youngest child. Not only child.
“Do the Avatars have more than one child?” Anna blurted out.
Lord Dray’s one ear flicked forward, then he grinned again. “You caught that, did you? That is a story for another time.”
Yeah. It probably was.
The Lord of the Underworld held all four of his hands clasped loosely against his abdomen. “I fear Lillian and Gregory’s girl child is the mate the Divine Ones promised me.”
“You don’t sound too enthusiastic about that.”
“Why should I be?” He shrugged. “I have been alone all of my existence. I’m at peace with what I am. And after seeing what the Avatars have suffered for love, and what it did to my twin, do you blame me for wishing to avoid that?”
“No, I suppose not.” Anna didn’t know what he wanted to hear, but she did think she understood why he was sharing. He was telling them that they weren’t alone in fearing love and what it could do to them.
Nice gesture, but Anna didn’t think what was wrong with her, and now Obsidian, could be healed with a story.
“But not all love is painful. For many, it is a glorious thing.”
Yeah. But it wasn’t for everyone.
“At least you don’t have to worry about the Avatars’ child for a few years yet. She hasn’t even been born yet.”
Dray just flashed his teeth at her. “The outlook of a mortal. For me, the wait for her birth and then growth will be but a blink in time.”
Anna compressed her lips, realizing something else. “You’ve said it yourself. You don’t know your future. Or the girl’s. With war looming, nothing is guaranteed.”
“That is the truth.” Dray agreed softly. “The future isn’t set. There are always many, many possible futures. And in many of them, I see you and Obsidian overcoming your fears and sharing a love that rivals the Avatars.”
And in others he must have seen us fail, destroyed by a love twisted into something of darkness, Anna thought, or else he wouldn’t have needed to warn us of the danger.




Chapter 34
Anna and Obsidian sat across from each other in the center of the sand ring. She tried to ignore all the places where sand was infiltrating as she listened to Rook’s deep voice. “The first step to deepening your link is to lower your mental shields and let each other fully into your minds.” He paused, giving them a moment to begin. When nothing happened, he continued in a soothing voice—the first she’d ever heard him use.
Who would have thought Rook had a gentler side?
“Obsidian, you worry that your mind will take command of Anna’s, that what might be a benefit in battle, could also cause trouble in your day-to-day life.” Rook patted the younger gargoyle on the shoulder. “But you forget, Anna is equally as strong in both mind and soul. She simply must remember that and know when to fight and when to give. This is just another part of your training.”
“That doesn’t sound so terrible, as far as a magical link goes, does it?”
Obsidian snorted. “Talk to me again when my emotions bleed over, and you find yourself suddenly and inexplicably seeing through my eyes and feeling what I feel.”
“Both of you, stop muttering in each other’s heads and concentrate!”
Damn it. Sometimes she forgot Rook had the gift to see inside his student’s minds.
She concentrated on her breathing, the deep sound of her pulse, the warmth of the sand. Of Obsidian’s steady breath, his scent, the thrum of his strong heart.
“Now discard everything I taught you about building shields.” Rook’s voice came from different directions as he paced a circle around them. “That’s it. No barriers. Reach for each other without fear.”
Anna sighed out a long breath and then visualized surrendering the last shield blocking Obsidian from her mind.
The shield lowered.
She waited.
Nothing happened.
Her eyes popped open to stare at her partner. His head was bowed, eyes closed, but his mind was still locked up tight. But even then, he couldn’t block their link entirely and a hint of fear, like a bitter fruit, flowed down it to her.
“It’s okay to be scared,” she whispered into his thoughts.
Obsidian still didn’t respond.
Rook huffed. “Obsidian, you haven’t been afraid of any part of your training. Why is this so different? You can trust Anna to protect herself. Have faith in her.”
The tilt of Obsidian’s ears and the firm press of his lips over his fangs looked a touch more belligerent than he had a moment before.
“We’re a team.” Anna reminded him softly. “Have you forgotten that? We can survive anything if we work together. This is just the newest obstacle. We’ll work through this, but you must come halfway. You can trust me.”
“I do trust you.” At last he released his hold on the mental shields holding her, and the rest of the world, at bay.
Her power reacted faster than her brain, reaching for him. His strength, his essence, reached back. The two energies met in one swift rush. Then they were one mind for an endless moment. Distantly, they felt Anna’s body sway closer to their male half as magical power built in a wave between them.
Then there was a shift in the balance and Obsidian’s mind expanded to become her world. He was everywhere, he surrounded her mind, and she was home.
He loved her. The emotion was such a beautiful, incandescent radiance, she couldn’t help but be in awe of it. His spirit drew her in and what he felt sharpened. Yes, his body hungered like any healthy young male’s, but there was nothing of darkness about that. He did not want to force her. He just wanted her to return his feelings, to welcome him.
Regret that she couldn’t be what he needed, because some other thoughtless prick had just taken what he wanted, lit a spark of anger in her soul.
But that was from the time before. It couldn’t touch what they shared now. Nothing could. That was the beautiful and seductive promise of the link.
His fears weren’t unfounded. What he feared the most was possible if they didn’t guard against it. She saw how easy their bond made it should he wish to seduce her. But she also saw that weakness ran in both directions. Should she ever wish to exert her will upon him, she could.
Like any relationship, for their bond to be healthy, they needed their minds and hearts in balance.
“Tell you what, I’ll be strong when you are weak, and you’ll be strong when I am weak. How’s that for a start? Does that suit you?”
“Yes, my beautiful, fierce one.”
Their minds slowly pulled away from each other and Anna sensed movement around her.
Slowly, she recognized voices. A warm body circled protectively around her. Her nose buried in his mane. Her arms and wings surrounded him. Protecting. Sheltering.
It was only then that she realized he was sobbing wordlessly into her neck.
“I didn’t... I didn’t enslave you.”
“Of course, you didn’t.” Anna stroked a hand along his back, under his wings. Hoping her touch conveyed her love, even if it wasn’t the type of love he craved.
“But I wanted to. I wasn’t sure if I could stop once I started.”
“I’m sorry you had to go through that. But it’s done... And I think it worked. Our bond feels like it did that day we raced down the mountainside.” She looked to Rook for confirmation.
“Your link burns brighter than before. Lord Dray’s plan worked. You both should be ready for the next level of your training.”
Obsidian was slow to uncurl, and when he did, Rook patted his shoulder.
“How do you feel?” Anna asked.
“I am well.” He met her gaze, then glanced away into the distance. She wasn’t at all sure he was okay, though.
He was still shaking with reaction.
Something warm unfurled within her at his show of vulnerability. She’d never seen him like this. Even as a child, he’d rarely cried. Soon, he would pull his mental armor back in place and hide that part from her.
Before he could, Anna stood and wrapped her arms around him again, opening her mind and offering him shelter, comforting him as only his Kyrsu could. “We’ve got this.”
Obsidian shuddered against her. She could almost feel it as he drank up her love in deep, grateful gulps. Eventually, his wings stopped their quivering, and he reluctantly pulled away. Then, with a look of absolute tenderness on his face, he reached out and stroked a knuckle down her cheek.
“I do not deserve you.”
Anna’s heart gave a betraying little lurch at his words. She’d only wanted to provide him with comfort, and if she was truthful, take some in return. Though she feared she was foolishly trying to give him something else in return—her shriveled little heart.
But it was more than half dead. It was no fit gift to give. Anna needed to lighten the mood.
“No. You certainly didn’t deserve to get saddled with me and my baggage. Wonder what god you pissed off in your last life?”
Obsidian snorted with humor. “I’ll have to thank him.”
“Come. You’re exhausted. I think the mentors are going to give us the rest of the day off. Why don’t we go round up something good to eat and indulge ourselves?”
Obsidian nodded in agreement and Anna was glad that the strange intimacy from the strengthening bond seemed to be fading a bit. She wasn’t ready to deal with that level of intimacy all the time.
It was lucky, she supposed, that he’d been so focused on his own fears that he hadn’t noticed her new, and very, unsisterly feelings toward him.
Later, she would examine them, catalog them, and then bury them somewhere deep inside the darkest corner of her soul where they’d wither and die. Only then could she guarantee this relationship wouldn’t get fucked up like all her others.
She couldn’t screw this up. She wasn’t sure if she could survive without him. If he learned she wasn’t as strong or fierce as he thought, he might turn from her. That would do more than destroy her bruised and battered heart. It would destroy her soul.
God. She sounded pathetic just thinking about it.
But the familiar self-loathing soon shifted to numbness. And with a little convincing, she was able to assume her tough as nails, badass bitch armor.
No one would know of the weakness deep inside.




Chapter 35
(The Present)
It took three days for Taryin to regain consciousness. Vaspara would have been fine if the blood witch had never recovered from creating her spell. But she had, and once again the captains had been called before the Battle Goddess.
Sorac stood at Vaspara’s right shoulder; Bervicta at her left. Korsha and Ernya stood on the harpy’s other side. All of them studied the blood witch while they awaited the arrival of their goddess.
They didn’t have long to wait. The Lady of Battles arrived in a swirl of skirts and the rattle of chains.
“My witch, I am glad to see you’re awake. The other captains reported that you were successful with your spell, though, they couldn’t tell me its purpose.”
“My Goddess, I think you will be pleased with my spell.” Taryin bowed gracefully, fully recovered. Apparently, she’d healed from what the Mother’s Sorceress had unleashed as well as from whatever toll her own dark magic’s cost had exacted.
When she straightened from her bow, the witch drew herself to her full height. “My spell is one for spying. It’s a magic even a gargoyle will not sense.”
That was an ambitious statement. Gargoyles didn’t miss much. They certainly would scent blood magic. Taryin must have enslaved some magic-rich creature or traded with an upper-level demon to complete her spell.
The witch smiled at Vaspara as if she knew the succubus’ thoughts. Though it was more likely Taryin was just reading her expressions. Still, she tightened her mental barriers another notch.
“I summoned a djinn.”
“You what?!” The Battle Goddess shouted, nearly deafening her captains.
“A djinn, my Goddess, is the only creature with magic that is similar enough to a gargoyle’s to hide my blood magic from their sharp noses. But fear not, I captured this djinn and trapped him in a vessel made in the Mortal Realm. He cannot escape swiftly. And once you are freed from the duality curse, you can carry him to one of the planets in the Mortal Realm, and safely release him there or simply leave him to free himself. In the meantime, I can siphon some of his power from the storage vessel and use that to fuel more spells.”
Beside Vaspara, the harpy made a strangled sound. She didn’t blame Bervicta. A djinn. As far as she knew, there was less than ten left in all existence. Once there had been many more, but their numbers had dwindled over time as they were used in long ago wars, djinn pitted against djinn, forced to kill each other for the benefit of their temporary masters.
Temporary because a djinn always found a way to escape his or her prison eventually. And when they did, they always leveled their master’s kingdom. Or the whole damn planet.
Some speculated it was not revenge, but just that opening a portal to the Spirit Realm and having an uncontrolled amount of power from that plain mix with that of the Magic Realm always resulted in an explosive event.
But the Avatars could travel between the realms and call spirit magic without blowing big holes in the universe. Didn’t that suggest a djinn could do so as well? If they wished.
Likely they were just vengeful.
That was part of the reason no one was foolish enough to attempt to summon a djinn any more. The other reason was that as each djinn died, their power was transferred to their brothers and sisters, making each remaining djinn stronger.
But that was a long-ago time before even the Battle Goddess had been chained to her temple.
Now, the few remaining djinns dwelled in the Spirit Realm, safely out of reach. Or so Vaspara had believed. Somehow the witch had risked the old magic and summoned one of them forth.
“Tell me more about your spell.” Their goddess’s chilling voice said she was still displeased that the blood witch had gone ahead with such a dangerous plan without consulting her.
“The spell I created must first be carried into the gargoyles’ territory.” Taryin paused as if thinking. “I’d suggest a trusted lieutenant, one skilled enough to hold his own against a gargoyle and capable of landing a grievous wound on his opponent.”
The Battle Goddess made a humming sound and signaled the witch to continue.
“The moment the lieutenant dies, his death will trigger and feed the spell, so it is strong enough to invade the gargoyle who landed the death blow. The gargoyle will lose consciousness and turn to stone while the spell melds with his spirit. When he wakes, he’ll just think it was a normal wound requiring their healing stone sleep.”
“That sounds promising,” the Lady of Battles admitted. “Go on.”
“Once he wakes, he will become our spy and won’t even realize it. The spell is also sentient. When it finds a hint of Anna or Shadowlight, it will begin influencing the host until it finds them, then it will transmit their exact location to me.” Taryin paused, her expression calm as she waited to see if the Battle Goddess would find this spell worthy of the risk of summoning a djinn.
At last, the Lady of Battles shook back her hair and straightened. “Your contribution is enough that I shall not kill you for your unsanctioned actions. This time. If you ever again make such a decision without speaking to me first, you will not find me so forgiving.”
“I would expect nothing less, my Lady.” Taryin paused and bowed again. When she straightened, she met the demigoddess’s eyes. “Once the spell reports their location, did you want an assassination or a rescue mission? The spell will be able to carry out an assassination. A rescue will take far more resources.”
“We shall wait to see what your spell finds first, then I will decide.”
“Very well my Lady.”
“And give me the djinn,” the Battle Goddess commanded. “I shall keep him in my temple where he’s less likely to find a mind he can influence.”
“Of course, my Goddess.” The blood witch reached into her robe and withdrew a beautiful, jewel-encrusted drinking vessel. Its top was corked and sealed with wax and layer upon layer of spells.
Taryin carefully placed it in the Lady’s outstretched hand.
Taking the vessel, the Battle Goddess folded her fingers over it and then brought it up to her breastplate where she carefully tucked it between her cleavage.
The vessel hadn’t been any longer than Vaspara’s arm.
Strange that something so small could hold a power great enough to level worlds.




Chapter 36
Obsidian stomped beside Anna as they made their way along one of the bridges on their way to the main cliffside gathering.
“Why don’t you just growl, snarl or beat the shit out of some poor training target? It might make you feel better.” Anna said in a light tone.
“I’m fine! The healers are just coddling me. The wing joint is almost completely healed.”
“Sure, it is. That’s why we’re walking then?”
He and another gargoyle had collided during one of their aerial combat sessions. This exercise had reminded her of a medieval melee in the sky. The other gargoyle—a novice—had been at fault. Knowing they were going to crash, Obsidian had turned in the air, taking the brunt of the impact when they’d hit the ground. It had been a chivalrous gesture to protect the youngling from getting crushed under his heavier mass.
“You’re lucky you didn’t break your wing joints. The healers are correct. You need another day to heal.”
He huffed and muttered under his breath.
“Relax, Truth said the mentors agreed to partner us, so you can rest assured I’ll be in good hands.”
“I could take you out in a couple days after I’m healed.”
Anna snorted. “What, and have the dryads be all pissed that we didn’t bring in enough of the octopus things?”
Another reason she wanted to go fishing was because the healers had plied him with copious amounts of magic to repair his wings and back, and now he was feeling amorous again. He couldn’t help that side effect, but she didn’t need to be around making it worse for him.
It wouldn’t be an issue if she had her own place, but she was still rooming with Obsidian, since Rook had said they needed to be together at night, so their sleeping minds could use the link to process all they’d learned that day.
“Anna.” He reached out and forced her to halt and face him. “Be safe. Don’t take risks or allow yourself to get distracted. The ocean currents at the base of the cliff are dangerous.”
“Yes, Mom!”
∞∞∞
 
Obsidian could only watch as Anna, in the company of Truth and the rest of the hunting party, took off, launching themselves from the cliff with wild abandon.
If he hadn’t been injured, it would have been him flying wingtip to wingtip with his Kyrsu and then teaching her how to swim in the rough coastal waters.
During the Solstice Festival the gargoyles hunted for the dryads, bringing them their favorite delicacies. As such, he would typically be out hunting, but since he’d been injured, he’d expected to get grounded. He’d naively been looking forward to spending the afternoon with Anna, but she’d gone behind his back and talked with Truth, who’d gone to the mentors.
Why did it feel like the two people he loved most were working against him today?
Truth? Huh. He was probably trying to be helpful. But Anna? He wasn’t blind.
Obsidian knew it was because he’d been subtly trying to court Anna ever since they’d linked minds and he’d discovered that they were both strong enough to love each other without enslaving each other.
The healers’ magic would likely embolden him later, and his Kyrsu knew that and was in full panic mode. Outwardly, she was all business, almost aloof. Inwardly, she was running because she didn’t want him to get close enough to learn whatever secret she was trying to keep buried. Though he doubted she even understood that yet herself.
Anna’s acceptance and belief in him had allowed him to overcome his fears. Now it was his turn to fix what was broken in her.
Unfortunately, the damned healing magic had got his blood up. If he could trust their link not to flare and share something distracting with Anna, he’d have been tempted to return to his dwelling and deal with the issue.
But he couldn’t do anything that might distract Anna while she was hunting.
Perhaps a long soak in the baths would help take his mind off his Kyrsu for a time.
∞∞∞
 
Sometime later, in the seclusion of one of the smaller private bathing pools, Obsidian stripped and descended into the water, allowing the current to tug him in the direction of one of the carved sitting alcoves.
The water was too warm to help cool his blood. Narrowing his eyes, he called on his shadow magic and soon that chilling power helped to cool the water. Leaning back, he closed his eyes and sighed.
The bath might have been more enjoyable if Anna had been here with him, but it was still nice. And he was weary. His eyelids grew heavy as he drifted closer to sleep.




Chapter 37
There had been any number of what the fuck moments in the last few months. But if Anna ever wrote up that long overdue report, fishing for alien octopus with a gargoyle and mermaid—fine, they called themselves sirens—was likely to raise a few eyebrows.
“For the record,” Anna shouted to be heard over the thunder of the waves as they skimmed above the white peaks. “This kinda sucks.”
Truth laughed. “It does, doesn’t it?”
They had already made over two dozen such dives, and Anna was growing weary. It was hard work. The gargoyles flew along the cliffs, within a few feet of the water while the sirens located where on the cliff wall the octopus-like creature was holed up.
A siren could only sense where the creatures lived, she couldn’t get close enough to the razor-sharp rocks to pluck the octopus off the cliff base. That’s where the gargoyles came in.
Once a siren located their target prey, a gargoyle would dive in just seconds before a wave hit and use their talons to cling to the cliff face as the water began to recede. While they clung to the wall, they’d snatched up as many of the octopuses as they could and then climbed higher before flying to safety ahead of the next massive, bone-jarring wave.
Anna’s first attempt hadn’t been successful. She wasn’t so foolish to do that again. She would likely sport the bruises tomorrow after being slammed against the cliff. Luck had been with her, though, since those first waves had been small.
If it had been a more significant wave, like the ones rolling in now, she might have gotten pulled out to sea by the riptide.
Gargoyles were surprisingly strong swimmers, able to use their wings something like a penguin. It had been fun at first, but now that the currents were getting stronger, it was just plain old work.
Thankfully they were almost done, Truth claiming the group had gathered enough to satisfy both dryads and sirens.
“We just need to do three more dives each.” Truth said, echoing her thoughts. He sounded as weary as she felt.
“Thank God. If the elders and mentors wanted to fast-track the novices and journeymen’s stamina training, just assign them this on a daily basis.”
Truth snorted again. “The dryads would grow fat and the octopuses would swiftly become over-hunted.”
Below them, a head and shoulders broke the surface as one of the sirens called out two more locations.
“I think they are more demanding than our mentors. Or a dryad mate, for that matter,” Truth said after the siren had ducked back under. “It’s lucky we’re not cross-fertile with them. We’d be enslaved for sure.”
Truth’s humorous quip was pleasantly diverting, but Anna had another dive to time perfectly.
Studying the waves as they rolled toward the cliff, Anna picked out the biggest one—the one she’d ride to the cliff.
One…two…now. She tucked her wings and dove, arrowing into the wave. Her momentum carried her forward as she skimmed just below the surface, her wings stretched wide to stabilize her, and her tail acting as a rudder. The wave moved her toward the cliff.
Seconds before impact with the rocky cliff, she reared upright, her upper body coming out of the water a moment before the wave hit the cliff.
The weight of the wave against her back was brutal, but her gargoyle body was designed to absorb punishment.
Reaching blindly in the white surf, her talons found hand and foot holds just in time. A moment later, the wave receded, dropping away from the rocky cliff base.
Anna spotted one of the octopus-like creatures, a sizeable ten-armed beast almost as big as her upper body.
She was reaching to grab it when her link to Obsidian flared wildly and then opened a strong connection between them. She was still clinging to a cliff wall, angry surf crashing some distance below, but she was also, impossibly, back on the island in one of the private pools, seeing and feeling what Obsidian felt.
Oh, my God!
He had a woman under him, his body draped over her, dwarfing her smaller form in the cage of his arms. His jaws were locked around the back of her neck as his hips jerked against her.
“I’ve been busting my ass all day, and you’re getting your rocks off? Get out of my head!”
“Anna?”
His reply came startled and strained. He was likely as surprised as her by the unexpected link.
She didn’t care. “Get out of my head before you kill me you jackass.”
The vision of the bathing pool faded.
Anna heard Truth shouting at her a second before another massive wave slammed her into the cliff with rib-cracking force. A few short seconds of the ocean’s roar in her ears and then the white water was receding, taking her with it. She scrambled for handholds, anything she could use to prevent herself from being dragged deeper, but her talons only brushed against the slick surface a couple times before the churning water spun her in a circle and the riptide snatched her up.
Maybe twenty feet from the cliff, the current slammed her against another pile of rock, likely fallen from the cliff above some time ago, her mind noted in the odd way it did when time slowed, and death danced nearer.
She was dragged along for a few feet more, then she smashed into a sharp projection of rock. Red agony bloomed along her back and right wing. The current bumped her against rock again, jarring precious air from her lungs.
Clamping her muzzle and pinching her nostrils tightly closed, she fought the blinding pain and the ocean’s currents. But with her one wing out of commission, she couldn’t glide through the water even if she broke free of the riptide in the narrow channel she found herself in.
“Anna,” Obsidian screamed into her mind, “shift to stone. You can’t drown in that form. I’ll be there momentarily and will drag you through a portal to safety.”
In her mind, she could see what he planned to do.
The thought of Obsidian using magic to pull her to his side—to the very pool he and the unknown female had been screwing each other’s brains out in—sparked rage deep in her soul.
The hot emotion gave her strength, fueling her weary muscles and when the current slammed her into the next piece of cliff, she used her powerful thigh muscles to push off. Swimming for all she was worth, she broke free of the current. With each mighty kick, she drove herself closer to the surface.
Her wing was still a sharp agony as bone grated on bone, but she used that to further fuel her rage and to fight for the surface.
There was no way she was going to let Obsidian come play hero, not after he’d been the reason for the distraction in the first place.
Above her, the sunlight reflected off the surface, bright and beautiful, but at the edge of her vision gray was creeping in. She fought on, forcing her weary limbs to kick and thrash. Her lungs burned, a spasm seized them, and she choked on water.
She wasn’t going to make it.
She had to make it.
The damned ocean wasn’t going to be the death of her. She still had the blood witch to kill and a score to settle with the Battle Goddess.
“Anna! Don’t make me command you!” Obsidian was still in her head. The bastard. And he was moments away from taking the choice away from her.
“Fuck you, Obsidian.” Her vision narrowing further, she struggled closer to the surface.
Then a pale green, long-fingered hand wrapped around her wrist. The grip was surprisingly firm. Then with a near-violent tug, she was rocketing towards the surface.
The siren arched out of the water, breaching like a whale.
Anna popped up more like a buoy in rough seas, bouncing and bobbing as she coughed and retched on the air, her lungs burning anew as they relearned how to process air. A dark shadow appeared directly over her head and then Truth was grasping her shoulders with his hind feet. The talons dug in hard enough to draw blood, but she was too cold and exhausted to feel much in the way of pain.
She was too heavy, or maybe it was the raging seas which caught at her wings and created too much drag for him to haul her out of the water, but he managed to keep her head above the ocean waves and the siren returned, grasping Anna’s hands and helping Truth drag her dead weight to shore.
“Anna,” Obsidian shouted into her mind. “I’m bringing healers.”
“I’d hate to inconvenience you. Maybe just send the healer.”
Her words reverberated down the link, and she felt Obsidian jerk like she’d slapped him. Good. The stupid jackass deserved to feel a little guilt and remorse for almost killing his own damned Kyrsu while he was screwing the brains out of some female.
“There was no female.”
“You don’t need to lie. I saw. Now shut up and just get one of the damn healers here. My wing is killing me.”
By the time Truth and the siren had her nearly to shore, Anna could already sense the gathering of shadow magic along the beach. There was something else mixed in with it. The chill of spirit magic. Sand blew in all directions as the power swirled and trailed up higher into the air.
Lances of silvery-blue magic sparkled between the dark shards of shadow. A disc-shaped portal opened a window between two locations.
Obsidian bolted through before it was fully formed. Seconds later, two healers raced after him.
The three newcomers ran into the surf and grabbed Anna from Truth and the siren.
“Give me a minute to thank them. They just saved my life.”
“You can thank them later,” Obsidian shouted as he hovered in front of her. “I’ve never been so frightened in my life.”
“Yes, you have. So, get out of the way and let the healers do their thing.”
Obsidian obeyed, for once. But he paced and snarled softly every time one of the healers poked too deeply and made her flinch.
“It’s your fault, so stop growling at the poor healers.”
“You think I don’t know that?” His mind voice was full of anguish. “I did not mean to fall asleep.”
“Fall asleep?”
“Yes.” He blinked at her for a moment in understanding. “It was a dream. You didn’t know that?”
“No.”
“Ah.” He paused, tilting his head and looking at her strangely. “But didn’t you recognize…?”
She blinked up at him while the healers worked. Recognize what? It had all happened so fast. She tried to remember the vision. She hadn’t seen the woman from the front, hadn’t seen much at all. The strongest impressions were sensations of what he’d been doing, not who he’d been doing it with.
“I’d conjured you in my dreams.”
A dream? Featuring her. Oh.
At that moment, Anna knew she’d been barking up the wrong tree.
“But it doesn’t matter. It will never happen again.” He pushed aside the healers, much to their annoyance, and wrapped her in his arms and wings.
There was something to be said for being held in big, strong arms after a harrowing experience.
It wasn’t until he’d held her for a while that she realized the shivers racking her body weren’t all hers. He was shuddering.
“Forgive me, Anna.”
“Shh, it was an accident. There’s nothing to forgive.”
The healers poked and prodded at her more, ignoring the big gargoyle like he wasn’t in their way. One healed muscles and joints while the other attended to scrapes and bruises and lacerations. The healers’ warm magic was becoming familiar to her.
When they were finished, one of the healers gave her instructions. “If you return to human form for two days, when you shift back, your wing will be healed. But no flying for at least three days after that.”
Anna nodded her understanding.
“Good. Shift now so we can aid you if need be.”
But Obsidian shared power with her, and she was able to resume her human form without their aid.
The lack of wings felt strange. And her balance seemed off without a tail to act as a counterbalance. But she’d suffered worse.
The healers soon finished up and told her to sleep and then have a proper meal upon waking. With that, the healers packed up their supplies and headed back through the still-open portal.
As she watched, the gently spinning magic of the portal vanished like it had never been. With nothing else to do, she looked into Obsidian’s eyes.
He was looking back at her with much the same shock and confusion she’d been feeling.
“Anna, we need to talk.”
“I’m tired. Let’s wait until tomorrow.”
“No. We’ll talk now. While I am sorry I distracted you enough for it to become a danger, there’s more to it than that. When you thought I was with another female, it upset you a great deal.”
“Please don’t ask me to talk about it now.” She bowed her head and then slowly sank to her knees.
“Anna?” Obsidian’s voice softened, and then he knelt next to her and curled a wing around her shoulders. She felt safe and warm for the first time in hours.
“Do you love me?”
“I can’t.” Her voice quivered. She would have done anything to make it stop. “Even if I wanted to.”
He breathed softly in her ear. “But you were hurt when you thought I was with another woman.”
“No.”
“My Kyrsu, that’s a lie. I’m rather certain my fierce warrior woman is in love with me. But I must confess, I don’t know why she hasn’t just taken what I offer so freely.”
“Because she can’t.” Anna glanced sidelong at him. “I’m too damaged. Unworthy.”
“Why, by the Light, do you think you’re unworthy?”
“Something happened years ago that made it so I can’t love like that anymore.”
Obsidian tilted his head, his dark eyes finding hers.
“If that was the case, and that part of you was indeed dead, then it wouldn’t hurt to see me with another woman.”
“I..” God. Why couldn’t he just let it go?
“Because I love you.”
“Oh god, Obsidian,” Anna sobbed into her hands. “You are so easy to love. Even my dead, shriveled little heart foolishly wants to love you.”
“Is that so terrible?”
“Yes, for you it is. I can’t give you what you’re seeking. I can’t be your lover. Even my trust in you isn’t enough to overcome and repair the damage done.”
Her entire body shook, and she fought to keep herself from telling the rest.
“Anna, your pain can only mean that you do love me.”
“But I can’t love you, I can’t. Not physically. It will destroy me. Shatter the last protections I have around my mind.”
“That sounds far too dire, my Kyrsu. Share with me what happened to make you shun something as wonderful as love.”
“No.”
“Yes. Share your story with me, and I will take your pain. Please. I’ve only ever wanted you to be happy. You never were, but I didn’t know how to fix that. Now I sense a way for you to find healing.”
He held her and rocked her, and between that and the rhythmic sound of the waves, Anna found herself relaxing a small bit, and suddenly the story was flowing from her. The one she’d sworn she’d never tell another living soul.
But here it was falling from her lips.
“I’ve always picked the wrong guy. All through high school, I knew I wanted to follow in my father’s and brothers’ footsteps and join the military. But I also wanted to have some fun before all that, so I tended to sneak out after curfew to hang out with the senior boys from my high school.”
Anna sighed. “I would have gotten into a lot more trouble than I did if my best friend wasn’t there to take me home after I’d partied a little too hard. Matt was always swooping in like a literal white knight.”
Obsidian nuzzled her shoulder, and she stroked her fingers in his mane.
Calmer, she continued, “Matt and I grew up together. He’s a lot like you, actually. Quiet, but noble. Fierce when he needed to be. At seventeen, I joined the military. Matt already knew he wanted to help people, but not in the same way. He wanted to study to become a nurse. Even though our career choices differed greatly and took up a lot of time, we grew closer.”
“He sounds…” Obsidian paused. “Worthy enough to keep my Kyrsu company until I was born.”
Anna smiled a touch. “Slowly, over several summer breaks and leaves, we became more than friends. I wasn’t entirely surprised when he asked me to marry him. I said yes. We got engaged. If things had been different, I might have spent the rest of my life with him. We were young, only twenty-one, but my mother and father had been high school sweethearts, and they have a great marriage even though my father is away a lot. I figured Matt and I could do the same. Then everything changed one night when I went out to a bar with Resnick and the team to blow off some steam.”
Anna looked out across the ocean and fell silent, she didn’t want to go on. It would only make Obsidian pity her. And she damn well didn’t want his pity
“I would never pity you. You’re too strong. Besides, I’ve long suspected what caused your fear of relationships. Now you’re going to continue so I’ll know the name of the one I’ll one day hunt down. Once I find him, I’ll rip out his heart and bring it back to you.”
Damn. He was serious.
Does that make me bloodthirsty for finding his offer sweet?
Anna turned and rubbed her cheek against his shoulder. Telling him wasn’t actually as hard as she thought it would be.
Taking a deep breath, she continued.
“I left my cell phone in the vehicle and went out to get it in case Matt texted me. He was sweet like that. Always keeping tabs, wanting to know how my day went. The good and the bad.”
The ocean waves rolled in, hypnotic. Beside her, Obsidian was a substantial warm presence. His quietness was what allowed her to go on.
“I was on my way back to the bar when a guy came out of the bushes and tried to grab me. I could tell right away he was a civilian. I was in the process of handing him his own ass when I got hit on the head with something. A tire iron or a bit of pipe, maybe. Hadn’t realized the jackass had a friend with him. Blacked out for a bit. Too long and not long enough if you know what I mean.”
She swallowed around the lump in her throat and strived to remain detached. “Came to as the one jackass was just finishing. He put a sweaty hand over my mouth and nose before I could make a sound. When they were about to switch places, I rammed him in the face with my skull. Broke the fucker’s face. Would have broken something else but Resnick had come looking and spotted my phone on the ground and knew something was wrong. The two guys ran off when Resnick came closer.”
Obsidian growled more viciously than she’d ever heard. “I will kill them for you.”
“That’s not how justice works back home.” But if she ever ran across those two again, they wouldn’t survive to see the inside of a prison.
“We will take their balls, at the very least.”
Anna gave him a brittle smile. “Tempting.”
“If you won’t let me kill them, will you let me hunt these males down and terrify them?”
“Won’t do any good. Light was bad. Only saw the one guy’s face in silhouette. Never got a good look at the other one.”
“Their scent memory will be enough for me to shape a spell from shadow magic to find them.”
“Humans don’t have a sense of smell like a gargoyle. I was full human back then.”
After a moment her brittle smile faltered. “As horrible as it was to live through, I would have put it behind me eventually. I knew the physical damage would heal, and even the humiliation of getting bested by a couple untrained civilians would fade in time.”
She drew patterns in the damp sand, her index finger creating lines to represent the waves. “Resnick handled a lot of stuff for me, and afterward, I was released on medical leave. All I wanted was to go home and forget. Maybe wrap myself up in my gentle fiancé’s love. But when I came home, I discovered he was having an affair. Now that I look back, I can’t believe I didn’t see it.”
Obsidian growled anew. “Another human I shall kill when I return to the Mortal Realm.”
“You will not kill my ex-fiancé.”
“Fine. What about the woman he cheated on you with?”
“There was no woman.”
It took him a moment to change mental gears, but gargoyles and dryads seemed more open and accepting of same-sex pairings. “Your fiancé was a lover of men?”
She nodded.
“Matt begged me to stay and listen, claiming he loved me, always had and was just trying to make it work.” She gave a bitter snort, then explained something Obsidian likely hadn’t gleaned from his short time on Earth. “Matt’s from a very traditional Italian family. Catholic.”
Anna took the time to explain what that meant.
“He was too afraid to come out of the closet with his family, and his religion still called love between same-sex couples a perversion.”
“I see.” Obsidian still sounded like he wanted to eat someone. “This male, this Matt, he really did love you, just not how you’d thought.”
“Yeah. Should have seen it though. He was never the instigator in bed, but he was the best friend and partner I could ever want in other areas. Attentive, sweet, humorous. Hell, he was even a great cook. And he didn’t hide the fact he wanted kids. I guess he thought marriage to his best friend wasn’t a terrible life choice considering his religious background and his family’s expectations.”
“So, you and he are still friends?”
“No. I was in shock and hurting. Not capable of rational thought at the time. I screamed at him and the other dude for like three minutes straight and then grabbed my shit and went to my parent’s place.”
She cleared her throat. “My family doesn’t know about the rape. I swore Resnick to silence. I didn’t want my father or brothers to look at me differently. My mom can’t keep a secret to save her life. As far as they know, I just came home to surprise my fiancé and then found him with another man. That explained the rage and the tears I couldn’t hide from my mom.”
“I would take this hurt from your heart if I could.” Obsidian nuzzled her again.
“I know.” She pressed her cheek against his shoulder. “It’s been three years. I’ve forgiven Matt, mostly. The other trauma only visits me in nightmares or when something triggers a memory, but I can bury that shit deep and function in daily life. I just can’t get intimate with someone. I’ve tried a few times. All the dread just comes rushing back. I figured if I couldn’t have love, I’d have my career. Screw anyone who thought they could tear me down.”
She’d whitewashed the gory details and the worst of the emotional trauma. That was something Obsidian didn’t need to know.
“I will never hurt you like that.” His breath stirred her braids.
“I know. But I still can’t…”
“Shh…I’m done pressuring you. My beloved Kyrsu, you can love me like a brother, and I will be content.” He nuzzled her cheek again. “But I’ll also be faithful.”
Deep down, that’s what she’d wanted, wasn’t it? For him to be as asexual as she’d become. For him to be ‘safe’ for her to love. Yet now that she knew how deeply he loved her, she felt guilty for being so selfish.
He was silent for a time, then huffed out a sad sounding whine. “I’ve reawakened old memories, haven’t I? Forgive me for that.”
“You’re not at fault. Life just has a way of sucking.”
Obsidian gently rocked her in his arms. “I will become Shadowlight for you again.”
“Shadowlight is gone. We can’t go back to that uncomplicated relationship, but I’d love for Obsidian to become my rock.”
Silently she mourned what they could have had if her life had been different.
“Of course. And in the future, I won’t fall asleep under the influence of healing magic.”
Anna snorted. “Well, maybe not while I’m out doing dangerous work. Getting caught up in your sexy-time dreams is a bit of a distraction.”
He coughed, and she felt his embarrassment flow down their link. “I’m normally better at shielding my thoughts and emotions from you.”
“You’re not nearly as good as you think.” A grin tugged at her lips, surprising her.
“I’m not?” He asked slowly.
“Well, that was the first vision I caught. Normally it’s just emotions and a few heated thoughts when you’re…” She made a jerking motion with one hand.
“Goddess.” He cleared his throat nervously a second time. “I wasn’t aware.”
“I wasn’t about to draw your attention to the issue during those times.”
The big gargoyle looked like he wanted to disappear into the sand beneath his feet. She’d never seen Obsidian squirm before. Her grin bloomed full force.
“Don’t worry. I never felt threatened by you during those times.”
“I am glad.”
It had actually been the opposite. Feeling Obsidian’s desire, knowing what he was doing had been sexy. Not that she’d admit that to him.
Anna felt more lighthearted than she had in weeks.
But she was also exhausted, the healing magic lulling her toward sleep. “Do you mind if we stay here a while? I need a nap.”
“I’ll be here when you wake.”
She curled into him and closed her eyes. Sleep was just reaching up to claim her when she heard his final whispered words.
“Sleep well, my love.”




Chapter 38
Obsidian took in Anna’s peaceful expression and just enjoyed the rare moment when her guard was down. She’d finally trusted him enough to share her painful secret. Perhaps now healing would flow into her soul and wash away her darkest memories.
And maybe she’d even heal enough to love him. He’d be patient, offering whatever support she might accept and then one day perhaps she’d be able to love him like he did her. It would not come soon, he knew, but gargoyles were very long-lived. Patience was an innate trait they all shared.
“My young Rasoren,” came the softly familiar voice of Lord Draydrak. “Normally, I would praise the path you’ve chosen to help heal your Kyrsu. However, I have dire news.”
Magic arced up from the ground, twisting and spinning, stirring air and sand into a violent storm between Obsidian’s position on the beach and where the ocean rolled in. He raised a shield of shadow magic around himself, preventing Anna from getting pelted with damp sand.
The magic storm lasted only moments, then it swiftly pulled in upon itself as a viewing mirror appeared. Lord Draydrak was already waiting on the other side. When the shimmering magic calmed, the demigod set his piercing gaze upon Obsidian.
“I promised Anna a year to decide whether she truly wished to aid you in leading my Legion, but my sister will not grant us that time. She’s grown desperate enough to resurrect the old ways and summon a djinn from the Spirit Realm.”
Obsidian sucked in a surprised breath. His studies had covered the history of the djinn, and he was aware of their destructive power. “Merciful Mother.”
“Indeed. You might be well served to pray to my divine parents for guidance. I did the moment all the future paths shifted in subtle ways. What was clear just days ago has now been cast in doubt by the new futures born from the djinn’s arrival.”
“This is not good.”
“No. Unfortunately, you can do nothing about the djinn in my sister’s keeping at this time, but you will face him one day soon. And if you wish to survive a creature that even my sister and I would treat with extreme caution, then you and your Kyrsu must seal the bond between you and safeguard yourselves. This is the only way.”
A chill swept through Obsidian’s soul. He knew what the demigod was asking. “Anna isn’t ready.”
“We are all running out of time and must adapt our plans or see them fail.”
“I do not disagree with you and would seal the bond with Anna in a heartbeat if I only knew how. You said it would take time. And yet we no longer have that time.”
Lord Death nodded. “Yes, the ideal way to seal your bond is slowly, over time as your two minds become more accustomed to working together. An unshakable unity would have grown out of that naturally. But it is not the only way to solidify your link. A bond forged by shared trauma can be just as strong and formed much quicker due to necessity.”
Obsidian’s blood rushed in his ears. Was the demigod really asking…
“Yes. I am asking that. Asking that you take Anna’s worst memories and relive them yourself. You must become a cohesive unit. And that can’t happen until Anna stops shielding her innermost mind from you. Only if you see and endure what she went through and then show her you will not turn away from her, will she be able to let you into her mind fully.”
Dray might be correct, but there was one problem. “Anna will never agree to this.”
“That is irrelevant. One thing my long existence has taught me is that sometimes we must do what we find distasteful for the greater good.” Lord Death gestured to the world around them. “Sacrifice is a part of life. You must see her memories. Live them. Only then will she no longer have reason to guard her mind against you, to hide the pain and shame, because you will have experienced it and will know the fear. Then together, with the bond whole and strong, you will both start to heal.
But Lord Draydrak’s plan left out one crucial detail.
“I won’t do it. I’m not a monster. I won’t betray Anna. Our bond won’t be formed on such a breach of trust. She’s been raped once. I won’t mind-rape my Kyrsu just to seal some link on the off chance we’ll fight marginally better on the battlefield.”
Lord Draydrak watched him silently. Though, he didn’t appear upset.
Was this another test?
Had he passed?
Failed?
“No, Obsidian. You are no monster.” Dray’s voice sounded resigned. “But I am when the need arises.”
The Lord of the Underworld clambered to his hooves, his hands going to the hilts of his four swords. They cleared their scabbards with reverberating tones. The lingering chime might have been beautiful if it had been anything other than Lord Death preparing to strike Obsidian down.
He was no match for Death, he knew it, but still, he raised his shields, layering more and more power into them.
Magic erupted along the lengths of Draydrak’s blades. It raced from their deadly edges, crossed the space between them, and merged with the magic of the viewing mirror. The added power made the mirror’s image distort and shiver, but the spell held together.
Moments later, the streams of magic darted from the mirror and collided with Obsidian’s barriers.
But as he’d feared, his magic was no match for Death’s strength.
Power rippled along the shield, tendrils reaching in to brush against Anna’s skin. More energy flowed under his own and his back stiffened at the strange sensation of it burrowing deep. It found a vein and followed that deeper, the magic racing through his blood.
It eventually reached his heart but didn’t command that muscle to stop.
Obsidian breathed, watching as Anna’s chest continued to rise and fall with life.
Lord Dray didn’t want them dead then.
Nor did he want them to move, either.
Even wiggling a talon was impossible.
Death’s magic continued to flow through his bloodstream. His mind—he realized that was its destination.
Still staring down at Anna, he watched as magic continued to crawl across her body.
He could sense its path, mirroring what was flowing through his own body. Which was how he knew the exact moment it touched her mind because it affected his as well.
Anna’s eyes flew open, and she gasped, but she wasn’t awake, not truly.
She was trapped in her own mind as Death hunted for the memories he wanted. After a short time, which was still far too long, Anna’s eyes closed, and she sighed, drifting back into a natural sleep.
But Death’s magic wasn’t finished yet.
It rose up out of her body, hovering above her skin a moment before racing along her body and forming tendrils that burrowed into his. Again, he felt the power speeding through his blood, to his heart, and then onward to his brain. 
There it flicked and probed and whirled until the power began to slowly recede.
What? That was all? He’d expected Anna’s stolen memories to overwhelm him immediately. But nothing happened.
He glanced down at Anna, drawing her sleeping body closer. That’s when he realized he could move again.
“You have until the day after tomorrow before the spell sealing away her cloned memories fades and unleashes them to merge with your mind. When that happens, you won’t be able to hide it from her, and she’ll know what I’ve done.”
Obsidian just sat there, panting as adrenaline, fear, and rage coursed through his body. He’d never felt so betrayed in his life.
“Make sure you are far away from others on that day. You’ll be trapped in the memories until they play themselves out. Your magic will react to protect you from danger, but there will be no foe for it to strike.”
Slowly, Dray’s words sank in, though he still seethed inside.
“I understand.” The words were harsh and bitten out.
“I know you are angry at me now, but it will fade as you come to understand that what I’ve set in motion is a good thing for your relationship with Anna.” Dray laughed then. “And you might just live long enough to work out the last of your issues now that you have a chance against the djinn.”
Lord Dray turned and started away, the viewing mirror’s image fading. But he paused and glanced over his shoulder.
“There’s another benefit for doing things my way. Now your Kyrsu’s anger will be firmly on me. She’ll see you as a victim.”
Obsidian’s anger ebbed slightly. “You still should have told her about the djinn. She’s a soldier. She would have accepted that this needed to be done now that the danger to Earth and the Magic Realm is that much greater than it was before.”
“Yes, she would. And ever after she would blame herself for you having to endure her memories. This way she’ll be too angry at me to blame herself or you.”
Long after Lord Draydrak and the viewing mirror had vanished, Obsidian sat with his sleeping Kyrsu in his lap and stared out at the crashing waves. A storm was brewing on the horizon, dark clouds gathering to deliver damaging winds and rains to the mainland.
He couldn’t help but think it was a metaphor for his own future as well.




Chapter 39
(The Present)
Lieutenant Ridaner reflected on how his life was to end as he took one last look out over the ocean as he was led from the beach, deeper into Death’s kingdom. He’d always imagined he’d die honorably in battle. Perhaps even falling to protect his beloved captain.
As Fate would have it, he wouldn’t be sacrificing his life for Vaspara’s. That was perhaps too much to ask. If he could not die protecting his superior, he could at least fulfill this, his last, mission.
The captains had all put out a call to the soldiers under their command, asking for volunteers. He did not know about the other captains, but Vaspara had laid out the brutal truth. This was a death mission. And while she didn’t want to lose any of her soldiers, this mission’s success was pivotal to all future victories.
He was not the greatest soldier under her command, but he was in the top thirty, which made him the perfect candidate. He wasn’t the only volunteer either. Many others had asked for the honor.
Once a pool of candidates had been gathered from across all twelve companies, they were told the details of the mission that would take them into gargoyle territory. Nothing was left out, right down to the part where the volunteer’s soul would fuel the blood witch’s spell.
Again, the captains called for volunteers to reassert their willingness.
Far fewer had stepped forward that second time.
The Lady of Battles had then ordered the remaining volunteers to take their conviction with them to the practice fields, and there a winner would be decided.
Lieutenant Ridaner had won against all the challengers as he’d expected.
After all, long, long ago, Vaspara had once saved his soul from being devoured by a demon. He was indebted to her. And he always repaid a debt.
This one just had a very high cost.
Though he hadn’t uttered a word as the blood witch called her terrible spell to inhabit his body, if Vaspara hadn’t been standing, looking on, there might have been screaming.
But she was there, staying with him for the entirety of the ritual.
Afterward, he’d been weak, too weak to stand on his own, but Vaspara and Sorac had pulled him to his feet. The firedrake had then muttered in his ear about the foolishness of blind love and devotion.
There was wisdom in the firedrake’s words, he decided.
His recovery had taken three days and then another nine to reach this location.
He could have carried out his mission by fighting the first gargoyle he’d come across and then transferring the hidden spell, but Vaspara had said it would be better if he could catch one of the Masters in the spell instead of a foot soldier.
The spell would have a greater chance of finding Anna and Shadowlight that way.
With that in mind, he’d allowed himself to be taken alive and escorted here to this island stronghold of the enemy. He was kept under guard the entire time, even after being put in the dungeon.
Several gargoyles came to interrogate him, but none of them were Masters.
That’s when he’d begun suspecting they were off elsewhere. Studying the Battle Goddess’s hybrids, perhaps?
A half a day passed.
He’d given up on the idea of infecting one of the Elders. The longer he waited, the greater the chance one of the gargoyles would sense the spell, even protected as it was with a djinn’s magic.
Now he’d just settle for any gargoyle entering his cell alone.
Outside his cell door magic flared as the ward spells were deactivated.
Ridaner held his breath as he waited. He’d only heard three sets of footsteps approach.
New voices addressed the guards.
Then the door was shoved inward, and a hulking gargoyle entered, followed by two slightly smaller beasts. The biggest one glowered directly at him.
“Well, you don’t look like much,” the male said with a huff, but his eyes narrowed. “Which means you’re actually either very dangerous or a deserter. My bet is on dangerous. Shall we start digging and see what traps we find?”
The darkly sentient spell inside Ridaner stirred awake, sensing danger to itself and its mission. It studied its surroundings with an attentive eye.
The gargoyles kept shadow magic shields tightly around them. Under normal circumstances they’d be nearly untouchable, their magic able to absorb or repel greater quantities of magic, depending on what they wished. He’d once seen a gargoyle absorb a magical attack and then launch it back at his opponent.
This time a djinn’s magic would alter that outcome.
The gargoyles stepped nearer, calling on more of their shadow magic.
The sentient spell watched, waiting until they were closer.
From his position chained to a wall, Ridaner was only an observer. But between heartbeats the magic attacked, red and silver energy arced out of his body, ripping his chest open in sudden agonizing surprise as it rushed to escape.
Screaming in pain, his vision danced strangely. Then his legs gave out, and he half slumped to the floor, only held upright by the chains. A raw, tainted power drew all the heat from his body. Pain bled away with it.
He was left to watch with his fading vision as the power continued to lance outward, stabbing each of the gargoyles, even rushing out into the hall to attack the guards.
The magic pierced their shadowy defenses. Loud snarls followed.
With a mind that was growing fuzzy, he still saw the strategy in the spell’s attack. It wished to appear random, like an attack designed to maim or kill as many as possible, not turn one gargoyle into a spy.
But the gargoyles were far from defeated.
A moment later they launched their own devastating attacks. A wave of force unlike anything he’d experienced in his life struck his dying body. The power invaded every cell, then a blink later burned them away to ash.
His body might be gone, yet his spirit remained, watching helplessly as the blood witch’s spell shredded his soul for the energy it needed to inhabit another.
At first, he wasn’t even sure which gargoyle the spell had chosen. Then he spotted the fading tether that linked his soul to the dark weaving. But that leash was weakening, fading away, having already taken what it needed from him.
Numb and hollowed out, he watched as the tether vanished, taking with it the only clue as to which gargoyle now was home to the witch’s spell.
But he had fulfilled his mission.
Though, he no longer remembered what that was.
More gargoyles rushed into the dungeon, and not even their magic-enhanced sight could see what remained of his fading spirit. 
He drifted for a time, watching as his form started to break apart.
Into the silence, a deep and soothing voice reached the shredded remains of his disembodied spirit. “Poor battered soul. Come, and I shall heal you of whatever that infernal blood witch has done this day.”
“Who?” the spirit asked.
“I have been called by many names. You will know me as Draydrak, the Lord of the Underworld. Though, you may call me Dray.”
Dray?
In life, he’d known Death would come for him one day—it was inescapable, even for a being who didn’t age.
But this was nothing like how he’d thought it would go. Was it?
“Do you know why you’re here?” the god of death asked.
“I…remember…little.” That was true. And strange.
A soul was supposed to remember everything from their last life. And yet there were great voids in his memory.
“I suppose that’s to be expected after what you’ve endured feeding that attack, but it’s still unfortunate, since I haven’t been able to see your future since the djinn’s magic touched you.” Lord Death sighed. “Come. Once I restore you, perhaps then you can tell me what mischief my sister and her pet blood witch hoped to accomplish by sending you deep into my territory.”
All his life, Ridaner had fought on the opposite side from this demigod.
Now it seemed strange to be seeking his aid.
Yet he was tired, and Dray’s power was like a welcome drink after days in a desert.
When the demigod called a second time, the wispy remains of a savaged soul followed him into the Light.




Chapter 40
The sun was already at its highest point in the sky when Anna woke the next day feeling muzzier headed than usual from the healers’ magic. As her wits sharpened, she’d thought she’d feel awkward around Obsidian. But that was not the case. If anything, she felt lighter as if finally sharing her terrible secrets lessoned the dread.
Oh, the memories were fresher than they’d been in months, but the emotional pain wasn’t as severe. There was more anger than shame now. Perhaps one day she’d forgive herself for letting a couple of civilians get the better of her.
And Matt?
Looking back, she now knew Matt’s hold on her heart paled in comparison to what she and Obsidian shared. And she and her gargoyle partner weren’t even a couple.
At first, she’d been afraid Obsidian would act strangely around her, either pitying her or showing some new protectiveness, as if she was weaker now than she’d been just the day before.
But he didn’t.
Instead, he greeted her with the usual gargoyle nuzzles. Then offered to fly her back to Haven since she was stuck in human form for another day while her gargoyle body healed. Or whatever the heck the magic did that allowed her to shift back and have a fully healed wing.
When they reached the island, Truth sought them out and told them that the Marwe and several of the Adept-level mentors had returned from the future and were now asking for Obsidian and Anna.
“I take a nap, and all hell breaks loose,” Anna grumbled.
Obsidian shrugged. “It was a rather long nap. And Lord Draydrak actually spoke to me on the beach.”
“He what?” Anna pivoted and jammed a finger at his chest. “Why didn’t you wake me?”
“You needed the rest.”
“Not that much, you overprotective idiot.” But she softened her voice to take the sting out of her words. “Start talking.”
He did, telling how Lord Dray had sensed a new, unwelcome development in the time streams. The Battle Goddess had summoned a djinn—and now everyone was in a tizzy.
Apparently, real-life genies were way more badass than in the legends.
Great.
Like they didn’t have enough evil henchmen to deal with.
When they reached the council chamber, situated high in its towering hamadryad, all the Masters and several of the oldest Adepts were present and loudly discussing this newest development. Discussing? Hell, it looked more like a shouting match.
Rook was the calmest, standing with his brawny arms folded over his chest, looking on with an expression of boredom. Verroc was the second calmest, although he was a little more animated than usual.
Thayn, the eldest of the gargoyles was here as well. He just looked plain delighted.
When he spotted them, he came over and joined them.
“Haven’t seen this much excitement in years. A djinn. Wonder if I know him?” The ancient gargoyle just grinned at them.
Anna arched a brow and wondered why the old geezer found that amusing.  It was on the tip of her tongue when Rook came up to them.
“I’m more concerned about the purpose of that attack,” Rook muttered.
“What attack?” Obsidian asked what Anna was thinking.
Master Thayn explained how a scout had found one of the Battle Goddess’s minions and brought him in for questioning.
“She was testing some new djinn-based battle magic. It was powerful and cut through even a Master’s shielding magic.” The elder rubbed at his chest where Anna could see a small, healing wound. “First scar someone has landed on me in ages. The magic came close to killing three of the guards.”
“We must find out more about this battle magic and create better defenses.” There was a determined glint in Rook’s eye. “I say we address this issue at once.”
Thayn snorted. “Normally, I’d agree. However, the power is far from perfected. The poor bastard she used to deliver the attack was torn open when he triggered the spell. Killing him was a mercy. If we can remove the djinn from the Battle Goddess’s keeping, we’ll have deprived her of her new weapon.”
“Fine, if you won’t let me send agents to learn more about this power, give me Obsidian. The others will be discussing these newest events for the next three days,” Rook pointed his complaint firmly at Thayn. “While they’re doing that, Obsidian can take his Adept Trial.”
“You think our young Rasoren is ready?” Thayn rubbed his thumb under his jaw as he studied Obsidian.
“Yes.”
Thayn grinned. “Then why are you three still here? Go down to the practice fields and make ready. The Legion might be needing its war leaders sooner rather than later. I’ll inform the rest of the council, and we’ll be along after we’ve finished discussing the djinn development.”
Rook bowed to the elder. “We’ll go at once.”
“You’ll do well.” Thayn clapped Obsidian on the shoulder. “Wait. I’ve got a present for you.”
The elder held out a belt with a dagger sheathed in an ornate scabbard. Obsidian took it with a laugh, thanking Thayn for his generosity. Anna didn’t get a good look at it until they were walking down the stairs and Obsidian held it out to Rook.
The design was familiar, one she’d admired a time or two herself. The old geezer had struck again. Rook just stared at what Obsidian held out, uncomprehending.
“Weren’t you wearing that when we walked into the council chambers?” Anna asked sweetly.
Strangely Rook looked utterly surprised for a moment as if Thayn didn’t pull that trick every time he visited, but then the Master just snatched up the belt and weapon and looked forward again.
They were halfway down the stairs circling the giant hamadryad when Rook commanded them to meet him at the arena. A moment later he took to the air.
Once he was well out of sight, and hopefully too far away for his mind-reading ability to work, Anna glanced at Obsidian. “That was odd. Wonder what’s chewing his ass?”
“Thayn, I’d say.”
But Obsidian’s gaze watched the spot where they’d last seen Rook.




Chapter 41
Anna stood at Obsidian’s side as he took in the number of people gathering in the corridor. By the noise, there were hundreds more outside.
“You nervous?” Anna asked from her location at his shoulder.
“No.”
Anna snorted.
He gazed down at her and grinned. “Eh, that was a lie, wasn’t it?”
“Just a little one. Tiny, like no bigger than this.” She stood on tip-toes and spread her arms as wide as they would go.
Her lighthearted humor had the effect on Obsidian she’d hoped, and he sighed, his shoulders relaxing as his mind calmed.
Together they walked out of the underground tunnel and onto the sands of the arena’s floor.
Unlike regular practice rings, this one was vast. Impressively so, with it being a good three or four times the size of the next largest ring. And there were bench-like seats on three sides, carved into the very stone of the mountain. She doubted the amphitheater was natural. It was too symmetrical. More likely magic had cut it out of the side of the mountain.
As large as it was, it still wasn’t large enough for the entire island’s population, but that didn’t stop a couple thousand gargoyles and dryads from packing themselves into the space.
Above, a few gargoyles circled lazily on thermals as they waited for the first bout to begin.
“Seems like everyone wants to see you kick ass or get your ass kicked.” She grinned up at him since she was still in human form and he towered over her.
“Adept Trials are more exciting because they pit the student against multiple partners,” Obsidian explained. “They start with the student facing his peers. All of them. Then if he or she defeats them, they go on to face the mentors one at a time. If they defeat all their mentors, which can happen but is rare, then the student goes on to face off against all the newly titled Adepts from the past year.”
“Yeah, because that sounds fair,” Anna muttered.
“The student only has to defeat three of the Adepts, and they will be elevated to that level.”
“That doesn’t sound so bad.”
“But if the student is very skilled, he or she must keep fighting Adept after Adept until they lose.”
Anna eyed him up and down. “You hate losing a fight. We’re going to be here all day, aren’t we?”
Obsidian grinned. “Yes. I plan to win as many battles as I can.”
“Master Obsidian. Is that the title you’re really after?”
He snorted. “No. But I won’t turn it down.”
“So modest.”
“The only way I’d get named a master today is if I fight Rook and win. No one ever wins against Rook during a Trial, or so I’m told.”
“How do you get named a master? Kill a dragon or something?”
Obsidian rolled his eyes at her.
Well, how was she supposed to know? She hadn’t covered that crap in her studies yet.
“It’s like an Adept Trial in that the student must face all their peers and then face the Masters. The student has to beat at least one of the older masters.”
“Only one?”
“A gargoyle becomes more powerful with age.”
Their conversation was cut short by the arrival of Master Thayn. He bore a large silver bowl in his hands.
“What’s that?” Anna asked along their mental link.
“That is why it’s called a Trial.”
Obsidian took the offered bowl and then drank from it, draining the dark, spicy smelling mixture.
“That wasn’t something harmless like wine, was it?”
“No. It’s a potion only known to Lord Dray and the council members. It cripples a gargoyle’s shadow magic for a day.” Obsidian licked at his lips as if it tingled or burned but handed the bowl back to Master Thayn without so much as a flinch.
His thoughts touched hers one final time. “This Trial is designed to teach a gargoyle that he can’t always count on his magic, that sometimes you must learn to take down opponents more powerful than yourself. Don’t be alarmed if our link starts to fade or feels like it disappears. It will return soon enough.”
“So, the old geezer is stealing your magic this time. Why does that not surprise me.”
The elder turned and grinned at Anna a second before his thoughts touched hers. “I’ll have to think up some other surprise for you if this doesn’t offer enough to be entertaining.”
Heat crept up Anna’s face.
Right. Oldest gargoyle. Gargoyles get more powerful with age. Check.
After that Obsidian didn’t say anything more. Anna wasn’t sure if it was because he was mentally preparing to face his first opponents or if the drink worked that fast. Three more minutes crept by and the sensations that always flowed along their link, even when they were shielding their minds, suddenly stopped.
A heartbeat after that, their link blinked out of existence, leaving a hollow feeling in Anna’s mind.
She had to shove away the panicky little feeling its absence caused.
It hadn’t occurred to her how much their link was a part of them. She just took it for granted. Gods, what if only one of them survived the coming war? What would it do to the other? No. She wouldn’t think like that.
They either both survived or they died together.
She found that thought strangely comforting and was soon able to focus upon Obsidian and his test.
It took most of the afternoon, but he defeated all comers, first the novices, and then his fellow journeymen. He’d been magnificent to watch, making the defeats look easy, but up close she could see the toll.
The air near the arena’s floor had been cooled by the summoning of shadow magic by his opponents. Steam now curled up from his body even as sweat dripped into the sand under his feet. That alone told her while he’d made it look easy, it wasn’t.
Finally, Thayn called for a break.
Anna found herself rushing forward to check over her Rasoren for injuries before the healers had even made it to his side.
He laughed and touched a drop of sweat that was making its way along her hairline from temple to ear.
“You look like you’ve been battling your own demons, my Kyrsu.” His voice was rich with humor, but she still heard the weariness in it.
Until that moment, she hadn’t realized how much willpower it had taken to stand in the sidelines and watch her partner get beat on by opponent after opponent.
“It’s not funny.” Anna grabbed a bucket of water right out of one of the healer’s hands and offered it to Obsidian. She needed to do something, to feel useful or her berserker gargoyle nature was going to come out and play.
“How much longer?” It was simmering just below the surface as it was. It wouldn’t take much more to send her over the edge.
He shrugged. “Not that much longer. I’ve faced all the novices and over half my peers. I just have group combat and then to face and beat three of the adepts.”
Obsidian held up the ladle for her to drink from before he’d take anymore. “You’re on edge. I can scent that even without the use of my magic. You need to calm.”
Fuck calm.
She’d need something a whole lot stronger than water to feel mellow while Obsidian was battling half the gargoyle nation.
But soon more dryad healers arrived and began sponging him with cold water to help cool him down. Anna joined them.
After he was sufficiently cool, more arrived with a light meal and leftover treats from yesterday’s feast. Drinks that were stronger than water by the smell were making the rounds out in the amphitheater’s seating area.
“Wonder if there will be any of that alien octopus to try.”
“I don’t smell it. So, it was likely devoured yesterday.” Obsidian whispered in her ear. “Tomorrow, I’ll make sure to hunt some up for you to try.”
“Focus on your test, not my stomach. I’ll be fine. You might not.”
“Fear not. No one has ever died.”
“Comforting.”
They shared a quick lunch. Obsidian didn’t eat anything substantial, sticking to fruits high in water and sugar and a few of the dryad version of granola bars.
After the meal, Thayn called Obsidian back into the ring.
Then between one heartbeat and the next, the most skilled of the journeymen were rushing toward her partner, five to one. Anna fisted her hands and kept quiet. This was just part of a test, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.
The fight was brutal, but even then, there was something breathtaking about how Obsidian moved. His sword a bright streak of silver, a flash of light and then with the ring of blade on blade, sparks rained down upon the sand.
He didn’t move so much as glide from place to place.
Actually, he was good enough he didn’t need to move, but he chose to dance.
And his deadly dance was stunning.
Between one strike and the next, his present opponent’s sword was on the ground. But the match wasn’t over, and before the slight cloud of dust had settled, two more opponents raised their blades to his.
When he beat his first five opponents, five more came to take their place.
Anna’s fingertips began to burn, and her shoulder blades ached in that familiar way that spoke succinctly of her gargoyle’s wish to come out and hurt something.
When Obsidian defeated the last group, Thayn called for another break.
“No wonder you take years to practice for this shit. It’s so y’all don’t drop dead midway through the test.” Anna set down her bucket and squeezed out the rag on his overheated skin. Only after he seemed cooler did she offer him something to drink.
All too soon, Thayn was calling over the noisy crowd, ordering Obsidian to face the first Adept in the ring. Anna followed along behind. His first opponent was Adept Shorban. Others were already waiting at the edge of the ring for their turn.
She prepared herself for another long fight with her own gargoyle nature.
Shorban was followed by one of the warrior-dryads, a woman by the name of Adept Karlaryn. Then another gargoyle called Firethorn.
Midway through the present fight, threads of warning began fingering their way up Anna’s spine. Her gargoyle nature roused stronger and studied Firethorn. No. He wasn’t the cause.
The threat was emanating from closer to her position than Obsidian’s.
Scanning the press of gargoyle bodies crowding close to the ring, she stalked in the direction her magic tugged her.
There. Where Rook and Thayn were watching from the side of the ring. Just behind them, Reaver stood at the ready, a spear in his hand.
If she shifted now, it would alert Reaver that she was stalking him.
Remaining human, she made her way toward him.
Just then Rook stepped away from the others, his blade coming free of its scabbard.
Swinging her eyes back to Reaver, she froze.
He was gone.
Pulse pounding, her eyes darted around the outside of the ring, scanning the crowd.
There!
Snarling, she shifted to her gargoyle form and bounded across the sand toward her prey.
Too late. Reaver wasn’t alone. Three other gargoyles stood with him, and they launched their spears at staggered intervals, targeting Obsidian.
She tossed up a shadow magic shield between him and the airborne spears. Two of the spears struck her barrier. The other two clipped the top and sent them spinning. One hit the sand, but by some unimaginable bit of ill luck, she heard a grunt of pain followed by Obsidian’s snarl.
Anna growled in answer and adjusted her trajectory, racing through the crowd.
She’d kill the others once her Rasoren was safe.
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Silence smothered the ring as the crowd fell silent in shock. Anna ignored them as she powered forward, sending bodies flying in her wake. At her mental call, more shadow magic rose up from the sands. The temperature in the arena plummeted. Steam rolled off the sand and Anna’s own breath condensed in the air. Any gargoyle in her way was shoved aside by her savage power.
There was no pain or fear or weariness. No limit to her power. There was only rage that these lesser beings had endeavored to harm her Rasoren. And now! Now they were daring to cage her.
Nothing could stop her when her partner was weaving between consciousness and oblivion. He was losing too much blood. She could smell it. And after drinking that potion, he couldn’t call his magic to heal the wound or shift to stone.
It drove her into a frenzy of rage.
When she reached her Rasoren’s side, he was surrounded by several other gargoyles.
She snarled a warning. Wisely, they darted away to what they thought was a safe distance. There was no safe distance for them to run if they meant Obsidian harm.
When she sniffed at him, she swiftly determined those others hadn’t intended harm. They had cut the spear from his side and packed the wound to stop the bleeding until one of the healers could reach him.
“Anna,” his voice came weak as shudders coursed down his body. He lay on his side, wings curled around him. “I need your magic. I can’t summon my own.”
His words a command she wanted to obey. Every fiber in her being vibrated with the need to obey, to belong, to be claimed by her Rasoren. They’d both been foolishly resisting the soul deep bond for different reasons.
“My Anna, all will be fine,” he whispered as his body began to feed on her power, draining strength and healing from her flesh.
Of course, it was going to be all right now. She was here. They were together. She would kill all threats until he was well enough to move.
“No, Anna.”
“Why not?” Her voice sounded scratchy to her own ears like she’d damaged it with her snarls and growls.
“Come lay next to me, my lovely Kyrsu. We’ll shift to stone and sleep side by side until we’re both healed.”
“You’re still in danger.” But denying him was so very hard.
“Am I?”
His words confused her until she examined the minds closest to them.
The others feared her.
As they should.
Hmmm. But she detected no hostility toward Obsidian.
That was strange. There’d been a definite threat before, but now it was gone.
It had to be a trap or a trick. That was the only reason.
“It was an accident.”
“No. What I felt and what they did to you was no accident.”
“It was part of the test,” he assured her. “After it was over, I heard Rook yelling at Reaver and the others about their terrible aim. They were supposed to cause a flesh wound at most. I think Rook did it because he wanted to see this side of you.”
His words made sense when compared with what she felt in the others’ minds. But there had been some threat. She’d felt it. Sighing she gave herself a little shake, her fear and adrenaline slowly melted away.
She would listen to her Rasoren but only so far.
Concentrating, she summoned more magic and formed it into a powerful weaving. A moment later a protective dome surrounded them. Safe now, she curled up next to him and nosed at his wound.
Removing the packing placed there to slow the bleeding, she started to lap at the wound. Even as the healing compound in her saliva started on the surface, her magic worked its way into his body, finding the deepest point of the puncture wound.
The spear had bitten deep, perforating his liver. She summoned another wave of magic and sent it deep.
He hissed in pain.
But healing him was helping her to calm, so she continued.
“It serves you right for drinking something that would cripple your ability to summon your magic. Don’t do that ever again, you great dolt!”
“Don’t think I will.”
“Good. It was very foolish.”
“How are you feeling?” He asked, already sounding stronger from her healing.
What a strange question for him to ask her.
“I’m fine. You’re the one who got his ass kicked up and down the arena floor and then used your liver to catch a spear.”
“You’re back with me?”
“Back from where? You delirious? Where the hell did you think I’d be when you’re hurt?”
He gestured above them.
Anna spotted a shimmering dome of power. It smelled of her magic, and she had a foggy recollection of creating it. Outside was chaos, the sky black with gargoyle wings.
Then she noticed the bodies littering the arena floor.
“Oh, god. I went berserker, didn’t I?” She knew she had because, while she could remember the events, they were blurry and dull, like she’d witnessed them through a dirty window.
“It’s not your fault.”
“The fuck it’s not.”
“No. The blame can be firmly placed on Rook’s shoulders. This was his idea. He has wanted to witness your berserker nature for quite some time. Goddess only knows why he chose now to do it, in front of so many and with everything that’s been going on.”
“What the bloody hell did he think would happen?”
“Something like this I’d imagine? But on a smaller scale maybe. I don’t know.” Obsidian sounded exhausted.
She snuggled closer to him and glanced around once more.
“Do you need a healer?” she asked just to be certain, but it looked like her magic had sealed his wound, and his other injuries were gone. “I didn’t even know I could heal like that.”
“I didn’t either, but it’s good one of us does. We tend to get into a lot of trouble.” He gave his side a cautious poke. “I don’t think a healer can do any more for me than you already have.”
“Good.”
“Now all I need is my Kyrsu.” He yawned and wrapped an arm around her waist.
She glanced around. First at the dome and then everyone on the outside. The dome’s magic was impressive and damn near impenetrable. No one would be getting past it anytime soon. Not unless she allowed it and right at this moment she wasn’t feeling very magnanimous. They could just sit out there on their collective asses until she and Obsidian were healed and rested.
Besides, it looked like most of the bodies on the ground were picking themselves up or being helped up by others.
She’d likely feel guilty later, but now all she felt was numb. Emotionally empty.
Briefly, she wondered if the emotional numbness of a berserker was a little like being a psychopath. That the thought didn’t inspire fear probably should have scared her.
But she couldn’t even feel fear.
Yawning, she curled closer to Obsidian and then with a silent command and a wave of power, she ordered both their bodies to shift to their stone forms to recover.
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Obsidian yawned and stretched, feeling a little tender where the spear had thrust deep, but his injuries were healed, and the drug the elders had given him had been purged from his body. All in all, he felt good, physically. Mentally? That was another matter altogether.
But there was only so much Anna and the healers could do. Restoring his peace of mind wasn’t one of them.
He’d woken from his stone sleep before Anna and found that Thayn, with the aid of Lord Draydrak, had been able to undo the spell his Kyrsu had hastily raised to protect them while they healed.
The elder had brought them to the healer’s quarters, where he remained.
Obsidian’s body was on the mend, but his mind was restless, thoughts and theories about why Rook had sabotaged the test churned endlessly.
If the elder had merely wanted to test Anna’s tolerance to threats directed at her Rasoren, the elder could have set something up during regular practice. It wasn’t necessary to do it in front of everyone or was that the point?
Did Rook want the entire gargoyle legion to see what he and Anna were capable of before it was unleashed on the battlefield? That still seemed a poor excuse for such a spectacular risk. Others had been harmed. Rook was lucky there hadn’t been any deaths. Anna in berserker mode wasn’t known for mercy.
Perhaps she’d managed to retain enough of ‘Anna’ to reason that the legion gargoyles weren’t a threat.
As for Rook, he could have done a series of smaller demonstrations throughout their training sessions. But the elder hadn’t exercised caution. Now, in the blink of an eye, all Anna’s hard work to gain the legion’s trust had been undone. Could she ever regain their people’s confidence, or would they judge her a threat?
A soft grunt drew his gaze down to Anna. His restless thoughts must have disturbed her sleep, for she’d still been stone up until a moment ago. The shimmer of magic even now danced along her skin, before being swallowed back.
Her eyes blinked open to stare at him.
Or at least she tried. Dawn’s light angled in and struck her right in the eyes. Groaning, she rolled over onto her belly, shielding her face.
“Oh my god. What the fuck did I drink? Fuck, I don’t care what it’s called. Just don’t let me drink it ever again.”
“You’re not drunk.”
“Obviously. I’m all too sober now.”
“It’s a reaction from calling more magic than your body is trained to handle.”
“Ugh. Remind me to go easy next time, will you?”
“I don’t think you were in a receptive mood to listen to reason.”
“Meh.” She rested her face in her hands. “Stop talking. My head is going to explode.”
“Stop whining and come here,” he said with a grin.
When she didn’t move, he sat cross-legged on the bench and then dragged her unresisting body closer to him until he could roll her over and position her head in his lap.
She groaned dramatically.
Calling a tiny bit of his shadow magic to the tips of his fingers, he gently worked them between the rows of her braids. He wasn’t a natural healer like Anna or some of the dryads, but he’d learned this trick from Maradryn. The smallest trace of the tingling magic could sooth headaches.
“Oh, you’re a god. Thank you.” Anna’s unguarded expression made him smile, but it wasn’t likely to last. As soon as she remembered what she’d done, doubt and self-loathing would replace it.
Which was why he was in no hurry to have this rare peaceful moment end.
But eventually he’d rubbed away the worst of the pain, and her eyes opened and spotted the ceiling of the healers’ quarters.
Her brows drew together in thought and then her earlier blissful expression became shuttered. She compressed her lips.
“I fucked up, didn’t I?”
Following her progress along their link, he witnessed when she recalled all that had happened. Much of it would be blurry and hazy, but there was enough for her to piece together events.
“I flipped and hulked out on everyone when you were hurt, didn’t I?”
He wasn’t familiar with the term, but its meaning was clear enough in her mind. “Yes. Though, this wasn’t your fault. You were just reacting to what you perceived as a danger to me.”
Obsidian explained what he’d been theorizing about while she’d slept.
“So, you see, I think this was exactly what Rook wanted to happen—at least your going berserker part. Though I don’t think he expected it to be quite so violent. At least I hope he didn’t.”
“Well, I for one am going to go ask him myself. Just as soon as I can stand up without the room spinning.”
“Tomorrow will be soon enough for that,” he said, and he gently brushed away some sand that was sticking to her temples.
If only his other worries were as easily brushed away.




Chapter 44
The day after Obsidian’s Adept Trial, Anna found herself high up on the slopes of the eastern peak picking berries with a group of novices and journeymen. It was a mundane task, which was why the mentors had assigned it to her. Secretly, she was happy to do it because it got her away from most of the stares and whispers.
Reasonable, quiet, and unassuming had been her modus operandi since yesterday morning when she’d awoken in the healers’ quarters with a splitting headache. Later she and Obsidian had confronted the elders.
Rook had admitted his plan had gone afoul. Thayn clarified by adding that when Anna had tossed up her first shield, it caused the spear—which was supposed to miss—to change its trajectory.
The spear was only supposed to have clipped him, causing a flesh wound.
They’d wanted something that would cause a threat response in Anna, but nothing so dangerous to trigger a full berserker event.
Well, because Fate loved fucking with her, Rook and everyone else got to see the full package. Which was why she had been trying so hard to be quiet, unassuming and mostly invisible today.
It didn’t help that Obsidian had been sent off to a remote island for some traditional mumbo-jumbo where he was supposed to meditate on the duties that would now come with his new title of Adept.
While she was pleased that he’d completed the trial with flying colors and earned his title before everything had gone sideways, she preferred him near. Her gargoyle nature was still edgy. Since there were no reported dangers, it had to be the new fear and hostility some of the legion felt toward her after the berserker event.
She kept telling her gargoyle nature to sit down, shut up, and don’t cause a stir. Obsidian didn’t need his Kyrsu making any more of a ruckus.
Probably no one was buying her docile, good girl routine. Though, no one had organized a torch and pitchfork-carrying mob either, so she supposed she wasn’t about to get lynched.
But that wasn’t even her most significant concern.
The more she thought about it, the more she was sure Rook, that cagey bastard, had wanted her to go berserker for some reason other than to study her threat responses. But she didn’t have proof. Sighing in frustration, she turned her attention back to her present task, for now.
Anna glowered unhappily at the berry bush she was presently picking bare of ripe fruit. Truth had laughed at her earlier when she popped a couple in her mouth and promptly spat them back out. He’d then informed her they were only used in cooking with honey to sweeten them. The jerk.
“By the way, how much longer do we have to do this?” Anna called to him where he was working on filling his basket farther up the slope.
He glanced in her direction, looking unhappier than picking a few hundred berries should merit.
Hmm…something was up.
“You.” She glared at him. “What’s that look about?”
Truth sighed and set down his woven basket. “We already have twice the berries we need. Obsidian wanted me to keep you busy today.”
“Why?”
“I’m not sure. He wouldn’t go into detail, only that he had a task to complete that required solitude.”
“That’s what he told me as well.” Anna’s fingers strummed her thigh. “I thought it was some traditional ritual after becoming an Adept.”
“There is no tradition,” Truth confirmed.
“Damn it! Why didn’t I smell a lie?”
“He likely never told a lie, just didn’t correct your false assumption.”
“Fuck!” Anna abandoned her berry bushes and the baskets, half running up the slope toward a bare patch of rock where she had room to shift to gargoyle form.
She might be overreacting, but she couldn’t ignore the fact the elders might be setting up a test of some sort to see if Obsidian was like her.
“Where are you going? Anna!” Truth called her name as he came running up behind her.
“I’m going after Obsidian. I don’t know what the Masters have planned this time, but their last plan didn’t go so well.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I got my powers from Obsidian. I’m not the only berserker.” She said in a rush. “As a child, Shadowlight had that trait, too. Milder, but I can only imagine the breathtaking scope of Obsidian’s rage if they manage to trigger it, now, as an adult.”
“That makes no sense. If it were the mentors, he would simply have told me that. Though I see why the elders might not want you there.” Truth paused, and then said more softly. “It might not be the mentors.”
“Who else?” But then Anna knew. Reaver and the other gargoyles who might have turned hostile toward her and her Rasoren.
Anna reached the flat stretch of rocky ground and shifted. Moments later her wings were unfurling as she launched herself off the steep slope and into the air. Truth continued to shout after her as she climbed higher into the air.
Rounding the mountain’s peak, she spotted him beating his wings hard to catch up. She didn’t wait for him and headed out to sea, using her link to Obsidian to pinpoint his location.
“Obsidian are you alright? Can you hear me?” No answering words or thoughts echoed back along their link.
He was about eighty miles out. Easy distance for their link, but he didn’t respond, and she couldn’t touch his mind. How was that possible? Even if he was stone, she could still feel his mind.
Fear sped her wings, and she swiftly out distanced Truth.
“I can’t feel Obsidian. Can you?” she asked Truth along a private path.
“No. His mind is closed off to me.” Concern tinted the gargoyle’s thoughts. “I don’t like this.”
“I can’t wait for you. Keep up as best you can.”
“Go, go. I’m calling our friends. We’ll meet you there as soon as possible.”
“Thank you.”




Chapter 45
Below, the ocean waves churned. They’d been growing larger the closer Anna got to Obsidian’s distant little island. A high black wall of clouds billowed out across the sky from the same general area.
Unfortunately, she feared the storm wasn’t natural, but fueled by uncontrolled magic. Obsidian’s magic. The taste was heavy and familiar in the humid air. She didn’t know what was being done to him, but her terror kept her wings beating at top speed even after fifty miles.
“Be at ease, young Kyrsu,” Death’s compelling voice was suddenly filling her head. “While your Rasoren is experiencing something he finds greatly distressing, he is in no physical danger.”
His reassurance fell short of actually reassuring her. “Why is he in distress?”
“Because there is a djinn within the Magic Realm and you no longer have the time needed to seal your powerful bond slowly, over time, as I would have preferred. But there was a faster way to see it molded into its potential. Obsidian is now undergoing the ordeal.”
“What is it? And was he willing?”
Death sighed out a long, sad note in her mind. “Your most traumatic memories. He’s reliving them. When it’s over, you’ll have no reason to keep a shield up around your mind. Once it’s done, he will understand as he never could have before, and you will be there to share in his pain and comfort him.”
Her heart felt like it seized in her chest. Obsidian was never supposed to see those. Never. She shuddered and swooped lower. Realizing the danger, she beat her wings harder and arrowed back higher into the sky.
“He was never supposed to see those. Why would he do this?”
Why would he do this to me? I trusted him.
“Your Rasoren can’t do anything that he’d see as harming you. He’s not physically capable. And he viewed what I asked him to do as a type of mind-rape. He’s a noble soul. But we don’t have time for noble. I forced him to take the memories.”
So, Death had done this to Obsidian.
Her rising rage had a target at least.
“Yes, I am the one who made a hard choice so neither of you would have to. Remember that before you decide to hate me forever.” Draydrak’s voice was filled with sadness. “Go to your Rasoren. He needs you now. Remember what you felt after the trauma and how all you wanted was to be comforted by your beloved? Obsidian will shortly find himself in the same emotional hell, but unlike the first time, you will be there to comfort him. Out of this shared pain and self-forgiveness, your magic will forge an unparalleled soul bond. One strong enough to rival what the Avatars share, and they began as one soul.”
Anna still seethed, but she would heed Draydrak’s words. None of this was Obsidian’s fault.
“I won’t fail Obsidian.”
“Good. Because your magical ability will increase tenfold and give you a fighting chance against a djinn of this one’s strength.”
“Go, Anna, rescue your Rasoren and forge a soul bond of a strength never seen before.”
She did, winging her way closer with each heartbeat.




Chapter 46
Anna battled the storm as she circled the island in large loops, drawing closer with each revolution. Obsidian was down there somewhere. Her magic might not be able to separate him from the maelstrom created by his power, but her keen gargoyle sight served her well, scanning the land.
Ah, there.
He looked like nothing more than a tightly curled bit of darkness against the pale sand of the beach. But it was him.
Curling a wing, she changed direction and arrowed towards him.
The crosswinds and layers of wild magic buffeted her, tossing her around in the air. She overshot her planned landing site next to Obsidian and crashed into the surf at the edge of the beach instead.
Sand, wind, and rain pelted her in vicious waves. She formed a translucent shield of magic to protect against the worst of it. Then dropping to all fours, she stalked across the beach, her talons digging in against the gale-force winds.
When she got closer to Obsidian’s location, she saw why she’d overshot her target. He sat within a protective dome. The storm winds circled it like the eye of a hurricane.
Inside the air was calm, not even a little breeze to stir his mane.
She hoped this dome was the reason she couldn’t touch his mind.
Though the way Obsidian was kneeling with his muzzle tucked against his chest, wings mantled around him, and rocking back and forth ever so slightly as magic continued to bleed off his skin didn’t look good.
She shouted his name.
He didn’t respond.
Or maybe it wasn’t that he didn’t respond. Perhaps he couldn’t, his mind trapped inside the memories.
There was one ray of hope. His magic didn’t consider her a threat, and she was able to touch the dome without harm. After a moment of gentle coercing, the magic of the dome-shield granted her entrance.
She went to him then and knelt without hesitation, placing a hand on his shoulders. His magic stirred in acknowledgment of her presence, licking and caressing along her skin in recognition, but it didn’t attempt to drive her away or otherwise harm her.
Running her fingers along his spine, she moved them up under his thick mane until she could stroke the back of his neck. As a child, he’d always found that comforting. She hoped he still did.
While he couldn’t respond, he might still be able to hear and feel.
“Oh, my brave Rasoren. I’ve failed to keep this horror from you. I’m sorrier than I can say but know I’m here with you. You’re not alone.” Her gargoyle nature stirred in response to his distress, her magic reaching out, seeking a way into his mind.
At first something within him resisted. Then the link flared strongly, sucking her deep into his thoughts, a passenger in his mind.
Freezing in surprised recognition, she looked around at the parking lot she found herself in. It was the dark of a November night, a familiar crispness in the air that promised winter’s return. Light from the bar’s neon sign reflected in the puddles.
Vicious ghosts from a dark point in her past were here as well, flowing around her, on the hunt.
Their voices, the tone of their laughter and excited grunts chillingly familiar. Their faces were clearer than they’d ever been before. The smell of fries, beer, and cigarette smoke strong.
But this time they were not hunting her.
She discovered a new horror as her link whispered that they were attacking her Rasoren. And in the nature of these past memories, he could not fight or change the outcome. He could only huddle on the alley’s cold, wet pavement as he relived what had happened to her—a hapless passenger caught up in the memories.
Rage slowly built within her, replacing the horror and fear.
Seeing the vision-ghosts of her assailants no longer inspired dread. No. But it triggered something else—her berserker rage.
She welcomed it.
These lesser beings might once have harmed her, haunted her mind for months, but no more. They were weak. Easily torn to shreds with her talons.
The fools!
They thought to harm her Rasoren.
She struck out with her own magic, wrapping Obsidian’s mind in layers of protection before she turned her attention to the vision-ghosts. Even as the rage urged her to act, her mind remained sharp. She continued with caution, very much aware this was no regular battlefield.
These were her memories transferred into her Rasoren’s mind.
She wasn’t really here. These weren’t enemies she could just gut and claim victory over.
No. This would need a two-pronged attack.
First, she merged her mind with Obsidian’s more firmly, feeding him her love and strength. Magic flaring, it expanded, surrounding him in a protective shield.
In the real-world, Obsidian moved closer, and Anna curled around him, drawing him into her warmth and vitality.
“We are not victims. Together we are far too strong for some wispy dark memories to do us harm.” She came to kneel next to his shoulder and turned his face to look up at her. “Look upon the horror. Acknowledge what I once endured so there will be no more secrets between us. But then see me as I am now. Strong. Fierce. Whole. Know that I survived. I overcame that one dark night in my history. They did not tarnish my mind, my soul, or my sense of worth. I see that now. You showed me that.”
“Anna?” He blinked up at her. Seeing her for the first time.
“Yes, that’s it.” Anna continued to caress his face.
“They were so strong. But I am stronger. How could I have not fought my way free?” He sounded lost and confused. In shock, most likely.
At that moment she hated the God of Death.
“In life, we sometimes meet opponents we cannot fight. But I will show you the way free of this nightmare.”
“I understand.”
“Good. Now follow your Kyrsu.”
She went on the attack, her talons digging into the memories, shredding them as she summoned a second wave of magic. Beside her Obsidian came to his feet, shaking off whatever spell had held him immobile.
Together they destroyed all that remained of their tormentors.
When it was done, they started on the memory of the location, tearing it apart piece by piece.
Afterward, Anna and Obsidian reached for each other, burying their muzzles in the other’s manes.
“Oh, my fierce, beautiful one,” he whispered close to her ear, sadness thick in his voice. “I understand now.”
“No, you don’t, because you feel sadness. This moment is not about sadness.” Her mind expanded more, sweeping him in, surrounding his consciousness until she was everything. And then she shared herself, her emotions, what they were to each other. What he meant to her.
In response, his mind and magic reached deep, mingling with hers until he was a part of her, their thoughts, emotions, memories, their very souls, joining to form a new wellspring of strength and power.
Now fully merged, their bond finally fulfilling its potential, their minds sought out every bit of fear, discomfort or scrap of loneliness and set about erasing it all with the warmth of their acceptance and love.
Their bond was a strong heartbeat in their minds. Immense strength flowed from it, feeding both their souls and their magic.
“I think this must be a little like what the Avatars feel,” she said in soft wonder.
“Mmm,” he agreed with a delighted mumble, almost a purr.
“I understand now what Death wanted us to experience. It wasn’t the horror. It was this. Guess I won’t hold it against him.” Anna sighed and stretched. Though she was aware this present ‘body’ wasn’t real. Her body was still sitting on a beach, inside a dome-shield with a hurricane raging outside.
Obsidian was still holding tight, but he lifted his head and looked around as if sensing the storm as well. “Ah. It’s as Lord Dray said it would be.”
“The storm?”
“He didn’t say I’d call a hurricane to our shores, but he warned my power would slip my control.”
“We need to deal with it before it destroys the island.”
“Yes,” he agreed.
They were both reluctant to let the other go, but at last, Obsidian released his hold on her waist, and she dropped her arms from around his shoulders. With those actions their minds disengaged.
Anna blinked to find herself alone in her own mind, sitting on a beach with Obsidian’s body curled around her.
The dome still held, thank god.
While they’d been distracted, the storm had drifted to the east, heading toward the mainland.
“Damn. I’d say you leveled up.” Anna added an accompanying whistle.
Obsidian raised his head, taking in the beast raging across the sky. “Are you up for this? You used a lot of magic to reach me. I can steer it off course and back out to sea by myself if needed.”
Anna leaned forward, bumping him in the shoulder with her muzzle. “I’m good. Let’s go put a leash on the monster.”
“Come,” he said as he took to the air, his larger wings sounding like thunder as he fought to get airborne in this wind.
Anna launched herself into the sky after him. When she caught up, she touched their link, “You know how to control that thing?”
“Of course.” He rolled an eye in her direction. “But do you?”
“Not fair. You’ve got years more experience at wielding magic than me.”
“What I know, you can access as well.”
She wasn’t about to trust her new knowledge during a magic-induced hurricane. “Let’s work together. That hurricane is savage, and it isn’t getting any prettier.”
Obsidian studied the storm. “We will learn the limits of our new strength together.”
Then he opened his mind fully to her, and together they summoned more power. Though this time, they would be capturing the storm and reeling it in.
While he braided their power into an invisible tether, she created spells across the island to act as anchors.
The storm fought them, resenting being shifted off its course. But Obsidian was skilled, looping tether after tether around wind currents forming the storm until, at last, they’d managed to leash the monster.
Captured, they forced it to spin around its island anchor. It was still a huge monster, but it was under control.
Only their shields protected them from the buffeting winds, but they weren’t done yet. Together, they directed more magic into the storm, spinning it out into a glimmering net, where it captured and drained away the storm’s fury little by little.
After fifteen minutes, the winds dropped. The clouds soon began dissipating. 
“Not half bad, partner.” She lengthened the last word into a drawl and grinned at him. “We can add masters of meteorology to our resumes.”
He gave her his best ‘humans are odd’ look. Then ruined it by nuzzling her nearest wing. She returned his warm affection in kind.
They wandered down the beach together, and then, neither of them in the mood to return to Haven yet, settled under one of the big leafed palm-like trees. There they sat and watched the still rough ocean in silence.
Their link remained open, thoughts flowing freely between them. They didn’t need words. There was a profound understanding between them that required none.
She leaned into him, and he mantled a wing around her.
His invitation was more than physical, and she was soon looking into his mind as some of his youthful adventures with Truth and friends played out in his memories. She, in turn, showed him some of the long summer camping trips she took with her family as a kid.
“You miss them.”
His words weren’t a question.
“It feels like a lifetime since I saw any of my brothers or either of my parents.” She shrugged. “Not that we ever see much of each outside of the Mackenzie family reunions. Too busy with careers and life. But we used to at least text or chat from time to time.”
She paused as something else occurred to her. “I wonder what my family knows, if anything? My father is a brigadier-general. He’d know all or at least some of what happened to me back on Earth, but the rest of my family probably wasn’t granted clearance. I wonder if my father has given up hope and thinks we’re dead.”
Then his mind was answering even before his words. “While it’s been thirteen years here in Haven, it will be like no time at all has passed in the present. For our families, it will only have been the few months that we were trapped in the Battle Goddess’s kingdom.”
“Right. I keep forgetting about the time travel part.”
“I will do all in my power to see that you get to reunite with your human family.”
“Deal. And I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you get to see your sister again…and reunite with your father one day after he heals.” She paused. “We can visit with your battle-ax of a mother as well, I suppose.”
Obsidian snorted. “She’ll be very pleased with you.”
“I doubt that. She hates me.”
“She admired you, actually.”
“Really?” Doubt was probably etched on her face because he laughed at her.
“At first she didn’t, but she soon saw how you protected me.”
He fell silent and nuzzled her hair again. She thought he was finished talking, but he started up again, his tone soft and kind. His accompanying thoughts were as well.
“Years ago, back on Earth, do you remember the time Gryton invaded Gran’s home by night and he tried to capture us? We were weaponless but fought him anyway. While I was keeping him busy, you got his dagger and used it against him.”
Anna glanced sidelong at him and arched a brow, wondering what had triggered that memory. “Yep. The bastard just about charbroiled us.”
“Just before that, while we were still fighting. I thought you the bravest and fiercest being I’d met. Your soul was lovely. I knew then that you were the one the Divine Ones had chosen for me.”
“You were young. It was infatuation. A crush. But I am flattered.” Usually, the dread would be kicking in at the mention of anything that smelled like a relationship conversation, but strangely she was okay with this.
“That’s true. Though it grew into true love as I matured. What I feel now is a much more adult version of that same love.”
A smile touched her lips, realizing something else.
“I loved Shadowlight like a little brother.” She reached out to pat his cheek. “But you I now love as a partner. Just couldn’t admit it right away. Waged a bloody, internal war to deny it, in fact. Looking back, I know it started that first night I woke here in Haven and you took me to the cliff side forest where we just talked. I was grieving the loss of Shadowlight, but even then I knew this Obsidian fellow was a good sort and I could trust him.”
“We agree we love each other?” His lips curled back in humor.
“Yes.” It came out easily. That surprised her. “Still, I’m not certain…”
“If we’re ready for romance?” He looked thoughtful, his mind on the other end of their newly strengthened link was calm. “I’m not either. I love you. You saw that in my mind, but our link is so new. And after everything that—”
“After everything that happened, we need time to process all of it and see how that affects us.” She lay back on the sand and stared up at the stormy sky.
“Yes.” He joined her, his wings spread until one touched hers.
“You know, this island wouldn’t be so bad with a cold beer and minus the storm clouds. We should come back here some time.”
“We could bring lots of food with us. Make a day of it swimming and fishing.” He sighed and stretched.
“You can do all the fishing you like. I’ll be on the beach sunning myself.”
“Hmm, that has merit too.”
“Damn straight.”
In that moment she knew her world was perfect.




Chapter 47
Three days after Obsidian had called a storm into being, Anna was back in the practice ring, facing off against Banrook. In other words, getting her ass kicked across the sands by the big brute. He’d grin occasionally and praise her.
Then he’d proceed to knock her on her ass.
After the ninth time, he just shook his head and called for a halt.
“Don’t know why I bother,” he said, sounding grumpier than usual. “Might as well take a break since your mind is not on the lesson.”
It was true. Usually, Rook would have her full attention. Today it was divided between the ring and the council chambers. Rook had said it was more important that Anna continue her training since she still hadn’t reached Obsidian’s level of mastery.
That meant Obsidian was in the council chambers with the Masters discussing preparations to abandon Haven. That a djinn had returned to the Magic Realm and might be able to sense the portal spell had created quite the stir. They also discussed what to do with the gargoyle legion.
If they just suddenly appeared in the present-day Magic Realm, the Battle Goddess would sense the shift in the magic flows. It would betray the gargoyles’ numbers.
Because of that, Thayn had mentioned taking the gargoyle army to Earth instead. There they’d be able to hide their presence from the Battle Goddess.
“Yeah, that’s going to go over real well back home,” Anna said along their link.
Obsidian agreed, and then explained again about how the governance on Earth worked to the Council of Masters. He suggested a small contingent go first and negotiate to secure permission for the rest to come.
“I’m rubbing off on you. Don’t think I’ve ever heard you use the word negotiate before.”
Obsidian replied with a mental snort. “You. Go back to your training before I start laughing to myself in front of the Masters.”
“Fine. But if you get tired of all the negotiation talks, give me a shout. We can trade. I’m sure Rook will happily kick your ass around the ring a few times.”
“I’d love to switch,” Obsidian said, truth ringing in his tone. “But Rook wants your training accelerated as much as possible.”
“Gee, I must have missed that.”
But just then Rook approached her bench with a drinking skin.
She touched Obsidian’s mind once more. “Have fun with the council. Talk more later.”
His mind brushed hers, acknowledgment and love flowing through that slight touch.
The bench dipped as Rook sat down. Anna found a drinking skin unceremoniously shoved in her face. Grinning, she uncorked it and took a swig.
Expecting water, she choked down the cold burn of something that was reminiscent of peppermint and alcohol. “Ugh. What is this crap?”
Rook just snorted and rolled an eye at her. “Drink it. Your pain will go away for a short time.”
Eyeing the sand ring and then Rook as he stood up and went to retrieve a pair of quarterstaffs, Anna upended the skin and drank. If she were to guess, Rook planned on keeping her on the practice field until well past sunset.
A mind that wasn’t Obsidian’s touched hers and a familiar power swept over her being seconds before Lord Draydrak’s voice was loud in her mind.
“Run! Run now!”
The God of Death’s voice still echoed in her head.
“What?” But Anna was already on her feet.
“That is not Banrook.”
His words still explained nothing, but Anna had come to trust this demigod’s words. If he said that the gargoyle in front of her wasn’t Rook, she believed him.
Even as she moved, she called on her protective magic. Or at least she tried. It was sluggish to respond. For five seconds she stared at her empty palms, where the magic had sputtered for half a second and then died.
Then she remembered the drink Obsidian had swallowed during his Adept Trial. The one that neutralized a gargoyle’s magic. It had smelled minty.
Oh, fuck.
“There is no point in fighting,” Rook who was not Rook said. “Your magic is gone for a short time. Long enough for me to return you to our goddess.”
He was talking about the Lady of Battles. Anna didn’t know what or who was standing in front of her, but he was an enemy.
Moreover, the Lord of the Underworld had just instructed her to run.
Leaping backward over the bench, she shifted in the air and then landed on all fours, darting away from the threat. She reached for Obsidian even as she ran, but like the time he’d drank the potion, there was only a numbness where the tether tying them together should be.
Behind her Rook didn’t give chase. She was realizing the implications just as she ran headlong into some kind of magic net. It contracted around her, squeezing tight. The numbness inside her continued to spread.
There was another power their too. She sensed it now. The coppery taint of old blood. Sickly sweet. Familiar. The work of a blood witch.
The power continued to cocoon her in ever tightening layers.
Rook standing over her was the last thing she saw before he tossed something over her head as well.




Chapter 48
Master Verroc was discussing the number of gargoyles to send to Earth for the first wave of negotiations, but Obsidian’s mind was drifting. His new, stronger link with Anna was also addictive. It was work to focus on anything else.
He loved it, and yet it was a distraction in the current situation.
Still, he found himself reaching back along the link to briefly touch Anna’s mind.
And ran into a barrier.
No…not a barrier.
He sucked in a surprised breath.
There was nothing to touch.
What? How?
Blood began to surge as he rose to his feet, no longer seeing the Elders gathered around the council table. He was drawing breath to warn them that something was wrong when Lord Draydrak’s powerful mind touched his.
Wasting no time, the God of Death, shoved a vision at Obsidian, wordlessly telling him all that had happened.
“Go, my Rasoren. Rescue your Kyrsu. I will explain and rally the Council.” With those few words, the demigod was gone from his mind.
Obsidian didn’t need any other prompting and bolted for the stairs. Once he was far enough away from the council chamber’s protective shields, he took to the open sky, winging his way to the practice fields.
“She won’t be there,” Dray whispered, telling Obsidian the demigod was still with him. “There is only one place this agent of my sister can run with his prize.”
“The time portal.” Obsidian angled a wing edge and sliced a sharp turn in the air, winging his way as fast as he could in the new direction.
“Yes. It is his only hope of escape. His djinn magic allows him to hide, even from me to some extent, but he won’t be able to hide from all my gargoyles. He’ll try to make it to the portal with your Kyrsu. He knows if he can escape with her, you will follow.”
“Always.” Obsidian’s fierce reply echoed through the air.
“I have been healing the soul of the soldier who carried this dark spell into our territory. The soul was severely damaged, and it took me time to heal him, and even longer for him to remember what his mission had been.”
For once Dray’s mellow voice failed to calm Obsidian, but he listened as the demigod provided valuable information on the creature who had stolen Anna.
“He was a carrier only. His death was used to fuel a spell created by the blood witch using magic from a djinn. It wasn’t my sister who captured the djinn. It was the witch.”
Obsidian didn’t miss the mild relief that touched Death’s voice, and he wondered at that.
“If my sister had lost the last of her sanity, she wouldn’t have stopped with just one djinn. She would have summoned and captured them all. At least the blood witch has limits to her power.”
“For now.” But for how much longer, with a djinn to fuel her spells? But Obsidian couldn’t dredge up the appropriate fear for that just now, not with Anna being held by one of their enemies. His only relief came in the knowledge that whatever controlled Rook wanted Anna alive. If not, his Kyrsu would already be dead.
∞∞∞
 
When he reached the temple, he called his shadow magic. After sealing the bond with Anna, he’d surpassed even a Master’s abilities. He might even be more powerful than Thayn now.
He hoped so, for this new enemy had taken one of the most powerful masters as its host, and only the power of a fully trained Rasoren or Kyrsu could hope to overpower one of the ancients.
Still, he continued with caution. There could be no berserker’s rage or a blind rush to Anna’s side. He had to be swift but cunning. If whatever was controlling Rook learned Obsidian was on the hunt, the creature might kill Anna if he couldn’t escape.
I cannot lose my Kyrsu, he thought a little desperately.
Making his way deeper into the structure on silent feet, at last, he came to the chamber where the time portal resided. Rook was already there, standing before the two, as yet, dormant stalagmites.
Only the sight of magic already rising off Rook’s body stopped Obsidian from attacking. Rook was feeding power into the portal. If Obsidian launched an attack now, that magic would join what was already in the spell work.
The time spell was both enduring and yet fragile. Too much power and it could collapse, trapping everyone here in this place.
Obsidian would wait until the spell was self-sufficient. As soon as Rook was far enough away, he’d launch his attack.
Rook continued to manipulate the trigger spell, unaware that he was being watched.
Twenty feet from the larger gargoyle, Anna lay on her side against a wall, wrapped in layers of the imposter Rook’s shadow magic.
She was breathing.
She was still alive.
His gaze sought hers.
Oh. And she was pissed.
He hadn’t seen her look that enraged since her time in the Battle Goddess’s kingdom.
The breath he’d been holding released on a soft, unheard sigh.
Now all he had to do was stop Rook from dragging Anna through and keep him trapped here until Lord Death had rallied the Council. They’d be here in a matter of minutes. The only reason they weren’t was because only Anna could outpace him in the air.
He eyed the master’s progress with the spell work and then the distance between Anna and the portal. Rook must not have wanted to chance his spell might interfere with the portal’s summoning. Obsidian’s narrowed eyes tracked back to the enemy.
If Rook escaped through the portal, he couldn’t be sure that the male wouldn’t destroy it once through.
Though, Rook would only have taken Anna if he wanted her Rasoren, too. Which suggested the portal was safe until Obsidian crossed. At which point, the essence controlling Rook might decide to destroy the gateway.
While Obsidian mulled over his options, Rook continued to wake the dormant time spell.
Though he knew a select few of the masters traveled between the two times, Obsidian hadn’t seen the inside of this room, or an active portal, since he’d first seen it as a child.
The stalagmite began to glow much the same as he remembered. This time he watched as Rook created the trigger spell. It was a complex and beautiful thing. One Obsidian was confident he could re-create now that he’d seen it.
As soon as the portal had stabilized, Rook slowly walked to where Anna laid on the floor.
Obsidian stalked forward, low to the ground, still shrouded by his shadow magic. He’d gotten better at hiding himself from his mentors during his recent training sessions, but he didn’t trust that the elder wouldn’t sense something.
Inching forward, Obsidian moved closer to the portal, until he was almost close enough for a successful charge. He needed to put himself between Rook and the portal so he could toss up protective spells around it the second he charged. It was the only way to protect both his Kyrsu and the gateway.
Rook leaned down and scooped up Anna. Instead of turning toward the portal, Rook faced Obsidian, a shard of shadow magic held against his Kyrsu’s throat.
“You’re very skilled. I wouldn’t have noticed if the portal hadn’t responded to the shift in power flow in the room,” Rook said, addressing the room at large. “I don’t have to see you to know you’re here.”
Obsidian froze, not speaking or moving. Only tensing his muscles to strike.
Rook sent other bits of shadowy magic dancing through the air.
Whichever angle of attack Obsidian took, the other male would be able to track his charge using the disturbed shadows as his guide. Gritting his teeth at Rook’s cunning, he continued to sit and wait for the perfect time.
“If you attack, I’ll kill your Kyrsu before you get to me. You know I can. She’s quite magicless at the moment.”
Obsidian’s growl echoed around the room.
“Ah. You need a demonstration.” One long, shimmering shard sliced a line along Anna’s cheek.
She didn’t make a noise. Obsidian didn’t betray his location a second time either. Though it was a fight.
“Come now, Rasoren. We are supposed to be on the same side. You seem to have forgotten what you were created for.” Rook sidestepped closer to the portal.
Obsidian triggered his own wall of magic, stopping the Master, who grimaced.
“The Lady of Battles will welcome you back. She’ll be delighted with your development. And the human is still new enough to her powers that the demigoddess shall be able to use her to control you. And this,” Rook tipped his muzzle to gesture at his own body, “is just an added benefit. The Lady of Battles will be well pleased with my mistress’s work.”
“You won’t escape alive.” Obsidian used magic to project his voice from different locations throughout the room as he circled wider, heading in the direction of the room’s northern wall, where he’d created his own shadow magic barrier to stop Rook escaping toward the gate.
If Obsidian was careful, he could hide from Rook’s swirling tracking eddies. Most of them were situated in the central part of the room.
“Nice try.” Rook slashed another line, down Anna’s arm this time. The female gargoyle only growled louder.
He felt himself slipping closer to the berserker rage he shared with Anna. He couldn’t let it win. Rook was too smart. That’s what the other male wanted.
“You won’t escape before the other masters arrive. I can feel them approaching. They’re only a little way distant.” He stalled for time. “Let’s make a trade. Release Anna and I’ll let you escape through the portal.”
“And have you kill me later? No Rasoren. I’m not that foolish. However, if you allow me to approach the portal I can get myself through and release Anna on the other side.”
“Never.”
Rook’s shard grew into a proper dagger, and he drew it along the curve of her breast, just above where her gargoyle heart beat strong. “If I can’t capture one or the other of you, I was instructed to kill you both.”
The blade returned to Anna’s throat.
“Don’t think I will hesitate. I may be sentient, but I am a spell. I do not fear death because I am not alive.”
All of that was likely true, but the complicated spell’s primary objective was to gather information and carry it back, which gave Obsidian an idea. “A trade then. We’ll approach the portal together. You give me Anna, and you can carry back all that you’ve learned here. The Master is a worthy prize. He knows more than Anna and I combined.”
Rook tilted his head.
Got you now, Obsidian thought with a mental grin.
“A deal, Rasoren.” Rook nodded his muzzle at Anna.
They both inched closer to the portal.
“You may attach anchors to the shadow magic I used to imprison her.”
“Very well.” He’d do that. But he’d also follow with Anna, and once she was safely away from Rook, he’d continue his original plan of attack. They’d just all go through the gateway together first. It was the best option of the ones available.
Rook and Obsidian mirrored each other’s every move as they made their way closer to the time spell. When they were at last within touching distance of the glowing portal, Rook stiffened suddenly.
The hand holding the shadow magic dagger to Anna’s throat was ripped away by a much greater force.
What was going on?
A moment later Rook lost control of his other limbs.
Anna’s expression said she didn’t know what was going on either but darted toward Obsidian. He swiftly took her into his arms and triggered a spell of protection around them and the gate, sealing Rook on the outside.
Rook continued to arch his back, his wings stretched wide by some unseen force.
Another ten seconds dragged by as the master struggled.
Thayn strode through the portal. “Oh, no you don’t! I know what you do when you die.”
The most ancient of the masters struck Rook with a wave of power, shoving him across the floor. He gestured, his shadow magic dancing around him and more raced forward, dragging Rook halfway up the wall. There another powerful wave of focus slammed him against the stone. It would have vaporized a lesser being.
“Nasty bit of spell work that. But that should hold him.” Thayn gave Rook a couple more shakes to be sure before pointing a talon at the center of the room. The unconscious gargoyle sailed back across the space to land in a heap before the portal.
“Thank you,” Anna said.
“Well,” Thayn said, circling the fallen male. “I was coming to warn of another danger entirely when our Lord touched my mind and told me what he’d learned from the enemy soldier and the purpose of the spell. I wasn’t about to let it go slithering into either of you. Even I would be hard pressed to win a fight against our powerful young Rasoren.”
Obsidian kept his attention on Thayn.
Can I trust him though? Both masters had been in the dungeon when the original spell triggered.
“Thayn is clean.” Lord Draydrak confirmed. “I’ve already searched his soul for signs of the spell. There are none. The others who were injured in the same attack are likewise unaffected. Only Rook was corrupted.”
Thayn grinned suddenly. “I’m not going to let the cocky brute live that down for a good long time.”
Obsidian shredded the spells trapping Anna. When she was free, she came to her feet and looked down at Rook. “Who the hell is he?”
“A friend and an enemy,” Thayn said with an accompanying ear flick. “Lord Dray will deal with Roo—.”
The portal flared with power as a giant hand, talons extended, emerged. A second later it snatched up Rook. Then as swiftly as the massive hand had come, it was gone, the portal quiet once again.
Thayn blinked at the spot where Rook had been, his tail swaying and his ears cocked at the portal. “Dray does so hate when his sister plays with his gargoyles.”
Ignoring the elder, Obsidian took Anna’s chin in his hand and turned her face to his. Her eyes were still slightly widened in surprise. When he leaned closer, sniffing along her skin, he could smell the drug on her.
“Are you alright?” It was strange having to ask that after how strong their link had grown recently, but the potion Rook had tricked Anna into drinking would remain in her bloodstream until at least nightfall.
Her expression twisted into a bemused look. She must have come to the same conclusion as him. “I’m fine. He didn’t harm me. Just my pride. He managed to capture me in thirty seconds flat.”
“It’s nothing to be ashamed of, especially not without the use of your powers and against one as skilled as Banrook.”
“Still. Pride stinging a little over here.”
He drew her closer and wrapped her in his arms.
Slowly, some of his earlier fears dissipated but it would be a long time yet before he forgot how close a bit of shadow magic had come to slicing her throat. He’d been close enough that had the worst happened, he could have shared his magic with her, turning them both to stone to heal.
But that would have allowed Rook to escape, and that could have had far more dire consequences.
He never wanted to choose between Anna and the greater good.
He was just glad he had not needed to make such a decision this day.
If Fate were kind, he never would.




Chapter 49
When Obsidian and Anna faced Rook several hours later, his usual pride and assurance were absent. But Anna supposed that was expected after Lord Draydrak had carved away the djinn-fueled blood witch’s spell that had been feeding on him.
After the Lord of the Underworld had finished with that task, he called them all together to inform his council of everything he’d learned.
In the real temple, in the real time.
They’d crossed over when Draydrak said it was no longer safe to stay. The legion was preparing to evacuate. But first, they had another problem to face and defeat.
The Lady of Battles hadn’t left the task of retrieving Anna and Obsidian solely to the spy spell.
She’d sent an army.
That was the other threat Draydrak had discovered and sent Thayn back in time to warn Haven.
“We must stop them before they can come close enough to sense the time portal and destabilize it,” Rook said into the silence.
Thayn nodded sharply. “We will set an ambush for them.”
On the far side of the room, the Lord of the Underworld paced with restless energy, his horse-like lower body moved with fluid grace.
The viewing mirror hadn’t done him justice. He looked even bigger and scarier in real life.
“Rook, you will take the most skilled of the students and destroy this threat,” Death interjected into the conversation. “All other available gargoyles will stay to guard the island in case the first line of defense fails. The first line of defense will not fail. Do I make myself clear?”
“Perfectly, my Lord,” Master Banrook said with a salute in his tone.
Lord Draydrak turned next to ponder Anna. “It is time my Rasoren and Kyrsu test their skills in a real battle.”
“As my Lord wishes.” Obsidian echoed Anna’s own words.
They thought as one, now it was time to discover just how well they fought as one.




Chapter 50
Anna crouched low, almost hugging the ground. With her shadow magic a cloaking pressure around her, she was more concerned with disturbing the underbrush or some bird than having an advanced scout see through her disguise.
Ten feet to her right, Obsidian was waiting with his back pressed against a tree with shaggy bark. To others, he’d appear as part of the tree.
So far, they hadn’t been discovered. The Battle Goddess’s scouts continued into the ambush. The first scout made her way past Anna’s position without so much as a flicker of unease.
The female’s nearest companion, a lightly armored male, glided through the forest a couple hundred feet to the woman’s right.
Another scout on the female’s opposite side was walking very close to where Thayn waited, but the elder remained undiscovered.
Anna’s gaze tracked farther back, deeper into the forest where she could even now hear other enemy soldiers approaching.
Ah. There. Three more scouts. According to the legion’s scouting party, these six were the total number of advance scouts.
When the rearmost scout was even with Obsidian, Anna picked out her target. A large male in light armor less than twenty feet from her position.
“Now,” Rook broadcasted out across the shared link.
Anna lunged, covering the distance in two long strides and then, before the male knew what was happening, she sent a spear of shadow magic thrusting through his neck.
She caught the body before it hit the ground, then swiftly dragged the dead weight backward, away from the wide dry gully that the enemies were using as a roadway.
As silently as her own, the five other enemy scouts vanished.
Dryads rose up out of hiding spots and made their way down the gentle slopes of the gully. A few subtle spells, a rustle of a breeze among the underbrush, and all signs that a struggle had occurred vanished.
Anna spotted Meadow and Lark among the group. Along the link, she could sense where Obsidian was keeping tabs on all his friends, but he didn’t allow his concerns to divide his focus.
With the scouts taken care of, they all settled back to wait. Though it wasn’t long before she heard the distant sound of booted feet on the gully’s stony ground.
A short time later, the first row of combatants came in sight. She knew from dryad and gargoyle scouts that this group was three hundred strong.
A tiny group compared to the might the Battle Goddess could summon, but this was just a raiding party. Designed to slip in, snatch their spy under cover of a raid, and then slip out again.
Rook’s company of gargoyles and dryads were much smaller. Just a hundred and fifty, but enough for this task. Many more were still guarding Death’s Temple and the time portal while still others were preparing to evacuate Haven.
In the lead was one of the captains to judge by the armor, but Anna didn’t recognize this one, and while she hadn’t interacted with each of the captains during her time in the Lady of Battles’ kingdom, she did know each of the emblems. The red crossbow bolts on an ebony field wasn’t heraldry she recognized.
“He’s new, I think,” Anna said as she touched Obsidian’s mind. “Can you get a whiff of him? Discover what he is?”
“No, there are too many scents, but I agree I don’t think this fellow was a captain the last time we were among the demigoddess’s army.”
“Rook said when the Avatars attacked some of the captains had been killed. This fellow must be a replacement for someone. I wonder who?” Anna’s lips compressed. “Do you think Vaspara or Sorac might have been killed? I would have thought at least one of them would have been trusted with such an important mission as this.”
“I won’t even hazard a guess, but we’ll proceed with caution since we don’t know this newcomer’s skills or his magical strength. It won’t be a paltry thing, though. Not if the goddess deemed him worthy to lead as one of her captains.”
“I agree.”
During their silent exchange, the enemy soldiers had come closer. Entering the trap, unaware. Still, Anna waited. Obsidian too.
More enemy soldiers ghosted by her position. Almost two-thirds of the line had entered the trap when a questioning shout rang out. A moment of heavy silence followed while the soldiers at the head of the line waited for the scouts to respond in some way.
The scouts would never be answering.
But Rook responded for them, rising from his hiding spot almost two miles down the gully. Then he raised his horn to his lips.
At the crisp, clear sound, the one hundred and fifty dryads and gargoyles surged out from their hiding places and raced down the slopes to engage the enemy.
The trap didn’t spring perfectly. A third of the enemy fighters, almost a hundred by Anna’s eye, were outside the encircling dryads and gargoyles.
“Time to earn our keep,” Anna called as she raced towards the closest enemy.
“Fifty for each of us,” Obsidian agreed in all seriousness.
“Our friends might expect us to share.”
Obsidian chuckled. “I’ll share if they’re fast enough.”
Ten feet from the first enemy, Anna shifted to run on two feet, sword in one hand and shadow magic shield in the other.
Their link flared brighter, growing to encompass their minds in response to the presence of danger. There was no longer a need to speak as both Anna and Obsidian transformed into Rasoren-Kyrsu—twin souls guided by one unified will.
Blades dripping with blood, talons covered in gore, shadowy shards of magic shifting around them as they danced. The lethal brutality of a berserker’s battle rage rose up within their souls, strengthening their bodies and quickening their strikes.
It did not make them mindless, though. They still had a hyper clear focus: destroy their enemies.
During their deadly, splendid dance, they accomplished much, cutting down thirty opponents in a blur of minutes. Sometimes she would distract the enemy and her Rasoren would make the kill. Other times, he would engage, and his Kyrsu would slide up like an assassin from the shadows to end their enemy’s life.
And during yet other times, they fought back to back or shoulder to shoulder. The clash of their sword strikes rained down upon shields and enemy swords until it formed its own sharp-edged music.
Rasoren-Kyrsu danced, destroying all in their path.
“You both are truly breathtaking.”
The familiar voice jarred Anna out of their link, and she was once again alone in her own body. An expired opponent dangled from her talons. Obsidian was panting beside her, a second warrior raised above his body, shadow magic shimmering with deadly promise.
With barely a look at the soldier, Obsidian finished him off with a spear of magic, then discarded the body as he stepped towards the familiar voice. Anna followed, circling around to stand at his shoulder.
She blinked at finding herself facing Captain Vaspara. After a sea of unknown enemies, seeing a familiar visage caused a small curl of surprise in Anna’s stomach and perhaps even a little uneasy dread.
“I see the Lord of the Underworld managed what his sister could not. The cub’s fully grown and lethal.” She glanced at Anna. “So too is his little mother bear.”
“What are you doing in gargoyle territory with such small numbers, Vaspara? I thought you were more intelligent,” Anna shot back.
“I assure you, I wouldn’t be here given a choice,” she said in that ultra-calm tone Anna remembered. “Alas, I don’t command this expedition. After the losses we’ve suffered, the Battle Goddess needed to replenish her pool of captains.”
“You and Sorac fallen out of favor?” Anna asked as she tapped the tip of Vaspara’s blade.
“Something like that. Though I’d rather face a horde of ravaging gargoyles than remain behind to be food for a blood witch’s spells. Death upon a gargoyle’s talons is quick and clean at least.”
Anna and Obsidian snorted, both knowing Vaspara was as lethal as most gargoyles.
Obsidian tapped his sword against the succubus’ next, and Anna allowed her partner to take over. She settled for killing enemy soldiers that got too close to the pair. But Anna could still track their full conversation through the link.
“You’ve filled out nicely.” Vaspara eyed Obsidian in a way that reminded Anna of the captain’s succubus nature.
“You can flirt with me later if you must,” Obsidian responded sounding bored. “Though, I must confess I’m more curious what your leader thinks he’s doing here.”
“The idiot leading this suicide mission is not my leader.” Vaspara actually made a horrified face. “He thought if he could capture enough gargoyles, they could fuel the blood witch’s spells.”
Obsidian tilted his head to study Vaspara. “So this raid has nothing to do with reclaiming a certain spy-spell forged of a djinn’s power and recovering what it has learned?”
Fuck it. Anna didn’t know how Obsidian could make his voice sound so pleasant and innocent with blood dripping off his jaws.
“Ah, you’ve found it already?” Vaspara paused to look around at the dead. “If I hadn’t found you, this would all have been a waste. Though how you grew so quickly and how Anna survived and recovered are intriguing mysteries. Ones I’m sure my Lady would love to discover if she ever managed to get you alone.”
“Sorry to disappoint but that’s not going to happen,” Anna said as she rejoined the conversation.
“But what if it could?” This time Vaspara tilted her chin and looked somewhat smug. “Your return will restore my place in the Battle Goddess’s army. Sorac’s too, once we take you back to the goddess.”
“Hmmm. From my perspective, it looks like we’re winning,” Obsidian countered.
“There’s always more than one way to look at a problem, young one. While you have matured to a fine specimen…”
Vaspara raked him with another hungry look—and she probably was, after expending magic during the battle, Anna thought, but there was no way she was going to refuel using Obsidian.
“You were saying?” Anna prodded.
“There’s more than one way to look at a problem to find a solution. It helps that as succubus stock, I can look into a male’s mind. Especially during battle when his bloodlust is up.”
“Move the story along, we don’t got all day,” Anna hissed.
Vaspara just nodded. “Earlier, during the battle, I crossed swords, and minds, with a gargoyle. Inside was the usual love for a woman, his family, and his friends. This time it was the friends part that was interesting. Obsidian. I assume you know Truth?”
Obsidian’s wings flinched.
“Ah, he’s a good friend of yours, then? Glad I kept him alive. Sorac’s keeping an eye on him for me.”
Vaspara was intentionally letting information drop. She was too intelligent to give away her cards. She wanted something. Something more than just a trade, Obsidian for Truth.
Beside Anna, Obsidian stiffened more, a growl rolling from between his parted lips.
“Easy, you’re giving too much away. Vaspara will use whatever you give her against us.” Anna hadn’t seen him do that since he’d been a child. Vaspara’s words had rattled him. “You knew going into battle meant no one is safe. But by her admission, Truth is alive.”
Anna directed her next comment at Vaspara. “Just get to the part where you tell us what you want for Truth’s life.”
“I want a way out of this for myself and Sorac.”
“He’s a firedrake. Why doesn’t he just fly away? Or come to think of it, why haven’t I seen him try to BBQ anyone yet?”
“Come and see for yourselves. He’s holding the gargoyle and two dryads a short distance to the west. Call off your attack gargoyles, and we’ll see if the three of us can come to an understanding.”
“If you’ve harmed Truth or the females…” Obsidian growled another warning.
“The females are likely Meadow and Lark. They were together earlier. Let’s hope there is still something to save.” Anna stepped around Obsidian and placed a restraining hand on his chest but directed her next words at Vaspara. “We’ll come with you and negotiate for the release of our people.”
Vaspara nodded at Anna’s words and then tilted her chin to where a section of underbrush had been burned away. Clearly work of the firedrake.
By some miracle he hadn’t—or maybe he couldn’t—burned away enough of this surrounding tree canopy to get up into the air with his prisoners.
Once she scanned the trail with more detail, she spotted the bright red of Sorac’s lava-like blood still smoldering on the ground.
Ah, he’d been hurt. One or perhaps several of the gargoyles had managed to overpower the big beast.
“You’re protecting him,” Anna said suddenly.
“Yes.” Vaspara agreed, not even attempting to lie. “He protected me from three masters while I fought a fourth. I pay my debts.”
Anna was sure whatever ran between Vaspara and Sorac was much deeper than a debt owed. It might even be love. She filed that information away for later. Anything that could help save her friends was useful.
“Lead the way,” Anna ordered the succubus.
Vaspara nodded and began to pick her way back up the northern side of the wide gully. Not once did she take her eyes off the gargoyles.
“Leave her,” Obsidian ordered the others. “We will deal with this.”
Rook suddenly appeared in their midst. He might even have been one of the masters who had maimed the big firedrake.
“Obsidian,” he said without taking his eyes of the succubus, “have a care. Her kind can be wily and best even a gargoyle.”
“Vaspara is known to me. She and Sorac still retain a semblance of honor. She will keep her word once given.”
“She has not yet given her word,” Rook pointed out.
Vaspara chuckled. “The master is correct. Should we make our deal here? Now?”
“No. I want to see our friends first,” Anna answered before Obsidian had a chance. You were always a shrewd tactician, Vaspara. I’m not letting you outmaneuver us during this little reunion.
When Anna saw more of Sorac’s glowing blood, she couldn’t help but remember how he and Vaspara had used to work together to keep her and Shadowlight away from the worst elements dwelling in the Battle Goddess’s kingdom.
Anna didn’t fool herself though. They were still the enemy. She just didn’t want to have to be the one to kill them. Obsidian either. And if Vaspara had hostages, then Anna was willing to trade the two captains’ freedom for those hostages.
Hadn’t Lord Death said that no gargoyle or dryad could be taken captive?
This might not have been precisely what he had in mind, but it was faithful to the essence of his command.
Time to cut a deal.




Chapter 51
Vaspara led the way, Anna followed, always keeping herself between him and the succubus. Obsidian knew what Anna was about, trying to protect him but also stop him from leaping headlong into an ambush. Or doing something else foolish, like falling prey to a succubus.
He allowed Anna to lead since he’d never faced a succubus after his maturity. Now wasn’t the time to discover if his special blood would make him immune to her powers.
So Vaspara led, Anna held the center, and he brought up the rear. And as the succubus had promised, they found Sorac and the three prisoners just a little west of the main fighting.
Obsidian froze.
Horror lodged like a rock in his gut.
Truth was pinned to the ground by the spikes of the firedrake’s tail. One had speared through Truth’s right shoulder, another at the left hip and a third in the right thigh. Others had pinned his wings to the ground. Though painful, those would do nothing more damaging than keep him out of the sky for a day or two.
The other wounds were what caused gore to rise in the back of Obsidian’s throat. He’d hadn’t felt this helpless since all those years ago when Anna was dying.
This wasn’t the work of a blood witch, though. If Truth were lucky, the healers would be able to heal him enough to prevent a lengthy stone sleep.
But even sleeping in stone for years was better than death.
Still, the wounds would be monstrously painful.
Resisting the urge to growl was difficult.
Directly under Sorac’s scaled belly, Obsidian spotted Lark and Meadow. They were bound in ropes of magic. The two dryad warriors struggled to free themselves, cursing when they couldn’t.
Meadow gave up after a moment, her gaze upon Truth as tears rolled down her cheeks.
Anna cleared her throat, drawing his attention firmly back to her. Then she eyed Sorac and Vaspara thoughtfully. “You’re both too weak to escape on your own.”
The firedrake craned his long neck to stare down at her. “Correct. I am injured too greatly, my magic weakened by keeping me alive. I could not summon a portal to escape back to our lands. Vaspara would not leave me behind and had to expend a great deal of power protecting me. Now, she can no longer summon enough magic either.”
“Close your jaws you great fire-breathing lizard!” Vaspara’s tone lacked anger, though. Obsidian also detected sadness and weariness. Not hopelessness. Not yet.
But she would never surrender. He knew that. She would fight to the end. The only uncertainty was whether she’d spare his friends’ lives.
Anna was in his mind, reading his every emotion. And he was in hers. He knew what she was going to say before she said it. His duty was clear. For everyone’s sake, Vaspara, Sorac, and every other enemy soldier needed to be captured or killed. This was war. It was his duty to see Vaspara and Sorac dead or captured, even at the expense of his friends’ lives.
He should halt Anna from making a deal.
He didn’t.
Anna pointed the tip of her sword at Vaspara, using the blade like a pointing finger. “This is how it’s going to go down. You’ll let Obsidian have Truth. I’ll create a portal back to your lands. You release Lark. Sorac will go through first, and then you, Vaspara, will release Meadow before I let you enter the portal. You have my word no harm will come to you if you do as I say.”
Sorac growled, his voice like rolling thunder. “What assurances do I have you’ll let Vaspara go once I leave?”
“The lizard has a point,” Vaspara said, calculation entering her eyes. “What if one of you crosses the portal first so there is a guarantee of sorts that both sides must behave if they wish to see their partner again?”
Anna laughed and then pinned the succubus with a look that Obsidian knew would send lesser beings fleeing. “There is no version of this event where it ends with either my Rasoren or I going with you.”
Vaspara glanced away from Anna to look Obsidian in the eyes. A cunning look entered her gaze.
Obsidian just flashed his teeth at her. “Take the deal, Captain. Or there will be a bloodbath, and then there are no guarantees.”
“Ah,” Vaspara returned his grin. “The cub truly has grown up. Sorac and I will humbly accept Anna’s deal.”
Nodding agreement, he wasted no time calling on his magic and creating a portal. When he’d finished, he looked up at Vaspara and then Sorac.
“The portal will dump you out along the borderlands. If you are lucky or have skills enough, you should be able to hide until you’re both full strength before having to face the blood witch or the Battle Goddess.”
Sorac released Truth and then bowed his large, scale-covered neck in a show of respect. “Thank you. And for what it’s worth, I was careful where I speared this one,” he deposited Truth between them, forcing a grunt of pain from the gargoyle. “If you hurry, I’m sure he’ll survive. You’re all impressively tough bastards to kill. Anna included.”
His Kyrsu laughed. “Don’t go getting sentimental. I haven’t forgotten who you serve. Next time we meet, it will be as enemies. Our debt to you is paid.”
“It is,” he agreed. He released Lark first and then shoved Meadow toward Vaspara. Then he heaved himself up onto his three legs, the other was a mangled mess, and limped toward the portal. He paused, glancing at Vaspara before he crossed the threshold.
Vaspara stood with an arm locked around Meadow’s throat as she gazed out at the surrounding forest as if waiting for gargoyles to attack. When none did, she backed toward the portal.
“You’ll release Meadow before you touch the portal,” Anna warned.
Vaspara shoved the dryad at Anna and then continued back until her boot heels were touching the outside barrier. Then she surprised Obsidian by bowing deeply. “May your honor be rewarded one day.”
“And yours,” he called softly.
As she stepped into the threshold, she paused, looking back over her shoulder. “Fate will force each of us onto the battlefield, I just hope the battlefield is large enough we never face each other. Farewell Corporal Anna Mackenzie and Shadowlight, two of the bravest young beings I ever met.”
Then Vaspara was gone. Obsidian rushed to his friend’s side.
“Truth! Are you alright?”
The other gargoyle made a wheezing sound, and it took Obsidian a moment to recognize the sound as a laugh.
“To borrow a phrase from Anna, fuck no.” Truth groaned. “Why does everyone always ask that?”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t…”
But then Anna stepped up beside him, making sounds of sympathy and dragging Obsidian out of the way so the healers could see to Truth.
“Meadow and Lark are safe, Truth. We’ll all be here once you wake,” Anna said, her tone soothing.
“Thank you for saving them.” He closed his eyes. “I tried but failed.”
“You didn’t fail them,” Obsidian added his voice to Anna’s. “You fought bravely, my friend. Now let the healers patch up your stubborn ass before Meadow drowns us all in her tears.”
As he’d hoped, that caused the other male to look toward the dryad. Something besides pain entered Truth’s expression as he laid eyes on the woman he loved.
Leaving them staring at each other, Obsidian guided Anna away.
“We need to help with the sweep for any stray enemies who might be making an escape.”
Anna nodded and soon they were dropping to run on all fours, hunting the few remaining enemy soldiers who hadn’t already been captured or killed.




Chapter 52
As it turned out, the last of the invaders were swiftly dealt with. Those willing to surrender were taken captive. The rest were destroyed. Even the warriors who surrendered would still face death eventually, Anna learned.
Lord Draydrak would judge each captive’s soul and determine if the person could be rehabilitated or if they needed to be sent back to the Divine Ones for healing.
The ways of the Magic Realm were efficient at least.
But it remained to be seen what the demigod would do with his Rasoren and Kyrsu when he learned they’d allowed two of the Battle Goddess’s top captains to escape. Anna planned on taking the blame.
“There’s no point worrying about what can’t be changed. But as far as I’m concerned, that was the correct choice.” Obsidian shrugged. “Perhaps next time we meet Vaspara and Sorac, maybe we’ll have gained their trust enough that they’ll surrender to us. Depriving the Battle Goddess of two of her most competent captains would be a great blow.”
“We can hope.” Anna knew she’d failed to keep the doubt out of her tone when Obsidian sighed.
“You’re correct, of course. Next time we see them will likely be across a battlefield.” He paused. “The thought doesn’t please me.”
“Me neither.” Anna agreed. “It’s because they were the closest we had to allies in that place. It doesn’t mean they are. We’re going to need to remember that for the next time. If Lord Death is planning on letting us have a next time.”
“We’ll find out shortly.” He jerked his chin towards the temple where it sat glowing in the sunset. They’d flown to the island after receiving a summons from Lord Dray. The other members of the war party were still doing a final sweep for survivors back on the mainland.
“We should have made a run for it,” Anna said only half in jest. “We could have made it back to the Mortal Realm before anyone realized we’re gone.”
Obsidian only huffed but knew she didn’t really mean it. Neither of them would be running away from the demigod.
Together they continued their walk up the stairs cut into the bedrock of the island. On either side spread the beautiful terraced gardens. It struck him as strange that this island, structurally the same as Haven, differed so much.
“It’s odd, isn’t it,” Anna said, sounding deep in thought, “that the God of Death surrounds himself with green growing things, tropical birds, lizards, and insects. And likely any number of other creatures that make their way to this island. When I think of death, visions of tombs and desiccated dead things pop into my head. But, hell, tropical paradise. Whatever floats your boat.”
“It must be lonely,” Obsidian said softly.
“What?” Anna glanced sidelong at him. “Oh, you mean having the power he commands.”
“Oh, it is,” Lord Dray’s entrancing voice was suddenly sharing headspace with them. “My duty demands unquestioning dedication. Loneliness is a result of that. But I wouldn’t change what I am. There is nothing more beautiful than sending souls made wise by a long life back to the Spirit Realm to reunite with all the other loved ones who’ve already made the journey. The joy they feel echoes back to me, and that is rewarding enough.”
They turned a corner and found themselves within feet of the massive demigod in the flesh.
“My Lord—” Obsidian began, but Anna cut him off.
“It was my plan. My action that allowed two of the enemy to escape. The blame is mine to swallow.”
Obsidian squared his shoulders. “But it was my choice to allow it.”
His belligerent tone said he wasn’t budging. Well, Anna didn’t plan to give ground either.
“Captains Vaspara and Sorac are known to us. Vaspara wished to bargain. Obsidian wouldn’t have agreed, except they had Truth, Lark, and Meadow.”
Dray said nothing, merely folding his powerful horse-like legs under him and kneeling on one of the manicured patches of lawn. His expression was attentive and...something else.
Was that curiosity?
Amusement?
Balls!
Had that part with Truth, Meadow, and Lark been a test? Death had once alluded to knowing every soul’s destiny. It was part of his gift. It allowed him to know when each soul’s life had run its course. He might have seen this in one of his many futures.
If it was a test, Anna assumed they’d failed. Lord Dray had ordered that none of the enemies be allowed to escape.
But that didn’t change anything. Anna would still have acted to save her friends.
Lord Draydrak continued to study them in silence.
What the hell did he want? Usually, he’d just read their minds or say what was on his.
When in doubt…
“I’m sorry and humbly beg forgiveness.”
“For what?” Dray asked.
Was that a hint of humor?
Anna glanced sidelong at Obsidian. “You can step in at any point.”
Obsidian’s tail flicked ever so slightly, but otherwise, he made no response to her statement.
How helpful.
At last, Dray took pity on her. “I saw what you did. Now you would apologize for saving three lives? And protecting your Rasoren from the grief of losing three friends?”
Wait one minute.
Come to think of it, what was the chance that Vaspara and Sorac would just happen to find three of Obsidian’s friends in the middle of a battle?
“Yes, Kyrsu. You’ve caught me. I didn’t just see the outcome, I orchestrated the event to no little degree.”
Obsidian snorted in surprise, his expression much less humorous than the demigod’s. “You intentionally put my friends in danger to test us?”
His betrayed tone made Anna want to reach out and comfort her Rasoren.
“The futures showed the possibility of good coming from that strange meeting. I just nudged your friends with a word that this would aid you in the future. I hope that seed of potential will grow to save many more.”
“Truth knew what would happen to him?”
“No. But I did warn him some futures showed his return to the Spirit Realm. He chose to serve in spite of the danger.”
“Forgive me.” Obsidian bowed his head, humility returning to his every line.
Dray sighed as he looked down upon the gargoyle. “There is certainly no need unless it is to apologize for never grasping the two directives I exist to serve: Save as many lives as possible and never harvest a soul before it’s time.”
Anna blinked at him. What the hell was he talking about? “But you’re the Lord of the Underworld. You deal in death. You are death.”
“And don’t you think death is necessary for all life to flourish? An old tree falls and creates room for younger ones to thrive. The diseased animal is hunted down by predators, thus saving others of their herd from getting ill as well as providing food for the next generation of predators. Can life flourish without death? No. There would be no life. Even plants compete for food, water, and light. Death is the promise of renewal.”
He made it sound so sensible, but she still couldn’t see the good in a tidal wave sweeping across the land and snuffing out three hundred thousand lives. Could that be because she was small and mortal?
Perhaps if she were as ancient as he, she would see the universe differently.
Though, she didn’t think she’d ever change enough for that many lives to mean so little. At least she hoped not.
“It’s not callousness like you envision.” Lord Dray said. “It’s compassion. What would happen to all those souls trapped in broken bodies beyond healing or repair? The agony of disease and rot eating away at them. Should I allow them to exist in pain for eternity?”
Dammit. That did sound like compassion when there was no modern medicine or magical healing to be had.
“By why not heal instead of kill in those instances?”
“Sometimes the Divine Ones simply wish for a soul to return home and sing of the world where they lived for a short time.”
And, I got no comeback to that.
She touched along the link, seeking Obsidian. “Take over. Anytime now.”
Obsidian sat down on his haunches and looked up at Lord Draydrak. “You’re truly not angry we risked the entire island to save three lives?”
“Every life is worth saving. Each soul deserves the chance to learn as much as possible. You followed the Light’s directive by saving those three souls.” Dray looked thoughtful. “You may have saved more than those three souls this day.”
Did he mean...? “Vaspara? Sorac?”
“Yes. There are many future paths their souls might take. In one, I see the barest hint that those two might be redeemed. I am proud of your actions. Remember that compassion almost always leads toward the Light. But a theological debate about death and good and evil is not why I summoned you here.”
Dray looked out across the ocean for a moment before continuing. “It is time my new gargoyle Legion meets the old. But first I must endow my Rasoren with the magic to wake them.”
Wake them?
“Yes, Anna. You’ve only met a fraction of my Legion. The last two generations and their teachers. The previous generations sleep, awaiting the time when they are needed. That time is now.”
Well, shit.
Now that she thought about it, how had she overlooked that there were thousands of ancient hamadryads? One of her lessons had made mention of the fact that the tree began to die upon the death of her dryad. If there were thousands of the healthy, living hamadryads on the island, then somewhere there must be thousands of dryads.
“How many?” Obsidian asked.
“Enough to end the war between my sister and me once and for all.”
Ah. He wasn’t just planning to win a few battles and send his twin’s army running back to hide and lick their wounds.
“No, Anna. I plan to end my sister once and for all.”
“But I thought the problem was that you can’t die and as long as she’s linked to you, nothing can kill her? Or am I misunderstanding?”
“It is as you say. I cannot die. And as long as I exist, so does my twin. But if I give up a vast portion of my power, that which roots me to this realm, I can return to the Spirit Realm, and if I can force her to expend much of her own power first, I’ll be able to drag my unwilling sister along with me. Once home, the Divine Ones can at last mend what is broken inside her.”
Anna could get on board with that plan.
“But what of you?”
Dray laughed, flashing his very white teeth at her. “I must remain in the Spirit Realm for the duration of my twin’s healing—centuries or millennia as you judge time.”
Anna held her silence, but he’d probably picked up on her thoughts, for he grinned broadly at her. “Yes, it will be a…vacation.”
He said the word like it was unfamiliar to him. Hell, it likely was.
“But what will happen while you’re gone?”
His expression turned serious. “I have safeguards in place. My swords will absorb all my power and continue to keep the cycle of life and death in balance throughout the universe. Enough talk. Come to my temple. I will grant Obsidian the power he needs to wake my Legion.”




Chapter 53
Once deep inside Death’s temple—a gigantic structure that easily dwarfed the great pyramids—Dray led them to an altar room where he said he’d need some time to prepare. As far as Anna could tell, he merely stood in the center of the room where his four swords had been driven partially into the stone. He stood in the center of the circle, his back to them, his monstrous wings folded against his equine body.
Anna kept her eyes firmly glued to the stone beneath her feet, or sometimes on Obsidian, where he stood silent and watchful at her side.
Anywhere that wasn’t Dray’s naked horse-like rump.
“Relax, there is nothing to see,” Obsidian’s voice encroached upon her thoughts, followed by a hearty dose of humor. “Lord Dray relates as male, but since the Divine Ones have yet to bless our Lord with a mate, he chooses to remain genderless.”
Anna was about to sneak a peek when Lord Draydrak’s statue-like body moved at last.
He raised his head from its bowed position and reached out to draw his swords from the stone they’d melted into. Then almost too swiftly to follow, he crossed the four blades. At the contact, they began to hum.
It rose from a deep tone to something higher and purer. A great flash of light followed and the blades vanished. The demigod now glowed with fierce light.
Anna took an involuntary step back.
Flames in tones of blues and purples licked along his body, growing increasingly paler and brighter by the second. She shielded her eyes from the blinding illumination bleeding through his skin.
Then his form shimmered like a mirage in the heat. The next moment it disintegrated into a million bolts of light, swirling in a shimmering vortex.
Anna’s breath froze in her lungs, her fingers curled around her sword’s hilt.
Then, the bright, pure soul that was the essence of the Lord of the Underworld reached out with a tendril of power and touched Obsidian on the chest.
Her Rasoren grunted in discomfort. Though he held his ground. Instinctively Anna reached out to share his pain. Some force prevented her from reaching Obsidian’s mind. Or any part of him, she realized belatedly.
A shield of energy now surrounded him.
Panic rose within. Her magic flared brighter in response. The part of her mind that wasn’t all fear and instinct knew Lord Draydrak wasn’t killing her Rasoren. But it was still a mighty battle to keep herself rooted in place.
“Easy, Anna, my intent is not to harm your beloved partner, though it is indeed painful for him. However, this will make him stronger. Strong enough to challenge the male half of the Avatars and wrestle control of the Gargoyle Legion from him.”
What the fuck? No one had mentioned Obsidian would have to fight Gregory.
Anna’s heart hammered in her chest and blood rushed in her ears, but she held onto control by the tips of her talons.
“When I am finished, Obsidian will be stronger than ever, and so will you.”
Anna nodded sharply and then sat on her haunches to wait, telling herself it would be over soon, and then she could comfort and pamper Obsidian after this newest ordeal.
After close to an hour, the pure, bright power with its strange mix of heat and cold pulled back from Obsidian, revealing him curled on his side.
The magic hadn’t entirely faded from his skin, and she was already at his side, curling her gargoyle body around him protectively.
His skin was shifting to gray, hardening to stone as she watched.
“He will need to rest while his body adjusts to the gift I have just given him. When he wakes, the time portal will carry you both back to Haven one last time. There Obsidian will wake the rest of my Legion. Once that is done, you both will return to the Mortal Realm and face the Avatars.”
Anna blew out the breath she’d been holding. “Our training was cut short. I doubt we can fight the Avatars and win.”
“It is unfortunate we don’t have more time together. All I can say in comfort is that some battles require more than physical and magical strength. While Obsidian’s task will be to challenge Gregory for control of the Legion, your task will be to convince the Sorceress to return to me for a long overdue talk.”
“Just to talk?” Anna asked as she settled a wing over Obsidian. After what he’d just endured, she wanted him to know she was near even in sleep.
“Yes.” The glowing nebulous energy contracted back upon itself, taking on shape and form once more. When she could see clearly, he’d returned to his previous fearsome form.
“I will do my best to convince her.”
“Good. Our talk about Gryton is long overdue.”
“Gryton? He’s trouble.”
“More than you know. Yet we may need him if we hope to win the war with as few casualties as possible.”
Again, Anna found it strange that a being who oversaw trillions of deaths across the universe daily still worried about casualties.
Thank God he did. Otherwise, he might decide to start fixing problems with the sweep of a sickle.
“I have a question.” He lowered himself to the ground, his long legs folding under him in that graceful way he managed. “What is it with the comparison with death and an agricultural implement? I am no farmer. And a sickle would make a poor tool.”
“You don’t talk to newly returned souls?”
“No. Almost never. They are always too excited to return home after a long journey.”
Bemused by the picture he painted and that a demigod would ask her a question, she explained the origin of the symbolism.
“A reaper? But I harvest nothing for myself. I merely set a soul free.” He sounded somewhat affronted.
“Well, you did say you experienced their joy, right? So some would argue you are harvesting something.”
His ears cocked forward, giving him a somewhat surprised look. Anna felt her lips twitch.
“Hmph. I suppose.” His expression turned more serious after a time. “While I do not like sending a soul back to the Spirit Realm before they’ve had a chance to learn something of value, my sister will make sure that many lives are cut short in the coming war.”
Anna grunted. “Well. If the Divine Ones should ever get around to giving you a mate, she better be a healer to lighten your workload.”
Death laughed with her then, and Anna realized her life couldn’t get much stranger. When Dray mastered his humor, he slowly climbed to his feet.
“Rest Kyrsu. The Council and I will see that Haven is ready to evacuate. When your Rasoren wakes, he will have the strength and knowledge to wake the rest of my army.”
He turned and started away but paused at the base of a large set of stairs. “It was nice to talk with you, Anna Mackenzie. I look forward to the next opportunity.”
Yeah, because having Death end a conversation with an ‘I hope to see you soon’ was always comforting.
Still bemused by her exchange with Dray, she just shook her head and then pressed her muzzle gently against Obsidian’s stone cheek, giving him a loving little lick before tucking her head against her shoulder.
She’d nap while the opportunity presented itself. There was no telling when the next chance would appear. Not with battle preparations to make and their impending return to Earth and all they’d left behind.
Now the thought of a court-martial was the least of her worries.




Chapter 54
Master Thayn led the way, leaping over rocky terrain and the occasional fallen tree or low hanging branch. Knowing his extreme age, it was easy to forget he could kick all their asses. And, oh, how he liked to remind them of that fact.
Obsidian ran full out to keep up with the elder, while Anna took up the rear. Though he was aware, her slighter build allowed her to run faster, and she could outpace him if she chose.
Especially now, since his body was still adjusting to the gift of added strength and magical power Lord Draydrak had entrusted to him.
They’d used the time portal to return to Haven, and then made their flight to the mainland. Thayn led them farther north than Obsidian had ever traveled. They continued until the shimmering veil between the realms could be seen where it separated this small contained land from the rest of the realms.
They’d come nearly to the edge of this spell world.
Obsidian put on a burst of speed to lead them up the last short run to the summit. From this elevation, they could see much of the mainland below them and the curtain wall of the veil where it curved out toward the ocean.
He looked south and east. If the day had been clear, he would have seen the island of Haven, a dark mass on the horizon. But it was too misty this morning.
Yet when they crested the summit and peered down into the broad valley below, the mist from the ocean had not yet rolled this far inland and he had a clear view of the valley floor.
Hundreds of thousands of gargoyle statues lined the river.
“Holy shit,” Anna whispered as she came to stand at his right shoulder.
“Their dryad counterparts are also spelled to dormancy inside their hamadryads. If you looked to the surrounding slopes, you'd come to recognize the trees with sleeping dryads inside.”
Thousands of the trees were leafless. But his magic confirmed they weren’t dead like they looked.
“Hamadryads go dormant in regions where the winter snows lay deep,” Thayn explained for Anna’s benefit. “During that time, a dryad can choose to sleep away the cold months within her tree. Lord Dray simply extended that ability to last for a few hundred years. When they wake, neither dryad nor hamadryad will have suffered from the extra-long sleep.”
Anna whistled long and loud, surprising Obsidian since he hadn’t known gargoyles could whistle.
“That’s a damned lot of gargoyles. Is there enough food in the universe to feed that many?” Anna’s comment was in jest, but she raised a valid concern.
“They will be hungry when they wake,” Thayn agreed. “But this far inland, there will be plenty of prey in the woods. However, we have also been adding to the stores for hundreds of years and have enough in reserve to feed the army for five years. Though I doubt the war will drag on that long.”
While Thayn and Anna commented about the army’s strengths and weaknesses, Obsidian turned his attention inward, seeking the new wellspring of power Lord Draydrak had given him. It rose at his slight touch, eager to do his bidding, or perhaps to fulfill one of its purposes.
Whatever the cause, the magic filled him, flooding his body with the intense power until his skin frosted over. Anna stepped nearer, offering her own strength if he needed it.
“It won’t be needed this time, my Kyrsu.” He infused his words with an appreciation for her offer.
Anna nodded and silently stepped back, giving him space to work.
Power and instinct merged into one strong purpose, and without a hint of hesitation, he released the magic building inside him.
“Wake,” he ordered as the thrumming magic raced away from him.
When he was sure the wild and turbulent power would obey his command, he fed it more of his strength.
Expanding out, away from his body, the warm wave grew in height and strength as it rolled down the mountainside. When it reached the first dormant hamadryad a quarter of the way down the slope, a blue iridescence surrounded the tree, outlining every branch.
As the wave descended, more and more hamadryads lit up with shimmering energy, the dryads inside stirring awake for the first time in centuries.
The glimmering wave of power continued to the bottom. When it touched the first line of gargoyle statues, they awoke, shifting their wings as they stretched.
Already they were turning to look up the slope, their gazes finding him unequivocally. Next, they sensed his female Kyrsu and their thoughts were awash with surprise. There would likely be much discussion about Anna once again, but he didn’t doubt they would see her fierce, pure soul and come to trust her in time.
They had to.
The wave he’d released continued across the valley floor and then began to climb up the opposite side. It took a little direction from him to send it outward to continue its search for more sleepers, but the power obeyed his will.
When at last he sensed no other sleepers, he ordered the power to halt and merge harmlessly with the surroundings, where both gargoyles and dryads could tap into the bounty to weave clothing, weapons, and armor from shadow magic.
“It is done.” He sounded tired even to his own ears.
“You did well, youngling,” Thayn said with a big grin. “Exactly what I’d expect from one of Rook’s prize pupils.”
Anna thumped Obsidian along his shoulders. “Eh? Guess basic training is over.”
“It is,” he agreed and bumped his muzzle against hers in return. “I’m glad I finally grew into the partner you needed.”
Anna laughed and swatted his flank with her tail. “You were always what I needed. I just didn’t realize that your love wasn’t a threat until far too late.”
He was glad she’d discovered that much. He now hoped their love would be given a chance to bloom into something as profound as the Avatars shared.
Anna snorted. “Gear down, big trucker. Let’s focus on surviving the war, first.”
He caressed her cheek and suddenly switched to their link. “Even if we never become more than brother and sister in arms, what we share now is enough for me.”
Anna grinned at him, her tail flicking in an invitation to come play. “It damn well should be. We already share one mind, one heart, and one soul. That’s a far deeper connection than most anyone else will ever experience, or have you managed to forget that?”
“Forget?” He grinned. “With you yammering away in my thoughts all day long?”
He dropped to all fours and batted at her tail playfully.
“Yammer?” She raced a quick circle around him before pouncing, though her talons were turned into her palms to avoid scratching his skin.
“Anna, Obsidian! Aren’t you going to greet your Legion?”
Obsidian glanced over his shoulder even as his magic responded to his command.
“Come hunt with me, my brothers and sisters of the Legion.”
The eldest of the gargoyles threw back his head and howled with laughter.
“I think Thayn is rubbing off on you,” Anna remarked.
“Maybe a little,” he admitted. “But there is something addictive about tossing tradition to the wind and just being one’s self.”
“Suppose I can see the draw.” She looked out over the valley. “Are we going to hunt for all of them?”
“No, but enough that we’ll instill a sense of family in them. They are, after all, our new family.”
“Going to make for damn big family reunions,” Anna muttered as she started down into the valley, her ears tilted forward on the hunt for prey.
Obsidian gave chase, happy to follow.
In fact, he’d be happy to follow his second in command anywhere.
Even toward war and an unknown future.
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