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      Matthew White walked the length of the narrow hall with his mind moving faster than his legs. He’d heard stories about Williams’ Tech Corp, but he never imagined they would send their employees to meetings so far out of the way in Greycoast. This slummier area of Serenity City had a reputation, and this building upheld it well. Painted grey halls, old hokey pictures of abandoned country-sides, and faded carpets swallowed him whole and assaulted his allergies.

      Dust choked the stifling heat. A sneeze caught in his nostrils. Even with summer blazing outside, these jokers still put the heating on. A job was a job, and this was no different, but an eerie feeling clung to his nerves. Two looming men in grey suits led him onward through the humming fluorescent lighting while Matthew fought against his gut.

      “Have either of you ever been to Cavern Cove?” he asked them. The silence was too much. He straightened his cheap tie. He wore an ugly lavender suit, all that he could afford from the Salvation Army. Richie wouldn’t take any more credit from him. Not that he could blame the poor guy. “It’s no Serenity City, but it sure is a nice place to hang your hat. No Primes, city lights, or chaos there. Good vacation spot.”

      His two sentries continued on in silence. Footsteps glided across the carpet. He cleared his throat.

      “I’ve only heard rumors about this place. Do you guys research superhero—I mean Prime powers here? I can’t imagine why you would want to. They’re not going anywhere.”

      A large wooden door swung open at the end of the long, winding hall. Matthew moved into the small room with two chairs in the center. A woman in a blue suit, glasses, and her platinum hair in buns sat in the one facing him. She held a tablet on her lap and smiled towards his entrance. Before Matthew could say anything, the door shut behind him. Pale light from the fluorescents buzzed above, emphasizing the emptiness and reminding him that the two of them were alone. He grabbed at his collar, hoping his sweat wasn’t showing through.

      The woman gestured to the chair in front of him, and he sat down.

      “Mr. Matthew White,” she said in a honeyed tone. Her lips lingered on every word. “I am Marguerite Stohl. Thank you for applying to Williams’ Tech. You are an interesting individual. I have been looking into your application, and must say I’m mystified.”

      He was more confused at the fact that this wasn’t the Williams’ Tech building but didn’t bring it up. “I’m pretty mystified, myself. I thought I applied for a general security position at a warehouse down by the bus depot. How did my application get to Williams’ Tech?”

      “We have a lot of friends. Do you mind if I ask some personal questions?”

      Sweat ran down his back, causing him to shift. “It’s your position. Ask away.”

      “You are twenty-two years old, have no formal education, have worked many menial jobs, and yet you also do not have any references. Is there a particular reason for this?”

      Matthew bit his lip. “I . . . made a lot of mistakes when I was younger. You probably won’t find my name anywhere online or in any files. There’s no big secret—I just keep to myself. I don’t have any family left, and I’ve never had much in the way of friends.”

      “That is a shame. No children? I have one little girl I constantly worry about. Surely you hope to one day have young ones?”

      “Money is about all I need. If that’s a problem, I’m sorry. I’d rather keep to myself and away from that kinda thing. That’s why I applied for a job in such an out of the way place. I didn’t expect someone like you would take my application.”

      “You do not have to sell yourself short, Mr. White. My sources say your work ethic is admirable. Very good. Apparently, you worked as a dishwasher for a Chinese restaurant for two years and were well regarded there. I do like what I’ve heard.”

      “Thank you. The Rustik was a good place. Friendly folk; paid well.”

      “But this job is not for a security position. I want you for a product tester. You will work on your own, and keep to yourself. Mostly.  This is why I sought out someone with your personality.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “You will be required to move into an apartment of our choosing and be monitored for all hours of the day for at least a month. You can sign for an extension when your time is up if you wish to go longer. It is challenging, but I feel you are perfect for the position.”

      Matthew scratched his carefully shaved chin. “I don’t know. I prefer privacy.”

      “One look at the contract and you will change your mind. The amount paid is far more than what that security position would earn you.”

      She showed him the tablet with an estimated number staring back in his face. For a second he couldn’t tell if he imagined it, or if these people were just that crazy. With this amount, he could live high off the hog between jobs for years. Resisting this would be hard.

      “I still have one question,” he said, keeping a stony expression.

      “You can ask whatever you like.”

      “What exactly am I testing? Food? Drugs? Tech?”

      “It’s a bit more complicated than that, but I can assure you that you will not have to ingest anything unnatural.” Her smile broke into a line of bright white teeth. “In fact, there is a strong possibility that you will not have to do anything at all. It depends on how you work out.”

      It would have been a lie to say that this job didn’t pique his interest. But he’d been around this block before. Work that didn’t involve work was too good to be true. There must be a catch.

      Still, it didn’t matter. He didn’t care how real it was. In a city of superheroes where he could be wiped out at any moment, he had long since given up on expecting a long life. All he wanted was a place to work, and a way to live for the moment before the end arrived. He wanted what he could scrape together. Whatever this place offered was already more than he expected.

      Even though she went on with her sales pitch, Matthew had already made his decision. When she wrapped up, he would sign on the dotted line. He had made that call when he walked in the front door. This was exactly what he needed—a place to forget the chaotic world outside.

      He just wished he could figure out why it was so hot inside.
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      Heavy sweat ran down Matthew’s back as he watched the clear blue sky from the inside of his new apartment. Ever since he had moved to this place a month ago, it rubbed him wrong. The cameras in the corners of the rooms watched his every move, and no one ever came by. Even the view through his window was a forgery—a wall-length video screen constructed to give him the false impression of a world outside his door. But there was no outside. Matthew had been left alone.

      He wouldn’t complain even if there were someone else to tell it to. This was the job, and he took it, warts and all. But that didn’t mean sitting around in a fake apartment doing nothing was a healthy way to spend a month. He wore old black sweatpants that clashed with his blonde hair and pink skin and had nothing else on to fight the heat. It was just too hot; there was no air conditioning, and he hadn’t packed any shorts. He couldn’t imagine walking around in his underwear with those cameras on him. They could already see the abs on his shirtless body. The first thing he would buy with his pay for this job would be a decent set of clothes.

      Matthew fell back in the faux-leather couch and yawned.  Only two more days until his contract ran out and he could leave. Then he could pocket the money and get a real apartment with a real view. Dreams of real furniture filled his every thought.  He’d kill to have proper hardwood floors. Heck, he could even live off the extra money for a year without needing to get another job. It was perfect.

      But also not his style.

      The sofa leather squeaked under Matthew’s weight as he sat up. He slammed his fist against the armrest.

      “I can’t just sit around,” he whispered to himself. He found himself saying that a lot. Matthew didn’t like to talk to himself, but there weren’t many other options to keep his voice fresh. “I can’t do this.”

      Yet he did. This was the twenty-ninth day of May, and freedom was close.

      A sharp voice squeaked out from the speaker in the corner of the ceiling like a wooden chair against a bare floor. The intercom system. He hadn’t heard it since his first day. He crinkled his brow.

      “Mr. White,” Marguerite Stohl said. Her voice crackled inside the tiny space. “You are doing quite well. It is time for the second phase of the project.”

      “I hope it doesn’t take as long as the first.”

      “Please open your front door, and we will begin the true test.”

      He did not have to be asked twice. Matthew bounded off the couch.

      The front door was usually locked, but he distinctly remembered a small narrow metal hall outside that led back the way he entered from. Matthew relished seeing it again.

      If he were honest with himself, he would have admitted that he didn’t remember much about coming here. The building he had his job interview in was just a random warehouse. After accepting the offer, Matthew packed clothes like the sweats he currently wore. He didn’t have much else.  Then they loaded him into a van and brought him to this building.  He exited into a parking garage and took an elevator to a floor of metal halls. He saw a nice atrium of stone pillars on the way up, but little else.

      But it did make sense to bring him here like that. With superheroes and villains in the world, there was no telling who was watching. If their work was that important, then they clearly didn’t need Primes getting in the way.

      What didn’t make sense was what he found on the other side of the front door. A boy stood in front of him.

      “Hello, sir, I’m Jason.”

      Jason looked no older than fifteen and wore a green hooded shirt with jeans and sneakers. His blond hair, blue eyes, and general demeanor eerily reminded Matthew of his own. This boy was his doppelganger. Unlike Matthew, however, he was slightly shorter and looked dead tired.

      Beside Jason stood Marguerite Stohl again. This time she wore a green dress and had her long platinum hair down. Matthew found himself staring at her until she spoke.

      “Do you find this sort of wear appropriate, Mr. White?”

      “You’re a bit overdressed.”

      “I mean you.”

      Matthew glanced at his bare chest, and his cheeks reddened. He ran back toward his tiny bedroom. He could hear that woman laughing to the boy as he dug through his clothes.

      As Matthew shuffled through his small closet for a shirt, a sinkhole spread in his stomach.  Jason was the first non-employee Matthew had seen in nearly a month, and he looked so much like him. This boy gave him a bad feeling. No one had said anything about children being involved when he signed up.

      When he returned to the living room, he found both of his visitors sitting at the small kitchen table across from the couch. They didn’t talk. The boy had his arms folded and looked down at his shoes. Only the woman stood to greet Matthew.

      “You really must invest in a new wardrobe, Mr. White.”

      “I haven’t seen another body in a month, and this is all you have to say? I sure hope the second phase is more involved than the first.” Spending all his time doing push-ups and sit-ups exhausted his energy and his patience. The only other thing he could do was think about old times, and he had no interest in that. “This whole project has been a massive disappointment.”

      “Oh, I promise you that you will enjoy what is to come. I certainly will.”

      He joined them at the table. The two males sat across from each other and didn’t so much as look each other in the face. The woman watched with a smile. Finally, Matthew broke the silence.

      “Is awkward silence part of the project?”

      “No. There are three parts. Phase one was getting you acclimated to these surroundings and weeding out the other candidates. Only you two remain.”

      “Weeding out,” he repeated. “You mean I could have been fired at any moment?”

      “You would have simply reached the end of the testing period and then been sent on your way. But the two of you have passed, so you both move on.”

      “I hope phase two has more than health food and water in the fridge. I’m dying here.”

      “It is simple, Mr. White. For the next forty-eight hours the two of you are to stay in this apartment and learn as much about each other as you can. And you will be wearing these.”

      The woman lifted a hand from her side and placed it in the middle of the table. Her slim fingers opened, and two round objects fell free from her grip, bouncing against the cheap wood. Bracelets. The circular trinkets rolled to a stop in the center. She laughed at their confused stares.

      The accessories were perfectly circular bands without any engraved words or jewels to be found on them. Other than the bright yellow color, they looked like normal bracelets one could see at a jeweler or a pawn shop.

      One of them caught Matthew’s eye. The pair looked precisely the same, no difference whatsoever in their simple shape, and yet the one on the right had a distinctive vibe to it. It whispered for him to reach out. Before he even realized it, he did exactly that. The boy did the same to the opposite bracelet, spinning it in his fingers. They glanced at each other in bewilderment before the celebratory shouts of Ms. Stohl broke their confusion.

      “Put them on,” she said. “This is part of phase two.”

      The two males scanned the bracelets then glanced at each other. Matthew could not get over how much this kid looked like him. Maybe this was also part of the experiment.

      “If you say so,” Matthew said.

      He placed it on his left wrist and showed it to the woman. She nodded her approval. The boy followed a second later.

      “Good,” she said with a bright smile. “Leave those on for twenty-four hours, and we will continue on to phase three, and you will be paid. You are almost there!”

      “This is it?” Matthew looked over the bracelet once more. “What’s the gimmick?”

      “The gimmick is that we need two subjects perfectly in sync with each other. Having the bracelets helps. It would also aid us if you knew more about each other. If there are no further questions, I will take my leave.”

      Marguerite Stohl bid the two of them goodbye and strode to the exit, her slim form gracefully sliding like a swan through a calm lake. Matthew did want to ask questions, but couldn’t muster them up. A dull pain formed in the back of his brain. He decided to ignore it. He was so close to being paid.  He wouldn’t risk it now.

      She grinned. “The two of you have forty-eight hours to spend together. I suggest getting started.”

      With that, she closed the door behind her and left the two alone. The view screen where the windows should be now displayed a hard orange sunset. The stifling heat continued unabated. Jason faced Matthew, his serious expression as irritating as ever.

      “You’re Matthew?” he asked. “Good to meet you.”

      “I’m Matthew White. What’s with your clothes? You look like you fell into a clothesline. That’s weird for a serious looking kid like you.”

      The boy blinked and looked Matthew over.

      “You’re one to talk, Mr. White. You look like you just rolled out of bed.”

      “Don’t call me Mr. White. It’s Matthew. I’m not that much older than you are. And of course, I’m wearing this. It’s boiling in here. I forgot to tell that woman to turn down the heat.”

      “Mrs. Stohl told me that it’s high because it is part of the stress test.”

      “Trying to see how quick they can cook us, I’d say.” Matthew thought for a second then jumped from his seat. “Wait, Stohl is married?”

      “Of course she’s married.” The boy looked genuinely confused. “Didn’t you talk to her before the experiment started? It was one of the  first things she told me about her. She’s happily married to a great man with a daughter of her own.”

      “I don’t pry into other people’s lives. I have my own crap to worry about.”

      “Is that why you’re here? To avoid other people?”

      “I’m here because it was a job with good pay. Why else would I be locked in a room with a nosey stone-faced kid like you? Why are you here, smart guy? Aren’t your parents worried about you?”

      “Me?” Once again it appeared the boy did not expect questions directed at him. “My parents don’t mind. Money is money.”

      “So we do have that in common.”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “If you have a problem with me, Jason, then tell me now. I don’t deal with snide punks.”

      “I don’t know you well enough to tell you my problem, Matthew. But you are rude, and I don’t like that.”

      “Kids really are clueless.”

      Matthew fell into the couch and cupped his head in his hands. The earlier headache ratcheted up. It thumped his skull like a hammer on steel. Where did this headache come from? He bit his lip and fought it off.

      “You can sleep in the spare room at the back,” he said. “I wondered why it was there, but I guess this is the reason. There are ready-made meals in the fridge, but I suppose you had those in your apartment. There’s about five left.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Oh, I hate kids.”

      Hours passed. Matthew kept his distance from Jason. Having no internet or television in the apartment only made things worse. Normally he would just do some exercises to pass the time, but Jason’s presence made that awkward. He sat on his bed and counted the ceiling tiles instead. The orange sun on the screen had nearly set, so he turned on the light.

      A sound stirred in the hall outside his room.

      He sat up and sighed. “What are you doing out there?”

      “Going to sleep.”

      “Isn’t it a bit early for that?”

      Jason paused as if in thought. “How can you even tell what time it is?”

      “Good point. Well, at least let’s do what Marguerite asked us to do.”

      Matthew crossed the hallway and leaned against the doorframe to the spare room. Jason already sat facing him on the bed.

      The boy rolled his eyes. “You mean we should talk?”

      “What else? We’re going to be here for a bit. Might as well do something. What’s your last name?”

      Jason stared at the wall. “I’d rather not tell you.”

      “Then let’s talk about something else. Where are you from?”

      “Not saying. This conversation must be unpleasant for you, Mr. White.”

      This was one smug punk. “Actually, I don’t  want to know. But I’m bored and sick of doing nothing around here. What do you like to do?”

      “I like to keep up with Primes.”

      “You’re a hero nut?” Matthew cut off a groan. “I guess that’s a kid thing to do.”

      “I’m not a kid. I’m fifteen. And yes, I like to think about them. They showed up one day and ended up changing the world overnight. Don’t you think that makes them a big deal?”

      “No, that makes them annoying. I was only a squirt at the time, but haven’t you heard of the rampage Achilles went on? How about the highway war? Did you never hear about how the Ionic Man magnetized everything he touched before Pendragon somehow slipped through to take him out? Even that guy is a piece of work. Too squeaky clean, and he always manages to say the right thing to make everyone fall all over him. Can’t stand his type. We’d be better off without all of them. Life is tough enough without the whole hero and villain shebang.”

      “Oh, what do you know? You’re just a normal human.”

      “And thank God for that. I was born with nothing, and I’ll die with nothing. There’s no better way to go out than even and square. I pay my dues, and I get left alone to do what I want. Prying into other people’s business is a waste of time.”

      “Well, it can’t totally be a waste of time.” Jason suddenly cracked a grin. “Mrs. Stohl told me they were in the business of looking into powers themselves. Maybe they’ll find the secret to them. Maybe everyone can get abilities.”

      “Or maybe they’ll find a way to wipe them out. Why do you like these Primes so much anyway? You wanna be one? Why? It looks like a lot of hassle for no reward. Two of the most popular heroes are dead or in jail. Just jump off a roof or rob a bank if that’s the ending you want. It takes a lot of arrogance to put on a mask and decide you’re going to change everything. Some of us like the way things are.”

      Jason jumped up. He marched over to Matthew with clenched teeth. He met the older man nearly face to face. “How could you possibly like the way things are? Crime rules the city, and people get stepped on every day. If we had more heroes, we wouldn’t have those problems!”

      “I hate to break it to you, but yes. Yes, we would absolutely still have those problems. We had monsters long before Primes showed up, and we’ll have them long after they’re gone. It’s only a matter of time. We’re only lucky it hasn’t happened yet.”

      “Because we have heroes to stop them. We just need more of them.”

      “Until they turn into Achilles and wipe out half the city.”

      “That wouldn’t happen again if we had more heroes to stop him!”

      “Crime doesn’t stop just because heroes exist.”

      “I never said it did! I said it can be stopped if more good people stood up against it.”

      “You are surprisingly naive, Jason. I bet you also think all those arrogant fame-grabbers care one whit if you or I get stepped on. Here’s a clue: they don’t. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Jason leaned forward and jabbed a finger into Matthew’s chest. Matthew stood his ground, but something strange happened. Dizziness gripped his skull, and queasiness stuck in his gut.

      Matthew floated off the ground, lifted by an invisible force and was thrown forward—into Jason!

      The boy put his arms up, but there was no impact. Matthew flew forward into Jason and melted into him. Darkness overtook Matthew momentarily.

      Hard breaths fell and tension pooled in his blood.

      “What happened?” Jason asked. “Where are you?”

      “I’m here,” Matthew said.

      “Where’s here? Why are you speaking like you’re inside my head?”

      Matthew looked around. He had lost some height and now stood where Jason had just been. But the boy’s voice spoke from his mouth. The revelation hit Matthew like a cold flash: it wasn’t his mouth. He was inside Jason.

      “Because I think that’s where I am.” A sting of panic settled both inside of Matthew and around him—Jason flipped out. “Calm down and look at a mirror.”

      Jason ran across the hall into the bathroom. He looked straight into the mirror and patted himself all over. Nothing was different on the outside. Matthew saw all of this as if he was in the boy’s body. They had somehow merged together.

      “Look at your hand,” Matthew stated as calmly as he could. “Your bracelet’s gone.”

      Jason instantly looked at his left hand. His breath pumped out in spurts.

      The bracelet had indeed vanished. The boy trembled. Matthew couldn’t blame him; he  barely held back his own panic. Sweat covered goosebumps grew all over the boy. Jason fell back against the wall as Matthew tried thinking this through.

      This was the experiment? The bracelets merged two people together? That couldn’t be it. Some level of compatibility had to be needed. This had to be why they were chosen to pair up.

      Any hope that this project was just a lark, or for some good cause, faded at that moment. All Matthew could see was that smile on Marguerite’s face as they put on the bracelets. She knew this would happen.

      Jason breathed deeply as he leaned against the wall and clutched the hand where his bracelet should have been. Matthew said nothing. Fear held him back. He didn’t know what to say, but he knew what they had to do.

      They needed to get out of this place, and fast.
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      Panic overwhelmed Jason’s senses. He touched Matthew, and now Matthew was in his head! And where was the bracelet?

      Pure madness.

      Jason only agreed to this whole thing because of Mrs. Stohl. She couldn’t have known this would happen . . . could she? She had been so kind when she found him sleeping in the alley. She fed him and kept him warm.

      He stumbled out of the bathroom and towards the living room. This had to be a mistake. Maybe he could convince Mrs. Stohl to open the door and let them out. Maybe this whole thing was a misunderstanding.

      “Where are you going?” Matthew’s voice said inside his head. “I can’t even tell what you’re thinking in here. Damn, this is crazy. But you need to calm down.”

      “Calm down?” Jason replied in his mind. “You were just absorbed into my head, and I can’t get you out!”

      “Listen to me. Don’t freak out. We need to address this rationally, even if it is mental.”

      Matthew’s eerie cool succeeded in simmering Jason’s frantic mood. The boy paced behind the living room couch. Matthew was right. There had to be a reason for all this.

      “Think about it,” Matthew stated. “Why would they create bracelets that randomly merge two people?”

      Relief smashed against Jason’s nerves. That was true. There must be a way for them to split apart again. The bracelets had to have some rationality behind them.

      “You understand, then? There has to be a way to separate again. Concentrate. If physical contact got us here, maybe mental force will get us out.”

      “Alright. I’ll try.”

      Jason took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He couldn’t  push Matthew out of his head, but he could try to isolate and separate the two of them mentally.

      An outline of Matthew floated in the depths of Jason’s mind. With a thought, he imagined removing the older figure like a needle from a haystack. An odd weight stuck inside him like a splinter slowly being pulled free from his head. It was Matthew!

      “I feel that,” Matthew said. “We’re almost there.”

      Stars shot across Jason’s vision, and a sudden queasiness came and left in an instant. It was like losing a good deal of weight and regaining it again. Jason fell against the back of the couch in the middle of the open room. A shape formed before him.

      To his right stood Matthew, whole again. The bracelets returned to both their wrists.

      “Good job, Jason. Not sure how you managed, but we’re back to normal. Looks like the bracelets are back, too.”

      Jason wiped the sweat from his brow and took notice of his left hand. “What are these things?”

      “Part of the experiment. These psychos knew this would happen, and they didn’t say anything. Do you still think these people are going to help heroes?”

      It took Jason a moment to realize what Matthew had just said. He was right. This project was a sham. He tried to think it through, but his legs trembled violently, and it took too much concentration to keep them still.

      A sharp odor  Jason couldn’t place wafted in the air. It reminded him of a skunk, but less pungent. Had the air changed, or did the bracelet do something? Whichever it was, he wouldn’t risk it further.

      “Do you smell that?” he asked Matthew.

      “Smell what?”

      “Take the bracelet off!” Jason yelled.

      He reached for his wrist, but his balance was still off. Jason’s hands slid against the sweat on his fingers, and his arms flailed. His left arm crashed against the couch. The resulting bang sent it soaring into the kitchen, denting the wall. Plaster sprinkled from the broken spot as the couch crashed down.

      Familiar fear crept back into Jason’s thoughts. What had this bracelet done to him?

      Matthew looked at him sideways. “You did that.”

      “I did.” Jason looked at his hands and then Matthew. “Did the bracelet let me do that?”

      “Let me try.”

      Matthew lined himself up against the smashed couch and pulled. The furniture budged, but he struggled. After a pause, Matthew looked at Jason then at the bracelet. He closed his eyes in concentration and threw his arm out like Jason did earlier.

      But he didn’t strike the couch. Matthew’s body turned to mist and ran up against the furniture.

      He became intangible.

      Matthew reformed whole again and patted himself down. His face shone sheet white. “Different powers.”

      Jason nodded with widened eyes.

      Matthew sunk back and his whole body misted into an ethereal form. A cloud of fog spun across the floor. He instantaneously re-emerged beside Jason.

      “You can turn into air? That’s weird.”

      “Hang on,” Matthew said. He smiled. “Let me try something else.”

      Instead of mist, Matthew melted down into a puddle of water. He moved and swirled about the floor, a living liquid.

      Jason watched as Matthew pulled himself back together again. Several times he tried transforming into other shapes, but nothing else worked. Apparently, air and water were his limits.

      “Liquid and mist.” Matthew scanned the band around his wrist. “Your physical traits are enhanced, and mine changes shape. What exactly are these things?”

      But instead of answering, Jason thought. For as long as he could remember he had been trapped in dreams involving a mountain range. A golden light pierced the towering ridges from somewhere deep within. He had to find it, wherever it was. The distinctive vibe from the dream felt exactly like the one from these bracelets.

      A pang of fear shot through his heart. He told Mrs. Stohl about those dreams when he met her.

      Stupid. Stupid! This must be why she chose him for this project.

      “So you have super strength, and I have transforming powers,” Matthew said. He laughed. “So that’s what this is all about!”

      “Take it off.”

      Matthew stared at him again. “Why? This is amazing.”

      “You’re crazy, man.”

      “I’m just blown away. Aren’t you?”

      “Forget it,” Jason replied, reaching for his bracelet. “I’m done.”

      Jason pulled against the bracelet, but it wouldn’t budge. He thrashed against the accessory. It was no use: the bracelet was stuck to him.

      “Why can’t I take it off?”

      “Calm down!” Matthew said into his head.

      Jason looked up. Matthew stared at him. Their mental link  remained even though they were separated.

      Matthew nodded. “We’re being watched, remember? Don’t tell them what you’re planning.”

      “What do we do?”

      “Wait until we have an opportunity to get outside this apartment and learn where we are being held. Then we make a run for it.”

      Jason disagreed. They couldn’t just run away. Whoever Mrs. Stohl really was, she wanted these bracelets. She wouldn’t just let them leave.

      Matthew took one step forward and wobbled. He put a hand up against the wall to steady himself.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” Jason asked.

      “I don’t know.” He slid against the wall to the floor. “I’m feeling tired.”

      Jason approached, and a weight crashed down upon him. Fatigue dropped him to his hands and knees.

      Matthew fell across the floor, unconscious and unmoving.

      Jason tried to get up to reach him, but his muscles cried against him. His cheek kissed the carpet as his muscles gave out.

      “I’m sorry, Mom. I’m sorry, Dad.”

      He remembered his dreams. After running away, they became vivid and more frequent. They were just dreams, but they always had messages. A woman he could never remember after waking whispered to him constantly. What did she say about this place? He couldn’t remember. Mrs. Stohl had a way about her. And she reeled him in like a trout.

      The front door slid open. Mrs. Stohl entered with a sextet of men in dark suits with skin even paler than the two sick figures on the carpet. The six converged on them.

      “What did you do?” Jason rasped out.

      She kneeled beside him, a beatific smile upon her thin cheeks. “It isn’t what I did. It’s what you’ve done.”

      “You better hope he’s alive.”

      “More than that, Jason. You are both a part of a much greater kingdom than this one. You have passed.”

      Before he could argue the point, darkness overwhelmed him, and the suits fell upon the fallen pair as his last thoughts died out. Mrs. Stohl whispered in the corners of his thoughts.

      “Welcome to Phase Three.”
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      Pale light flashed in Matthew’s eyes, awakening him from slumber. Groans escaped his sore throat. He shook the sleep from his thoughts and awoke in the dark.

      The metal room held little light beyond small streaks dancing against the steel ceiling and tall walls. Despite the deep darkness, he spotted nine other figures hidden in the enclosure. They could only be more men in suits.

      He couldn’t see Jason anywhere.

      “You’re awake,” Jason said through his thoughts. “Took you long enough. They’ve got you tied pretty well. I’m stuck.  I can’t get out like you did earlier.”

      Matthew blinked. “You’re in my head now?”

      “I guess. Don’t know when that happened since I only woke up a few minutes ago. None of them can hear me in here, though.”

      “Wait for it. We need an opening.”

      “Mr. White,” Marguerite said. She held a tiny light in her hand. A lighter? He couldn’t see it. But he knew she was grinning. She had to be. “Congratulations.”

      “You.” Rough ropes burned the arms tied behind Matthew’s back. Even the bracelet on his wrist was gone, the most obvious sign that they were not separated. He groaned as he sat up. “Is this any way to treat the two idiots who completed your tests?”

      “You’re staying still for now. I’m only doing this because I know your character, Mr. White.”

      “You think you do.”

      “No, I do know. You planned to take the Gemini Bracelets and run. You were thinking about how you could profit from their power. You think you haven’t left a paper trail, and you haven’t; however, you do have people who can attest to your disappointing character. Lazy, unfocused, unambitious, and unreliable. Why do you think you were chosen? No one is going to miss you when you fall into the Mirror Gate. But that doesn’t mean you won’t run anyway, which is why I placed a bomb against your heart.”

      “You what?”

      “Relax. It is timed, not set by detonator. You’re too valuable for that. It is set for a week. Long enough to do what we need. If you live, we will return here, deactivate it, and you will be rewarded for your efforts. Be obedient, and you’ll live. Simple.”

      He placed his hand against his heart.  His beats were the same as ever, but a small scar ran along his skin. She didn’t lie. She didn’t need to.

      “What about the boy?”

      “Yes, him as well. You are a team now, after all.”

      “Crazy witch!” he shouted.

      “What does it matter, Mr. White? You’re both still being paid. No one will miss you should you expire. But enough. Now we will take our trip through the Mirror Gate and begin the final phase.”

      Matthew winced at her words.  No one would notice if he disappeared. But Jason had been chosen as well, and that didn’t sit right. No kid should be pulled into this—whatever this was.

      “Mirror Gate?” Jason whispered.

      “What’s this mirror thing, Marguerite?”

      “Look around you, Mr. White.”

      He peered into the dark, the shadowy shroud momentarily letting him see through.

      Each of the walls, except the one with the large door behind him, had full-length mirrors covering them. Eerie reflections danced against their surfaces, masked by the black sweeping the room. Shards of glass glinted against the floor. That was all he could see, but he couldn’t help but feel that something else was in there with him.

      After a pause, Matthew leaned his wrists against the rope. It felt like a Prusik knot against his back, though there was no way to tell. He needed to get the rope around his shoulders off.  As Marguerite Stohl went on, he used the darkness to flip his hands out from behind his back and under his legs to his chest. He pulled backwards with his elbows out. None of the suits noticed.

      It wasn’t tied as tight as he thought it would be.

      “The Mirror Gate,” she said. “This is the way to the kingdom, Mr. White. This is the final test. This is where we separate the men from the boys. Now, have you gotten those ropes off yet?”

      He blinked. The ropes around his wrists slid free.

      “She’s trying to lure you in,” Jason said. “Just get out of it!”

      Matthew pushed down against the ropes around his shoulders and pushed his arms up.  He’d been in tighter spots before. He fell loose and threw them off his shoulders.

      Almost immediately, a stream of mist swirled out of his body and to his side. It was the boy. Matthew leaped back up as Jason now appeared at his side.

      “I expected you to be faster,” Marguerite said with a heavy sigh.

      Jason raised his fists. “Now you’re going to tell us what these things are.”

      “Please, Jason.” She waved one delicate wrist and the light dissipated from it. “There is no need to be uncouth.”

      “He’s right,” Matthew interjected. “We’re going to find out what these are, and she’s taking these bombs out. Now.”

      “I already told you! You are wearing the Gemini Bracelets. You, Mr. White, are wearing Castor. It allows you to transform your form to air or liquid. There may be more than that, but I do not know. I have never seen its full potential.”

      Matthew mouthed his confusion. “What do you mean you don’t know?”

      “I mean that you are the first to use them in my lifetime.” She nodded to the boy. “It is the same with yours, Jason. That one is Pollux. It allows you to enhance your physical capabilities beyond your limits. But it is based on your limits.”

      “My limits,” Jason mumbled to himself.

      “Stuff it,” Matthew interrupted. “That doesn’t explain why you’re doing all this. What happened to the other people you gave these bracelets to?”

      “At your feet.”

      She raised a hand, and a new small flame erupted out of the tips, illuminating the room. Stained white and yellowing slabs like stones painted the dimly lit room. Jason recoiled at the sight. Bones.

      “My God,” the kid whispered.

      “A small price to gather the relics. I will take you back to my home where we will find yet another of them. Jason will lead me straight to it. His dreams are the key.”

      “What is all this, Mrs. Stohl? You know what those dreams are?”

      “Not only do I know, but I finally have a guide who will lead me to the seed: You. The Great Sorcerer King truly smiles upon me.”

      At the front of the room, Marguerite threw her hand against the mirror behind her. A purple glow shone from the solid surface. Small ripples ran across the large slab, running from the floor to the ceiling like fuchsia waves. Before Matthew could react, a weight crashed against his back.

      The group of men fell upon them, punching and pushing them forward. Matthew tried to change his body, but couldn’t concentrate. A guard flew past his face and slammed into the mirror on the wall to his right. It fractured with the impact. Jason punched away as they pushed and grabbed him. The guards herded the pair toward the large mirror.

      “Welcome to the greater world,” she said.

      Marguerite’s men shoved Jason and Matthew into the Mirror Gate, following after. The group whipped through a wind tunnel into the narrow space. Stars streaked by their path at an insane velocity. The men around him screamed.

      Their suits burned to cinders. A few caught ablaze at a deeper level—their skin and bones crisped. Their screams were the worst. Flecks of ash sprinkled into the tight tunnel as the flames incinerated them.

      Matthew’s skin burned too. He held to the bracelet, its cool sensation cutting through the ripping heat. His clothes burned to ash off his back, and his skin curled as if on fire. Beside him, Jason yelled. The boy also held fast to his bracelet. The two of them were going to cook alive.

      Marguerite, however, merely watched them from the front. She giggled over the mayhem behind her, unaffected by it all.

      “In seconds we shall be home!” she shouted over her shoulder. Her voice sounded strangely metallic and muffled in the small space. “Here we are!”

      The flashing tunnel illuminated pulsing plum darkness in their path. It started as a pinprick and grew within half a second to the size of a humpback whale readying to swallow its next meal. It consumed them just as fast.

      The force of a brick wall hit Matthew. The wall wrapped him in a coat of purple fog. Then it simply evaporated.

      He kissed night air, and it burned against his steaming skin. They had reached the other side.

      Matthew struck the tiled stone floor with a dead weight, screaming the whole way. His lobster red skin laid naked for all to see, his clothes charred away to ash. The boy lay still a few feet from him.

      The last thing he needed to see was another corpse. This world killed enough: it didn’t need to take more kids. Not like this, alone and scared. He wouldn’t let it.

      Matthew ignored his pain and climbed along the stone floor on his elbows. Jason didn’t move. His red skin smoked.

      “Jason!” Matthew forced out through the pain. “You’re still in one piece.”

      Matthew shook Jason’s shoulder. The boy became intangible and dragged forward as if magnetized. He disappeared again. Stunned, Matthew stared a second before remembering this was part of the bracelets’ abilities. They worked here, too. Wherever here was.

      Most of the men that had followed them through became little more than ash and bones. The harsh air was black and thick. However, some were not dead. In fact, they were no longer men at all.

      Where Matthew and Jason lost their clothes, these men lost their skin. Without it, they also lost their humanity. Flesh had burned away, revealing green skin and flashing narrow eyes like . . . a lizard. They stood tall and muscular with scaly faces, long noses, and lashing tongues. Their tails were long, with man-shaped hands and scaled feet with claws far sharper than nails. Hunched backs and long limbs told him that they were probably never humans to begin with.

      Lavender mist smoked from their skin, and their lungs breathed deep. Their scales shifted with every hard breath. The lizard men looked down on him with hunger.

      The journey left only one individual untouched. Marguerite still wore the same dress with the same perfect face. But her eyes had changed. A mad reflection glinted off the moonlight from the open balcony before her. The monstrous snarling smile she showed him was worse than anything he had experienced so far.

      “Mr. White,” she said. “You have passed Phase Three.”

      “We’re not in the building anymore, are we?”

      “Thank the Great Sorcerer King, we are not.”

      They were in a similar set up to the small room from earlier. Three mirrors lined the long wall behind him, but they were decorated far fancier than the previous chamber. They looked almost medieval, these walls. The stone craftsmanship, the weaved tapestries, the long carpets, and the musty paintings on the walls, revealed a place entirely different than Serenity City.

      He wanted to ask so many questions. A large ship like those he had seen in old storybooks passed by the balcony behind Marguerite. It sailed not on water, but flying up in the air. His questions caught in his throat.

      Larger sights lay beyond the ship and into the night. Mountains spiraled into misty tops, and bright lights slipped through the sheet of white fog below the beaming moon. Buildings and towers lined the ridges ahead. A city.

      He tried to speak but his words caught on his trembling lips. How could any of this exist?

      Above the distant mountain range, the black shape of a fortress climbed hundreds of feet into the raven capped night. Dozens of deeply embedded square and round towers, echaugettes, and turrets had been grafted onto the monstrosity. A large barbican marked the front, but the gothic-like height of the fortress itself caught his attention, stretching into a faintly purple abyss of a cloudy sky. A presence in that place sent chills down his spine. Try as he might, Matthew struggled for the words.

      He opened his mouth wide before he spoke. “This is—”

      The lizard men seized his arms and legs. Their grip crushed him as he thrashed against their hold.

      “Quiet, meat!” one of them hissed in his ear.

      Marguerite waved to him as they dragged him and Jason down the dark hallway. The woman blew them both a kiss.

      “Welcome to Tyndarus, Mr. White. You are now a member of the Greater Kingdom.”
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      The rags on Matthew’s body itched. He had been given a ratty shirt and pants to wear over his naked form after he was thrown in a cell. Their captors gave the boy the same.  The cramped area was no bigger than a bedroom. The stone walls and floor and the complete lack of natural light assaulted his senses. Dampness ran through his bones and caused a chill that went beyond simple weather.

      Torches burned on the wall outside his prison cell. Orange outlines of armored lizard men shifted back and forth down the thin hall. Matthew had to wait in the cell for the night. Tomorrow one of those flying ships would take them to the leader of this place: the Great Sorcerer King. Matthew sat on the bench and watched the long shapes of the lizard men pass him by. They had not said a single word since throwing him in here.

      He was more concerned about Jason. He knew that Jason was okay, the bracelets had formed a link between them, but they both had those bombs inside of them. The kid had to be terrified.

      Matthew held Jason’s clothes between clenched fists. What kind of monster dragged helpless teenage boys into her messes? He didn’t even know where they had been taken to. Tyndarus did not exist on Earth. It was no historical location he could think of, either. But he had to get the boy back home and get that bomb out of him.

      Flying ships, a mountain mist city, and man-shaped lizards combined to make this a sick fever dream. The lizards especially attracted his attention. Now he knew why the heat had been so high in the facility. A harsh purple air hovered across the armor and bracers of the lizards. That must have been why the damp mountain air did not harm them. That fuchsia mist had opened the Mirror Gate back in Serenity City. Marguerite used it. If anyone could explain all this, it was her.

      He clutched the spare clothes tight. They needed a plan to get out of this place.

      The glistening, wet stones of the cell stifled his thoughts. They must be underground. The lashings of the torchlight made it appear like the flames moved on their own. He flinched and looked again. They were moving.

      In the left-hand corner of the cell, two small stones in the corner of the wall slid backwards. A pair of eyes poked through the abyss.

      “Ay!” the voice whispered.

      Matthew tilted his head. A guard passed the front of the cell, oblivious to any noise. This intruder had clearly done this before. Matthew kneeled down beside the opening with his back to the wall. He caught a closer glimpse of smoky grey eyes and long hair through the small opening. The visitor was a woman.

      “Hello,” he said plainly. “Come here much?”

      “Are you from the other world?” the woman asked.

      Her silky voice slunk through his thoughts like a strong drink. He resisted the urge to look into her eyes. He had more to worry about than getting a date. Thankfully the guard was halfway down the hall now. No one could see her except him.

      “I suppose I am. My name is Matthew. What is yours?”

      “Ordopha,” she replied. “Do you wield the Gemini Bracelets?”

      “We do have the bracelets. Are you with these lizards?”

      “Hardly.” She pushed back a few more stones to allow more room for her to fit through. “I‘m here for you.”

      Her long platinum blonde hair fell from her shoulders and down past her filthy shirt. Long lashes and soft lips scanned him over, oblivious of his eyes running across her slight form. How long had he been alone in the fake apartment? Finally, she broke the quiet.

      “Is your partner injured?”

      Matthew waited for the lizard man to pass before he spoke again. “No. The problem is that the trip through the mirror really hurts. It burned off all our clothes and quite nearly our skin. Many guards didn’t make it through.”

      “Oh my. I hope he is well.”

      “He’s a tough boy. He’ll be fine.”

      “A child?”

      “He’s fifteen. He can handle it. How come I can understand you? Do you speak English?”

      “English? No. I am speaking Neronian. Is that what you call it? English?”

      He dodged the question. “What do you know about those Mirror Gates? We need to get back through.”

      “All the magic in Tyndarus comes from the Great Sorcerer King himself. He’s the reason those gates work. To get through you need his magic to activate them.”

      “Where do we get magic?” the voice in Matthew’s head asked.

      “Jason?” Matthew inquired. The woman was about to question his sudden exclamation, but he put a hand up. “You’re awake? How do you feel?”

      “I feel like I fell through a paper shredder. But I heard your conversation. What should we do?”

      Matthew pursed his lips. The girl had come from somewhere close by, and he needed to have a conversation with her. But he also had to worry about the lizard men noticing his departure. The boy probably wouldn’t like he what he had to do.

      “Get out there, Jason. I’m going to follow her and gather info. You need to stay in my place.”

      The boy thought on it. He groaned and clutched his forearms. “Okay. I’d prefer not moving anyway.”

      Jason drifted like smoke out of Matthew’s head and solidified at his side. He was totally nude.

      “Oh my!” Ordopha said, turning away.

      “Whoa, where are my clothes?”

      “Here.” Matthew thrust the clothes the lizards gave him into Jason’s chest. “Your old ones burned up. It doesn’t look like much survives a trip through the Mirror Gates.”

      As Jason changed, Matthew explained his idea to follow Ordopha. Jason looked so much like him in the dark that it was doubtful the guards would notice the change. The boy agreed.

      “Go ahead,” he said. “I need a few more winks anyway.”

      Ordopha leaned in again. “You are so much alike. Are you brothers?”

      “No,” they said at once.

      Matthew watched the bars. “Alright, the lizard is coming back. Show me the way, Ordopha.”

      The two disappeared into the tight tunnel, leaving Jason behind. Shallow pathways barely bigger than the span of Matthew’s shoulders twisted on like a labyrinth. The winding tunnels led downward and splintered off in many directions through the dark. Ordopha climbed onward without pause as if she knew this place far too well.

      “Where exactly is this prison?” he asked. “Is it above us? Below? I have no idea where we are. I saw mountains and a large castle outside earlier.”

      “That is because we are in Mageuopolis, located in the northern mountains. No one can enter this place without magic. The Great Sorcerer King’s power prevents it. Here he hides and builds his forces for his eventual conquest of Tyndarus.”

      “Tyndarus is a land?”

      “It is the name of our world.”

      His lip twitched at the knowledge. That crazy woman brought the two of them to a whole new world. He didn’t want to believe it, but nothing else explained all the insanity. Ordopha kept speaking as he pondered their situation.

      “All magic flows from Nieto himself. He is called the Great Sorcerer King because it is his life-force. He is like a god. Magic comes from his very bones.”

      “Magic being real aside, I always thought it came from spells or enchantments. Fairy tale stuff. I’ve never heard of it originating from one being.”

      “That depends on what you believe Nieto is. He comes from the stars themselves. We had no magic before he arrived thousands of years ago. This city, those ships, and the relics would not exist if not for him.”

      “You mean he invented the Gemini Bracelets?”

      “No. But he did bring them to Tyndarus. Please stay still.”

      Matthew stopped. He couldn’t see Ordopha, but a hard slapping sound pounded ahead. Torchlight burst into the tiny crevice and bathed over the girl and nearly blinded him. She climbed forward and disappeared into the light.

      Outside the tunnel was another cell. Damp and wet stone tunnels went on through hallways on his left side. Triple the size of his cell, this one also contained more prisoners. The sleeping figures wore cloaks, ratty shirts and pants no different from him or Ordopha.

      “None of those lizards will see you. They do not patrol here so late. Most of us don’t see a point of escape, and those monsters know it.”

      Around a dozen other young people, no older than Matthew and no younger than Jason, slept on the floor. All of them had the same platinum hair color Ordopha and Marguerite had, both men and women. Did everyone on Tyndarus have the same hair color? But they looked just like ordinary people otherwise. A few were tall and muscled men, and some were slim women with longer hair. They didn’t look like criminals, but neither did he.

      “Is there no one in the city below to help you?” he asked. “How could friends or family just leave someone in a place like this?”

      “We don’t come from Mageuopolis. We descend from a line that was taken from the land beyond the mountains. We are the current and last generation here. Only the fourteen of us remain.”

      At the opposite end of the open cell emerged a figure clad in a cloak. He lowered his hood to reveal short platinum hair and a sharp nose. This man had the same grey eyes as Ordopha only with a strong jaw and clean-limbed look. He did appear underfed, but the tenacious glare of his gaze betrayed a man Matthew would not want to be left alone with. Ordopha shrunk back when the stranger approached. A few of those pretending to sleep held their breaths.

      “I am Alain,” he said, simply. He took Matthew’s hand in a vice grip. “I am Ord’s brother. We heard talk of someone arriving through the Mirror Gate from the other world.”

      “Yeah, me and the boy. I’m Matthew.”

      “A child?”

      Matthew laughed at Alain’s identical reaction. “Your sister said the same thing. No, he’s fifteen. He’s resting upstairs. But we have the Gemini Bracelets.”

      “You feel endangering a child is a joke? You helped bring him here? I see Shaula has chosen her victims well.”

      “What?” Matthew stuttered. “I think that came out wrong.”

      “Alain, you’re twisting his words!”

      “I will seek no help from vermin. We have enough troubles without relying on a rat.”

      Matthew thought quickly to avoid the mood turning further south. There was only one way to set it right, and words wouldn’t do it. A display of power.

      He lifted his left hand and showed off the gold band adorning his wrist. The dim orange light glittered hard against it. Matthew concentrated. He lifted up and transformed into mist.

      Both Alain and Ordopha recoiled at the sight. They stared at him floating in the ether until he changed back into a human once more. It took moments for them to speak.

      Ordopha beamed at her brother. “I told you he could help!”

      “Then we can escape!” Alain whispered.

      “I’m not so sure,” Matthew replied. “We’ve barely used these things before, and we don’t even know where we are.”

      Alain grimaced. “A coward? My sister and I have traveled these catacombs our entire lives. The tunnels were formed by us. We know the way to the ships and escape; we merely lack the numbers to fight through. Ordopha has observed how to fly the ships. Do you have a plan?”

      Truthfully, Matthew hadn’t thought one up. He worried more about Jason and the strange new world they were in. To get back to Earth they needed a source of magic and a Mirror Gate. He told Alain as much. If they were taken to the castle tomorrow, there would be no guarantee any chance of escape would remain once they got there.

      “That is simple enough,” the cloaked man replied. “When they bring you to the airship, we will attack and take them by surprise. With your added strength we would easily overwhelm them. We will take the ship into the mountains, and you will escape through the Mirror Gate on the upper level. Does that not sound enticing to you? Perhaps it is too much for a coward.”

      “That’s not it. I’m just not sure what the limits to our powers are. We’ve barely used them.”

      “Combat is the best way to learn anything, coward. You worry for nothing. We will cover for your lack of skill. Those of us here have experience with fighting. Will you join us or not?”

      Alain’s crudeness did little to convince Matthew of anything. However, he did need to disarm those bombs. The faster, the better. If he could help these people escape, and give Marguerite a black eye, then so much the better. But could he trust someone like Alain?

      “I don’t know,” he muttered.

      “This all hinges on you, Matthew. Are you a woman, or a warrior? Will you fight, or flee? If you will not partake then make certain I never see your face again.”

      There was a spark to Alain that reminded Matthew of someone. The sister was more reserved, but the brother gave off the vibe of a man of his word. It had been a long time since Matthew had met anyone like that. He had certainly never been like that. But this was a new place, and he needed all the help he could find, especially for Jason.

      “I’m in.” Matthew offered his hand. “Count on Castor.”

      Alain flatly observed the outstretched appendage. He sized Matthew up. Finally, a grin formed on the corners of his tight mouth. He clapped his hand against Matthew’s and shook it.

      “It’s good to see that the wielder of the Gemini Bracelet is no coward after all.”

      “That reminds me.” Matthew nodded to the girl. “You were going to tell me more about the magic and these bracelets, right? Who is the Great Sorcerer King?”

      Her lip trembled but for an instant before she bit down on it. Matthew tried not to let it bother him, but it was difficult to put her clear discomfort aside.

      “My brother and I have been here for near twenty years. We have learned much through these walls, and much we were never meant to learn in the tunnels. However, there is still that which we do not know. The Great Sorcerer King has never left his mountain castle, and we have never learned anything of his true origins. His secrets remain. However, we do know of certain relics that many of his pets still speak of and puzzle over even so many years later.”

      “Relics other than the bracelets?”

      “There is one in these mountains that they have been seeking for centuries. All the relics bestow great abilities, much like the one you hold.”

      “How does that bracelet work, Matthew?” Alain asked.

      “I can become mist or water with Castor. The boy’s is Pollux. He has strength to spare.”

      Ordopha chimed in. “I have heard that the bracelets were meant to combine two warriors into one unstoppable force. It is meant to create the ultimate man. Surely they can be mastered to give you each greater control.”

      “Wow,” Matthew replied. “You sure know a lot about this.”

      Alain nodded. “Ord has a much better memory than I do. That is why she travels the tunnels while I focus on fighting in the pits.”

      “What are those lizard men?”

      “An ancient race that swore fealty to Nieto.” Alain huffed. “We are their entertainment.”

      That word filled in any gaps Matthew could imagine. No wonder they needed his help to escape.

      But could they? Even if these people could take a ship and escape into the mountains he doubted they would get far.

      “You have a place to go?” he asked.

      Alain sighed. “We have few options. I have heard whispers of a golden shrine in the mountains, but I do not pretend that we will find it. Should we make it beyond the mountains then we can find a new place to call our home. However, if we have the wielders of Castor and Pollux on our side, escape will be much simpler. If you can get us to the ship, we can do the rest.”

      Matthew thought on it. He could help the lot escape to the ship and turn back to find the Mirror Gate, but he knew it wouldn’t be enough. There was a good chance they knew that, too. This kingdom extended far along this entire mountain range. Surviving out in the wilds did not sound probable. Then again, this was none of his business. All he had to do was get them to the ships as part of the deal. He would worry about the rest later.

      “I already said I’ll help. But I should let Jason in on this. Can you point me back, Ordopha?”

      She consented, and they left back the way they came. Matthew was less than enthused with crawling back into the claustrophobic darkness. Ordopha took Matthew back through the tight tunnels where he let his mind run wild. She said nothing as they went on.

      But there were a few things he had to know.

      “Your brother never really answered. Who is Nieto exactly?”

      “I have never seen him. Many think the monster God Himself.”

      He suddenly thought of that castle behind the mountain city. He did get a chill when he looked upon it. “This guy sounds screwy. What do you think of him?”

      “I’ve seen what he has created.” Her dour yet sharp words hit him as hard and bitter. “You have seen the air around the lizard men? That’s magic Nieto embeds in their flesh to give increased vitality and body warmth. His servants are a superstitious lot. They do believe he is God.”

      “That must be why they don’t question anything he says.”

      “Yes, it is because of the King’s magic. It flows through these mountains and powers all from the flight crystals in the airships to the mist that hides his kingdom from the world.”

      “I don’t understand why he wouldn’t just take over everything,” Matthew replied. His head bumped against the ceiling and pebbles crumbled over his brow. He wiped it clean. “With power like that, he doesn’t even need the bracelets.”

      “Long ago he used a tremendous amount of his life force and fled to these mountains. He only ventures out via his pawns to collect prizes and food for his kingdom. It is only a matter of time before he expends his remaining life.”

      Matthew wasn’t convinced. It certainly appeared that Nieto had sent Marguerite and her men to Earth to find a suitable candidate for the Gemini Bracelets, but it didn’t explain why he needed to find them in the first place. Could he not use the people of this world? Matthew thought long and hard about this so-called Great Sorcerer King. There was more to this Ordopha didn’t know. He decided to change the subject.

      “I don’t think your brother likes me.”

      “He only trusts those around him. We have been surrounded by enemies for our entire lives. The reason he is using you is because you have Castor and Pollux—and because he is desperate.”

      Silence filled in the conversation gap. As someone who had spent most his time in voluntary solitude, Matthew just didn’t understand. A boring life meant little in the way of enemies.

      The two continued in quiet and reached the small cell once more. Jason still leaned against the wall. Matthew waited for the guard to pass before the pair slid out of the tunnel. The males sat on either side of the hole as the woman waited.

      “Took your time,” Jason whispered. “So what happened?”

      Matthew explained everything from the brother and sister to Nieto himself. Eventually, he came around to the escape plan. Ordopha broke in to let them know what their idea had been for years now. They were simply waiting to use it at the right moment.

      “Are you fine with just leaving?” Jason asked Matthew.

      The older one blinked. “Yes. We can’t let this Sorceror get the bracelets. Plus, there’s the bombs to worry about. No telling how much time we have left.”

      The boy gave the strangest expression Matthew had ever seen. It wasn’t anger or disappointment. His mouth was a line, but his iced eyes were sharper than daggers.

      It only lasted for a second, and Jason turned away. “Just take me through the plan.”

      Castor beamed like a beacon into Matthew’s mind. A low voice, unlike a person, more like an idea, hung in the back of his thoughts. The nearly inaudible and impossible to comprehend whisper remained in his head.

      He went on to discuss with Ordopha and Jason their idea for escape, but still it spoke. His back stiffened and sweat grew on his brow. This intangible thing inside of him hid at the bottom of his soul. Castor melded into him. Regardless, he continued to discuss the plan.

      Then, his skin particles slowly burst like bubbles and his muscles and skin liquefied before evaporating. Was it the bomb? He couldn’t tell.

      Ordopha held in a gasp and Jason gaped as Matthew faded away into the darkness.
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      Harsh pounding banged in the back of Jason’s brain. Sleep had not come, and one of the passing lizard men made a reference to the coming morning. Matthew’s body rippled like the surface of water. Particles mixed and twisted in the air like the atoms were confused about their proper place. The mist reformed and the atmosphere shifted.

      The twisting specks snapped back into place. Skin solidified, and blood flowed in through veins again. No more queasiness or illness remained. But something had changed. The older bracelet holder absorbed into Jason’s head. The two switched places, and he became the main body again. Jason just couldn’t figure this out.

      “Wait,” Jason had said, out loud. “Why am I the body again? We switched?”

      Mathew groaned. “Morning, I take it. I had a feeling. Once the sun rises, we change. You’re the pilot now.”

      “Oh right, we landed here at night, didn’t we?” His breaths calmed. “And it was day when we first wore these things. So that’s it.”

      Day for Jason; night for Matthew. They switched bodies depending on the time of day. This would get old fast.

      But Matthew instantly seized on this and adjusted the path forward accordingly. After Jason calmed her down,  Ordopha departed. As the boy sat on the bench, he left his hands to his sides and drummed his fingers on the wood. He just wanted this over with.

      All he ever wanted was for it to be over with. Waiting never ceased being difficult.

      Long ago he heard about how his parents left Serenity City because a former hero went on a rampage and destroyed a large chunk of the place, killing many. Jason’s mom would always say there was a chance any of the heroes could lose their minds and do the same. She wanted Jason far away from superheroes and villains. She meant well, but it never stuck with him. He didn’t want to hide—he wanted to be there, to cheer them on, and to reassure them that they really were the good guys. They needed support, and she didn’t get it.

      But his dad told him differently.

      “This world is like nightfall that never ends,” he had said. “Some of us will never make it to the sunrise, some of us by choice and some by luck. The night isn’t forever, though. Eventually, the sun has to rise.”

      Jason clutched the bench with the memory, splinters breaking against his palms. Now he had a power of his own, and he squandered it waiting in a jail cell for certain death. He wouldn’t let it end like this.

      While he was unconscious, that dream returned to him. A shining light of gold buried in distant mountain stone. It beckoned him closer. He could almost see it—almost touch it. All he needed was one more inch . . .

      He blinked awake.

      A voice overtook his meandering thoughts. The woman on the other side of the bars waved to him. Marguerite wore light purple robes, her hair in neat buns. A mysterious aura wafted from her and the six lizards surrounding her. Jason kept his left wrist hidden from them.

      “You used me,” he said. “Liar.”

      “I am sorry to deceive a child,” Marguerite replied. “Please believe me, Jason. It was a risk using you, but the King needs the bracelets. It is why we built this kingdom in the first place. But I did not wish for you to be the one to wear Pollux.”

      “But if I were Matthew’s age it would be okay? You put a bomb in me, in him. You’re sick.”

      “You have no bomb in you, Jason. Check your chest. No marks.”

      He checked. She was right. He blinked several times before speaking again. “But you told us before that you put them inside us.”

      “Only him. Mr. White had to be tamed. I am no savage, Jason. I don’t hurt children, especially not you. You have a very important job outside of your bracelet. You’ve seen it, correct? The prize in the mountains? There we will find a relic of great importance. It is why my Lord chose this world so long ago in the first place.”

      “You’re out of your mind. Take the explosive out of Matthew’s chest.”

      “Not until the task is complete. Calm yourself, Jason. You will be unharmed. I told you that we are not a violent people.”

      “How many bones were in that mirror room? How many corpses were there?”

      “What does it matter? Your own Serenity City has heroes and villains battling to kill each other every single day. What we take from Earth is nothing compared to their disgusting war.”

      “I came to you because you said we were going to help the heroes. All those bones . . .” His teeth ground together. Veins showed through clenched fists. “You won’t walk away from that.”

      She smiled as if remembering a long lost memory. “You remind me of my little girl. So much potential. With the bracelet and your dream, we can change both Tyndarus and Earth. The more relics we have, the more power we will wield. You won’t need your heroes any longer.”

      “Is that why you almost killed Matthew and me? Is that why you killed all those people? You’re a disease. All you villains are.”

      “Me?” She asked, perplexed. “Certainly I am no hero, but I am not a villain. What must be done must be done. If I must stomp a promising pup like you in order to bring about the kingdom, then I will not hesitate.”

      “I knew you would say something like that. But it doesn’t matter. Your time is up.”

      “Surely you don’t think the two of you can escape. I was impressed that neither of you was stupid enough to try last night, but that is very unlike you to wait. Has Mr. White’s influence rubbed off on you already? I’m sure he figured it out. Only the magic of Lord Nieto can open the way back through the Mirror Gates. You will never return to your humdrum existence. You are now part of the Greater Kingdom.”

      At first, Jason objected to Matthew’s decision to stay and help the prisoners escape. He only thought of escape from this insane world. But then he remembered all those bones in that chamber. How long had Marguerite been doing this? Never before had another being imbued him with such disgust. He would stop her.

      “There’s nothing greater about this hell,” he said.

      The floor trembled. Stone shook, and the bars rattled. A quake rocked the very foundations of the fortress. Marguerite and the cadre of guards tumbled to the floor. Jason watched as they gathered their wits.

      “What was that noise?” she asked. Two of the lizard men ran down the hall shouting for others. “Did the frogs get in?”

      “No,” Jason answered. He stood up and faced her. “That would be the prisoners.”

      “Impossible!”

      Jason showed her the bracelet on his formerly hidden left wrist. It flashed against the torches. She paled as she realized what it meant: Matthew was not fused with him. The remaining four lizard men raised their spears and swords.

      “Nothing is,” he said with a smile.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The fourteen prisoners surrounded Matthew by the cell door when Castor trembled. An unbridled rage beat through him like a pumping heart. Where did this come from? It had to be the boy. Jason’s anger boiled over inside Matthew. Their emotions, as well as their minds, were linked. The boy had to be talking with Marguerite.

      He scanned the empty hallways. No guards, just as Alain and Ordopha said.

      “Can you do it?” the bulky man named Case asked.

      “I can.”

      “Keep your wits about you. The lizards are fierce opponents.”

      Other than Ordopha and Alain, the other twelve shared similar platinum blonde hair but had little else in common. Some were short, some had long faces or their hair cut short, but they were all lined up behind him and ready. Only two other women aside from Ordopha were among their number. After years of waiting they had to act now.

      Matthew took a hard breath and concentrated. The bars gripped before him, he closed his eyes. Flesh rippled and broke as the wind rushed between skin cells and disintegrated blood and bone. His new form splashed to the floor in a puddle. His watery figure flowed through the tunnel.

      The winding paths splintered off around him. Pairs of large lizard men clutching spears marched side by side everywhere. They blocked the paths, their beefy frames nearly touching the arched ceilings. He slid underneath and followed the directions Alain had given him.

      An untold number of large wooden doors blocked off every room, but he remembered the directions. When he turned down the proper hall, he made a right and emerged in the cold gust of the yellow early morning daylight.

      The mountainside blew around him. The hall led outside.

      A lone pathway connected the castle between this side and the other. Harsh wind whistled through the silence. The carved path lined with ramparts extended over the void below. No wonder Alain had wanted him to come this way. No one would expect him.

      Low sunlight cast harsh beams through serrated mountain peaks and against the grey stone archways dangling above him. The castle hanging above the fog shone brighter than anything inside its dreary interior or the muted brown of the mountains. He slid along the floor toward the jutting walkway that led to the next section of the castle and hid in the shadow of the ramparts, his form quivering in the cold. Now, to wait for his targets.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t have much time. Marguerite would soon catch on that they were separated.

      His form began to tremble. He wouldn’t be able to keep this up forever. An intangible muscle would give at any moment, and he would be thrown back into his normal body. He clenched himself.

      Up ahead, a pair of lizard men marched out from the inner hall of the castle. Tongues lashed against the breeze. The cold wind blew across their slouched forms, but they did not even flinch, their jerkin and armor rattling in the breeze. They stomped side by side in lockstep, their short tails swaying with timed steps. They each had spare swords around their waists on top of the spears they carried. A rusty key hung around the left one’s neck.

      Matthew moved along the shadow of the ramparts. Heavy, bare claws slapped against the stone and passed him. He carefully flowed after them.

      Matthew formed up between the pair, becoming whole. Skin solidified as he advanced. He drew both swords from each lizard’s scabbards. They turned at the sudden interruption.

      He stabbed both blades forward. The lizard on the right pivoted. He pierced the other through its chest. The left lizard fell sideways against the ramparts, gasping its last. The remaining lizard man hissed and lunged at Matthew.

      The spear prodded him as he fell back. Matthew’s legs wobbled. Was it because he had just reformed? One slash cut his right arm, drawing blood. Matthew cried out, and the weapon thrust forward. The bladed tip glided along his side. A thin line of blood formed under his slit shirt. The lizard licked its lips and dove for him.

      Matthew only had one option left: mist. As the lizard came down on him, he moved in.

      The blade flew to his neck. Air sliced apart as the weapon met his skin . . . and flew through his mist form! The lizard man hissed and tripped forward.

      Matthew reformed behind the creature and ran the sword through its back. The lizard let out a horrid cry before joining its compatriot in death.

      A wave of emotion consumed him, and he kneeled to it. It wasn’t just his fading energy—he also hadn’t used a sword before. He managed to survive against two opponents. They were only felled by his powers, not his skill. He was lucky, and his trembling bones knew it.

      Yet their deaths shook him. His stare refused to leave the corpses he had just made. They might not have been human, but they were living things.

      “When you have slain them,” Alain had said, “throw them to the mountain mist. Can you do that much, Matthew?”

      It would be simple. He just had to move past this. Matthew hoisted the first slain foe up on the ramparts. He left it propped up as he regained his breath. The heat from the bracelet cooled. His fingers shook. He took deep breaths to calm his nerves and his power.

      A raspy voice cut the mountain air. “Break out!”

      A lizard man screeched from the opposite end of the bridge. Its partner ran off, most likely to sound an alarm.

      Matthew cursed and abandoned the plan. He had wasted too much time here.

      He put the key around his neck and ran back toward the fortress with both swords in his hands.

      He rounded the corner into the dark of the castle halls again. This shade allowed him to turn back into water undetected. The swords came with him, proving his theory that his power spread to what he directly touched. Matthew glided back along the rock floors toward to the cells.

      Alarms sounded, and lizard men ran past him toward the bridge.

      Now for the flight crystals and the explosives.
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        * * *

      

      The tremor shook the entire hall. Stones kicked spores into the air when the jail bars hit the wall across from Jason, nailing the lizard men and sending them prone and unconscious. Pebbles crumbled from the dented rock wall and onto their bodies. Only Marguerite Stohl remained standing, staring at him with unchecked rage. She had been smart enough to duck.

      Jason held one of the guard’s swords to her throat. Blood dripped in a thin streak down her neck.

      “What did Mr. White do?” She asked.

      “They got into one of your flight crystal storage area—whatever that is. I heard they can’t stop gathering heat from the atmosphere if their shells are cracked too deeply.”

      “As if the prisoners could get in there.”

      “I know one of them could, and I think you know who, too.”

      She bit her lip, and her glare narrowed. After a pause, she let a smile show.

      “I did not take Mr. White as brave. Wandering off into an unknown place and finding new allies does not suit his temperament.”

      “I agree.” He watched his back. Several of the lizards groaned and sat up. “Tell your pets to back off. The two of us are going for a walk.”

      “Are we?”

      “Yes. You’re going to see something really cool.”

      After a pause, she finally waved the guards aside. That smile remained.

      “As you wish,” she replied. “You all! Stand down.”

      The lizard men that weren’t unconscious froze. They watched Jason with sideway glances and flailing tongues. They  backed against the wall.

      A horn blared through the dark halls. The prisoners moved toward the skydeck. Now it was Jason’s turn.

      He brought the woman by the arm, the sword still at her throat. None of the lizard men budged.

      The pair arrived at a set of stairs and Jason took her up, just as Ordopha had suggested. Winding steps carried them up in a cradle of stone and dusty air.

      “Now how did you know about this way, I wonder?” Marguerite said.

      “Quiet,” he whispered.

      “You were far more polite in Serenity City, Jason. Did coming here turn you rotten? You had nothing on Earth. That was why you came with us. Why do you wish to return?”

      “You just never stop, do you?”

      She giggled. “I suppose I do not.”

      The pair pulled out of the stairs and out into a new set of ramparts. The castle loomed down on the mist-masked mountain where stone structures, hovels, spires, and keeps, lay far below, just above the fog. There were clearly hundreds of homes across the range. How many lizard men were there, anyway?

      Airships cut above the mist. None of them appeared to notice the pair as they kept a steady pattern across to the city like a ferry service.

      Jason led his captive across the ramparts, occasionally glancing back for potential pursuers. No one was on their tail. That didn’t alleviate his fears. Why weren’t they coming for her?

      “Is there a problem, Jason?”

      “You feel strangely warm for someone out in the cold like this. Did he use his magic on you like he did the lizard men?”

      “No,” she said with another laugh. “I’m just a naturally warm woman. There is much about me you wouldn’t understand. Why don’t we go back and I will explain it to you?”

      He ignored her and moved into the castle hall ahead of them. Stairs led back down into another narrow walkway over a high drop. They entered a large cavernous room where darkness reigned. Boxes and bladed weapons littered the floor. Torches hung on wet walls and the skydeck poked out through the walkway ahead. He had made it.

      Lizard men flooded out from the archway before him. Jason turned back to see them also lining the other side.

      They’d trapped him.

      “Oh, this is unexpected,” she said with a chuckle.

      “I’m sure. Was this your whole plan to stop me?”

      “Where did you think you were going, Jason? I planned to lead you two here from your cell. If you had just taken me straight to the Mirror Gate, I might have just brought you back to Earth out of respect. Why did you come here on your own? For prisoners you don’t even know? I would really like understand.”

      “So would I.”

      She was supposed to be their hostage, a bargaining chip to help the prisoners board a ship while the two of them took her back to the Mirror Gate, but he never bet on the lizards not caring if she lived or died. Nor did he imagine she would be fine with being thrown away. Did that Sorcerer King really care so little for his underlings?

      Jason watched his surroundings. He could charge through and reach the docked ships, or turn back and find another way around to the skydeck. He could also take the forty-foot drop down. Would Pollux hold out after a fall that far?

      Voices clamoured below. At the bottom of the drop waited fifteen figures bathed in torchlight, all brandishing swords, round shields, spears, and axes. He instantly recognized the one at the front.

      “Matthew!” he called out.

      The man in the lead looked from left to right, and then up. He tried to project his thoughts into Matthew, but it wouldn’t take. They were too far apart.

      “What’s the holdup, Jason?” he shouted back.

      “Surrounded. Move back!”

      The guards on either side of the walkway swooped in. There remained only one option for escape.

      “What?” Matthew called back.

      “I said move out of the way.”

      Marguerite paled. “You’re not—”

      He lifted her into his arms. Without waiting, Jason ran forward and jumped over the side.

      Gravity forced him downward. The breeze slashed through his thin clothing. All the figures at the bottom backed out of the way as he rocketed toward the floor. A nasty landing awaited his bones at the bottom.

      Pollux changed that. Jason put all his energy and concentration into the bracelet. Unlike how he held back against the cell door to avoid killing Marguerite, Jason let Pollux loose. Warm heat cut through his muscles and marrow while he tucked his body for impact.

      Wind cut around him, he could hardly hear the woman’s screams as he held her tight. When he was twenty feet away from touching down, he focused his power. White heat filled his vision. Then he hit the ground.

      The floor quaked and shattered under his weight. Stone splintered and shifted with the impact.

      But he was fine. He looked up and saw the several floors of dead space above him. The bracelet allowed him to do all that. He tried to find the words to say, but only one thought broke through: he was alive!

      Jason looked up, still clutching Marguerite tight. Matthew stood amidst a crowd of platinum-haired prisoners, all of whom watched the event with stunned expressions. Jason uselessly shuffled his feet against the stone. The broken slabs sunk deeper into the floor with every movement he made.

      Matthew marched up to him. “Are you insane, Jason?”

      “If I’m going to die, I’m going to do it on my own terms. Take her.”

      Two prisoners took Marguerite from his arms, and Jason slid his legs free from the floor. Dizziness stirred his vision, and a bout of fatigue overwhelmed his mind. Pollux was already running dry.

      “There’s no time for this,” one of the men said. “The ships are just ahead.”

      The world spun under Jason’s feet.

      “Shut it, Alain,” Matthew snapped back. He caught Jason by the arm. “Not now, kid. We’re not done here.”

      Shouts called from above. The lizards on the walkway  let arrows loose.

      Projectiles clattered against the floor around them. One bounced off Jason’s bicep. He winced. How much longer could he keep drawing his bracelet’s power?

      The group charged through the hallway ahead. Alain shouted directions. The shipyard waited just ahead. An ajar gate guarded the path. A crack of sunlight pried through. Alain led the charge through the opening.

      They arrived in a wide open shipyard skydeck with fleets of ships lined for miles down. Some vessels reminded him of cogs and hulks with their bulky and round size and sails that stretched dozens of feet high. Large wooden arms elevated all the ships, lifting them up to large stone docks that allowed easy entrance. The wide open air of the mountain lay to his left with its death drop below. In the city across the range was yet another shipyard. This one had about half as many ships as the one here, but it had also been built several thousand feet lower. This whole complex had been built to ship between the two sides.

      The prisoners ran onward toward one of the nearby cogs, and Jason followed behind.

      The cog was not all that different from the pictures he had seen on that museum field trip years ago. It was twenty-five meters long with sides of lapstrake planking and a big stern post with both the tall sail and mast traveling up tall. He couldn’t believe that these things flew.

      As the group of prisoners boarded the ship, arrows soared once more in their direction. Large clumps of lizards charged the docks towards their position. Wood creaked, and shouts erupted as they poured down the hard decks.

      “We have your mistress!” Jason called out. “Stop firing!”

      A shot thumped into the mast beside his head. He swore.

      “You’re wasting your breath,” one of the women said from across the deck. “They don’t care.”

      Several of the prisoners ran down to the hatch and to the bulkhead and cabin. Two escapees took Marguerite with them. Matthew threw Jason a sword.

      “This one has blood on it!”

      “It’s about to collect a whole lot more.”

      More arrows flew towards their newly claimed ship. He caught a thrown spear and hurled it back, narrowly missing one of the pack members. Still, they scampered and bounded on.

      Objects ceased firing as the lizards came aboard. Jason took a shaky breath. Time to fight. At his side were five others including Matthew and Alain.

      “Ready to do this?” he asked them.

      “I have been waiting years for this moment!” Alain roared. “To arms!”

      The one called Case cheered, and the others followed suit.

      Lizards screeched, coming upon the quintet with swords, axes, and spears flashing. Grunts and clangs sang out as the prisoners danced and dodged through the strikes. Alain ran his blade through a scaly gut while he spoke to Jason.

      “Ordopha is readying the flight crystal right now. It needs time to gather air. The others are arming themselves. We will be taking off within moments.”

      “We need it to be seconds,” Matthew retorted.

      “She will get it,” a tall warrior said with a smirk. “Don’t worry, Alain. The others will watch your flank.”

      Alain laughed heartily. “Thank you, Bran. But be sure to aid Matthew. His experience is lacking. We can’t have him dying on us now.”

      “What about the child?”

      “Didn’t you see him crush stone earlier? He needs none of our help.”

      Jason played it off with a laugh. He would not be able to keep this up forever. Already his fatigue caused a sword to cleave into his blonde hair. Blood trickled down his earlobe.

      As he slashed back, he asked the other question on his mind. “Where’s the prisoner?”

      “Down in the hold,” Case answered with a thick voice. His beard nearly muffled his voice. “Focus on the fight!”

      Another roar sounded. Six men brandishing spears and bows swooped in beside Jason and his comrades.

      More guards raced down the skydeck. They would be overwhelmed soon.

      Case slashed a lizard man that nearly fell on Jason.

      “Keep alive!” Case shouted. “It does not take more than one foolish move to lose your head.”

      A spear drove for Jason’s eye. Jason twisted and stabbed, piercing the chest of his aggressor. The enemy howled and dropped.

      “Thanks for the advice.”

      Case smirked. “You can thank me when we escape this place.”

      “What is taking them so long?” Matthew asked Alain.

      “Patience,” Alain said.

      As if the universe heard his question, a harsh hum burst from below the deck. Purple smog-like steam billowed out from under the ship like a train whistle. The ship shifted and rumbled, lifting from the dock. The entire body of fighters slid as the airship rose up from the arm. The vessel floated in the air and turned towards the opening.

      They shot forward. Several of the lizard men lost their footing and fell to the docks and over the railing. The airship drifted out of the skydeck and towards the open sky. Alain and his men charged the three remaining lizards and easily slew them.

      The men on the deck shouted victory as the ship flew over the mountain range into the burgeoning daylight. But Jason didn’t join in. A high-pitched alarm sounded over the skydeck.

      Jason caught sight of the opposite mountain range. The large castle at the peak loomed over them all. A sudden chill bolted through his blood. A dark force awaited up there.

      Down in the port across the range several larger ships lifted from their arms. He counted at least five below in addition to the ones coming out of the skydeck behind them.

      A pit grew in Jason’s gut. The pursuit began, and they were totally outnumbered.
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      Cannon fire sprayed over their ship and across the harsh yellow sky. Matthew ducked for cover, and the vessel shook with the force.  Missiles shot up from the ships rising out of the mist. The airship turned to port and away from their attackers. Ordopha clung to the wheel and steered towards the mountain range.

      Matthew put his sword away and let out a hard breath. It took a moment for him to realize that both he and Jason were not supposed to be there. But that ship had, quite literally, sailed.  He would just have to make the best of it and hope they would live through this bad choice.

      Jason gestured toward the airships rising out of the city’s skydeck. They weren’t out of this yet.

      “Why are you here?” Bran asked. He scratched the back of his square head. “I thought you were to make your way to the Mirror Gates?”

      “When was I supposed to do that?” Matthew replied. The two of them were in this now, for better and for worse. “Enough of that. How far can those things follow us?”

      Case growled. “They are leading us away from the city. I don’t understand why.”

      “Maybe they’re leading us somewhere,” Jason said. “Should we fire back?”

      “No point wasting what little ammunition we have down below.” Case instantly dropped his cold grimace. “You have potential, boy. Sloppy swordsmanship, yes, but you have a fire only matched by Alain.”

      “It wasn’t that good.”

      “It was not,” Alain agreed. “Hold your tongues. They are gaining.”

      “Keep moving!” one of the men exclaimed. “We are almost out of these mountains.”

      Cannon fire exploded above their heads. The vibrations caused several of them to hit the deck.

      “Keep your tongue tight,” Alain barked. “We don’t need more bad luck drawn to us.”

      The ship picked up speed toward the horizon, sailing across the jagged mountain range and the wool blanket of fog. Yet the ships did not speed up in pursuit. They slowed.

      Matthew shouted, “Something’s wrong!”

      Black smoke steamed in place of the formerly purple energy. The ship shook and rumbled down below in the engine area. Clouds rushed up to meet them.

      “Inside the hatch!” Alain yelled back. “We’re falling!”

      The lot piled inside except for Alain and Matthew. The two hovered by Ordopha as she twisted the wheel. The ship barely budged under her direction. It darted in a straight path towards the black rock ridges below the mist.

      “I’m going to land it as best as I can,” she said, her knuckles white. “We have lost the power in the flight crystal.”

      Alain swore. “Why?”

      “I don’t know. Get underground!”

      “We’re not leaving,” Matthew replied.

      Alain braced himself against the wheel as they dipped lower. “Ordopha, leave this to me. I’ll make sure we make it safely.”

      “Not on your life!” Her fiery glare flashed at her brother and Matthew. “You go with the others. I will make sure we land. I learned to fly this behemoth! This is my mission. You will not take this from me.”

      Alain threw up his hands. “If you will not be moved then I will stay by your side.”

      “Just leave.”

      This time Matthew swore. “You’re both idiots.”

      Wind screamed past them in their descent. Ordopha repeatedly pulled back on the lever beside the wheel, but nothing changed. The angle of descent steepened. She aimed their ship between the rising peaks ahead. Tall rock bases whipped by them. Wood screeched as the mountain stone scraped against the sides of the ship. She slammed the same lever repeatedly. The ship groaned. It slowed slightly, but not nearly enough.

      Finally, Matthew could wait no longer. When it was clear she made no further change to their velocity, the two of them jumped forward to drag her away. The ship rocked, Alain stumbled, and Matthew seized his wrist. As the mist swallowed them, only the vague view of a quickly approaching rock bed remained. Within seconds they would crash. Before she could protest, Matthew took Ordopha by the waist and drew her close.

      If the bracelet worked on the swords earlier, it should work on them. He used his power, and Castor screamed in his mind while his flesh burned.

      The impact shook the foundations of the deck. Rumbling boards broke underneath them.

      The airship split into stone as it smashed into the mountain below, wood spraying everywhere. The mast cracked and toppled over, and the wheel tore free of Ordopha’s grip. Pieces of the ship broke off, grinding into the ground and flinging boulders upon the deck. Matthew let Castor roar as falling rocks buried them completely.
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        * * *

      

      The wood bent and shattered. Shouts rocketed around Jason’s ears. Groans creaked in every direction. One of the women lost her grip on the post and tumbled through the twisting ship. He reached out and clasped her close. Pollux raged as boards slammed against his body.

      The large vessel shook, throwing everybody about like spare change in the washer. Some of the swords and spears stored below flew loose and crashed into wood and bodies. The bottom of the ship squeaked, sending stone up from the opening below.

      Finally, their momentum gave, and they stopped. The sudden change in speed caused everyone in the hold to fall over each other.

      Jason landed on top of the girl, his arms on either side of her head and his knees just missing striking her. She looked up at him. He let out a breath as Pollux’s power faded.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      She looked at him with watering brown eyes and nodded.

      He helped her up and scanned the ship interior. A large hole punctured the rear and mist flooded the insides. They were all lucky to be alive. Ordopha had saved them.

      Realization dawned on him—where was Ordopha? Matthew and Alain were also gone.

      Jason ran out of the open hole in the ship, stumbling over the destroyed ship parts every third step or so. He could see no signs of anyone in the fog.

      Bangs like hammers against steel rang off miles behind them. Just as quickly as the pounding arrived, it ceased. Was it something hitting the ground? Was it Matthew?

      “Hey!” he yelled out into the wide expanse. “Matthew! Are you there?”

      His voice bounced around the jagged coves and sloping ledges of the gorge. No matter how many times he called out the mist absorbed his exclamations. Had he lost his last link to Earth?

      A soft airy patch of wind floated twenty feet above him and swam downward. It drifted toward him like smoke from an upside down flame. The intangible form broke up and solidified into three solid shapes inches from the ground. The trio gasped for air.

      Matthew and Alain landed feet first on the dirt. The latter’s bulging eyes and hard breathing betrayed his attempt at a cool posture. Ordopha clung to Matthew’s shoulder, shivering.

      “I—what,” she stuttered. “Matthew, was that Castor?”

      She stared him in the eyes a moment too long before glancing away. Alain coughed and groaned, shaking his head. Matthew let the two of them pull away before he answered.

      “It was the only way to be sure the two of you weren’t smashed into pieces.” He gestured to the broken remains of the vessel behind Jason. “Turns out that it was a good decision.”

      Alain rubbed his watering eyes. “How did you transform with us?”

      “I don’t know, but it works with my clothes and weapons so I thought it would work here. But if you two went down to the hold, I might not have needed to do it. Is everyone okay, Jason?”

      The boy slowly began to speak, but Alain ignored him.

      “Someone had to make sure we landed safely,” Ordopha’s brother replied. “None of us understood how to use the ship.”

      “Ordopha, when did you learn that the magic was going to leave the flight crystal? That’s what happened, isn’t it?”

      Her attention focused on the ship behind Jason, she took a moment to reply.

      “I apologize, Matthew. I only suspected it when we began to lose height. We were told Lord Nieto’s magic covered these entire mountains. It appears that is a lie.”

      “You are the only one of us that learned to pilot one of these,” Alain said. “How did you not know the limitations of the craft?”

      “I have never once heard of any!”

      “That might be why they let us take it,” Matthew mumbled.

      “Why are you here?” she asked. “You were to return home. This is not your concern.”

      He grunted. “And yet, here we are. Now we need to find a new way back to get the bomb out of the both of us.”

      “Just you. There is no bomb in me.” They stared blankly at him as he explained what Marguerite had said. “We have her in the ship, though. We can make her tell us anything.”

      “That witch.” Matthew rubbed his knuckles. “What’s her game?”

      Alain shrugged. “A monster is a monster.”

      “Do you suppose she let us take that ship?” Ordopha asked. “But then, why take us out of her comfort zone?”

      “Are you three done yet?” Jason interrupted. “Either way, we’re out of the city. Drop it.”

      “You’re right.” Matthew clapped a hand on Ordopha’s shoulder. “Good flying. Just be sure to work on your landings for next time.”

      The four returned to the ship where two of the prisoners met them at the opening.

      “Case is dead,” one of the men said. “Rubble buried him while he tried to protect Jules. Please help me bury him.”

      Jason’s throat dried instantly. Case? The large warrior who saved his life? He didn’t even stop to consider Case as they crashed. Now all he could see in his mind was the goofy grin on the bearded man’s face. And he was gone.

      “I’ll help.”

      Matthew yelped. His body became smoke and snapped forward. His smoky form blew into Jason, making them one being again.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I guess there’s a time limit to be separated.”

      “That’s not good.”

      Alain jumped. “What happened to Matthew?”

      “Inside my head,” Jason replied. He put up a hand for concentration. They apparently couldn’t hear Matthew inside his mind. “You’re scaring them, Matthew.”

      “I can’t get out again. Looks like it takes energy to be separate. I’m tapped out.”

      “Forget it. Alright, I’m ready.”

      The two younger warriors entered the broken ship where the survivors all crowded around Case. He lay face up with a flat expression. Broken barrels and shattered blades lay all around the split floor, some stained with Case’s blood. Jason had not even seen the carnage inside before running out to find Matthew. They truly were all lucky to be alive. All except for Case.

      The mangled look on the larger warrior’s face drove a knife into his heart. Jason held back his grimace as he watched the corpse. Not only did they have to bury him, but they also had to leave as soon as possible. He could not rest. He could not reflect on his deeds.

      Did they come so far from the castle to die before nightfall? Perhaps Case was the lucky one after all. Jason fought off the notion as he moved to bury the dead.
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        * * *

      

      They scrounged around for supplies in total silence for nearly an hour. Matthew tried not to think about the reason, though he could figure it out even inside Jason’s head.

      The diggers piled rocks and loose dirt on Case. The prisoners said a few prayers to the God of the Land Beyond Sunsets. They mentioned something offhand about the body crumbling back into the Earth. Did their corpses not rot? He couldn’t find a way to ask. Not one of them had a bad word to say about their fallen friend and a few let tears flow. Matthew had never understood this sort of thing.

      Matthew had left home long ago. He’d been alone since. No one ever bothered him, and he had no inclination to bother them. He lived in a city where his life could end at any moment, so why worry about it? But as he looked at Bran and Jules pile dirt onto Case’s body, he began to do just that. Eventually, he would be just like Case. He might even be there before sunset. Without knowing why he suddenly had the urge to see his parents again.

      But that could never happen.

      When they finished and too much time had passed he decided to cut in on the awkward quiet. Something lurked nearby. What it was he couldn’t be sure, but a vague feeling swelled inside him. He whispered his concern into Jason’s mind.

      “What was that?” the boy mumbled.

      “You haven’t noticed it? The atmosphere is heavy.”

      “It’s pretty foggy.”

      “No, I mean that the longer we’ve been here, the more I’m sure something’s approaching. Don’t you feel it?”

      “No,” Jason replied. “But I also haven’t been listening. Bit busy here.”

      “Ask Marguerite if she knows anything about what’s out here.”

      Marguerite sat beside her guards, bound with chains. She kept an eye on the grievers. She remained quiet the entire service, not even shivering from the cold.

      She looked up from her torn dress at Jason’s approach. The corners of her mouth began to upturn.

      “What’s out there, Marguerite?”

      “Why should I say? That silly girl brought us out of the range of Lord Nieto’s magic and nearly killed me. Whatever is out here is beyond His power.”

      “I didn’t ask that.” Jason concealed his disgust behind his warbling voice. The anger shook Matthew from inside the boy’s head. “I asked what you left out here to catch people like us.”

      “We left nothing in this wasteland. There is plenty to catch mice without the need to send cats.”

      “Lying isn’t doing you any favors. Spill what you know.”

      “I owe you nothing, Jason. You owe me some respect, even if I am your prisoner. I am still a lady, and I gave you that bracelet you currently threaten me with.”

      “You also put a bomb in Matthew. Tell us how to disarm it.”

      “He has about a week left. Do not worry. Might I remind you that I didn’t put one in you?”

      “What else is out here that would stop us? Didn’t you say something earlier in the castle about frogs getting in?”

      Her lip trembled for only a second. Jason seized on the pause.

      “Are there frogmen out here? Are they working for your king? Come on. This Nieto can’t be worth dying for.”

      He bit the inside of his cheek as his fists balled. Matthew understood his anger. She was responsible for this entire situation and still insisted on messing with them. Jason’s trembling arm pulled back.

      Before he did something stupid, hands grabbed his shoulder.

      Alain’s eyebrow raised as his hold tightened. “Are you aware of whom this woman is?”

      “Marguerite Stohl,” he growled out. “One of the pawns who brought us here.”

      “No. This is Queen Shaula, wife of the Great Sorcerer King. We require her alive in case of bargaining, but that is all she is worth to us, and she knows it. Do not expect to get any worthwhile answers from her.”

      Jason stuttered. Matthew also found it difficult to fully comprehend. Why was she on Earth if she was more than a  secretary? He asked Jason to ask his question.

      She answered with a shrug. “This is a project I have more than a little investment in. And I am one of the few with enough power to keep even holders of the Gemini Bracelets at bay.”

      “Not without your magic,” Jason said. “You’re as weak as a newborn pup.”

      “I suppose I am.” Her smile remained.

      “Forget her, Jason. I saw ridges above this embankment when we fell from the ship. We should look for shelter before dark. If there is something out here, we don’t want to meet it.”

      “I don’t know, Matthew. Everyone’s still out of it from Case’s funeral.”

      “We’re pretty dry on energy right now. Getting into a scuffle now is a bad idea.”

      Jason thought for a minute then nodded. “What’s your suggestion?”

      “There’s a better path some ways back. Less chance of being found.”

      “That’s as good a plan as any.”

      “Are you speaking to Mr. White?” Shaula asked. “Can you ask him how he escaped the cell? I am curious about that.”

      “I’m sure you are. Get up.”

      He lifted her by the arm and marched toward the group. Jason called out to the remaining prisoners, and they converged on them. He asked for an inventory of supplies which turned out to be a stockpile of bread and cheese in their sacks. Each carried a sword or axe except for Bran who held a spear. The women carried bows. Some brought shields.

      He explained Matthew’s simple plan, and they all talked amongst themselves about it.

      “We had no reason to think we would survive out here,” Bran said. He kept stealing a glance at Case’s grave. “Our only plan was to take what we could and run as far as our legs could take us.”

      That was all they could hope for.

      They had little choice. The escapees could either die in the wilderness or die in the dark of the dungeons. Matthew would have made the same decision.

      After enough discussion,  Alain led the charge south for shelter in the direction Matthew had indicated. Nieto’s men normally wouldn’t follow them out of the range of his magic, but the tyrant might send them to rescue his wife.

      “You won’t make it far,” Shaula interjected.

      Jason glared at her, and she returned his look with a blank expression. Matthew believed he had her pegged. Shaula only ever aimed for what she wanted, and never more than that. She lived to pull men’s strings. The boy had clearly never dealt with a woman like her. But Matthew had.

      Alain led the group on into the thick mountain mist with Jason hanging near the back. Matthew, still trapped inside Jason, hoped they would hear nothing in their journey but the echoes of their footsteps.  No one spoke as they moved on from the gravesite.

      “You’re awfully quiet, Jason.”

      “Trying to listen,” he replied to the man in his head. Matthew could only hear thoughts directed to him. “Just keep an eye out. I doubt they’ll let us leave that easy.”

      Shaula hummed to herself, even as they led her on in chains. “I wonder what will come out tonight.”
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            Between Death and Dreams

          

        

      

    

    
      The Earth men and the escapees traveled forty feet up the ridge and several miles from where they crashed. The mountain mist grew thinner the higher they climbed. It faded more as the night came on.

      They found a cavern with enough space to fit the lot inside. Alain and Bran made a fire near the entrance, and the group settled in the best they could. Nightfall gave Matthew control of his body once more. He sat with his back to the rear wall and his eyes on the black night outside.

      Just before him and in front of the blaze lay Shaula, formerly known as Marguerite, watching the fire. The rest of the men lay around her in a ring. One of the warriors choked back snores, and Shaula pouted to herself. Ordopha finished checking on her brother and noticed Matthew. She silently strode over, her hips swaying in time with the dancing fire. The girl pretended not to see Shaula as she approached.

      Ordopha dropped down beside him with her back to the wall. He nodded without looking over.

      “It is far too cold out there,” she said. “No one has ever frozen to death in Mageuopolis. Lord Nieto willed it to be so. Every resident of the town and the castle is bathed in his magic. We are all warmed and kept alive by his will. He knows if anyone has escaped his realm or enters into it. That is the price of risking escape.” She bit her lip. “Case would have told us it was inevitable.”

      “You did what you had to.” Matthew tried to sound confident, but he didn’t know if he had the energy in him to puff his chest up. “At least no one else died.”

      Ordopha let out a small choking noise. Her slender hand ran across her cheek and hair, wiping away a tear. He pretended to stare into the fire when she looked up again.

      “It’s going to be rough tomorrow,” he said.

      She took a hard breath before she spoke again. “Yes. We have a long journey ahead of us.”

      “So, tell me about Case. Was he a good man?”

      “There was no man braver or with a faster blade. Next to Alain, he had the most victories in the arena. It is because of those two that we are still alive.”

      “So they made you fight in an arena. They looked callus enough to enjoy that sort of thing. Why not just kill you?”

      “I don’t know. I would suggest asking her. We were used as entertainment and food for the lizards. Now that we’ve escaped they will certainly look for replacements.”

      “Not at all,” Shaula interrupted. Ordopha jumped at her low and sultry tone. The dignified prisoner sat up from the fire to face them. Her shadow framed, by the flames, danced like a mad piper’s puppet. She looked strangely at ease beside the flames, as a demon would. “Do you wish to know the truth, little girl? You were distractions to keep the beasts entertained. Nothing more. Whether you die out here or not is of no consequence to your Lord. The only disappointment is that you have managed to drag these two into the filth with you.”

      “Shut your mouth,” Ordopha said with bared teeth. “Never address me again, you hag. Even the lizard men speak of your deceptions.”

      “There are no deceptions. There only truths properly expressed. The Great Sorcerer King created me. He created this land. He created every bit of you, silly girl. He will reclaim his creation. If Mr. White and the lad would put aside their pride, we could avoid far worse casualties than that fool at the crash site.”

      Ordopha sprung from the wall, chipping stone from the rock behind her. Her fury reflected the blaze of the fire. She leapt at Shaula with the force of a bear. Matthew reached out and caught her in his arms. Ordopha thrashed against him.

      “Let me go, Matthew! She will die by my hands.”

      “No, idiot,” he growled. “She wants you to do that! This is what she does.”

      Shaula winked at him, flicking long hair from her shoulder.

      A few of the others turned to watch them before he waved them away. Finally, Ordopha took a breath and ceased struggling.

      “I apologize, Matthew. Alain might want her alive, but I rarely agree with him. She should die.”

      “Believe me, I get it,” he replied. “I think Jason should have just thrown her over the ramparts instead of taking her, but there’s nothing to be done about it now. Just take a rest.”

      “I will.” She paused and looked up at him. “You can . . . let go of me now.”

      The two glanced at each other for a second before he complied. He could have sworn her cheeks reddened for an instant.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I guess I didn’t get as much rest as I thought.”

      “Thank you for stopping me.” She gave a small bow. “We will need all the strength we can muster tomorrow.”

      “Have a good one.”

      As he watched Ordopha settle down beside her sleeping brother, Matthew thought about her last words. Tomorrow would be treacherous. If it got any colder, they would freeze long before they made any headway out of these mountains. But there had to be an escape. Nieto wouldn’t set up his operation if he didn’t have a back door.

      “Speaking of Jason,” Shaula said. She faced the fire instead of him. “How is he faring? I know he speaks into your mind. This place must be terrifying for the poor dear.”

      “He’s sleeping. Don’t bother trying to mess with his head.”

      “You mistake me, Matthew. You don’t mind me calling you that, do you? Jason reminds me of my daughter. Zelana was truly special. Jason is full of promise, just like any child is. It is a shame they are all so timid.”

      “If you were my mother I’d probably run the other way, too. You better get some sleep, Shaula. You’ve got a whole lot of walking to do. Don’t think I won’t hesitate to run you through and throw your carcass over the side of the cliff.”

      “Such violence. You would fit well in with your villains back on Earth.”

      “Maybe I would,” he answered her. “What do you know about Castor and Pollux? Tell me the truth so I can adapt faster.”

      She sighed and shook the long strands of locks from her shoulders. “They come from the stars, same as my love. Far away on a long-dead star Castor and Pollux were forged. Whoever made them, and why they did so, is unknown. Since my love found the relics abandoned, it is safe to say they failed. How do you feel being the first successful results of their experiment?”

      “Great,” he lied.

      They fell quiet, and Matthew went back to watching the opening. The night went on, the dead air droning outside. No birds, no crickets, no car horns, or any sounds of life. It reminded him of a graveyard.
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        * * *

      

      They woke up early. Jason regretted sleeping and leaving Matthew alone all night to watch over Shaula and the perimeter. Pollux had worn him down. But even though he slept without a physical form, he could still feel Matthew’s doubts. Apparently, emotions worked differently than thoughts. Waking up to his mumbling was not a pleasant experience.

      Daylight transformed Matthew’s body into Jason again. They quickly broke camp and set out into the morning light of the mountains.

      Jason’s dream told him the direction forward. It was that same vision of the mountain he had seen a hundred times before. But it was closer, more vivid.

      “It’s a dream, boy,” Alain said. “It’s foolish to pin our hopes on such frivolous things.”

      “It may be,” Ordopha mumbled. “However, we do not have any other clear direction to go. He bears Pollux, and he was instrumental in our escape. Honor dictates we give him room to make his case.”

      Shaula laughed. “I agree. Jason is a natural born talent. He is much too modest.”

      Bran pulled on the ropes around her, and she quieted up. The rest, however, now spoke amongst themselves about Jason’s ability.

      The vision of the golden light had only strengthened since their escape. But Jason was convinced it was their best shot at finding a way out. He just didn’t want Shaula to know. She wanted to bring him out here to find it. Thankfully her magic had vanished with her connection to Nieto, but his stomach still twisted. The way she watched them talk amongst themselves with her grating smile stuck to his last nerve.

      The lot argued for some time before Alain interrupted. His teeth bared, they all fell silent. Even with his own people he had little patience.

      “Ord was right,” Alain said. “We have no clear direction. We are stranded in the mountains. We have no protection against the cold. If it weren’t for Jason and Matthew, we would not be here now. I vote to follow him. What say all of you?”

      There was little disagreement after that, but Jason didn’t like being a leader. He did not choose to have these dreams. The gold light loomed closer than ever before. If only Matthew weren’t dead asleep.

      Onward they went. The daylight could not pierce the beige blanket over the cliffs, steep drops, and bladed crags. Midnight black chasms awaited below the narrowing trails ahead.

      It must have been at least an hour they traveled. The pathways dipped down lower into the mist again and around tight bends above the sharp drop. Jason peered into its depths and thought he saw the fog thickening and taking a greener tint. He was thankful they were not going down that way.

      Alain tapped him on the shoulder. “How long have you had these visions?”

      “As long as I can remember. I get a picture of this bright gold light in the cracks of some great rock wall. A woman is talking, but I always wake up and forget her.”

      “Couldn’t it be a trap?”

      “I have this feeling deep inside that it’s not. Someone is giving me these visions. I just have to trust her.”

      The day passed on like this. His concentration remained on the road ahead, and the others talked amongst each other. Alain shared old stories with his friends, Ordopha kept quiet, and Matthew slept. Only two of the others, Jules and Tess, would sometimes interrupt his concentration.

      Finally, after what felt like half a lifetime, a familiar voice whispered in his head.

      “What’s bothering you, boy?” Matthew asked.

      “Nothing,” Jason replied with his mind. “Listen, I have something to tell you.”

      He relayed his tale about the dream. To his surprise, Matthew did not act concerned.

      “That’s all well and good, but I think we need to find a Mirror Gate sooner than later.”

      “I thought that was what we were doing,” he accidentally said out loud. Tess and Jules asked what he was doing. Jason explained it best he could before going back to Matthew. “Now you’re making me look crazy.”

      “If it weren’t for these people, I would have gone straight back to that damn fortress. The longer I’ve been here, the more I’ve been thinking about that magic. Did you feel it? It’s like poison.”

      Jason thought of that green fog deep below them. “You been having bad dreams?”

      “I don’t dream. Think about it, Jason. They can go between worlds and take whatever they want. You’ve seen all that magic can do—all that one freak can do. Can you imagine Nieto getting loose again? If you think Serenity City is a hellhole, you haven’t seen anything.”

      “This gold light will give us what we’re looking for. I know it.”

      “I still think we’re being followed.”

      “Alain says we’re not. The others agree. But I don’t know. I think I hear something far off.”

      “Might be Pollux. If your physical state is heightened, wouldn’t your eyes and ears be, too?”

      “Wait, Matthew.”

      Jason stopped in his tracks and listened. The longer he waited, the more it came into focus: the light rustling of pebbles. A slight tapping echoed into the wide canyons. More than one figure moved out there somewhere.

      Howling wind snapped about, and stone crumbled from cliffs. But what was it?

      Then he heard it: a footstep. Then another. Jason focused on it, his ears cocked. One lone trickle of boots became a flood of them. They were miles behind and gushing forward.

      “Alain!” he called out.

      Shouts sounded from the crags around the group. Masked faces attached to men wrapped in black rags and armor emerged from the fog like shadows forming from the stone of the mountain. The men held bows in their arms with spearmen and swordsmen at their side.

      Alain ordered his group to raise their hands and not touch their weapons. For one so prideful, Jason half-expected it was a ruse. But Alain refused to allow them to attack.

      One of the black-clad men stepped forward. He removed the dark mask that covered his mouth. The same bright and familiar hair color and skin of every one of the prisoners showed through. Scars ran along his face.

      Jason whispered to Shaula. “Friends of yours?”

      “Hardly,” she replied.

      “Travellers,” the man announced with a joyous expression. “I am Richter, leader of the Vultures. Tell me the names you would like marked on your graves.”

      “It’s a trap,” Alain mumbled. “He wants to see where our allegiance lies. He believes we are part of Nieto’s forces. Having the witch with us does not help our cause.”

      Shaula threw him a glare but said nothing.

      “We escaped from Mageuopolis,” Jason shouted back. “We only mean to pass. I am Jason, wielder of Pollux.”

      “You fool!” Shaula hissed.

      “Pollux?” Richter asked. “Do you mean that old legend? Preposterous!”

      “That’s what this band on my wrist says.”

      Ordopha clapped onto his shoulders. “Quiet! You are playing into his hands.”

      “We can’t afford to wait around.” Jason shrugged her off. “If this group is not with Nieto, then we need to let them know who we are. There’s something else in these mountains. I heard a heavy crowd approaching in the distance. It wasn’t these guys.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I’ll tell you when this is settled.”

      Richter had already begun discussing the situation with his allies. Finally, he addressed Jason once more.

      “That could be any cheap trinket. I am more concerned with that woman. I can sense heavy darkness in her. She stinks of magic.”

      “She’s our prisoner.”

      “This could be a ruse to trap my men. I do not tarry with magic. I should plunge blades into your stomachs.”

      “Whether you believe me or not means little,” Jason snapped. “There are bigger things to worry about. Something in the mountains is getting closer. We need to pass before they find us.”

      “What is it that you heard?” Matthew asked.

      Jason ignored him. “What will it take for you to let us live?”

      “How about a test of strength? If you best me in battle, I will let you all go. I might keep your women, though.”

      “Funny.” Jason grinned. He nodded to Alain. “I might have to use Pollux here.”

      “If he has been living in these mountains then he must be tenacious. A warrior with your skill has no chance even with Pollux. I should take this duel.”

      “He already knows I have the bracelet. He isn’t going to let me go without a fight first.”

      “Precisely!” Ordopha hissed. “Why didn’t you listen to me?”

      “Let him alone, Ord. Should he fall like a fool, then I will step in. If he is a man, he will fix his own problems.”

      “Alain’s right. You’re being stupid.”

      Jason growled. “Everybody shut up! This is my fight.”

      No longer would he sit by and let others fight for him. They needed to get out of this place, and he could help them do it.

      Half of the three dozen men including Richter slid down the embankment toward the escapees. Richter approached with his blade in hand. Without looking, he threw his longsword to the men behind him. They tossed him back a short blade and shield.

      The remainder perched above with arrows trained on their targets. Running would not be an option.

      Richter stood before Jason with the short sword and round shield by his side. He gestured for the boy to come forward.

      “A test,” he said. “Should you break my shield, I will believe your claim. If not, you die.”

      Jason drew his sword. He had cleaned it the night before, but it never felt right. The blade had been made for lizards, and not men.

      “Don’t kill him,” Matthew chimed in. “Hold back.”

      “Didn’t think I’d hear that from you.”

      “If you kill Richter, it might cause a bigger scene: we don’t know these people. Act smart. Just beat him.”

      “You have to be kidding me.”

      Richter nodded to the boy. “Are you talking to devils, little man?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      That much was definitely true. But now as the two warriors, one clearly with a bigger advantage, circled each other, the silence became deafening. Except for the noise miles away that only Jason could hear.

      The clatter gathered closer. It could be lizards or more of Richter’s men. Maybe it was an entirely different group. Unless he beat Richter, he wouldn’t be able to tell.

      Jason stabbed, and the sword struck the shield and slid off. Richter closed the gap instantaneously. He brought his blade up. Blood flew from a graze on Jason’s cheek.

      The sword snaked for his chest. He pivoted. His arm stung as blood dripped from his bicep.

      This man was fast, and he was good.

      “Is that all, boy? I must say, I expected more from the great Pollux!”

      Richter’s men laughed. Alain and the others grew grimaces as wicked as death. They all knew what he had already realized. This battle was Richter’s to lose.

      Thunder rolled like drums in the distance. The pounding beats rolled inside his mind. The storm or the mystery men: which would arrive first?

      Jason dodged another attack as a raindrop slapped against his cheek. Pollux begged to be let loose. But could he trust it? Richter lunged forward, and Jason swung, cutting air instead. The enemy ducked back.

      Chills like cold fingers ran across his spine.

      He was going to lose.
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      Jason could do little to strike Richter. He tried to use Pollux, but couldn’t portion out the power properly. Every strike he made had to be pulled back to avoid killing the opposing warrior. He had to hold back on speed for the same reason. This gave Richter a clear advantage over him.

      Jason tried to get in closer but his efforts were in vain. Richter did not allow him any momentum. With every shortened gap, the more experienced warrior glided out of the way. Richter’s reprisal lashed against Jason’s cheek.

      The boy wiped his wound with the back of his hand before lunging in again.

      “I hate to tell you this,” Matthew chimed in. “It’s almost sunset.”

      “This isn’t helping,” he thought back.

      “You’re using Pollux like a light switch. It’s not off or on, Jason. Look at his speed and try to match it. You can see the intensity in his swings. The cut you got on your arm was pretty good. Give it back.”

      “I will.”

      The sky rumbled, and another heavy drop splashed against the mountain stone. The storm would arrive shortly.

      Jason concentrated on Pollux and parsed it out with his thoughts. The sword strikes beat against his blade like a drum, but he kept his head on the task at hand.

      Pollux had chosen him—or was it the other way around? They fit each other like a revolver and a bullet. Pollux was not just a tool; it was a part of him. It burned inside him like a desert sun.

      He thought only of Pollux. Like a muscle it pumped when he moved and like a muscle it grew tired with him. It had molded into him. He just needed to train it right.

      As Richter fought with him, Jason reined in Pollux as if he were doing a push up with a hand behind his back. His movements tightened as the bracelet adapted.

      “Slightly sharper, lad,” Richter shouted. “But I am still waiting for this Pollux of yours.”

      Jason’s muscles tore against him with every move. His sword reflected Richter’s blow. One good hit would be enough, but Richter was too good to jump in.

      They exchanged swings a few more times before he saw his opening. The boy pulled back with his blade ready. As if he saw Jason’s intent, Richter froze.

      He nodded to the younger fighter. “Do you have a plan?”

      “Not particularly. I think I have you pegged now.”

      “Put those words into action. Break my shield. Or are you a child pretending to be a man?”

      “I have nothing to prove to a scoundrel who robs corpses for a living.”

      “Very good, boy.” Richter’s expression did not change, but swirling darkness welled in his eyes. “If that is what you believe, then you can die with those thoughts on your feeble mind.”

      “Sore spot?”

      But Richter didn’t answer. Instead, he moved in. His sword struck out like a cobra.

      Pollux had never been more difficult to wield. Jason could not gauge when to use it for offense or defense, and ended up with cuts and loosed blood. Richter’s speed was no joke. But the warrior’s rage did help, and let Jason calmly assess the situation. His sight now felt the strength of Pollux, allowing his eyes to follow the quick movements.

      The sword came down on his neck, but he saw it coming. Jason slashed at the shield guarding Richter’s chest. Pollux and his legs burned as one, allowing speedy movement. Every breath was like a heartbeat, steady and predictable in an easy to understand pattern. Richter’s blade may have been quick, but Pollux allowed Jason to be quicker.

      Richter’s sword came down and parted the boy’s blonde hair. In a flash, Jason whipped out his blade and shifted Pollux into his arms. His weapon smashed into Richter’s sword and the attacker shook from the force. Both blades broke in the impact, spraying metal splinters sideways.

      Richter grasped Jason by the shirt, but the boy was already moving. Jason tackled Richter to the dirt and pointed the broken sword in his face. Richter could only concede. The battle was over.

      “You failed to break my shield, but you did far better than I thought.”

      Jason’s eyebrow slanted. “Then you believe this is Pollux?”

      “My sword’s destruction is proof of that. But don’t give yourself credit. You’re far too sloppy to have beaten me otherwise.”

      He couldn’t deny it. Pollux was the only reason Jason had accomplished anything.

      “Call your friends off, Richter.”

      “As you wish,” Richter shouted for his men to stand down. No longer did arrows or blade tips point towards Alain’s group. “This would the perfect time to explain who you are.”

      Jason told the fallen leader a condensed version of all that had happened since they first arrived in Tyndarus. As he went on to explain it, Richter only blankly nodded back.

      When the tale was finished, Jason got to the point.

      “My senses are improved with Pollux. It isn’t as direct an improvement as my muscles or bones, but my sight, hearing, and smell are also stronger. I can hear something in the distance. I’ve been trying to tell you.”

      “From where?”

      “I don’t know. Sometime during our fight it stopped.”

      “Then it was only rockslide somewhere out there. May I sit up now? I don’t like women seeing me like this, you understand.”

      Jason rolled his eyes. He allowed Richter to his feet and discarded his broken weapon.

      The leader of the Vultures addressed the entire crowd. “You are welcome to travel with my men to our village. I have no doubt that you would rest well there.”

      The reaction to his invitation was much arguing, though mostly among his own men.

      “Preposterous!”

      “We know nothing of them.”

      “Exactly!” Richter answered. “They have escaped from the Great Sorcerer King and found their way through the mountains without succumbing to the elements. Do you not think they would be an asset to us?”

      This time even Alain and the other ex-prisoners argued with him. No one would ever convince Ordopha’s brother to trust anyone. But as they continued arguing, Jason’s uneasy feeling returned.

      Sunset was coming, bathing the mist in a fuzzy orange light through the thickening clouds.  Jason smelled wet sewage as the sun dropped lower and thunder grumbled. He couldn’t make out what the scent was from.

      Ordopha crossed through the chattering groups toward him. “Are you hurt?”

      “Only my pride. That was the most embarrassing thing I’ve ever done.”

      “It was . . . not pleasant to watch.”

      “Not to fight, either,” he agreed. “What do you think of his offer?”

      She scanned over Richter from his thick black boots to the scars on his sharp cheeks. He was a man who had been through many worse battles than this one. And yet he lived through them all.

      “Alain will argue because that’s his way,” she said. “But Richter makes a good point. I don’t entirely trust him, but we have little choice.”

      “The weather?”

      She nodded. “We also do not know where we are. The others are tired, and Case is still on their minds. This man could have easily killed us all, but he didn’t.”

      “I’m not sure if Alain will accept. His pride even outdoes mine.”

      “That’s not entirely true. Alain only does what he must for the others. That requires shrewdness and cleverness.”

      “You’re just like him, though.”

      “If you compare our accomplishments then there’s no competition. Now I only want to get them all to safety. You too, you stupid boy.”

      She ruffled his hair, and he tried not to blush. Matthew laughed in his mind.

      Clouds gathered in and blocked the orange beams in the sky. Soon only muted light shone through the gathering clumps of nimbus. Drops fell from the clouds.

      The thunder cracked from above, and the rain poured down. Alain came running over to the pair with Shaula in tow. The droplets plastered down their hair, and their soaked clothing made them look like drowned animals. Ordopha’s brother shouted to them.

      “We’ve agreed to go with them!”

      “What was that?” Ordopha answered. The shrieking wind made hearing difficult.

      “Jason! Look up!”

      As if falling from the storm clouds, stocky and long-legged men with flashing swords and helms dropped from the nearby ridges. Dozens flowed from nowhere.

      Frog men.

      “Everyone, attack!” Jason pointed to the plunging attackers.

      The large group shouted at their oncoming enemies. They brought out their blades and bows as the attackers fell upon them. Clashing steel erupted with rolling thunder booms and the dancing rain under their feet. Frog men bounced everywhere. Visibility faded with the downpour.

      Ordopha drew her bow and fired, catching an enemy in the throat. Alain shouted to Matthew to come out. They needed as many men as they could get.

      Matthew obliged, joining them in battle.

      “We need to stick close,” Matthew said to Jason. A large tongue lashed like a whip, smacking against his sword. His hands shook. “We need to keep Shaula close and our backs covered. You and Ordopha stay with her. We can’t tell if they’re here for her, or she’ll use the chance to run.”

      She laughed. “And where would I go, you imbecile?”

      “Quiet, woman.”

      Matthew and Alain struck out at the frog men that dove upon them. Alain took one head, and Matthew cut another. Jason took up a fallen spear from the dead and joined in. Ordopha flung arrows from her quiver, striking several amphibians as they leaped. The quintet soon found themselves backed up to the sheer mountain wall. They would be surrounded quickly.

      “Jason!” Matthew yelled. “Give me a boost!”

      Jason looked at him. “Why?”

      “If I can get higher I can see where they’re coming from. It’s about fifty feet up. Can you do it?”

      The steep wall went up far, but it only meant that Matthew would be a sitting duck ready for slaughter up there. The frog men would easily surround him on his own.

      “I can, but I think you should take Ordopha with you.” There was only one way out of this corner and anyone left alone was at a massive disadvantage. “We should stick together.”

      “Fine,” Matthew agreed. “But make it quick. I’m not sure how much energy Pollux has left.”

      “It has plenty!”

      Matthew and Ordopha stood together, and Jason used Pollux to lift them up in each arm. Power burned in his muscles causing them to shiver. He shifted Pollux’s energy through him evenly, peaking with his arms. With carefully managed strength, he tossed the pair. They soared through the air through the downpour and above the target. Jason cursed his aim.

      Matthew clutched Ordopha close as they flew. They transformed into mist in the rain and slowly drifted down to the top of the wall.

      When he was sure they were fine, Jason turned to Alain. The boy seized Shaula by the waist and then Alain.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Watch yourselves,” Jason said. “This is going to be a mess.”

      Using all the strength he felt in Pollux, Jason jumped into the rain-soaked sky, breaking stone underneath his shoes. He flew thirty feet above target before kicking downward towards Matthew and Ordopha.

      He slammed shoes first into the stone. His legs let out crack and pops. Both Alain and Shaula were held high at his side and missed suffering the impact.

      Jason yelled as he let Shaula and Alain go, stumbling over his own feet and falling on his face. Pollux ran out of energy at the last possible moment. His muscles numbed as the power cut out. The backlash gripped him hard, seizing his body. Jason’s vision blurred.

      The frogs landed on the stone, surrounding the group. He couldn’t stay lying down.

      However, that was when he felt it. The vision. He was close. Gold waited close by, brighter than any sun that might hide behind this storm. It was their best way out of this mess.

      Alain and Matthew still fought the frogs while Jason slowly crawled back to the stunned Shaula. She watched him with an open-mouthed stare as she sat against another flat rock wall. He needed to prevent her from getting away.

      That was when he realized: the others were all gone. He couldn’t even hear their blades banging against frog flesh in the distance anymore. His enhanced senses had been lost. The five were alone in this mess.

      Jason crawled up and realized he had lost his weapon. He lifted a sword from a dead frog, his muscles burning. He ran through a leaping enemy and backed up against Shaula. Rain dashed on his stained blade. Jason shook off a groan as the storm, and fatigue beat against him.

      They needed to find the gold before either the frogmen or the storm finished them.
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      The rain streaked Matthew’s vision as he guarded against the leaping frogmen. With Jason falling all over himself to guard the witch, Matthew could only hack the enemies pouncing upon him. He kept glancing over his shoulder and around the rain-slicked mountain for any sign of the separated escapees. The frogs were all he saw, and they only grew in number. He couldn’t fight them off alone forever.

      His control of Castor was also weakened. Rain made the enemy’s weapons hard to gauge, and misting and solidifying became difficult because of it. They slashed at him as he struggled to track their movements.

      “We need to find cover from this blasted storm,” he said to Alain.

      “And these monsters.” The other warrior downed one foe before two more fell from the dark sky toward him. “We could use an extra sword or two. Where is Jason?”

      Matthew glanced back. Jason leaned against a nearby rock wall with Ordopha and Shaula at each side. He was breathing hard. The boy had taken a bad spill. “What happened?”

      “Pollux cut out.” Jason drew in a ragged breath. “Never mind it. I think I can find the golden light.”

      “We can’t go. I’m not leaving the others.”

      “What others, Matthew? I can’t see or hear them. Can you?”

      No, he couldn’t. There was no sign of any life in the storm. Thunder growled, and lightning kicked, but only the rain kept them and the attackers company. He feared the worst.

      “We must get to shelter!” Alain yelled. “When this storm clears we can return to find Bran and the others. We are easy prey right now.”

      Matthew’s sword flashed against the spear of an attacker. He became fog and flew through the weapon, and ran the frog man through.

      Sharp pain ran through Matthew’s ribs. Castor throbbed inside of him. Low energy.

      “Okay, you’re right,” Matthew replied. “I don’t know about your gold, but we can’t stay here.”

      An arrow whizzed past Matthew and struck an oncoming frog man. Ordopha signed to him. He returned the gesture and decapitated another aggressor.

      “I’ve got the path in my head,” Jason called out. He pointed to a shallow crevice in the rock wall to his left. It burrowed deep into the mountainside. “It’s far, but we can make it from here.”

      “If I didn’t know you were crazy,” Matthew responded, “I would commit you for this.”

      Matthew clapped the boy on the shoulder. The two merged together leaving Matthew as the host body. The remaining four barreled through the crevice. Frogmen screeched after them.

      “Good thing the sun went down during that mess,” the kid said.

      “Not that you can tell with the rain. So tell me which way.”

      The rain kicked dust into the air making visibility even worse. Matthew swirled down winding paths with Jason yelling the directions in his brain. Alain and Ordopha followed after, holding onto Shaula. The rumbling behind them told him that their enemies still pursued them.

      Sharp drops awaited in every turn through the thick mist. One slip and they would be done. Yet cautiousness could not be afforded. They kept on through the darkening skies, spray beating them down from above.

      A small gap in the path waited ahead. Ten feet wide or so, Jason pushed him through it. Matthew leaped over the death drop and kept running.

      “Wait!”

      Behind him, the other three remained on the opposite side.

      “Why are you guys just standing there?”

      Ordopha pointed to the pit. “You don’t hear that?”

      “Hear what?”

      “Listen!”

      He glanced down into the void below. It was impossible to see anything through the downpour and thick wall of white mist and distant green fog, and the hard raindrops and thunder didn’t help. But he caught a subtle sound in the abyss. The rustling of footsteps and breaking stone crumbled from far below. The blasted frogs followed them from underneath.

      “These things don’t give up,” he mused.

      “Forget them! The gold is just ahead!”

      “Hey! Jason says we’re close.”

      The brother and sister made Shaula go first. After some pouting she obliged them. After she made it across, the witch wiped the hem of her robe.

      “I hope for your sake that Jason is correct.”

      “I thought you trusted him?”

      “Jason is an honest boy, not a smart one.”

      “She’s right. I trusted her. Ugly witch.”

      Matthew nodded. “You can say that again.”

      Both Shaula and Jason agreed without knowing who he actually referred to. Ordopha and Alain soon joined them on the other side. The mountains shook around them.

      Alain let his breath catch up with him. “Where is the boy taking us, Matthew?”

      “He thinks we’re close to that place in his dreams.”

      “Those visions were enough to run us out in the rain with those things on our backs?” Alain grumbled. “You had me abandon my kin for this? I was fine following him before, but not after we found someone who could help.”

      “What do you expect, Alain? There’s nowhere else to run. We don’t know where the others are, and we’re being swarmed by those frog freaks. If you have a better idea, I’d like to hear it.”

      “I’d much rather be slain in battle than run from them.”

      “You and me both. But it’s not just us, is it? You have to think of Jason . . . and your sister.” He pointed to Ordopha. “Do you want to see her die in a place like this? I sure as hell don’t.”

      “Please, you two.” Ordopha piped up. “For now we should trust Jason. We will find the others when the storm clears.”

      “I am only asking for an explanation,” her brother answered. “I deserve that much.”

      She rubbed her eyes free of rain. “Do you want to end up like Case? Jason is injured, and our enemies are still in pursuit. No more death. Stop arguing and let’s go!”

      For the first time since this whole mess started, Matthew really looked at her. When he lived in the city, he met many women. None of them did much more than offer momentary entertainment. Ordopha had no filter. He didn’t even know if she did it on purpose or if she was just that trusting. Her clear eyes always locked onto his, her graceful hands always ready for the bow, and her thoughts always on those around her. She reminded him of a world he had thought long abandoned. He’d forgotten there were people like that.

      “What are you staring at, man?”

      Dumb kid.

      He ignored Jason. “Alain. Ordopha. I’m moving on. Are you coming?”

      “Of course,” Alain replied. “Who do you think I am?”

      The group glided down rock paths and fought against the blowing storm. They followed the roads down into a closed cavern embedded in the mountainside.

      The way was at least forty feet long and only six or so wide. The narrow crevice allowed shelter from the rain but little room. At the end remained a tall flat wall that stretched on at twice Matthew’s height. Matthew led with Ordopha, Shaula, and Alain in the rear.

      Jason exited Matthew’s head. He reformed in time for Shaula call out from behind them.

      “Finally you return, Jason. Now maybe you can explain where we are. All I see is another dirty cave for the filth out here. Will you be sleeping in the trash once more?”

      Alain seized her by the arm and lead her deeper inside. “You know much of filth, witch. Keep your lips fastened. Explain, Jason.”

      “Give me a second,” he responded.

      Ordopha’s brother faced the cave opening where the downpour continued unabated. He tightened his hold on Shaula’s shoulder and pushed her toward the cave entrance. Alain kept watch on the opening with her at his side.

      Matthew leaned against the cave wall, and Ordopha joined him. They watched Jason stare at the flat surface mumbling to no one in particular. He ran his hand against the solid stone wall at the end of the path. Matthew and Ordopha remained alone together in the center.

      Outside the rain poured harder. Any sound of the frog men had been lost to the storm. Matthew breathed a sigh of relief.

      “How long have you been doing this?” he asked Ordopha.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Taking care of your brother and the others. You’ve been doing it for long?”

      She laughed nervously. “I hope this is not an indirect way to ask my age.”

      “I may be insensitive, but I’m not that dumb. I’m asking because you’re shaking a lot.”

      “That would be the cold.”

      “Not shivering. Your hands have been twitching. You weren’t doing that before those frog men showed up. You miss your friends.”

      “This is unlike you. Normally I would expect this from Jason.”

      “I’m just curious. We have some time to kill, so give me a hint. What did you do in that prison?”

      Ordopha took a moment to think before she locked her stare with his. Those grey eyes betrayed a depth within them that hid a world from him. Finally, she bit her lip.

      “Our parents died three years ago. They were the last to be slain in the Trial Bridge. When we get to a certain age, we are sent to the arena and fight against impossible odds. We don’t always return—they didn’t. The ones you met? We are all that is left.”

      Matthew shook the dampness from his hair. Water drops leaped off. He needed a moment to tackle this revelation.

      “I’m not privy to Shaula’s master or his plans,” he replied, “but I’m sure he thinks everything is born to be a sacrifice to him. Did your parents ever say anything of the outside world?”

      “They were raised here, too. Their ancestors, as well. All we learned about the outside was of the God Beyond Sunsets. He is the one that waits for us to reach Him and the end of our long day.”

      “So you don’t know anything about Tyndarus.”

      She blinked and laughed softly in a gentle whisper. “You make me sound as if I were an automaton with no thoughts of my own, Matthew.”

      “I just meant that you haven’t seen or heard anything beyond Nieto’s city.”

      “Truth be told, I’m a bit afraid of what lies outside. I never expected we would get this far. Is there anything out there? I have spent late nights worrying about it.”

      He held back a laugh. “I’m sure it can’t be as bad as all this. I’m more worried about whatever it that is messing with Jason’s head. He’s losing it.”

      She sighed as if a weight had lifted from her. “Of all of us, I worry about his head the least. It’s his body that needs training.”

      “That goes for both of us. Tell me, Ordopha. You must have heard a story or some speculation from the lizards about Tyndarus.”

      “I’ve learned only what I’ve learned by deception or thievery, and only in that cramped castle. All I know is that the Great Sorcerer King fled the outer world of Tyndarus ages ago. Why he left is a mystery no one ever talks about. It is almost as mysterious as you.”

      “Me?” Matthew recoiled. “I’m mysterious? How so?”

      “We helped each other escape, and you know more of us than we of you.” She winked. “That isn’t quite fair, is it?”

      His mouth opened but no words escaped. He finally coughed them out. “There’s nothing to tell. I don’t mean that cryptically. I mean that there’s nothing to me. I’m just a man who was chosen for a simple job. But if you want to know more then, we should save it for when we’re out of here.”

      She outstretched her hand. “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      They shook and shared a small laugh.

      “Hey!” Jason called out. “I think I’ve figured it out.”

      The boy crouched by the flat wall and dug deep into the dirt. When he finally spoke up, Alain nearly jumped out of his skin.

      Matthew stepped up behind him with Ordopha in tow. After a few more moments Alain and Shaula also crossed over from the entrance. Still, the boy plunged his fingers deeper into the dirt and dug furiously.

      “Well?” Matthew broke the silence. “What exactly is this, Jason?”

      “I can’t get under.”

      “It’s a solid wall. Why are you trying to get under it?”

      Jason slammed a fist on the dirt and stood up before the group. “This is a door. We need to get on the other side. I can’t figure out how to open it. See the crease right here? But there’s nothing to grab onto, so I can’t pull it.”

      “Why not use Pollux?” Alain suggested. “Surely it has recovered some strength by now.”

      “It doesn’t work that way. Pollux is part of me. We share the same energy. We’re both spent.”

      “Fascinating,” Shaula whispered. She watched him intently.

      Alain ignored her. “In other words, the reason you were hurt earlier is because you are not strong enough to use it?”

      “Alain!” Ordopha exclaimed.

      “What did I say, Ord? It wasn’t a lie, was it?”

      “No,” Jason interrupted. “You’re right. I’m learning to parse it out. I got through Richter without losing control, but I used too much getting us out of that dead end. Anyway, that’s not the point. Even if I could smash it, there’s no guarantee it won’t come down on us. We need a way in.”

      “How about Matthew?” Ordopha asked. “Castor still has strength, yes?”

      “It does.” Matthew thought on it a second. There was a chance he could get through. He placed his hand on the small crease at the base. “I’m not sure if I can get in. It’s a tight fit, and I can’t see any light at all. How thick is this gate? If I run out of power getting through I’m dead.”

      “That’s why I was digging. See? There’s less than half an inch. You can turn into water and go under to the other side.”

      “Not that I don’t trust you, Jason, but this whole gold thing has been weird from the get-go. If you’ve seen this place in your dream then don’t you have any hint on getting in?”

      “I told you that I only ever saw gold through the cracks. I don’t know what’s in there at all.”

      “Then this is a gamble.”

      Alain sighed. “Leaving the others was already a risk. They will never forgive us if we return with nothing.”

      “That’s easy for you to say, Alain,” Ordopha cut in. “You are not the one who has to risk his life going inside. We should wait for the storm to pass and return to the others.”

      “No way,” Matthew answered. “I’m not going to waste this chance. Sure, the kid might be wrong, but there’s a chance he’s right.” He took a hard breath. Putting all his chips on Jason was not a plan he wanted to rely on. “Just step back in case I open this thing.”

      Before anyone could respond, Matthew let Castor loose. His body sunk into the ground with a splash, and he squeezed into the crack. It was a tight fit, but not as difficult as he expected.

      He slipped out the other end after only a foot in pitch darkness. Dust motes and thin ash streaked the empty stone carved hall. He did not transform back for the simple reason that he couldn’t see anything ahead.

      Matthew streaked forward, sliding against the gravel floor. He felt around the edges. The pathway stretched easily twenty feet wide which meant the outer tunnels blocked the door. A switch or lever should be on this side.

      Onward he traveled, but the floor shifted underneath him. Before he could gather his bearings, gravel broke open, and he fell through into black darkness.

      A trap!

      Long spikes stabbed through him. Red streaks of pain reverberated through his watery form. Thankfully the holes gouged out instantly refilled but the burn split through him like a needle injection of fire. He hit the jagged ground of the pit with a splash.

      He landed in a narrow crevice with no way out. Spikes littered the small pit. He would have to transform to get out.

      However, the pikes were too close together. He didn’t know what would happen if he reformed, but he would have to risk it. Castor slipped a little, and the pain lit his soul on fire.  He couldn’t leave the others stranded out there.

      Matthew reformed in the pit, his body growing and solidifying back into shape. As he pulled himself together, the stone spikes buckled and shifted, breaking under his weight. His skin was harder than stone. The trap shattered against him, laying several of the pikes to pieces. He was whole again, as was his skin. It solidified hard for the brief moment he transformed back.

      After slowly climbing out, his reddened vision allowed him a momentary glance of the surrounding darkness. The narrow path from the door stretched onward, but ahead of him, a small groove in the wall waited. There he spotted a lever.

      Matthew used Castor again, this time for mist as he floated forward over any possible pits. Thankfully, concentration came easier this time.

      He reached the lever and became normal again. To his left sloping upwards he spotted a hallway that went on for twice the length of the current one. At the very end was a sharp turn to the right with a glowing light.

      The pale light shone of gold. Jason’s dream was right.

      Matthew hit the switch. Stones and tightening gears shifted behind him in the walls. The large door opened. Stone and rock slid apart as the outside wind blew in.

      The spikes made him think twice about the whole expedition. Whoever built this place did not want them there, and if it held a relic like the Gemini Bracelets then maybe they had a point.

      As the door swung open, he thought he saw Shaula’s toothy grin flashing with the lightning. Whatever happened he would make sure she got nothing.

      Even if it cost him everything.
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      Matthew warned the group about the spikes before they entered. Thankfully the faded light from the outside storm gave some visibility to the tunnel. Falling on those spikes had sent pitchforks of pain into his chest, and without his powers, he’d be dead. The others wouldn’t be so lucky.

      Alain checked the floor for any further traps. Several pokes of his sword revealed false coverings carefully laid out over more pitfalls. The holes were arranged in a jagged diagonal pattern from the left wall back to the right. The only other sights were grooves in the walls and ceiling, but nothing came from them. This setup was almost too elaborate.

      No one had been in this place in ages.

      When the others made it to the branching pathway, he plainly asked Shaula what she knew.

      “I’m sorry, Matthew. Not everything in this world is related to me or my love.”

      “You wanted Jason to find this place, and you don’t know what’s here?”

      “I’m here for a relic left here thousands of years before my birth. How could I possibly know what was hidden here? And before you ask, no, my love did not put it here. Every world has its own relic, and they are all as potentially powerful as yours. It is no wonder this hideous place has been left so well guarded.”

      “Nobody has been in here in years. The torches are extinguished. You’re telling me this isn’t magic? This is the relic you’ve been looking for?”

      She scanned the light with a furtive glance. “That is an excellent query. What say we find out?”

      “You’re crazier than I thought if you think I’m just going to let you lead. Magic or not, I’m not trusting you. I’m going first again to see if there are any more traps.”

      “I’m not convinced there are any,” Alain interrupted. “The ground had been softened and dug up with the stones plainly sticking out. The floor ahead is stable and solid. But check regardless.”

      “Sure. Anything I should look for?”

      Alain scanned the dark through slitted eyes. “Off-center plates or grooves on any solid surface. Don’t trust anything that can be pushed. This witch had traps all over the castle like those.”

      “It keeps rats out,” she sneered. “And in.”

      Alain grumbled. “I would remove your tongue if we had the moment to spare.”

      “Alright, I’m going,” Matthew said.

      He transformed into mist and flew toward the light. This form he had a total three-dimensional view around him. It would also be harder to fall into any more pits this way. But there were no spots like the previous path—no badly placed floor traps or grooves along the walls. It appeared Alain was right and the traps were finished.

      Around the corner, he found another lever in a wall groove. Before he could figure its purpose out, he glimpsed what was beyond it. Gold light beamed through the jamb of the great gates. The relic had to be the source.

      If he hit the lever, it might set off another trap.  He would have to gamble.

      He carried Ordopha and Alain before the crash. Could he carry them all again?

      Making sure there was nothing to land on, he reformed beside the lever.

      “You guys should all go back outside,” he called around the corner.

      Eerie vibrations ran along his spine. No matter how he tried to rationalize it away, he couldn’t do it. Some seedier presence hid nearby, watching and waiting.

      They assented to his request and disappeared back the way they came. After waiting few moments, Alain yelled that they were outside the door again.

      Matthew took the metal lever between sweating palms. There would be only a split second to transform when he pulled it, and he needed to be sure he could. He prayed that it would hold a bit longer. They were so close.

      Gooseflesh prickled his skin as he threw the lever. The ceiling rumbled above him as did the hallway behind.  He transformed—but it wasn’t fast enough.

      Stones in the ceiling slammed down upon him. Pain flashed as the rocks broke apart and the rubble dug into his back, but they didn’t break anything. His body hardened just before transformation, just as it had when he was in the pit. He became fog, and the stones fell through him. Metal tinged in his chest—the bomb? The rest of the rocks fell through his ethereal form. Crimson lights surged through him.

      He drifted above the rubble to get a sense of what happened. The large metal door cracked open. Matthew focused on his lack of crippling wounds. It meant his transformation was not instantaneous, and that his whole body changed as one monolithic form. With some training, he might figure out how to force different parts to morph independently, but not yet.

      Fallen and shattered stone littered the floor around the corner. Upturned tiles and switches hid buried under the fallen rocks. The lever dumped everything in the ceiling like a baby thrown from the dirtiest bathtub in existence. As far as a failsafe went, he couldn’t imagine much better. Now only the open, cracked door remained.

      “At least we know the floor’s safe.”

      He drifted over the rubble back to the first hallway and saw the same sight there. Piles of crumbled rocks everywhere—the stones had even crushed the spike pits.

      His four traveling companions waited by the gate. Their stares darted around the wrecked tunnel.

      “You said the door opened?” Shaula asked. “What is inside?”

      “I don’t know, I came here first.”

      They traversed the way back, stepping on the dispensed remainders of the loosed traps. When they reached the slightly cracked open gate the lot of them looked on in awe.

      The thick solid metal door spanned twenty feet in length.

      Ordopha watched over Shaula as the three men pulled at the gate. Matthew and Alain strained, but without Pollux, Jason was a weak kitten. But still, he pried with the two of them, panting. Sweat covered his reddened cheeks.

      They pushed, creaking the jamb, and finally shoved it open. They grunted as they used their full weight against it.

      They all stared into the now uninterrupted golden light. The hot glow fell upon them. No one spoke. Matthew didn’t have to ask why as he felt it himself. Even Shaula fell silent, the unutterable beauty piercing her black heart. Nothing could describe the warm sensation in Matthew’s blood swimming inside his tired wounds. There was never anything so radiant.

      The large golden shrine was held up by towering marble pillars, and an oversized flashing altar lay at the opposite end of the chamber. A wall-length mirror hung on the opposite side. Long rotten pews littered the gigantic space, and the musty smell crinkled his nose, but it couldn’t deter him from what he saw ahead. A nearly invisible chalice sat perfectly in the center of the altar. The ancient holy place gained its light from what beamed from the cup. His prize awaited inside of it.

      “Is that a seed?” he asked. No one responded.

      The door behind them slammed shut as if a magnetic force had kicked in. Matthew and Ordopha jumped.

      Jason made it halfway across the shrine’s open floor space before anyone noticed he had moved. Alain remained transfixed on the gold glittering against the gaudy walls and didn’t notice Shaula crossing the rows after the boy. Ordopha shook her brother while Matthew followed after the witch.

      Shaula’s robes hissed against the floor like a cobra. Matthew passed in front of her. She stopped and watched him with a blank expression.

      “Did you forget that you’re our prisoner?” he asked. “You have no magic.”

      “I forgot nothing, fool. I am more than just magic.”

      Shaula outstretched both hands and nodded. A bright red fire lit across her forehead like a torch and rolled down to her palms. Flames burst out from her, burning against her exposed skin. A cyclone of heat lashed across the chamber.

      Sweat streaked across walls, and the floor warped. Pressure pumped from her as if a steam valve had been thrown loose. It would only be a matter of time before she consumed everything.

      Matthew backed up as the fire swirled across the ground. He tried to process it. She had powers.

      “You’re a Prime,” he whispered.

      “Very smart, Matthew.” White teeth smiled. “Now stand aside or become cinder.”

      Flames snaked around her, slithering to and fro like ripples on the waves of her curves. She could easily roast him.

      “No, you won’t do that,” he replied.

      “I won’t?”

      “You need Castor.”

      “I need more relics. My love will become the ultimate being.”

      “Can’t do that if you destroy the bracelets.”

      A twang rang out, and she grimaced. Shaula cried out. An arrow sunk into her shoulder.

      Ordopha and Alain stood beside Matthew. They had their bow and sword drawn, respectively.

      Shaula crouched and launched upwards in one fluid motion. Fire exploded from her like a geyser. Crimson red and orange light enveloped the ceiling. Gold leaf dripped like rain from a leaking roof. How powerful were her flames?

      The trio dove sideways into the rotting pews. Fire streamed across the open room after them, burrowing into the floor. Matthew slid forward as several pews burned around him. Alain and Ordopha dashed behind marble pillars. The wielder of Castor stood alone in the center of the room with only Shaula between him and Jason.

      But the boy still stood before the altar, unmoving. Matthew called out, but the raging flames silenced his voice.

      Shaula remained still in the burning pyre. “Jason! Give me the Kharis Seed!”

      “So you do know what it is!” Matthew said.

      “Of course I do! It will parse out unbelievable power but at the cost of lifespan. However, how do you think an immortal would be affected by such limitations? He would not.”

      Over by the altar, Jason touched the cup. The chalice crumbled at his fingertips. Any semblance of gold light faded, now consumed by the flashing flames around Shaula. He took the seed.

      “Give it here!” she shouted.

      Matthew watched this play out with increasing terror. The thousand-yard stare on Jason’s face showed a boy losing his grip on reality. The queen took one step towards him, and Matthew transformed. He became water and slunk along the floor as the woman was distracted. Neither Jason nor the witch paid him any mind.

      Shaula shouted at the boy, “What are you doing?”

      As if it were the most normal thing in the world, Jason swallowed the Kharis Seed with a single gulp. He blinked, and his vision became refocused.

      “Did I just do what I think I did?”

      “You stupid boy!”

      “At least you can’t get it now,” he replied.

      “Oh, I still can retrieve it.”

      Matthew slithered along the floor. An incredible heat burned into him as he passed her. His form steamed, evaporating into the ether. He would melt to nothing before he made it to the boy. Matthew sprang up between them and held his sword out towards Shaula. Pure heat pressed against him.

      “I‘ve had more than I can stand of you!”

      “My feelings are the same, Matthew!”

      Alain and Ordopha ran to his side, rounding the witch with their weapons ready. They shook nearly as much as he was sweating.

      “You used us, witch,” Alain said. “Why did you not attack when we first took the ship?”

      “The seed is all I desire. I knew the mountains Jason spoke of in his visions. I knew he could take me to the prize—the one my love has sought since first coming to this cursed world. But why would I waste my time forcing you here when you fools could bring me here of your own volition? Give it here, Jason.”

      “Stay away from him!” Ordopha yelled. “Enough madness. Do not think I will fail to put an arrow in your eye. You cannot burn them all.”

      “Can’t I?” Veins pulsed on Shaula’s fiery forehead and delicate pale neck. “You two fools are nothing but simple entertainment for my pets. But Castor and Pollux are another thing entirely. And the Kharis Seed is an even greater find. I’m sorry to say, Matthew, but the two of you are expendable. We can always find other candidates for Castor and Pollux. We cannot find another Kharis Seed. Give it to me, or I will burn it out.”

      She hungrily licked her lips. Her eyes blazed hotter than the flames. Her playful edge vanished with wrath.

      “I choose neither,” Jason said.

      Shaula’s rage grew as her gaze widened. “Come back here!”

      Jason leaped the altar and pressed hands against it. Gold light flooded out of his palms. His reflection enveloped him and threw light across the room.

      “Holder of the Seed,” a voice echoed through the cavernous place. “Where do you wish to go?”

      Jason spoke up without pause, his tone subdued. “Take my friends and me out of the mountains to the closest Mirror Gate.”

      “Stop!” Shaula screamed.

      The bright light clashed against her wild flames and sent her stumbling. Matthew, Ordopha, and Alain lifted from the floor and were pulled backwards toward Jason. All four slammed into the mirror.

      Shaula whipped a fiery bolt at Jason. The fireball crashed into the mirror, shattering it into thousands of pieces. Her targets vanished.

      The woman wailed as they disappeared into the darkness.

      Matthew watched as the shrine faded. White shapes soared under the quartet in large rows blown by the wind. Clouds! The night sky surrounded him. Cold air rushed by as they soared through.

      Gravity dropped them like a heavy stone. They plummeted downward through the sky. But no matter how far they fell, the clouds never broke.

      Matthew held on to both Alain and Ordopha. There was nothing else he could do.

      Jason dropped lower and lower. The boy disappeared below the void of clouds and disappeared from the endless white.

      Only the three of them remained.

      But the world began to sink away from them, and clouds swallowed the trio. Matthew could no longer even see his own hands.

      And even with the universe disappearing around him, Matthew could still hear the rage of the Queen of Mageuopolis howling uselessly into the void.
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      Dark skies awaited his aching head when Matthew blinked awake. Spotlights of stars beamed down in a pattern completely unrecognizable to him. Two decades alive and he had never seen these skies. No Big Dipper, no Orion—the patterns were completely foreign.

      Never in his short life did Matthew imagine he would step foot on another world. But he still breathed the air and walked the dirt just as if it were Earth. Would he ever return home? He grabbed the grass under his fingers and relished how soft it felt.

      That was when Matthew realized that he was awake. His hands batted about all over his sore skin. No broken bones, no bruises. Somehow, he’d lived.

      “You’re awake, Matthew?” Jason asked in his head.

      “So you’re alive!”

      “That voice in the mirror almost got us killed. Why did I listen to it? My head’s still ringing.”

      Tall trees loomed down, and thick bushes littered the spaces around Matthew. They had landed in some kind of forest.

      “Where are we? Where are Ordopha and Alain?”

      Before the boy could answer, the siblings stepped out of the nearby black brush. Matthew breathed a quick sigh. They both noticed him and instantly flashed grins. Alain put his away instantly. The girl crouched beside Matthew and felt his forehead.

      “Alive, are we?”

      “I’m breathing and not bleeding. You two?”

      She nodded.

      “Good,” he said. Ordopha interrupted. “More importantly, is Jason there with you?”

      “He is.  Just a bit stunned.”

      “Good,” Alain spoke. “Now you can have him come out here so I can crush his throat.”

      Matthew winced. Of all the times to be a jerk, Alain did not have to pick now.

      Ordopha ignored her brother. “We found a disheveled hovel further ahead. There was a man named Sai—he looked like a hermit. We asked if he could point us to the mountains, or a Mirror Gate, and he directed us toward an abbey at the end of these woods. That was all he would say.”

      “I’ll go talk to him.”

      “Do not bother,” Alain answered. “He wouldn’t open the door again. Useless.”

      “Did he look like you? Same color hair and everything?”

      He shook his head. “We couldn’t tell. He wore a heavy hood and hid behind the door. Enough, Matthew. If you are well, then we should leave. There is no telling what lurks in this place.”

      Alain walked off, leaving the two behind. Ordopha looked after him, saying nothing. His rotten demeanor remained unchanged. A delicate white hand reached for Matthew as he sat up. She helped steady him. His calves trembled, nearly buckling. Before she could say anything, he straightened up. Alain had already vanished into the brush.

      “Thanks,” he said to her. “Did I do something to set off your brother again?”

      “Alain will always be Alain. Let’s make certain he doesn’t do something foolish.”

      The shady haze of moonlight bathed them as outstretched branches and brush rubbed against their torn clothes. Ordopha led Matthew on in silence. Only the distant hoots of owls kept them company.

      The scent of honey and wilderness clung to the night breeze. Thinning grass ran off in every direction. All of this continued to remind Matthew that the dead mountains of Mageuopolis were now far away.

      Why else would Alain be annoyed? They had abandoned his friends on the mountain and simultaneously left Shaula alive to hunt them down. And there was little they could do about it.

      Alain had a way of letting others know how he felt, whether they wanted to or not. But this was more than that. Why else would he just walk away like this?

      They all failed against Shaula, but neither Alain nor his sister could have known about Primes. These super-powered beings first started showing up decades ago on Earth when Matthew was only a rug rat. He had no idea they’d show up on another planet.

      But Primes weren’t magical. Prime powers extended from inside their bodies. Tyrandus’ magic was purely external, created by Nieto. But his bride could unleash both pyrokinetic Prime powers as well as magic. She had both—and she was still out there.

      Matthew knew Shaula would be back. They needed to find a way out and back to Serenity City before anyone else got hurt. As he mulled this over, he thought he caught Ordopha glancing at him several times. The last thing he wanted was for her to worry about him.

      “To be honest,” Ordopha began. “I had never given much thought to what I would do when I finally escaped the mountains. What do you do in your world?”

      “Not much, really.”

      “You always say that. Do you really not trust me, Matthew?”

      There was more than a little playfulness in her tone, but she was right. He just had nothing to tell. A red blush filled his cheeks.

      “Where I live is a city with tall buildings, many people, and a lot of monsters running around. There are some good people and some bad. Heroes and villains, cops and criminals, doves and dogs. Not all heroes are all that great, despite what Jason thinks. Most of them are just looking out for themselves. We can all be blown up at any moment, and all they care about is good press. How can you trust your life to people like that? Just walking out your door some days is a risk. You might be killed before you even hit morning traffic. I just scrape by and hope no one notices me. A meager existence, sure, but it was something. That’s why there isn’t much to tell.”

      She said nothing for a long time, so he let it go. They crossed a path to the left that led up a small dirt road. The way connected to an old stone structure covered in leaves and cracks along its doorframe. There were no windows or any flickering of light squeezing out into the bleak night. Matthew had seen designs like this in old Middle Age history books. This must have been that hermit’s residence. Even in other worlds, there were still those who kept to themselves. Perhaps he belonged in a place like this, after all. Ordopha pushed him on.

      “Where you come from sounds similar to Mageuopolis,” she said. “I suppose I can understand your way. All I wished was for my friends to be left alone.”

      “It was my way of living. Things change. I have Castor now, and I have to look after the idiot in my head. Being left alone isn’t an option.”

      “No, I understand, Matthew. I held Alain back from any attempt at escape because of a selfish worry that we would die in the mountains. I was fine with dying in that horrid prison as long as I had those I loved by my side. Pathetic.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being scared of death.”

      “Isn’t there?”

      Perhaps it beat cowering in a corner and begging for scraps. “I can’t say I gave it much thought. You’re pretty good with a bow, by the way. Much practice?”

      “Far too much.” She shifted the quiver on her back. Arrows were low. “Combat is not for me. It would be nice to have something a bit less . . . mannish to engage in.”

      “Well, sorry.” He couldn’t manage to fight off a grin. “Can’t help you there.”

      “You’re smiling. Are you feeling better now?”

      He had almost forgotten his sore muscles and spent energy. “A little. Oh, wait, there’s Alain. What’s he looking at?”

      The two of them stepped out of the brush and into short grass. Alain stared up the front of a tall stone wall that traveled several miles left and right and went up at least fifty feet. Soldiers in armor patrolled the top. The three of them had found a small fortress.

      Alain grimaced, highlighting his disheveled look even further. Torn and bloody prison clothes would easily stand out. Matthew debated running until Alain made a blunder. He called up the wall.

      “Hello! My friends and I are lost,” Alain shouted. “Are we near the mountains?”

      The two armored men on top brandished bows toward at Alain. One blew a horn.

      “Are you from Thieves’ Forest?” the other guard shouted. Loud voices erupted from the other side of the wall. “Your name or we will open fire.”

      Matthew took Ordopha by the wrist and fell back into the brush. She landed beside him in the grass. Before she could speak, he pointed to her brother’s right. A gate opened, and three men on horses bolted out. Except that they weren’t horses.

      The beasts had four legs and were built like horses, but their manes were of fire red and their long faces each had long whiskers and cat-like ears. Their bodies were not as lean as equines either. These were built to be more agile—something between a jungle cat and a horse.

      Ordopha also watched those alien animals. Her reaction was less horrified and more amused.

      “What are they, Matthew? Do you have them in your world?”

      “We have horses. This isn’t anything like them. But forget about that. Wait here. I’m going out to meet Alain and talk our way through this. I know that’s not his thing.”

      “I apologize. I forgot myself.” She readied her bow and retrieved one of the few arrows remaining in her quiver. “Give me one word, and I will strike the commander in front.”

      He put a hand on her raised arm. “It won’t come to that. Relax here and let me handle this. Trust me.”

      The three men on the cat-beasts held spears and swords in scabbards. Close helms adorned their heads. Moonlight glinted against their shining armor, casting beams against the dark brush and dilapidated intruders. These men were soldiers.

      Alain had no sense about him for picking a fight here. Matthew ran out to meet him.

      The three of them rode up to Alain just as he waved them down.

      “What are you doing?” Alain hissed. “This is my fight, Matthew.”

      “The hell it is.”

      The leader of the group, a man with a granite face nodded in his direction. He thought quick to get out of this.

      “I am Matthew,” he said. “I wield the bracelet Castor, and this is my guard, Alain. We escaped through a gateway in the magic city in the mountains. Could you please tell us where we are?”

      The two men behind the leader spoke with each other in hushed tones. They also spoke English, just as the people in the mountain did. The man in the front put up a hand in greeting.

      “You are two days and nights from Nerono, the city of slayers. This is a place for holy men.” The leader’s voice was sharp and cold with precision. “I do wonder how you got through without succumbing to the poisonous air. We of the Knights of the Plain require a show of strength. Prove you are as hard as these hills and as swift as the wind. He Who Watches From On High observes and will tell who has the honor and the guile to be allowed victory. How you duel proves what you are.”

      Alain shoved Matthew aside and put his arm out before the holder of Castor. His fingers danced upon the hilt of his weapon.

      “I have had enough of this,” Alain said. “Get off that sad beast and take your blade. I will be enough for you.”

      “Alain!” Matthew exclaimed. “He asked to fight me.”

      “I let the boy fight a battle for me before. Look what that did to us. I will not make the same mistake twice.”

      The large man did not stop to consult his men nor did he pause to reflect on the young man’s words. He leaped off his cat and clanked against the ground. With his sword at his side, he met Alain in the open grass. Guards above aimed their arrows towards the newcomers. Was dueling really so important to these people?

      “Jason!” he yelled into his head. He used every force to push at the boy and get him up again. “Get up. We have to stop this!”

      But before anything else could be done, the two warriors bowed to each other. The large man’s size advantage and armor looked disproportionate to Alain’s beaten down and bloody form. But despite this, Ordopha’s brother only tightened his trembling grip on his sword. Alain was in a hurry to die, and  Matthew could do little about it.

      Their blades clashed. Alain yelled as blood slashed loose from his shoulder. At this rate, Alain would not last much longer.
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      Alain’s fury rose with each slash he made. Their swords reverberated with such force that their bones rattled. Matthew swore to himself. This had to stop.

      A man in grey robes emerged from behind the soldiers. His average height and slight build didn’t stick out, but his platinum hair and pale skin did. The newcomer stopped before the dueling pair.

      “Your friend is sick. He should surrender. There is no honor in this.”

      “You overestimate my influence,” Matthew said. “Only one person can stop him now.”

      Matthew called out into the brush, and Ordopha emerged from the shadows. She dropped her bow to her side and raised her hands. The bowmen above trained their arrows on her, but the girl paid them no mind. She kept her focus on her brother. The man in the robes bowed at her approach.

      “Milady,” he said with a bow. “I am Abbott Granzer. I apologize for Sir Orach’s violence. This is far too savage.”

      “My brother is out of sorts. We have been through much. Please call your knight off, sir.”

      “Sir Orach!” Abbot Granzer yelled. “Yield! These are our guests.”

      “Alain!” Ordopha also called out. “Stop this! We have no reason to fight.”

      Both men stopped momentarily. They stared at each other, blades still bared. Breaths grew harsh. They remained at odds for what felt like hours.

      Matthew stepped between them. “This can wait. We have other problems to deal with.”

      “I should slay you for this,” Sir Orach said.

      Alain nodded, saliva pooling in the corners of his mouth. “Matthew, stand down.”

      “It’s late, and we’re tired,” Matthew interrupted. “Your sister is scared, and the Abbott has invited us in. This is a waste of time, Alain.”

      They both glared at Matthew. Another moment passed before they consented.

      The pair put their swords away. Ordopha embraced her brother as Sir Orach removed his helmet and begged her for an apology. He had the same color hair as those in the mountain did, though his hair was close to the scalp. His sharp brown eyes pierced Matthew before settling on the Abbott.

      “I apologize. My blade hungers for the blood of tigers. I have been here too long.”

      “Intactilis is at sunrise, sir knight,” the Abbott replied. He then smiled at Matthew. “Your words were well-meaning but rather foolish. This is a land of honor and sturdy men. Do not step in between such a battle again, for your sake.”

      Matthew thought about arguing but quickly decided against it. All he had to do was see the expression of contorted rage on Alain’s face to know that this went beyond a battle. There were still things he didn’t understand about this world.

      The soldiers led the group back through the gates of this strange place. The Abbott walked beside Matthew, observing him.

      “Who are you, friend?”

      Matthew gave his name and a general summary of where he was from. “What do you know about Castor and Pollux?”

      “I wonder. If you are truly who you say you are, then there is much to discuss.”

      “Do you know where I can find a Mirror Gate? I need to return home as soon as possible. People are after us.”

      “Rest first, friend. Tell me about your journey.”

      The door slammed shut behind them. Alain still refused to look at him, and Ordopha slowly dragged her feet onward. Of the four escapees, only Jason rested.

      “Aren’t you tired?” he asked the Abbott. “This is late to be receiving guests.”

      “Very much so. Do you wish to sleep before we discuss things?”

      With the way the bracelets worked, he didn’t need to. Matthew would simply swap bodies with Jason at daybreak. But that would take time to explain.

      “If you want to know about us, Abbott, I’ll tell you. Just let me start from the beginning.”
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      The vision of the girl filled Jason’s dreams. A feminine teenage figure floating in the void replaced the gold in the mountain. She called his name constantly, whispering into his mind’s eye. The closer he moved to reach her the further she disappeared into the oncoming light shining out from behind her. She yelled her name as the brightness overcame Jason like a tidal wave.

      Both the sun slapping him in the face and the crunch of a rake against gravel woke Jason dead out of his sleep. His eyes hurt almost as bad as his brain. The sun sluggishly climbed the sky with its orange beams pummeling his consciousness. It was daylight.

      He sat up from his bed. It was daylight!

      The long building had simple beds like his scattered around with thin blankets on top. It had all been so well organized. But the place was barren. The crafted wooden walls and vaulted ceiling gave the impression of some sort of monastery. That might explain the raking he heard outside.

      “You are awake,” a man said. The source of the statement wore grey robes with carefully embroidered black and white lines which formed patterns of clashing shapes similar to waves in the surf. They each formed an image of two faces that blended into one like a silhouette. “Matthew has told me all about you, Jason. You are in an abbey on the outskirts of the Thieves’ Forest. The Black Mountains you escaped from are beyond them. I’m amazed that you four made it so far.”

      “This is the Abbot,” Matthew interrupted. “He’s on the level. Alain is sleeping in the knight’s quarters, and Ordopha is with the servants. You’ve been out for two days. Well rested yet?”

      Jason blushed. “Hello, Abbot. I’m Jason. I guess you know about Pollux and everything else.”

      “I do. Matthew also told me about a bomb in his chest. Something like a curse?”

      “That’s right!” Jason threw his cramped legs over the bed and stretched. “If I’ve been out for two days then that means it’s been four days since he had that thing put in. We’ve got to get going.”

      The Abbot smiled. “Matthew should be able to tell you what you need. Do you mind? I have my duties to perform, and he can speak inside your head, correct?”

      “Please go on with your day. I’ll listen to the jerk say what he has to say.”

      The Abbot bowed and disappeared into the burgeoning day. Jason groaned at the pain. Even with all that rest, his muscles hurt.

      “So, boy. Where do you want to start? Have any dreams?”

      Jason thought on it, but nothing came to mind. “No, I can’t remember. It doesn’t matter anyway, we got that seed. Anyway, I’m going to find Alain and Ordopha. Has Shaula contacted you?”

      “No. I understand you’re worried about the bomb, but she wouldn’t set it off. Not as long as you have the seed and she needs these bracelets. Besides, she said there’s a time limit.”

      “If it’s a week then we have three days left. We can’t just sit around here.”

      “A lot’s been happening, you know. No need to fly off the handle.”

      As Matthew began to go on, Jason stood up and stretched again. Sore muscles and bones beat with his headache. It was going to be awhile before they could get back out on the road to . . . wherever they were going. Nonetheless, he needed to find the others.

      He noticed a pile of clothes on his bed. The well-tanned shirt and pants fit far better than the old prison rags. The green tunic simply slid over his new wear. Jason grunted as he dressed.

      That was when he spotted his bandages and the lack of dirt on his skin. They had cleaned him.

      “The Abbot received a message via hawk days ago. It was from the Misery Mists in the Black Mountains.”

      “What does that have to do with us?”

      “It was from the Vultures. Richter specifically.”

      Jason perked up. “Continue.”

      “They escaped the frogs back to their village, but they kept looking out for us. They thought we died in the storm. The Abbot sent them a response last night that we made it here.”

      Jason let the weight slide from his shoulders. “Alain and Ordopha should be ecstatic.”

      “Yeah, they should.”

      “We got away, at least.”

      “I’m still not sure how. Apparently, that green fog is poisonous to Earthwalkers. It’s all over the forest, too. That’s why no one makes it through. Whatever that mirror was, it really saved us.”

      There were boots on the floor that might as well have been pillows for his feet. He slid them on his sore toes. Those old prison shoes would not be missed.

      Jason stepped out into the day with a yawn. The morning sun beat down on his fresh wear.

      Before him, men tilled small fields. Strange cat-like horse creatures pulled carts. The men wore brown robes, and the beasts obeyed their every word. Beyond those working were knights on the ramparts and gates surrounding the area. Buildings littered this abbey, mostly smaller than the one Jason had left, built with wood and housed cruck roofs, though there was what looked like a barn made of timber with a roof that was thatched. The place was a bit too small to be a village.

      The abbey centered on a medium-sized, weather-beaten stone church. The moss on the blocks looked as though it had been allowed to grow for ages. Chanting floated out from the interior of the oversized place.

      ”I don’t get it,” Jason said. “What’s an Earthwalker?”

      “These people are known as Earthwalkers. Legend is that thousands of years ago the Great Sorcerer King created them out of the very dirt of Tyndarus.”

      “So he’s their God? Does that mean they worship Nieto?”

      “Not at all. Listen to the rest.”

      Matthew went on. When Nieto arrived from beyond the sky, he created the Earthwalkers from the very dirt under his feet. For centuries they lived as little more than drones and puppets.

      But then a man on wings of light flew down from the heavens and fought the Great Sorcerer King to a standstill, sending life essence down onto the people. The Earthwalkers absorbed the strange light, and it freed them from servitude. The battle ended, and the warrior of the sky disappeared, but Nieto had been left close to death. His former subjects chased him into the mountains where he hid ever since.

      “Okay,” Jason said. “That explains this place. I get that. But who is Nieto?”

      “No one knows. No one has even seen him in centuries.”

      “Probably because he’s been busy on Earth.”

      Jason pushed open the large door to the church. Creaking pews filled with men awaited inside. They all kneeled in prayer. The empty embroidered chair at the front glistened with plated gold. The freshly picked flowers tickled his nostrils. The Abbot himself kneeled before it with his face flat against the floor. Jason sidled into an empty pew as the prayers continued.

      “Do you see Alain or Ordopha?” he whispered.

      “Near the front.”

      Sure enough through the rows of people, he spotted the backs of his friends’ heads where they kneeled. They took part in this strange service.

      Matthew said that the Abbot called it Intactilis. This was their way to give thanks to the one who saved them from their prison so long ago . . . whoever that was. He scanned the carved stone and wood. The patterns of flying men in the walls were hard to ignore.

      Stained glass with large white wings over an orange sunset showed the hope these people had taken from the defeat of Nieto. Little wonder the Great Sorcerer King used what life remained in him to take back what he had lost. His world, Tyndarus, had changed overnight, and all he built had been ripped from his control.

      No wonder he even looked to Earth. Jason thought of the service where they kneeled to a god that freed them from a poisonous hold. Men outside carried small boulders on their backs as they did their work and the women bruised their knees and shins on the paths as they crawled across them in prayer. How bad was Nieto’s control over these people that this could be seen as an improvement?

      “You probably think they’re crazy,” Matthew interrupted. “But they have stories of their own. I heard the books of their prophets contain insanity beyond even what we went through. Not to mention they have heard of Mirror Gates.”

      “How many are there?”

      “The Abbot guesses that Nieto has four from the legends, but he doesn’t know. Nieto didn’t create the Mirror Gates: he took them from another world and warped them with his magic. They could be anywhere on Tyndarus.”

      Jason stared at the painting of winged warriors assaulting a mountain covered in purple mist. “I’m sure that Shaula hid them well if the two of them are as hated as it looks.”

      “The king has a Mirror Gate. It’s been locked up for centuries. That’s our best bet. Since you’re up and feeling better, we’ll leave tomorrow.”

      “If it’s not Nieto’s it might not head to Earth.”

      “Got any better ideas? We could go back through the forest.”

      “Quiet.”

      Earthwalkers lined up before the empty seat. The Abbot sat in the chair and said a few words in a language Jason didn’t understand. The line moved forward, and the first man kneeled before the Abbot. The robed man put out his hand and asked the kneeler a question. After the response, he slowly slid his hand into the man’s chest as if it were sinking into water. The strange smell of rotting flesh filled the air. The Abbot removed his hand, and the man bowed and returned to his pew. He remained perfectly fine. Jason clenched his stomach at the stink and backed out of the pew.

      “Something wrong?” Matthew asked.

      “Didn’t you see what he did?”

      “Yes. And?”

      “We’re leaving here as soon as possible. This place is screwy.”

      A few minutes later the service ended. Alain and Ordopha met them outside, and Matthew left Jason’s head. Alain beamed. He looked the best Jason had ever seen him with fresh clothes with a new sword that glinted against the sunlight. Matthew stared at Ordopha, and Jason couldn’t blame him. She cleaned up well. Her hair was done up, and her simple green dress brought attention to her glowing smoky eyes. That extra day did them well.

      Matthew started talking to them as the rest of the church emptied, but Jason blew past them. He couldn’t stand the church any longer, and he found himself swearing under his breath about the place. His breaths sharpened, and nostrils flared.

      Between the oblivious worshippers of a god that left them and a demon that still lived to terrorize a whole other world, Jason couldn’t decide which he detested more. Nieto should have been hunted down and destroyed.

      But it still stuck in his mind. If that god had abandoned them then what was that service for? Were they calling upon its power? If that essence that nearly killed Nieto remained inside them then maybe these people weren’t so crazy after all.

      Jason crossed the pathway toward the ramparts. He couldn’t blame the Earthwalkers of this place for how they lived, but his allies were a whole other matter. It was as if Matthew and the other two thought all their problems were solved. Did they forget Shaula was still out there?

      He stood atop the ramparts and looked far into the distance back the way they came. There the dark clouds swirled about the mountains like a permanent black mark on its existence. Between them lay untold miles of misty green-hued forests. His stomach curled scanning over it. The memories of Mageuopolis would stay in his thoughts until his death.

      “Duel!” a man yelled from behind him. “Sir Orach is about to duel the newcomer!”

      A crowd of knights swirled around the large square stone building down the road from the church. Jason assumed this was the barracks. Men from all over ran toward it, including Matthew.

      The blacksmith was located beside the barracks. The smithy leaned against a post, ignoring the chaos. The barrel-chest man grinned straight at Jason.

      The boy leaped down from the stone steps into the grass and passed the crowd. He ignored the hooting and hollering as they shouted in a circle.

      “Jason, eh?” the man barked. “I have a present for you and your brother.”

      A cheer shouted from the crowd beside them. Swords clanged from within their circle.

      “Abbot Grenzer told me you could use some armor for your trek. I have it for you whenever you wish it. You’re well built for a boy.”

      “I’m fifteen. You’re making me armor? I don’t even know you.”

      “Even if the Abbot and Sir Orach didn’t ask me, I still would have done it. There are some good tales about Pollux. I’ve forgotten so many of them, though. Age is a fickle mistress.”

      One of the duelers in the center of the crowd shouted. A blade reverberated against a hard object: probably a shield.

      “What do you know about Pollux?” he asked the blacksmith.

      “The wielder is destined to be a god. Strength and immortality, the stuff of legends. You should be grateful that Pollux has chosen you, eh?”

      Jason thought of Case’s buried body. He suppressed a shiver. “I’m not so sure about that. Does anyone come out of the forest often? I’m half-expecting a witch to come flying out of it.”

      The blacksmith grinned. “We sometimes get stragglers, but they have already gone mad from the fog by the time they reach here. You won’t meet any witches out here!”

      The crowd gave a disappointed sigh. Jason could no longer ignore the interruption. He said goodbye to the blacksmith and pushed through the gaggle to the center. He would put an end to this distraction. When he finally slipped inside, he found two familiar warriors.

      Alain stood breathing hard and triumphant with light cuts across him. Matthew lay splayed out on the grass with his sword two feet from him. Bruises covered him. The fallen man gave Jason a thumbs up as he sat forward. At the edge of the crowd stood Sir Orach, arms folded. None of them wore much in the way of armor.

      “Matthew?” Jason asked. “You’re fighting Alain?”

      “He’s showing me some tricks. Apparently, I hold the grip too tight and have bad footwork. I’m also too slow.”

      Sir Orach nodded. “You have work to do. For now, Castor will cover your amateur movements.”

      Matthew listened intently as he gathered his breaths. It was unlike him to seriously take advice. When Sir Orach finished, Matthew stood back up and hobbled over to the fallen sword.

      “For a beginner, it’s not so bad.” Sir Orach clapped Alain on the shoulder. “However, your fury overwhelms you and dulls your movements. A foe can easily steer you how they wish. Be more aware of your surroundings, Alain.”

      Alain looked down at his battered blade. It had taken more of a beating than Matthew did. The victorious warrior said nothing as he let Sir Orach continue his lecture.

      Jason could not tear his attention from Alain. For someone who had won, he sure grimaced a lot. The warrior had lived his whole life fighting and protecting those he loved, but he had never considered how he would battle in a different landscape from his former prison. Now the rules had changed. Maybe Jason had more in common with him than he first thought.

      And that was when it hit Jason. He had held them all back since the two landed on Tyndarus. Matthew led, Alain and the others fought, but Jason had been a tagalong that would have been dead ten times over if he didn’t have Pollux. He couldn’t get by on luck forever.

      “Finally, he walks,” Sir Orach said to Jason. “You are due for your lesson.”

      “Me?”

      Matthew handed his sword and shield to Jason. “Good luck. Alain doesn’t play nice.”

      “He what?”

      But Matthew passed into the crowd without saying anything. Several soldiers clapped his shoulder as he passed. In front of Jason, Alain grew a grin that was as sinister as it was joyous.

      “Now this,” Alain said, “this is what I want.”

      Jason gulped and stepped into the center of the grass.

      “Remember,” the boy said. “I’m new at this.”

      “That hermit left something for me while you slept. Would you like to see it?”

      “I guess.”

      “Beat me, and it’s yours.”

      Before Jason could reply, Alain charged him. The boy’s arms trembled with each sword strike. This would not end well.
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        * * *

      

      They spent the rest of the day in training with their swords. Alain thrashed Jason handily, but the boy did pick up a few tricks for handling his blade. Matthew couldn’t help but admire the kid’s fire and refusal to stay down. His spirits rose abnormally high.

      At sunset, the two of them and the siblings gathered on the ramparts. Matthew traced the path they would be using in the morning for the boy. He’d gone over it in his mind many times while Jason slept dreamlessly.

      There they saw the road that went miles into the distance. Halfway up the path waited a destroyed town that had been raided by lizard men decades ago. Far beyond it and over rolling hills sat the last town before Nerono. After that was a two-day journey to the city.

      “I still wish to see the others,” Alain said. “But I will offer you two my sword.”

      “Can you at least tell me what the hermit gave you?”

      “It’s this.” Alain removed a tiny slab of a mirror. The shard glinted sunlight across their faces. “He said it was a piece of a Mirror Gate, but it doesn’t do anything at all. I kept it as a gift, but it appears quite useless. I would offer it to you, but I plan on traveling with you regardless.”

      Matthew scanned the horizon, tracing their possible path. “You two don’t have to follow us. I’m still not sure how exactly we’re going to handle this. Shaula will probably find us soon.”

      “We cannot leave until I defeat you in a duel, Matthew.”

      “What?” He asked, incredulous at the idea. “Why?”

      “You interfered with my duel. You should be grateful it is not Sir Orach. I will only crush you—he would take your head.”

      Matthew laughed to himself. “You Earthwalkers are something else. Honor is everything, huh? Me? I would have just kicked you in the throat and called it a day.”

      “I would expect that from you.”

      Ordopha sighed. “Men. Can you two think of nothing else but violence?”

      “I guess I just don’t get it,” Matthew said.

      “Well, you are human. I’m sure there are many things you do that we cannot understand.”

      “The Abbot is lending us three cat-trals for the journey,” Alain replied. “We’ll be in the village in half a day. Compared to the mountains, this is nothing.”

      Unless Matthew’s bomb went off. But he didn’t need to mention it. They had enough worries without him adding his own. Shaula might be crazy enough to set it off, but he had to hope she wouldn’t. Otherwise, he would ever be able to relax.

      Crows squawked from the branches of nearby trees and chatter from soldiers erupted from below. The slow descent of the orange horizon darkened blue. Night arrived.

      Soon enough Alain and Jason left them alone. The boy was tired and unwilling to talk about the seed and Alain wanted to attend Intactilis one more time. Matthew waited with Ordopha for what felt like hours as the remaining curve of the sun seemed stuck in the sky. He wanted to thank her.

      After they found the Mirror Gate and figured out how to open it, Matthew would never see either sibling again. If it weren’t for them he would be a puppet of Shaula. There was nothing he could do to thank them. But as he struggled to think of the words to say, Ordopha laughed.

      Her shining platinum hair ruffled in the light breeze. She brushed a strand from her face, and her lips curled into a smile. Peace flowed across her. In a universe full of decay, she had only become more radiant.

      “Is there something wrong?” she asked, looking up at him.

      Blood rushed to his cheeks and glanced ahead once more. “No, I was just thinking.”

      “You do that a lot. About your home?”

      “You could tell?”

      She laughed softly into the wind again. “You aren’t hard to puzzle out, Matthew.”

      “I’m just trying to figure out what I’ll do when I get back. If I even do destroy this bomb and the Mirror Gates, I’m still at a loss. Do I become a hero? But then I have to get in with that crowd, and I can’t do that. But Castor is incredible, and I can’t just get rid of it.”

      “So use it. Use it like you used it to save us from Shaula. There must be many on your world in need of saving. You’ve mentioned there are many like you.”

      “Sort of.” Of course, there were superheroes and villains where he came from, they were what Serenity City was known for. But he just couldn’t see himself with them. He couldn’t put on a face. “Jason loves them. Maybe he’ll become one when he gets back.”

      “And you?”

      “I don’t know. There are still things I have to do.” Her fragrance caused him to lean in closer. He paused, shaking his head. What was he doing? Women always did this to him. He leaned back. “But what about you? You’re free now. You can do anything.”

      She hummed and looked up to the sky again. “What do you think of this dress?”

      Ordopha wore a simple green number that could not have been made for anyone but a peasant. The material bunched as she showed it off. But it worked on her. Then again, he wasn’t sure there was anything she could wear and not look good. He had never seen her more dignified than that moment.

      “I’m a man. You’re asking a member of the wrong sex.”

      “No,” she said with a smirk. “I mean that I have never clothes like this in that prison. Very fetching. I was told this is merely common garb for women, but I feel as regal as a queen.”

      “Not sure how you can tell the difference. You look good in anything.”

      She locked eyes with him after a short pause. His cheeks reddened. He tried to laugh it off. When she looked away again, he thought he saw red in her soft cheeks. Now he felt even worse.

      “I’m going to hit the sack early,” he said. “Jason’s tired, and I don’t want him to transform while we’re standing out here. I’d never hear the end of it. Besides, maybe he’ll finally spill about the seed.”

      She nodded, still focused on the distance. “I understand.”

      “Are you going to be okay out here? It’s getting cold.”

      “Thank you, but I will be fine. The mountains were far worse than this.”

      “But you don’t have magic protecting you here.”

      “No,” she said with a smile. “I do not.”

      Matthew marched to the sleeping quarters. Knights continued their practicing outside with swords clashing, and monks kept up their chores, but they began to thin out. Soon enough only the guards would be left.

      Inside monks prayed by their beds while some slept. Jason lay in his bed with his hands under his head. Matthew sat beside him. The boy hummed a song from some old cartoon.

      “How is Ord taking it?” Jason asked. “You leaving Tyndarus, I mean?”

      “About as well as Alain, I guess. That’s a dumb question.”

      Jason laughed. “Right, I’m dumb. Anyway, I think I’m getting the hang of that sword. Alain beat me a few times, but . . . hey, are you listening?”

      “I am.” But that was a lie. He kept watch on the window and the large moon that had just lit the sky. Earth’s moon was not so different from this one. “Tyndarus really is a lot like home.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Never mind.”

      The night fell fast. A dog howled miles off. Jason slept inside Matthew’s head as the latter lay awake on the bed. What was this sick feeling he kept having? Something here wasn’t quite right. Hopefully, when they left in the morning, he would regain his senses again. Soon enough his eyes became heavy like weights, and his thoughts petered out. Sleep won out.

      The ground trembled. He shook in his bed as a horn bellowed outside. An earthquake raged.

      Guards bellowed outside. Matthew jumped from his bed half-asleep with Jason stirring inside his mind. The other monks sat up. While they mumbled, he ran out into the night still in his shirt and pants.

      Flaming arrows arched over ramparts and into the grass. Several struck the buildings, including the church. The guards ran about flinging arrows outwards to their attackers. Shouts screamed into the night.

      “What’s happening?” Jason mumbled.

      A horrendous sight climbed the ramparts towards the inside. Red lizard men screeched and slashed at the guards as they landed on the inside of the walls. Soldiers ran out to meet the beasts.

      “We’re being invaded.”
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      Swords flashed and fires burned across the abbey buildings. Jason and Matthew ran into the barracks for weapons. There they found the blacksmith who led them to their armor. The silver shone brightly as did the close helms and sturdy looking swords. Jason clutched the blade close. Matthew led him back out where the battle raged on.

      Chaos ruled the outside. Red lizards burned anything they could get a hold of. Swords clanged, and axes split skulls, but the monstrous beasts simply kept coming in over the walls. First a dozen, then another dozen, and yet another.

      Alain fought by the front gate surrounded by several men, including Sir Orach. Jason and Matthew joined them in a circular pattern to help with defense.

      But as the beasts swarmed the soldiers, Jason quickly noticed an abnormality. The lizards centered their attention on the two of them. The monsters ducked and weaved around most other soldiers purely to assault Castor and Pollux. Shaula had sent these things for them.

      That was when Jason got an idea. He deflected a sword swing and yelled out to Matthew. “Find Ord. These things are coming for us. We should get out of here before this place is razed.”

      Matthew paused as if considering Jason’s words. His shield slammed against the helmeted head of a lizard man.

      “You’re right,” he replied. He waved to Alain. “You guard him, and I’ll find her.”

      “As if I can guard that monster.”

      Matthew took off towards the servant’s quarters, slashing anything that came near him. The lizards slunk back as he passed and soon followed after him. They swarmed in a crowd, sweeping across the ground. A blade caught one in the back as they gave chase.

      It was Alain. He waved Matthew off, and the wielder of Castor vanished into the flames.

      “Where did they come from?” Jason yelled to his friend’s savior.

      “Out of the forest fog! Shaula’s puppets appear to be after you and Matthew. We need to leave this place now.”

      Jason grinned.

      Sir Orach ascended the ramparts, and his men followed, cutting any who dared get close. The lizards hissed and swore as they fell upon their enemies. Sir Orach barked orders to Alain and Jason to get going. The soldiers all slashed like mad, downing lizard men in waves of pure carnage. Alain used the moment to run, with Jason right behind.

      “To the barn,” he told the boy.

      They ran towards the barn and found two cat-trals that had been set aside for them. The Abbot waited for them inside. He handed them their supply sacks for the journey filled with wrapped and salted foods. It was time to leave, but neither Matthew nor Ordopha had returned yet.

      “It is a madhouse outside,” the Abbot said to the pair.

      “They’re coming for us,” Jason replied. “The faster we leave, the faster they’ll stop.”

      “Jason!” one of the soldiers from outside was calling for him. “Hurry!”

      Alain growled as they returned to the carnage. “What is the problem now?”

      “It is Matthew. Hurry and come with me.”

      Alain and Jason glanced at each other and then at the soldier. Matthew was supposed to be getting Ordopha. Before either could answer, there was a loud voice booming above like a muffled megaphone. Her regal tone could never be mistaken for anyone else.

      “Castor and Pollux! Please come outside quietly, or everyone and everything burns.”

      Jason instinctively flinched, and Alain tensed. They both knew the voice of Queen Shaula of Mageuopolis quite well by now.
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        * * *

      

      Matthew stood at the door to the servant’s quarters with goosebumps growing on his skin and fire in his blood. The large lizard man looked down on him with smoldering eyes. This one was different from the others. This one had a round head, stood seven feet tall, and wore silver armor, not unlike his. The red beast held two women, one under each of his massive arms. They were half-conscious. One was Chel, the servant girl, and the other, Ordopha.

      Heat burned in his blood as he gripped his sword tighter.

      “I watched these two for a while now,” the lizard boomed. “They’re mine.”

      “You were hiding here.” Of course Shaula had agents outside the mountains, but he didn’t expect them here. “What took you so long to make your move?”

      “I only had to take the place of one of the guards.” The large beast squinted. “You are Castor or Pollux I take it. Is one of these your woman? I certainly hope so.”

      Matthew sprang for the lizard man. As if he set off a trap, three smaller enemy warriors darted for him from the corners of the room. Blades barreled at him.

      A sword sliced his helmet, and an axe slashed his shoulder. Pain burst through his rage, and he cried out. But the giant lizard had already leapt past him. Matthew ran one enemy through and charged after the escaping monster.

      Other soldiers poured in to assist Matthew, but he left them to their work.

      The giant leaped up upon the ramparts, crushing stone under his massive feet, and bounded over the wall in one easy motion. Matthew rushed as fast as his legs could carry him, parrying whatever strikes came his way. He followed the giant enemy over the side.

      Split earth and upturned stone awaited around the perimeter of the defensive wall. Lizard men burst out from the fissures and slung themselves up the vertical surface like spiders. He fell between them into the pit below where the ground itself swallowed him inside of it. Broken rock and earth closed in around him like a closing maw.

      Matthew morphed into water, and let his form sink down into the shrinking gap. The earth absorbed him as his form stuck into it. The world became black as his existence evaporated.

      Indistinct cold air crashed against him from below. With as much force as he could muster, he willed his very atoms to press downward toward it.

      He splashed against the stone ground, his form raining through like a sudden downpour. Red sparks of pain ran through his being—he needed to pull himself back together again. With Castor on his mind, he reformed to whole human in an instant.

      Matthew landed with his back against a rock wall. A faint light beamed through a crack. His breaths fell hard, his bones rattling, but he held his groans in despite his throbbing muscles. Voices echoed against the darkness through the opening.

      “Take the girls to the Thief Town,” a woman’s voice said. It wasn’t Shaula, but it sounded suspiciously like it.

      The giant lizard man grunted. “I don’t take orders from you, Camille. The Queen is the only one I listen to.”

      “That’s irrelevant, Rantan,” she replied. “The Salamanders will give you cover for your escape. The Queen wants Castor and Pollux, and they are sure to come for this girl.”

      She had her hair in braids and wore light armor from head to toe across her well-toned form. Matthew tried to see her face, but it was next to impossible in the flickering torch she held. There was an air about her that reminded him of Shaula. A large group of red salamanders stood behind her, waiting for her word to strike.

      “Then let us be moving, girl.” The lizard’s tongue slurped air. “If the Queen doesn’t need them both then I will quite enjoy the useless one.”

      “That’s disgusting. But very much like you.”

      “I was the one who had to slip in and live among these weaklings. I deserve a reward for having to wait for you to finally make a move.”

      Matthew sunk into a puddle, his form allowing him through the crack in the stone. He slid forward in the obscure shadows that dipped in and out with the torchlight. The pair of villains continued arguing.

      The one called Rantan took a massive step forward toward Camille. Matthew slunk under it and plunged upward. He solidified whole and brought his sword upward in a vertical arc. The slash glided through flesh, and Rantan yelled.

      A massive scaly arm flew from the enemy’s body, dashing against the rocks. Matthew caught the loosed woman who fell into his arm. Rantan moved back to where Camille stood watching.

      Matthew could barely make out who he caught but instinctively knew that it was not Ordopha. Not the right proportions. Chel moaned and shook her head.

      “Matthew?” she mumbled.

      “Don’t worry, you’re fine. I’ll get you out of here in a minute.”

      “Castor!” Camille shouted. “I thought Pollux was the bull. The Queen said you were the snake.”

      “The Queen doesn’t know much of anything. Give back Ordopha and call off your Salamanders. If you’re lucky I won’t decide to cut you like I did your goon.”

      “You bastard,” the lizard man hissed. He held Ordopha tighter in his remaining arm. She let out a soft cry. “You are in no position for demands.”

      “Then tell me what you want!”

      The woman laughed. “We will return with our queen by the next moon fall. You and Pollux are to meet us at the gate to that monastery when she arrives. If you do not, she will die, and everyone inside will be put to the sword and burned. Is that simple enough for you, sir?”

      “Why not just take me now?” He glanced at the red lizards. Many fled down the tunnels. They clearly did not have the numbers left for a full assault. But Shaula would be able to defeat the two of them, as she had almost done in the mountains. “Or can you?”

      “I might convince you to throw down your arms, but what about Pollux? Where is he?”

      “Probably cutting your pets apart. Bring Ordopha back, and I will go quietly. She has nothing to do with this.”

      Camille paused and looked over her shoulder as if she were being talked to. Her fingers trembled and dried dirt fell from them. How long had she spent making these tunnels and how many more could she make in her tired state? Before he could puzzle it out, she turned back to him. “We have no more time to play these childish games.”

      She crouched and slammed her hands down. Tremors ran from her fingers along the ground towards the walls and then the ceiling. The stone above them broke open like God ripping open the universe itself. Rubble formed from the crags. A trail of rock forty feet tall lead back up to the surface. Stone stairs split into steps from his feet.

      “Go and tell them,” she said. “I do not know how you found us down here so fast, but you will not be following further.”

      Once more she clapped down. The ground before her lifted up then slammed into the stone ceiling like a sliding door. The solid surface had to be several feet thick. He saw no way through.

      From the opening above chimed familiar voices. Several soldiers peeked through the gap and called down into the dark.

      “We’re down here!” he yelled.

      “Is that you, Matthew?” one asked.

      “Chel is with me,” he replied. “She’s coming up.”

      She looked at him sideways. “You’re not coming?”

      “No. I have to get Ordopha back. You heard what they said, right?”

      She nodded. “Yes, but how can you—”

      “Be sure to tell everyone what these guys are up to.”

      Matthew sunk back into water and pushed himself to soak through the stone just as he did in the mountains. His atoms ached as they were torn apart in his squeeze through the cracks. Castor held tight through the red flashes before him.

      When he kissed air, he reformed back into the dark again. His brain swirled as his matter reconstructed. His vision focusing on the black atmosphere, he spotted the low flicker of torchlight far ahead. Matthew took off through the tunnels in a mad dash.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What do you mean that Matthew left?” Jason asked. “Why would he just run off?”

      The soldier mentioned Ordopha being taken and all of a sudden everything made sense. One of the lizards had gone for her. Matthew chased it out of the abbey.

      A crowd of soldiers led by Sir Orach fought beside the burning remains of the servant quarters. The number of lizards had thinned, but plenty still remained. Alain made a move toward the wall and the ramparts. Jason seized his shoulder.

      “Leave it to Matthew,” Jason told the warrior. “We need to help Sir Orach.”

      “I will never abandon anyone again.”

      “You aren’t. I’m telling you that we need to help the people here first. Matthew can find her. We can help here.”

      “But can you?” a new voice said.

      Jason and Alain spotted a warrior emerge from one of the burnt out stables. He wore a large helmet over his oval head and large black eyes peering through. This warrior dressed in heavy dark armor and stood half a foot taller than Alain. He carried a large axe and shield.

      “Are you with them?” Jason asked.

      “Come and see.”

      “Forget the boy,” Alain growled. He shook with every word. “I’ll be the one to end you.”

      Alain crossed blades with newcomer. Their swords crashed against each other.

      A hand clamped on Jason’s shoulder. He turned to see the same man who just challenged Alain to a battle. A twin? Had he been hiding in the shadows to strike the boy from behind? The clone grinned sorrowfully.

      “Pollux, I presume,” the duplicate knight said. “I hope you do not mind sharing a piece of yourself!”

      The strange knight jerked his hand back, and Jason’s soul rattled inside his skin. The boy saw double for a moment. A sharp pain like a bone being ripped from his skeleton ran through his shoulder. He struggled back and saw exactly what his attacker was doing. The knight pulled a whole body free from Jason’s shoulder like a rabbit from a hat.

      The removed body was, in fact, a whole human being. Jason looked it over, mouth agape. It was another Jason. The doppelganger wore the same clothes and held the same sword. He wore a blank expression as he stared at Jason with dead saucer eyes. A clone!

      “You’re a Prime,” Jason said to the knight. “How is that possible?”

      “You will find us three more than common fodder. I am Oronidamus the Cutter. I apologize for stealing a piece of you, Pollux.”

      Jason did feel lighter, and his posture had been thrown off kilter. He could not seem to remain calm as if his emotions became unbalanced. His clone clashed blades with him, flat expression and all. The fake breathed and moved as if it were the real Jason. Sharp pain rolled inside Jason like shattered glass. The boy yelled as he pushed back against his doppelganger.

      “What did you do to me?” His breaths were almost choking him.

      “I cut out a piece of the subject to create more of them. I only needed to hold you off but mere moments. Since we have achieved what we came for, I believe I can leave you with a few words.”

      Pollux thumped in Jason’s bones as he slashed the sword. The clone Jason moved with him, deflecting his blows as if it also had Pollux to rely on.

      But his thoughts were off. Bloody visions of the clone before him began to flood his mind. There were so many ways to kill this beast and then the Cutter right after him. Deflect the blow, wait for the moment, and dive in with teeth bared and—

      “I’m going to eat your heart,” Jason growled. He leaped in on the clone with his sword dancing. The deflection and his heavy stomps on the earth shook the ground itself. “Stop running!”

      Pollux had energy to spare, and Jason was willing to burn through it all. He would push it to the wall. All he needed was the right moment and the right chance. Then the blade would come down and the blood would—

      “Jason!” Alain yelled.

      Jason stalled in mid-swing, and his copy moved in. When their swords bounced, a third party had moved in. Alain stabbed through the clone Jason. The doppelganger hardened and turned to ash, blowing away in the wind.

      Jason blinked. Bloodlust pulsed through his veins. He wanted to kill, and wanted to do so very badly. Was it so wrong? Even if killing this thing wasn’t enough, there would be other targets. Meat hung all over this place.

      Before these thoughts could continue, a tremor rumbled inside his stomach. It took a moment for his senses to return to normal. He had been punched in the gut. His lungs seized with the impact as he doubled over. Alain had punched him.

      “Jason!” Alain repeated. “Regain your composure! We are not done.”

      Jason’s heart burned like a spear had been lodged inside. Was this the missing piece? Was it coming back? His face fell against the grass as he clutched his heart. A short vision passed before his eyes—a girl with platinum hair suspended in a cocoon of light. A name beat up against him. He could almost remember it. Was this a forgotten dream? Tears welled in his eyes.

      “I will be your opponent,” Alain said to the Cutter.

      “Was it really proper for you to jump into the boy’s fight? That is not the way a man of honor should act.”

      “Some things are beyond honor, knave. You tore out a piece of his soul and forced him to fight it. There is nothing honorable about that.”

      “I suppose not,” the Cutter said with his usual sad tone. He paused as if he were listening to someone speak. “But it does not matter. We are done.”

      “We agree on that!”

      Alain rushed in and slashed. Their blades beat and Alain grunted as the skin on his forehead sliced open. The Cutter ducked his reprisal swing. Alain screamed the most intense battle cry Jason had ever heard and parried the attack. The enemy wobbled as his weapon bounced back. Blood flew from light slashes not quite reaching their mark, but one man just would not relent. Alain leaped in and ran the enemy through, and then swung for the neck. The Cutter’s head rolled across the grass, turning to dust. Alain let out a hard breath and dropped to one knee.

      “You did it!” Jason shouted. He slowly climbed back up. “It feels like he split something off of me, and then it snapped back after. What was that guy?”

      Alain gazed at where the body had fallen. “Something foul is afoot.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. My gut tells me this is not as it should be.”

      Jason struggled back up to his feet, his chest still aflame. The battlefield was emptying. Lizard corpses, soldiers, and ashes were strewn about all over. At least it was over.

      “Look here!” Sir Orach yelled from nearby. He guided what looked to be Chel. She was shaking. Her dress had been torn. “Please tell them what it was you told me, Chel.”

      Chel could not look either Alain or Jason in the eyes. “They have Ordopha. You have one full day to surrender Castor and Pollux, or they will kill her and raze the abbey.”

      “This is impossible,” Alain said. He gripped her shoulders and scanned her over. “Is she hurt?”

      “No,” she said, quietly. “I was to be bait for Castor and Pollux, just as Ordopha.”

      “Who led the attack?” Sir Orach asked.

      “One was the giant lizard who did not act like a lizard, and the other was a beautiful woman wearing armor. She controlled the earth and sealed off her escape with it. That was how they got so close to the wall without us knowing.”

      “And where is Matthew? I thought he went after my sister?”

      “He is still following her. He turned to water and chased her through the wall. I do not know where he went after that.”

      “Get her inside!” Sir Orach told the others.

      The other soldiers led her away. On the field, the remaining enemies had been slain, and the fires put out. The battle had come to an end. But many were still wondering about Matthew.

      “You ride to the next town,” Sir Orach said to Alain. “We need aid to mount our defenses. Hurry.”

      “We should follow Matthew,” Alain grumbled. “But I understand that it would do no good now. There is little chance of catching him. Jason, come with me. We will ride to find the Count.”

      Few things were stranger than Alain not being the one to rush into battle. The older warrior’s fists still trembled, but Jason wouldn’t argue with him. He felt much the same.

      Jason’s throat seized. An odd spark flashed through him like lightning. Invisible hooks penetrated his soul and dragged him back. He first thought the Cutter was responsible until he realized this sensation pumped inside like blood. His muscles stiffened.

      He transformed into mist. An intangible force roped him backwards and out of reality. He flew through the wall of the abbey and down into the earth. Sir Orach and Alain yelled after him, but it was of no use. He vanished before they could do anything.

      Jason launched through down black tunnels and solid rock and dirt like a missile.
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      A force from behind Matthew shot toward him at blinding speed. He didn’t let it stop him from sprinting through the pitch black tunnel. Regardless of his pursuer, he couldn’t let Ordopha get any further ahead. He would deal with it when it reached him.

      The tunnel lightly tremored around him and began to shrink. The woman had begun sealing it up.

      The heavy weight crashed into his back. Matthew tripped before slamming against the side of the tunnel. But there was nothing there. Whatever hit him had to be no heavier than air.

      That was when he realized just what it had to have been.

      “Jason?”

      “Is that you, Matthew?” Jason’s familiar voice bounced around the inside of Matthew’s skull. “Why am I here? Our time limit isn’t up yet.”

      “I guess there’s a distance we can’t cross. Sorry about that.” Matthew grunted as he stood back up from the shaking wall. Dirt bounced off his boots as he continued on. “I didn’t mean to take you out of the battle.”

      “The fight was over. The bigger problem is that we have one day until they return to attack the abbey. Unless we give up. Damn, I can’t get out of here. I guess we need to wait a bit. Where are you going, anyway? Is Ordopha down this way?”

      “I guess Chel told you. There’s two of them. One is a giant lizard, and the other has control over rock. I think they’re Primes.”

      “No way. We fought one up top who could create clones. Alain killed him, but I dunno. He thought it smelled fishy.”

      Now Matthew’s anger cooled towards confusion. There were three Primes on top of Shaula’s pyrokinetic abilities, and they now had Ordopha. Where they really going so far out just for Castor and Pollux, or was that seed really so valuable? “I think it’s time you spilled about the seed. You saw something in your dreams again, right?”

      “That‘s . . .  hard to say. I don’t know, man.”

      “Don’t give me that.” The shaking walls rumbled his words. “You’re not a good liar. Just say it, Jason. At this point, it could be the key to what Shaula and her followers want.”

      “I didn’t remember anything until my last fight but never mind that right now. All I saw in my dreams was a cute girl.”

      “A girl?”

      “She just floated there in this void. It didn’t mean anything.”

      “And that’s all you saw? Nothing about the seed?”

      “Just . . . a name. Zelana.”

      That name sounded familiar. “Zelana?”

      “Look out!”

      The contracting walls suddenly sped up. Dirt chunks fell from the ceiling, and the ground broke up into jagged pieces.

      “Looks like we’re about to see how well I can transform with you inside.”

      Even the thoughts in Matthew’s heads were shaking. “I fought Richter with Pollux while you were inside. It should work.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. I suggest you pray.”

      He kept an eye on the shrinking tunnel. The space once wide enough to fit a large fighting force now only spanned the width of a narrow walkway. Stone tore against the elbows of his armor.

      “Hold your breath, Jason.”

      Matthew leaped up and the stone crushed in. His puddle form splashed between squeezed plates that ground into each other. He sunk into the earth, allowing him no recourse but to push upward. Red flashes of pain erupted through his vibrating molecules. It wouldn’t throw him out of the form—not yet, anyway—but Castor didn’t like being used this way. He had to fight gravity and nature itself with its power.

      Unlike his mist form which allowed him to fly, his water transformation allowed him to be absorbed into other materials. The stealth and speed it gave him were invaluable, but it offered nothing in the way of defense. He could very well break apart.

      The earth crushing in gave him a compressed and heavy feeling in his atoms. It was as if the dirt were pushing him out like water in a flooded garden.

      “Can you move?” Jason asked.

      Despite extra weight from Jason, the strain did not fully grind him to a halt. He concentrated, keeping his form in one piece. This wouldn’t be enough to stop him.

      “I can move,” he replied in his head. That was true, he could move. Even though he shouldn’t have been able to. Did Castor just allow him to become water and air, or did it become one with him? These bracelets were about pushing the limits of physicality. A simple transformation wasn’t all they were. They merged two things together that were never meant to be one. “It’s not just a question of moving. It’s about becoming my surroundings.”

      “I thought you were water. Isn’t that like being one with everything?”

      “More than that, Jason,” he thought back. “Castor melds me with the elements. I just have to learn how to make it work.”

      If he could smile, Matthew would have done so. He understood it now! Just as Castor could let him become air and water, Matthew could, in turn, become other forms of each. Changing his properties sent lightning flashes of red pain, and winded Castor as much as him, but it could be done.

      Humidity heated his very being, pushing him through the earth. Within seconds he steamed up into the dark night, his mass crying out to be reformed. It began to drift apart.

      Matthew reconstituted and landed on his hands and boots. Hard breaths rocked through him and his pounding headache as sweat poured from him. His heart beat against the inside of his armor.

      At the same moment, Jason stepped outside. He leaned against one of the many knotted trees surrounding them, his face pale.

      “Those freaks led us backwards,” he said. “We’re in that forest at the base of the mountain. I can’t see anything through this fog.”

      “Don’t care where we are.” Matthew gulped down his breaths and stood tall again. “The tunnel leads this way, so we keep going.”

      “Not that I don’t want to help Ordopha, but we should go back and get Sir Orach and Alain. They can only help.”

      “We only have a day, Jason. Not only that, but Shaula’s lackeys don’t know how close we are. Going back now lowers our chances of surprise. And if this forest is as poisonous as I’ve heard, then we can’t wait any longer. She’s in trouble now.”

      Matthew traced the path. Dark trees cluttered the green fog surrounding them. If that tunnel only just closed, it meant they were near the end. But before he could make any further plan, Jason shoved him.

      “Don’t be so reckless,” the boy barked. “I knew you wanted to get home as soon as possible, but this is ridiculous. It’s like you want us to die.”

      Matthew shoved him aside. “Stop being stupid. Ordopha and the others are the only reason we’re still alive. We owe them.”

      The forest encroached on him the further Matthew went. The fogged green air was not like that in the mountains. This atmosphere contained a sharp material that felt like breathing in tacks.

      “You’re doing this because you owe them one? Boy, Alain has been quite a bad influence.”

      “We can’t all rush into battle as blindly as you. I saw them take her, and I followed them. Running away now would only let the trail grow cold.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure that’s why you’re doing this.”

      Matthew spun around and grabbed Jason by the shoulders. He slammed the boy into a nearby tree, pinning him. The trunk shook, and several birds scattered from the branches.

      “Are you getting stupid on me?” Matthew asked. “Someone was taken, and I went after them. That’s it. You’re getting on my damn nerves with your self-righteous crap. You couldn’t even tell us about that dream.”

      “Because it meant nothing!”

      “How do you know? You don’t get to make that call. Do something like that again, and I’ll put you back in the ground.”

      “Then do it,” Jason snapped. “If you think you did this for any other reason than your own wants then you’re lying to yourself.”

      “I don’t care what you think my motives are. I do care that you’re wasting my time. Is preaching embedded into your tiny brain or are you going out of your way to annoy me?”

      “Don’t act like I don’t want to help her, Matthew. You know I do.”

      “Then shut up and help me, or turn around and go back. Your choice.”

      “You know very well that it’s not. The bracelets won’t let us go separate ways. Since we’re here, I’m fully willing to go with you. But I’m telling you to think this through. You nearly got us both crushed to death!”

      Matthew let the boy go and retraced his path. The longer they argued, the further away Shaula’s goons got. They had already wasted enough time. But tracking the thugs would not be simple.

      The dark green mist threatened to choke the breath right out of him. Heavy knots of trees outstretched over the dark sky above them, keeping the air stagnant. The humidity pushed down against the cramped forest.

      “This way,” Jason said. He pointed through the thick brush to his left. “There’s a lot of people gathering over there.”

      “And you know this.”

      The boy tapped his ears. That was right, Matthew had nearly forgotten about Jason’s physical enhancements. Jason led him onward.

      Crows called off in the distance and the musty smell ground into his nostrils. Nature’s graveyard could not be too different from this place. The pair plodded through it in silence.

      The treeline ended where fog flowed freely across a dark grass grove. Across it lay a town of broken down houses, empty fields, and a road that split the entire area in two. Men in dark clothes walked beside and rode cat-trals toward a few brightly lit buildings. They traced the vague size of the village the size of a city block. However, three-quarters of it had been destroyed. The homes crumbled and the dirt upturned, it looked as if twelve landslides had their way with it.

      Matthew mused it over. Shaula would definitely be comfortable in a place like this.

      “I’m going to go check it out,” Matthew said.

      “Me, too.”

      “No, you’re not. In case you haven’t realized, or perhaps have the memory of a mentally deficient goldfish, powers are harder to use if we’re joined together. The last thing we need is to show up in the middle of enemy territory with nowhere to run and no energy. I’ll do reconnaissance and see what I can find. In the meantime, you keep an eye out if anyone comes by.”

      “Are you really still going with this John Wayne crap?”

      “You know John Wayne?” Matthew couldn’t hide his curiosity. “Your parents taught you well.”

      “It’s nothing to do with that. I just like Westerns.”

      “That’s the first thing you’ve actually told me without being coaxed.”

      “Can’t whine about things forever, can I?”

      Matthew transformed to water and splashed into the grass, whipping along at a breakneck speed. He sped through the taller grove and slid out under a broken fence which bent out over the dug up street. He skidded over fissures and passed laughing drunks and wandering cat-trals too busy being steered to bother with him. Eventually, he reached the noisy inn and tavern where the light spilled out into the street. He slid inside the same moment a beaten-up looking passerby crossed the threshold.

      The place boomed with song, drink, and loud bodies at every table. It had a feel like a funeral for an enemy. The songs were bitter, and the laughs scornful. This was not his sort of bar.

      But at the back of the tavern there sat one man with an honest laugh. He laughed from the gut and bellowed songs with gusto. The voice reminded Matthew of someone. He slid under the table. Several minutes passed before the drunk finally calmed and began speaking normally.

      “Many good thanks for the drink, Reg. A fantastic warrior deserves a fantastic bounty!”

      The man beside him laughed. “Oh, come now, Rantan, tell me more about the beauty you acquired. Who is the lucky one that takes her?”

      The name was familiar to Matthew, but not the face attached to it. This man’s thick beard and weather-beaten features held no similarity to the lizard that attacked the abbey. Not to mention that Matthew had severed its arm clean off. He kept listening as the oaf went on.

      “She’s too small for my tastes,” Rantan said. “I prefer women with more meat on their bones. But, aye, she is not unpleasant to look at. I suppose she’s pretty if you like scrawny women.”

      “Perhaps I do. Is there a chance I can have this one?”

      “No one will have this one, Reg. The Queen wants her as a trade.”

      “Hopefully you will then allow me a chance afterwards. It’s cruel that you magic-born can be awarded such prizes. We all support the Great Sorcerer King here.”

      Heat grew inside Matthew. It took all his willpower to resist transforming and begin cracking skulls. But not yet.

      “Aye, I understand, Reg. You are not like the riff-raff in the Deep Woods. But the Queen wanted her taken to the caves.”

      The large man sighed. Rantan downed a glass.

      “Was she so easy to take?” Reg asked.

      “Yes, I expected more from the Gemini Bracelets. Castor especially was a disappointment. I took his woman, and all he could do was take my arm. Laughable.”

      “All Earthwalkers outside the mountains are weaklings. I am more surprised that the two fools escaped the mountains in the first place, never mind reached an abbey. Your mother must be beside herself.”

      “Do not presume to understand her, Reg. Being in the company of filth has turned her livid.”

      “Was she really captured by those prisoners? I find that hard to believe.”

      “She used them to find some trinket. They stole it from under her nose before escaping. But regardless of all that, today was a success. What say we have another round?”

      That was half of what Matthew needed. Shaula’s men were here, but he still had no direction to search. This whole village gave a mood of a people infected with mad fever. None of them would jump at the chance to help a stranger. Had this town been abandoned and taken over by Shaula’s agents, or were these travelers and passersby? He couldn’t confirm either.

      Matthew listened longer. The two of them talked about all sorts of asinine things, but finally, the subject came up of where the big idiot lived.

      “I am not carrying you home this time, Rantan.”

      “Then be sure to have one of the wenches get another. I am not leaving until I have my fill.”

      “They won’t carry you that far. You outweigh everyone here. Wouldn’t you rather sleep in that large mansion of yours?”

      “A mansion?” Rantan cackled. “Please. It’s a poor place to hang one’s hat. The Queen insisted I sleep somewhere that would do her proud. She built that hoary hovel which smells of old things and death. It is like living on a graveyard. You must not judge how impressive a home is on its size, Reg. This shambling tavern is more of a home.”

      “Was that supposed to be a compliment? It did not feel like one.”

      “Aye, I’m only being truthful. That sort of things I find in my home after being away so long would surprise you. Some of those bandits really believe those rumors of treasure. My maps lead to nothing they want, I’ll tell you that much.”

      Reg groaned. “There is not enough gold in all of Tyndarus to convince me to go inside. I’ve heard tales of what lurks in your halls.”

      “Oh, have you?” He laughed. “But enough about me. Tell me about your cousin. Did he solve that problem with his neighbor yet? I say just steal the chicken back.”

      “That is your solution for just about every problem, Rantan. Steal this, steal that. We do not all have the power to do what we want.”

      Matthew’s form quivered. The bit of knowledge gained would have to be enough. Matthew had at least something to go on. He couldn’t wait in this place forever, not with Castor fading on him. He zipped back out under the table and towards the exit. Stomping drunks obliviously thumped the boards around him.

      He swam back along the ground. A cat-tral paw slammed down beside him. It hissed as he swirled along. The rider swore at the creature, thankfully unaware of him.

      Matthew slipped back into the tall grass and toward where he last left Jason.

      The idea of leaving that scumbag Rantan alone did not sit well, but Matthew had no choice. If he caused a scene, it would alert the other criminals and possibly Shaula herself. At that point, Ordopha would certainly be dead. Where would he find those caves? That was the reigning question.

      Matthew arrived back at the treeline and morphed back to normal. He called into the brush and Jason emerged. Matthew told him all he had heard, and the boy nodded along.

      “So we go to Rantan’s place and see if we can find anything,” Jason said. “He has to have something, maps, notes, or clues of some kind. Shaula built that place, after all.”

      “We’re not both going. I already told you it takes more effort to carry other people when transformed and we can’t walk in there wearing armor like this.”

      “That’s why we wear these.” Jason brought forth two heavy cloaks from behind his back. They were tall enough that they should cover even the tall pair. “I filched them from that house over there while you were gone. Had to look around a bit, but I don’t think anyone will miss ‘em.”

      “Stealing, boy scout?”

      “You really don’t know much about me.”

      “And whose fault is that? Are you dumb enough to not know what they’ll do to Ordopha if they know we’re here?”

      “They won’t do anything. They need her alive. But, yes, yes, I get it. As long as I’m not seen it shouldn’t matter, right? Well, I wasn’t seen.”

      Matthew tried to make heads or tails of the idiot. He sighed and shook his head. As long as Jason wasn’t seen, there was no sense harping on it.

      They threw the cloaks on over their armor. The rough visibility around the perimeter of the village meant they should be fine, but Matthew could not escape the feeling that they should avoid it. A distinct rotting stink wafted around this dead space. It didn’t appear like this fog would poison them, as it hadn’t hurt any of those here. However, Matthew felt like they should leave soon. Some presence remaining in the fog froze the pumping blood in his heart.

      The pair moved at a decent pace through the broken hovels surrounding the main road. The drunks avoided them as did most of the passersby. Every now and then one or two leaning against the ancient stone would watch them but only for a moment. None in this place wanted to cause a scene.

      But that did not mean the two of them would be left alone.

      “Keep close,” Matthew whispered.

      “I can handle myself.”

      “If they think we’re together they are less likely to try anything.”

      “You used to things like this?”

      Matthew grinned. “You really don’t know much about me.”

      “I guess that’s my fault.”

      No one had followed them, not yet, but there was no sense waiting to see if a dreg was trying to catch up. Up ahead and across the field lay a large wooden structure masked by the green air.

      He turned a corner around a shattered building and kept moving. They weren’t any different from common scum. Nothing other than thieves, drunkards, and murderers roamed this place.

      Finally the two arrived at the front of the mansion, or at least what those goons called a mansion. It went up three stories, with round stone towers in each corner. Tall grass stretched along the length of the property. The surrounding buildings were broken and abandoned like everything else in this town. This mansion looked impressive compared to its neighbors, but it was just as empty as the hovels. The oversized structure loomed like a gargoyle over the pair.

      “Multiple ways in,” Jason mumbled more to himself than Matthew. “I could break down the door, or you could slip in and find what we need while I wait out here. Obviously, it would be smarter for you to go, but it would be faster if I went.”

      “We’re both going.”

      Jason blinked at him and glanced around the barren area illuminated by muted green light. “I’m not sure about that. Isn’t it better to be separate?”

      “There’s no argument about this. Whoever stays out here is a sitting duck for the guys following us—and don’t think one or two aren’t following us. They’re probably still unsure of what we are. We need to go before they figure it out. Splitting up is silly.”

      “So you have done this before.”

      “Breaking into places?” Matthew replied with an acidic edge. “Not one of my proudest moments, but yes, I have. The important thing here is to find a spot that gives you a better vantage point than those who might stumble upon you. Wide open areas are a no-no.”

      “It’s not that I want to fight those guys, you know. The last thing I want to do is get Alain even madder at me.”

      “He’s probably mad enough that he’s not here with us. Get over here. We’re going in.”

      Jason merged with Matthew. Light footsteps slowly pressed against dirt in the green light behind them. Thieves would be upon them soon. Matthew moved to the door.

      He became a puddle and slid through the jamb. The steps stomped further and further away until they disappeared. When he was certain they were gone Matthew solidified into a human again.

      The dark mansion overwhelmed his senses. Eyes focusing in the dark, he got word of where he was from Jason before he could see anything. Matthew rubbed his brow to focus.

      “This is worse than outside. We shouldn’t be here.”

      “Because it smells like death?”

      It certainly did stink of corpses and ash, but the stench of alcohol and an unrecognizable aridic fragrance also lingered.

      “Not just that. Look over there.”

      Matthew bumped into a small table and fought off a swear. At the end of a scuffed up and dusty red carpet, he spotted a limp figure lying against the stone wall. The green fog from the window sent a tint across the inside. It shone across a chalk white object that looked like a bone.

      “You know what that is, right?”

      Matthew swallowed his nerves. The round object gained an extra dimension in the shadows as he leaned closer. He crouched down, dust attacking his nerves and tickling his nose. His fingers ran along the dark figure, and his spine tingled. He pushed it back, and a head rolled back against the wall. Dead eyes stared past him into infinity.

      “A body,” Matthew whispered.

      Somewhere on the floor above him, boots scuffled on wood. They weren’t alone in the house.
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      Jason winced when he heard the movement from upstairs. Jason left Matthew’s head and kept his fingers near his scabbard.

      He wanted to split up, but Matthew shot that idea down.

      “Not yet,” he whispered. “It’s easier to hide if there’s one of us, and I’m the better one at it. Sit silent here until you see something. For now, we just need to look for a clue.”

      An unspoken tension lingered in the room even with the revelation that they weren’t alone. The corpse at Matthew’s feet disturbed Jason more. Its face stretched out and gasping for air that would not come, and hands gripped like claws along the cold stone floor where scratches remained. The corpse had greying hair with a long face and beard, and underweight. His dress of finer silk and jewels betrayed any sense of belonging to this town. One single stab wound pierced the victim’s throat, but he could see no blood on the floor around the body. A black, solid mass like dried blood remained inside the puncture. Jason paid special attention to the empty eyes, the only clue that this shell had once been a real person. Whatever lay upstairs killed him.

      “There’s no time for this, Jason. He’s dead. Sticking around here isn’t going to help us.”

      “It’s hard to explain to someone that should have a better sixth sense than I do, but this body is giving me a bad feeling. I’m going to wait here for you.”

      “Of course I’m getting a bad feeling, but I’ve gotten that since getting into this town. The whole place is wrong.”

      “Just go upstairs. I’m not going anywhere.”

      Matthew sighed and rotated his shoulder. “Then I guess I should find that idiot’s room. If he has maps like he said then hopefully one will lead to Ordopha.”

      The stairs to the left of them were made of a solid stone that spiraled upwards. Despite outside appearances, the inside of this place didn’t look like any mansion Jason had ever seen. It had been left to crumble, just like everything else in this town.

      Matthew slowly ascended the stairs with his sword drawn at his side and his steps light. He soon disappeared from sight, leaving Jason on his own.

      Jason’s skin stood on end in that place. He watched the corners of the cavernous rooms adorned with tapestries, candles, and paintings. It took a few seconds for him to realize the shape of the place reminded him of modern Earth. The ground floor specifically had an open concept floor plan with oddly placed thin pillars and a smaller table with chairs sitting around it ahead of him. The carpet placement, as well as the modern fireplace, made this look like an apartment.

      Jason had never been in a mansion. And even at that, he hadn’t been in one in a dog’s age. Not since . . . well, he didn’t need to think about it now. He wouldn’t be going back there again. Now he had powers, and he would become someone else—a hero. Jason McCrae was dead: now he was a whole new man. When he got back to Serenity City, everything would be different.

      As he stood there in the dark remembering old times, an intense heat grew in his chest. It prickled like heartburn. His mind turned and knew it was the Kharis Seed before he understood it himself. An outside force connected through him and to the seed itself. The seed wanted to go somewhere—somewhere close. For a second he saw the face of the girl from his dreams. Was she nearby?

      Before he could react, a dark light reflected off the dead man’s eye. Jason leaned in closer, the Kharis Seed burning against him. He closed the eyes of the corpse, and a shock surged in him. The world in his eyes warped out of shape like a bad camera lens and then refocused again.

      Thick carpets of mist flowed out of the hole in the corpse’s throat like black soot in a chimney. A vague floating darkness wafted inside of the dead man. Jason placed his palm out instinctively and the black heat danced. Smoke swirled into his hand as if magnetized.

      He blinked and the world cleared. The corpse at his feet crumbled into dust. At the same moment, a scene played in his head.

      Matthew was in danger.
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        * * *

      

      So far the going had been good for Matthew. The tight hall on the second floor led him beyond small empty stone rooms. Inside the spaces he caught tiny beds and tables decorating the otherwise bare places. But he met no one. Perhaps a book fell from a desk to make the earlier noise.

      Eventually, he reached a larger room which opened up from the hall. Dusty shelves and parchment strewn about the tall surfaces awaited him. Moldy tables braced against walls, and broken chairs littered the room. Judging by the way he acted at the tavern, there was doubt that Rantan had ever even looked at any of the tomes or used any of the ink left lying about. This room looked as if it had not been lived in for years.

      Matthew ran his hand along the book spines. They were ancient, despite not being treated as such. Slashed covers, torn pages, and stained ink littered the shelves. Insults had been scrawled inside covers and on loose parchment, probably by Rantan himself.

      Moonlight made it easier to scan the spines against the dark backdrop, but it didn’t help lead him towards anything. Random ramblings and mystic junk filled the pages. He still needed that one hint.

      But he soon spotted one book that caught his attention. Other than being covered by dust, it lay undisturbed. The title was The Book of Aster, a rather thin volume that hadn’t been vandalized. Perhaps Rantan hid one of his maps inside. He flipped through it with the moonlight shining on his back.

      Aster spoke of awakening in the plains of Trafarenka and recounted his journey from the wilderness. He mentioned the battle the Great Sorcerer King had with a being of pure light in the sky. The resulting chaos set sparks and lightning off across the land, creating canyons and gorges with their blasts. Every Earthwalker had woken to explosions of light. While the battle raged on, the Earthwalkers fled in confusion. Many had visions of a world far off from theirs—a place of those not so different from Tyndarus. A world run by what were known as Humans where those like Nieto could never defile.

      Matthew read through stories, visions, and historical accounts before reaching the back cover. In the rear was a folded parchment that had only a few words. An arrow led from a crude drawing of Rantan’s mansion which traced down a path through the village toward the deeper forest. Twists and turns ended in a giant circle with no defined shape in the scribbles. At the target were two words: The End.

      This was it. Matthew had found it.

      But was it a trap, or was Rantan just that easy to read? Perhaps he thought Aster’s predictions and stories led to whatever was in the forest, or maybe he enjoyed this one book over the others. It was also possible more than just the Abbot took this Earthwalker religion thing seriously. Either way, it was the only real clue. He couldn’t spend all day searching for other ones.

      A tingle danced down his spine. Matthew perked up. Was something coming?

      “Matthew!”

      He twisted at Jason’s voice. The boy ran into the room, frantically pointing at the wall behind Matthew. Matthew pocketed the parchment and threw the book on the nearby table.

      “What are you doing up here? I thought you wanted to stay downstairs?”

      “That thing killed the guy downstairs!”

      “You saw it?” Matthew scanned the circumference of the room. “Is he here?”

      “It’s a long story, but yes.”

      “Stand back to back with me.”

      Jason ran up behind Matthew, and faced the opposite wall. They both took their swords from their scabbards. The creeping silence brought sweat down Matthew’s back.

      “Who is the killer?”

      “The dead guy was a caretaker. But he kept pilfering little things from this place. He came here when Rantan left on a mission weeks back, and a shadow attacked him. I think Rantan found him out.”

      “I’d ask how you know this, but I’m going to guess it’s that seed again.”

      “Earthwalker corpses don’t rot, they crumble.” That would explain the ceremony for burying Case. “But only when the soul leaves the body. Sir Orach told me that was why they said Intactilis—to free them from the bodies Nieto made for them. It’s the only way they can ascend. The thing that killed him poisons and locks their souls to the mortal plain for eternity.”

      Shivers slipped up Matthew’s spine. “Did this corpse tell you himself?”

      “Yes, actually. When I touched the body, light shone, and he broke free. I think that was the Kharis Seed. I saw what offed him before his remains disappeared.”

      “Okay, but where is this enemy? What is it exactly?”

      “It comes from behind and stabs the neck of the victim with the sharp edges in its palms. I don’t know what it looks like because he didn’t see it before it got him. If we keep back to back like this until we get out, we should be fine.”

      “Can we kill it?”

      “Matthew, I don’t even know what it is! If we get out of this house, we won’t have to worry about that. Did you get what you came for?”

      “Yes.” He edged forward. Jason followed at his back, bumping into him. “This isn’t going to work.”

      “We can’t risk a fight, Matthew. You said it yourself.”

      “I’m not saying it because I want to fight. I’m saying it because we have no way of knowing what this thing is. Does it hunt the prey until it leaves this house or when the victim dies? Is it a monster or a magical being? Is it a Prime? Will it follow us out of here? We can’t risk that.”

      “How do we trick it out then?”

      “Merge,” Matthew replied. “Watch my back from inside. When it comes out, let me know, and I’ll attack.”

      “The old man had a sword, you know. It still got him.”

      “The old man didn’t have Castor. Hurry it up.”

      Jason backed up and fell into Matthew. Instantly, a heavy shift in the atmosphere punched down on the room. The humidity grew heavier. But Matthew didn’t see anything, and Jason said nothing.

      The mansion creaked and settled as his eyes darted through the darkness. Outside the chirps of crickets and an owl broke the air, but his heavy breathing filled the empty spaces inside. Would the shadow make the first move?

      “Nothing, Matthew.”

      Matthew edged toward the hall. Maybe he could bait it out.

      “There it is!”

      A rough boot step broke out behind him. Matthew twisted and cut the air at his back—and air was all he cut. The darkness remained undisturbed. Nobody was there.

      “What the—”

      “Behind you, Matthew!”

      Matthew ducked. A heavy and hot breeze blew over his helmet and cloak. He sprang forward into a roll. When he landed he turned around. There was still nothing behind him.

      “You saw it, right? Tell me what it was.”

      “I wish I could! I only saw the outline of a grey shadow. It looked about as big as you, but it had something on its palms that looked like pincers.”

      “Do you see it now?”

      “It’s gone.”

      Matthew tightened the hold on his sword. Of all the things that could have happened in this thief town, fighting a phantom was not something he expected. Its presence made no sense. Rantan had been here mere weeks ago. This mansion wasn’t abandoned. So then, he owned this stray monster. The headache pounding in his skull slightly lifted when he realized it.

      This was Rantan’s guard. Why else would he have no fears about leaving the place unguarded in a thief town? The psychotic must have loved the idea of people breaking in and getting themselves killed. He probably stayed away on purpose on the off chance that someone would come and do just this. Why else didn’t he speak about it in the tavern?

      “Behind!”

      Matthew stayed perfectly still. He stabbed his blade backwards along his side. No sound erupted when it hit its mark. But he trembled with the strike. It was like hitting stone. The rear force continued to push forward. He bent and brought his stance backwards. However, there was nothing to strike—the enemy had vanished again.

      Instantly, Matthew turned to mist. He fell downward and drifted through the floorboards and stone. He came through the ceiling and landed in a wide open room. The layout looked conspicuously like an apartment in Serenity City. Matthew reformed and scanned the strange sights.

      “Did I hit it?”

      “Your hit didn’t go through. Actually, that’s not true. It went through, but the thing solidified, and it pushed the sword out like the thing was rubber.”

      “It felt like rock.”

      “For all I know, that’s what it is.”

      Not good enough. Matthew remembered what it was like when he transformed into mist and water and reformed. This shadow was like that: just like him. If this thing could fade away and reform as easily as he could, then he would outdo it at its own game.

      “Let me know when it’s about to grab me,” he whispered.

      “What? Why would I do that?”

      “Just do it. I have one move left.”

      The moon shone through the emptiness. After a few moments, Jason whispered what he’d been waiting for.

      “It’s here.”

      “Let me know when it’s close.”

      Jason paused.

      Matthew’s heart plunged into his throat. Sweat ran down his neck into his arms under his armor. There would only be one shot at this. He had to hit it just right, or they were dead.

      “Now!”

      Blurred ethereal arms drifted before Matthew’s eyes, nearly invisible. Faded grey palms closed in on his face. He wouldn’t be able to dodge. The shadow brushed his neck before hitting skin.

      Matthew activated Castor as he fell back. The large grey body fell forward as its arms enclosed over nothing. Matthew let his airy form fall inside the phantom’s inexplicable figure.

      The shadow’s faded grey skin and lack facial features caused him to retch. Its wiry limbs jutted out at angles no normal human skeleton could allow. Overlong spider length arms and legs and eyeless oval face completed the picture. Matthew sunk into its hardening form. He guessed correctly at how it worked. It was typically intangible before hardening when it struck. But it didn’t count on Castor. The monster turned on its thin heel back to the wall when the thing realized Matthew was inside of it.

      Now to act before it turned back.

      Matthew became normal again. Just as in the mountains, his skin and muscles became rock hard for the first few moments of transforming.

      Instantly, the enemy snapped apart. The phantom’s physical form cracked open and dashed bloodlessly along the walls. The limbs and parts puffed into ash as they slapped down. The atmosphere changed as it faded. It wouldn’t be coming back.

      He leaned against a table and caught his breath.

      The mansion settled and the outside crickets returned to capture his attention. The peaceful night reigned once more.

      “Is it dead?”

      “I don’t even know if it was alive to begin with. But no, it’s not coming back.”

      “You sure?”

      “I think my sixth sense is. There might be another one on standby for all we know. I’m not sticking around to find out.”

      “Slow down, Matthew. Take a breath.”

      “Not worth the risk.”

      Matthew’s lungs burned, and his heart pounded. Rest could wait until they were out of this town. Jason left their merged state and followed after him.

      “See,” Jason said. “The body’s gone.”

      And it was. No trace of the earlier corpse remained.

      Matthew grimaced. “What did the Kharis Seed do to him?”

      “I think it freed him from his prison.”

      Matthew led the boy back out into the fogged night of the thief town the same way they came in. No one was around: that crowd following them had long since vanished, and only the hoot of a distant owl haunted him. His fists trembled at his side. He took a breath to calm his nerves.

      All he wanted to do was get that mansion out of his mind and out of sight. He removed the map from his pocket and carefully traced his path into the night.

      If that lone phantom had been guarding the mansion, he couldn’t help but imagine what wandered in the Deep Woods, waiting for them.

      As they crossed the lonely road, wind blew in the distance. Jason glanced around wildly.

      “Are you sure we’re not walking into a trap?” the boy asked. “They might’ve planted that map.”

      “It’s the only lead we’ve got. We’re going to have to take them on regardless of what they have. Keep Pollux ready. You’re gonna need it.”

      The two crossed a small wooden bridge over a thin, black creek. The green brush covered forest led into even thicker fog. Even if they were out of that house, Matthew couldn’t breathe easy yet. Shaula was somewhere on the road ahead.
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            What Lies in the Deep Woods

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason might not have had Matthew’s heightened sixth sense, but he also wasn’t stupid. The quiet won in the mansion already begun to fade the further they traveled from the town. The trees became even more knotted and warped and not a single bird chirped through the green mist. This made it harder for Jason to tell Matthew his thoughts.

      But maybe that was for the best. Matthew had been acting odd since the attack on the abbey. The two of them had not been on the best terms since they met, but there was always a bit of detached feeling from their situation. They wouldn’t be here forever: they would be going home eventually. Assuming they got that bomb out of him.

      Meanwhile, the older warrior continued to trace the map in silence and Jason followed.

      Wind blew from every direction and without any consistency in force. The muggy atmosphere persisted despite the gust, and the fog refused to part. The hard earth and rock made leaving a trail impossible. The weather worked against them the whole way.

      They walked for what felt like hours with familiar rock formations and long branches passing them by multiple times. Jason knew they had to be going in circles, but Matthew wouldn’t have it. The map had to be going in the right direction, according to him.

      “It’s a fake, Matthew,” Jason hissed. “Rantan left it there on purpose.”

      “That’s a lot of work for a forgery, especially when he had that Phantom that would kill intruders. Keep close. We’re almost there.”

      “Let me see it.”

      Matthew shoved the parchment into Jason’s chest and kept walking. “Do what you want.”

      “No need to be angry. I just wanted to confirm.”

      “I’m telling you what my sixth sense already knows. Dead ahead. If you don’t trust me then you can turn back.”

      Then why did it feel like they saw the same sights? Was it merely some trick of the forest? Did Nieto’s magic reach out here? He couldn’t deny that he was out of his depth.

      He handed back the map. Matthew took it, wide-eyed at the move.

      “Done already?” he asked.

      Jason blandly looked to the masked sky. “Nothing to be done. Just do what you have to.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, but I think we’ve got a bigger problem to worry about.”

      The further they traveled the more Jason began to see what he meant. The heavy humidity lifted and the wind died. Eventually, the fog lightened, but that same feeling Jason had back in the house wouldn’t shake. They closed in on a darker force.

      Then the mist split and fall away toward an outer ring on an invisible border. They crossed through the green tint and into the open area. This was once a town. Once. But unlike the one they had just left, there was no tavern or street full of hollering criminals.

      Broken buildings and wooden houses were crushed and battered, emptied for miles. In the very center, a large towering tree like a mighty oak twisted into the sky with branches as big as a flying ship. Its roots twisted and traveled down through the buildings and had been embedded there for a long time. Familiar purple mist wafted from the foliage into the capped sky of the dead town. He needed to get there. A voice whispered and told him to run.

      The pair crossed into the middle of the street and realized the presence of something other than people. Growling wolves emerged from the alleys and roofs.

      Howls cut the cool air of the starless sky. Stone wolves near his height stood in the streets and on the rooftops. Snarls broke from the pack.

      “We should go,” Matthew said.

      “No, we shouldn’t. We need to get to that tree.” His heart beat like a jackhammer on six times the speed. The Kharis Seed wanted him there.

      “You’ve come,” the cloaked man said. He emerged from the broken doorway. “Good night.”

      “Rantan,” Matthew replied. “I see why you didn’t worry about anyone finding the map.”

      “I certainly didn’t think I would find you here tonight,” Rantan said. “You appear surprised to see me. That must mean you ran across me in town. But that wasn’t who you think. It was a copy from that man over there.”

      The familiar lanky figure of the man in black armor leaned against the opposite house. The Cutter nodded blandly to both warriors. He crossed through the wolves toward Rantan.

      “What do we do?” Jason whispered. “Do we take them on or run for it?”

      “You say there’s something in that tree and I believe it. That magic pouring off it is a bad sign.”

      Two enemy warriors and enough stone wolves to be a big problem moved in on them. Matthew and Jason took hold of their swords and shields.

      “Go for the roofs,” Matthew whispered. “Head for the tree. I’ll try to distract them by going for the homes. They’ll be after me.”

      “Why?”

      He smiled at the boy. “I’m the weaker one. You make a run, get what you need over there, and I’ll be behind you.”

      Jason shifted his attention from Matthew to the approaching horde. He couldn’t think of a better plan. Perhaps they would even chase him instead. But that was wishful thinking. He would just have to hope Matthew had a plan.

      Without looking his friend in the eyes, Jason crouched low, felt the dirt buckle under his boots, and jumped. He soared upwards into the night air and landed on a nearby thatched roof. The straw surface buckled under his weight, leading him to leap to the next and then the one after. Behind him, teeth snapped and growls echoed.

      The thatch roof splintered under the pressure of his weight as he moved forward, but a new sight appeared at his side. On the house across the row to his left, a shape sped towards him. A large lizard-like man with fire red scales for skin leaped across the road. This was the Rantan Matthew had told him about.

      “Did you think I’d be letting you go, boy?” the lizard hissed. “No chance of that.”

      A heavy queasiness overcame Jason for a moment. The boy flinched and missed Rantan bounding directly for him.

      Before Jason could react, the large beast brought its sword down on his head.
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        * * *

      

      Matthew made it across the street and barreled into the busted door. The snapping of teeth blew hot air against the back of his helmet. He turned and slammed his blade down. The first wolf through the door had its rock head cleaved in two. Two more burrowed into the room while the first wolf crumbled. All he could do was move backwards through the shambling structure.

      He found a large open hole near the top of the crumbled wall by the rotting bed. The wolves dove into the cramped space after him. He slipped into mist and poured through the opening. Barks echoed after him as he reformed on the other side.

      The scratching of claws slapped up against the broken wall behind him. He caught his breath and his bearings. One problem solved.

      But a heavy weight suddenly crashed inside his chest. His head swam, sweating profusely. He ran a hand across his brow, and the sudden illness faded.

      “What was—”

      An axe flashed for his head. Matthew ducked, and the weapon beat into the stone. The one called The Cutter now stood before him with blank eyes watching him without expression.

      “You move well, Castor.”

      “I’ve had practice.” The scratching behind him ceased, and the padding of claws retreated. The wolves were coming around. “That’s one thing about Tyndarus: you’re always trying to avoid a blade getting buried in your neck.”

      “I understand you better than you know. But you are not ready for the three of us.”

      The dead town lingered like stained ash on Matthew’s thoughts. This place wasn’t like the Thieves’ Town. This village had been destroyed. Burned rock and wood, bones, and slash marks adorned every building and alley crevice. It had to have something to do with that dark tree.

      Across the way was a tavern, two floors with only the front wall smashed open. He would need to funnel the pack in to allow him a quick escape route. The other hovels were little more than glorified grave markers with only a wall or two to remind passersby that people once lived here. The tavern was his best bet for shelter.

      That heavy weight grew in his chest again. Matthew bit his lip and tried to fight it off with some speech. “Why do they call you The Cutter?”

      “I would think that was self-evident. Why do they call you Matthew?”

      The wolves tumbled around the corners of the house toward him, biting and howling. Their large paws clawed and tore into the earth.

      “Follow me to find out.”

      Matthew ran across the open road. He leaped through the broken wall, and several wolves charged in after him. With a bang he hit the floor and waited for the first wolf to come upon him. The beating of paws grew louder outside.

      The first large wolf body blasted into him with a heavy weight, smashing against his armor. He bounced against the floor in time to see the paw slash his face. His helmet rang with the hit, barely protecting him from the blow. Jaws dug for his throat. Matthew slashed, striking and fracturing the stone neck. The beast whined and fell back. Matthew rolled back up in time for a second wolf to dive in from the side. He batted it to the side with his shield.

      The two stone wolves circled him, and more converged on the entrance outside. His thoughts began to drift. This strange feeling kept coming and going like a breeze. Still, he kept his sword swinging.

      “Do you want the woman that much, Castor? She is just like every other Earthwalker on Tyndarus: destined to blow away in the very dust we were created from. What use is a puppet that won’t dance for her master? You are not like us. You are destined for greater things.”

      The first wolf sprang from behind Matthew. He ducked and stabbed upward, piercing its rock gut. The stone broke open with its cry. The cracked corpse touched down and shattered into thousands of pieces. He rounded on the second wolf before it could also join the fray.

      “Are you still attempting to return to your world? What use is that? You will become one of us eventually. Throw down your arms before the bracelet is damaged.”

      Matthew backed up towards the stairs as the growling wolf slunk towards him. It moved at a glacial pace, its solid form rumbling. He ascended the steps one foot at a time with the beast snapping at him. Wood creaked and crunched as pieces broke out from under them. The stone wolf bit his right arm. He slammed his shield against its nose and set it back.

      The beast moved, and he leaped backwards up the steps. The floor gave slightly under him. The wolf landed with its full weight and broke through. Wood splintered around it. The wolf dropped to the first floor. A whine escaped the monster as it crashed down. Matthew let the stairs fall under him, smashing against the bottom, and reached the second floor.

      His only chance at escape lay here. Matthew ran to the window at the end of the hall. Before he could reach it, the figure of the Cutter kicked it open and bounded into the abandoned place. The pair became trapped together in the thin hallway outside burnt rooms with a sea of wolves waiting below.

      “You puzzle me, Castor. Nothing you attempt to do is rational.”

      The arching axe screamed for Matthew’s head. His shield angled the strike away from him. Matthew swiped his sword at the attacker. The Cutter dodged and retreated a step. Their blades clashed again and again.

      Matthew couldn’t rely on Castor. There was no telling what lay ahead and Castor was too valuable to waste on a guess. Ordopha and Jason also still needed him.

      They exchanged blows, and the floor creaked and cracked under their boots. The Cutter quickly anticipated Matthew’s attacks and effortlessly evaded them.  Wolves howled from the floor below. Time ticked against them.

      “The Queen will be sad to know that I had to kill you, Castor.” His tone kept its dead level. “But she knows I get carried away ending your kind.”

      “You can’t kill me.”

      “Surely you are joking. I can, and will.”

      That overconfidence was Matthew’s only chance to end this quick. He charged forward with the bracelet before him. The board under him gave way. Scraps of wood tumbled down to the floor below. Wolves dove on the tiny pieces. Heat glowed through Castor as the Cutter watched the bracelet and brought his axe back. Matthew turned to mist in his leap.

      He streamed toward the Cutter. Matthew would have misted through and stabbed his opponent in the back, but the Cutter would expect that. Matthew counted on it. The enemy watched the mist as it fell upon him.

      “I am no amateur!” the Cutter shouted. He brought his axe down behind him, slashing nothing. “What?”

      Matthew had stopped short at the Cutter’s now exposed back. He became human once more and plunged his blade in the enemy’s back. The Cutter’s confused grimace traveled from where he thought Matthew was going to go to where he actually reappeared. Blood trickled from his lips at the moment he realized he had been tricked.

      “Very good,” the enemy said at length. “You cast aside honor to beat me.”

      “I’m not dying here. I’ll throw away my honor for them.”

      “Your tenacious nature is in vain. The girl is already dead, as your friend will also be. Defeating me will not change that.”

      Matthew removed his sword, and the corpse dropped lifelessly to the crumbling floor. The body fell through the broken boards and landed with a dead weight between the wolves. They ignored the remains and instead snapped and leaped at Matthew. The floor shook under him.

      He backed up towards the broken window as the bottom of the floor broke apart. Out on the roof he looked out towards the towering tree looming over the dead place. The large shape of a giant emerged from between the buildings. A twenty-foot monstrosity of a golem bellowed into the night.

      Blurriness fought against him. He blinked, hoping this sickness would pass. For a moment Matthew believed the dead man’s words. This night would ever end.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 17

          

          

      

    

    







            The One Who Will Save

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason lifted his shield in time for the blow to miss his neck. The impact shook him, sending Jason careening downward from the rooftop. He broke through boards and stone and the house around him crumbled into naught but ash on the wind. Stars crossed his eyes. He rolled sideways without thinking. A sword stuck into the dust where he had just been. Jason regained his breath, and he glimpsed the giant lizard before him.

      This was the one called Rantan that Matthew had met in the underground cavern. Somehow his severed arm had grown back again. None of the other lizards Jason had fought had regained their limbs during a battle, and none of them had grown to the size of this one. If Rantan really had a Prime power, it was not one of simple transformation.

      Ashen and broken boards crumbled around the duo. Jason retraced his path. He needed to zigzag between the hovels north to reach the tree.

      Jason bolted forward and smashed against wood which shattered in his wake. He streaked through the dirt, kicking it up around him. Heavy steps followed behind, but he kept moving.

      At the edge of town, the massive tree stood beside a dried up river and water wheel. The redwood-like monstrosity towered hundreds of feet high. He placed a hand on the trunk, feeling heat against his skin. Rantan skidded to a stop behind him.

      No longer a lizard, but the figure of the tall man in a purple robe from earlier, he all but strutted down the road towards Jason.

      “Where is Shaula?” Jason asked.

      “Your queen is currently indisposed. I will bring you to her.”

      “Because you’re her servants or because you’re all Primes?”

      “Primes? What are they? We’re not from your world.”

      Jason grimaced before he spoke. “You’re children of someone who is a Prime, and there was only one Earthwalker when they appeared. You are children of Queen Shaula.”

      “We are servants. The Great Sorcerer King deigns us suitable to serve. We are lucky that the one who gave birth to us let us keep our lives, and the rewards we get are more than worth it.”

      “That’s a horrible way to live. Your lives don’t have to be disposable.”

      “But they are, Pollux. Mine is. Yours is. Those on Tyndarus, and on Earth. There is only one place left for us, and that is at the feet of the Great Sorcerer King. Our only choice is whether we are alive or dead when we bend. It’s inevitable. Let’s just enjoy ourselves in the meantime.”

      “Fat chance of that.” Jason ran his fingers across the tree bark. The Kharis Seed called him forward through the rising headache breaking into his thoughts. He was so close. “You give up too easily.”

      “Give up what? I live for my King and Queen, and I will do so to my dying breath. What do you hope to accomplish fighting a god?”

      “I’ve never had any aspirations except wanting to help others take down villains like you. But that was before. Now I’m going to be the one to stop you.” A light burst forth from Jason’s chest as he spoke, illuminating the darkness and driving Rantan back.

      Jason blinked to find a small seed bathed in golden light floating before his chest. He snatched it, and the warmth heated his hand. The Kharis Seed wanted the tree. That had to be why he was called there. Jason placed the seed in the dirt beside the outstretched roots of the tall monstrous trunk. The tiny object dug down through the dirt like a mole. Light shone through the wood as it flowed up the trunk like a reverse waterfall. It disappeared up the base and into the branches, letting the light bathe out into the night. The Kharis Seed left him behind.

      “What did you do, Pollux? You were to bring that seed to the Queen.”

      “In case you still haven’t figured it out, I don’t like being told what to do by your kind. It was never her seed.”

      “You’ve lost me my reward feast. Fool! You know nothing about what you are trifling with. I will not say it again. Throw down your arms.”

      Jason brought forth his sword and shield, the latter heavily dented. “And if I don’t?”

      “Then I will do to you what the Great Sorcerer King has done to this town.”

      “You’re going to need more than a weak lizard transformation to beat me, Rantan. You couldn’t even take down Matthew one on one, and he didn’t have Pollux. You’ve got nothing.”

      The earth rumbled, shaking them off balance. To his right, upturned dirt moved like a sentient earthquake in a beeline of broken stone and ash towards them.

      Rantan smiled. “My sister’s pet returns.”

      Out of the ground burst a looming figure, a hulking brute with overlong, wide arms and giant feet. Its bulky frame made of the earth itself formed into a distorted giant facsimile of a human being. Where its eyes should be were two empty sockets of black ash. The golem howled mindlessly toward him.

      This was the work of the woman who created the tunnels back at the tunnel. Matthew called her Camille.

      Rantan clapped. “Camille left her pets to guard the way from intruders, but I never thought we would have to resort to the golem.”

      “Your whole family is disturbed. I’m going to enjoy using Pollux to stop you.”

      “Stop me? You’re just another slab of meat for the tray, boy.”

      The large man placed one large palm on the giant and closed his eyes. His bones bent and warped and his height grew in a sudden spurt. Rantan’s body stretched and shot up twenty feet and his skin thickened and darkened to dirt. He had become the golem, and now two stood before Jason.

      The behemoth beside Rantan slammed a Buick-sized fist down. Jason leaped as it dropped and landed on the limb. He slashed it, but to no effect. Only small pebbles dislodged from the arm.

      The second limb swiped out. Jason guarded with the shield, and the attack knocked his feet loose with the impact. He bounced against the earth with a crunch and rolled to his feet. The monster dove upon him again.

      Jason raised the shield and heard it crack. The blow lifted him from the ground, and the shield broke apart with the strike. Rantan elbowed him in the back. A sharp pain ran along the boy’s spine. Jason coughed up saliva.

      The two were much too fast and strong for their size. Jason’s measured strikes with his sword did little, and his shield had been shattered. If he wanted to survive this, he needed a distraction.

      “Whatever is the matter?” the Rantan beast roared. “Surely you have not given up so soon!”

      “Not yet. I’ve got a good one coming your way.”

      They exchanged blows, but Jason couldn’t get a good cut in on either of them. Pollux did not have an unlimited supply of power. Jason sheathed his blade and readied his fists.

      Howls cut through the heat of battle. Across the torn up road tumbled a pack of stone wolves towards him. A bead of sweat ran down his neck. Where was Matthew?

      As if answering his question, Rantan let out a shout. A man leaped on his back and brought down his sword with the force of a sledgehammer. Matthew had arrived. The second golem made a run for him, giving Jason his opportunity.

      Jason’s thunderous steps shook the very forest around them. The enemy golem turned to meet him just as he jumped. Jason threw his fist forward, punching through stone and flying through the open wound. The golem whined as its stomach burst open. Earth crumbled, and the monster shattered. Jason’s muscles seized as he landed.

      Matthew rolled in the dirt beside him.

      “Looks like you didn’t need me on that one,” Matthew said.

      “I take it you got the Cutter. Why are the wolves here?”

      “I can’t kill everything.”

      The pack of wolves fell in beside Rantan, leading to a veritable wall of enemies. With the tree behind the two warriors, they had no way out. Jason’s muscles burned, and Matthew coughed up a storm. Rantan swore at the two of them.

      “Where is my brother, Castor?”

      Matthew wiped his bloodied mouth. “Hell.”

      The giant screeched so terribly that Jason believed he might smash the sound barrier. The wolves encroached on the trapped pair. The battle would soon be over.

      Bark crunched behind the pair. Jason turned around first.

      “Who is that?” Matthew asked.

      Jason’s mouth fell open. “That girl!”

      Out of the tree emerged a girl bathed in golden light. She walked from the trunk, crossing an invisible threshold into the tangible plane. Dark brown eyes as hard as the earth itself watched him. She wore a simple white robe with curled hair and stepped with a graceful glide that almost made him forget they were in a battle. This was that girl he saw in the dream back in the abbey. Did she lead him here?

      She placed a hand against his cheek, and the growing heat in his body died off. She was over a foot shorter than he was, but a strange sense of intimidation permeated her existence. He knew her. And now she had the Kharis Seed.

      “She’s Zelana,” he said to Matthew. “She was the girl in my dream.”

      The older warrior cleared his throat. “Shaula’s daughter was in that tree? You’ve met before?”

      “We have,” she answered with her eyes still on Jason. A beatific smile shone from her fading light. “I’m not like my mother.”

      “She’s on our side, Matthew. Trust me.”

      “You little idiot. How do you know she’s not screwing with you like Shaula did?”

      “You saved me,” she interrupted. “Why would I betray your graciousness?”

      “No, I—” Jason began. She pressed two fingers against his lips, and the golden light shining off her skin faded with it. All his exhaustion vanished completely. He felt as if he could crack the sky itself. “I’m better?”

      She giggled lightly. “The seed told me you needed it. Will this prove my loyalty to you?”

      “You!” Rantan boomed behind him. Jason had almost forgotten that he was still there. “Were you hiding in the Blackwood? Who are you, girl?”

      “Me?” Zelana asked. “I am no one. Just know that I owe these two my life.”

      “All three of you are about to lose them.”

      The pack of wolves sprinted across the broken field. Matthew had his weapons ready, and the girl stood back. The beasts would be upon them in seconds.

      “Matthew, watch her. I’m ending this now.”

      Before Matthew could argue, Jason kicked off in a run. Pollux burned hard with a heat stronger than any he ever grasped before. Wind split around his boots and the earth itself trembled. He was back to full strength.

      Rantan bounded in his direction. The false golem’s hoarse cry could cut through glass.

      They both punched. Rantan’s large fist and Jason’s collided, and the earth shook. Jason pushed back and swung with his left into the golem’s punching arm. Rantan’s stone limb crunched and crumbled. Before the enemy could make a reprisal, Jason jabbed again and again. Rantan’s right arm broke with the impact, scattering dust and pebbles to the wind.

      The body broke off pieces as each strike landed. Rantan wailed and dove on him. Jason put everything into Pollux and jumped upward.

      His fists crashed through the golem’s head. Earth and stone shattered. Rantan crumbled.

      Just like the first golem, the enemy shook apart until nothing remained. Rantan cried out as his remains blew away.

      Behind him, Matthew ran his sword through the last stone wolf. Ruined earth and pebbles ruled the battlefield now.

      “That was crazy,” Jason said to the girl. “How did you supercharge Pollux like that?”

      She blanched before looking down at her feet. “That was the seed. Not me.”

      “That can’t be true.” A twinge of pain split into his head. It vanished just as soon as it arrived. “You’re Shaula’s daughter. Don’t you have magic of your own? You have to know about her magic, right?”

      “Ease up,” Matthew said. “You’re scaring her.”

      “Scaring her? She just walked out of that tree like a ghost and gave me the power to finally stop that bastard. Now isn’t the time to be scared of me!”

      “Oh, shut up, stupid. You said her name was Zelana. How did you even know that? That’s something you could have told me earlier.”

      “It only came to me later. I didn’t hide anything. I only saw her there in the dream, nothing else happened. Besides, she saved us. She’s gotta be on our side, right?”

      “And that leads me to my next question. Why did Shaula leave her there? If you saw this girl in your empty head, then it had to have meant something.”

      Jason didn’t have an answer. Why would the seed choose to bring him here to the daughter of their enemy? The teenage girl even had trouble meeting his eyes. There was always the chance that she knew more about him than she let on.

      “Could you not stand so close?” the girl asked.

      A blush ran over him, and he backed up. Despite Matthew’s laughing, he kept his tone level.

      “Sorry, I know we haven’t met before, and you did help us out of that jam, but I still don’t know about dealing with Shaula’s daughter.”

      “I don’t really know myself,” she nearly whispered. “A long time ago they put me in that tree and left me there. It’s been . . . I think it has been decades. At least that is what the seed told me.”

      “It spoke to you?” Matthew groaned. “One of you needs to explain what this Kharis Seed is, but we need to find Ordopha first. Rantan was with that Camille woman earlier—”

      Earth bubbled and formed into a dozen figures that pushed out of the dirt like swimmers from a lake. The wolves were coming back.

      “Run!” Matthew shouted.

      He directed the boy forward past the tree and bolted. Jason clasped Zelana’s wrist and followed.

      They whipped through brush and tall grass, the howling and snapping of rock teeth growing louder. Would these beasts ever stop?

      Green sickness shot through Jason’s bloodstream. He narrowly avoided falling and kept pace. Up ahead Matthew was doing the same, although he was tough to see in the haze.  Jason growled and dragged Zelana forward. She screamed about the wolves getting closer.

      Jason called to the man in front. “Where are we going, Matthew?”

      “Shut up!” he shouted. “I can’t think straight. My sixth sense is telling me this way, but I just don’t know.”

      A thin shaft whizzed past Jason’s shoulder, sinking into a wolf. It whined and crumbled. A cavalcade of arrows sunk into the ground mere feet behind the trio. Archers emerged from the fog and brush around them. Men with spears and swords appeared, leaping at the beasts. Jason, Zelana, and Matthew stopped.

      The attackers all wore heavy vermillion cloaks over their armor and strange looking face-coverings that reminded Jason of old kabuki masks. They were not dissimilar from the Vultures.

      Before Jason could say anything, Matthew slumped to the ground. He lay still in the fog, and he couldn’t see if he was still breathing. Jason took a step and found himself also falling to his knees. His headache screeched, causing his stomach to flip. The sickness had caught up with them.

      The last thing Jason saw was a stocky man with bulging muscles at the front of the group. He held an axe in both hands but kept them steady by his sides. The leader. His mask blocked his eyes and expression.

      Jason opened his mouth to speak, but the fog enclosed on him, and he knew no more.
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      Consciousness splashed over Matthew like cold water. He sat up and wiped the wet cloth from his forehead, tossing it to the stone floor. The wooden pew he sat in dug into his spine. He had been brought into a church.

      “Jason!” he whispered roughly. He stood up, and his leg muscles cried out. “Jason?”

      The boy’s head shot up from the pew in front of his. A cloth also fell from his forehead. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re in a church. How did we get here?”

      Jason jumped up. “I lost consciousness after you. I don’t know who brought us here.”

      “Kydil did,” a man said.

      A priest crossed over from the rear of the church and Matthew could see familiar sights. It reminded him of the monastery. The size was at least half of the other location but remained packed with pews and candles perched precariously about. The priest wore black robes and was totally alone. He sat beside Matthew on the bench.

      “Please sit,” he said. “You are not yet well.”

      “Where is Zelana?” Jason asked.

      Matthew nodded. “We also have a friend in the forest we need to find. We have no time for this.”

      “The girl is well, Jason. Yes, she told me your names. Do not worry, you are safe here. But you mustn’t stand so readily. The fog is still in your system. Zelana is currently washing herself clean of its influence.”

      Matthew swayed and slumped into the pew. “Its influence? Is that what was messing with us?”

      “It poisons the mind and floods the soul. I am surprised you weathered so well inside of it. Your dedication, and your bracelets, truly proves you are Castor and Pollux.”

      Jason dropped back into his seat facing forward. He rubbed his brow. “I don’t think the fog can explain what I did.”

      “You mean Rantan?” Matthew flatly asked. “It had to be done. We need to get out of here and find Ord. We can’t sit and mope about this sort of thing.”

      “I still killed him without thinking about it.”

      Matthew blinked. The boy had to get beyond this fast. Regrets were luxuries they could not afford. “How did you think that was going to end, Jason?”

      “I know, I know. There wasn’t another choice. But I felt nothing when I did it. It was like punching cardboard. I didn’t even realize what I had done until . . . just now. I woke up ready to move onto the next thing. What is wrong with me?”

      “Well . . .” Matthew stopped short of being honest. The boy became too thoughtful when he did anything other than jump into a fight. This was no different, but they were no longer the same ignorant saps Shaula had tricked into coming here. Jason had changed, though he didn’t realize it. “This is just how it works here. Maybe it works like this back home, too. I don’t know. Good people are threatened, and you move to save them. You do what you need to, and that doesn’t mean holding back. Rantan was a vicious scumbag who reveled in death and destruction.”

      “But shouldn’t I feel something? Anything?”

      “No,” the priest said. “I apologize for interrupting your conversation, but I can’t sit still.”

      “Yes,” Jason paused on his words. “Do I call you Father here?”

      He cocked his head. “My title is Hodegeo. I am Hodegeo Himmello.”

      Jason had learned little from the Abbot, though Matthew expected it. The kid didn’t make any attempt to learn anything since they came to Tyndarus. He wanted to put this world out of his thoughts. His desperation to return home was obvious. Did he care that much about the bomb in Matthew or was something else there waiting for him?

      “That aside, you must understand how the Deeper Woods functions, young man. The fog warps and distorts the mind, and it causes one to lose control of their baser impulses. Those inside do not often think twice about their decisions.”

      “You said something like that before,” Matthew said. “Do you mean it made Jason do what he did?” He did not find that thought as relieving as the priest probably expected it to be.

      “No, young one. The fog heightens and twists thoughts, but only with prolonged exposure, and only through months or years will one truly lose their way. With less than a day, all one can do is forfeit control of urges they already bore. That fierceness was inside of him, though he would have normally kept such violence at bay.”

      Jason shivered and gripped his arms.

      There was nothing further to discuss, as far as Matthew believed. Jason did what he had to in order to save others and survive. But Matthew wasn’t Jason, and he wasn’t a teenage boy. Killing could never be a pleasant thing, but it would be necessary here. Even if they got back to Serenity City, he might have had to make a similar choice against a villain someday. Jason was simply lucky to make it here first. But Matthew didn’t mention those thoughts. They would have to wait. The pair still had someone to rescue.

      “Do those masks block the fog?” he asked the priest. “The ones the men who found us wore?”

      “It is not so much the masks, but the water. The river in Fortuna runs deep under the earth and splits the village in two. But it offers protection when any material is soaked in it—even when dried. Poisons and the elements will not pierce or bend the target. The benefit lasts half a day, enough for hunting, but that’s all we need. Hunters return here for Intactilis before any permanent damage can be done to them. You two shall wash in the water to clean yourself of any of the fog’s influence when we are finished here. You require it.”

      “So why not stock up and leave this village? Staying here looks like a deathtrap.”

      “The benefits wear away the further one walks from the stream, and lasts no longer than half a day. That is why it is used for hunting. It also keeps invaders out.”

      “I don’t get why you would form a village in here in the first place. These woods are a horror show. It can’t be worth it just to hide from Shaula’s goons.”

      “We were an outpost for travelers long, long ago. The village’s old location might be familiar to you as the sight of that garish blackwood tree. Our ancestors were chased out when the fog fell and nearly drove them mad. Many left the Deeper Woods in time, and some formed Fortuna out of the fog’s reach. Those of us that stay here choose it.”

      Jason broke his silence. “You choose it?”

      “Yes, young man. It strengthens one’s resolve to live surrounded by darkness without bathing in it. Your guard can never falter, and your trust in God must remain absolute. It’s not simple, or altogether pleasant, but it is our village.”

      A gruff cough broke their conversation. A tall man entered the church and introduced himself as Kydil. The leader let them know that it was their turn for the bath. They said their goodbyes to the priest and followed Kydil out of the rear of the church.

      Zelana passed them on the way in. She wore a simple white gown and nodded towards them. Jason waved back, but Matthew kept his focus on what awaited outside.

      Kydil led them to a small pool of water surrounded by a tall fence. Steam wafted from the open-air bath and brushed against the overhanging branches of the trees. Matthew found himself oddly anticipating it. It wasn’t a hot tub, but it would do. The two stripped away their sweat-drenched clothes and climbed inside.

      The water soothed his aches. His muscles instantly clenched and released as if a steam valve had been turned in his bones. The steam lifted his cares and allowed him to lay back against the carved edges of the pool as his nerves relaxed. The priest’s earlier words still rang through him as he splashed his face. This was no normal water, though it very much looked and otherwise felt like it. The intangible knot in his stomach loosened and he breathed comfortably again. His rage melted into the night.

      Jason sat across from him at the other end of the pool. His attention focused on the steeple of the small church.

      But Matthew didn’t worry about him. It had been too long since he had the opportunity to get clean, and he would enjoy every moment. His throbbing head settled, and he slid into slumber.

      “If I killed a villain in Serenity City, what would have happened?”

      Matthew jumped and rubbed his eyes awake. He coughed his surprise away. “You would be arrested. You’re a hero freak, so you should remember what happened with Achilles. He was a good guy for years and loved by everyone. Then he changed. Now he’s in solitary. Big difference between him and you: he lost his mind, and you didn’t.”

      “I know. But it came so easy. If Mom and Dad could see me now, they’d—”

      “They’d what?”

      The boy clammed up. Matthew expected a flash of rage that never arrived. The bath was apparently working. If Jason still didn’t trust him after all this, then there was nothing to be done.

      “You can keep your secrets. It’s hard to give advice if you can’t tell me anything.”

      “That’s not it,” Jason said with a sigh. “It’s hard to explain. Forget about that. Even if we get to the place they’re holding Ordopha, how are we supposed to get her out and go through the Mirror Gate at the same time? She’ll die on the way through. Will we leave her stranded here?”

      “We’re just going to have to worry about the bridge when we cross it and blow it up behind us. The important part is getting her out.”

      “She’s changed a lot since she left the mountains. So has Alain. Does Intactilis have anything to do with it or is that whole story the Abbot told us a load of manure?”

      Matthew chuckled. The boy really didn’t have a head for people. “I remember that presence when we escaped on the airship more than any other magic we’ve faced so far. That was him. I know you felt it too. But we know Nieto isn’t invincible. Things can change in our favor. Shaula is still the key. If we can crack her, their whole operation gets crippled.”

      “That’s right!” Jason exclaimed. “They were her children, and she just tossed them aside like they were nothing. I bet she doesn’t even care that they’re dead.”

      “She left one of them imprisoned in that tree. And, if I remember right, that’s the one she’s actually proud of.”

      “Damn witch.”

      Matthew dropped the subject. Shaula didn’t care about anything but the artifacts to help revive her husband. They needed to get off Tyndarus, and stop Shaula. But first came Ord before anything else.

      They left the bath and changed into the simple blue tunics and pants left for them. It was hard to not feel refreshed outside of the armor after that long night.

      The pair returned to the church where they were directed to a back room behind the altar. There a large table had been set up with six men sitting around it. Zelana sat facing them in a lone chair. Her hair had been done up, and she now wore a fresh blue dress. Jason pulled a chair beside her and Matthew stayed by the doorframe, leaning.

      Kydil sat at the head and called for silence to the meeting. The mustached man greeted Castor and Pollux and introduced them to the village council. After quick introductions, they got to business. These elders were gathered together to discuss everything from hunting schedules to managing court hearings and dealt with problems caused by Nieto’s magic flooding the woods. The meeting eventually got to discussing Zelana.

      “Frankly, this girl is more of a concern for us than you two are. While it is good to see capable young men wielding the legendary Gemini Bracelets, it is not enough to assuage our fears that the blackwood tree is dead after this one walked out of it. What was she doing in it to begin with? The Deeper Woods are filled with enough monstrous creatures to make us think twice about what her appearance portends.”

      “I told you,” Zelana said. “I was put in the tree long ago. I do not know what my purpose was.”

      One of the older men cleared his throat. “Be that as it may, girl, it does not explain how you are capable of using the Kharis Seed? Most who use relics die to them. What are you, exactly?”

      “Calm yourself,” Kydil warned. “She is still a child.”

      Zelana winced at the word. “The Kharis Seed brought me out of the blackwood tree. It infused me with new life. But it wasn’t until I left the tree that I learned the truth. You see, the seed transferred knowledge from its previous host into my mind. I live because of Jason.”

      Despite her impressive story, she still wouldn’t look the boy in the eye. She was probably telling most of the truth, at least what she knew. Matthew did believe her. Were he trapped for years and emerged with brand new memories he would express just as much confusion.

      “There’s more to it than that, isn’t there?” Jason said. “When you touched me it recharged Pollux, and there was a flash of strange memories that went through my head—they were things I hadn’t thought of in years. I thought I finally recognized that woman, too. Did you do something to me?”

      “That was the seed telling me what you needed. But I did not affect your memories.” She still refused to look him in the face. “I promise you.”

      “Then what did you do?”

      “I saw them.”

      He laughed to himself. “No, you didn’t. That’s not possible.”

      She nodded to herself. “Not here then.”

      Matthew blinked. Jason’s cryptic nature aside, they were getting off track. “Can we get a move on here? We have things to do.”

      “I agree,” Kydil said.”

      One of the other men broke in. “This still does not explain who you really are, girl.”

      “That,” she said, “is not a question I can answer. You may imprison or cast me out if you wish, but you will not call me a liar. Jason can prove I am not one.”

      “We’ll take responsibility for her,” Matthew said. He would not reveal her parentage. It would only cause chaos. “If she causes any problems, it’s on us. She won’t though because she helped save us. Now I’m sorry to ask you all this favor, but we’re going to need you to take her in when we leave. We can’t bring a girl to a battlefield.”

      “I am not a girl!” she shouted with a stomp of her foot. “My age might have slowed while in that tree, but I am as old as Jason. He knows it’s true, too! Do I look like just a girl to you, Jason?”

      Jason shook his head, still in thought. “You don’t look like a kid to me.”

      “See?”

      Matthew laughed to himself. Kids had a way of getting bothered by the dumbest of things.

      “We’re not getting anyone else involved in this. I appreciate your enthusiasm, but you have nothing to do with our mission. Jason and I will handle this one alone.”

      More back and forth occurred, but Matthew would not budge on the issue, and the old men agreed. Jason even piped in to confirm his feelings. Eventually, that was enough to shoot Zelana down and allowed them to move on to other topics like what Castor and Pollux were doing in Tyndarus to begin with. However, Matthew couldn’t tell them much.

      He still didn’t know anything about Castor or Pollux or why the bracelets chose them. The men soon clued him in on more legends. Earthwalkers had never been able to use the bracelets. That would explain why Shaula brought them to Earth. It was as if they were made for human biological systems.

      Though Matthew desired to go after Ordopha as soon as possible, he still couldn’t quite walk straight. Apparently, a short rest would finally clear out the remaining effects of fog. He finally assented to taking a small nap before setting out.

      Eventually, the meeting ended, and the pair departed the church. Cheers erupted from townspeople loitering about outside. They chanted for Castor and Pollux and patted the two of them on their backs. Questions about their identities and powers washed over the pair.

      Their chipper attitude was entirely unlike anything Matthew had encountered in this forest. There was no fog in this village, but the distraction in his head remained. Until his sixth sense stopped spinning in his mind there was little he could do.

      Kydil pointed them to the tavern across the way, parting the encroaching group.

      The owner of the place allowed the three to stay in two rooms on the second floor. The girl vanished inside the room next to theirs, unwilling to talk. Matthew tried to avoid having any flashbacks to the last time he had been in a place like this and passed into his bed without a second thought. Jason sat on Matthew’s bed a little longer, staring out into the night.

      They would have to leave this place early in the morning before the sun hit the sky—even though it was rather difficult to see sky in this place—and they would have to make it quick. The two were still on a time limit before Shaula made good on her threat to attack the abbey, and Ordopha remained out there. Any rest he could get would be absolutely necessary to survive.

      Before sleep overtook him, he heard Jason lie back in the bed and reform into Matthew’s head. The last thing Matthew heard was the boy whispering into his thoughts.

      “I’m sorry I got you into this, Matthew.”

      “Shut up and go to sleep,” he mumbled.

      “It won’t ever happen again.”

      An edge stuck to that statement, but Matthew didn’t have the chance to question it. Slumber smothered him into a deep sleep. A few hours were all he needed. The boy could wait that long.
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        * * *

      

      Jason tried sleeping, but his nerves repeatedly shook him awake. Time passed, and he could only stare at the moonlight’s shadow dancing on the wall.

      The door knocked, and Jason almost jumped out of his skin. Matthew remained in his unconscious slumber, oblivious. Before he could be awakened, Jason flung himself up and made a line for the door, leaving Matthew’s head behind.

      “Who is it?” Jason whispered.

      “Me,” Zelana answered.

      Jason flung open the door and followed her out into the hall. Her platinum hair had been ruffled, but she otherwise looked just fine. She had to have been having a bad sleep, as well.

      “Something wrong?” he asked.

      “I apologize for almost sharing your secret.”

      Now she no longer glanced away. Even though the girl blushed like mad, Zelana stared Jason right in the face. Her fierceness reminded him of Alain.

      “So you know. That’s not a big deal.”

      “But does Matthew know?”

      “No.”

      The girl put her hands on her hips and let a hard breath out through her nostrils. “I do wish I could say I understand what it is like to have gone through what you have, Jason. But Matthew is the first friend you have made since that time. You might not like each other, but he has been by your side since you have come here. Why don’t you tell him?”

      “I didn’t think I would have to,” he whispered. “But I’ll tell him. When we get back. He has enough to worry about right now. Your mother has someone important to him, and she’s threatening to attack others. His chest is also a literal ticking clock. My problems are nothing compared to that. For now, we have to keep focused.”

      “My mother,” she said, staring at the floor. “I don’t remember her, even though I’ve seen her through your eyes.”

      “She’s not worth thinking about. Just like my past.” He’d never even told Shaula about his old life when they met. He was Pollux now, and that made a world of difference. “You can tell that much by what she did to us.”

      “Well, if you say so,” she said with a hint of indignation. “I don’t know what to think of her. I was just used to help fertilize that tree. I was of no concern to her.”

      “You were left there for a reason, and I’d like to know why. After all, you know everything about me.”

      “That is not by my choice. I don’t have anyone to return to, or anywhere to go. You are the only one I know anything about which is why I desire to stay with you. Can you not understand that?”

      Her voice had heightened and strained with each passing sentence. By the time she finished talking, she had nearly shouted. However long she was in that tree was far too long. Jason put a hand to his lips and another to her shoulder to calm her down.

      “I do understand what that’s like,” he said. “You very well know I do. But you also know why I can’t take you with me. You saw Mageuopolis in my head. You saw Shaula hunting us for these bracelets and that seed. You’ll be a target coming with us. You should stay here where it’s safe.”

      “But that’s . . .” she trailed off trying to get her bearings straight.

      Jason used this pause as a moment to break in. “We don’t really know each other yet, but I’d like to get the chance. Once we rescue Ordopha, we’ll come back here again, and we can talk. Just give me some time. Please.”

      He was not just puffing up his chest. There was a place for her in Tyndarus, just as there was a place for him on Earth. He’d wasted so much time hiding from the world and waiting for someone else to save him that he never did anything for himself. Now Pollux was his, and he could do anything.

      She nodded. “You have to find them, don’t you? The ones who killed your parents.”

      He froze. “I do.”

      “I’m not certain how to access the seed’s power fully, but I think I can give you a bit of it for the journey ahead. Can you give me your armor and weapons?”

      Jason disappeared into his room. He retrieved the armor, sword and shield sitting by the window and brought them into the hall. They weighed next to nothing with Pollux, so he also brought Matthew’s as well. He placed them before Zelana, and she crouched down.

      She outstretched both arms and showed her bare hands, revealing a fine purple mist floating from them. She scrunched her fists and groaned, muttering for under her breath. The purple then warped into a dark blue before lightening to a white tint. Zelana presented her palms once more, her lips mashed by her clenched teeth. She shook as the energy flashed in her open fingers.

      “It hurts,” she said through gritted teeth. “I can purify the magic inside me, but I can’t hold it for long. This is all I can do for the two of you.”

      Zelana placed her hands on each of the chest pieces. Energy flowed off of her fingertips and into the armor, bathing it in a warm white glow. Jason felt the heat from where he stood. The light spread down to the rest of the armor and into the new swords and shields Kydil had given them. Within a minute the glow faded, but the warmth remained. She let out a breath and removed her shaking hands.

      “Your armor is infused with my magic. It should protect you as long as the power lasts. I apologize that I could not do the same with your bodies. Magic shouldn’t be used on living beings for corruption is always possible—you might not be the same man you were before.

      He opened his mouth to reply, to say anything, but the words would not come.

      But he didn’t have to. The screech of a hawk cut the night air outside the tavern. It started low and slowly rose higher than a harsh whistle. Volcanoes erupted in Jason’s skull.

      Jason and Zelana fell against the wall, clutching their ears. Inside the room behind them, Matthew swore. He barrelled out of the room.

      “What’s this armor doing here?”

      Before he could continue, the sound suddenly cut out. The ringing in Jason’s ears ceased.

      A voice sliced through the air outside the tavern.

      “Castor and Pollux!” Shaula screamed through the night. “Come out, you cowards!”

      Matthew and Jason ran down the stairs and into the night. Out on the streets, the townspeople milled about, clearly dressed for bed and stunned. But Shaula was nowhere to be seen.

      The voice cut in once more and the town fell quiet. They all looked to the sky where the harsh sound blasted in from. She must not have known their location to communicate this way.

      “First you spurn my generous invitation. Then you steal our property. Then you take my treasure. Finally, you dare to attack my men and steal my prize! Who do you think you are? I am the Queen of Mageuopolis, wife of Great Sorcerer King Nieto. You are nothing.”

      Jason’s breaths stiffened. She knew they had left the abbey. Should she do anything, they could do little to stop her.

      “I not only have the girl, but I have caught more flies in our web. I believe this one is named Alain. The fool stumbled into our hands.”

      “He went off on his own,” Matthew muttered. “The idiot.”

      “The deal is simple, fools. Bring me both Castor and Pollux and the Kharis Seed, and I will let the prisoners go. Bring them to the tree. You have until sunrise. I will tolerate no more games.”

      The voice echoed away into the night and died. The peace was short lived. The people began to argue with each other, and the subject of their discussion was obvious.

      Kydil and the priest attempted to calm the crowd down.

      Jason interrupted their back and forth. “We’re leaving, Matthew. Get the armor on.”

      Matthew looked at him with a flat stare, but he nodded nonetheless. “I wasn’t planning on staying.” He pointed to Zelana. “But we’re not taking her. She’s staying.”

      Kydil broke their silence. “You men are leaving alone?”

      Matthew answered in the affirmative, and a weight lifted from the crowd. Jason couldn’t blame them; these people had no reason to be loyal to the two wanderers. Still, Jason wanted to be very clear on the subject of Zelana.

      “I understand,” Kydil replied. “We would never willingly give a child over to those monsters. We will keep her safe here.”

      Matthew shook his hand. “I don’t doubt it.”

      These people had done nothing but help. This was not much like the city Jason knew on Earth. He liked Fortuna, and yet they would already have to leave it behind for the wilds. Perhaps this was the way they would have to live their lives from now on. He didn’t want to imagine that.

      “Thanks for everything,” Jason told them. He put his hand out, and Kydil shook it. The boy smiled. “We’ll be moving on now.”

      “Do you not need a guide?”

      “No, I’ve got a dog for that.” He pointed his thumb at Matthew.

      “What’s that mean?” the Castor-user asked.

      “You know the way, don’t you?”

      “I can figure it out, but I’m not a dog. I’m also still not at one hundred percent yet.”

      “We’ll just have to hope for the best. Do you all have any of those masks to spare?”

      Jason and Matthew said their goodbyes to the crowd and the few warriors that had helped them to Fortuna in the first place. They went back into the tavern and recollected their armor and weapons. Matthew asked why it all felt so much lighter, but Jason said nothing. He would explain it later.

      They were given masks and placed them across their helmets. It was an awkward fit, but it would do for now. It wasn’t as if they would keep out the fog forever.

      The pair traveled to the fissure in the large stone hole at the edge of Fortuna. Behind them, Zelana waved from the back of the crowd. Pangs of guilt attacked Jason, and his stomach sank. If there was anything he regretted about coming to this world, it was how he found that girl and then stranded her among strangers. She trusted him, and he left her there alone.

      Then again, this was all the more reason for him to return here.

      The pair disappeared into the crevice. Jason choked his fear down into his gut. They walked the winding path through the rock and into the Deep Woods, back into enemy territory.

      But this would be the last time. When he told himself that, the pit in his gut died. This was because he knew that it was true. Whether it killed him or not, he would face Shaula down and end this now.
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      “You feel that?” Matthew asked the boy. Jason had transferred into his head for easier travel, but it didn’t take too long for them to come across trouble. After several hours traveling the forest, their silence had been interrupted. “Listen carefully.”

      Bodies moved miles away in the brush and only crept closer. He couldn’t actually tell if they were Shaula’s men or just some other abomination hiding in the night’s green mist. At least his sixth sense seemed to be recovering. Steps softly pattered against the grass.

      “I don’t hear anything. It might be because I’m in here, you know.”

      “Stay put,” Matthew whispered. “We don’t want our time limit to run out in a fight, and it is harder for them to sneak up on one of us. Especially me. No offense, but you’re the clumsiest person I have ever met.”

      “Ha ha, you’re a real comedian,” the boy mocked. He paused as if mulling over his next words. “Tell me something.”

      “If I want to tell you, I will.”

      “Back at the abbey, why did you just jump over that wall? You could have found me yourself. Did you really think Ord was in that much trouble?”

      Matthew had not put one ounce of energy thinking about it. “Just instinct. Why you asking?”

      “Because you usually think before you do things.”

      “We can’t all be mopey impulsive teenagers, Jason. Sometimes you have to move whether it makes sense or not.”

      “I’m not mopey!” the boy argued. Once more he fell silent as Matthew brushed aside a low hanging branch from a sycamore-like tree. “Am I?”

      “The fact that you have to ask tells me everything.”

      “We have been through hell, you know. Sure I might have whined . . . once or twice. But I stopped. You could cut me a little slack.”

      “What did I say before about you not really knowing me? When we get back to Serenity City, I’ll teach you something fun, like counting cards.”

      “Should we really be going back? I know we need to get the bomb out, but after that . . .”

      Matthew’s spine let out a small tremor. Those footsteps were getting closer.

      “We have to go back, Jason. This isn’t our world, and as long as we’re here those like the people of Fortuna at risk. It’s pretty clear Shaula won’t stop until she gets these bracelets, and we aren’t going to let her take the stupid things. The only way to do that is to go back to Earth and seal the way between worlds. We can’t help these people any other way.”

      “We could come back and fight.”

      “At risk to people who have done right by us. You’ve heard the legends about Nieto. Think about it. Ever since that being came from the sky and did battle with him, his magic waned tremendously. His power no longer extends beyond the mountains, and it shrinks over time. Leaving is the best way to make sure he can never gain power again. What’s the deal, anyway? I thought you wanted to go back.”

      Jason didn’t answer right away. Matthew had thought of the boy as a bit of a whiner, but he wasn’t stupid. He had been tricked by Shaula into the experiment and struggled to make up for his failings since. Staying here in a world of warriors when he was still such an amateur was not good for him. There had to be some family left back home. The boy couldn’t stay here.

      “I don’t want to stick around. But I think we should.”

      “We can’t. I already told you why.”

      “Why do you even want to go back, Matthew? Forget Castor and Pollux and Ord and Alain for a second, and tell me. Is there even anything left for you?”

      He had nothing. That was why he had taken that job at what he thought was Williams’ Tech Corp. He needed a fresh start and a reason to get back into the working game shed that loser image and become something better. Never did he think that would lead to this.

      Then there was Serenity City itself. He was only a tiny rug rat when Achilles went ballistic and leveled whole blocks, but he had somehow remembered that feeling ever since—that feeling of emptiness adults had when looking at heroes. They were waiting for them to fall. Those fake celebrities didn’t help. It was a horrible place, and he only stayed because of the opportunities.

      But was that all? He hadn’t given it much thought before. There might have been another reason he had stuck around that place despite nothing tying him there. It could have been the hope that things would change, that they would get better, and that someone like Achilles, or Pendragon, or the Banshee, might rise again from the darkness. What would the world be like if there really were heroes worth looking up to? He had never known that world.

      And he probably wouldn’t.

      “I’m going back because I have to. No other reason.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      He cocked his head. “Did you hear that?”

      The branches above the mist shook as an owl flew by. He couldn’t tell if the rest of the trees around them swayed because of the slight wind, passing birds, or something else. The footsteps rumbled closer and closer.

      He crouched under a branch, and Jason spoke into his head. “There’s something in the trees.”

      Leaves rustled above. A thin shaft whizzed for his eye. Matthew ducked, and the projectile slammed against the trunk. Salamander lizard men dropped from the trees. The same red species from the attack on the monastery.

      “Impressive, Man of Earth. Our Lady will be so delighted to have you with her.”

      “I thought she wanted us alive,” Matthew said. Jason exited his head, ready for a fight.

      Now the approaching footsteps rumbled harder and heavier. They would be here in seconds, and there were a lot of them. Matthew kept his sword ready.

      “Where are Ordopha and Alain?”

      One smirked. “Where is the prize?”

      “She isn’t coming.”

      “Our Lady will not like to hear that. Put away your blade. It will do you no good here.”

      The other lizard man hissed. “We should take them!”

      “You are aware they are Castor and Pollux, correct? Whether they have a sword or not makes no difference. They know their struggles are meaningless. Kneel and surrender, dogs.”

      Matthew really wanted to do otherwise, but even if they killed these enemies, they would have nowhere to go. They would still be stranded. Ordopha and Alain would still be in trouble.

      “Put it away, Jason. We don’t need to fight here.”

      Matthew slid his sword back in his scabbard and kneeled on the ground. Jason slowly followed after him as the lizard men cackled. The pounding of steps was closer than ever.

      The large group of salamanders jumped out of the brush and seized them, binding their arms and legs. The lizards threw their masks aside and sang a horrendous victory chant that scraped against eardrums. Shaula had finally gotten her prisoners back. As they were carried away, Matthew winked to Jason.

      The boy nodded back. He had to know what Matthew had already figured out. These fools would bring them right to Shaula. When they did, this mess would finally be over.

      The lizards led them through the green mist and into the rising sun of the morning. Matthew hoped this wouldn’t be the last sunrise he ever saw.
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      Their enemies took the Gemini Men deeper into the forest. They eventually poured out into a wide open field before what looked like a mountain. The giant fortress had been carved into the large stone base of a crater. Rocks led up through the wall of green fog making Jason think they were near the mountain range they had first escaped from. The bad vibes he received from this place made him doubly sure of his belief.

      The carved in fortress wasn’t as big as the castle in Mageuopolis, but retained all the menace. The place stretched as tall as a twenty story building with spiraling pillars and a large barbican before the gate to keep out any intruders. Bartizan turrets spied down, ready for any incoming threat. Circling crows cawed over the fogged fortress.

      The group guided them inside the front gate where the cavernous hall crumpled down into thin stone paths. The clearly carved tunnels descended into the dark. Small grooves on the sides led out into nests where lizards slept and patrolled. Most here were red—the Salamanders.

      But the lizards dragged them deeper. Heat built up the further they went. The very air rippled as they exited into an open cavern with a hard drop below into a good hundred feet into magma. The harsh orange light nearly blinded Jason. Only the large platforms bridged with thin walkways held up by columns prevented them from falling to a scalding death. Sweat poured down Jason’s neck as he passed through yet more tunnels.

      Then the path opened up into the largest cavernous area yet which went on two hundred feet in every direction. Even more death drops and suspended platforms awaited them. In the center was an oversized circus cage suspended over the open lava via a pulley system. The ropes led down to a crank on the rock edge. Shaula, queen of Mageuopolis, and yet more salamanders crowded the ropes. Inside the floating prison, Jason and Matthew finally found Ordopha and Alain.

      The queen nodded, and the Salamanders shoved Jason and Matthew forward. Shaula wore a long red dress that hugged her hips and breasts, showing off her busty and well-toned figure. Her piled up platinum hair gleamed harshly against the orange light. The only thing that burned brighter was the snarl on her lips. Her long nails pressed into her thin arms.

      “Where is my prize?” she asked the salamanders.

      They cringed and slunk at her tone. Instantly, she turned on Jason.

      “You will tell me where she is.”

      He growled back. “You aren’t getting anything out of me, Marguerite.”

      “This is how you reward saving you from poverty and giving you power? I give you purpose, and you do this to me. It already took much too long for my injuries to heal after our last encounter. Magic takes time and energy, you know, and my time is valuable. Horrible boy.”

      “You lied to me. All you’ve done since we met is lie. I didn’t ask for any of this, and I’m going to be damned if I let you do it to anyone else. Let them down.”

      Jason eyeballed the cage shifting in the heavy heat. Fifty or so feet spread the distance between the steel trap and him. He wouldn’t be able to make it before the pulley turned.

      Shaula laughed without merriment. “I did not touch them. I made a promise, Jason. I understand Mr. White being a pain in my side, but not you.”

      “Stop calling me Mr. White. I’m not going to say it again. We’re not giving you an innocent girl to prey on, witch. We’ve seen what you do to those you want.”

      “She is above even you, Matthew.” She sneered at him, her white teeth bared. “You had no right to remove her, just as you had no right to take my Kharis Seed. Do you know how long I searched for it?”

      “Me, me, me,” Jason interrupted. “Everything is about you, isn’t it? Aside from the seed, don’t you care about your men?”

      Shaula furrowed a brow and glanced to the crowd of salamanders. “The lizards?”

      Now it was Jason who was losing his patience. “No, not them. The Cutter and Rantan. Your children. Don’t you remember them?”

      Slowly her eyes widened and her mouth opened in realization. Then a laugh broke her confusion. “Of course I don’t worry about them. You should worry more about Camille.”

      Shaula whistled, and the mountain trembled. Giant shapes formed from the earth. Large stone gargoyles tore their way up from the rock bed, letting loose stone fall from them like a rain shower. The gargoyles grew at least thirty feet tall and morphed to the vague shape of Rantan and the Cutter. The salamanders joined the monstrosities, trapping Jason and Matthew between them and Shaula.

      “Thank you, my dear,” she called out to the invisible Camille. “Such a good girl.”

      “You really are scum,” Matthew said.

      Jason concurred. “I can’t believe I ever trusted you. What are you even doing all this for? Fun?”

      “Fun? I would never do anything for such a base reason. And before you ask, no it is not because of the King. My husband asks this, yes, but I do it because it needs to be done. This is required for both Earthwalkers and humans. You have seen this world, divided by a false god that gave us a taste of freedom. They rejected the Great Sorcerer King after he gave them life, and for what? They are fragmented and frightened, hiding in their little kingdoms and villages from the overwhelming world. They are just like those on Earth.”

      Matthew groaned. “And now you’re babbling.”

      “No, Matthew, you are simply stupid. You live where heroes roam and yet you hide in fear. That is why you both came to me, remember? You realized what Our King already know. The false heroes of your world failed time and time again to change anything, and now you see the world for what it is. You know there are no heroes left. They are only mortal. They cannot save you from the sword above your head. But I can.”

      “Wrong again,” Matthew answered. “These bracelets saved us. If it weren’t for them, I would have been another failed experiment like every other one of your castoffs. And thank God for that! I only made it this far because of Castor, this idiot, and the two people behind you. All you have done, Shaula, is destroy.”

      “And all you have done is disappoint me. Fine. You can have it your way.” She snapped her fingers. “Kill them.”

      Matthew pointed his blade to her. “Why don’t you do it?”

      “Because I do not wish to damage my precious bracelets.” She paused and cocked her head to the side as if hearing a distant call. “But perhaps we will meet again sooner than I first thought. I’ll set your room up just how you like it, should you make it back.”

      Shaula strode along the stalactite bridge towards the rear tunnel. Jason contemplated making a run for her but thought better of it. She expected it. She had to. Behind him, her lackeys advanced on them. Now he had to choose one of three paths: go for the siblings, go for Shaula, or go for her men. One had to have priority. As if sensing his thoughts, Shaula lifted a hand of purple mist and snapped her fingers once more. A floating line of magic zipped toward the pulley and poured inside. The device strained and squeaked.

      “That bitch,” Matthew muttered.

      “Forget her and come here.”

      Matthew took one look at Jason and told him his choice. They were going for the cage.

      Jason lifted Matthew with one arm, Pollux holding steady, and threw him toward the squeaking cage. He had learned from his last try. The boy parceled Pollux out just enough: not too much strength, but enough to adjust to Matthew’s weight. At least, he hoped.

      Rocks broke behind Jason. He went for his scabbard and shield.

      The lizards dove upon him. Swords, spears, and axes flashed, and he slashed his weapon in defense, clanking against blades. The cavalcade of lizard men quickly encircled him. The two gargoyle golems stomped toward him, shaking the entire world with each step.

      The floor shifted and slanted. Several of the lizard men tripped as the ground slid to the right and sank like a sand pit. The funnel pulled hard at the men on the battlefield.

      Jason scanned for the source and found it in the tunnel forty feet ahead. He squinted and saw the figure of a woman embedded in the same stone pathway Shaula escaped through. The earth trembled around her indentation.

      Around him, the enemies still slunk towards him even as they slid backwards into the center of the pit. They wanted him dead more than they wanted to live. Then he remembered that they were stone monsters and fire lizards. A fall into the trap might not hurt them even though it would kill him. Still, the floor slowly sank like sand as they pressed him.

      “Hurry up, Matthew,” he whispered.

      Soon enough there wouldn’t be any place to escape to.
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      Matthew knew Jason would throw him before the dumb kid did. He couldn’t help being predictable. But Matthew welcomed it. They needed to get Ordopha and Alain out before the cage fell into the lava. This was the fastest way.

      He made a beeline directly for the cage at what felt like the speed of a Mack truck. The bars whipped close as the humid air pushed against him. His face brushed against the steel.

      Matthew morphed into fog and whipped through the bars. Both Ordopha and Alain moved to the sides as the mist darted past. He solidified and slammed face first into the bars at the rear end. The cage rocked back and forth, and the chains squeaked and creaked. The three stumbled as the floating prison bobbed.

      Alain clapped his back. “As insane as ever, Matthew.”

      “You’d know. How you doing, Ord?”

      Her trembling lips curved into a grin. “Well.”

      “Sounds good to me. You two, grab on,” Jason said. “We’re gonna do this like the airship.”

      Ordopha outstretched her hand just as the chain above whined, and broke. Matthew darted for her, with Alain at his side and they both clasped her wrists. The ceiling of the cage hit Matthew, and he turned to mist, taking the two with him. The bars of the falling prison battered his incorporeal form. Hot pain spread inside him into particles of dust.

      Slowly, his molecules reformed into the ethereal mist again. Red aches stabbed his senses. Whether air or liquid form, disturbances could break him apart and changing his basic structure caused tremendous discomfort. Using Castor to its full extent still stayed outside of his grasp, but one thing he could still do was hold together. Keeping three different bodies inside his transformation took concentration. Tears raked across the inside of his soul threatening to split him to pieces.

      The steel trap spun all the way down into the magma below. He drifted forward, battered about by the humidity and hot air. There was still a twenty-foot drop to get back to the ground.

      “Matthew, you fool,” Alain yelled. “We are falling. Transform back!”

      “I can’t do that.”

      Ordopha whispered from inside him. “Yes, you can. It is right there. We can touch it.”

      His sight through the mist returned as he focused, and he saw what she meant. The broken chain for the cage hung above him, swinging back and forth. He reached for it.

      “When we reform we’ll be in the same position we went in on. Hold on to me.”

      Matthew formed normal again and found himself falling. He reached out and took hold of the chain with his free hand, and weight pulled against his muscles. Underneath, Alain and Ordopha let go of him and also grabbed the chain. Matthew‘s concentration and breath returned.

      “So,” he said to the woman below him. “Still doing well?”

      “I cannot say that I am.” Her breaths were rushing hard. “Now what do we do? We’re trapped.”

      “No, we’re good.” Matthew’s second wind returned. “We just climb back up and over down the chain. The pulley’s holding out.”

      “You are endlessly positive,” she said. “It is nearly endearing.”

      “Nearly?”

      “Yes, every time I am with you our lives are in constant peril.”

      “Come on,” he said with a laugh. “You love it.”

      She giggled. “I cannot say it is altogether unpleasant.”

      “Will you two shut up?” Alain asked. “You may reconvene your idle chatter when we’re not hanging above certain death. Can you move yet, Matthew?”

      “I sure can spoil sport.” He took a breath and began climbing upwards. The other two followed. “We’ll talk later, Ord, when your brother isn’t in such a prickly mood.”

      “But then we will never speak again.”

      Alain sighed. “Very amusing.”

      The entire cavern shook. On the platform below Jason fought the oncoming swarm. The platform sank in the center.

      Off to the right that woman, Camille, hid herself inside an entrance with her hands buried into the cavern. She was destroying the platform with her power, and none of her cronies care.

      He helped the siblings down onto the stone floor and removed his sword. Alain came to his side.

      “I’m going after the witch,” Matthew said. “Can you help the boy out?”

      Alain held a wolfish grin. He found an abandoned blade among the lizard corpses. “You don’t have to ask me. I was not planning on leaving yet.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Ordopha said to Matthew.

      “We won’t be gone for long.”

      Matthew sprinted down the thin pathway to the left as Alain drove toward Jason. The platform slowly sank behind them. The woman in the stone ahead leaped out into the tunnel as Matthew and Ordopha got closer. She raised one palm towards them. Large stone projectiles broke free from the surrounding floor and soared forward. The size of beach balls, the slabs also flew like baseballs.

      He slashed the first one out of the air and misted through the second which flew off into the lava. But the third made a beeline for Ordopha.

      Matthew dove and seized her by the waist, knocking her to the ground. The stone flew directly overhead. Matthew straddled her with his arms and legs on either side.

      “You alright?” he asked.

      “Above you!”

      Three stone balls merged into one and careened downward like a guillotine.

      After a solid deep breath, he took her shoulders. “Are you ready for this?”

      She nodded. “Always.”

      The large boulder slammed into the earth and sent shattered stone firing out in every direction. Thankfully he had turned to mist once more, but the aches flowed through him regardless. He transformed solid again, wincing at the remaining pain. She stared at him as if nothing happened.

      Camille ran away and disappeared into the tunnel. He helped Ordopha up and followed after her.

      For a moment, the platform behind them stopped sinking.

      The stone walls bent and jumped out around them as they followed. Camille could have sealed the paths off, but she needed concentration to do it. With enemies in pursuit, there was little chance she would risk it. The two had the edge on her.

      “We got her on the ropes,” he said under his breath.

      “Unless she is leading us somewhere.”

      “Maybe she’s leading us where we need to go.”

      “I wouldn’t trust a snake like her. Stop! Let me look in here.”

      Ordopha broke off into a nearby carved room where weapon racks lay on the wall. Swords, shields, and spears propped up next to arrows and bows. Quite the arsenal had been set up. She took a bow and a quiver full of arrows from among them.

      She nodded approvingly as she inspected the bowstring. “Now I no longer feel quite so naked.”

      “And that’s why I like you so much.”

      She laughed. “I will miss this.”

      Shortly, they continued on. Camille, and Shaula by extension had to be close by. Hopefully, Jason and Alain could hold their own until they made it to the witch.
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      The golem’s large fingers slammed against Jason’s shoulder and sent him spinning. The massive trunk of an arm swung sideways and successfully swept several salamanders from their feet and down into the magma below. The golem brought its arm back for a second hit. Jason’s shield rang, and his knees shook.

      A spear thrust in on his left. He swung the shield to deflect it, and another stab came from his right. His blade blocked the point of the spear and guided it to the side. A lizard man sprinted to his unguarded front. He kicked out with a Pollux powered leg. The hit sent the salamander soaring into one of the golems, crunching rock. Jason rolled backward.

      His sword clashed against armor, blade, and shield. His shield guarded and pushed potential blows away. His reflexes had never had quite this much of a workout. He silently thanked Alain and Sir Orach for teaching him pacing. Jason kept measured breaths.

      Slashes nicked his armor and shield. The metal slowly reformed as if it were hard plastic springing back to its original shape. Zelana’s gift held out. He could last forever at this rate.

      The golems leaped over the crowd toward him. He braced Pollux and his shield. Then, just as they were about to land, the monsters broke. A rain of boulders poured down on him, pelting and crushing lizards. Before he could tell if that was the intention, he also realized the floor was no longer sinking.

      The lot of surviving lizards let out guttural howls and rushed him. He could not tell if it was due to fear or stupidity, but this desperation struck him as strange. He met them in the shifting sands of the platform.

      But a cry cut through.

      The lizard to his left fell dead to the dirt. Two more beside it spun around and lost a head and right arm. The rest of the pack backed away at Alain holding a bloodstained blade.

      Jason smiled, unable to hide his excitement. “I could really use a hand.”

      “Of course you could,” he replied with a grin. “I have seen you swing a sword before.”

      Alain took to his side, and the formation of the enemy momentarily faltered. But they quickly regained their courage and hissed out a battle cry.

      Metal collided against metal, and skin slashed open. Alain laughed like a madman. Jason darted his blade from enemy to enemy. The sealed exit where they had first entered quaked. Rocks along the red walls broke and dislodged. Stone split and burst open like a dam, revealing two dozen men in armor and masks led by Zelana. She had her arms held out where the wall had just crumbled.

      Without a wasted second, the men from Fortuna all shouted and charged with their weapons out, and poured down into the open cavern onto the lizards.

      “Now this is what I live for!” Alain roared. “Show some fire, Jason!”

      For once, Jason understood Alain completely. The two fought their way into the thick of it as the salamanders shrieked and shouted against them. Blood and steel flew all over. His adrenaline only climbed as the battle raged on.

      Still he could not help but think about his other friends. Where were Ord and Matthew?
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        * * *

      

      “Did you hear that?” Ordopha asked with her bow raised. “Shouts.”

      Matthew nodded but did not stop moving. That woman had to be nearby, but she had not used her power once since they followed after her. Either she didn’t know they were behind her, or she led them into a trap. But the two of them couldn’t stop.

      Salamanders crawled about the tunnels. The narrow space made dodging difficult for the larger groups which made them easy targets for Ordopha’s arrows and his sword. Corpses fell as they ran past.

      Finally, they reached a throne room. There he saw a towering regal chair of polished oak and flowing weaved red tapestries. A large mirror lined the rear wall. He recognized that glint shining from the last one. Despite the gold and gems adorning the room in tapestries of colors and crimson beauty, that mirror drew him in. The Mirror Gate. This was their ticket back to Serenity City. Shaula must have gone through there, but what about Camille?

      Ordopha checked the corners of the room and found no one. Camille had vanished. Before he could make a guess, the ceiling above him creaked.

      By instinct, he tackled Ordopha to the ground. Her bow twanged as she dropped before him. The cavern shook, and a large boulder struck the floor where he had stood seconds ago.

      “Look!” Ordopha yelled. She pointed to a spot in the wall where her arrow lodged in. Blood streaked from it. “The stone was moving so I fired. Rock doesn’t bleed.”

      The two approached the thin stream of blood. The rocks crumbled out to reveal the body of a young woman with an arrow in her chest. Camille fell listlessly to the floor, groaning.

      Ordopha raised her bow to finish her when Matthew brought a hand up.

      “We should end her now,” Ord argued.

      “Answers first. She apparently needs to touch the earth with her skin to move it, so cover her hands and get her up.”

      The pair removed a blood red tapestry and wrapped Camille in it. When she was held tight, he let Ord do her work. She slapped the unconscious girl.

      “Wake up, witch.”

      “What are you doing to me?” Camille mumbled. Her eyes opened after a few seconds. She thrashed and bit at the air.

      “Asking some questions,” Matthew replied. “Where did Shaula go?”

      “I have no cause to tell you, especially after what you did to my brothers. I will return that tenfold!”

      “Do you think I wanted to fight them, Camille? It was either them or me. You made your choice working for a woman who doesn’t care if you live or die.”

      “It is because of her that we not only have life but these powers at all, imbecile. We wouldn’t exist without the queen. But I suppose you know little of loyalty.”

      “You got me there. I don’t know much about being loyal. But I also don’t steal young girls to syphon life force from them. I don’t sacrifice people to test my magical bracelets. I don’t imprison innocents to provide entertainment for my slave soldiers. But I know who does. All you have to do is tell us how to get through that mirror, and I can show you.”

      “Only those with the blood of the King may open it. And you are no royalty.”

      “No,” Zelana said. “But I may be able to help.”

      Jason and Alain, as well as the men from the village, including Kydil, ran through the hall behind them. Zelana led the pack to them. She rushed to the Mirror Gate as greetings were exchanged.

      “What does she mean?” Ord asked Alain.

      He gestured to Matthew. “She was able to lead Kydil’s men here because of the magic she planted in their armor. Her awakened abilities are tied to magic.”

      “The girl in the tree is this runt?” Camille asked.

      Several of the men seized the fallen villain and placed her on her feet between two of them.

      “She’s bleeding,” Jason said. He meant Zelana. A thin stream of blood dripped from her lips. “We can’t ask her to do any more than this, Matthew.”

      “Any more than what?” Ordopha asked. “Don’t talk around me.”

      Zelana let out a cry as she slammed her palms on the tall mirror. Clear white energy flowed like steam from her into the gate, rushing like a small typhoon. The large mirror flashed gold.

      “Impossible,” Camille whispered.

      “Time to go,” Matthew said. Jason didn’t argue. The crowd watched the mirror before noticing the pair moving toward it. “It’s been fun, everyone, but we have a witch to stop.”

      Alain threw out his hand and gave both warriors a shake. “I only regret that we never had a proper duel. Keep practicing, Matthew. Don’t become sloppy. Pay attention to your surroundings. Jason, simply stop being a fool.”

      “Thanks, man,” Jason replied, oddly serious. “You too, Ord.”

      Ordopha embraced the boy in a hug. He squeezed back. “Alain is right. You have Pollux now, and Matthew. You can trust them both.”

      Jason blushed and slowly nodded back. He left them for the mirror by Zelana.

      “Matthew,” Ordopha said. “Thank you.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Please don’t do that. I’m not good at this sort of thing.”

      “Fine, you don’t have to say it. Not now. How about when next we meet, then?”

      Matthew laughed. “Something to look forward to.”

      She giggled back. “Precisely!”

      “I will be glad to be rid of this foolishness,” Alain grumbled.

      Matthew joined Jason by the Mirror Gate. The flashing lights and swirling dots like dust mites inside nearly hypnotized him. Before he could say anything to the boy, Zelana squeezed Matthew in a hug. The move threw him off balance, and he stiffly patted her shoulder back. Finally, she gave him a wide smile. Jason laughed.

      “Jason told me you like hugs.”

      “Jason is a liar.” Before she could react, he added, “But they’re not always so bad.”

      “Alain told me he was given a small piece of a mirror from that hermit,” she said. “In inspected it, and I feel faint traces of magic in it. The shard doesn’t work, not now, but perhaps we can use it to see through the other side to your world.”

      “I wouldn’t put much stock into it. The corresponding mirror was probably destroyed long ago.”

      “Perhaps,” she said with an upturned grin. “But it does not hurt to hope.”

      Matthew laughed to himself. She bowed to the two of them.

      “Goodbye, Matthew.”

      “See you next time, Zelana.”

      Matthew looked back one last time and saw a strange sight. Camille split open the tapestry, covered in a thin layer of earth. The guards saw her a second too late. She tackled Matthew and Jason, knocking them into the Mirror Gate.

      Jason was thrown forward into the funnel. However, she stuck to Matthew.

      The villain screamed as she flew through space grappling against Matthew. Matthew drew his sword, but she was too close. Camille shaped her thin layer of earth into hard rocks on her knuckles and slammed it into his face. Before he could regain his senses, she struck again and again. They pushed against each other in the drifting void.

      “What are you doing?” he shouted.

      “I’m stopping you! This is the least I can do for my queen and my brothers.”

      “The least you can do is to get lost.” They spun out of control through the tunnel. He had to get her off before he rammed the sides at the edge of the light. He figured out one way to do it.

      Matthew transformed into mist and let her fly forward through him. There was no way for her to stop now. He flew back towards Jason, but even in his mist form, the force of the tunnel pulled against him. The invisible wind sucked him forward again when he reached the center.

      But Camille wasn’t so lucky. The momentum from Matthew’s move sent her into the side of the black tunnel where the light died. The spinning darkness reminded of the sides of a tornado. Her shrieks instantly silenced as she was ripped through it and she vanished from sight.

      The two remaining soared onward at faster and faster velocities. Just as before their clothes sizzled and Matthew’s skin burned.

      But their armor shined regardless. Jason even pumped his fist and laughed. “We’ll be okay.”

      “What were you talking to Zelana about, anyway?”

      “Just saying I was sorry I couldn’t keep my promise.”

      “We owe her a lot more than we can pay back.”

      Zelana’s magic held out. They would make it after all. The light ahead grew from a pinprick as they were launched onward into a veritable sun.

      The force shoved both warriors outside the gate and into the light. The brightness momentarily disoriented Matthew as he stood back up. Behind him, the shine of the Mirror Gate died out. They would not be using it again. They were back in Serenity City.

      However, his mood soon changed when he realized just where they were. They landed in a large dark room with fluorescent lights hanging overhead. Men in black suits lined the metal room before them. They had returned to Serenity City, alright—in the William’s Tech building. Shaula headed the men, wearing another fancy dress. A familiar smile glistened on her lips as she grinned at their appearance. It was almost as if they had never left the building to begin with. Her men blocked the door.

      “Shaula,” Matthew said. “It’s like we never left.”

      “You may call me Marguerite, Mr. White. But I am confused. You still wear your armor?” she asked with a raised brow. “How is this possible?”

      Matthew and Jason drew their blades from their scabbards, and the men in suits raised their firearms. Shaula’s uncovered arms sprouted flames that waved around like loose fur. The lights above her flickered violently.

      The pair charged forward and shots fired upon them. The heat from the woman rose as they closed the gap. Matthew charged regardless. He thought briefly about the bomb in his chest but put it to the back of his thoughts immediately. First, Shaula had to be stopped.
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      Bullets slammed against Jason’s armor. Beside him, the shots tumbled off of Matthew just as easily as they did him. Zelana’s magic clung to their armor, swallowing the speed of all the coming projectiles milliseconds before they hit their mark. But the magic could not protect them forever.

      There were also no bones on the floor, and the other mirrors were nowhere to be seen. This Mirror Gate had clearly been moved to another room. Shaula—or Marguerite—had set them up to be trapped.

      “I’ll get out of here and find the controls for the bomb,” Matthew said to him. “While they’re distracted with me, you break this mirror. I’ll see if I can find the other ones outside.”

      Jason had nearly forgotten they needed to destroy the other Mirror Gates. While he slashed at the men in suits, Matthew transformed and flew toward the crowd. They continued firing on him, hitting nothing but air. Jason used the moment to turn around and punch the mirror. Pollux gave him that extra kick he needed.

      The glass webbed with the strike and shattered a second later. Pieces sprinkled to the metal floor.

      On the other side of the crowd, Matthew’s mist slammed against the sealed metal door and pushed through the cracks into the other side. Several of Shaula’s thugs opened the door, followed him outside and down the hall. The majority trained their firearms on Jason.

      Shaula screamed at her men to chase Matthew. They complied, bolting back out into the hall with the others. She gathered a handful of fire in her palm and threw it toward the boy.

      Jason dodged, and the flames slammed against the wall where the gate had been. Shards of the metal melted into an orange slag puddle on the floor. A cavalcade of red streaks flashed toward his chest. Three of the balls struck him dead on. The fire’s hiss burst like a grenade and threw out heavy pressure, flinging him backwards. He regained his footing, his armor smoking.

      Sweat dripped down Shaula’s face as she flung fire. He began to understand her pattern. Her power turned on and off like a light switch. She couldn’t avoid destroying everything.

      “Do I amuse you, Jason? Whatever your armor is made of, it will not protect you forever.”

      “It was a gift from your daughter, Zelana. You threw her away, and she gave me the key to beat you. What do you think of that?”

      “I knew she would open the gate for you. I sensed her coming in the caves. However, your armor and weapons remaining unharmed? That was unexpected.”

      “You had more than one. Camille, the Cutter, and Rantan were real pieces of work.”

      “Those failures?” She snarled. Her disgust was palpable. “They are excellent soldiers, yes. But they inherited nothing of the blood. I respect their allegiance, but they are nothing compared to Zelana. She is the future of the kingdom, and what my love has lived so long for.”

      He smirked at her. “And we took her from you, huh?”

      “She was our prize, all that we worked so hard for. The king and I have had many failures over the centuries, but none were more than mortals no different than those you helped escape. They inherited nothing. She was different—she had the magic burned into her bones. All I needed was the Kharis Seed to complete her growth. But we could never find it . . . until you came along.”

      “It’s gone, Shaula. Your daughter is free from you now. All that’s left is to put you away, and your husband will rot away to nothing.”

      Fire flashed around her skin and against her clothes. The fiery red marker on her forehead grew as she furrowed her brow. Heat hammered against him like a charging bull.

      Pyrokinetic abilities could be used several ways. But her Prime power in addition to the magic Nieto imbued in her with made it worse. Her magic allowed the fire to spread further and faster than normal pyrokinetics.

      She lifted both hands perpendicular to her shoulders and bit her lip. Flames completely engulfed her, swirling out in a twister. And they were growing by the second. The metal floor, ceiling, and walls melted as the heat intensity pressed against Jason. The blaze crept closer.

      He scanned the room for ideas. Holes were melting open in the metal wall behind him. Jason decided to make a play for it.

      He beat against the melting metal as the heat built on his back, but he paid it little mind. The steel bent and crunched with every punch. No matter how many times he hit, it didn’t look like he would reach the other side. Sweat poured down his neck while he burrowed further into the metal hole.

      Sizzled steel burned as he pressed on. He grimaced and pushed his muscles and the bracelet to give their all. Pollux let out its full energy, and he crashed his fist forward.

      An explosion of metal shards erupted. Thick darkness awaited him ahead, and he dashed for it. Jason leaped and fell flat down, clanging on steel. Orange light flashed through the hole. Fire lit the darkness and showed him the door ahead. He charged through the new steel room. Slag melted around him. He kicked open the heavy door to reveal a long steel hall with dim fluorescents. Some of them flickered, but most remained at normal lighting. Thankfully none had burst yet, and he didn’t want mercury filling the air. He saw no windows so he could not tell what floor they were on. At the hole behind him, the metal melted. She was coming.

      Jason made a sharp right down the hall, his footsteps clanging. Now to find Matthew.
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      Castor was far trickier to use than Pollux. Matthew didn’t exactly know how to use his powers while fighting. Of course, he could just disappear in a battle. That was always an option. However, he didn’t like to make that choice.

      Even if his body did harden for a few seconds after he solidified again, there were a few things he didn’t want to risk. His insides could be pierced by whatever passed through him at the same moment he transformed back. While his outer skin became tougher for those few moments, he didn’t know if the same applied to his organs, bones, veins, muscles, or brain. A single stray slice, gunshot, or poorly timed solidification could end him. He would stay as a human for now.

      He ran from the men in black suits chasing him through the halls. There were at least ten lizard men in disguise. The flashing alarm pulsing red in the corners of the steel ceiling meant more were on the way. He could lose more than a few by zipping in and out of the labyrinth of halls ahead. Matthew had the energy to spare.

      His sixth sense was all that lead him on. The more he turned the halls, the more he recognized the layout. He reached that false apartment complex he had lived in before this whole mess began. They had originally taken an elevator to reach this floor. He now had an inkling of their location. They had to be very high up. But what mattered was that the mirror room had to be close by.

      Matthew made a sharp turn around one of the corners and transformed into water. He slid under the door to his left and into the office. The empty meeting room only contained one lone wooden table in the center and some potted plants around the perimeter. Six guards stomped down the hall past him and toward the next room. Matthew slid behind the pot. One of his pursuers threw open the door and scanned the room. After one second he left. Matthew streaked back out into the hallway and became whole. He continued in his original direction.

      He traveled down a few hallways to meet a familiar metal door. Bones lay on the floor inside, and that musty stink reminded him of their last visit here. The remaining Mirror Gates plastered against the walls sparkled against the dark of the room.

      A spark flittered on one of the broken shards lying in the corner. His sixth sense pulled him towards one piece in particular. A low heat warmed him as he picked it up. He pocketed it behind his back before bringing his attention back to the three remaining Mirror Gates.

      Now the question about breaking these things arose. Matthew’s strength was nowhere near Jason’s with Pollux. But he did have one advantage—the magic Zelana put not only into his armor but his shield and his sword.

      The three tall mirrors perched precariously on each wall watched him. Despite the lack of light in the room, speckles of some other starlight millions of miles away reflected in their glass. A distinctly alien vibe stuck to them.

      As he thought about what distant world these unholy objects came from, the blade in his hand grew hot. A faint white glow rang against the edges. It wanted him to act.

      Before Matthew could make a decision, the rough sound of a bursting bonfire blasted down the hall and shouts followed. The cold voices of the disguised lizard men remained harsh even in death. Thankfully he didn’t hear Jason among their symphonic screams.

      Not yet.

      Matthew slashed his sword against the mirror with as much strength as he could muster.
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        * * *

      

      Jason took the turn around the hall too fast and skidded down onto his side around the corner. A gust of fire flew over his head and scorched the potted plant where he had just been standing. The melted slag pooled while he regained his footing. Shaula had already found him.

      Around the corner she flew, her pyrokinetic abilities sending fire downward from her dress and legs in streams. Fluorescents cracked above her. She threw a football-sized blaze at him.

      He brought his shield up to guard. The power shot pounded against it. The force pushed him backwards to the metal floor. He tumbled, and his back hit the wall, stunning him. But there was a worse problem: the glow in his shield faded to nothing. After a few seconds, it warped and bent under the heat. The magic was dying.

      “That explains how you are so strong. My daughter’s magic aided you. It has already begun to leave you.”

      “Zelana saps her life every time she uses magic. She’s done enough. I’m not going to let you kill her any more than you already have!”

      The fireball whipped across Jason’s face, singing his helmet. The wall behind him erupted in flames.

      More fire exploded from her skin. “Why do you all insist on foolish posturing? My beloved does not have all the time in the universe to achieve his unified kingdom. You are all parasites.”

      “That’s a funny way of looking at things.”

      “I’m glad you think so. Now give me Pollux before I take it from your charred remains.”

      As she lifted her hand and the flames smoldered, Jason turned to the wall behind him. The fire swirled towards him, licking against the sides of the narrow hall. He punctured a hole through the metal layer. The heat brushed up against his armor and agony melted into him. Jason burrowed into the room through the new opening, armor smoking. Flames scorched out the hall. The blaze still burned while he ran through the empty room. He smashed open a hole into the next one. Soon enough he landed back in the hallway.

      Before she could notice he moved. Jason dashed down the complex and circled around the block to Shaula’s back. He watched her from a distance as her wall of flames died.

      “It is a shame that I must kill you, Jason. Pollux is quite useful, and I wish I didn’t have to find another to use it.”

      “It’s not just Pollux,” Matthew whispered.

      Jason flinched when he noticed Matthew at his side. The bearer of Castor held a small piece of mirror wrapped in cloth that handed it to the boy.

      “Keep this safe. I think there’s something about this piece. It had a weird tint when I saw it.”

      Jason placed it behind his back and his armor. “You destroyed the Mirror Gates?”

      “They’re gone. The stairs are all blocked, though. Guards are in all the staircases, and the elevators are down. I found the apartment we were kept in when I was looking for the mirror. If I recall, it was high up in this building. In other words, we can’t just jump out the window and hope for the best. If we want out, we have to get through the witch. There’s no other way.”

      “I can’t get close enough to hit her. Zelana’s magic is wearing off. We’re only going to get one more shot at her before she can scorch us away. We need a plan.”

      Matthew scratched his chin in thought. “There’s one thing I can try. I can’t promise it will work, but it’s all I’ve got. If you distract her, I’ll get behind her in puddle form, then I’ll—”

      “You’ll get her in the back!” Jason glanced around the corner. The woman waited in the hall, perfectly aware that they had nowhere to run. They would have to face her again. “If that fails I’ll hit her with everything Pollux has. Either way, I’m dead getting that close.”

      “No, you’re not. But we don’t have that much time if we want to do this before the magic is gone for good. I’m heading in.”

      “Wait, what about the bomb? Did you find a way to stop it?”

      His grin faltered for a moment. “Long story. I checked around. I can’t disarm it, but I can use it.”

      “I don’t understand. What are you going to do?”

      “Stay safe, Jason.”

      Matthew melted into the floor and zipped back around the hallway that Jason had come from earlier. He quickly slid out of sight.

      Jason took a deep breath and moved out. The boy turned the corner in time to see Shaula raising each of her hands in a different direction. Orange light flashed, and pyrokinetic streams flowed in flamethrower waves along the halls. He slid on his knees, and the fire flew over his helmet, sizzling the metal.

      But the rooms on the floor suffered. Hot orange puddles of slag filled the space where the metal walls had been. Rooms melted to nothing. The wide open area trembled and groaned under the heavy weight of the weakened ceiling.

      One stream of fire crashed against his sword, his last guard. Sweat splashed his skin. His last weapon had been destroyed.

      The armor warped and the fire beat against him. His consciousness faded. Just before the air left him, a flash snapped out behind Shaula.

      Matthew sprang up and rammed his sword into her back. The blade stuck out through her chest. She howled as flames gushed from the wound, knocking Matthew down and backwards. His blade melted away into the pyre.

      Shaula turned toward Matthew, her injury instantly cauterized. Their plan had failed.

      What Jason did next was not what he expected to do—he ran towards her.

      The witch breathed hard, purple fog slowly drifting from her mouth. Perhaps her internal injuries ran deeper than the boy thought. He could not let her have the opportunity to slink away.

      Jason brought his fist back when he reached her. She turned back on him with her raised hand, ablaze . . . and in his face! The fire flickered as she grinned. Jason was dead.

      Matthew leaped upon her back, throwing her shot off its mark. Jason skidded to stop under a pyro blast. The flame shot lashed into trembling ceiling, shattering whatever fluorescents might be left. Puddles of metal splashed out from her shots. Matthew’s armor smoked, and the shield on his back dripped to useless soup on the floor. He yelled in pain while he held her tight.

      “Matthew!” he shouted. “What are you doing?”

      “My trump card, Jason. Use Pollux and go down! At least one of us should get out.”

      Jason shouted back, but it was no use. Matthew misted and the air changed around Shaula. His typical white mist form started to morph. The air became wavy and started to smell.

      It was gas.

      Jason wasted no time punching the floor, bursting out the metal below. The metal floor gave under him, and he jumped through.

      But the gas was not enough. Through Matthew’s haze, Jason glimpsed a small metal object where his heart should be. He used Castor to leave the bomb exposed.

      Shaula realized it much too late.

      “Get off of me, worm!” Shaula flashed and let her body burst with even more flame.

      “Not a chance.”

      “Matthew, release me!”

      A chain reaction of explosions rocked the building. The floor rocked. Large blasts consumed the entire area in a fireball. The ceiling above Shaula trembled and broke under the heavy weight. Melting steel splashed and crashed against her flailing form.

      Her bones bent and snapped. The rush of fire and crushing metal consumed her screams as she was torn and ripped apart. Plumes of purple air puffed and expelled from her before evaporating into thin air.

      Jason watched her scorch away to ash under the blaze as he fell through the floor, her body incinerating, and Matthew’s ethereal form with her. The life of Shaula of Mageuopolis had finally ended in the blaze she had set herself.

      Not a single thing remained on that burning floor but cinders, liquid metal, and ash. The quaking from the ceiling continued.

      The entire building was about to come down on Jason’s head.
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      The very foundations of the building shook, shedding metal, stone, and drywall as Jason’s dropped through them. Everything around him imploded.

      One floor, two floors, three floors . . . just how high up he was he couldn’t tell. And above the ceilings continued coming down. The floors above were nothing but rubble now.

      He saw no one in any of the rooms or offices on his way down.

      Jason dropped out thirty feet into the tiled atrium area. Daylight bathed the carved marble and large water fountain in the center. Security guards stood outside the front doors. Civilians wandered out there with them. Red and blue lights flashed around the corner of the large doors. The police must have evacuated everyone on the lower floors. No one else was left inside.

      But he had no time to think about it. Ceiling tiles fell around him, breaking against the floor. Soon a building would fall on his head. Jason punched the floor again and fell through, just as the ceiling gave in. He landed in a maintenance area. Tight tunnels and the pungent smell of cleaning products assaulted him. Another hit sent him twenty feet downward into the parking lot. The quaking concrete threatened to toss him aside. Abandoned cars laid about everywhere, but he found something nearby that could help him: a manhole cover.

      He threw it open and jumped down into the dark. His boots splashed in pungent water. A long sewer tunnel stretched on in both directions. He went right in the opposite direction of the police. The parking lot cracked apart above him, sending stone into the small tunnel.

      Pollux fired on all cylinders as he cut it loose. The ceiling crumbled in and the broken building crashed into the sewer with him. Rocks cut at his cheek as a piece of cement knocked the broken helmet from his head. Each hit against his armor broke off more metal pieces, slicing into his tunic and pants and drawing blood. Fatigue slammed into his insides like a jackhammer. Pollux was running out.

      A large pile of stone fell through the ceiling. He swung his fist and shattered it instantly. A manhole cover smashed into his back as he slid forward and—landed in a pile of garbage. Jason rolled over and slammed into the side of the tunnel when he finally realized that the ceiling had ceased collapsing. The ground still quaked, and shouts roared far behind and above, but the wall of destroyed concrete and road sat motionless in the tunnel behind him.

      Jason took a hard breath. He had outrun the destruction.

      After several minutes taking hard breaths, he looked at his hands. The bracelet was gone. He then realized the weight that hit him was Matthew. But was he alive or . . .

      Jason tried to stand, but his legs seized, stranding him in the tunnel where sirens whined in the city above. Pollux ran out of energy.

      “Are you there, Matthew?”

      But Matthew didn’t answer.

      No choice. He had to do it himself.

      Jason crawled along the bottom of the sewer on his elbows, knees dragging. Inch by inch he pushed as his muscles cried and jerked against him. His fingers spasmed. Blood from his forehead obscured his vision. Each push brought blinding pain.

      But he did push. He dragged his legs for what felt like years as the city erupted in chaos above. He climbed onward, the destruction behind him. His goal was the end of the tunnel.

      Sickness swirled in his head. A blackout almost consumed him. Jason smacked himself awake.

      He remembered what Matthew had given him. He reached behind his back and pulled out the mirror. Miraculously, it was still in one piece, but he couldn’t see anything through it. Why exactly did Matthew bother with this?

      He stared into it, and a strange sense of nostalgia blanketed him. He remembered the mountains, Alain and Ordopha, the abbey, the forest, and Zelana. Sure he had only ended up in Tyndarus because of Shaula, but it felt like an eternity ago. He bit his lip, and his fingers tightened. He couldn’t just to die here.

      Jason put the mirror away again and crawled onward. He had nowhere to go, but he could not stop now.

      Light burst in from the ceiling. His blurring vision made it difficult to see just what it came from. Suddenly he caught a figure in knight armor standing before him. The man kneeled down in front of him.

      “Are you okay? Your clothes are all torn. How did you get down here?”

      Jason blinked. He knew that voice. “I’m fine. Just really tired.”

      “I can imagine. I’ll get you out, so just keep calm.”

      The knight lifted Jason in both arms, and finally, he realized just who this was. Pendragon! The most famous hero there was. And he was saving Jason.

      “It’s been a bit hectic up above,” the hero said. “I’m going to put you down outside, and you wait for the ambulance to come by, okay? Don’t move.”

      Sleep consumed Jason before he could respond. He had so many things he wanted to ask Pendragon about heroes and villains, but he didn’t get to ask them.

      “Jason, get up!”

      “Matthew?” he mumbled

      “No one is looking. Now is your chance. Get up!”

      Jason’s eyes flew open, and he sat up. People were flying about all over in the medical tent around him. How long had he been out?

      Thankfully with so many people hanging around, he could easily slip between them and back outside. He dipped around the doctor checking the broken arm of a college girl. Orange sunset beat down on him when he stepped out. Crumbled stone and broken roads lay several streets away, and sirens blazed unabated. They were coming this way.

      Jason slid through the crowds and towards the shelter of the alley. No one noticed as they were busy dealing with the other wounded. But he kept his distance, hiding around vehicles and people as he moved. It would only be moments until he switched bodies. The boy ducked down between dumpsters as the sun vanished from the skies. Thankfully the alley was vacant.

      The transformation kicked in within seconds, and the boy found himself without control of his physical form again. Instead, there was Matthew.

      Matthew’s armor had been blown to bits leaving him with a scorched shirt and torn up pants just like Jason. He limped while he walked, yet he retained more energy than Jason. But he was alive.

      Matthew tripped and leaned against the side of the brick. “I know a guy at a Salvation Army on 103rd that can give us some fresh threads. He can give us a few bucks to get out of town and lay low for a while. If any of Shaula’s goons are still alive, then we don’t want them to find us.”

      “I was there when it came down. Trust me, there’s nothing left of them.”

      “We should still be careful.”

      “Are you sure we can just walk away, Matthew?”

      “I’m not walking away. We’ve got Castor and Pollux. We’re going to do something with them.”

      “And what’s that?”

      Matthew groaned. “What do you think?”

      “I think I met Pendragon. He’s just as cool in person. I mean, he was helping people. He even got me out of the sewer.”

      “That’s his job. But maybe he isn’t so bad after all. It’s better than what I’d use his powers for.”

      “You’re not any different than he is.”

      “Don’t be stupid. Just wait until I get out of here. Heck, maybe I’ll use Castor to make some extra money. Either way, we have to keep this out of the wrong hands.”

      Before Jason could question it, Matthew left the alley out into the night. He didn’t believe Matthew would use Castor for anything like that. Matthew wasn’t that guy anymore, just like Jason wasn’t that same scared kid. They were Castor and Pollux now.

      And Earth would know it just as Tyndarus did.
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      Matthew entered the motel room with his paycheque in hand. The sun would be rising soon, and the boy would be in charge. Matthew yawned as he flicked on the light.

      He sat down on the squeaking bed and peered at the red sunrise peeking through the trees on the opposite side of the highway. It was going to be a long day.

      The bag on his lap, Matthew removed the mirror piece once again. Even now when it had been a few weeks since he took the thing from Shaula’s long destroyed hideout, he couldn’t understand why he felt the compulsion to take it. He kept looking at the useless scrap. Leaving Serenity City and Greycoast for the outskirts wasn’t enough to break his roaming thoughts. He didn’t think he would ever fully escape that world.

      But his security job at the warehouse gave him too much time to think. He had saved up some money over the last few weeks, but what would they even do with it? Where would they go? Recently he had even thought he was being watched, but nothing ever came of it. Perhaps he was just getting stir-crazy. July was already here.

      “We could go back to Serenity City and become heroes,” the boy had said.

      Matthew only shook his head. “And make ourselves targets? That’s no plan.”

      And he had been trying to figure out the plan ever since. There wasn’t one. Of all things, getting into the hero crowd was not at the top of his list. But he would do it if he had to. He just needed some direction, some clue.

      “We’re back?” Jason asked. He stepped out of Matthew’s head into the real world again. “That was a long night. I fell asleep earlier than usual. Sorry about that!”

      “Just gave me more time to think. The mess in Serenity City seems to have blown over. They think it was some sort of gas leak even after the investigation. Pendragon also caught a gang of car thieves a few days later. Big bust. We’re in the clear. But I think we’re missing something.”

      “I keep telling you about my idea, but you don’t want to do anything about it.”

      “Get real,” Matthew grunted. “I’m responsible for you now. There’s no way I’m traveling west just because you think there might be something there. For now, we have a solid thing going.”

      “And you’re okay with a solid thing? You might think you’re cool and collected, but I see the way you look at the sky at night and hate that you can’t see the stars. The news reports about villains have you double checking before changing the channel. You don’t like it here any more than I do.”

      “It’s irrelevant, Jason. What I want and what I have to do are two separate things. You’ll understand when you’re older. For now, we have to do this.”

      “And if I get another dream?”

      Matthew lay back on the bed and felt the rock hard pillow turn into a marshmallow against his skin. Heavy eyelids signaled the oncoming dreams that awaited him.

      “Good question,” he said with a yawn. “I’ll think about it.”

      Matthew closed his eyes and let fatigue win. There he saw the cavernous mountains, wide blue skies, and lush forests of a distant world. He traveled windswept plains with wildflowers whipping in the breeze, and up ahead he met the figure of a woman with familiar white hair and a welcoming smile. He would dream of Tyndarus again: a faraway world where dreams were reality and the intangible was always just within his grasp. One day he would return.

      The creak of a door opening let in a burst of light to momentarily distract him. Jason had run outside again. He was probably going to the bus station. Maybe this time the stubborn kid would buy the tickets to go out west. Matthew almost wished he would.

      As the daylight was cut off by the door, Matthew turned over and fell back into dreams. His eyelids slid shut.

      Just one more dream. That’s all he needed. One more and he might reach home again.
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      Keep reading in the Heroes Unleashed universe! Hero Adam Song, call sign Amp, fights against the gangs of Halo City in HOLLOW CITY.

      Read an excerpt, or get the book on Amazon right now!

      HOLLOW CITY

      This was Halo City. This was America. The rules were different.

      Instead, I yelled, “Halcón! Three o’clock!”

      “Copy!” Oliveira replied. “Speed it up!”

      We barreled down the street, eating up the last few yards to the target. As we approached, a chill washed down my spine, and a void invaded my mind.

      Danger.

      I looked around. No signs of threats. Yet. I gripped my weapon and steadied myself.

      The BearCat screeched to a halt right outside the target block. I jumped off the running board, taking the carbine in both hands. Shane sprinted for the front door, orienting her shield to the door. The inhabitants had drawn curtains across the glass, but I could hear faint music. Sugary high-energy electronic trash melded to a female voice.

      And just over the music, I heard a faint pattering sound.

      A dark brown blur blasted out from around the corner of the house. A Doberman. Barking and growling, it charged at us. At Shane.

      She hit the shield’s light switch. Six hundred lumens glared into the dog’s eyes. Undeterred, it leapt at her. She swung the shield just so, and it bounced off the heavy ceramic. Growling, it shook its head, moved to circle around her—

      And a noose dropped over its head.

      “Here boy!” Ray Monteiro called.

      Ray was running the animal capture pole. The dog barked and scratched and yelped, to no avail. He tightened the noose and dragged it away to a waiting cage.

      Carl Duncan and Tom Rodriguez sprinted around the corner where the dog came from. As Shane and I stacked on the door, Miguel Herrera stepped up on the other side, hefting his sledgehammer. Eric Williams dashed to the door, assault hook in hand, and fastened the hook to the heavy-duty security gate. A bright yellow sling connected the hook to the BearCat’s front bumper.

      All of us took a step back.

      “Pull!” Oliveira commanded.

      The BearCat reversed explosively. Metal shrieked for a single, terrible, instant, and the gate went flying.

      Miguel wound up his sledge. I grabbed a flash-bang from my pouch and pulled the pin. With a mighty swing, Miguel smashed the door in. I tossed the stun grenade into the room beyond.

      The banger erupted in thick smoke and blinding light and thunderous sound. My ear protection kicked in, muting the noise. A split second later, another flash-bang detonated around the back of the house. Shane charged through the smoke, through the open door, and headed right. I was right behind her.

      “POLICE! SEARCH WARRANT!” I shouted.

      We were in the living room. Five subjects, scattered across sofas and couches. Three huge pizzas and cans of soda covered the table. A barely-clad woman gyrated on the enormous TV screen. They were all reeling, covering their ears and screaming, disoriented from the shock of entry.

      At the far right corner, halfway up the stairs, there was a sixth subject.

      Emmanuel Ruiz.

      “POLICE! FREEZE!” Shane yelled.

      Ruiz’s face contorted in fury. He held a small dark object in his right hand. A phone.

      Twisting around, Ruiz brought the phone up to his ear. His eyes narrowed, his muscles contracted, and as he wound up, I saw the trajectory of his throw. I ducked and slipped right, and instead of slamming into my throat the phone merely bounced off my helmet.

      Ruiz turned and ran upstairs.

      “Suspect headed to level two!” Shane called. “Amp! On me!”

      I followed her, flowing around the room and following the walls. The rest of the team surged in, converging on the subjects.

      Shane halted at the foot of the stairs, aiming her carbine up the stairs. I patted her shoulder.

      “On you!” I called.

      We headed upstairs. Heavy footsteps pounded the floor, Ruiz cursing as he ran. A woman yelled something in Spanish. Staying behind the shield, we sliced the pie as we ascended, leaning out and sidestepping to minimize our exposure.

      No sign of Ruiz on the upper floor. There were four doors, all open. Bedroom to my right and front, bathroom next to the room before me, another bedroom to my left.

      “Where’d he go?” Shane whispered.

      “Emmanuel Ruiz!” I yelled. “Come out with your hands up!”

      No response.

      I Amped.

      Electric fire surged through my ears, supercharging my hearing. Men yelled and complained on the lower floor, every word and obscenity amplified and articulate. Heavy boots pounded up the steps, the rest of the team following us. Fabric rustled, metal clanked, men inhaled and exhaled deeply.

      I shut them all out and focused on the sounds on this floor.

      To my right, I heard hands scrabbling against wood, plastic crackling, metal clashing on metal.

      And breathing.

      “Go right,” I whispered, stepping down my power. “Two subjects.”

      “Copy,” she said.

      She swung the shield to cover her right, shifted her carbine to her left shoulder, and pushed on the door. I was right behind her, peeking over her right arm, studying the room beyond—

      My spine tingled again.

      DANGER DANGER DANGER

      Lowering my left hand to my other grenade pouch, I whispered, “Wait.”

      Shane stepped through the door.

      I Amped again.

      Power roared through my belly, filling my hands and feet and head. I concentrated the energies, focusing them on my nerves.

      The world slowed and sharpened into crystal clarity. I saw every strand of auburn hair peeking out from under Shane’s helmet, every crease on her uniform, every scuff mark on the edges and back of the shield. She rested her carbine on the shield’s left-hand cut-out and took one step. A second step. A third. And went right.

      I blew past her, following the wall to the far corner of the room, pivoting as I went, carbine rising to dominate the room.

      Next to the door, Ruiz and Sophia Vega rummaged through a massive closet. The bed stood in between them and me. The closet doors were flung wide open, right in Shane’s face. She wouldn’t be able to see them.

      But they saw me.

      And Ruiz had an AK-47 in his hands.

      He turned, slowly, slowly, trying to track me. I mashed the laser pressure switch, training the bright green dot on his chest. I didn’t need it, but it was his final warning that he was one trigger pull away from the point of no return.

      “POLICE!” I roared. “FREEZE!”

      He kept turning, turning, his left foot stepping back, his torso blading towards me, arms swinging up the AK to greet me.

      I snapped my carbine to the shoulder, cheek welding itself to the unyielding buttstock, found the blazing green dot-in-circle of the holosight centered on his chest and the smaller green laser dot just beside it, rotated the selector lever down with my thumb.

      Fired.

      Once, twice, the classic controlled pair. He shuddered, his lips drawing back in an involuntary grimace. I lifted the carbine a touch, found his face framed in the holosight window, stroked the trigger twice more.

      He dropped.

      Lowering the Virtus to the compressed ready, I saw Ruiz crashing to the floor in slow motion. His hands sprang open and the AK clattered under the bed.

      “NOOOOOOOOO!” Vega screamed.

      Shane bashed the door out of her way.

      “POLICE! HANDS UP!” she yelled.

      Vega ignored her, diving to the body on the floor, to the AK under the bed. The alarm in my head screamed again.

      I aimed at her.

      “HANDS IN THE AIR! BACK UP NOW!” I yelled.

      Vega looked up at me, face twisted in hate. She rose from the floor, her arms shifting with her, her hands still out of sight. My eyes trained on her collarbone, with my peripheral vision I hunted for her hands, where are her hands—

      Wood.

      Metal.

      I fired.

      One round to the upper chest, second to the throat, third to the mouth and forth between the eyes and down she went, arms splaying out, head haloed in blood.

      Her hands were empty.

      I stepped my power down. The world accelerated, snapping back to regular time.

      “Shots fired! Shots fired!” Shane called.

      “Roger on the shots fired,” Oliveira radioed. “Who fired? Everyone okay?”

      There was still one more room to clear. The attached bathroom. Shane moved to the corpses. I burst into the bathroom, peeled back the shower curtains, peeked into the tub.

      “Amp fired the shots,” Shane replied. “Wait one.”

      “Bathroom clear!” I yelled.

      “Room clear!” she called back.

      “Coming out!”

      “Come out!”

      Stepping out, I saw Shane kneeling over Ruiz, her fingers pressed to his neck. I took a deep, stabilizing breath and hit my push-to-talk switch.

      “This is Amp. I fired the shots. Two suspects down in main bedroom, GSWs to the chest and head. Room is clear.”

      Shane scooted over to Vega and felt for signs of life.

      “Copy that. Is everyone okay?”

      I patted myself down. “Shane? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine!” she replied.

      “Shane and I are okay,” I reported. “No injuries.”

      “Copy that,” Oliveira replied. “Entry team, secure the house and lock it down. Shane, Amp, check in on the suspects. EMTs inbound.”

      Shane looked up at me, a mask of dread on her face.

      “They’re dead,” she said.

      “I know,” I replied.
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      Six kills in six years.

      Super powered cop Adam Song has dedicated his life to the law. In the military and the police force, Adam ruthlessly protects the innocent.

      But this time he’s killed the wrong bad guy. Now the local drug lord’s son is dead, and the boss is out for Adam’s blood. Even his secret identity won’t keep him safe. The police department hangs him out to dry, his years of exemplary service forgotten. Adam must take justice into his own hands to keep his family safe.

      Because Adam is a Song. And Songs take care of their own. No matter the cost.

      
        
        What makes a straight-laced hero cop go rogue? Buy the book or read it in Kindle Unlimited today to find out!
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      Did you enjoy the book?

      

      Why not tell others about it? The best way to help an author and to spread word about books you love is to leave a review.

      

      If you enjoyed reading GEMINI WARRIOR, can you please leave a review on Amazon for it? Good, bad, or mediocre, we want to hear from you. JD and all of us at Silver Empire would greatly appreciate it.

      

      Thank you!
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      JD Cowan is a writer with an obsession for stories and Truth. He takes pleasure in looking for Light in the places where darkness grips the tightest.

      

      His works include "Grey Cat Blues", the young adult novel "Knights of the End" and short stories in "Superheroes: The Crossover Alliance Volume 3" by the Crossover Alliance, the PulpRev Sampler, and "Paragons" by Silver Empire. 

      

      He blogs about stories and entertainment at wastelandandsky.blogspot.ca and can be found on Twitter @wastelandJD for those interested.
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      Keep up with all the new releases, sneak peeks, appearances and more with the empire. Sign up for our Newsletter today!

      

      Or join fellow readers in our Facebook Fan Group, the Silver Empire Legionnaires. Enjoy memes, fan discussions and more.
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