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CHAPTER 1




Nils Kane got up from his bed, leaving his plaything in the tangled sheets. He glanced back at Jane Margolis, his former Director of Magical Research. Her bruises, burns, and other marks might have been considered signs of abuse by another person, perhaps even a past version of himself. But now Nils saw them as evidence of the artist he’d become. 

The magic was now a constant presence inside him. He pulsed with its power and that power craved use. It pressed against his mind, wanting to surge free. 

Nils smiled and left the exhausted woman to sleep. He’d return soon enough to exert his newfound powers on her again.

He turned and shuffled to the bathroom to relieve himself. He should probably have someone look at his right leg. Its misshapen, twisted form wasn’t painful, but it was a nuisance. Nils couldn’t remember when it had changed. 

He scratched his head with elongated, pointed fingernails, brow furrowed in thought. After a moment, he gave up trying to remember what had changed and when. He felt better than he ever had, nuisance leg and all. That was all that mattered. 

Emerging from the bathroom a few moments later, Nils crossed to the open corner of the bunker’s bedroom and closed his eyes. Opening himself to even more power, he summoned the black sphere that connected him to the Fell. 

The lights seemed to dim as if there was a sudden draw on the electricity feeding the bulbs, then the sphere swirled into being.

“It has been a while since you summoned me,” the voice boomed in his brain.

“I have been celebrating,” Kane admitted. “The past few months have offered some pleasant diversions after the trials of defeating the girl and her most loyal followers. But I’ve not squandered the time. The Capital is now fully cleansed of unnecessary human interference. All have been consumed or altered to more fully meet my needs. The city is fully mine in every way.”

“That is good to hear. But you should not have taken so much time. Remember, I cannot yet connect directly to this world without your assistance, even with so many of my beasts roaming within it.”

“There was no need to call you before. Only now am I ready to start retaking the other cities. Those holdouts won’t be able to withstand my forces. I’ve spent the past months readying everything so I may squash all who defy me. Now, I am ready to unleash the Chimera on my enemies.”

“A bold plan. My servant, Gorim, told you the limitations of control that you can expect once the Chimera is freed?”

“He did. I care not what it will do to those who stand in my way. They brought this on themselves.”

“There is something else you must know … something you will not be happy to hear.”

Nils hated the sound of that. The Fell’s voice dripped with anticipation. as if it relished the coming revelation.

“What is it? Is there something about the beast that Gorim neglected to tell me?”

Nils felt a wicked smile from the Fell, though it possessed no face. 

“The victory you thought you had a right to claim is not as complete as you had imagined. Now that I am peering through this window into your world again, I sense something new since I was last summoned.”

“I assure you, the defeat of Winnie Durham and her companions was complete. There was nothing left of the valley when Couch and the demons were finished with it.”

“Did you ever see her mangled corpse? Did it never occur to you that what you saw was only that which you wished to see? Winnie Durham is alive. And worse, she has discovered her destiny.”

“What are you talking about?” A shiver crept up his spine. “Winnie was killed. I was assured that there was nothing left in that valley.”

“Then how did she manage to summon the Fae serpents to her cause? I can sense them in your world. It is a feeling I have not had since I last battled there. They are here. That means that your foe is still breathing.”

“Serpents? There have been no reports of anything unusual since her defeat. I—”

“You let her live long enough to summon them to the world. Now everything has changed. Winnie Durham not only lives, but she is gathering her strength even now. The serpents surround her, shielding her from my gaze, but I can promise you that she exists despite your assurances. She’s used the ultimate power of the talisman and is preparing to counter you now.” 

His mind reeled trying to comprehend what the Fell was telling him. 

He’d been so sure of Winnie’s defeat, he couldn’t fathom a way she could still be alive, let alone building forces against him yet again.

“It doesn’t matter what she might have done to escape destruction in that valley. I defeated her once and I’ll do so again.” 

“You fool,” said the Fell. “You do not understand what you face. This is a lesson you must learn for yourself, before you can achieve the next level of my power. Wait and see. You will comprehend what is before you soon enough.”

The sphere of darkness shrunk until it winked out of existence. 

Then the lights in the room brightened again. 

It made no sense. The girl was alive?

He couldn’t believe it, didn’t want to believe it. 

But the Fell had been sure, and the creature had never lied to Nils before. If anything he had sensed something new from the being on the other side of the dark portal.

Fear.

The Fell feared whatever it was that Winnie had done to survive, as if she might possess the power now to conquer Nils and his plans.

Nils limped across the room and into the bunker’s outer chamber. It was time to summon General Couch. If Winnie was alive, this was the General’s fault. 

Nils had been acting on incorrect information. He needed to step up his plans before she could get in the way.

Winnie might have found some power, some way to counter him back in the valley.  But she still didn’t know about the Chimera and his plans to unleash the beast on his enemies. 

Nils might have been ignorant of her, but she was ignorant too.

It was time to move forward with his final plans for the rebels. That would flush Winnie out of hiding and bring about the final confrontation required to defeat her once and for all.

Beware Winnie. Daddy’s coming.
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CHAPTER 2




Winnie stood in the cave’s open mouth, staring out at the snow-covered peaks all around her. The bitter mountain air raised goose bumps on her exposed arms, but she dispelled the cold, drawing in magic from around her to warm her from the inside.

There was so much that Winnie could do now that hadn’t been possible just months before. Summoning the dragons had been both terrible and joyous. Their return to the world awakened the Fae magic in a way that hadn’t been felt for millennia. 

Winnie and her friends had been able to extricate themselves from the ruins of Fort Brick and retreat to this mountain stronghold to the west. The dragons themselves had revealed it, and she’d managed to open a portal to the network of caverns deep in the Rockies. 

An enormous form flew past the opening, its great wings blasting cold air into the cave. Winnie watched with a smile. The dragon banked in the air before diving back into the high valley below. 

Winnie could sense the rush and joy of the hunt in the dragon’s mind. It must have spotted a mountain goat or maybe an elk in the wooded valley far below. 

“Good hunting, my friend,” Winnie whispered. 

The dragons were everywhere in the mountains, hundreds, all waiting for Winnie’s command to attack. While they awaited her orders, they reveled in the cold mountain air, playing hunt and battle, chasing each other around the peaks surrounding the Dusters’ mountain hideout.

Winnie gave one last look down into the valley. The dragon was gone. Walking back into the network of tunnels, Winnie headed to their command center—a cavern in the back—to check on the status of those cities still in rebellion again Kane and his forces.

Nils still thought she was dead and that was important. Winnie and the Dusters were biding their time, waiting until they had enough power to take the battle to Kane. The longer they could keep her survival a secret, the longer they had to consolidate the strength that continued to grow by the day.

Winnie passed a group of children using magic to power their toy cars in a race down the passage. 

The reawakening of magic here in the mountains had affected each new arrival. Every chanter could feel it, even those with little magic ability. 

Her most powerful, those with abilities approaching her own, were able to open portals to rebel cities and bring in more supplies and recruits every day, growing their army beyond what had existed at Fort Brick. As new chanter and middling forces arrived, all marveled at the magical creations that operated the mountain fortress.

Winnie had Tris and her techs to thank for managing the logistics of continuously expanding their stronghold’s capabilities. Every room had electricity, light, and heat. The mountain interior was comfortable enough for even those without the magical ability to warm themselves without coats.

The passage opened ahead of Winnie, revealing the large command center cave. She glanced at the far wall as she entered. It was, by far, the most noticeable thing about the cavern. 

Against the twenty-foot wall was a series of open magical communication and surveillance windows allowing the staff to view ongoing operations and talk with supporters around the country. At least thirty of the windows were open, stacked and layered in a framework three high and ten wide, like a giant wall of monitors.

Maria De Santos and Garraldi were staring at the wall of moving images. The two had grown close since joining forces to become the co-leaders of her security team at Fort Brick, then closer still in the months since their flight here. Winnie approved of the budding relationship; they deserved to be happy. 

They never let the new relationship interfere with their work and the troops under their command seemed to take it as a sign of their leaders’ solidarity for them that they were a couple. 

Maria looked up from her clipboard when Winnie walked up. The security officer was dressed in her characteristic black leather jumpsuit with twin pistols hanging from each hip. Since the battle at Fort Brick, Maria never went anywhere unarmed.

“Oh, hello, boss,” Maria said. Her boyfriend was rubbing off on her. “Garraldi and I were just following up on the operation to gather all the military tech in one place in Chicago so we can pick it up.”

Garraldi smiled and nodded at Winnie. “We should be able to have Parnell or one of the other elites open a portal. Then we can roll the trailers full of supplies right into the storerooms below.”

“Excellent,” Winnie said. “How are we coming on our supply goals. I’m itching to get back out there. Start taking the fight back to Kane. He’s been strangely quiet lately and I want to know what he’s been up to.”

Maria gestured to one of the open windows on the wall. “We’re still able to view parts of the capital. Though we haven’t been able to locate Kane or get our surveillance inside their headquarters, we have scanned most of the city. It’s bad. Everyone there is either dead, or somehow changed.”

“Changed how?” Winnie asked.

“It’s like they’ve been turned into one of the creatures we saw at Fort Brick,” Maria said. “We weren’t sure when we first started looking. The people weren’t there but more of the monsters were. Then one of the surveillance techs noticed the scraps of cloth on some of the Garbarians—pieces of human clothing clinging to the scaly bodies. The tech proposed that Kane had somehow turned the people into monsters like those that he summoned. I agree. It makes sense, and tells us where all the people might’ve gone.”

Winnie shook her head, her lips pressed together. Every time Kane rose to a new level of depravity she thought he’d gone as far as he was going to go. 

But each time she’d been wrong. 

“So, that’s one city lost,” Winnie said. “I guess there’s no need to worry about rescuing any survivors there.”

“It also gives us an idea of what to expect from Kane once he expands his control outward and starts taking other cities,” Garraldi said. “I’m particularly worried about Baltimore. It’s likely next on his list of targets, especially since it was your home base.”

“I’ll have to reach out to Artos,” Winnie said. “He’s been reluctant to leave his hideout there but creature comforts won’t protect him if the city is taken. Kane’s creatures will root him out if he stays. We need to get him here.”

“Maybe it’s time for us to move. Let the country know you’re still alive,” Garraldi proposed. “We could reclaim the occupied parts of Baltimore, set up a defense there against Kane’s forces.”

Winnie considered. She wanted to be back out there as much as everyone else, especially because of the effect it would have on morale in all the rebel cities around the country. 

She shook her head.

“It’s not time. We’re close, but we still have to gather all the supplies we need for our first few planned excursions. First and foremost, we need to liberate one of the safety camps and collect the chanters there.”

Winnie pointed to a cluster of image windows in the wall showing the work camps and rail-thin chanter inmates. They had to be the first priority before any more of them died. Kane hadn’t been able to move forward with his larger scale Harvester program thanks in part to the destruction of the prototype and radio tower at the mid-Atlantic camp.

She remembered the raid and her heart grew heavy. Winnie missed Cait whenever she started thinking about taking one of the camps. Her friend’s sacrifice that night still weighed on her. As did all the ghosts who’d given their lives at Fort Brick.

Garraldi knew exactly where her head was at. “Cait would be proud of everything you’ve accomplished here. Look around you, Winnie. This is a magical utopia. We’re doing things that we never dreamed were possible.”

“I know,” Winnie said after clearing her throat. “But it still hurts to think about. That’s why I don’t want to move until the time is right. We have to be ready to take the fight to Kane. And we can’t afford to jump the gun. When we move, we’ll take the fight to him everywhere. We’ll overwhelm his soldiers in every occupied city then take on his summoned monsters wherever he puts them into play. My return to the world of the living must be perfect. People need someone to believe in, someone to follow. And for better or worse, that someone is me.”

“Well, at least you still have your humility,” said a new voice behind.

Winnie turned and smiled back at Danny. “Your sarcasm isn’t appreciated.”

Danny came forward and slipped an arm about her waist, pulling her close. “I, for one, am happy to follow you anywhere, Winnie Durham.”

She brushed his arm away, feeling awkward at the public display of affection. Everyone knew that they were an item but too many of them had lost a loved one and she didn’t feel right flaunting it.

Danny’s hurt expression bothered her. They’d discussed this plenty but he didn’t seem to take her feelings seriously. They’d have to talk again. In private. 

Winnie changed the subject. “How’s the training going?” 

Danny was in charge of getting the newly arrived recruits from the rebel cities up to speed with their combined magical and conventional arms approach to combat. That started back at Fort Brick, but Maria had delegated all of the training to him. Danny appreciated the new authority, even if it meant less time with Winnie. Some days, the only time she saw him was when he checked in via a comm window from a training field in one of the remote mountain valleys adjacent to the base.

“The latest group is being brought up to speed on how to find their way around the maze of caverns here in the mountain,” Danny said. “Morgan’s idea of using colored paint stripes on the walls to help people navigate to different areas was helpful. We’ve cut the number of search parties to round up lost people down to one or two a week.”

Early on, they’d a persistent issue with people getting turned around in the warrens. It had improved as their forces grew and they began to fill more of the caverns. Still it was hard to find your way sometimes, especially if you were new. 

Morgan’s idea was brilliant, adapted from something similar she’d seen in a hospital. They used color coded stripes on the floor to identify paths to the emergency room, operating theaters, and different units housing patient’s rooms. 

It was easy to adopt a similar system here in Promise Point, as many were now calling their base. Recruits were cautioned to stay in passages with the painted stripes on the walls until they were more familiar with the general layout. Most complied. Those who didn’t and got lost were disciplined with extra duties until they could remember to follow the rules.

“Will you be going out again on the next training expedition in the field?” Winnie asked.

“I’m afraid so,” Danny replied. “The officers we raised from the hundred or so surviving Dusters from Fort Brick are all still pretty green. They need oversight almost as much as the troops.”

“When do you leave?”

“Tonight. I’ll only be away for three days. This is the biggest training op we’ve tried so far. We’re bringing a full contingent of chanter troops to try and implement the new combined-arms tactics developed by Maria and Garraldi.”

“We tried to keep them simple enough,” Garraldi said. “Do you want one or both of us to come with you?”

“Bullock is coming,” Danny said. “He’s up to date on everything and he’s so powerful, both physically and magically, no one dares to argue with him. We should be good.”

Winnie smiled. The powerful chanter elite’s quiet, gentle demeanor was misinterpreted as gruff by most who didn’t know him—an advantage when it came to instilling discipline in his troops. Winnie was disappointed Danny was leaving again so soon. They hadn’t had many nights alone lately. She missed him, and was thinking about ways to make it up to him when a voice distracted Winnie from her thoughts. 

Seelie had flown up behind her. Winnie could hear the faint whirring of the fairy’s wings as she hovered behind her. 

“Victor needs to see you, Winnie.” 

Though only six inches tall, the small figure always made her smile. It should have made her sad to be reminded of the unborn child she and Danny lost in their first encounter with Kane’s original Harvester. Seelie was the reincarnated spirit of that child’s soul, brought to life by the Fae during the explosion. 

Brigid, the Lady of the Lake, had sent Seelie and other fairies from the magical crater in Baltimore to join Winnie in Promise Point, to help facilitate communication with the dragons. Winnie was the only person who could communicate directly with the dragons. Others needed a fairy intermediary. 

The giant creatures were intelligent, if alien in their patterns of thought. The small group of fairies helped the others communicate with them when help was needed with things like scouting or hunting for game, which the dragons loved.

Danny’s reaction to Seelie was different. He backed away a step, knowing who she was and resenting the connection to what they’d lost. In him, it brought discomfort, not joy. Winnie had tried to get him to open up about it, but Danny always changed the subject or simply refused to discuss it.

“Tell Victor I’ll be right there,” Winnie said shrugging off her annoyance at Danny’s reaction. 

Victor was handling the collection, cataloging the hundreds of charmed items donated by citizens in rebel cities across the country. A call had gone up for people to donate to the cause in order to give the troops a possible advantage.  

“I’ll check back in her later,” Winnie said to Garraldi and Maria. “You know where I’ll be if you need me.” She turned to Danny. “Want to come with us?” 

“No. I’ll try and catch up with you later before I leave.”

“That would be nice,” Winnie said, trying to repair the earlier damage. 

She wasn’t sure it worked. Danny gave a half-smile then walked away towards the training caverns below. 

Winnie watched him go before turning to Seelie. “Take me to Victor. Let’s see what he needs.”

The fairy turned in midair then started off down another passage out from the command center. Winnie picked up her pace and followed. 

There was so much to be done and little time to do it all. And for some inexplicable reason, Winnie felt a sudden urgency she’d never felt before.
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CHAPTER 3




General Philip Couch struggled not to recoil from Director Kane when he limped into the conference room. His hunched back was more pronounced than when they’d met two days before and his facial features had pronounced ridges above his eyes. The eyes themselves were sunken and, in a certain light, seemed to glow a sickly crimson. The changes were accelerating.

“Good morning, Director.” The General gestured to a seat at the conference table. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

Director Kane shuffled to the chair and slid into it with a rattling sigh. He settled into the seat then fixed Couch with a red-tinged glare.

“I’m trying to decide if I’ve made a mistake putting all my faith in you to do a job for which you claim to be qualified. Remind me, General, how you were so certain that Durham died back at the hospital?”

A strange question and completely out of the blue. Couch considered his words, then said, “My men and I searched the entire valley floor after the final bombardment subsided. We found no trace of anything. No buildings, no bodies, nothing inside the one-mile radius around the rebel base. It was hard for us to even locate the former foundations. Everyone in that valley died, sir.”

“No, General, they did not.”

“What do you mean, sir?” Couch tried to hide the nerves in his voice.

“What I mean,” Kane continued, his voice rising in pitch and volume. “Is that it has come to my attention that Winnie Durham is alive and well. Not only that, she has apparently created a new magical weapon of some sort, something that can counter my creatures. Did you think I wouldn’t discover your incompetence?”

“No, sir. How do you know this? We have no indication of her survival. I’m telling you, there was nothing left in that valley. Nothing could have—” 

“And yet she did.”

“Where is she, sir? Tell me and I’ll have my staff assemble a task force immediately. If this is true then we’ll fix it, take her into custody. She can’t have too many people left after what we did to her army.”

“If I knew where she was, I’d send the creatures of the Fell,” Kane yelled, flecks of spittle flying from his lips. “This is your fault, General.”

“Sir, your Garbarians can sniff her out.”

“NO, they cannot.” Kane raged. “Don’t you think I’ve tried that? She’s eluded me again and I cannot locate her with any of the magic at my command. This is your fault, Couch. You were supposed to kill her. You were supposed to finish this. Instead, I find out that you didn’t do your job.” 

Kane rampaged around the conference room, flipping chairs, ripping the phone from its cord and flinging it against the wall. 

Couch had seen Kane angry but never so out of control. His tantrum, and that’s what it was, a temper tantrum, showed Couch a new and alarming side of his leader. 

For the first time, General Couch feared for his own safety in the Director’s presence; feared what Kane could do to those who didn’t side with him. Hell, he’d seen what happened to the ordinary citizens of the capital. 

Philip, you’d better tread carefully. 

“Director Kane, while I have no direct intelligence that the girl is alive, I have heard rumors of a rebel stronghold somewhere in the west. I thought this was likely wishful thinking on the behalf of the enemy now that their leader was dead, but now I’m not so sure. If Winnie is alive, she could have gone to ground somewhere far enough that she’s lost contact with anyone here on the East Coast. That would explain why we haven’t heard anything about her.”

“Why haven’t I heard these rumors, General?”

“Because, sir, they were just that. Rumors. Not worth your time. I didn’t want to bother you with uncorroborated intelligence. But if what you say is true … ”

“IF?” Kane said, his voice rising again. “There is no if, General. Winnie Durham is alive. Do not doubt me.”

“Yes, sir. I don’t. That was a poor choice of words,” Couch said, attempting to soothe the director. “I meant to say that based on this new information, I can allocate additional resources to tracking this rumor down and attempting to determine its truth.”

Couch hoped that would at least temporarily assuage the Director’s anger. He had no idea where to start looking for Winnie. How the hell was he supposed to find the girl if Kane couldn’t? She’d used magic to mask her presence from his forces before. If she’d somehow discovered a way to mask herself from even Kane’s powers, then there was no way Couch could find a way past that barrier. 

“Very well, General. I will take you at your word. Investigate this rumor. Follow up on any leads you’ve kept from me. I’ll expect a report in three days. No more.”

“Sir, we’ll be starting cold on this. I might need more time.”

“You don’t have it, General. She’s had months to prepare her next attack on me. There’s no telling what she’s up to now.”

Kane spun and limped from the conference room as quickly as his twisted form would allow. 

Couch watched him go. His hand had dropped to rest on the butt of his sidearm. His fear that Kane might attack had overridden his loyalty. Couch wasn’t afraid of dying, or at least not any more than any soldier was. But he didn’t want to be turned into a Garbarian. Death was definitely better. 

Winnie Durham was, in all likelihood, a ghost. But if she wasn’t dead, then Kane was right. She was up to something and they’d given her months to consolidate her power and gather troops and resources. 

A corner of his mind still didn’t believe the director’s claim. He didn’t want to believe it but the Director’s belief was so strong and sudden, Couch’s own thoughts on the matter were now riddled with doubt. He reached for the phone to call his intelligence officer, but then stopped. 

It was better to walk. To gather his thoughts. 

Couch stood and left the conference room, returning to the less shocking reality of a capital populated by monsters and demons.











[image: Image]




CHAPTER 4




Danny rolled over, his hand searching the empty bed for Winnie. 

He sighed. Gone again. He still wasn’t used to her leaving so early.

She liked the highest cave in the complex, and loved going there first thing in the morning, spending her dawn watching the dragons launch themselves from their perches around Promise Point to greet the rising sun. 

He’d gone with her a few times. In the beginning. But it was too cold up there, and Danny didn’t have Winnie’s ability to resist the chill. In the end, he’d stopped getting up with her. Now he barely noticed her getting out of bed.

Danny checked his watch—time to be up and moving. There was a ton to get done today and they had an operation into occupied Atlanta to prepare for.

He crossed to the bathroom alcove carved out from the wall. It was one of the amazing innovations Tris and her techs had devised. They’d developed a charmed tool that could burrow piping through the solid rock. It created a network of pipes running through the walls of Promise Point, carrying both fresh water from cisterns above and waste water to some point below.

Tris had come over a month before to demonstrate the way the two tools worked. She pulled out an ordinary looking steel ball and held it over the pedestal of stone that was to become their sink. She set the golf ball-sized sphere atop the waist high stone pillar. Then it moved in a spiral, carving the stone into a shallow bowl. The ball disappeared in the center, tunneling down and out of sight. 

“It will connect automatically with one of the larger waste water returns running through the walls,” Tris explained. 

Danny started to ask about water supply but Tris forestalled him, holding up an ordinary looking faucet. It looked like something you’d see coming out of the vanity in any home. She pressed the base into the surface of the pedestal beside the bowl. The base glowed then pressed down into the surface, melding to the stone.

Tris turned the knob and smiled. “Wait for it. The base of the faucet is connecting the pipes to the cisterns above us.”

Sure enough, cold, clear water was flowing in a minute or so. Tris repeated the process with another identical faucet—this one enchanted to heat the water as it flowed through it, allowing them to have both hot and cold running water in their cave.

Tris repeated the process on a shorter block of stone using common toilet hardware, creating a simple flush commode with a drain that disappeared inside the mountain. 

Danny picked up the electric razor and began to shave. It charged whenever he set it on the metal shelf extending from the wall. That was new. The shelf charged anything battery operated in about an hour. She was using chanters to install them in every room so that all of their devices could be kept fully charged at all times.

Danny left the bedroom then got dressed, dropping his dirty shorts and tee in the bin beside the door. The lid shut and he heard a whirring. The box blended magic and sound waves to clean the clothes inside. When he returned later, his laundry would be inside, folded and fresh, ready to wear again.

There was so much magic that even the least talented chanters among them could do things in Promise Point that had never even been thought of before. There seemed to be a new charmed creation presented to the leadership on a daily basis as a potential way to improve their lives.

Danny headed down to one of the lower levels to check on one such device before breakfast. One of the Duster recruits had developed a charmed auto loader that took loose ammunition and automatically loaded it into clips for their rifles and pistols. Danny had given the soldier the opportunity to prove the worth of his invention by letting it run overnight inside the armory with a full hopper of rifle ammo on one side and a stack of empty clips on the other.

He arrived at the armory where the pair of guards stationed outside offered a familiar salute. He returned the gesture, still feeling awkward at the discipline even a small army required.

“Has anyone been inside the armory since you came on duty last night?”

“No, sir,” said the senior guard. “We haven’t seen anyone since you left us last night.”

“Good. Let’s see how this new loader worked last night, shall we?” 

Danny set a hand over the locking mechanism. The door opened and the lights came on as he entered. The armory walls were lined with shelves and racks full of weapons and ammo. In the center of the large room was a series of tables used to repair and stage equipment for operations. 

One of the tables held the loader. The hopper had been full to the brim with cartridges in need of loading. But it was empty now. The stack of clips on the other side was still in place, now fully loaded and ready for deployment.

“Did it work?” 

Danny turned around. “Yes, Private Jenkins, it worked.” 

The private had created the device. He’d come to check on his creation, too. 

“Your talents are wasted in a line unit, Jenkins. Report to Wellings and tell her I’d like you to join her military charms unit. Tell me you’re on it.”

“I’m on it,” Jenkins replied.

“Do it as soon as you set this thing up for another round of loading. We can use that ammo for upcoming ops.”

“Yes, sir.” The private saluted and started opening boxes of rifle cartridges and dumping them into the hopper.

Danny smiled as the private set to work. He nodded at the guards and left to grab some breakfast. 

Upstairs, in what had come to be known as the officers’ dining hall, Danny arrived to the scent of bacon and baking bread. Morgan sat at the end of one table alone, tapping out something on a tablet between bites.

“Hi, Morgan, where’s Victor?”

She smiled at Danny as he approached. “Probably the same place as my sister. You’ve got that mission tonight, right?”

Danny nodded. 

“Pull up a chair, I’m not working on anything important.”

“Let me grab some food and I’ll be right back,” he said.

Danny went to the short line in front of the buffet. Things were so much more civilized now than when they first arrived. They’d started out eating dehydrated military rations and huddling for warmth against the mountain chill. Now it was home.

A fresh batch of bacon materialized in the nearly empty warming bin. Steam rising off the freshly cooked meat made his mouth water. He grabbed several slices and a pair of fried eggs. After adding a thick slab of buttered bread and a scoop of grape jelly, Danny returned to join Morgan.

“How are things in logistics?” Danny asked once settled.

“Pretty good now,” Morgan said. “We have plenty of everything we need, even with the influx of new recruits. It’s nothing like it was in the beginning. Of course we don’t have to bring in cases of bottled water every day, so that’s a big help.”

“I know what you mean,” Danny said between bites. “Tris and her team are really outdoing themselves.” 

“Same with the chanter elites. Victor told me just the other night that three more chanters can now open small portals, big enough to travel through. That makes fifteen with enough power or ability or whatever it is they have to do it.”

“That changes everything.”

“It’s hard to believe how far we’ve come since Fort Brick.” 

Danny nodded and took another bite of bread. They’d created permanent portals to bakery ovens owned by collaborators. The Promise Point staff could put their loaves into the ovens from here and bake them in cities across the country. “It is a much better place than when we got here. For sure.”

“Yesterday, I overheard a group from my logistics team arguing over why we had to ever leave. We have everything we need, so why keep fighting?”

“I hope you set them straight,” Danny said.

“I did.” Morgan took a sip of her coffee. “I think for the newest recruits, those who’ve never faced Kane directly, the fight isn’t quite real. Even those with families in the chanter camps don’t seem to have the same sense of urgency that they once did.”

“Well, the first big raid is coming sooner than they think. Tonight’s operation is the final step before we have everything we need to liberate one of the camps. The next step is to make the big raid and reveal that we’re all still alive and ready to take the fight back to Kane.”

“So soon?” Morgan asked. “I thought it would be several more weeks, at least.”

“You said it earlier. We have the logistics and supply lines arranged. With the new elites, we can move supplies and people around easier than ever before. Winnie and Victor agree that it’s time to hit Kane. We’re better prepared than we were at Fort Brick, and we have the dragons on our side. I’ve seen them hunting bison and other large game in the valleys below Promise Point. Kane’s demons won’t stand a chance.”

“Are you going along tonight?” 

Danny nodded.

“I wish I could go on more of these missions. I’ve been tired lately with all my work and Victor says it’s best if I stay here. He says I should focus on making sure that all the troops have everything they need to fight rather than worrying about going along into the danger zones.”

“He probably wants to keep you safe, Morgan. I understand that.”

“Yeah, but you’d never tell Winnie to remain home so she could stay safe. She’d tell you exactly what to do with that advice.”

“You’re right there,” Danny laughed. “Still, we all have to do what we’re best at. You have the computer skills to keep us organized back here at Promise Point. Winnie is the most powerful chanter in the whole world, aside from maybe Kane himself. The keeper of Excalibur. She summoned dragons. She has to be out front, leading us all into battle. It doesn’t matter what I want.”

“I know we’re different. I just wish I could be more involved.” Morgan half-smiled.

“You could always ask to be included in more of the operational planning,” Danny suggested. “We could use your insights into supply needs and what we have on hand versus what we’ll have to scrounge once we get where we’re going. That’ll be essential to know once we start direct action against the military and try to reclaim the East Coast’s occupied cities.”

“I suppose that’s true. It would make me feel more useful.” Morgan admitted.

“I’ll tell you what: I’ll suggest it to Winnie and you bring it up with Victor. Between the two of them, I think you’ll get an invite to the planning session tonight, before we go fully operational.”

“I’d like that. Thank you, Danny.”

“No problem. We’ve got to stick together. It’s been a long road, and those of us who’ve been here since the beginning should back each other up.”

Danny mopped bacon grease from his plate with the remainder of his bread and popped it into his mouth.

“I’ve got to get to the firing range down below,” Danny said, standing. “There’s a whole company of Dusters who aren’t shooting as straight as they should be. I need to figure out why before I let Maria loose on them. She’s scary when she’s mad, and she knows it, so she asked me to try and impress the seriousness of this on them first. Wish me luck.”

Morgan laughed. “Good luck, Danny, and thanks for listening to me gripe.”

“No problem. Like I said, the original crew should always stick together.”
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CHAPTER 5




Elaine Durham arrived late for the command team meeting that evening. Winnie, Danny, Garraldi, Maria, Victor, Morgan, and Tris were already seated around the conference table in front of the display wall, now showing a myriad of locations around the country, monitored around the clock by Maria and Garraldi’s intelligence staff.

“Mom, we were just getting started. I’m glad you could make it,” Winnie said.

“Sorry I’m a few minutes late. I got tied up helping the twins with an experiment.”

“How’s that coming?” Morgan asked. “I’ve only talked with them a few times, but they seem very bright.”

“Oh they’re more than bright,” Elaine said. “It’s not just that they’re smart kids. It’s how they work together. It’s like they literally put their heads together and come up with a solution to a problem that no one has ever thought of before. I’m trying to find their limits, but imagination seems to be it.”

“Keep it up,” Tris said. “Between them and the chanter elites, we’ve come up with more innovative ways to build and maintain a city with jointly operated magic and technology than anyone else has seemed to manage in the last one hundred years. If we weren’t at war, this would be a new golden age of discovery.”

“I don’t plan on stopping the lessons any time soon,” Elaine said. “It’s too exciting to learn alongside them. I’ve never felt so alive.”

Elaine sat as Maria stood and walked to point at one of the displays on the wall. She tapped and expanded it to show some sort of rail depot, or maybe a trucking yard.

“This is the Atlanta freight terminal. Here, all the containers that arrive by rail are transferred to trucks to be hauled to their final local destinations in the southeast. This is where we’ll make our final raid before we go fully operational again. We’ve been waiting for one of the chanter elites to travel there by ground so they could safely open a portal between here and there.” 

“Who is it?” Danny asked.

“Frannie volunteered,” Garraldi said. “Parnell wasn’t happy, but what spouse would be?”

“We sent a security squad with her,” Maria said. “They should be fine.”

“When do we expect to hear from her?” Winnie asked.

“In about an hour,” Maria said, checking her watch. “We’ve got a full team of chanter elites and additional security to go through the portal once she contacts us and opens it on her end. We’ll bring back the marked containers with the supplies. We’ll need the empty containers for the next stage of our plans.”

Maria returned to her seat and gestured to Morgan. “Morgan hacked the terminal database and has the list of container numbers we’re to locate for essential supplies. Morgan?”

“Yes, well, it wasn’t hard to hack into the system there. They only had the most basic security measures in place. My guess is that they don’t consider it an essential risk. There isn’t even an army unit detached to cover the rail yard.”

Morgan passed around a stack of papers. Elaine took one and passed it on. The top sheet was a list of alpha-numeric serial numbers. Lifting the top paper, she saw a detailed list of items under each separate number from the first page.

“These are the container ID numbers we need to locate and return with if we can,” Morgan continued after the lists were distributed. “I included the detail of what’s inside each container, but you only need the top sheet for the operation. Bring the containers back and my logistics team will take care of unloading and sorting through the interiors.”

“I see you heard my request for more plumbing and electrical fittings,” Tris said. “Thank you. I have more requests for hot and cold running water from people than I’ve got faucets.”

“A lot of what is in these containers is ordinary stuff like that,” Morgan said. “It’s probably why the security is so lax. Who guards a container full of toilets?”

“Only a paranoid plumber,” Danny quipped. 

Everyone chuckled. 

“I want to go on this one,” Winnie said. “It’s time I helped out a little more.”

“We can’t risk exposing you, Win,” Victor said. “As long as Kane thinks you’re dead, his guard is down.”

“I’ll wear a mask or whatever you want, but I’m going. End of story.”

Winnie had a stubborn streak. She wasn’t going to back down. Luckily, these people would follow her to hell and back. 

“I’ll add an extra security detail to stick with you, then,” Victor said. “We can’t afford to have anything happen to you before your grand entrance next week.”

“We’re sure we’re GO for that?” Winnie asked.

“As far as I can tell, all we need are the extra containers,” Garraldi chimed in. “Once they’re emptied and the charms are cast, we’ll be good to go.”

“That’s the best news I’ve heard all week,” Winnie said. “It’s time to show Kane that he didn’t destroy us.”

“That hinges on tonight’s raid being a success.” Maria checked her watch. “Everyone going on the raid, meet up in the portal room. The rest of you, we’ll meet back here tomorrow for a debriefing and review of how the raid went.”

The group dispersed, and everyone headed off to prepare for the mission. Elaine wanted to wish Winnie luck, but she and Danny left in a hurry. Soon, it was just her and Morgan sitting at the table.

“Well, I’ve got to get back down and get the twins ready for bed,” Elaine said, standing. “I’m the closest thing to a mother they’ve got.”

“Mind if I come along? I’ve always like those kids and I could use a boost of morale.” 

“Tough day?” Elaine asked.

“Tough month. I’ve been so exhausted with all the work. Plus, Victor and I keep missing each other. He’s away so often on raids or to do whatever it is he needs to do that we hardly see each other anymore.”

“It’s been tough on everyone. Though Tris is certainly making it better.” 

So true,” Morgan agreed. “I still can’t believe we have hot water.”

Elaine stood. “Help me put the kids to bed. They’d like to see you, too.”

“Really?” 

“Really. There aren’t too many of us that have been through everything with them over the past year. They hold a special affinity for all of us who were with them through all of that.”

They walked to the twins’ room two levels below. Fiona and Jacob were sitting on the floor reading. Their eyes lit when they saw the logistics officer.

“MORGAN!”

They jumped up and wrapped Morgan in hugs.

“Where have you been?” Fiona asked. “We’ve missed you so much!”

“I’ve been sort of busy,” Morgan said, smiling at the twins. “I’m sorry I didn’t come down to see you sooner.”

“That’s alright,” Fiona said. “Elaine said you brought these back from a library for us.” She indicated a shelf full of books between their beds.

“It was the least I could do. I know how much I loved reading stories like these when I was your age.” 

Jacob, usually too shy to talk around most people, leaned over and whispered in Fiona’s ear. She looked shocked, but then she smiled, looking up at Morgan with a big grin.

“You’ve been busy for sure,” Fiona said, her grin growing wider.

“What are you talking about?” Morgan looked at Elaine.

Elaine shrugged.

Fiona giggled and pointed to Morgan’s stomach. 

“Jacob wants to know what you’re going to name the baby.” 

Jacob giggled, joining his sister.

Morgan clapped a hand to her stomach, shaking her head. “I’m not pregnant. I mean … I don’t think I’m pregnant.”

“You are. Jacob’s never wrong about these things. He said he felt the baby inside you trying to grab his magic.”

“Here let me see,” Elaine said, coming forward. “I’m not a mender, but I can do a simple delving to see what’s going on. I should be able to tell if you’re pregnant.”

“I guess that’s fine,” Morgan said. 

The girl was confused, possibly in shock. Understandable. Elaine could remember learning that she was pregnant with Winnie, knowing that her father was a monster. 

Elaine closed her eyes and laid one hand on Morgan’s head, the other on her abdomen. She studied her energy. And sure enough, there was a separate life inside her. Jacob must have sensed it when they embraced. 

She opened her eyes and smiled. “Jacob is right, Morgan. You’re definitely pregnant. Not too far along, maybe six weeks or so. The baby is also showing signs of being a chanter. Powerfully so.”

“But neither Victor nor I were born chanters. Isn’t that impossible?”

“I suspect that the power bestowed on Victor to dispel charms and other magic now lives in his bloodline.”

“This is a bit overwhelming,” Morgan said, moving to sit on one of the beds.

“It’ll be alright, Morgan,” Fiona said, coming over and taking her hand. “I’ll be old enough to babysit soon, then I can teach the baby everything I know.”

“That might be what Morgan’s afraid of, Fiona.” Elaine smiled. “Not every mother is as agreeable as I am about experiments.”

“I don’t know,” Fiona said. “Jacob and I don’t remember our mom much anymore.”

“That’s why I’ll be here to take care of you from now on. Now, Morgan and I came down here to get you both ready for bed and tuck you in. If you hurry and put your things away, then wash up, I’ll read you both a bedtime story.”

“Can Morgan read it to us tonight?” Fiona asked.

“That is up to her,” Elaine said, looking at Morgan.

“I’d love to,” Morgan said, still slightly blushing. 

“There you have it.” Elaine clapped. “Chop chop, children.”

The twins squealed in delight and rushed around the room, putting toys away and quickly changing into their pajamas. Both raced into the bathroom alcove and brushed their teeth. Then they practically leapt across the room into their beds, pulling the covers up under their chins.

Story time at night was their favorite activity of the day. Even though they could read for themselves, they still preferred it this way before bed. 

“What story would you like?” Morgan crouched to peruse the shelf.

“The dragon book,” Fiona said.

Jacob nodded agreement.

“I’ve been reading them an old story about dragons saving the world,” Elaine told Morgan. “It was in the pile of books you sent up. Fun book. It describes dragons as friendly and good, like the ones Winnie summoned.”

Elaine reached past Morgan and pulled the proper book from the shelf, flipping through until she reached the marked chapter. “Start here.”

Morgan took the book and began to read, sitting on the edge of Fiona’s bed. 

Elaine sat on the foot of Jacob’s, listening to her read, thinking about Morgan and her baby. Victor would be surprised. Having a child at a time like this could either be either a curse or a blessing. 

She wondered which it would be for Morgan and Victor.
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CHAPTER 6




Winnie checked her watch for the tenth time in the last five minutes. 

It didn’t help.

Frannie was late. The portal should have opened to Promise Point ten minutes ago.

Parnell, Frannie’s husband, stalked back and forth behind the line on the stone floor marking the cavern’s safe zone. This allowed the portals to open without inadvertently slicing someone in two when the door between locations opened.

Something itched at Winnie’s mind. A feeling between her shoulders that she couldn’t scratch. Waiting for Frannie wasn’t helping. 

She was missing something. Something important. 

Winnie went over the plans for the night’s mission again in her head. She couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling deep in her bones that something had soured.

Danny laid a hand on her arm. “You all right? You’re shaking.”

“It’s nothing,” she said. “I’m just worried for Frannie.”

“Don’t let Parnell hear you. He’ll try to open a portal to Atlanta now.”

“That’s impossible and he knows it. He’ll die if he tries to link somewhere he’s never seen.”

Victor, sitting nearby with the security team assigned to guard Winnie, appeared to be asleep. But he was only resting—Victor would never allow himself to sleep when Winnie was going into harm’s way. 

Victor had changed since their trip to the crater, before the fall of Fort Brick. The fighting had been fierce and he’d been hard-pressed to keep Winnie safe.

Her hand fell, expecting to feel the hilt of Excalibur, but it was safe in her room, warded by a series of spells only she could unravel. She didn’t dare bring it along. Anyone who spotted a sword-wielding woman attacking a train depot would report to Kane. 

The itch kept burning. She arched her back and tried to ignore it.

There was a shout from the floor, then Parnell was running across the line to the large portal opening in the middle of the cavern. 

Frannie stepped through and Parnell wrapped his wife in an embrace. The advance security team from Promise Point rushed through to secure the other side with Frannie’s team.

Winnie stood and walked to the couple. “What took you so long? We were getting worried.”

“There was an extra contingent of Red Leg security at the depot tonight,” Frannie said. “They hadn’t been there when we scouted the night before so I’m not sure what was happening.”

Again, the itch. 

“What did you do?” Victor asked, startling Winnie by appearing at her side without warning.

“We took care of them,” Frannie said. “It took us a bit longer because we didn’t want to raise the alarm. I had to create a sphere of silence around them before we attacked so that no one could hear the gunfire.”

Victor nodded then turned to Winnie’s security team and waved them through the portal. They would occupy positions around the other side of the portal, waiting for Winnie to come through.

The large team of techs and other chanters flowed through the portal next, to begin their work of locating the containers on the list and bringing them back through the portal to Promise Point.

Winnie walked to the portal’s edge then stepped through, followed by Danny and Victor. Parnell and Frannie came behind them, taking station on either side of the opening between Atlanta and their mountain retreat. They would maintain the doorway until everyone returned. A clerk from Morgan’s division stood next to Parnell, ready to check off the containers as they passed and keep count of everyone so they didn’t leave any of the ream behind.

“Take me to the Red Legs. I want to see them.”

“They’re all dead, Winnie,” Victor said. “Frannie’s team took care of them.”

“I got that. I need to see them anyway. Has anyone searched the bodies, tried to see why they were here?”

“I have people doing that right now, Winnie,” Victor said, walking beside her as she left the perimeter.

Victor waived a hand. The security team moved ahead and cleared the way.

Winnie didn’t try to discourage them. That damned itch refused to leave. 

She was led to a pool of light in the darkness nearby. Scattered about the overhead lights were the bodies of a dozen Red Legs. Dusters were sifting through their pockets. Winnie waited nearby, watching the grisly work. 

Victor walked away, leaving her with Danny. 

“What do you expect them to find?” Danny asked.

“I’m not sure. But they shouldn’t be here. Victor knows it.”

Victor leafed through a small pack of papers brought to him by one of the Dusters. At least the ones on top were stained with blood. 

Several of the Red Legs had been shot, but others looked strangled or suffocated. Winnie reached out with her magical senses to see what Frannie had used. She’d created the sphere of silence around them so no one could hear them, but she’d also sucked out the oxygen and created a dead zone within it. 

The few Red Legs who realized that something was wrong before passing out had been gunned down by Frannie’s team.

Winnie played the gruesome scene in her head, looking for clues or anomalies to explain the Red Legs’ presence.

Victor returned to her side, shaking his head. “There’s a general order to step up security from General Couch, not Kane. It’s very strange.”

“They don’t have enough soldiers to spread around,” Danny said. “Maybe it’s a random reassignment.”

“That’s possible,” Victor replied. “But I don’t like coincidences.” 

“Neither do I,” Winnie agreed. “There’s nothing to suggest that they knew we were coming?”

“Other than that general order? No. Still, I’d like to spread my team out and supplement the rest of the Dusters until we get all the containers through the portal. But that means I can’t stay here to protect you, Winnie. Would you consider returning to Promise Point while we finish up here?”

“You know better than that, Victor.” Winnie almost laughed despite the situation. “Besides, you can use me if things go south.”

“Hopefully we’ll be out of here before the forces stationed in Atlanta get organized enough to respond,” Victor checked his watch. “The Army base is on the far side of town. Estimates give us twenty minutes to get what we need and pull out before they arrive.”

“Victor’s not wrong,” Danny said. “If you went back, we could concentrate on other things.”

“Not you, too?” They sure had been disagreeing a lot. “I need to be here, Danny. You know that. The Dusters need to see me leading them on some of these ops. We talked about this back at the Point. I’m here and I’m not leaving until everyone does.”

An uneasy silence followed her statement, interrupted only by calls to watch out when a giant metal truck container floated by, manipulated by a pair of chanters. The supplies were rolling back toward the portal already. 

Each of the containers listed had at least a pair of the most powerful chanters in the logistics or tech teams assigned to it. Using new magical fields discovered in the aftermath of the dragons’ arrival, they would create a field around each of their assigned containers, allowing them to levitate the heavy metal boxes before moving them back to the portal. The logistics clerk checked off each container from the list, then the list of personnel as they passed. 

The plan allowed fifteen minutes, giving them an extra five based on their assumed military response time to the raid. They wanted to be ghosts before a single soul arrived to see what they’d done or how they escaped. 

“We need to clean up these bodies.” Danny pointed to the Red Leg guards, scattered dead on the ground all around them. “We don’t want to leave evidence of magical involvement here at the train yard. 

“I’ll send one of the tech teams back to stack the bodies on a pallet,” Winnie said. “We can levitate them through the portal for burial back to Promise Point.”

Winnie walked back towards the portal, squinting at the faint blue glow outlining the portal ahead. Two of the security detail followed close behind. Danny and Victor wouldn’t leave her alone, even inside their perimeter. 

They had learned that lesson before.

Winnie turned the corner around a stack of metal trailers, and saw a line of the chosen containers moving through the portal, slow but steady. 

The guard on her left jerked backward with a round to his chest.

On her right, the second guard fell — the back of his head blown out by a bullet. 

More bullets whizzed by.

Winnie ducked behind the wall of a container, drew in her magic, and tried to weave a personal force field strong enough to stop bullets.

But she was a fool. Winnie needed the field in place already.

Bullets clanged off the corner and showered her in sparks. 

Shouts rang from the portal. 

But they’d never make it to Winnie in time. 

She had a pistol, but that was useless. Danny and the others had laughed at her poor marksmanship the few times she’d practiced. 

That didn’t mean she was unarmed. With the force field in place, Winnie stepped back out from behind the container to face her attacker.

Bullets ricocheted off her force field and spilled to the dirt. She’d be bruised but it was doing the job.

“You people killed all my friends!” Someone shouted from the darkness. “They all just died gasping for breath.”

Muzzles flashed in the dark. More bullets whined by, dinging her magical shield. Winnie pointed into the darkness, drawing more magic. “Light.”

A blazing ball of white light formed in the narrow corridor between the container stacks. Another Red Leg guard stood in plain sight. Young, judging from his face and lack of rank on his shoulders. 

He winced when the light flared above him but kept firing at Winnie until his pistol was clicking. 

The Red Leg fumbled at his belt to reload. 

She had to end this. Eventually, if she let him shoot long enough, a bullet would break through. “Drop the gun and I’ll let you live,” Winnie said, pointing at the guard. “I won’t say it again.”

Shouts, from ahead and behind.

The guard didn’t stop. His fumbling attempts to reload grew more frantic.

Winnie drew in more energy, loathing the need to loose it at the scared boy between the containers. He was a pawn. Kane needed to die. 

She throttled her power, creating a charge that would stun rather than kill.

The Red Leg finished reloading, racking the slide closed, and inserting a cartridge into the chamber. 

He raised the gun again to fire.

Winnie tensed and raised her hand, pointing at the Red Leg.

His head jerked backward and he was flung to the ground, before Winnie could release her magic. 

The gunshot bellowed from behind, but it didn’t register immediately.

Turning her head, she looked behind her to see Danny standing there with his pistol in a two-hand grip, aimed at the dead guard. 

Victor and four Duster guards rounded the corner.

“Danny, I was trying to take him prisoner.” Winnie’s adrenaline turned energy into anger. “You killed him for nothing. He didn’t have to die.”

“I was trying to save your life,” Danny said. “Are you insane?”

Victor ignored their exchange. He detailed two guards to check their fallen comrades while he sent the other two to check on the assailant. 

Then they jogged past Winnie, rifles pointed at the body lying in the pool of white light cast by the ball of floating magic above.

“What were you thinking?” Victor asked, turning  on Winnie. “I saw you step out from behind cover like you didn’t have a care in the world.”

“I had a shield up. He couldn’t hurt me.”

“Danny’s right. You’re a fool.” Victor looked around, scanning the containers on either side. “Was anyone else with him? Was he alone?”

“He was alone. And I was fine,” Winnie said, stunned by their reaction.

Victor shook his head, too angry to answer. He walked over to the other guards were checking their fallen teammates. “How are they?”

“Sloane’s dead, sir,” said the first Duster. “He took a round to the head, just under the edge of his helmet.”

“What about Ridley?” Victor asked.

“He might live if we can get him back to Promise Point and the menders. And fast. He’s losing a lot of blood.” A guard pressed his hand against a bandage over a spreading flow of blood leaking the wound in Ridley’s chest. He hadn’t been wearing armor because there wasn’t enough for everyone.

A crowd started to gather. Victor detailed several gawkers to help carry Ridley back to the portal for medical attention. A few others started to pick up Sloane.

Winnie turned away and took a few steps into the shadows of a nearby container stack. She crouched low, trying to catch her breath.

Victor followed her into the shadows, standing over her. 

Winnie looked up, barely able to see him through the pooling tears. “I didn’t have a chance to defend them. It all happened so fast.”

“It was their job to defend you, Winnie. Not the other way around. Sloane and Ridley knew the risk when they volunteered for the job.”

“I didn’t even know their names. How did you?”

“I take the time to interview every member of your security detail. It’s important that I know what kind of people they are, and whether they’re willing to die for you or not.”

Winnie didn’t know how to respond. She closed her mouth, trying to blink her tears away.

“I’m sorry I yelled at you,” Victor finally said. “We can’t afford to lose you, especially over something as stupid as a random encounter on a raid like this. It would mean the end of everything we’ve worked so hard for.”

Winnie wiped her eyes and looked around. “Where’s Danny? I yelled at him.”

“He left with Ridley,” Victor said.

“I have to apologize. I knew what he was trying to do but yelled at him anyway.”

Victor placed his hand on her shoulder. “You were in the heat of the moment. It happens. Danny will understand.”

Winnie nodded. Then she stood. “I should get back. Can you finish up here?”

“I can. But let me walk you back to the portal first.” 

Victor walked Winnie to the portal. And soon she was back in Promise Point. 

The formerly empty cavern was full of trailer containers now. People were milling about, talking in hushed circles. Several of them stopped talking when she approached. They nodded when she looked their way, resuming conversation only once she was past.

Winnie turned towards the mender’s cavern where they tended the wounds and ills of the Duster army. She had to check on Ripley and find Danny.

There was something else as well.

Now back inside Promise Point, the itch was relentless. 

And now, Winnie knew what it was. 

Kane was up to something. 

The excitement at the raid had masked it, but now she could feel it again. 

Kane was ready to do something big. And soon. 

The survivors of Fort Brick had run out of time to regroup.

Winnie had to reveal herself, and take the fight to Kane for a change.
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CHAPTER 7




“What do you mean you found nothing to prove that Durham’s alive?” Kane asked.

General Couch barely stopped himself from physically recoiling as Kane lurched toward him, his finger aimed in accusation.

“General Couch, I didn’t ask you to verify what I already knew to be true. My source on this is unimpeachable. I asked you to FIND her.”

“Yes, Director.” Couch had to be careful in wording his reply. “I was merely pointing out that we’ve heard nothing at all for months. There’s been no sign of Durham or her companions since the battle at the hospital.”

“You said yourself that you found no bodies.”

“We didn’t,” Couch said. “Not their dead, our dead, or even the bodies of your creatures once we shelled that valley with your special weapons. That valley floor had the most complete destruction I’ve ever seen.”

“I can’t tell if you’re being incompetent, or stupid. Winnie allowed you to see what you wanted to. It’s all part of her plan to destroy me.”

“Sir, it is possible that Durham is still alive, but my resources are stretched thin. Petty raids from the remaining rebel forces, uprisings in cities we thought were pacified, signs of resistance nearly everywhere my soldiers or your Red Legs travel. Just last night, during a raid at a rail yard in Atlanta, they kidnapped a squad of Red Legs on security detail. My few resources working intelligence leads haven’t found a single whiff of her whereabouts.”

Kane turned in his chair, stared at the map of the United Americas on the wall, and tapped a finger to his chin in thought. 

“Maybe we need the right bait to lure her out of hiding, General,” Kane mused. “There is something I wanted to discuss with you that might help solve two problems with but a single blow.”

Kane stood. The bones in his twisted form creaked and popped as he rose. He crossed to the map and pointed. 

“I’ve been working on a plan and a new weapon to deploy in our battle against the chanter and middling rebels. They’ve been gaining in strength because of their ties to rejuvenated nexuses of power around the country. If we can destroy those points of power, the chanters will lose their connection.”

“Won’t that affect your own powers, sir?” Couch asked, wondering if maybe that would be for the best. 

“Not at all. I have transcended their petty connection to this world. My power comes from beyond. A loss for them is a gain for me.” 

Couch looked at the map. “Where are these nexuses?”

“Based on my research, the closest is in Baltimore.” Kane stabbed a gnarled finger at the white pin poking from the map’s eastern edge.

“Baltimore is already pacified, sir; we don’t have to attack it.”

“Your forces hold portions, not the whole city. And it’s time we made an example. Attack the city with your forces and my Fell beasts, until there isn’t a living thing left inside it. Then I want you to trigger our new weapon in the center of the city to shut down the nexus.”

“Killing civilians, many of whom are already on your side, isn’t something I or my men signed up for, Director.” 

This would surely spell his end, but Couch had to take a stand. 

Kane waived a hand, dismissing the General. “Just surround the city with your forces, if you and your people lack the stomach for anything else. My beasts will do your job. Once they’ve taken the city, you can trigger the device.” 

Couch paused. He didn’t have a reply. The Director had countered his argument in a way that he couldn’t deny. He tried again.

“I’m not sure I have the forces available right now. A delay might be prudent.”

“I had hoped for more time to gather our strength, but if Winnie is alive then the time to strike is now.” 

“It will take —”

“No excuses, General Couch. If you need more time, fine. You have seventy-two hours to gather your forces. Then the attack on Baltimore shall commence.”

“Some of the inhabitants will escape, sir.” 

“So be it. They can travel to other cities and tell them what happened in Baltimore. It will get back to Durham and she’ll have no choice but to react. Then we’ll finish her off, once and for all.”

“That might work,” Couch admitted. 

“Of course it will. It’s her hometown. This will smoke her out and weaken her power base. She’d be forced to spread her forces out to defend the other nexuses. Then we will dismantle her pitiful army piecemeal.”

Kane looked at the map, his long pointed nails tracing its surface. He turned to Couch. “Seventy-two hours. Three days. Defy me and regret it.”

Couch swallowed and nodded, unable to speak. It was the first time Kane had threatened him with harm. Would he even be given warning the next time? 

Couch stood and bowed before leaving. Chills ran down his spine as he walked away. There was a target on his back. It was time for a contingency plan, in case his boss turned against him. His loyalty to Kane hadn’t faltered. But the Director clearly wasn’t convinced. 

He had to tread carefully. Mitigate the outcome in some way. 

He had three days to try.
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CHAPTER 8




“Five days,” Maria said. “That’s the magic number. Five days and we’ll be ready to move on the first chanter camp.” 

The whole team was back in the command center. Winnie, Danny, Victor, Morgan, Tris, Elaine, Garraldi, and Maria had all assembled here the day after their successful raid in Atlanta—in and out before any response arrived to stop them.

“We’re sure we have everything we need?” Winnie asked.

“We mostly needed more of the trailer containers to convert for transport,” Tris said. “I have my techs, and any chanters powerful enough to assist, working on it now.”

“Hence the five-day timetable,” Garraldi said, stepping up to stand beside Maria in front of the wall of windows. 

One of the windows had been expanded and turned to face them. It showed a wide overhead view of the easternmost safety camp. Winnie saw the familiar layout and remembered when she and Cait had planned the first raid on that camp. They’d liberated her mom and the twins. Now it was time to go back and make sure that everyone was freed. 

“One last time before we finalize things,” Maria said.

Winnie nodded. Maria looked at Garraldi. He drew in some magic then tapped the window to view the camp from above. 

An overlay of translucent colored areas covered the camp.

“These colors represent the current objectives and threat sectors for this operation,” Maria said. “Blue areas represent the places we’ll stage our transport vehicles for pickup. Green areas are the sections of the camp where the chanter residents are being held. Red areas represent the active defenses and orange areas show barracks for the guards, or pens where they keep the beasts patrolling the perimeter.”

“Transport first, then,” Winnie said. “Are we sure we have enough of the containers to haul everyone out of there? We can’t wait for a second trip, or open a portal large enough for our friends to fly through.”

Tris nodded. “Based on Morgan’s reports, we should be fine.”

“I padded those numbers by ten percent,” Morgan added. “I’m confident we allowed enough room for error. After Atlanta we have plenty. Now we’re just waiting for the proper charms.”

“That’s the main reason for the delay,” Tris said. “It takes time to create the permanent levitation spells and links so that several containers can be towed at once, one behind the other.”

Victor leaned forward. “Are we sure the dragons can or will tow these things? They aren’t exactly domesticated beasts of burden.”

“I can handle that,” Winnie said. “They’ll listen to me as long as I have Excalibur. I assumed command when I summoned them. They’re waiting for me to tell them what to do, beyond hunting close to Promise Point.”

Garraldi nodded. “Assuming everything goes our way, we’ll assault the camp just before dawn five days from now. We’ll fly in from the west, landing in the blue areas just long enough to ground the containers. A chanter tech will be on each one to control the levitation and keep the passengers calm.”

“Our first group of ground forces will move in to neutralize the tower guards and perimeter patrols,” Maria added. “Group one will be under my command. A second, larger force with follow Garraldi to stage a blocking action among the barracks, holding pens, and the rest of the camp while we evacuate prisoners.”

“Where will I be?” Winnie asked. “I want a piece of this, too.” 

Victor said, “Overseeing the whole thing from the containers with me and Danny.”

“I want to help liberate the camp,” Winnie insisted.

Victor shook his head. “You need to stay in the rear because you’re the only one who can control the dragons. We don’t know what they’ll do once they get a taste of blood in combat. We won’t be able to get your help if the dragons turn on us or take off and leave us stranded. We can’t afford to have you in the middle of a firefight.” 

“They won’t do that. I told you how it worked.”

“Humor us, Win,” Danny said.

She wasn’t a flower. She deserved her place, despite her nerves at the rail yard. Too long. Everyone was waiting for her answer. But still she said nothing, so Garraldi took the ball.  

“We’ll let the dragons lead the fight against the main forces to minimize casualties. Winnie tells me they’re mostly impervious to conventional weapons. Short of shooting one with an antitank grenade or missile, we should be fine.”

She nodded for him to continue.

“Once the prisoner side of the camp is secured, we’ll start ushering the prisoners out and loading them into containers. This is the hairiest part of the op. We can only estimate how long this is going to take. Reports suggest that conditions inside the camps have deteriorated significantly since we were last there. We may have to carry some of the prisoners out. That will affect the our time on the ground.” 

Maria cut in. “If the Red Legs guarding the camp or the creatures under their control mount a counter attack before we’re ready to go, we’ll have a helluva fight on our hands. We’ll have to detach the dragons from their attack, pull them back to the containers to start towing them away to the west. And that’ll be when we’re most exposed.”

“The final contingency is to use a portal to retreat our ground forces back to Promise Point once the dragons are safely away,” Garraldi said. “If we have to.”

Winnie smiled. Maria and Garraldi made a good team; everything seemed covered. She glanced around the table. “Green lights from everyone?” 

A wave of nods circled the table, stopping at Elaine. She said, “What’s the timetable to repeat this operation at the other four camps? Kane will surely realize that if we can liberate one, then we can liberate them all.” 

Winnie looked to Garraldi. He cleared his throat, then: 

“Provided we take minimal casualties and can use portals to send the rescued chanters to cities we control for the aid they’ll surely need, we can refit and be ready to take another camp within a week. Remember, at our best estimate, it will take the dragons over a day’s flight to travel back to Promise Point towing full containers. Maybe more than two. We just don’t know. That’s a long time to be cooped up.”

“A week is a long time for Kane to retaliate,” Elaine said. “I know it’s a lot to ask but I think we should gather the information we need on the next camp now. And start formulating that plan. Expedite the next mission.”

“It can’t be helped, Mom. There are only so many dragons and limited forces here.”

“We’ll have another infantry company up to speed in two weeks,” Danny said. “That’s an additional few days, I know, but it means we can add fresh forces to the second mission to account for the wounded or tired.”

Or dead, Winnie added to herself. 

After the fighting at Fort Brick, she thought she’d become immune to death and dying around her. But the previous evening had her wallowing in a few old and unwelcome thoughts. 

“If that’s all,” Tris said. “I’d like to get back to supervising preparations. If people are going to be cooped up in them that long, we should have some sort of privies inside them. I still need to think about how that will work.”

“Sure,” Winnie said. “I think that’s all.” 

Garraldi and Maria both nodded.

“Very well, we’ll meet again tomorrow for a progress report on preparations and any changes to the plan.”

Everyone stood and dispersed except Winnie, who remained seated and staring at the oversized window looking out on the camp. 

“See something I missed?” Garraldi said, startling Winnie.

“Just missing the old days,” she said giving her friend a smile. “How are things with Maria?”

The big man smiled and shrugged. “Progressing. War makes for an honest relationship, I guess. But it’s hard to enjoy it.”

Winnie pointed to Danny, standing by Maria. “We’re still feeling things out. Everything’s different since Fort Brick. I guess you do your best, and wait for a time when you can do better.”

“That’s what we’re doing,” Garraldi said. “Taking it all one day at a time.”

Winnie laid a hand on his shoulder and smiled. 

Garraldi returned her smile then walked away. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Winnie saw Victor and Morgan heading to the command team’s apartments. She hoped they were coping better than she and Danny, though that wouldn’t be hard.
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CHAPTER 9




Something had changed, and Victor knew it. 

Morgan’s strange behavior over the last day or so told him that much. He couldn’t figure out what he’d done. It had to be his fault; Victor had been in enough relationships to know that. So he decided to spend some time with Morgan this afternoon and see if they could both get to the bottom of it.

After the meeting, Victor went straight to Morgan, intercepting her before she had a chance to head back to the logistics center. He’d already told her second in command that she wouldn’t be back until tomorrow.

“Can we talk?” Victor said when he finally caught up.

“There’s a lot of work to do. You heard Winnie.”

“I think they can do without us for a little while. We could go for a walk, head up to the higher caves.”

“I don’t know, Victor.” 

“I told Janice not to expect you back this afternoon. I’ve pulled some strings. The sandwiches are already packed.” 

“Victor, did you plan a picnic?” Morgan said, breaking into a laugh. 

“What?” 

“Oh, nothing,” Morgan said, a hand on his arm. “I’ve just never seen you try to be romantic. We kind of fell in together without much of a courtship.”

“So you’ll come?” 

“Yes. Let me stop by our room and grab a wrap. It’s cold up there.”

“Alright, I’ll meet you there. I’ll get our lunch from the officer’s mess.”

Morgan squeezed his hand and the two of them parted. 

Victor was glad he’d been able to convince her. It had been hard to find time for just the two of them. 

In the kitchens off the officers’ mess, the cook pointed to a paper bag on a shelf with Inspector Holmes written on the side. Victor waived a thank you, grabbed the bag, then headed to their room one level below.

Morgan was waiting by the door with a plaid woolen shawl draped over her shoulders. 

“Ready?” He asked.

“Lead the way.” 

He took her hand and led her to the lift.

It had taken him a while to get used to using the transport lifts built by Tris and the techs: large vertical chimneys within the mountain. When you reached one, you waived your hand in the open air for a moment or two, until a metal disk about ten feet across appeared. This one descended from above. 

They stepped inside and Victor said, “Level 42.”

The disc ascended, slowly accelerating until openings in the vertical tube were flying by. It slowed when nearing the top, then stopped at the last opening. Victor stepped off and took Morgan’s hand.

“Those things scare the crap out of me,” he admitted.

“Me, too. I usually take the stairs and ramps we built when we first arrived.” 

They headed down the passage until they reached an open space that led to a large ledge near the peak. There were heat panels radiating hot air away from the walls, but Victor could still feel the chill mountain air. 

“Is this alright?” Victor asked.

“It’s perfect,” Morgan said, looking out over neighboring peaks and a brilliant green valley below.

There were chairs off to one side. Victor pulled them over. 

Then, opening the paper bag, he removed the sandwiches, each wrapped in paper. Next came a pair of water bottles. There were also individually wrapped slices of what looked like carrot cake. He’d have to send an extra thank you to the cook for thinking of more than the “couple of sandwiches” he’d requested. 

They sat in silence, eating their sandwiches and staring at the sky. Occasionally a dragon would swoop around a distant peak and they’d hear its bellow, fierce as always. Other than that, nothing but silence.

They finally decided to speak at the same time, and their bumble of words tumbled into a laugh. 

“You go first,” Victor said.

“No, you,” Morgan urged.

“Well, I wanted to talk about us.” Victor felt too nervous. “I mean, we’ve been seeing each other for a long time. Living together that whole time. But I never take the time to tell you how I really feel.”

Morgan smiled, said nothing. 

“I’m not the most romantic man, Morgan. You know that. I don’t have all the necessary props, or even a ring for you. That said, I want to ask you to marry me anyway. We don’t know how long any of this will last or even what the outcome will be at the end. But I want to make the most of today, and even more of tomorrow and the day after that.”

Morgan’s smile widened. She nodded. She wanted to cry out but couldn’t. 

“Is that a yes?” Victor asked.

“Yes!” Morgan exclaimed, finally able to get a word out.  

She laughed and leaned over to hug him, holding him close. 

He could smell the floral fragrance of her hair, his ears delighted with her laugher. Victor swore that he’d remember this moment for the rest of his life. 

He’d never been happier. 

After a while, they leaned back in their chairs to look out again on the landscape before them. 

Then Victor remembered. “You wanted to tell me something, too. What was it?”

“I’m pregnant,” Morgan blurted. 

“What? When? How far?” 

He reached over and laid a hand on her stomach.

“I’m about six weeks. It’s early. Won’t start showing for another month or so according to Elaine. I planned on visiting the menders later today to confirm what she told me.”

“Do you have reason to doubt?” 

“Just being safe. They can do things to ease the pregnancy for both the baby and me. Elaine and the twins discovered it by accident, yesterday before the operation in Atlanta. We were never alone. I couldn’t tell you about it until now.”

“The baby’s alright, though? Everything’s normal?”

“Elaine said the baby’s healthy, as far as she can tell. But apparently your new abilities can be passed down. Our baby will be a chanter.”

“Does that please you?” Victor was happy either way, but Morgan was a middling. A child chanter might scare her.

“I’m so happy, Victor. It’s a life you and I created together. I don’t care whether it’s middling or chanter or anything else, so long as we’re a family.”

Victor felt a twinge of worry. He’d never known his own father and worried what kind of father he’d be. That concern, coupled with the risks of war, left him emptier than he wanted to be. 

Would his son never know his father, either? 

“What’s wrong, Victor? You look … bothered.” 

“It’s nothing. I was just thinking about raising a baby in a place like this. How can we keep him or her safe in Promise Point?”

“We won’t be alone, Victor. When you’re out on operations, I’ll have help here or anywhere else we go. Elaine and plenty of others will be happy to lend a hand. Even Fiona offered to babysit when she got older.”

Victor smiled. It was a relief to know that if something happened to him, his family wouldn’t be alone. 

“I feel like we should have some sort of toast, but water will have to do.” 

He raised his water bottle. Morgan did the same. They touched. 

“To us,” Victor said.

“All three of us.” 

They both took a sip then leaned together, Morgan’s head resting on his shoulder. They sat in silence, watching dragons soar in the distance. It wasn’t until the sun sunk near the western peaks, causing them to squint against the glare, that Victor realized how quickly the day had gotten away. 

“I suppose we should go,” Morgan said.

“Yes, but I’d like to come back soon. Let’s make this a regular thing. We should spend as much time together as we can.”

“I’d like that.” 

Morgan gathered their trash and water bottles while Victor returned the chairs to the spot along the wall where they wouldn’t get snowed on. Then they clasped hands and walked the long passage towards the lift tube.

Victor had been apprehensive about today’s plan. But in the end, it had worked out even better than he’d hoped. The pregnancy had been a surprise but it was wonderful and suited his proposal like a ring on a finger. 

“We should probably get married sooner rather than later,” Victor said. 

“What’s the hurry? A girl has plans for these types of things.”

“We could have a quick ceremony now and save the big party and reception for when this is all over,” Victor said, not wanting to wait. 

“I suppose. But who would marry us? I suppose there might be a minister among the recruits.”

“Well, if captains at sea can marry someone, I suppose commanders on land can do so as well.”

“You mean Winnie? She’d kill me if I made her do that.” 

“No, she’ll be honored. Besides, it’s her job as the leader to witness our union.”

“You can ask her, after I tell her I’m pregnant.”

“I hope she says yes,” Victor said.

“She will if she knows what’s good for her,” Morgan laughed, then stepped on the lift. “Come on, Victor. Let’s go tell her right now.”

Victor followed Morgan onto the disc. 

He hoped Winnie was as receptive to all this as Morgan imagined. She could use something to perk her up after Atlanta. 

Winnie had been distracted during the earlier meeting. Maybe this news would shine some light into her darkness. 

They arrived on the command level to find Winnie staring at the monitoring wall. There were always techs and chanters scanning the magic surveillance windows, taking notes, and passing them along to the watch commanders. 

Winnie was looking at a window that showed the same camp overview from earlier. It was dark there now but the window had been enhanced with some sort of night-vision spell. As he and Morgan approached, Victor could see the warmth of bodies bustling around the camp and in the buildings within it.

Winnie turned and saw them approaching. “You both look like you’re chewing canaries. What’s got you two grinning like that?”

“We have news, sis,” Morgan said. “We’re going to have a baby.”

“What? That’s amazing! I’m so happy for both of you.” 

Winnie pulled Morgan into an embrace, holding her sister close. Then she reached out a hand to Victor. He took it, clasped her hand between his. 

“We have one favor to ask,” he said. “We’d like your blessing to get married. Your and Morgan’s father and her mother aren’t here with us so I thought I’d ask you.”

“You don’t need my blessing. My sister’s a big girl.”

“We’re asking anyway, Winnie,” Morgan said. “It’s important to Victor that we do things the right way.”

“Well, in that case, you have my blessing. When are you planning on holding the ceremony?”

“As soon as you can find the time to marry us,” Morgan replied.

“Me?” Winnie exclaimed. “What makes me qualified to do that?”

“You’re the leader of our forces,” Victor said. “We figure that qualifies you as much as anyone else.” 

“So, will you do it? “ Morgan asked. “Will you marry us?” 

“I suppose something can be arranged. We do have three days before we launch our attack. That will give you both a day’s respite before we need all hands on deck to kick off our raid. How’s that?”

“Perfect, Morgan said. “I’ll have enough time to find something to wear and Victor can get our rings.”

Victor blanched. He’d figured they’d take care of that after they took care of Kane. 

“I’m sure we can arrange for Victor to go ring shopping over the next few days,” Winnie said. “I can’t tell you how happy this makes me. I needed a bright spot to focus on. Thank you.”

Victor smiled and Morgan hugged her sister again. 

They would celebrate their wedding just before they went back to battle. 

Three days of peace, and then the war would begin anew.
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CHAPTER 10




Nils Kane splashed water on his face and turned away without looking into the shards of his smashed mirror. He’d stopped noticing the changes to his body. He didn’t see how clumps of hair fell out as he combed it or how many teeth he’d lost in the last week. 

He glanced at the clock on the bunker’s bedroom wall. Almost time for his next briefing from that idiot Couch. Nils’ disappointment over his protégé’s failure to find his potential had turned into anger and a sense of betrayal. 

It seemed like Couch didn’t believe Kane’s claims about Durham being alive. The Fell had no reason to lie about that. She alone possessed the ability to counter the plans he had taken so long to put in place. 

Her resilience despite all he’d thrown at her might have been cause to congratulate the girl in other circumstances. Kane had always appreciated the practical application of power and leadership. And shared blood was surely to blame for her success. But her constant narrow escapes—cheating death no matter his plans—were infuriating.

Now she’d been able to find a way to hide, like the little roach that she was. Even the Garbarians couldn’t track her. He’d hoped the mundane resources at Couch’s disposal would have turned up evidence of her continued existence. 

Instead, he was focused on petty raids against his forces and supply lines around the country. The general didn’t see the bigger picture and after the last meeting; Kane had seen doubt behind the general’s eyes.

And that was unacceptable. 

Nils had always demanded unswerving loyalty from his underlings. That was magnified in the current struggle. He needed Couch’s continued loyalty now more than before. This was why he’d made the additions to his bunker. 

The underground facility beneath the Department of Magical Containment headquarters in the capital had additional apartments on other levels. Kane originally built them for the staff he thought he’d need as his plans advanced. But that was before he’d discovered the powers of the Fell. Since then, the bunker’s other levels were mostly unused. 

Now the floor below his was occupied by the general’s wife and children. They had been moved there by a Red Leg security team the previous evening while Couch was in Baltimore preparing for assault. On the surface, the move was for their own safety. But Couch would see if for what it was. 

The final pin in Nils’ control of the general. It ensured the man’s loyalty no matter his feelings. Nils smiled as he turned to look at the security monitors. The cameras installed in the Couch family quarters showed the general’s wife and two children, a boy and girl, seated on the floor. They looked like they were reading a book. 

How quaint.

Nils had greeted the general’s wife the evening before. The children’s horrified reaction reminded him of how he’d changed and sent him on an efficient retreat. He had wanted to lash out at the screaming children behind the cowering wife, but right now he needed them. 

Perhaps after Couch had fulfilled his purpose, Nils would spend some time with the family on his terms. His lips parted in a gap-toothed smile, thinking about all the fun he could have. Children had so much vitality. So energetic. Transforming them with the Fell’s power was so enjoyable.

Nils spent several minutes watching the mother and children, imagining their screams as he played with them. 

It would be worth the wait.

Turning from the screen, Nils started his painful, shuffling limp towards the conference room. Couch should be there waiting by now. It would be interesting to show him what had happened to his family.

His devotion to them was a key human weakness, one that Nils himself was never stupid enough to have. He’d tried to kill his own daughter on several occasions, and he would continue to seek her demise. 

Couch could learn a lot from his leader’s example.

The general  was examining the national map when Nils entered the room. He turned and almost hid his disgust.

Nils chose not to notice. 

“Three days have passed. Are you ready?”

“That’s something I wanted to discuss,” Couch said. “I still wonder if there isn’t a way we could evacuate the loyal citizens before we bombard the city and … release your creatures.” 

“Are you questioning me?” Nils limped a step toward the General. “Are you implying that you might not execute my orders and implement my plans?”

“I am merely wondering if there isn’t an alternative to such a severe approach, sir.”

“If there was another way to do what must be done, then I would have ordered you to do it already. Unfortunately this city is the sacrifice that is required. Only my Fell creatures can close the nexus, and they need sustenance.”

Couch paused, started to say something, but couldn’t. 

“If you have something to say, General, now is the time to say it. I do delight in your candor.” 

“Sir, there are thousands of women and children in the city. If only there were a way to evacuate even some of them, I’m sure the world would be grateful.”

“Like you’re grateful, General Couch?”

“Sir?”

“I’ve spent the last ten years grooming your career so you’d be in a position to assume leadership of the armed forces. Now, when I issue you a direct order, you look for ways to circumvent my plans. That is not the action of a man loyal to his leader.”

“Director Kane I have always been loyal. I am only offering suggestions that might benefit you in the future.”

“Perhaps before I might have believed you, Philip. But I think you are having doubts about this fight. And that is something I cannot allow.”

Nils turned and picked up a remote from the table, thumbing a button as he pointed it at a monitor mounted in the corner. 

Couch turned and looked at the screen. 

Nils smiled as the color drained from the general’s face. 

“I thought it best, in the face of the renewed rebel threat, to relocate your wife and children to the relative safety here in this bunker system,” Nils said. “They are completely safe for the time being, enjoying my hospitality.”

“Sir … ” 

“As I said. Your loyalty has been flagging. I’ve seen it over these last few weeks, especially. I suppose it isn’t your fault. Not everyone possesses my resolve or vision for what must be.” 

Nils rose and limped over to place a hand on Couch’s shoulder.  

“They’re safe here. There’s plenty of food and water, and I’ll keep my minions away from their level entirely. No need to frighten the children. As long as you obey my orders, promptly and to the letter, I see no reason for any of that to change.”

Nils turned Couch’s head with a tap on his chin. 

“Do we understand each other, general?”

“Yes sir,” he said, in barely a whisper. 

But that wouldn’t do. “I’m sorry, General Couch, I did not hear you.”

“I said, yes, sir. I will obey your orders and do my very best to fulfill your expectations. Only … ” Couch turned back to look at the monitor. “Don’t hurt them. Please, they’re all I have.”

“As I said, General, I’m keeping them safe. Do as I say and you have nothing to fear. Now, I believe you have an assault to implement. I’ve sent the artillery shells to your units on Baltimore’s outskirts. The cases are clearly marked.”

“Yes, sir,” Couch said, rising and giving the director a bow. “By your leave, I’ll return to Baltimore and begin the assault.”

“I’m sure it will be a resounding success. If this doesn’t bring Durham out of hiding, nothing will.”

The general’s back was ramrod-straight, stiff as he walked from the room. Couch had been shaken by the revelation about his family’s captivity, but he’d managed to maintain control for the most part. 

Nils was sure there would be no further problems with his loyalty moving forward. After he disappeared up the stairs, returning to the surface, Nils picked up the remote and turned up the volume. 

Mrs. Couch was still sitting on the floor. Both of the small children were seated on her lap and she was rocking them, softly singing a lullaby. He listened as she sang—a song that promised to keep the evil away.

He laughed aloud. 

The woman had no idea of his plans. No clue what was coming for her and her children. No nursery rhyme or lullaby could keep them safe. Not from him. No matter how many times she sang it to them. 

This was his time, his hour of triumph. The assault on Baltimore signaled the beginning of the end for all the Fae magic and power that sustained this failing world. Once it was gone, the Fell magic would be free to consume everything, and Nils Kane would be left with an entire world to rule as his own.
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CHAPTER 11




General Couch stepped into the command tent and surveyed the activity around him. He’d called in the orders to prepare for the assault. His first officer had questioned him at first. Major Beckett knew what he’d planned to do during his meeting with Director Kane and wondered why had wasn’t able to postpone the attack. Couch had put him off with a curt dismissal before disconnecting the call.

Beckett came over as soon as Couch entered.

“General, I thought we were going to postpone the attack so that evacuations could be started.”

“Major, that plan has been superseded by exigent needs for the whole country. We must press on, despite the casualties.”

The major opened his mouth but Couch cut him off.

“That is a direct order, Major. I expect you to carry it out.”

“Yes, sir,” Beckett said. “I’ll have the order to stand ready passed along to the troops. If I may ask, how soon will we start the bombardment?”

“As soon as all the units report that they’re ready.” 

Beckett turned away to pass the word but Couch stopped him. “Major, arrest and replace any officer who refuses to follow orders to fire on the city. This is a war for the survival of everything we hold dear. We cannot allow sentimentality to impede our victory.”

“Yes, sir. I understand, sir,” Beckett said before turning away and passing the orders to the communications technicians.

But Couch was sure that he didn’t understand. It was true, everything Couch held dear in the world was at risk. His mind spun through a hundred possible ways he could free and keep them from harm. None held any hope of success, so that left him no choice. Baltimore’s destruction was sealed. Same for the people inside it. 

He held himself to blame and, if there was an afterlife, he’d pay the price when the bill was due. He’d gladly suffer eternal damnation if that was what it took to keep Marla and the kids safe from Kane’s twisted vision for the world.

Couch turned his back on his staff as tears sprang to his eyes. He wiped them away, making it look like he was mopping his brow against the heat in the stuffy tent. Turning back to face them, he scanned their faces. 

“Update, please, Beckett.”

“All units report they’re prepared for the final order to fire, sir.” 

The major’s stilted, formal response showed he was battling his own doubts. He was a capable soldier and first officer, but in situations like this it was difficult to remain loyal, as the general well knew. 

Beckett had no family to use as leverage and might decide that enough was enough. He might try to mutiny against Couch. He’d have to watch the man. There might be a need to transfer him to a more dangerous assignment, one where survival would be difficult if not downright impossible. 

They were on a ridge to the west of town that gave them a view of the city’s edge and part of the downtown neighborhoods. He took a deep breath, staring out at the metropolis below, wondering what personal damnation felt like. 

“Pass the order, Major Beckett. Fire.”

Couch listened to Beckett pass the order to the communications techs. 

A few moments later, the large artillery units placed around the city fired simultaneously, their shells arching out over the city before falling inside it. 

The first explosions of Kane’s newly created shells began in the center of the city. Strange blue fire erupted from buildings downtown. Windows blew outward. Taller structures collapsed to crush smaller buildings beneath them. 

The shelling continued for several minutes, then on orders from Beckett and according to plan, the barrage spread outward, in an ever-widening circle towards the city’s fringes. The line of blue fire followed the shelling, devoured buildings and people as it swept everything in its path. 

More tall buildings collapsed as the business district came under attack. Couch imagined monuments to past leaders and national victories falling. Museums filled with priceless artwork, parks destroyed by the strange blue fire released by Kane’s magical charges.

Most of all, the general thought of the people he’d tried to save, now already consumed by the flames. He hoped it was a quick death. That was the most he could hope for, and the most he dared to wish for them. 

“Sir,” Beckett called. “Watch this. It just came in from one of our remote monitoring stations inside the city. The signal is still sending despite the shelling.”

Couch turned to look at his first officer’s tablet. The major tapped the display and for a moment Couch had trouble understanding what he was seeing. 

Then it came to him and his heart sank deeper into oblivion.

The camera showed a mass of people rushing past as the bombs fell around them, blue fire erupting everywhere. Whenever the fire touched a person, they stopped and fell to the ground, their bodies contorting into twisted forms, twisting into something else before his eyes. 

After the shelling, victims who’d lived through the barrage began to rise. 

But they were no longer people. Now they were monsters. 

“Shut down all the internal surveillance camera feeds, Major. And destroy that video. We don’t need anyone else seeing that.” 

“Yes, sir.” Major Beckett said. 

Couch could hear everything that the Major was thinking in those two tiny words. The general shook his head. Time for that transfer. 

Kane’s plan for the city was ingenious. The bulk of its inhabitants would be changed into monsters. Any survivors would be killed and consumed by the creatures that stayed behind. Total destruction.

If this was the plan moving forward for all the rebellious cities around the country, there wouldn’t be much in the way of a population to rule over once Kane was finished. 

And perhaps that was his plan all along.

“Major, notify me when the shelling is finished. I’ll be in my command truck.” 

Couch had seen enough. Now he had to vomit.
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CHAPTER 12




Everyone was there to celebrate the wedding. Morgan’s friends in logistics found white streamers and even enough ingredients for a large wedding cake to decorate the officers’ mess for the event. 

Winnie was impressed with what they’d managed in only three days. With Danny’s help, she’d been able to find and print out the words for a simple wedding ceremony adapted from the civil ceremonies used in court houses around the country. Now she stood at the head of the aisle created by rows of chairs, awaiting her sister to join the groom. 

Victor stood at the top of the aisle, Danny standing beside him as best man. On the opposite side, Maria DeSantos stood in her role as maid of honor, a job that might have fallen to Winnie in other circumstances.

There was a wave from the rear. Tris stood to signal that Morgan was ready to enter. A few moments later, the Wedding March played over the room’s speakers and Morgan stepped out from the alcove by the mess hall entrance. 

She was beautiful. Her white dress was simple, looking more like an outfit for a spring picnic than a true wedding gown. But that didn’t matter. It was the perfect outfit for this setting. Morgan’s long brown hair was piled high, with mountain wildflowers woven into her braids. 

Winnie glanced at Danny, feeling a tickle of envy, wondering when he might ask her to marry him. But she muffled the thought as soon as it entered her head. Their relationship had been rocky; a sudden proposal wasn’t going to fix what was slowly breaking between them. And besides, the day belonged to Morgan. Winnie’s thoughts should, too. 

Morgan’s parents couldn’t be there, so Garraldi stood in for her father, walking Morgan down the aisle. Her mother and father were back in Baltimore and it had been decided not to take the risk of reaching out and trying to bring them back here to Promise Point. As far as they knew, their daughter had died in the attack on Fort Brick. 

Winnie waited while the assembled guests, about fifty in all, stood and watched the bride go by. Tris swiped away her tears as Morgan passed her. 

Morgan was beaming—the happiest woman in the world. Despite being in the middle of a war for their very existence, Morgan had managed to find a moment of peace and happiness. She had a baby on the way and a wonderful man to stand beside her. 

Winnie was happy for her on her perfect day. She opened her mouth to welcome the guests and start reading through the script that she and Danny had prepared for the ceremony. But a shout from the corridor outside the mess hall stopped her. 

Another shout, then a Duster corporal came charging into the room.

The woman looked around, eyes wide as if she just realized what she was doing. Everyone stared daggers, waiting for her to explain the interruption. 

She shook it off and called out to Winnie. “Commander Durham, you have to come see something right away.”

“Corporal,” Winnie said. “Don’t you think it can wait fifteen minutes?”

“I don’t think so, ma’am. The duty officer knew where you were and told me to fetch you anyway. She says you have to come see this right now.”

“All of you, remain here,” Winnie said to the assembled guests, her heart pounding, and her skin suddenly on fire. “I’m sure whatever it is can be resolved quickly. We’ll resume the ceremony soon. I’ll send word once I get up there and know about how long I’ll be.”

She stepped off the riser then started down the aisle to accompany the corporal back upstairs to the command center. Maria and Garraldi stepped in behind her, followed by Victor, Morgan, Danny and Tris.

Winnie heard the distant explosions long before she reached the command center. Every eye in the room was glued to a series of comm surveillance windows enlarged in the center of the wall of windows. 

Winnie entered the cluster of techs, searching for the officer on duty. She found him standing in the center and shouldered past the others to greet him. They were oblivious to her presence, all attention on the windows before them. 

Another series of explosions shook the scene on the other side of the windows. Strange blue fire erupted in the foreground. Winnie raised a hand to shield her face from the blaze. But of course she felt nothing—this was a comm window, not a portal. 

“Lieutenant,” Winnie shouted over the racket. “What’s going on here? Where is this?”

“Thank God you’re here,” the young lieutenant exclaimed. 

“Where is that?” Winnie repeated, pointing at the windows. 

“Baltimore. They’ve set to destroying the whole city from what we can tell. They’re using some sort of magically enhanced bombs to not only demolish the buildings, but to alter the people trying to escape.”

“Altering them how?” Victor asked. 

“Sir, the blue fire seems to transform people into beasts, like those we saw back at the Brick.” 

The lieutenant pointed to the nearest window. “Look, there’s a group of people trying to escape. You’ll see.”

Winnie turned back to the screen.

Another massive blast went off near a group of people fleeing down a side street, trying to escape the explosions. 

Several were flung from their feet, surely dead upon landing. 

Others farther away from the initial explosion were caught in the strange blue flames expanding outward from the blast. 

Then Winnie saw what the lieutenant meant. 

As the flames caught up to each of the survivors, they were enveloped then transformed into one of the hideous beasts Kane had summoned during their day-long battle at Fort Brick. 

The beasts then turned on the few remaining survivors. 

Winnie turned away from the carnage.

“When did this start?” Maria asked.

“About fifteen minutes ago,” answered one of the techs. “We have to do something, commander. We have to save at least some of them.”

“It’s too late,” Garraldi said. “By the time we assembled our forces, Baltimore will be gone. Widen the view on that window to show the whole city and you’ll see what I mean.”

A tech manipulated the magical stream feeding the monitor until the view widened and they were looking down on the city from miles above. The center was already in ruins. Smoke and fire consumed the central districts.

Winnie could also see the widening circle of blue flame and explosions expanding outward toward the city’s edges. Garraldi was right. The attack would be over in less than thirty minutes. They’d never get there in time.

Winnie concentrated, focusing her magic to open a new window. Explosions came from Winnie’s window as well, but more muted than the other feeds. “Artos,” she called out. “Can you hear me?”

The old mender stepped into view and smiled at Winnie. She saw Mr. Gunderson in the background, holding a tactical shotgun, pointed at a position out of view to the left. 

He racked the slide and fired a shot. 

A howl of pain. Gunderson smiled, working the pump to slide another shell into place.

“Hello, Winnie,” Artos said. 

“Yeah, hello to you, too,” Winnie said. “Let me open a portal to your location and you can join us here. The city is lost; you won’t be able to hold off the beasts.”

Gunderson fired another two shots then shouted a warning.

Winnie watched in horror as a scaled creature with a crocodile’s snout hurled itself on top of the butler, knocking him flat. 

“It’s too late for me, my dear,” Artos shouted. He paused to launch a bolt of energy at the creature attacking Mr. Gunderson. The beast heaved once then stilled.

No sign of Mr. Gunderson.

Artos turned back to the window. “I’ve done my job. My time is done. Now you must finish it, Winnie.”

Winnie drew in the energy to open a portal. But  another three beasts charged into the room and leapt atop Artos before she could. 

There was a high pitched scream, then the snarls and growls from a horde of creatures rushing into view.

The spell was no use. Winnie couldn’t reach Artos in time.

She closed the window, not wanting to see the creatures eat her old mentor. Artos was the heart of Baltimore. If he was dead, the city was truly lost. 

Victor stood nearby, holding Morgan as she sobbed. 

Winnie turned, looking for Danny. She found him watching the wide-view window, his eyes locked on the western outskirts and the line of blue fire advancing in that direction. Toward his parents. 

“We could try and save them, Danny,” Winnie said.

He shook his head. “They chose their side. Let them live or die by that decision.”

Winnie recoiled from the cold words. Danny had never forgiven them for not petitioning Kane to release him, and instead permitted his torture.

The command room was weeping. 

“Turn off the Baltimore feeds,” Garraldi said. “Shut them all down. It’s all but over now. We don’t need to see anything else.”

Winnie wasn’t sure what she could say to those assembled, didn’t know how she could bolster their morale in the face of what they’d witnessed.

The wave of energy struck her.

Her knees buckled. 

She closed her eye against the pain.

But the planet’s shriek of agony was defeating.  

Hands lifted Winnie back to her feet.

“What’s wrong?” Maria asked.

Winnie shook her head. It couldn’t be.

“What is it?” Elaine asked.

Winnie tried to say the words but couldn’t answer.

A tiny voice nearby answered for her.

“It’s the crater,” Seelie said, hovering nearby. No one had noticed her arrival. Tiny tears rolled down the fairy’s cheeks. “It’s been destroyed. My friends are all gone.”

Winnie finally found the words to speak as she found her feet. “Kane.” She spit the word as if it was cursed. “He’s cutting off our access points to the Fae.”

She looked around, meeting the eyes of each of her closest friends and allies. 

“He’s found a way to stop us.”
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CHAPTER 13




Four hours later, the command team sat at the large, round table looking at the familiar overhead view of the chanter safety camp. The mood at the table reflected the mood across all of Promise Point. Word had spread so fast, Winnie thought the base was wired into the command center during the Baltimore assault.

Techs opened a surveillance window to the city an hour ago. The bombardment was over, its terrible work completed, Fell creatures now roaming the streets of the city that Winnie called home. Scant survivors were being hunted by nightmarish beasts. 

And there was nothing that any of them could do.

Some of the Dusters tried to formulate a military response, others advocated for them all to remain on their former timetable. Winnie sat and listened to everyone, still weakened from the crater’s destruction. 

Seelie sat on Winnie’s shoulder, arms wrapped around her neck. The fairy had finally cried herself to sleep. Winnie reached up and stroked her hair while listening to Maria argue her points.

“The camp is still as it was days ago,” Maria said. “There’s no evidence that Director Kane or General Couch have reinforced it.”

“Yet,” Garraldi pointed out.

“Yes, and that’s my primary concern,” Maria continued. “Kane has revealed himself. And now we have a choice: react defensively or go on the attack.”

“What’s the difference,” Tris said. “It’s still reacting. Isn’t anything we do at this point a reaction to Kane’s moves?”

“We’re not reacting at all,” Maria argued. “We’re only pushing up the timetable a bit on our original plan.”

“But we’re not ready,” Tris complained. “I have my techs and a few elites working around the clock to finish charming the transport containers. But we still have a day or more to go before we can finish.”

“What’s to keep Kane from launching another attack before then?” Elaine asked. “He could be preparing to bomb another city into oblivion as we speak.”

“I don’t think so,” Victor said. “Kane has taken this long to move because he needs time to create these weapons. I bet he needs another month or two before he can do this again.”

“That’s an assumption,” Garraldi said. “What are you basing it on?” 

“I know him. Probably better than any of you. Kane isn’t a patient man. Look at the timeline. He used some sort of magically enhanced explosives in the final attack at Fort Brick. At that point, Kane thought he’d killed us all. Why not proceed with his plans and take Baltimore then? Because he couldn’t. Over two months have passed, and now he deploys more magical weapons, using similar tactics on Baltimore that he used at the Brick. I don’t think that’s a coincidence.”

Everyone at the table started speaking at once, shouting opinions in unison. 

“Stop it!” Winnie slapped her hand on the table, her patience finally snapping.

Everyone stopped arguing and looked her way. 

Seelie woke up and fluttered into the air, startled.

“We go. Tonight.” Winnie said.

“The containers aren’t finished,” Tris said.

“I’m aware. But we have two reasons to move sooner rather than later.” Winnie stood and circled the table as she spoke. “First, Kane needs to know we’re back and not giving up. He thinks he has a big victory on his hands. We need to show him that we’re victorious, too.”

Winnie stopped and gazed around the table at her command team.

“What’s the second reason?” Danny asked.

“We need more chanters, now more than ever. I can now sense other … let’s call them “points of light” around the country. I didn’t realize they were there before. But now with the crater destroyed, I know what they are: this world’s remaining connections to the Fae. Kane has a way to destroy them with magic from the Fell. We have to gather every man, woman, or child who can wield magic and help us to defend those locations. If we fail, then the good magic will be gone forever.”

“You make it sound so simple,” Maria said.

“Simple, maybe,” Winnie said. “Easy, not a chance. That’s why we have to go tonight. Even if we’re not ready, we have to show the remaining cities—rebel and occupied—that we’re back and ready to defend them.”

Winnie looked at Garraldi and Maria. “How soon can you equip everyone for the mission?”

They traded a glance, then Maria said, “Two hours, at the most.”

Winnie nodded. “Good, then we kick off this operation in two hours.”

Then she turned and left the room. 

Winnie was still dressed for a wedding, now indefinitely postponed.

Her thoughts turned to Morgan. Winnie was worried. 

Morgan was pregnant, her wedding interrupted before it really began, before learning that her parents were likely dead or transformed into monsters.

Winnie diverted her path, walking past her door to the room that Victor and Morgan shared down the hall. Winnie rapped on the closed door several times.

“Come in,” Morgan finally said.

Winnie opened the door. Morgan was lying on her bed, eyes bloodshot and rimmed red from crying.

“Hey, sis, just checking on you.”

“Is the meeting over?” Morgan asked. 

Winnie nodded.

“What did you decide to do?”

“We’re assaulting the camp in two hours,” Winnie replied. “You don’t have to come. We have plenty of people to handle logistics.”

Morgan sat up, swiping a few tears way from her cheeks. “No, I want to be there when we attack. I need to see some of Kane’s people bleed.”

“This isn’t about revenge, Morgan. It’s about winning a war. We’ll make sure people remember Baltimore, but we have an entire nation to save.”

“Fine, it’s not revenge,” Morgan said. “But I should still be there. I know the plan and what needs to be done better than any of my assistants.”

“If that’s what you want, then I won’t try to talk you out of it. We’ll need your talents more than ever. We won’t have enough containers. We’ll have to figure out how many we can carry if we stuff them to capacity, and what that leaves behind. Then we can see if the rest can be returned using portals.”

“I can do that,” Morgan said, standing up then eyeing her attire. She gripped the skirt of her wedding dress. “I have to change first.”

“Sorry, Morgan. I can’t imagine how I’d feel if my wedding was interrupted like this. It’s horrible.”

“I guess it was wishful thinking that Victor and I could hope for a honeymoon,” Morgan said. “Or even a peaceful wedding.” 

“We’ll reschedule the ceremony as soon as we can, I promise.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Win. Once we’re all out there and back on the attack, there won’t be time until this is all over, one way or the other.”

Morgan was right. Victor would be by Winnie’s side from here on out, and she’d be at the front of the fighting. There wouldn’t be another break for a while.

“I’m sorry,” was all Winnie could say.

Silence settled into the room, until it was broken by Seelie’s tiny voice.

“Winnie, Danny’s looking for you. He says you need to come up with something to say to the Dusters before the raid.” The tiny figure flew into the room as she spoke, circling Winnie’s head. “What are you going to say, Winnie? You should—”

“Now’s not the time,” Winnie said. 

The fairy was making her dizzy. 

“It’s alright, Win,” Morgan said. “I’m fine. I have to get dressed and head down to coordinate preparations anyway.”

“If you say so.”

“I promise,” Morgan said, taking Winnie’s hand in hers. “Thank you for coming to check on me.”

“Of course. It’s what sisters are for.”

“We’re not, you know. Not really.” Morgan looked Winnie in the eyes.

“Nonsense, Morgan. You’re the only sister I have. I don’t care if we’re blood related or not. We’re family. Period.”

Morgan smiled, small but there nonetheless. 

“I’ll see you downstairs?” Winnie asked.

“I’m getting changed and going straight there.”

“Good. Me, too. I’ll see you in a bit.”

Winnie turned and left the room, shutting the door behind her. Seelie still flitted about near her head, but Winnie ignored her as she entered her room. 

Danny was inside, changing into combat fatigues. He looked up as she came in. “Good,” he said, “Seelie found you.”

“Yeah, I was checking on Morgan.”

“How is she?” 

“About as well as can be expected. Ready to take over logistics for the raid.”

“Is that a good idea?”

“She’s good at what she does, Danny. We’ll need her to coordinate the evacuation. Besides, I think the distraction will be good for her.”

Danny shrugged. “If you say so, Win. I know she’s been through a lot today.”

“We all have. We haven’t talked about your parents at all. They were in the city, too.”

Danny shook his head and pulled his pistol belt on, buckling it tight about his waist.

“My parents cut me off a long time ago. They let Kane do terrible things to me.” He spun toward Winnie. She recoiled from the hardness in his eyes. “They got what they deserved.”

Winnie said nothing. 

Danny grabbed his leather jacket from the hook by the door. “I’ll see you down below. I’ve got to check on my fire teams before the raid.”

Winnie watched him go. She should have said something, made him see that it was alright to grieve for his parents. Instead, she’d let him leave without comfort. Maybe they’d have time to talk some more before the raid.

She doffed her dress, then grabbed a pair of jeans, black knee-high boots, and a tank-top. After getting dressed, she grabbed her own short jacket. She didn’t need it against the cold. She could magically resist the weather if she wanted to. She shrugged it on over her shirt anyway, then looked in the mirror. 

The formidable woman staring back at her would’ve been unrecognizable to her eighteen-year-old self, before all this started two years ago. So much had changed since Winnie’s happy days running Charmed. 

Winnie reached up and pulled her hair back into a pony tail. That was then, this was now, and she had a job to do. Despite what she’d told Morgan, Winnie had payback on her mind as well.

She grabbed Excalibur from its rack by the door, then left to battle Kane.
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CHAPTER 14




The dragons flew much faster than Winnie expected, even those pulling the tow ropes with the floating metal containers behind them.

Wind whistled past her ears as the massive winged beast beneath her flew onward in the moonlight over the wide plains below. Winnie wondered what someone looking up at that moment would say. The hundred or so dragons leading the charge across the sky had to be quite a sight.

She looked to her left and saw Garraldi and Maria atop a dragon, strapped into a leather harness specially designed for this mission. Morgan had thought of everything, down to the flight goggles everyone wore against the wind battering their faces.

“This is amazing, Winnie,” Danny called from his perch behind her. 

She reached down and patted the hands at her waist. Winnie was glad he’d been able to see this as the remarkable experience that it was. This was the first time any human had ridden dragons into battle, at least so far as she knew.

Despite looking so fierce, Winnie’s experience with the dragons had been pleasant. They had been gentle giants around the people at Promise Point. On occasion, she and others had been able to approach them and stroke their warm, scaled hides while the massive beasts basked in the afternoon sun. 

Excalibur was required if Winnie expected any sort of meaningful communication. When she didn’t use the sword to control them, she had a faint awareness of their presence in the distance. She sensed no malice or anger at all, even when they hunted in and round Promise Point. The dragons were perfectly content to live their lives until Winnie called them. 

She’d called the hundred largest of the creatures to carry the riders in the initial assault. Winnie and two hundred hand-picked Dusters would land at the camp and start the attack, neutralizing the guards, soldiers, and Fell beasts. 

The other hundred and fifty dragons would come close behind, dropping the containers they carried at the staging area and joining the battle if needed.

More troops would arrive once a new portal was opened to Promise Point. These would assume blockade positions on the road leading to camp against the possibility of a counterattack coming from the new army base several miles away. If needed, Winnie would send a few dragons to assist them once the camp was secured. 

The entire operation, including the evacuation of chanter prisoners, would take about an hour. Bullock, Frannie, and Parnell would hold the portals for evacuees who wouldn’t fit within the containers.

Winnie looked toward the horizon, seeing the faint glow of the rising sun. They’d be attacking at dawn. The guards would be starting their day, and would never expect the new morning’s promise.

Looking down, Winnie could see that they were near their objective. The terrain had changed from plains to the low, rounded peaks of the Appalachian Mountains. The camp was just on the other side of this range. 

Winnie keyed the mic on her ear piece. “We’re almost there. Fifteen minutes or so. Everyone get ready.”

Officers and sergeants replied with their readiness reports. Everyone was set when the dragons dipped lower, clearing the last of the mountains and swooping into the foothills on the other side.

Danny pointed past her. “There it is.”

Winnie followed his finger to camp lights, illuminating the darkness below. She focused on the flat ground to the west where the dragons could land and drop off the Duster commandos. Fixing the image in her head, she reached out and touched the alien minds of the dragons around her.

A few seconds later, Winnie sensed a change in her connection. 

Not an affirmation so much as a sensation of oh, I see that. 

A hundred dragons banked as one towards the ground, soaring in a broad circle before landing so lightly it seemed they barely disturbed the meadow grass across from the camp. 

Unbuckling the safety harness, Winnie slipped to the ground beside the giant creature and heard Danny’s feet strike the ground. 

He circled the dragon, ducking under the long neck to stand at Winnie’s side. Victor came over from nearby accompanied by a security team of four Dusters assigned to protect her. The remaining commandos were already rushing the guard towers. 

“It’s time to see what these dragons can do,” Danny said.

Winnie thought back to the devastation Brigid had shown her as a warning to use caution before considering summoning the dragons. 

A chill made her shiver. 

A shout rang out. 

Then a searchlight flared to life in one of the nearby guard towers. It turned its beam from the camp to focus on the field where they were all standing.

Winnie squinted in the sudden brightness. 

Time was short. They had to act.

Pointing at the towers with one hand, Winnie turned and yelled with her mind: Take them!

As one, the dragons roared at the sky. 

The sound was like years of thunder at once.

“So much for a surprise attack,” Danny shouted above the boom.

Dragons leapt into the air, the downdraft from their wings buffeting Winnie and those Dusters still in the field beneath them. 

Shots rang from the towers, first one, then a flurry. 

Winnie ducked and summoned her personal shield, filling herself with magical energy as she did.

A roar from overhead told her that one of the shots had connected. 

She could feel the burning pain from one of the dragons. Its mind turned white hot as the creature’s night vision zeroed in on one of the towers, allowing it to see the guards plain as day. 

Winnie saw through the dragon’s eyes as it dove at the tower. Drawing in a deep breath, red and yellow flame flared from its mouth, swallowing the entire structure atop the tower, including the guards. 

She pulled back from the dragon’s mind and turned in time to see one of the guards, his body on fire, leap from the tower to thud in a burning heap on the ground. 

Other dragons took a cue from the first and began torching the towers. 

Soon, all were burning, lighting the camp like giant torches in the night.

More shots rang out from the barracks. Winnie pointed to the new threat, summoning the dragons with her mind. 

They wheeled in the air, strafing the grounds around the barracks and headquarters buildings with fiery blasts. 

As shots poured from the buildings’ windows, a few of the dragons landed in the grass outside and started snatching their prey from the open windows. Sinuous necks would snake out then pull back with a struggling, screaming guard writhing in a toothy maw. 

Winnie turned away. 

She couldn’t watch what came next, feeling the sated hunger consume her.

Winnie turned and saw the next threat. Several guards had rushed from the barracks and were now opening the gates of the high-walled pens nearby. 

Out of the darkness on the fringes of the firelight, growls and snarls signaled the coming of demons and other Fell beasts. Winnie called for help then raised a hand to blast an oncoming demon with a white-hot blast of magical energy. 

About twenty dragons suddenly dove for the ground and landed between Winnie and the onrushing hoard of Fell creatures. Winnie sensed delight from the dragons at finding their most ancient enemy here in this strange battle. Only a few of the rushing Fell creatures made it past the line of dragons. The rest were roasted, chomped, or torn limb from limb by the dragons. 

The few who made it past them were hardly a problem for Victor, Winnie, Danny, and the chanter security team. A blend of bullets and magical bolts of energy met each beast. 

The rest of the fighting took about five minutes. 

And then it was over.

There was silence as the dragons reclaimed the sky. Winnie looked around at the grounds surrounding the barbed wire fence enclosing the prisoner portion of camp. 

The guard towers were alight, with every guard dead. 

Both the barracks and the headquarters building were burning. Occasionally a dragon would peel off the formation to add an additional blast of fire to the blazing structures. 

There would be nothing left of them by the time the dragons were finished.

A question entered her mind. A single word.

More?

No more, Winnie projected back. Wait.

“That was fast,” Danny said. 

“You’re not kidding. I don’t think we needed more than twenty or thirty to take the entire camp,” Victor said.

Duster Commandos moved in to cut the chains securing the wooden and wire gates to the central compound. Prisoners spilled from barracks, shielding their eyes from the burning guard towers while looking around at the devastation in shock.

Winnie said, “Danny, call Morgan. Tell her to be ready to load, soon as she lands.” 

“Got it.” He turned away, talking into his mic on his way to the nearby staging ground. 

The first of the container-towing dragons landed, cargo drifting to the ground behind it. 

Morgan jumped to the ground and started calling out orders to her logistics team. Additional Duster troops ran up to provide covering fire if needed.

It wasn’t. 

Resistance was dead. 

A crash sounded to Winnie’s left—the guard barracks collapsing inward on itself, the underlying steel structure bending under the assault of dragon’s fire.

That gave Winnie an idea.

She turned her attention to the large antenna situated in the center of camp in a separate fenced-off area. She focused on the base of the antenna and the building that once housed the previously destroyed Harvester machine, used to draw magic and life energy from chanters. 

A group of dragons roared overhead then dove towards the antenna and attached building. White hot fire blazed from their mouths, licking the structure and antenna before claiming it fully. 

Again and again, they dove until the metal tower’s supports buckled and twisted, causing the big structure and building to collapse in a resounding crash that echoed across the valley floor. 

All the while, Morgan and her logistics teams loaded the grounded containers with the freed prisoners. 

A chirp sounded in Winnie earpiece: Garraldi. He’d taken a team south to watch for any response from the main road.

“We’ve got company.”

“Where? How many?” Winnie asked, looking around. 

“A fast response force from the Army base is on the way to your location. We can see them coming up the road from the ridge above camp. Looks to be about twenty armored personnel carriers. I’d guess about two hundred troops in all.”

Winnie focused on the lead dragon circling the camp. She could see through its eyes if she concentrated, though it was disorienting to do so. She asked the dragon to turn south. Soon as it did, she could see the convoy lighting up the road.

“Destroy,” Winnie ordered.

A chorus of roars rang overhead. Pulling her mind from the dragon’s, Winnie looked up. The winged creatures banked in unison to the south, like a flock of enormous birds, heading to intercept the oncoming convoy.

“I sent the dragons,” Winnie called over the radio. “If nothing else, they should slow them down long enough for us to finish evacuating everyone.”

“We need another five minutes at least to get the final ones loaded,” said Morgan over the channel. “There are more people here than we anticipated, and in worse shape. A lot of them need help just walking.”

“I’ll see what we can do,” Winnie said. “But we don’t have long.”

Maria chimed in. “I can lend a hand. My assault force has no targets here. The dragons took care of everything. We can help the prisoners who can’t walk reach the containers.”

Winnie listened as others delivered their reports, her mind half on the lead dragon overhead. Such a magnificent creature deserved a name. She connected just as it dove to lead the attack on the convoy below. 

Magical fire spewed outward, enveloping the lead vehicle. Despite the armor on the personnel carrier, the fire penetrated straight to the interior. 

The vehicle veered from the road and into a ditch, fire billowing from the breaches in its armored shell. 

Winnie flinched as bullets ripped into the dragon’s scaled hide. 

The creature screamed then swooped upward to flee the bullets whizzing from vehicles behind the one on fire. 

The other dragons attacked, defending their leader.

Winnie felt a surge of satisfaction from the dragon’s mind as it banked around and saw all twenty armored personnel carriers ablaze, their burning passenger compartments opening as the soldiers inside sought escape. 

But there was nowhere to run.

Dragons peeled out of the sky, dipping their long necks down and grabbing the soldiers as they ran from the burning wrecks lining the road.

Winnie withdrew when the lead dragon swooped down to grab a human morsel from the cracked open shells below. 

She didn’t want to share that particular experience.

“Wow,” Garraldi said over the radio channel. “Total destruction in seconds. We’re all clear to the south. Morgan, you can relax a little.”

More dragons took off from the evacuation zone, each towing two or three massive shipping containers behind them. Winnie guessed more than half had already left for Promise Point with their precious cargo.

Winnie felt a tugging on her mind—the lead dragon returning from the attack. She could feel its sated appetite. 

Come. We leave soon. Winnie broadcast back to the creature.

“I’ve called the dragons,” Winnie said to Victor and Danny. “As soon as the final prisoners are evacuated, we can head back. All troops to the landing zone.”

Danny checked his watch. “We’re ahead of schedule despite the extra prisoners. That’s good.”

Over at the evacuation zone, the last of the dragons took off. The familiar blue glow flared up nearby as Bullock, Frannie, and Parnell opened portals to take the remainder of the rescued prisoners back to Promise Point. 

They should be able to hold open the magical doorways long enough to get the final evacuees through.

The first of the returning dragons landed nearby, awaiting their riders. Winnie went to inspect the lead dragon’s wounds. Blood streamed down its side.

Winnie didn’t possess much in the way of healing ability, but she drew in magic from around her and touched those wounds she could reach. Closing her eyes, she channeled the energy into the massive beast, attempting to ease its pain and quell the bleeding.

The dragon sighed.

Winnie felt relief and gratitude flowing back to her. 

She patted the dragon on its long neck. It turned its head, brushing its snout gently against Winnie’s shoulder. It was amazing how quickly the dragon turned from being a nearly perfect weapon of war to this fawning, friendly creature. 

She laid a hand on the dragon’s head and scratched the ridge above its eyes. 

“Thank you, my friend,” Winnie whispered. “Now let’s go home.”
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CHAPTER 15




Winnie climbed down from the dragon’s back and then helped Danny remove the dragon’s leather harness so it could fly freely again. Her hands passed over the scars in the beast’s scaly hide. Her healing had closed most of them and the dragon’s regenerative capabilities were apparently taking care of the rest. It looked like the dragon would recover in full within a few days.

She’d pushed the mount during the return flight, urging her dragon to fly at top speed to Promise Point ahead of the flock of towing dragons. She arrived hours ahead of schedule along with the rest of the command team. There was a lot to discuss following the raid on the camp. 

Part of her wanted to take a long bath and decompress. The mission’s stress and the horror at the voracious effectiveness of the dragons against human targets, even those armed with modern weapons, was still on her like a stink. 

At one point Winnie could almost taste what the dragons sensed as they consumed the soldiers guarding the prison camp or responding from the nearby base.

“Winnie, you should take some time to wash up. Relax a bit,” Danny suggested, maybe able to see inside her battered soul. Despite all the things pulling them apart, he still knew her better than anyone. 

“Maybe later,” Winnie replied. “I want to hold a debrief with the command team and prepare the Point staff for additional refugees. Morgan thinks the camp held ten to fifteen percent more than we expected. And they’re in worse shape than we thought. That’s all going to tax our immediate resources.”

“I’m not arguing with that,” Danny said. “But you still have time to clean up and get something to eat before we have to meet with Victor and the others. Morgan came back through the portal so she’s had hours to prepare.”

Winnie hesitated. Those were excellent arguments.

“I tell you what: I’ll go and see what she’s already done, then I’ll come and tell you. In the meantime, take a bath.” 

Danny smiled and Winnie wanted to listen. 

She thought about soaking in one of the large communal baths. They had showers with hot and cold running water and the tubs, also heated, were like tiny swimming pools. It would be good to relax, sort the things she’d seen. 

Winnie was still nursing a strange brew of satisfaction and revulsion from the raid. While she didn’t wish needless agony on anyone, part of her wanted to see the Red Legs and their army supporters suffer. It was the war between these two sides that triggered her angst. She had to sort it all before they planned their next steps.

“All right,” Winnie conceded. “I’ll try and wash some of the grime off me from the flight. You go and see what help Morgan needs prepping for the arrival of our refugees.”

Danny smiled and pulled her close for a hug. 

It felt awkward, though Winnie didn’t know why. 

She gently pushed him away. 

“I’ll be fine. Come find me after I’m finished. I’ll be in our room. We’ll call a meeting of the command team in an hour. That should give the others a chance to clean up and gather their thoughts as well.”

“Got it,” Danny said. 

He leaned in for a kiss but she dodged it.

“I’m gross. Later.”

Winnie picked up the leather riding harness from the ground, and walked into the cave entrance. An attendant took the harness to hang on the racks as she entered. Winnie was exhausted, mentally and physically. They’d all been up for over twenty-four hours, with what felt like a full day left before she could sleep. 

But maybe that was good. Who knew what her dreams might bring. 

Winnie kept replaying the sights and sounds she’d experienced both through her own senses and her link to the dragons. She tried to banish the images, sounds, and smells that kept coming her way, but they refused to yield. 

Maybe the bath would help.

An hour later, freshly dressed, Winnie entered the command center. The techs turned and applauded. They’d watched the attack on the wall of windows. 

She gave them an uncomfortable smile then sat, squirming a bit as she took her seat. Her body was clean but her soul still felt soiled. 

Winnie scanned the table. Did they feel any of what she was feeling? Victor had his ear to Morgan. Garraldi and Maria were likewise engaged. Even Danny, her mother, and Tris were talking as though nothing was wrong. 

In this, Winnie was alone.

She cleared her throat. 

The chatting stopped and everyone turned toward her. 

She used to look forward to these round table meetings with her friends, but today the last thing she wanted was to relive the attack.

“Garraldi,” Winnie said. “Why don’t you go first. Any casualties?”

“A few injuries. Mostly from stray bullets, guards that got a couple of lucky hits before the dragons showed ‘em whose boss. No dead. I think everyone will recover fully in time.”

“I checked in on them when we got back,” Maria added. “They were evacuated via the portals so they’ve had several hours of treatment and recovery. All seem in good spirits. It might be a good idea for you to stop by the infirmary when you get a chance. I think it’d mean a lot to them.”

“I will.” Winnie tapped a note in her phone then looked up. “Morgan, what about preparations for the new arrivals?”

“I checked just before the meeting. The return flight is going faster than expected, even towing full containers. They should be here in two or three hours. I’ve got everyone resting up because once they land, it’s going to be a long night.”

“And the prisoners are in worse shape than we expected?” 

“It appears that Kane wasn’t supplying them with adequate food or water,” Morgan said. “They’re all severely malnourished and dehydrated. Many are sick from advantageous diseases like cholera and dysentery according to the menders who’ve looked over the ones already here.”

Elaine leaned forward. “I’ll gather some of the teachers and other support staff. We can lend a hand.”

“That would help.” Morgan turned back to Winnie. “The long and short of it is these people need time to recover. I suspect it will be worse with every camp we liberate. It’s something we have to prepare for.”

Winnie felt sick. These people had been suffering while she and the rest of the Duster army were taking hot baths in Promise Point. 

“How soon until we can rescue the next camp?” she asked.

Silence, until Victor finally spoke.

“We have to absorb the people we already have before we can add more. Some we can funnel to the cities friendly to our cause but the rest will have to stay here. That’s going to tax our resources. It’ll be weeks before we can afford to bring more refugees in.”

“That is unacceptable. In two weeks, Kane could kill hundreds if not thousands more chanters in those camps, just by stopping the food supply.”

“I know that, Winnie,” Victor said. “We don’t have a way to feed them all either, though. They’d end up dying of starvation here instead of in the camp.”

“At least they’d die free.” 

Danny interrupted. “Winnie, we have to think about our Dusters, too. If we’re too exhausted or hungry, we won’t be up to taking the fight out against Kane and his forces.”

“Is this the way all of you feel?” Winnie asked the table.

“We can’t save the whole world, Winnie,” her mother said. “I know you want to, but sometimes we have to accept our limitations. Know what we can accomplish.”

Silence fell over the table. She shook her head, her anger growing. 

“You can’t shake your head and make reality go away,” Morgan said. “Your mother’s right. We’ll save who we can when the time is right. But that’s all we can do.”

Fury bubbled inside her. It was irrational. Out of control. But it spilled forth anyway. 

Winnie stared back at her sister. Morgan recoiled.

“It’s easy for you and the rest of us to say it’s the best we can do,” Winnie said. “But our best is pitifully small compared to what we must do. You can all stay here and think up a way to think bigger. I’m going downstairs to speak with the wounded.” 

Winnie turned and stormed out of the command center leaving paralytic shock behind her. At least her back was too them, so they couldn’t see the tears.

She’d never felt so alone, despite being surrounded by thousands.

Heading to the nearest lift tube, Winnie stepped onto a transport disc and rode it down to the mender’s quarters and infirmary. Maybe if she visited with the wounded and sick, it would assuage her guilt.

Wiping the tears from her eyes before anyone could see, Winnie straightened her shoulders and went to look in on the injured.
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CHAPTER 16




Danny found Winnie in the infirmary an hour later.

“What took you so long to find me?” She asked. “Did you decide to give up on me, or have you and the others come up with a plan to rescue the other camps?”

“Neither, Win. We decided to ask the rebel cities for more assistance with relocating the refugees while we try to ramp up operations. Garraldi, Maria, and Morgan all think it will shorten the interval between raids by a week, maybe more.”

“That’s not acceptable. We need to go again now, before Kane can react.”

“Are you crazy, Winnie? You’re not even ready to go again. Have you discussed what’s happening with one of the menders?”

“Are you saying I’m crazy, Danny?”

“No. But I am suggesting that something is bothering you, and that I don’t know what that something is. You’re obviously not going to share it with me, so I think you should talk to someone else.”

Winnie pressed her lips together, barely keeping her anger in check. She didn’t want to lash out again like she did during the command meeting.

“Danny, the remaining rescued prisoners are due to arrive any time. And there are plenty of things that are far more important than what’s on my mind right now. Let’s focus on getting these people settled. We can deal with other things later, after we’ve reset our forces for the next assault.”

Danny reached out to Winnie but she pulled away. 

“Don’t, Danny … ” Winnie’s voice was almost a whisper. “Not now.” 

“Why not?”

“I have to focus on what needs to be done. I can’t afford any distractions.”

Winnie didn’t dare Danny him how much she wanted to melt into him, spill her feelings in tears over what the dragons had done. But if she started now, she’d never regain her composure in time. 

Danny stood looking at Winnie. She could see the hurt in his eyes. 

He turned and walked away without another word.

Winnie watched him until he was out of sight. The few people milling around them pretended not to have overheard, going about their business of tending to the wounded and sick. 

She couldn’t stick around any longer. Winnie also didn’t want to be there when the refugees started arriving. It would bring back too many memories. Winnie left the infirmary and was about to turn left when she saw a cluster of people around the nearest lift tube. 

Winnie turned and hurried down the corridor in the opposite direction. 

Without thinking, she drew in magic, filling herself with energy and opening a portal. 

Then she ran through, letting it slide shut behind her. 




———




Winnie sat on the ledge watching dragons soar in the distance. Two were chasing each other around and through the neighboring peaks near Promise Point, dancing in the sky without effort. 

How could anything so gorgeous and gentle turn into something so unrelenting and terrible? The thought picked at Winnie’s mind—a buzzing fly nagging a person trying to sleep.

She’d spent the better part of two months before the raid living in and around the creatures. She’d seen the dragons hunt in the crags and valleys around the base, but never equated that prowess with their ferocity in battle. 

Winnie had unleashed them on the camp guards without knowing what it meant to do so. Now she relived it again and again in her mind, paying the price for her ignorance. 

And now she sat here for nearly a full day, watching and remembering, alone.

It was just after dawn on the second day, while watching the peaks light in the rising sun, when Winnie heard a tiny whirring and a familiar voice behind her 

“Good morning, Seelie.”

“Winnie, we’ve all been looking for you,” said the fairy. “I was just about to give up and return to the others when I remembered finding you here before.”

“I needed to work on something. Without interruptions.”

“So,” Seelie said. “Have you worked it out?”

“I’m not sure I can. It’s … complicated.”

Seelie flew up next to Winnie and hovered, looking out at the dragons soaring in the morning light nearby.

“Scary, aren’t they?” Seelie said. “The Lady of the Lake warned us they were coming. She said the world would never be the same after they were called.”

“She knew I’d summon them? How?”

“I think it had to happen,” Seelie said. “The Fell wants to destroy the world. In order to protect it, we might have to destroy some of it, too.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of more than anything else. I don’t want to be known for destroying things. I want people to know that they’re safe from the monsters. Now I’m the one bringing them instead.”

“Kane is the one dealing with the Fell to rule the world, Winnie,” Seelie said. “And he will succeed if you don’t do everything in your power to stop him. The dragons were created by the Fae because they knew they’d someday be needed. You didn’t do that. The Fae did it when they chose you to be the one to wield Excalibur.”

“I don’t know if I can do it, Seelie. I feel the destruction within them. It’s just under the surface, ready to break free if I don’t choose wisely.”

“You’re not alone, Winnie. We’re all ready to stand with you in this fight. Don’t push us away just because you’re afraid. That’s when you need us the most.”

Seelie possessed the soul of Winnie’s unborn child, lost when the Harvester nearly killed her. She was close in ways that the others never could be. 

“Will you stay by my side, Seelie? I need you.”

“Of course I will. For eternity.”

Winnie smiled and gave a last glance to the dragons frolicking in the distance. They played like children but fought like demons. 

Maybe the same had to be true for her. 

“Let’s go back, Seelie. I’m ready to tell my friends what must be done.”

She summoned her magic and wove the flows to open the portal back to the living quarters below. It was time to return. 

Seelie perched on Winnie’s shoulder, as she stood and walked through the blue-rimmed doorway back to her friends.




———




Winnie stepped out of the portal and knew that something was wrong. 

People were scrambling, running everywhere, yelling for weapons and gear. 

She stopped a junior officer who tried to run past her. “What is going on?” 

“Haven’t you heard? Director Kane is preparing to attack Philadelphia. We’re preparing to send a force to its defense.”

Winnie let the officer go and turned to Seelie. “The portals can’t transport the numbers we need, and the dragons will never carry them fast enough. Don’t they know that?”

“Maybe it’s the only answer they have.”

“There’s another way,” Winnie said. “Come on.”

Seelie followed Winnie up the stairs to the command level and the room filled with windows. Everyone was clustered in front of the one expanded for a wider view. Winnie could see the central city of Philadelphia in the background. The foreground was filled with rows of artillery pieces aimed at the city across the river.

Winnie said, “You’ll never get enough of our Dusters there to make a difference.” 

Everyone turned around at the sound of her voice.

Danny said, “Where have you been?”

Elaine looked near tears. “We thought you’d left us, Winnie.” 

“I had to think some things through. But I’m back. And good thing, because what you’re planning won’t work. We have to use the dragons.”

“We considered that,” Victor said. “But they won’t make it in time with our riders.”

“No, we only send the dragons. Without the load they’ll reach the city in a few hours.”

“Will that be enough time?” Garraldi asked.

“It will have to be. It’s the best we can do without needlessly sacrificing our forces.”

“But Winnie,” Danny said. “Without you there to control them, aren’t you afraid that they might not correctly identify friend from foe?”

Winnie felt the weight of his concerns, mirroring her own worries about what might happen. The dragons were a necessarily dangerous weapon. They had to be set free to take the fight to Kane’s forces. It would be in Philadelphia now or somewhere else later.

Gripping Excalibur in its scabbard at her waist, Winnie closed her eyes and willed her mind outward until she connected with the dragons in and around Promise Point. 

Picturing the city of Philadelphia in her mind and its position on the map, she sent the location and a single word. 

Protect!
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CHAPTER 17




“Sir, the artillery units are all in position and ready for operations.”

General Couch looked up from the map table in the command tent, and toward the skyscrapers across the Delaware River.

“Thank you, Major Beckett. Have them stand by for orders.”

Couch waited until his first officer left to pass along the order, then looked at the map again. Was this really happening again? He still had nightmares from what occurred in Baltimore a few days before. Dozens of soldiers had to be taken off the line with psychiatric problems related to what they’d seen while guarding the city’s perimeter.

Their orders were to let no one out of the city during the bombardment. But in the process of executing that order, some units had fired on civilians fleeing the freshly spawned monsters. Others stood by watching the creatures pursue and consume those who had escaped the initial artillery barrage.

It had been the lowest point of Couch’s career.

Now, here he was again, preparing to loose the terrible power of Kane’s new weapons on another city. Couch hadn’t thought that Kane could resupply him so quickly. He’d hoped there would be a respite from the campaign of terror.

His personal phone chirped in his pocket.

Couch pulled it out and tapped it to enable the call.

“General!” Kane’s voice was angry, accusing with only one a single word spoken. 

“Hello, Director.”

“Why haven’t you started the bombardment? I sent you orders to proceed directly to Philadelphia without delay and initiate operations immediately.” 

Couch drew a deep breath before responding.

“We only just now finished with the artillery preparations. My men aren’t automatons. I have to give them a break on occasion unless you want mistakes in this campaign.”

“Lest you forget, General, I have your family here with me at all times. Perhaps I too should relax, take a break from my duties to spend time with them.”

“That won’t be necessary, sir. We’ll begin the barrage within the half hour. We’re waiting for final confirmation that the encircling units are in position to hold the perimeter points.”

“Very well. I’ll expect to hear back from you within thirty minutes. Otherwise I’ll have to take that break to look in on your wife and children.”

“I understand, sir. It will be done.”

The phone went dead and Couch lowered his hand, shaking as he returned the phone to his pocket. He liked to think the trembling was due to his anger at the Director, but in truth, he was terrified of what Kane might do to his family. 

He looked back at the city. There were families in there, too, but they weren’t his family. His soul was damned, but none of that mattered so long as his family stayed safe. 

“Major Beckett.”

“Yes, sir?” The Major had been hovering nearby, anticipating his next order.

“Pass the order to the artillery batteries. They may fire. Walking barrage from the city’s center outward.”

“Yes, sir.” Beckett turned to pass his order to the communications officer.

The general’s shoulders sagged as the first booms sounded and Kane’s special artillery shells started arching up and into the city. Blue fire bloomed from a skyscraper. He hoped the explosions did the work of dealing a rapid death. The alternative, to be turned into those horrible beasts, was far worse than death.

A shrieking cry sounded overhead.

Couch looked up and blanched. “What the hell is that?”

More of the bat-winged creatures appeared overhead, circling the city. 

Now there were hundreds.

More of Kane’s monsters?

Couch watched the massive beasts—dragons—circling until another round of artillery fire sounded from the riverbanks across from the city. A terrible cry rent the air and the dragons all banked toward the general’s forces.

In a moment of horror, Couch realized that these beasts did not belong to Kane. They belonged to Durham, and were here to seek revenge on his men for their crimes against humanity.

“Fire on them, dammit!” Couch shouted. “They’re with the enemy!”

He ran to the communications tech who’s eyes were transfixed on the dragons. Couch grabbed the mic from the corporal’s hands and pressed the button.

“All anti-aircraft units fire on the dragons,” he shouted. “They aren’t ours!” 

Couch looked back down the river to his units.

Too late. 

Fire spewed from the dragons’ jaws, enveloping one artillery piece after another. Soldiers, their clothing aflame, flung themselves into the river, desperate to douse the flames. Others fell and burned where stood, writhing on the ground until the sweet mercy of death came to claim them, turning into what looked like piles of burning rags on the ground.

Couch watched the magical fire consuming his troops and melting barrels. Metal sagged and bent. Within a few minutes, the general’s entire artillery section was destroyed. 

The other units had opened fire. Couch saw one of the dragons wheel in the air then plunge into the river below as one of the larger antiaircraft shells landed a direct hit. 

“At least they’re not completely invincible,” Couch said. 

“They’re shrugging off all but our biggest weapons, though,” Beckett said. “Small arms have little to no effect, and seem to only be making them angry.”

The Major pointed toward the city. “Look, sir, a group of the dragons have separated from the others and are moving into the city proper.”

“Bring up the remote cameras our recon units placed this morning. I want to see what they’re doing.” 

“Here they are, sir,” Beckett said, tapping a series of buttons on the display controller.

The series of monitors lit up to display the city’s center. The initial barrage had caused significant damage before it was stopped by the dragons. Several buildings burned with the strange blue flames. The Fell beasts begin to spread out and hunt refugees in the streets. 

But then the dragons arrived.

Some belched red fire at the buildings to extinguish the burning blue flames.  Dragon fire burned through everything it touched, causing buildings to crumble and collapse in on themselves.

More and more dragons flew in to quench the blue flames, and damn the buildings. As the blue flames died, the dragons settled in the streets and took their fight to the ground.

The general watched; Fell beasts no longer chased humans in favor of attacking the landing dragons. 

But the dragons saw them coming and immolated hundreds of the charging creatures. Then, when the Fell beasts were too close, the dragons resorted to using their powerful jaws and rending claws on the smaller creatures. 

Kane’s monsters outnumbered the dragons but the dragons used their superior bulk for their collective benefit. A pair of the beasts surrounded by Fell creatures stood back to back, rotating in place and spewing a ring of fire around them, burning down a hundred charging monsters in under a minute. 

They were fighting intelligently and that made them deadly opponents. 

“Pull all units back from the perimeter,” Couch ordered. “Disengage all units from fighting on the riverbanks. Tell them to stop firing on the dragons. I pray if we stop shooting at them, they’ll turn their attention on those beasts in the city.”

Beckett passed on the orders while Couch kept his eyes fixed on the carnage. Part of him was glad to see someone defend the city and its inhabitants. But most of him was afraid of Kane’s reaction.

“Major, make sure all channels are being recorded so we can analyze the dragons’ attack later.” 

And have proof for Kane. 

“The monitors record the video automatically. I’ll have the files downloaded for you to view later.”

Couch picked up a pair of binoculars from the table and scanned the riverbank. Pieces of twisted wreckage were scattered everywhere. There were no soldiers left.

“Leave the monitors for last but evacuate everything else from this position. I don’t want the dragons searching for alternative targets once they’re finished hunting Kane’s monstrosities.”

General Couch handed the binoculars to his first officer. 

“Come with me, Beckett. We’re heading back to the capital. The Director is going to want a report on this in person. Make sure the video files of the battle are sent to me. He’ll want to see them.”

“Yes, sir.”

Couch spared one last glance at the scene playing out Philadelphia. If Durham had more monsters like these at her disposal, then this was a very different sort of war. 
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CHAPTER 18




At first the mood was jubilant in Promise Point as the watchers in the command center saw the dragons’ arrive on the magical viewing wall. Various screens showed dozens of views as the creatures swooped in and attacked the units pummeling the city with artillery shells. 

Winnie winced as dragon after dragon strafed the ground around the artillery batteries with fire. It was so hot, the steel guns themselves were melting. The men and women manning those weapons were burned alive where they stood, never even getting the chance to escape. Most of the command center cheered with each dragon strike on Kane’s forces.

A few saw what Winnie did. Their faces were more somber than their comrades, seeing the wonton and total destruction of the enemy forces for the brutal assault that it was. No quarter offered or given. Every living thing and structure in the dragons’ path was left in ashes. 

Soon the dragons turned their attention to the city itself and the transformed creatures who were once residents of Philly’s central district. 

Winnie wondered about the people who might have been trapped inside those fallen buildings, hiding from the monsters roaming the hallways, alive with that brilliant blue fire. They never had a chance, forever entombed within the rubble of their offices and homes.

More buildings crumbled, exposing the thousands of Fell beasts roaming the streets. Several dozen dragons descended to attack the allies of their hated adversary, trumpeting roars to the sky, calling their opponents to fight.

Demons, Croc-lizards, and other Fell creatures answered the challenge.

Again, there was a cheer from the onlookers as the dragons unleashed their fiery blasts against the Fell beasts. Hundreds of the creatures fell while charging into the flames.

And there were hundreds more behind them. 

On one screen, a single dragon was swarmed then killed as dozens of Kane’s beasts pulled it down. That image dampened some spirits. 

Their dragons weren’t invincible.

But there were still plenty enough dragons to win the day. Despite being outnumbered, the power of the Fae’s champions was absolute. They burned and tore their way through the city searching for every last Fell beast. Winnie could sense the sheer joy at being unleashed against their ancient enemies.

“What are they doing?” Morgan asked. “They’re ripping the city apart, doing Kane’s work for him.”

“We had to stop him from attacking any more cities,” Victor said. “We have to hope they’ll stop soon, but it’s not like we have any other choice.”

Morgan looked like she might cry. “Will this happen in every city? We don’t win if there’s nothing left when we’re finished.”

“I don’t know,” Winnie said. “I was shown the devastation created by the dragons in the past. But I didn’t equate that destruction to a modern city.”

Tris pointed to a group of dragons burning through a building’s walls. “That’s the city’s central pumping station. If that fails, the city won’t have water or a working sewer. That means that any survivors won’t be survivors for long. So—”

The building collapsed in a cloud of fire, smoke, and dust. 

A groan sounded from the techs beside Tris. 

Similar scenes filled every screen. 

Winnie pointed to a tech managing the magical windows. “Open a connection to Colten Sico.”

“Yes, ma’am. Right away.” 

The chanter tech drew strands of magic and opened a new window. 

Winnie peered inside, into the interior of a dimly lit room. “Colton, are you there?”

A head popped up from behind the desk. 

“Winnie, is that you? I hope you’re coming to help.” 

“I can’t. It’s too far. I sent aid, but it’s a double edged sword. The city’s being destroyed while—”

“You sent those flying demons? What were you thinking?”

“I had to, Colton. If we’d let General Couch continue his attack, he’d have turned you all into more of Kane’s monsters.”

“I’m not sure it’s going to matter much. We’re dying either way.”

“Can you evacuate your people to the west? Most of the fighting is taking place in the east by the river. If you can move people to the western edge, they might avoid the worst of the destruction.”

“I can try, but I’m trapped in a basement. The warehouse collapsed, and most of my people are either dead or trapped like I am.”

“Do what you can,” Winnie said. “Once the dust settles and the fighting is finished, we’ll send help to dig everyone out.”

Colton nodded and called out to someone off screen.

Winnie waved to the tech holding the window open, then she let it snap closed with an audible POP.

It took an hour for the battle to wind down. The General’s remaining forces — less than half of what he’d arrived with—were retreating to the south. The dragons were flying above the city searching for more targets below. People in the city slowly emerged from their hiding places to view the devastation.

More than half of the city’s structures were gone. 

Most of the others were damaged beyond repair. 

Winnie and the rest of the command team surveyed the destruction and formulated plans to send help.

“Start by contacting Cleaver York in New Amsterdam,” Winnie said. “He’s the closest and can send help before any of us could get there.”

“I can arrange for a team of menders from Promise Point to travel there by portal,” Morgan said. “We’re limited on the number we can send, but it’s a start.”

“Good,” Winnie said. “While we’re focused on that, we need to come up with a contingency plan for the next time Kane attempts to take another city. Sending the dragons without us is obviously a bad idea. They’re too erratic to be trusted alone.”

“What did you have in mind, boss?” Garraldi asked.

“I’m wondering if we can’t stage the dragons with riders around the country. Maybe I can come up with a way to transfer my link among the elites.”

“So we’d create some sort of quick reaction team of dragons and menders?” Maria said. “That might work, provided you can control them then transfer that control to others.”

“Ma’am,” a tech called out to Winnie. “The dragons over Philly are dispersing.”

“They’re coming back?” Winnie clarified.

“No, ma’am. I mean they’re dispersing.”

Winnie walked back to the viewing wall. The tech pointed to a screen near the center then magically expanded it to widen the view.

It was an overhead view of Philly with the dragons darkening the skies above, flying off in small groups in various directions. Every minute or so, another group would form and leave.

Winnie tried to tune them in, but it was difficult and put a heavy strain on her mind. But she pressed on anyway, trying to call them back to Promise Point. A few answered and turned to the west. Most sent back a single word.

Protect.

“Oh, no … ” Winnie said. 

“What,” Danny asked. “What’s wrong? Are you alright?”

“I screwed up, Danny. When I sent them to Philly to defeat Couch and defend the city, I told them to protect the city. That one word: protect.”

“That’s what they did. I don’t understand.” 

“The command was too broad. I thought I’d focused them on that one city, but it seems like they took that as a starting point.” 

“But protect is a good thing,” Elaine said. “Isn’t it?”

Winnie shook her head. “Most of the dragons are now searching for more people in need of protection. They have grudges to settle against the Fell. They’re going to hunt them down then destroy them, no matter what gets in their way.”

“Good,” Maria said. “I hope they start with Kane.”

“No, I don’t think they will. It’s too well defended. They’ll never get close to the capital without our help.” Winnie watched as more dragons left the skies, going off on their own or in small groups. “I think they’re staking their fight to anywhere that they know the Fell’s creatures might be.” 

Winnie imagined the widespread destruction that she’d inadvertently unleashed. Shaking her head, she said, “I have to call them back.” 

“I have to call them back.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Winnie,” Maria said.

“Why not? They’re going to be out there in the world chasing Kane’s monsters, no matter who gets in the way. We can’t allow that.”

“I think this is exactly what we need to do,” Maria continued. “Show Kane that we’re every bit as ruthless in this fight as he is. He’s loosed his monsters onto the world, let them run rampant while he makes more. This is the only way to counter him.”

“She’s right Winnie,” Victor agreed. “How else are we going to track all those monsters down? Let the dragons do some of the work while they keep Kane guessing where they’ll turn up next.”

Winnie wasn’t sure. Philly was already a memory. Could she really condemn the rest of the nation to that fate? 

But Victor and Maria were right. It would keep Kane off balance if dragons appeared randomly around the country, fighting his pets, and wreaking havoc wherever they went.

“Alright,” Winnie said. “I’ll hold off.

“Are you sure?” Elaine asked.

“No. But this is our best option right now. Victor and Maria make good points. We’ve only been reacting to Kane’s moves so far. Now it’s our turn to make him backpedal a bit while he tries to figure out what we’re up to.” Winnie smiled even though she didn’t feel particularly happy. “Maybe a little chaos is a good thing.”
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CHAPTER 19




“That bitch!”

Nils raged around his bunker before returning to the conference table to confront the general. Twisted limbs and deformity didn’t prevent him from overturning tables and throwing chairs around. It irked him that a bombproof bunker had so little in the way of breakables—how else was he supposed to satisfy his anger?

How could that girl have found such magnificent creatures on her own? 

Nils wondered for the first time if the Fell were serving two masters. 

He couldn’t afford to trust anyone. 

Shuffling over to the wall map, Nils looked at the hundreds of pins across the country, each marking an incident where Durham’s dragons had interfered with his Fell beasts in some way. He tried to make out some pattern or system to the deployment of enemy creatures but saw none.

“What does she think she’s doing?”

“I suppose she’s trying to defeat you with magic of her own,” said Couch. “You didn’t have any idea that Durham could do this?” 

“No, of course not,” Kane replied. “If she had them at her disposal, why did it take her this long to summon them? It doesn’t make any sense.”

Nils paused, suddenly lightheaded. He swayed in on his feet for a moment until he regained his control and balance. The physical effects of his recent tantrum were changing his body. Shuffling to a nearby seat, he sat and pointed to the map.

 “Now she’s let them loose in every part of the country. I can’t send my beasts anywhere without them coming under attack from these … dragons.”

“Maybe they’re hunting the Fell directly,” Couch suggested. 

“You should be out there fighting them,” Nils said. “Instead you’re in here offering me insights that I can figure out on my own. Tell me, General, have you and your men lost the will to win this war?”

“No, sir. But the dragons are too powerful for our forces, and we don’t possess an effective way to fight. We’ve managed to kill a few, but the losses incurred while doing so made continued operations against them prohibitive until we come up with an effective weapon to use against them.”

“So you’re afraid to face them? Perhaps you don’t fear enough for your family’s safety to do what must be done.”

“It’s a matter of logistics, not fear, sir. We’ve lost nearly every helicopter currently in service. The dragons fly circles around them. Same for our antiaircraft artillery. For every dragon we’ve killed, we’ve lost twenty of the weapons we’d need to repeat it. The Army can’t maintain operations against those losses.”

Nils reached out and touched the edges of Couch’s mind. He wanted to punish the man but needed him too much. Was he misleading and misdirecting Nils in order to protect himself or his family? That was definitely possible. 

He tasted the emotions lingering in the General’s thoughts. His mind was filled with fear, anger, and loathing. But not deception. Perhaps there was a twinge of loyalty left in the man after all. 

“Well, if that’s the case, General, what do you propose?” 

“We can hold the cities we’re currently occupying, but we should put our operations on hold against any cities still held by the rebels, at least until we regroup and come up with an effective counter to the dragons. We can fight off one or two of the creatures at a time, but if they appear in a herd then we don’t stand a chance.”

He had to conserve his human military forces, at least for now. The time would come when he’d no longer need Couch and his forces. Unfortunately, that time was still hovering somewhere in the near future, just out of reach. 

“Perhaps it’s time to … ” 

“Time to what, sir?” Couch asked after several seconds of silence.

“Time to bring a final resource onto the field of battle, General. I had hoped to conserve this particular resource from the Fell for a special occasion. But it seems that my hand has been forced.”

“It might help with morale if you could show us this new resource. Perhaps we could use dragons of our own to follow into battle.” 

“That, General, is an excellent idea. It will solve several problems at once. Summon your available forces around the capital, then bring them to the Grand Avenue in front of this building immediately. I’ll even allow your family to accompany us above ground to see this.”

“What should I tell them to expect, Director?” 

“Oh, it’s a surprise. You do like surprises, right General Couch?” 

Nils laughed as Couch backed away, finally leaving him alone in the conference room. 

Laughter turned into fits of hacking but Nils didn’t care. Despite the pain of the chest-wracking coughing, he had turned a corner. If the Fell wanted to see who was willing to go the furthest for their goals, it was about to see Nils Kane play his final and most powerful hand.




———




It took two hours for Couch to assemble the bulk of his army around the Grand Avenue sidewalks. The broad, tree-lined street ran down the capital with giant government buildings rising on either side.

Nils waited for the general with Mrs. Couch and his two children. The annoying woman kept offering her frightened spawn inane reassurances and platitudes to calm them. They didn’t like being this close to him, frightened by the twisted caricature of a human being he’d become. 

He longed to swat them down like the bugs they were. Maybe soon.

General Couch pulled up in a military car then ran up the marble steps of the Red Leg headquarters. “Director, all the available forces are in position for your demonstration. Our remaining forces are required to monitor and hold the city’s perimeter.”

“Very well, General, you may join your wife and children. I think you will all want to see this.”

“Yes, Director.” 

The General went to stand beside his wife. The little girl detached from her mother and wrapped her father in a tight embrace around his waist. He bent down and picked her up. 

Good, Nils thought. She’ll have a much better view of the show from her perch.

He closed his eyes, reaching out for the red and black threads of the Fell’s power. It was harder to pull in and control than the Fae magic, alien in his mind compared to the pitch black magic. 

Gathering additional power into himself, Nils could feel his body changing again. Painful cracking in his knee joints rang through his bones. He ignored the pain, drawing in the energy needed to put the next piece of his plan into place.

Nils nearly opened his eyes to identify the cackling laugh coming from somewhere nearby. But instead he focused on drawing power from the Fell. 

He heard the laughter again, and this time Nile realized that it was him.

It’s time.

Nils directed his energy down into the street, casting a summoning spell that caused tremors for hundreds of miles in every direction. 

The first cracks in the concrete and asphalt appeared before Nils.

Still he poured more power into the spell. 

Cracks widened, shooting up and down Grand Avenue in both directions.

Pain and pleasure fill him completely as Nils released the rest of the spell. 

The earth tore itself open before him, and Nils couldn’t throttle his cry.

The cracks continued to widen, no longer in feet but now in yards. 

Trees toppled and fell into the chasm opening like a hole in the planet. 

Soldiers ran from the widening gap, but most failed to make it in time, all of them screaming as they tipped into the hole like water down the drain. 

A cacophony erupted from the chasm. Roars of desire and rage rang like hell’s bells as tentacles reached upwards all along the chasm to grasp the rocks and trees at the edge, wrapping the few soldiers still frozen with fear. The hapless victims were dragged into the depths, struggling against the flesh and muscle around them. 

“Kane, what have you done?” Couch shouted. “My soldiers are dying!”

“A sacrifice was demanded.” Nils opened his eyes and fixed them on Couch. “My creatures have been trapped for too long. They needed sustenance. Your men are useless on the battlefield. At least here they can serve a useful purpose.”

Couch shoved his daughter into his wife’s arms and launched himself at Nils. 

But the Director was prepared for the attack. 

He waved a hand at Couch and a tentacle snaked up from the chasm, grabbing the man around his waist, and halting his advance in mid-air. 

“As I said, General Couch, a sacrifice was demanded. I think that and your men and women will do.”

The tentacle holding Couch slid back toward the chasm as Nils laughed. The General’s feeble struggles were amusing. He didn’t seem to know when he was beaten. Nils called out: 

“Have no worries, General. I won’t feed your wife and children to the chimera. I have special plans for them.”

General Couch roared in wordless rage at Nils, as he disappeared over the edge and into the chasm below.

A bellow behind him was followed by sobs. 

Annoyed, Nils turned to look at Couch’s wife and children. “Silence,” he said with a flick of his wrist. 

The woman and two children were torn apart, their arms bound by invisible flows of magic at their sides, mouths gagged by the bonds. The way their eyes darted wildly about in search of escape was amusing.

Nils laughed like a madman. 

Still cackling with glee, he turned back to the chasm and watched as the first of the chimera pulled themselves from the chasm to greet Earth for the first time in millennia. 

Sensing their hunger and thirst for revenge, Nils sent them the mental image of the dragons. Their deafening roars were all around them. 

They recognized their ancestral enemies, and Kane realized that the dragons weren’t Fell creatures at all. 

They were creatures of the Fae, beasts he’d known nothing about before now. 

The connection with the chimera filled in the blanks, showing him the times in the past when the two sides had clashed over the planet’s control. The Fae had always prevailed, the last time, imprisoning the chimera and other Fell beasts for over two thousand years. 

Nils laughed and sent a command back down the link. 

Hunt. Hunt and destroy!
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CHAPTER 20




A knock on the door jolted Winnie from a night of tossing and turning.

“What is it?” She asked, rubbing her eyes. Winnie had hoped to sleep in, desperate to catch up after a string of restless nights.

The door to the room opened a crack and a teenage orderly relayed her message. “Pardon the intrusion. Captain DeSantos requests your presence in the command center.” 

“What time is it?”

“It’s nine a.m., ma’am.”

Danny groaned but didn’t wake. He could sleep. 

Winnie sat up and swung her feet to the floor.

“I’m up,” Winnie whispered. “Tell Maria I’ll be right there.”

“Yes, ma’am.” 

Winnie waited until the orderly shut the door. Then she stood and stumbled to the bathroom alcove. She splashed cold water on her face, cursing when she stubbed her toe on a desk chair that she’d neglected to push in the night before. She hit it hard enough that the nail would surely be purple if not black by the end of the day. She licked her lips, tasting the blood. At least she didn’t scream and wake up Danny.  

The week since the dragons were unleashed on the country had been tiring for everyone, but no one’s fatigue came close to Winnie’s. She’d tried again and again to regain control. She reached out with her mind, attempting to grab ahold of the magnificent beasts. 

She could feel them, their emotions, and sense of freedom. But that connection didn’t help her communicate the Dusters’ concerns. They seemed puzzled at her repeated requests to return to Promise Point. It was no use: Winnie didn’t have the same level of control she’d had while wielding Excalibur. 

She stopped short of drawing the enchanted blade. If she exerted her control with the sword, it might diminish the effect they were having on Kane’s forces. 

That was what Victor and Maria kept telling her, constantly arguing for giving the dragons free reign. 

And for the most part Winnie agreed. The devastation wrought by the dragons was substantial, and she couldn’t ignore the feeling that the death and destruction were at least partly her fault. 

Winnie pulled on her shoes and a pair of jeans, then left the darkened room to find out what Maria needed her for.

In the command center. Maria waved her over to the viewing wall with its multitude of surveillance and communication windows. 

“What’s up?” Winnie asked, joining the captain in front of the wall. 

Dragons battled above a massive chasm in some unknown city, fighting creatures that were unlike anything that she’d seen before. Larger than other Fell beasts, with strange tentacles and bat-like wings.

Then she saw it.

“Is that the capital?” Winnie asked. “I thought we couldn’t open windows there.” 

“We couldn’t. But we still try several times a day just in case something changes. And this morning, something changed. We think the arrival of a large flight of dragons in the city opened a link to their Fae magic, and that allowed us inside.”

A dragon was dragged down into the chasm by two of the tentacled creatures, despite the dragon covering them with its fiery breath. The beasts seemed unaffected by the flames. Impossibly, it seemed that other dragons were struggling to hold their own.

“What are those creatures?” 

“We’re not sure,” Maria said. “We called you because the dragons are getting their asses kicked!”

“Kane’s obviously found a new type of creature to fight the dragons. One that can hold its own against them.” 

As Winnie watched the scene unfolding before her, more dragons arrived in the skies overhead, diving down to help their embattled brethren.

Then more of the tentacled beasts climbed out or flew up from the chasm, adding to the overwhelming number of combatants. 

Again Winnie wished for the counsel of someone like Artos, anyone who might know what these terrible creatures might be. She blinked back a tear, mourning the loss of her one-time mentor yet again. 

More dragons arrived, and more Fell monsters rose to meet them. 

The dragons could be destroyed. 

Soon they might be all gone. 

“We have to save them,” Winnie said.

Closing her eyes, she reached out, trying again to call the dragons home. An image of the new Fell monsters appeared in Winnie’s mind. A word formed.

Chimera.

The dragon consciousness was thick with a sense of fear and hatred for these  beasts. These were their true enemy. The other Fell creatures were annoyances in need of extermination; the chimeras were enemies that the dragons wanted to fight. 

But now they were losing. 

Return.

Winnie tried to call them away. She could sense all the dragons in the land traveling to the capital, fast as they could. 

On their way to certain death. 

“I have to get Excalibur,” Winnie said. 

“Why,” Maria asked. “I thought we decided to let them fight it out for now.”

“The dragons are flying towards that fight,” Winnie pointed to the central screen. “All of them, Maria. And they’re all going to die there if I don’t stop them. The dragons call those monsters chimeras. The two species are ancient enemies—this isn’t a fight that they’re willing to ignore.” 

Maria looked at the screen. Another several more dragons were getting dragged down into the chasm by the chimeras.

“Go,” Maria said.

Winnie took off, running as fast as her legs would carry her. 

She skidded to a stop at the lift tube. There was no metal disc platform waiting and she didn’t have time for one to arrive.

Drawing in energy, Winnie stepped off the edge into the vertical tube, hoping this worked.

She fell immediately, pushing down with her magic and trying to harden the air beneath her to create resistance. 

She slowed then stopped as the next level’s opening appeared.

Stepping into the housing corridor, Winnie picked up speed again, running down the hallway until she reached her room.

“What the hell, Winnie?” Danny shouted, sitting up in bed as she ran inside.

“I need Excalibur. Now.”

“What’s going on?”

“No time.” Winnie  darted across the room and pulled the magical blade from the wall brackets by her bed.

“Are we under attack?” Danny was already dressing, looking out the door for any sign of threat.

“The dragons are. I have to call them back before they’re all killed.”

Winnie turned and ran from the room, leaving a bewildered and confused Danny behind her.

Returning to the lift tube, she reversed the process that brought her down, rising back to the command level on a hardened column of air.

Maria had been joined by Garraldi and Victor by the time she arrived.

“You have to hurry, Winnie,” Victor said. “They’re getting annihilated out there.”

“I hope this works.” Drawing the enchanted Fae blade from its scabbard, Winnie held it up in two hands. She closed her eyes, concentrating on the dragons. She could feel them still streaming towards the capital.

Return, Winnie called out with her mind. We’ll fight the chimeras another time. And we’ll do it together. But now is not the time or place for this fight. 

She tried to press her will against the dragons’ desire to battle their ancient enemy. Slowly, she began to feel them acquiesce, even as they waged an emotional war against the call. 

The sword was a powerful talisman, and its control over the dragons absolute. In the end, they turned away from the capital. 

Winnie opened her eyes and glanced at the central screen. The dragons were now fighting to escape their enemies, trying to comply with her call. 

Most of them made it out.

Just before the signal from the capital fuzzed out, Winnie spotted Kane standing by the chasm’s edge. “There,” she pointed at the screen. “Zoom in on those people by the chasm.”

The tech managing the viewer complied.

“Oh my God,” Maria said. “Is that creature Kane?”

“Yes,” Winnie said. “The Fell has taken him over completely.”

The figure was a twisted, evil version of the man who once served as the Director of Magical Containment. He had the hind legs of a goat, and his upper body, covered in coarse hair, was bloated and blotted in open sores. 

But the face was unmistakably Kane’s, even with the tusks protruding down from his jaw and the horns sprouting from his forehead.

Winnie took a step back, but when Kane turned to look directly into the viewer window, he seemed to be staring right through her.

“Hello, Winnie,” he said. “I see you have witnessed my victory over your vaunted dragons. The chimeras will now carry my power everywhere throughout the country. And there’s nothing you can do to stop me.” 

“We’ll defeat you,” Winnie shouted back, wondering if she believed it.

“We shall see, Kane replied. “I still can’t locate you, even through this strange window, but I’ll find you eventually. And then I will take everything from you until you beg to join me and learn the powers of the Fell.”

Winnie rushed at the window. She shouted through the failing connection. “Never, Kane. I’ll never join your side or learn to use your evil magic.” 

Kane laughed, pointing at Winnie and saying something she couldn’t make out as the signal grew garbled and the window went black.

Winnie found herself gasping for air. A strange tightness wrapped around her throat, constricting the flow of air to her lungs. 

She collapsed to the ground as her hands went to her neck, trying to pull away the bands of power choking her.

Victor shouted, “Winnie, what’s wrong?” 

Hands lifted her then gently set Winnie on the round table.

“Winnie, Garraldi said, “tell us what’s happening!” 

“Someone fetch a mender!” Maria shouted. “We need help up here!” 

“Kane,” Winnie rasped. “Spell.”

She barely got the words out. 

Her vision clouded and closed in as her view became a tunnel surrounded by blackness. Her ears were ringing, the voices around her no longer recognizable.

Hands found her throat. She struggled. 

“Someone hold her down,” said one of the voices. “I have to try and dispel Kane’s magic.”

Hands pinned her limbs to the table as she panicked.

Why were they trying to kill her? 

She pulled in magic and lashed out with spells. 

But she was too weak, and her power slipped away as darkness claimed her.




———




Winnie woke up, staring up at a cavernous ceiling above. 

Seelie’s tiny form fluttered into her field of vision. 

“She’s awake,” the fairy said. 

A face came into view: Victor.

“We almost lost you,” he said.

A hand squeezed one of hers. She looked over to see Morgan, worry creasing her brow. 

“What did you do?” Winnie’s voice was raspy, sounding like she’d have a bad cold and laryngitis for the last several days.

“Kane somehow cast a spell on you through the window before it closed,” Victor said. “He wrapped bands of Fell magic around your throat and was tightening them.”

“You dispelled them,” Winnie said understanding. 

Victor’s power to unravel even the strongest of the Fae charms and spells apparently extended to Fell magic as well.

Victor nodded. “It wasn’t easy. The Fell magic is, well, greasy, for lack of a better word. It was hard to hold long enough to pull it apart and away from you.”

Danny ran into the command center and surprise filled his eyes when he saw Winnie on the table. “Oh, my God. What happened?”

“Kane tried to kill her,” Maria said.

“Victor dispelled the attack,” Winnie croaked. “I’ll be fine.”

“You don’t sound fine.” Danny came over and helped her to sit up. 

“I’ll feel better soon. Someone get me something to drink, please.”

“I’ll get you some tea with honey,” Morgan said. “It might soothe your throat.”

“That would be nice.” 

“So,” Garraldi said. “Were you able to get the dragons to pull back?”

Winnie nodded. “They’re on their way back here to Promise Point. We have to keep them here for the time being until we figure out some way to help them defeat Kane’s chimeras.”

“They look as invincible as the dragons,” Garraldi shook his head. “Maybe more so.” 

“Agreed,” Winnie nodded. “But everything has a weakness. We just have to find theirs and do it soon. Call a command meeting. It’s time to make some difficult decisions.”
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CHAPTER 21




Nils fixed Major Beckett with a stare until the man was squirming in his seat like a child desperate for the toilet.  “So Major, are you prepared to do a better job than your predecessor?”

“Yes, sir. I’ll do whatever you wish. But my wife and baby, please don’t—”

“You have nothing to fear as long as you serve me without reservation or delay,” Nils said. “General Couch tried to resist me in the end. He was foolish enough to believe that I couldn’t see what he was trying to do. Now his family will pay the price while he watches them serving me from his place in hell.”

Nils clapped his hands. 

General Couch’s wife followed her two children into the room, carrying a tray of refreshments, all three of them looking like marionettes. 

“You know Marla, don’t you, Major?” 

Beckett’s face was like a spilled sack of flour. Sweat beaded his forehead. 

Marla’s eyes were now empty sockets of bone. Dried blood streaked her cheeks

Nils laughed. “I showed her visions of what I planned for her children, on a loop until she clawed her own eyes out. I was quite impressed. I didn’t really think she had it in her. Now she serves me, led by her seeing-eye children. It will do for now, until I can think of a more imaginative purpose.”

Beckett swallowed hard, probably to keep from retching, holding his gaze on the woman’s face and doing his best not to let Nils see how much it troubled him. 

“There’s a trash can over there. Don’t vomit all over my floor.”

The major rushed over to the garbage can in the corner and emptied his breakfast inside it. Then he stood, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and returned to his seat.

“In the two days since my chimeras have defeated the dragons over the capital, I have begun to gather the remaining military forces back to the city,” Nils said. “Are you up to assuming command?”

“Of course, sir,” Beckett said. “Anything you want.”

“Good, because I want you to prepare for this city’s defense. You and your army engineers will turn this city into a death trap for any opposing force attempting to enter the capital.”

“Are you anticipating that the rebels will come here to fight?”

“Once I’m finished with the next part of my plans, yes.” Nils shuffled over to the map.  “Durham is out there somewhere, but you can’t find her.”

Nils quieted Becket’s protest with a stern look. “Yes, I am aware that she is protected by a strong magical field that prevents my creatures from tracking her, and that even the chimeras are unable to locate her.”

Nils turned back to the map.

“But she’s out there somewhere, safe and sound in her hideout, much like I’m here in the capital. We’ve both created a place where we can be temporarily safe, and that means the war for control of this country could wage for far longer than is acceptable.”

Nils spun around to face the major again. “Did you hear me, Major? I said it’s unacceptable. There are things that must happen in a certain way and within a certain timetable if our side is to prevail. We must force Durham out of hiding.”

“How do you plan to do that, sir?”

“Durham must be convinced that it’s in her best interest to abandon her hideout, even if that means leaving her protectors and protections behind.” He pointed to Beckett. “We must be ready before she does that. When her friends attempt to rescue her, they’ll be forced to face your fortifications and traps. I’ll release the chimeras to attack those cities that are loyal to her. She’ll have to use her dragons, but our numbers are greater and we can outlast her.” 

Nils laughed; heavy and bottomless, it poured from his depths. 

“And that’s when I’ll offer her a way out.”

“Sir?”  Beckett said. 

“Did you bring the video equipment I asked you to bring along?”

“Yes, sir. It is set up outside the conference room as you requested.”

“Excellent, then come and I’ll show you what I mean to do. You can run the camera for me.” 

Nils and Beckett left the conference room and walked over to where the camera and lights were set up. Nils said, “Turn the camera on me and watch how I lure Durham out to her final defeat at my hands.”

Beckett’s hands trembled as he powered up the camera and directed it at Kane. Nils drew a deep breath then leveled his malevolent smile at the camera.

“This message is for Winnie Durham, leader of those rebel forces calling themselves the Dusters. I have released the chimeras to do as they please for as long as they want. They will destroy every rebel-held city. They will hunt your dragons until there is nothing left for your so-called army to defend. They will leave this country and the world to follow as one big, ill-gotten memory.”

Nils paused and waited for that to sink in. Then he continued.

“There is, however, an alternative. I will agree to call the chimeras back to the capital on one condition. You, Winnie Durham, must meet me one-on-one. The two of us shall end this as only we can. It’s that simple: Defeat me and win. You can have this failing world to do with as you wish. 

“Your choice, Winnie. What will it be? Fight me and give your friends a chance, or hide in your stronghold until there’s nothing left to save? The choice is yours. Courage or cowardice: either way, I’ll be waiting in the capital.” 

Nils made a chopping motion and Beckett killed the recording.

“I assume you want an immediate broadcast?” 

“Yes,” Nils said. “It will probably take a few days for the message to reach her if the rebel hideout is as remote as I think it might be. The chimeras will have even more time to tear the rebel cities apart.”

“Do you think she’ll come? You’re offering her a suicide mission.”

“Her friends might try to dissuade her, but I expect that Durham will come around in the end. Soon we’ll have them all exactly where we want them. Now get to work, Major,” Nils said, shuffling away. “You’ve much to accomplish if you would like for your wife to avoid the fate of Marla Couch.” 

Nils snapped and the two children led their mother from the room behind him, leaving Beckett alone with his thoughts and a message for Winnie Durham.
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CHAPTER 22




“You can’t go,” Victor said. “It’s out of the question.”

“He’s right, Winnie,” Danny added. “You’d be playing right into his hands. You can’t afford to fight him, not alone and not on his terms. He won’t play fair.”

Maria shook her head. “That’s an understatement. In all my time as his secretary, I never once saw him follow through on a promise in the expected way. Kane always managed to twist his words to mean something else, something that worked to his advantage. He’ll do the same thing here.”

“Look at what he’s doing to people,” Winnie said. “Everywhere.”

The command team sat at the round table staring at the viewing wall. The windows all displayed similar scenes: rebel troops and dragons battling Kane’s chimeras.

The creatures could be killed. It took overwhelming conventional firepower, and attacks from the strongest chanters. Bullets and armor piercing shells both bounced off the chimeras’ armored hides more often than they pierced them.

Fortunately, Fae magic seemed to weaken their defenses, allowing rebel soldiers to empty their weapons into the creatures until they were dead.

Dragons were able to defeat the chimeras only when they worked in tandem with each other, or with human troops and chanters on the ground. 

But it took time to assemble the necessary blend of troops, chanters, and dragons. During that delay, the chimeras laid waste to whatever they touched. 

Powerful tentacles broke buildings apart like they were cracking eggs, spilling any hapless inhabitants that weren’t left cowering inside their offices or homes. 

Tired and exhausted from using Excalibur to direct the dragons in different regions from one fight to the next, Winnie looked like a ghost in front of the viewing wall, refusing every request for her to rest or sit down. 

She didn’t dare lower her guard, lest she fall asleep and miss the opportunity to save a few more people from Kane’s monstrosities. She couldn’t maintain this pace, but the alternative was unacceptable.

“How many dragons are left?” Elaine had just seen another one fall victim to a pair of chimeras on the outskirts of Chicago.

Winnie focused on her link and got a headcount. “Maybe one hundred fifty.”

Danny sighed. “We’re down by half.” 

“We need another way to divert Kane’s attention,” Maria said. “If we can get him off the offensive and reacting to us for once, then we can take the fight back to him.”

“We need more chanters,” Garraldi said. 

“That means liberating another camp.” Victor turned to Maria. “Can we afford to thin the front lines for that?”

“I don’t think we have a choice. Garraldi’s right, and we’re bound to find some more chanter elites. Elaine could use them to bolster our defenses.”

Elaine nodded. “Morgan and I have come up with a partial solution based on what we learned when taking the first camp.” 

“I’m not sure it’s fully tested yet,” Morgan said. “Are you sure we should get their hopes up?”

“What have you two been working on?” Winnie was exhausted, having trouble following the conversation.

Elaine cleared her throat. “After the last operation, Morgan commented that we needed a magical rail system that could bring the shipping containers to and from Promise Point without the dragons. We think we know how.”

“I don’t pretend to understand magic,” Morgan cut in, “but I was riding one of the lift discs down to the storerooms when I thought about how they work. I asked Elaine and she said it was sort of like a magical rubber band that pulled the discs up and down the tubes. So I started to wonder if there wasn’t a way to attach a similar magical band over a long distance, from here to the shipping containers.”

Morgan turned to Elaine.

Elaine said, “We were working on a system with the elites, connecting large objects to form a sort of assembly line. Morgan came to us with her idea, then we adapted the method to her plan. We’ve proven that it works over short distances. So in theory, it should work from anywhere.”

Winnie smiled. “And the containers would float back on their own once they were loaded?”

Elaine nodded. Not long ago she was ravaged by arthritis; now the woman was glowing, with raw magic radiating from her every pore. “We’d still need the dragons to tow the containers to wherever we need them, but once on location, we could summon them to come back to Promise Point along the path taken to get there.” 

“So we have the resources to transport another camp full of prisoners back here to the Point without needing the dragons,” Morgan said. “They could be returned to the battle lines immediately following the raid.” 

Winnie looked around. The command group seemed to agree. Even Seelie, hovering off to one side, nodded when Winnie glanced her way.

“Alright,” Winnie said. “Which camp and when?”

“The closest to the Point is on the shore of Lake Superior,” Danny said. “So, close to Chicago. If we attacked there, we wouldn’t have to pull the dragons off the lines for long.”

“It’s centrally located,” Victor added. “How soon could we go? Morgan, how long until we have everything in place?”

Morgan shrugged. “I could say we’re ready now, but there will always be mix-ups that throw a wrench in the works. I think Elaine and Tris could have the final containers charmed for return transport in a day or so.”

Tris nodded. “That’s about right. Maybe sooner, if the operation had to go tonight.”

“Tonight,” Garraldi said. “That means no time for prep.”

“Hopefully, we won’t need them too much,” Winnie said. “With the dragons there, they’ll most likely stand around and offer security for escaping prisoners. The dragons will do most of the fighting.”

“We’ve heard unconfirmed reports that chimeras are at the camps, too,” Maria said. “We’ll have a quick reaction force of Dusters and elites ready to fight so the dragons don’t get overwhelmed.”

“Frannie and Parnell will send some of their team to work with you, Maria,” Elaine said. 

Winnie clapped, one time, hard. “Then it’s decided. We go tonight.”

The command team dispersed, off to do too much work in too little time.

The offensive felt fantastic. It had been too long. And she wasn’t alone. The mood in the command center was already brighter than it had been in a while. 

Winnie shifted Excalibur as she stood. She wore the blade everywhere now; she couldn’t afford to risk the dragons getting out of control.

“This is risky, Win,” Danny said, surprising her from behind. He put a hand on her shoulder. “Kane has to be expecting something like this.” 

“Yes, but he doesn’t know where it will be or what we’ll bring to the fight. He can try to spread his military and monsters all over, but it’s pin the tail on the donkey. I’m sick of the blindfold.”

“Maybe I’ll see you for dinner before we leave?”

Winnie nodded and Danny turned to go. She wasn’t sure if they’d see each other again before the operation or not. They still shared a bed, but even the good stuff felt strained between them. 

Winnie walked over to the viewing wall. The bulk of fighting had died. The country was settling in for another round of nervous waiting. 

Nothing required her immediate attention.

She closed her eyes.

The silence lasted a second. 

“You should go lie down,” Seelie said from over her shoulder.

“I can’t, Seelie. I have to stay here. That’s my job.”

“They can manage for a few hours without you. You need a nap if you’re going tonight.”

Winnie muffled a yawn.

“See, I told you.” Seelie laughed. “Your body will shut down on you if you’re not careful.”

Weariness wrapped her like a heavy, warm cloak. 

She closed her eyes, imagined her bed, and mumbled, “It would be nice to get a little sleep.”

“It’s settled,” Seelie announced to the room. “Winnie’s going to bed. No one is going to disturb her for at least two hours?” She waited for the smiles and nods to make their way around the room, then she tugged on Winnie’s sleeve, pulling her toward the corridor.  “Come on, Winnie, let’s get you to bed.” 

Winnie was finished fighting it. Dead on her feet. 

Seelie pulled her out of the command center and down the corridor. 

The night’s raid would come soon enough.
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CHAPTER 23




Winnie tightened the harness straps around the dragon’s chest and neck. She double-checked the buckles until she was finally satisfied that she and Danny would stay put when the massive creature took off for the raid. 

The other chanter dragon handlers were almost finished with their work, too. It wasn’t easy preparing the dragons, even with Excalibur. They were restless, and turned the wind into tornados around them. 

She looked for Danny. It was well after dark. He should have been here an hour ago. He seemed to have less and less time for her lately, and no time for the things that she thought were important. But now really wasn’t the time. 

Seelie hovered nearby. She hadn’t left Winnie’s side since taking her to bed. 

“Seelie, could you go and see what’s keeping Danny? He was supposed to be here.”

“I heard that he’s helping prepare the Duster reaction force for the raid.”

“Well, go tell him that I’m almost ready to leave, and that he can ride in the containers with them.”

“He won’t like that,” Seelie said.

“That’s the point. Danny needs to understand his priorities.” 

Seelie flew off with the message while Winnie went to inspect the other dragons. Her thoughts drifted back to Kane and his message.

He was right in some ways. Things were coming to a head between them. It was inevitable. At some point in this war, they would have to face off. 

But when? 

Maybe if she provided enough of a distraction, he’d fail to realize that she was in the capital. No one else needed to die. Innocent civilians—men, women, and children—were dying unimaginable deaths. The chimeras were worse than the dragons: the devil walking her planet. 

Tonight’s raid tonight was supposed to draw Kane’s attention away from the attacks on the cities, put him on a more defensive posture.  

Maria stepped onto the plateau where the dragons were being prepped. Winnie looked up. 

Maria said, “Danny sent me to tell you that he’s riding in with his Dusters.”

“I wish he’d told me an hour ago. I just sent Seelie to find him.”

“There’ve been morale issues among some of the Dusters after seeing what the chimeras can do. He’s trying to do the right thing, stay by their sides, prove that their leaders are willing to risk it right alongside them.”

“If you say so.” 

“Is everything, alright?” Maria asked.

Winnie looked away, blinked to regain her composure. The Dusters couldn’t see their leader crying. “I’m fine,” she lied. “There’s a lot riding on this raid. I want to make sure that everything’s perfect.”

“I was going to ride with Garraldi but I can ride with you … if you want to talk.”

Thanks, but no,” Winnie said. “I’ll have the dragon for company. Ride with Garraldi. We all know he’s afraid of heights.”

Maria laughed. “He still doesn’t think that anyone knows. The man is a marshmallow.”

Winnie smiled, despite her somber mood. “He’s one of the good ones, Maria. You two are great together.”

“You and Danny, too. Do you know how many people look to you two as a positive example of a chanter and middling relationship?”

“I don’t know if that’s the best model. There are plenty of paths better than our rocky road. You and Garraldi, Victor and Morgan, anybody and anybody … ” 

“Maybe when we get back, you and Danny should talk?”

“Maybe,” Winnie said, not meaning it. 

Maria pointed across to the cavern entrance. “There’s Seelie. And she’s holding something. Probably a peace offering from Danny.”

“That must be it.” Winnie checked her watch.  

“See you on the other side, boss,” Maria said, then waved and left the room.

Seelie flitted over to Winnie carrying a small folded piece of paper. She handed it to Winnie. “Danny sent this to you.” 

“I heard he’s not coming.” Winnie shoved the note in her pocket. 

“If Danny’s not riding with you, then I am,” Seelie said, following Winnie. 

Winnie shook her head. “Stay here, Seelie.”

“I’m not without protections of my own, Winnie. I can take care of myself.”

“Suit yourself,” Winnie shrugged. “Make sure your straps are tight. Dragons fly a lot faster than you do.”

Winnie pulled herself onto the dragon’s back and buckled the straps tightly around her waist and legs. She glance behind her—Seelie was wrapping herself in the human-sized straps.

“Ready, Seelie?”

“No,” Seelie said, her wings fluttering nervously about. “But if you are, then I can pretend that I am, too.”  

Winnie raised her fingers to her lips, blew a long sharp whistle, then pointed to the sky.

With a tremendous leap, the dragon pushed off from the plateau. 

Its wings beat the air. 

Wind rushed past her as her dragon carried her high into the sky, followed by two dozen dragons behind her. 

Winnie was leading the first flight, comprised of a small security force, and several chanter elites. The remaining dragons would tow the specially prepared containers behind the initial group. 

Winnie and Seelie were silent during the two-hour flight. Seelie was usually chatty, but she must have sensed Winnie’s need for solitude. 

Their arrival wasn’t the surprise that they hoped it would be.

The chimeras were expecting them. 

Guards and troops stationed below fired up at them, alarms SCREAMING all around them.

Winnie ducked close to the bulk of the dragon as it dove, its shrill war cry ringing through the air. It strafed the ground with a burst of fire, then came to land at the burning brush at the camp’s edge. 

Winnie unbuckled herself and slid to the ground. She unsheathed Excalibur, prepared for a fight. 

She didn’t  wait long.

Two chimeras charged out of the smoke, rushing her and the dragon. 

Winnie raised a palm, pulling the magic toward her. 

With a scream of rage at the Fell beasts, she and the dragon released their attacks. 

Dragon fire and pure white energy blended into a single stream of red and white heat that shot like a canon into one of the charging chimeras. 

The creature exploded into a hundred fleshy pieces, barely fifty feet away.

The other chimera kept coming.

Winnie’s dragon reared up.

Two beasts collided and the ground trembled at Winnie’s feet. 

Two tentacles stretched out from the chimera, coming toward Winnie even as it lashed at the dragon, its wicked bony hooks pronged at the ends of its appendages. 

She brought Excalibur around and hacked at the first of the tentacles. 

The blade sizzled, hitting the chimera’s flesh and cleaving straight through. 

The tentacle fell to the ground.

The chimera screamed, tearing itself away from the gleaming metal. 

Winnie stepped into her advantage, pressing forward until the chimera was in full retreat. Her dragon reared back, blasting the beast with another round of white fire. 

Pure magic flew from her palms, blending with the dragon’s attack.

The second chimera burst apart just like the first. 

She trembled, and this time it wasn’t from dragons landing. 

Seelie flew past and turned to face Winnie. “There’s wild magic here. It’s been unleashed by the combination of the dragons, chimeras, and Excalibur.”

“English, Seelie. What the hell is wild magic?” 

“It’s a blend of Fae and Fell magic. Once unleashed, both sides will have magic of an … unpredictable nature. The dragons and the chimeras can both utilize it as well. It enhances their power immensely.”

Winnie looked around, trying to make sense of what Seelie was saying. 

Then she saw it: half the camp was on fire, including several of the barracks buildings. Dragons and chimeras battled everywhere. Chanters cast spells, though they barely seemed to be making a dent. 

Victor used his powers to dispel a chimera. But instead of it dissipating, the creature thrashed about uncontrollably, crushing a dozen Dusters before it finally lay still. 

Enough dust had been kicked up during the chimera’s final fight that Winnie couldn’t find Victor for the life of her. 

Spells and dragon fire erupted from the darkness all around her. Winnie could sense the dragons’ joy at the wild magic around them. 

Their carnage was absolute. They didn’t stop, and barely even seemed to slow as they rampaged the world around them, setting fire to anything that moved. 

A group of chanter prisoners perished when a nearby guard fired a shoulder-mounted missile at one of the dragons. The creatures returned fire, turning their flames on the area where the attack originated, ending guards and chanters without distinction.  

Victor stumbled over to her side. A few of the chanter security detail joined him. The rest were either dead or engaged in fights of their own.

Winnie said, “We have to evacuate the prisoners faster. They’re getting caught in the crossfire and I can’t get the dragons to stop. They’re out of control.”

“Morgan’s trying,” Victor said. “Haven’t you heard the radio chatter?” 

Winnie’s hand went to her ear. The radio earpiece was missing. Same for the radio that should’ve been on her belt. “I must’ve lost my radio in the fighting. But I guess that doesn’t matter. We won’t be here much longer.”

She pushed Victor toward the evacuation area. “None of us are riding dragons back tonight. I can’t control them anymore, at least not right now. You’ll have to tell everyone to get in or on the containers with the evacuees, then ride them back to Promise Point.”

“I can’t leave you alone,” Victor said.

“I’m right behind you. Right now you’re my only point of communication with the group. Tell them to pull back as soon as everyone’s collected. The dragons will level anything taller than a blade of grass. And that includes us.”

Victor looked around at all the dragons losing control, his pledge to protect her warring with his need to check on Morgan. “You’ll meet me there at the containers?” 

“I said I’ll be right there,” Winnie assured him. “I have to try to hold control of the dragons as long as I can, to make sure the greatest number of prisoners can escape.”

Victor nodded and pulled the security team towards the grounded shipping containers. They were filling with refugees, but the process was going far too slowly.

Winnie gripped Excalibur and concentrated on the dragons. 

She could barely reach them. It was like wrestling a greased pig. One minute she thought she had control and the next it slipped out of her mental grasp.

She began to doubt whether unleashing the dragons on the world was the right thing to do. If she’d never called them, Kane wouldn’t have searched for his own Fell response. 

Now dragons and chimeras could turn the earth into a burning, cratered battleground where no one would ever be safe again. They would keep fighting until there was nothing left, no structure, person, or plant left standing. 

The destruction would be total.

She had to stop that before that happened. 

Turning around, Winnie opened a portal and stepped through. 

Just before it closed, a tiny, winged figure darted in behind her.
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CHAPTER 24




Victor stormed through the cavern, searching the surrounding containers. “Where in the hell is she?” 

Nearby refugees shrank away from his angry shouting. 

“Calm down,” Morgan said. “You’re frightening people. I’m sure my sister’s here somewhere.”

“I should never have let her send me away, no matter what the reason.”

“Morgan’s right, Victor,” Maria said. “I’m sure she’s here somewhere.” 

“She’s not,” Victor insisted, still fuming. “I’ve checked every container twice.” 

“Did you check in the command center?” Morgan asked. “If she didn’t come with us, then she probably traveled by portal back to the Point.”

Victor wasn’t so sure. There had been something about that final exchange between he and Winnie. Like she wanted him to go away so she could go off somewhere on her own. “Do me a favor, Morgan.”

“Of course, honey.” 

“Check the containers again, then look into the infirmary. I’ll go up to the command center with Maria, see if anyone there knows anything. But I’m telling you right now, I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

“All right, I’ll check and then join you upstairs. I have to get a final count of the rescued anyway.” Morgan touched Victor on the arm then headed back into the mass of people and containers scattered across the cavern floor.

There was something in Maria’s eyes. “You don’t think she’s here, either, do you?” Victor asked. 

Maria shook her head. “No. But we can’t storm around searching for her either. News of her loss, or even that she’s missing, would be devastating to our troops and the refugees.”

“You’re right,” Victor nodded. “We need a private meeting to discuss this as soon as we confirm that she isn’t here.”

“Agreed. I’ll get Garraldi and Danny, then meet you upstairs. Can you stop by the school level and pick up Elaine? We’ve been sending chanters with special abilities up to her so I’m sure she’s there.”

“Yes. And then I’ll find Tris. We’ll need to all work together if we expect to get her back.”

“You sound like you know where she is.”

“I have a hunch,” Victor said. “And I can tell you this much: If Winnie’s not dead on the ground back at the camp, I’ll kill her myself for running off.”

Without another word, he turned and left the lower cavern to continue what he was sure was a futile search.

One hour later, Victor had the confirmation he needed. One after another, the Duster leaders filed into the command center, shaking their heads when he caught their eye. No one spoke; they wanted Winnie’s absence to remain a secret.

Tris was the last to arrive. She called them over to the round table and had them sit. Victor joined the group, waiting while Tris waved her hands in the air for a moment before finally sitting.

She said, “I’ve cast a bubble of silence around us. Only people sitting at this table can hear the conversation.”

“That alone is going to invite a lot of unwanted questions,” Maria said.

“Maybe; that’s fine,” Victor sighed. 

“She’s not back at the site of the raid,” Elaine said. “I opened a surveillance window in my room and scanned the battlefield. The dragons are gone. All I see are bodies, and none of them are hers.”

“So where is she?” Morgan asked.

“We all know where she is.” Victor looked around at the people staring back around the table. No one wanted to say it.

“She’s gone to fight Kane,” Danny finally said what no one else wanted to. 

Victor nodded. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. She’s turned us all down to do it on her own. Now—” 

“That’s not fair, Victor! If Winnie went off on her own, it was to protect us, not turn us down.” Elaine raised a hand to quiet the chorus of protests. “I’m not saying it was the right decision, I’m trying to explain her reasons for making it.”

“It doesn’t matter why anymore,” Garraldi said. “The question now is what are we going to do about it? We can’t wait here for her to come back on her own, but we also can’t leave her to fight Kane by herself.”

“No, we can’t do either of those things. But we also can’t let it get out that she’s no longer here,” Maria said. “If Kane finds out that she’s coming, he’ll pull everything back to the capital and wait for her to show up. We have to help Winnie, not get in her way.”

“How can we help her if we don’t know where she is?” Morgan asked. 

“We don’t know where she is right now, but we know where she’s going,” Victor said. “Kane is in the capital. I can’t imagine that she’d be headed anywhere else.” 

Maria stood. She waited until all eyes were on her, then she spoke.

“I know Nils Kane better than anyone here. I worked as his personal secretary, undercover, for nearly a decade. He issued his invitation to Winnie knowing she’d at least consider accepting his challenge. He’s ready, or at least thinks he’s ready for her to confront him.” 

“Well, that’s comforting,” Victor said.

Maria ignored him. “Kane thinks he has the perfect plan. He thinks he’s smarter than everyone else at this table, and that is his biggest flaw. He assumes that any clever little plan he formulates will be successful without ever making any adaptations or adjustments. So I propose we interfere with those plans, tip him off balance so that he fails to recognize when Winnie penetrates his defenses. That will give her the best chance to get inside.”

“That gets her deeper into his clutches,” Victor said. “How does that help us get her out of there?”

“It doesn’t,” Maria admitted. “It’s too late to get her back. If we start scrambling about looking for her, that will only alert Kane to her presence. We have to do the opposite of what we want to do, the opposite of what Kane expects: support Winnie’s decision to confront him.”

Victor’s objections were drowned out by the others. No one liked the idea. 

Danny was loudest. “You’re suggesting that we should help Winnie commit suicide.”

“Not at all,” Maria said. “We can’t do anything about what Winnie has already decided, except to try and make the best of it. Our next move will likely determine whether she succeeds or fails.”

“What do you propose?” Garraldi asked.

“We attack the capital, strike as hard as we can with all that we have.”

Tris laughed, rolling her eyes. “Oh, good. For a minute there I thought you might suggest something crazy.”

“Hear me out,” Maria said. “Kane will never expect an all-out assault. Not there. He’ll be distracted, forced to allocate resources to counter our attack. That will open an opportunity for Winnie to get closer to Kane. A small group can come in behind her.”

Victor sat back and considered Maria’s plan. He chewed his lip, and tried his best not to hate the idea. “Who goes in with group B to follow Winnie?” 

“It needs to be a small group, but powerful enough to hold their own,” Maria said. “If I were to pick right now, I’d suggest Victor, Garraldi, and one or two of the most powerful elites, maybe Bullock and Frannie or Parnell.”

“You’re not leaving me out. I’m with group B.

“No, Danny,” Maria said. “This is all magic, and you have no way to counter.”

“I have to help her. I can hold my own.” Danny looked around the table for support. 

Victor met his eyes with a nod. “It’ll be me, Danny, Garraldi, Bullock and Frannie.” 

“You think five is enough?” Maria asked.

“It may be too many,” Garraldi said. “Who knows? We don’t want to call attention to ourselves. And we have to move fast, cover our movements while we catch up to Winnie.”

“Which we won’t be able to do without a major distraction,” Victor said, picking up the line of thought. “Can the other Dusters do that long enough to cover us?”

Maria stood and started circling the table. “It will be challenging to get all of the Duster troops over there. We also have to take enough supplies to account for the chance that we’ll get cut off. That further limits our possible manpower. We can only send so much through a portal at any given time.” 

Maria stopped walking and looked at Elaine. “What’s the max we could send through at one go with the current crop of chanter elites?”

“Provided we have someone we can get there to open a portal, we can send about three hundred people through in one go, along with anything they can physically carry. If we have to take any larger weapon systems inside using some of the shipping containers, cut that number by half or more. We’ll then have to let the portal close, and we won’t be able to open another one to this location for around eight hours.”

Maria nodded. “So the question is which do we need more: extra manpower or heavy weapons?” 

“Magic trumps modern weapons,” Tris said. “We have an excellent selection of charmed weapons and defenses, and I think we’ll mostly face Kane’s conventional forces, at least on the capital city’s perimeter. That requires a mix of magic and manpower. Not gear. Once we break through, we’ll have Morgan make a list of heavier weapons to help handle Kane’s beasts in the city’s interior.”

“You’re talking as though you’re both going,” Victor said to Tris and Morgan.

“I’m not staying here, Victor. That’s my sister out there. What good is staying behind if we all end up lost? I’d rather be fighting than counting cans of beans back here.” 

“You’re pregnant, Morgan. You don’t belong anywhere near a war zone.”

“That’s my call, not yours,” Morgan snapped. “And I’m not an invalid. You convinced me to betray Winnie once before; I won’t make that mistake again.”

Victor winced, said nothing. 

“Don’t worry, Victor,” Elaine said. “I’ll keep an eye on her.”

Victor threw his hands up in the air. “Now you’re going, too? You should stay here and help with watching the twins and other children here at the Point.”

“Not a chance, Victor.” Tris said. “If we don’t win this fight, it won’t matter who’s back here holding the fort. I’ve been with Winnie since the beginning, and there’s zero chance of you stopping me now.”

Maria stepped over next to Victor’s chair and laid a hand on his shoulder. “I think we’re all going.”

Victor looked up at Maria and then around the circular table. Everyone’s eyes were fixed, their jaws set, determination like stone. And there was nothing he could do to change it. 

Dammit!

He didn’t want Morgan in harm’s way, and didn’t need anything else to worry about when he should be focused only on protecting Winnie. But there was nothing he could do to stop her. No one would hold her back, no matter what he said.

“Good,” Maria said. “That’s settled. Let’s pick the squads we want for this little adventure.”

Victor sat back, listening without interjection, his thoughts constantly cycling back to Morgan and Winnie. 

It seemed so long ago he’d been the one trying to lock Winnie up by using Morgan’s devotion to her father. Now her devotion to Winnie was driving her. It was that commitment to family, including himself, that Victor loved so much. 

The meeting broke and the people dispersed, preparing to leave once the groups were equipped. 

Victor’s B-team would leave first since they had to be in place to infiltrate the capital perimeter once the A-team started their assault on the other side of the city. The A-team would move out about two hours after his and initiate their attack upon arrival. 

He caught up with Morgan as soon as they left the command center. “I’m sorry for what I said back there. I didn’t mean to come off so strong.”

“You’re worried about me, I get it. But you forget that I’m worried about you, too. And Winnie. Do you think you can catch up with her?”

“I hope so. I can sort of sense when she’s in trouble. So I should be able to track her down.”

“Keep her safe, Victor. Promise me.”

“I promise, Morgan. Nothing will happen to Winnie as long as I’m around.”

Victor pulled her into an embrace, tilting her head up to kiss her. “I still have to marry you.”

“You, too.”

They held each other close in the corridor, until the voices down the hall caused them both to pull away.

“See you in the portal room?” 

“I’ll be there,” Morgan said, then turned and walked away towards their room.

Victor watched her go, then headed toward the armory. He would have to load up for this one and wanted the best possible weapons. There was so much to do and so little time. 

And though he didn’t want to consider it, Winnie might already be dead.
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CHAPTER 25




Winnie crouched in some dying shrubs in what used to be a residential neighborhood on the capital’s outskirts, staring across the street and trying to pick up on any signs of movement ahead. 

Everyone was gone. 

Winnie hoped most of the people had fled before Kane started turning them into monsters. Judging by the smears of blood and that every home was totally trashed, it didn’t appear to be the case.

She started to rise when a tiny voice from behind made her jump.

“There are Garbarians in one of those buildings across the street,” Seelie whispered.

Winnie turned to see the fairy hovering just behind her. “What are you doing here, Seelie? Go back.” 

“No one should go on a quest like this alone.” 

Winnie looked back across the street. “How do you know there are Garbarians over there?”

“I can smell them,” Seelie said, wrinkling her nose. “I wouldn’t have said anything if it weren’t for them being there. You’ve been sneaking around quite well without my help.”

“Do you know how many there are?” 

“Not many,” Seelie said, testing the air with a sniff. “Definitely more than one, though.”

Winnie fingered the hilt of Excalibur, thinking. It was better to avoid a quarrel now since she would certainly be facing bigger battles later on. 

“Is there a place we can cross without them seeing?” 

Seelie grinned. “I can scout one out. Wait here.”

The fairy spread her wings and flew down the street, blending into the surrounding plants and darting from one hiding place to the next until Winnie finally lost sight of her.

Winnie was at once annoyed with the fairy and thankful for her presence. She didn’t want her to get hurt, but she was grateful for the company. The last night in hiding had been too long, and at moments, downright terrifying. She hadn’t dared to sleep. All night, she heard the military patrols passing, followed in the earliest dawn by growls and snarls from the Fell beasts nearby. 

While waiting for Seelie’s return, Winnie watched the houses across the street. Eventually a Garbarian shambled out the front door of a house directly across from her. It loped down to the curb and an overturned garbage can. 

The creature sniffed the air in Winnie’s direction then buried itself up to the waist inside the trash. Then it pulled back, holding what looked like the carcass of a cooked turkey. 

Maggots were falling off the leftover meat as the Garbarian gobbled the leftover bird, bones and all. 

A garbled shout sounded from the house and another demon stepped outside. It took one look at the first Garbarian and shouted in the ugliest language that Winnie had ever heard. 

The first Garbarian hunched over his prize, gobbling faster and infuriating the second beast. He charged his companion, bowling him over into the street. 

Rotted turkey and maggots went flying everywhere as the two fell thrashing and snarling to the street, locked in a furious melee. 

Distracted, Winnie missed Seelie’s return. 

The fairy tapped her on the shoulder. 

“What did you find out?” Winnie asked. 

“There’s a spot about three houses down where hedges on either side of the road are growing out to the street,” Seelie pointed over her shoulder. “If you can mask yourself a little, we can cross there. We’ll only be in the open for an instant.”

“I can do that.” Winnie spared a glance toward the fighting Garbarians. They were locked in combat, and weren’t likely to notice her. 

Winnie drew in magic and wrapped a shield of light around herself, hiding herself from view by bending the light around her. The spell worked best if she stood frozen, but it should work with the Garbarians distracted. 

Winnie crouched between bushes, looking toward the open area. Seelie went first then waved for Winnie to follow.

Sparing a final glance at the brawling Garbarians, Winnie darted from her hiding spot and ran across the open space, certain that she would be spotted.

But she wasn’t, and soon she was crouching on the other side behind a new set of shrubs.  

“Now where to?” Seelie asked.

Winnie pointed down the hedge. “We’re heading toward the city center, so that way.” 

That hedge marked the edge of a park area, thick with tall trees and winding paths. Winnie and Seelie made excellent time without running into trouble. The fairy, far better at blending in with her surroundings, took the lead, flying ahead to check for trouble, then waving Winnie forward until they reached the next choke point. 

Winnie ducked at the sound of a vehicle coming down the road. 

Her heart was pounding but she couldn’t yet see it.

Winnie was about to make a run for it when the patrol rounded the corner. 

She froze, hoping her cloak was still working, standing there among a copse of trees, hopefully blending in. 

The truck slowed and then stopped around fifty feet away. 

Four soldiers got out, their rifles pointed outward.

“I swear I saw some movement up ahead near these trees,” said one of the soldiers said, pointing in Winnie’s direction.

“You’re always seeing things, Frank.” 

“It’s probably just more of those monsters, which means we should get out of here.”

“No, I’m serious, I saw a person, running into that clump of trees.” Frank pointed his weapon in front of him, still slowly moving forward. 

If they got any closer, she’d be spotted for sure. Right now, Winnie looked like a small tree trunk, but someone would eventually spot the familiar contours of a person against the background. All it took was looking long enough.

“Wait,” the driver called. “Was it a girl?”

“Might’ve been,” Frank called over his shoulder.

“Get back in the truck, Frank. You haven’t been laid for so long, now you’re seeing women everywhere you look. Remember last week when we followed that damned Garbarian for three blocks before ‘she’ finally turned around?”

“This is different, I swear.” Frank turned to face his comrades. “It’s not fair that you keep bringing that up, Dave. It stopped being funny a while ago.” 

“No it didn’t,” Dave said. “I’ll be telling that story when I’m old and gray, given I live that long. Now, get back into the truck. We’re almost finished and I’m hungry.”

Winnie’s stomach growled. Surely Frank could hear it. 

But he didn’t. 

Instead Frank gave one last look over his shoulder then walked back to the truck.

“That’s a good boy, Frank,” Dave said climbing into the driver’s seat. “Don’t worry, that communications tech over in the headquarters unit’s been eyeing you. Maybe we can get you together so you stop hallucinating the fairer sex.”

The truck doors slammed as the last two soldiers climbed inside. 

Then it pulled away and headed down the street. 

Winnie finally exhaled, watching until the truck was out of sight. She let her cloak slip away and sat on the ground beneath the trees.

“Whew, that was close,” Seelie said, flying up from where she’d been hiding across the street. I thought you were going to wait for me to come back.” 

“I was, but there wasn’t anyone around. I figured I could cross the street safely. Why are there so many patrols?”

“We’re close to the Army here,” Seelie explained. “It’s only a few streets ahead. They’ve dug into a line of buildings stretching both ways as far as I could see.”

“Can we get past them?” 

“Not during the day,” Seelie said. “Even with magic, they’d spot you. They’ve created a broad open area leading up to the line. We’ll have to wait until night, then try to slip by while they’re sleeping.” 

“Then we’d better find someplace to hole up until then. And I need to find some food. I didn’t bring any supplies.”

“At least you have the sword.”

“I can’t eat Excalibur.” 

“I’ll keep my eyes open for some food and a place to hide,” Seelie said. “Come on, it’s clear ahead and there are some homes we can search. Maybe someone left us something to eat.” 

“We can only hope,” Winnie said, her stomach grumbling loud enough to bring the truck back. 

“Wow,” Seelie laughed.

“I know,” Winnie said, only slightly embarrassed. “I’ve always been that way when I get hungry.”

“Well, let’s take care of that or neither of us is going to get any sleep.” 

Winnie smiled and followed the fairy across the road and into the trees. It was almost noon on Winnie’s second day away from the Point.  

Her thoughts turned to Danny. 

He was probably angry with her. They hadn’t gotten along especially well for the last several months, ever since the fighting at Fort Brick. They had changed in so many ways, and seemed to be drifting further apart by the day. 

And Winnie couldn’t tell him what she was doing. He’d have wanted to come along and he didn’t have any magic to help him hide from the monstrosities roaming the outskirts. She was barely making it through; Danny would have never stood a chance. 

Going out on her own was the right thing to do. The only chance they had. She had to confront Kane directly and defeat him.

Seelie approached a nearby home then opened the back door and disappeared inside, leaving Winnie waiting across the street. She returned just moments later, smiling wide and waving Winnie inside. 

Impossibly, the kitchen was pristine. 

She searched the pantry and found a jar of peanut butter and more crackers than she could eat in a sitting. There were plenty of cans, but the food inside them would have to be cooked and Winnie wanted to be cautious about doing anything that might let someone know she was there. 

She grabbed the peanut butter and crackers then sat at a small circular breakfast table. Winnie slathered peanut butter on a cracker, then shoved it into her mouth, closing her eyes as she chewed.

“Is it good?” 

“Wonderful,” Winnie said. 

Her mouth was sticky and dry from the peanut butter so she stood to check the faucet. The water was still running. She bent to drink from the cool flowing water.

“I think we can stay here until night,” Winnie said after satisfying her thirst. “We’ll search the house for anything useful then take turns getting rest.”

Seelie smiled, nodding as they set off to search their unexpected trove of shelter and supplies. They could stay here safely until nightfall. 

It would be good to rest. Relax before charging into the city proper.
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CHAPTER 26




The home turned out to be full of useful items; Winnie opted for a more thorough search after some rest. 

Seelie took the first watch while Winnie sat on a love seat in the living room and closed her eyes. It didn’t take sleep long to find her. Before she knew it, Seelie was tapping her on the shoulder.

“All quiet?” Winnie asked, stretching her arms and trying to wake up for her shift.

“I heard some trucks driving by, but they were already gone by the time I got to the window.”  

“Good. Did you get something to eat?” 

“Yes, that butter of peanuts is good stuff.” Seelie patted her tiny belly. 

Winnie laughed. “Okay. Get some rest. I’ll keep an ear out while I gather some things for our trip.”

Seelie nodded then flew to a pillow on a padded chair and curled up with her wings wrapped around her. The little thing looked like a knickknack.

Winnie took a backpack that she’d found earlier and stuffed it with supplies, starting with the peanut butter and crackers, followed by a quart-sized water bottle from the faucet and anything else she could scrounge from the kitchen. 

A search of the attached garage netted her a small flashlight, a set of spare batteries, and a small folding knife, which she shoved into her pocket.

Winnie wasn’t sure what she would need and what she should grab just in case. So she focused on the basics: food, water, light, and safety. And soon her pack was full. 

Then Winnie settled, staring out at the street, waiting and listening for any sounds of a possible patrol. She checked her watch: three more hours until she woke Seelie and they started to plan a way to get past the military lines waiting just blocks away.




———




Winnie woke with a start. 

It was dark. 

What time is it?

She checked her watch. She heard a noise — a snuffling grunt coming from the kitchen.

Winnie reached down and drew Excalibur as she stood.

The grunting drifted out of the kitchen again, this time followed by the clatter of metal on metal. 

Something had fallen to the floor, probably the peanut butter knife.

Winnie tiptoed to the kitchen doorway then peered around, trying to see in the dark. A huge, hairy shape hovered over the kitchen table. In the dim light coming in the nearby window, she saw a clawed hand dip into the open peanut butter jar, then disappear. 

And again, the snuffling grunts. 

The thing was eating — or inhaling — the peanut butter.

Winnie raised her blade over her head to strike at the dark shape. But she stopped at the sound of additional grunts coming from the garage.

Winnie backed up into the living room and looked around. Seelie was still curled up, asleep on the pillow. Her backpack lay on the floor beside the chair.

She bent down and scooped up the pack, slipping her arms through the straps. Then she picked up the pillow and moved towards the front door. 

There was no way to know if more of the creatures waited outside the house, but Winnie knew she couldn’t stay inside.

Creeping step by step toward the front door, Winnie turned the knob. 

Thankfully, it yawned open without a creak. 

She stepped onto the porch and looked around before moving farther. 

Nothing moved in the dark.

Winnie glanced over her shoulder then darted into the shadows, holding the pillow and the still-sleeping Seelie in front of her.

Ten minutes later, Winnie settled in some shrubs down the street. She set the pillow on the ground and tapped the sleeping fairy.

Seelie’s wings unfolded as she sat up on the pillow, looking around and trying to get her bearings. A soft glow formed around her.

“No, Seelie, don’t light up. It isn’t safe.”

Her glow dampened then disappeared. “Where are we? Why are we outside?” 

“I fell asleep,” Winnie admitted. “Some of Kane’s creatures got into the house. I managed to sneak us out before they found us. We’re down the street about a block away from the house.”

“I’ll check to make sure that no one followed us.” Seelie hovered above the pillow to gather her bearings, then she zipped away, flying back up the street and disappearing into the darkness.

Winnie drew in some magic and held it, ready to release a defensive spell if required.

It was five long minutes before she returned. Winnie heard the soft whirring of Seelie’s wings before she saw the fairy hovering in the darkness beside her.

“We’re safe for now.”

“Good,” Winnie said. “It’s time we get moving. We still need to find a gap in the outer defenses.”

“It’s going to be hard.” Seelie pointed to the south. “Not only are there troops manning the line out there, there are traps everywhere, too.”

“We don’t have a choice. I have to get in there. There must be a gap somewhere. If we’re patient, we’ll find it.”

“Then we need to use the darkness now,” Seelie said. “I’ll lead. You cast your masking spell and follow me.”

“Be careful, Seelie,” Winnie whispered. “I don’t want to lose you.”

Seelie smiled, then turned around and flew to the south. Winnie stood and followed, slinking away under the cover of her masking spell. 

They moved through another few residential streets until they reached a broad open area of demolished homes and buildings. There, across the opening, lay the fortified positions of Kane’s army.

Winnie looked both ways and saw the lane of flattened buildings and open ground stretching as far as she could see. The cleared area was a hundred yards wide. 

A noise to the left. 

Winnie and Seelie pulled back into a basement doorway and crouched. 

After a few moments, a six-soldier patrol walked by, all of them wearing some sort of night-vision goggles. 

Winnie shifted her vision to the magical spectrum and saw a complex charm laid atop the leader’s gear: his goggles were enhanced to recognize any magic in use. 

They waited for the patrol to pass, then came out of hiding and scanned the open ground again. Winnie and Seelie crept back to the edge, still looking for a way across.

Seelie pointed and Winnie saw an opening, maybe an alleyway between buildings on the other side. There was some rubble across the opening, but not too much to scramble over. Guard posts lined either side, each about twenty or thirty feet away. 

Not much of a gap, but it was the only one they could see in this section of the defensive line. If they could make it there unseen, then she and Seelie could slip through. The challenge was getting there.

It would be difficult hiding while crossing that space, even with Winnie’s masking spell in place. She’d either have to move slowly so her mask could cover her, or opt to run at full speed during a moment of distraction. 

Both plans had their problems. 

If Winnie opted for the slow approach and a patrol came along, they would surely spot her. Even if she inverted the flows so the magic was invisible to detection, her mask wasn’t perfect. They’d see her if they got close enough.

Running offered its own challenges. The human eye was drawn to movement. Even if distracted, some guard could catch movement from the corner of his eye and look Winnie’s way. 

She was trying to imagine the best possible distraction when the first explosions ripped through the distance, far to the east.

The night sky was suddenly alive with a massive fireball. 

Winnie watched in wonder as a tiny mushroom cloud bloomed in the distance, illuminated by the red glow of fire beneath and inside it. 

She looked down the recently passed patrol, now standing with their goggles off, staring skyward.

Winnie tapped Seelie on her back and pointed across the gap. 

She didn’t know what those explosions were, but this was their chance.

Winnie crouched down and ran over the uneven terrain, praying she didn’t trip and fall in the darkness. 

Before she knew it, she was scrambling up and over the rubble at the mouth of the alley.

She saw the startled soldier the second he spotted her. 

Winnie reacted without thinking.

Her hand rose to her shoulder, drawing Excalibur.

She swung the enchanted blade downward in a desperate slashing blow. 

The sword crashed into the man’s shoulder and slashed down across his chest. He fell backward with a gasping sigh as his entire chest was laid open by the blade. And then he was silent. 

Winnie choked back a surge of vomit at what she’d done, looking around for a second attacker. She’d killed Kane’s creatures up close with the blade, but never person. Now she’d be seeing that man’s startled expression in nightmares forever. 

Winnie pointed to the opposite end of the alley, then to Seelie. The fairy nodded, flying off towards the end of the tiny street. Winnie held the blade and followed, ready with sword and magic to counter anyone stupid enough to try stopping them. 

At the far end of the alleyway, Seelie paused then waved Winnie forward. She darted across the street to a narrow gap between two buildings on the other side then disappeared into the shadows. 

Winnie could still hear distant explosions, but the soldiers were no longer distracted. They were preparing to take action. Vehicles were roaring to life nearby.

Winnie reached the end of the alley and looked both ways. Soldiers were running around in either direction, but none were coming her way. 

Winnie ran across the street to the gap, turning sideways to fit inside. 

A truck zoomed by a moment after she wormed into the other side. 

“Winnie,” Seelie whispered from behind her. “This passage opens into a backyard and what appears to be several blocks of abandoned residences, all heading in towards the center of the city.”

“Good, let’s go. We can take advantage of the chaos here to get farther inside the city before they start patrolling again.”

More explosions to the east. Winnie caught glimpses of the fires lighting the horizon as she ran from house to house.

That had to be her Dusters. 

Part of her wanted to join the fight, but surely they were there to help her. 

Winnie felt a pang of guilt. She’d forced them into this reckless attack by running off on her own. She forced the emotion down then locked it away. 

No time for that now. Not with a job to do. 

Winnie had to reach Kane. The sooner the better.

With a last glance at the red glow lighting the eastern horizon, Winnie ducked low and ran deeper into the city.
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CHAPTER 27




“Keep firing!” Maria shouted. “We have to pour it on them! Pull as many of the enemy forces here as we can. Then the B-Team can slip through and find Winnie.”

The lieutenant nodded then dashed off to the lines to relay the order.

“I can help,” Elaine said. “Let me pull the elites together for a spell we’ve been working on.”

“What’s it do?” Maria asked.

“It’s a force multiplier, I guess you’d say. It will make our forces seem a LOT larger than they are.”

“That will certainly attract more of the enemy here to counter us. But we’ll also be even more outnumbered.”

Elaine gave Maria a grim smile. “Don’t worry. The elites and I have more than one trick up our sleeves. I promise we can hold them off.”

“I hope you’re right.” Maria turned back to the battle, scanning the lines with her binoculars. 

They’d caught Kane’s troops and Red Legs flat-footed. The enemy was reeling in an uncoordinated reaction to an unexpected attack, and one they likely thought they’d never have to face.

It was Maria’s job to keep them off balance as long as possible. Once the enemy regained their composure, the opposing forces would fight back with interest and the Dusters would be forced back on the defensive.

More explosions erupted across the enemy lines as Dusters magically enhanced mortars fired again. Maria wished for another one of the bunker buster bombs they’d used to initiate the attack. 

They’d only managed to capture one of those during their earlier raid on the military stores. They weren’t that common and she’d been lucky to find the one. 

A bullet ricocheted off a stone wall, passing close to her head. 

She ducked, searching for the source of the shot. “Tris, how much longer until we have a shield over this position?”

“I’m working on it. It’s a lot harder without a perimeter!” Tris was crouched with her techs. Most had their heads down, concentrating on their magic, trying to erect a shield around their forces.

Morgan entered the courtyard, crouched and ran to Maria’s exposed position.

“Get out of here Morgan. You shouldn’t be this close to the front line.” 

“I wanted to tell you that we’ve spread our available supplies to all the units. And we found some enhanced claymore mines in that last armory. Where do you want them?”

That got Maria’s attention. 

“How many did you get?”

“A pallet full. They were at the back of the warehouse. We almost left them behind, but someone on my logistics team made a final check and found them.”

“That’s almost six hundred,” Maria said.

Morgan nodded.

Maria pulled out a map of the capital with their positions sketched in pencil. She stabbed the spot where the enemy had shown the greatest resistance, where the counterattacks were likely to originate. “Put a third of them here, another third on this side of our lines, and keep the rest here in reserve.”

Morgan eyed the map, memorizing Maria’s positions.

“Got it, I’ll make sure they get delivered. Do you have any orders for their use once I drop off the mines?”

“Tell whoever is in command of those sectors to deploy them defensively, and to expect a counterattack.” 

“How soon?” Morgan asked.

“As soon as the leadership wakes up enough to start coordinating their defenses again. So far we’re fighting the nightshift. But the rest of Kane’s forces are waking up and heading down here to see what’s shaking the earth. We get a senior commander on the scene and we can expect a major assault. They’ll want to push us back, and we have to be ready. The claymore mines are a godsend.”

Morgan smiled. “I’m on it. They should be delivered and ready for deployment within the half-hour.”

“Faster if you can,” Maria said. “They’re off balance right now, but that can’t last much longer.”

Morgan sprinted back towards the supply cache and her logistics staff. Maria watched her go and then returned her attention to the fluid lines before her. 

She had held back a quick-reaction team: her best troops, ready to plug any holes in the line. The trick was to spot the break before it happened. Then reinforce it so there weren’t any breaches. 

Duster forces were holding their own, dealing a surprising amount of damage. Most of their opponents had been human, with only a few pockets of Fell beasts, easily flushed with a flurry of bullets. 

Maria was worried what would happen when the first of the chimeras appeared. Even the dragons had trouble killing them, and there weren’t any dragons with them now. 

If Winnie was here, she could have called them. 

But then, that was the point.

Explosions and gunfire just kept getting louder. Surrounding them. Making Maria want to choke. She turned to the nearest tech. “I want a report. Now.” 

The techs turned to the miniature surveillance wall—multiple windows floating in midair to one side, showing muzzle flashes all along the lines and troops advancing on the Duster positions. 

Other surveillance windows showed overhead views of the surrounding area. Other enemy units converging on their position from three sides.

Maria looked for Elaine. She found her and yelled, “How’s that surprise coming? Later might be too late.”

“Cutting it loose now. Anywhere you want us to concentrate?” 

“Come here. Look at the troops approaching our flanks. Can you do something to stop that?”

Elaine walked over and looked at the screens. A wicked smile crawled across her face. She pointed to a cluster of chimeras advancing near a crowd of advancing soldiers. “Let’s start with them.” 

Elaine closed her eyes and whipped her arms around, raising them high above her head. Her brow furrowed. Then she shouted and pointed to the west, toward the advancing chimeras and government soldiers. 

It took a moment, then a round of gunfire rented the air. Explosions followed. 

Looking at the overhead view, she had to double check it was the right one. There, between the chimeras and government troops was a platoon of Dusters firing in opposite directions at the two enemy factions. 

“There aren’t supposed to be any of our troops out there. They’ll get slaughtered, crushed between the two enemies.”

“Don’t worry, Maria.” Elaine’s smile widened. “They aren’t really there. Just keep watching.”

The chimeras turned first, charging the illusion. 

The government followed with bullets. 

And now Maria was smiling, too.

Elaine said, “Those chimeras aren’t going to like that very much, are they?” 

“No they’re not.” Maria pointed to the window.

Bullets sailed through the illusion. They ripped into the chimeras, dropping two like a hiccup. The beasts reared up then charged the mirage, passing right through to the true source of pain. 

The troops realized their error too late—forced into battle against their former allies.

Maria nodded, appraising Elaine with fresh, admiring eyes. 

“You’re a devious one when you want to be.”

“I’m a mother with my daughter in danger out there. I’ll do anything in my power to help her survive.”

“Can you do that again?” 

“All night long,” Elaine pointed to another of the flanking attacks and closed her eyes again, repeating the casting. 

The illusion appeared on-screen, this time with opposing troops opening fire on each other. Commanders called for reinforcements from either side, adding devastating fire to a confusing battle. 

Bullets rained and soldiers fell in procession.

Elaine hadn’t stopped there. All along the enemy line, illusionary attacks popped up between Kane’s forces, causing them to turn and fire on their comrades before they knew what they were doing. 

A young messenger approached with a salute. “Reports are coming in from our front lines: Enemy fire is slackening.”

“Tell everyone to conserve their ammunition. Fire only at confirmed targets. Only shoot back when fired upon. Got it?”

“Hold fire unless fired upon.” The runner saluted, then turned and left.

Elaine kept casting illusions wherever she spied an opening in the enemy forces. Soon, Maria heard explosions far in the distance where there weren’t any Dusters at all. 

Kane’s troops fired all they had at Elaine’s shadows, from here to there and all along the perimeter on this side of the city. They had less than five hundred rebels, but Kane’s commanders would imagine countless thousands assailing the city.

“You’re amazing,” Maria said.

Elaine lowered her arms. Sweat had soaked through her blouse. Hair plastered her head. “I can do more. Just give me a second to rest.”

“Take as long as you need. Kane’s forces will be busy fighting ghosts for a while.” 

Chaos reigned on-screen. A mass of Fell beasts overran a government position, the battle quickly devolving to hand to claw combat. A government mortar barrage wiped out an entire platoon of Kane’s troops. An entire battalion ran right into a quarry. 

Maria called for her comm officer. They would have enough time to bring reinforcements through a new series of portals at this rate. It was time to see who else could help.

“Get me York in New Amsterdam,” Maria said when the officer appeared. 

Maria waited as a window was opened. Then Cleaver York appeared.

“Cleaver,” she said.

“Ms. DeSantos, what an unexpected pleasure … we’re trying to make sense of the news that the capital is under attack. It’s Kane’s news, of course, so who knows what to believe, but—”

“It’s true. We’re—”

Cleaver craned his neck trying to look past Maria for others. “I’m surprised Winnie didn’t think to include us. We’re only a few hours to the north.”

“It happened fast. And we didn’t want word getting out before it was too late.” 

“Word about what?”

“Word about Winnie running off to face Kane on her own,” Maria answered.

“She what?” Cleaver shouted. “I hope you’ve caught up with her?”

Maria shook her head. “She had too big of a head start. We do have a team trying to catch up with her, but I don’t know if they’ll reach her in time.” Maria fixed Cleaver with a firm stare. “We need help, to keep Kane’s forces off balance and looking our way while Winnie sneaks up. We’ve managed to hold off their initial counter-attack and I’ve bought us five or six hours. But how soon can you send us a prayer?”

Cleaver pulled out his phone. “I’ll round up the crew and mobilize the New Amsterdam Volunteers. I’ve got two thousand armed volunteers ready to follow Winnie Durham anywhere. We can get there by daybreak if we’re moving within the hour.”

“That’s good news, Cleaver. Can you also reach out to Sico? See if he can bring what’s left of the Philly Militia?” 

“Already on it. He’ll probably make it there faster than us. He’s been waiting for his chance. What about you? Need anything else?”

“Bring all the weapons and ammo you can carry. This is it. It’s Kane or us, for good.” 

Cleaver shot her a savage grin then laughed aloud. “It’s about time.”

Maria nodded then closed the window. She looked at the screens. 

Apparently, this was it: the beginning of the end.
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CHAPTER 28




Danny and Victor crouched while Garraldi cast his spell, with Frannie and Bullock watching their backs from behind. 

“What’s taking so long?” Victor asked.

“I only heard Cait talk about doing this once,” Garraldi said. “She learned the spell in the military. Even then she only used it once in basic chanter training.”

Danny turned his attention from the darkness to look back at Garraldi. The big man was hunched over, moving his hands in intricate circles. They were counting on this spell to track Winnie once they got on her trail. 

More explosions roared in the distance. Danny wondered how the fighting was going. It had certainly distracted government forces away from their posts on this side of the city. They’d penetrated the defensive perimeter with barely any trouble at all. 

Victor had led them this far using his connection to Winnie. She was somewhere on the western side of the city but that’s all they knew. Victor’s link wasn’t finely tuned enough to track her beyond a general direction. And thus, Garraldi’s spell. 

“I’ve almost got it,” he said. “Just a few more adjustments.” 

Garraldi pulled out a piece of clothing. Danny recognized it as one of Winnie’s tees. He’d retrieved it from their room for exactly this purpose. No one was sure if it would work, but it was the best that they had. 

Garraldi placed the white tank top on the ground and passed his hands over it three times. On the final pass, the shirt burst into flames. 

The sudden light blinded Danny’s vision. He cleared his eyes and the shirt was gone. “What’ve you done? That was the only shirt I brought.”

“It’s how the spell works. I need to concentrate. Don’t bother me.”

He leaned over and blew at the pile of ash laying where the shirt had been. The ashes floated in the air then turned to tiny golden pinpoints of light. 

They fell to the ground then dimmed to darkness again.

“I think that does it,” Garraldi said. “Anyone in our group will now be able to see that faint trail of light, soon as any of us crosses her path.”

“What if someone else comes across the trail?” Danny asked.

“We’re the only ones who can see it, including you and Victor. I modified the spell to account for non-chanters.”

“Technically Victor’s a chanter too,” Danny said.

“I’m not a chanter, Danny,” Victor said, then turned to Garraldi. “You ready?”

Garraldi picked up his rifle and pack. “Ready when you are, Victor. You’re in charge of this little parade.”

“We’ll keep moving toward downtown. We’ll cross her path eventually. I’ll go first, then Garraldi, Danny, Frannie, and Bullock.” Victor looked back to Bullock. “Make sure no one sneaks up on us.”

Bullock nodded. That qualified as conversation for the giant. But what he lacked in verbal skills Bullock made up for in brute strength, in both magic and muscles. 

Victor signaled for the group to move forward. 

Danny turned and dropped into line behind Garraldi. 

Frannie and Bullock followed right behind. 

Danny’s eyes strained in the darkness, trying to see anything that looked like golden dust. He had to pay attention to his footing, trying to stay silent, while searching ahead and to the sides for any sign of Winnie’s passage. 

After moving from building to building for about twenty minutes, Victor raised his hand for a halt. The group moved up and turned outward, all checking different points around their perimeter. 

“Why’d you stop?” Danny whispered, scanning for danger.

“Something’s not right,” Victor said. “Another step and something’s screaming in my head. Garraldi, you see anything?”

“No, but I’m not sure that matters. Frannie, come up here and see if you can spot anything. You’ve got better eyes for hidden magic than the rest of us.”

Frannie slid past Garraldi to crouch beside Victor. Danny glanced over his shoulder to watch. She fluttered her eyes then squinted, peering across the street. “There.” She pointed. “It’s thin, but there’s a line of magic across the center of the next street.” 

“I see … something; I’m not sure what,” Victor said. “It’s hard to focus on.”

“That’s because someone has inverted the magic to hide it,” Frannie said. “I think because it’s Fell, and not native to earth like Fae magic, the inversion doesn’t work as well.”

“What is it?” Danny couldn’t see anything. 

Frannie said, “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s some sort of trap. We’ll keep our eyes open. I’ll bet there are more of them everywhere.”

“Makes sense,” Victor agreed. “Kane’s always been paranoid.” 

“Good catch,” Garraldi said. “Any idea what it does, Frannie?”

Frannie squinted again. She looked left and right at the buildings across the way and pointed at two of them.

“When you cross the magical tripwire, fire shoots from those windows and fills the street with some sort of liquid flame. The magic is alien to me, so I don’t think I could replicate it but that’s what I think it does.”

“What if Winnie stumbles into one of these?” Danny was feeling frantic. “She can’t watch for everything.”

“That’s why we have to keep moving,” Victor said. “I think we know Winnie didn’t come this way. Let’s move to the side, work our way around. If we can’t, I’ll try my dispel powers to remove the trap.”

Everyone nodded. Victor pointed to their left and they all started moving.

Two hundred yards down the road, Victor stopped them. “Frannie, can you see an end to the tripwire?”

“No, it keeps going all the way down this street from what I can tell.”

Victor pursed his lips. “Maybe Winnie found a way across. Or maybe she circled around. We don’t have time to keep looking. Everyone stay here and be prepared to run if this fails.”

Danny crouched and waited. Victor slid the strap to his rifle over his head, rested it on his back, and took a few slow, cautious steps into the street until he was nearly at the center.

Victor knelt down and leaned forward, peering at something on the pavement. He reached out with a hand and made a scrubbing motion in the air above the road, like he was wiping a spill. He stopped, then he reached into his pocket and pulled out some coins. Curiously, he set a pair of coins in the street about two feet apart, then waved the group forward to join him.

Danny moved forward until he was standing next to Victor, just before the midpoint of the street. The others joined them. 

“I’ve dispelled a section of the spell’s effect, I think.” Victor pointed to the two coins. I’ve marked the clear spot here. Walk between those coins. I’ll follow. And be careful. Frannie, you first.”

Frannie nodded. Then she stepped up to the gap between the coins and then across. Garraldi followed, then Bullock. Danny went next, and Victor was last, stopping only to retrieve the coins and return them to his pocket. 

Something loud was approaching from the left. It sounded like a cross between a lion’s roar and a running circular saw. Danny had heard it before, back at Fort Brick. 

Victor pointed to the building in front of them. 

Frannie bounded up the steps and darted inside the front door. 

Danny followed with the others close behind him. 

A firefight would draw attention to their passage, so they had to be careful.

“Assume positions in that room at the windows,” Victor said, bringing up the rear and shutting the door behind him.

The building was divided into apartments. Victor pointed, then Danny opened a door. 

It was already ajar, the interior a mess. Whoever lived here had trashed the place before leaving. Human or monster—who knew. 

He walked up to the first of two windows facing the street and took cover where he could watch the front. Frannie and Garraldi assumed positions by the other window.

“Bullock, check the other rooms. See if there’s another exit,” Victor said, joining Danny by the first window.

Bullock disappeared into another apartment.

Something flashed by outside: Garbarians loping down the street. There were twelve of the poor souls—once people, now monsters living as minions for Kane. They shuffled when they ran, hunched with their massive swaying arms.

The last Garbarian stopped and stared at the street, right where they’d crossed the magical tripwire. He grunted.

The other Garbarians stopped. More grunts, then they were looking around, scanning the buildings on either side.

“Uh oh,” Victor said. 

“Yeah,” Frannie agreed. “We need to get the hell out of here.”

Bullock returned and beckoned. “Come.”

Victor pointed to Danny. “Go.”

Danny hesitated, but the Garbarians outside were already moving towards the buildings in search of intruders. He followed Bullock from the room. Frannie and Garraldi were just behind him, with Victor in the rear.

Bullock led them through a hallway until they got to a kitchen with an open window looking out into a narrow fenced yard. Bullock pointed.

Danny scrambled through. It was a ten foot drop or so behind the building. He landed, moving out of the way to make room for the team. He checked for a gate or some other way out. 

There, in the corner.

Working the latch, Danny opened the gate a crack and checked the alley behind the buildings. Nothing moved. 

He stepped out into the alleyway and scanned both ways, his rifle ready.

Then Frannie and Garraldi were there, crouching in the gravel, waiting for Bullock and Victor. When they finally arrived an eternity later, the two of them were grinning like idiots. 

“What?” Danny asked.

“Bullock wanted to leave our pursuers a gift,” Victor said.

Danny looked behind him, shielding his eyes as the entire building erupted in flames. Fire poured from every window.

From a third floor window, one of the creatures fell to the ground, wreathed in flame, writhing until it lay still forever. 

Danny couldn’t turn away from the dying creature. Something had taken over his body, enjoying the pain and death before it. 

He struggled, wresting control of his body back from whatever held him.

Victor tugged at his arm. “Come on! That’s going to draw attention. We have to keep moving.”

Danny nodded and fell back into line, stunned into silence. 

They still had to find Winnie. 

There was no time to worry about anything else.

Because without them, Winnie was all alone.
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CHAPTER 29




A big building was on fire a few blocks behind Winnie. 

She’d been close enough to hear the eruptions and shattering glass. Now she could see the building’s roof above the nearby apartments. The flames were quickly spreading, jumping from one rooftop to the next. 

“Seelie,” Winnie whispered. 

“We have to be careful, Winnie,” Seelie said, bobbing just above Winnie’s shoulder. “There are more patrols ahead. And I’ve had to disable two more traps. It’s getting harder to do. Each one is worse.”

“Let me look at the next one,” Winnie suggested. “I might be able to help you disable it.” 

The traveled mostly in silence, the fairy flying about twenty yards ahead to scout for traps and patrols. 

Winnie picked her way along carefully. The deeper they went into the city, the worse everything looked. That was strange. The Dusters hadn’t attacked them here—buildings should be more than empty shells and burned out husks. But so many had collapsed, blocking passage in giant, crumbled chunks. More than once, Winnie and Seelie had to backtrack and find a way around. 

Some of the collapsed walls had lines of strange circular marks on the exteriors. When Winnie stopped to examine one, she saw that they had been somehow etched into the brick. 

Something crashed. They spun around and a massive body heaved into view.

“We’re dead if we don’t hide,” Winnie whispered. “That’s a chimera.”

“Over here,” Seelie said, darting beneath a gap in the collapsed wall. 

There was a basement stairwell covered by the section of wall. Winnie fell to all fours then shimmied into the gap and down into the stairwell. 

Turning around, Winnie saw the chimera’s tentacles wrap a nearby building and pull itself toward the rooftop. As it climbed, the tentacles tore at sections of facade with every fresh purchase. 

The chimera reached the rooftop and its bat-like wings flared out and flapped twice before the creature launched itself awkwardly into the air. The flapping wings lifted it skyward, leaving the partially collapsed building behind.

“I think we’ve stumbled into a nesting ground, Seelie We need to get somewhere safer.”

“But it’s the fastest way to downtown. And there aren’t any traps.” 

“Who needs traps when you have chimeras,” Winnie said. “You can hide well enough to make it through. but I’m not tiny. And I can’t fly.”

Seelie looked back out toward the street then back at Winnie. “Follow me. I’ll get us somewhere safer.”

Seelie flew out from their hiding spot and hovered, watching for danger while Winnie moved the sword from her back to climb back through the gap.

She followed the fairy until they reached an area where the buildings were all still standing. Winnie felt her shoulders relax. 

A chimera would be the death of her.

“Stop!” Seelie hissed. “There’s a trap right in front of you.”

Winnie froze, wanting to curse herself.

She’d barely been paying attention. 

Winnie looked down, her eyes in the magical spectrum, and saw a fine web-like network of glowing red lines spread across the sidewalk. The trap stretched up the street for maybe thirty feet, starting inches from her leading foot.

Winnie backed away from the trap area, turning around to scan the area around her. The way back was safe.

“Thank you, Seelie,” Winnie said. “I wasn’t paying attention. We’ll have to go back to the last street and go around.”

Seelie nodded and headed back the way they came.

Then she stopped. And so did Winnie.  

“What is it?” Winnie asked.

“Someone’s coming. A lot of someones. A patrol.”

“Damn,” Winnie said, looking around. “Here, in one of these buildings.” 

She darted up the steps and opened the doors. 

She took a step but her foot found nothing. 

The building had no floor. Or any interior to speak of. It was only a shell. 

A trap. 

She fell about fifteen feet into the basement, into a net stretched across the pit. Its fibers had tiny hooks woven into them. They bit into her flesh and clothes, holding her screaming.  

Seelie flew down to help her. 

Winnie shouted, “No!”

Too late. The second half of the trap had been tripped.

Seelie landed in the first net, sending the second from the ceiling above. 

The heavy netting struck the fairy, dragging her down into the lower net, trapping Seelie a few feet from Winnie. 

An alarm bell screamed from somewhere above them.

Winnie struggled against her bonds, despite the hooks in her flesh. 

She had to reach Excalibur. 

Maybe she could cut them free before the creatures arrived to capture them, or whatever they did when they caught something.

But the more she struggled, the deeper the hooks. 

She finally stopped, exhausted. 

But it was too late. 

The first Garbarian reached the door and looked inside. It vented a terrible, coughing laugh as it pointed at Winnie and Seelie caught in the trap. 

Winnie closed her eyes and wished for a miracle.
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CHAPTER 30




“I found her trail,” Frannie called out.

Victor squinted at the faintly glowing trail ahead and smiled. 

Danny ran forward from behind Victor to stand beside Frannie. Too loudly he said, “Any sign of her?”  asked too loudly.

“Shhhh … ” Victor scanned the surrounding buildings. Close to downtown, structures loomed larger. That meant more hiding places for enemies, more places to get trapped.

“No,” Frannie shook her head. “But that’s the trail so we know—”

“Will you both keep your voices down?” Victor hissed. “And remember where we are.” 

“Sorry,” Danny said. “I was just excited that we finally found her.”

“We haven’t found her. We found her trail.” Victor looked at Frannie. “Any idea of how long ago she came this way?”

Frannie shrugged. “No idea. All I can say for sure is that she walked through here and went that way.” Frannie pointed ahead down the street.

Victor beckoned to Bullock and Garraldi. 

“Alright,” Victor said as they approached. “Keep your eyes open. We’ll be moving faster so that means less time to spot any traps. No time for mistakes. And if you want to still be breathing the next time you see Winnie, then keep your voice down, even if you find something.”

The trail’s glow seemed to wax and wane as they followed it. 

Sometimes the glowing golden motes disappeared and they had to fan out to search until one of them found it. This happened too often at first, and then the frequency felt downright dangerous. 

The farther they traveled after Winnie, the stronger Victor’s feeling of dread. 

If you don’t hurry, then all is lost. 

He couldn’t shake the feeling. 

It was—

Something across the street: a braying klaxon and Danny was shouting. 

Victor spun around. 

Danny was thrashing, knee-deep into the seemingly solid asphalt. 

A series of grunts and hoots rolled through the air. 

Fell denizens roused by the Klaxon and came that way.

Victor ran across the street. Maybe he could dispel the trap before Danny sunk too deep for rescue.

Garraldi and Bullock fired their rifles as the first of the Fell beasts rounded the corner behind them. They dropped the first few but more bounded around and toward the small group of humans.

Frannie ran up and raised her hands high overhead, then she slapped them down on the pavement. 

The ground rippled in a crescent from her blow. 

A tidal wave of asphalt and concrete knocked the monsters from their feet, making it easy enough for Garraldi and Bullock to pick them off while they wobbled, struggling to rise from the undulating waves.

Victor reached Danny, now mid-thigh in asphalt. “Stop struggling. You’re only making it worse.”

Victor had never tried to counter Fell magic directly, and could barely catch a whiff of the spell, but he couldn’t afford to worry. He focused on the pavement, channeled all of the power into his palm, and pressed it onto the road.

He half expected to be pulled in, too, but when his glowing hand touched the asphalt, the klaxon stopped and the thin red lines receded. 

Danny slowly rose. 

More gunfire behind him. The klaxon was dead, but the rifle fire was drawing creatures, too. If they were going to get away, he had to free Danny quickly.

Victor poured everything he had into his palm and watched, heart pounding, as Danny kept slowly ascending until his feet were finally atop the ground with a final, almost deafening POP! 

He fell over backwards and crab-walked away from the trap until he was several yards away.

“Get up, Danny,” Victor said. “We have to get out of here. That gunfire is going to bring everything within a quarter mile right the hell down on us.”

Garraldi and Bullock stopped firing as the final attackers fell.

“This way,” Frannie called, waving her arms. “I think she went over here.”

The other four followed Frannie down a side street and into a small park. When they reached a pavilion in its center, they all crouched in the provided cover, searching for signs of pursuit. 

“I don’t see the trail, Frannie,” Victor said. “Where did she go?”

“I lost it again.” Frannie pointed across the park to a neighborhood full of row houses. “But she was definitely headed that way.”

“Let’s wait a minute; make sure that no one is following us Then we’ll head after her again. I don’t want to catch up with half of Kane’s minions behind us.”

“Agreed,” Garraldi said. “And if your magic works on the Fell magic, which apparently it does since you freed the kid in a minute, maybe you should take the lead from Frannie.”

Victor shook his head. “No, she still has better sight for seeing the traps. Besides, if I miss one and step in it myself, who’s gonna bail me out?”

“Good point,” Garraldi said.

Victor scanned the park and street behind them, but saw nothing.  

“Garraldi, do you or Bullock see any pursuit?” 

“No,” Garraldi replied.

Bullock shook his head.

“Then we move,” Victor said, rising to stand. “Frannie, you’re on point. Then Danny, me, Garraldi, and Bullock.”

The group started off with Frannie in the lead. At the edge of the park, Frannie pointed at the ground and the faint golden motes of Winnie’s trail. Frannie walked faster. 

They jogged along until they reached a residential street. The trail ran halfway down the street before doubling back and heading up the stairs on a nearby building.

Frannie stopped and pointed to where the path doubled back.

“I can see a trap. Winnie must’ve seen it, too. She stopped when—”

Danny was already running. “She could be right over there.” 

“Danny stop!” Victor called out. “Slow down and think!”

Danny either didn’t hear or wasn’t listening. 

He reached the top of the steps and flung open the door. 

Then he was windmilling, about to fall.

Danny caught himself against the doorframe, barely. “There’s no floor in here, just a pit,” he called out. 

The others ran over to join him. Victor looked past Danny, up at the open shell of a building, then back at the street. 

“That’s not the trap,” Victor said, pointing to the street. “That’s meant to lure someone into this building. The trap is in here. See the attachment points on the walls around the pit? They had a tarp or net or something to catch whoever ran inside. There’s a set of similar attachments above as well. I think that’s rigged to drop something on whoever falls inside.”

“Where’s Winnie, then?” Danny asked.

“She must’ve fallen inside. But look.” Frannie pointed into the pit. 

Victor looked down. And there it was: an exit, crudely dug in the corner. The passage appeared to slope down, to the city’s sewers or maybe a subway tunnel.

“I can see a faint trail heading through that passage,” Frannie said. “Whoever took Winnie must have gone that way after they caught her.”

Danny started to climb down. Victor reached out to grab him. 

“Stop. We do this wrong and they kill her soon as we’re down there. Think, Danny.”

Danny swallowed and nodded. “You think she’s still alive?” 

“Why move her if she was dead?” Victor kept the less positive answers to himself. 

“She’s alive or there wouldn’t be a trail,” Garraldi said. “It’s tracking her life force.”

“Alright,” Victor said. “So how do we go in there after her?” 

Fannie pointed to Bullock. “He’s the best at cloaking himself. Only Winnie is better.”

Victor looked at the large man. “You up for scouting our path?”

Bullock nodded.

“Then it’s Bullock, Frannie, and me, then Danny and Garraldi. Sound good?”

Everyone nodded.

Victor looked over the edge and into the building’s shell. The foundation’s sides were smooth. The descent would be tricky, at least without someone getting hurt. The last thing they needed was a broken ankle among them.

“Ideas on getting down safely?” Victor asked.

“Lower me down as far as you can and I’ll drop the rest of the way,” Frannie said. “Then Danny. He’s the next lightest. We can help the rest of you drop safely once you lower yourselves over the edge.”

Victor wished they had a line of some kind. But unfortunately, this was their best option. His connection to Winnie had tinned, enough to make him wonder if they were already too late. 

Victor nodded. Frannie sat on the edge of the pit and turned to lower herself over the edge. Bullock and Garraldi each lay on the edge, grasping hands with Frannie, extending their arms down as far as they could go.

Frannie dangled about eight feet above the floor. “Drop me, I’ve got this,” she whispered.

“On three,” Garraldi said. “One, two, three.”

The men released their hold on Frannie and she dropped to the floor. 

Frannie fell to her hands and knees, then a few seconds later, she stood and waved.

“I’m fine. Send Danny down.”

Danny came next, and then they were both below, helping to break the others’ falls. Once they were all safely on the ground, Victor led them toward the passageway. 

But they were stopped by a series of guttural shouts above them. 

Victor looked up and had to muffle his own cry.

A group of fifteen winged beasts the size of large dogs were perched around the building’s shell. The largest of them yelped, pointing down at the cornered group. 

“Run,” Victor hissed. “It’s a trap!” 

But it was too late. The beasts screamed then dove as one.
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CHAPTER 31




The pack of flying-dog creatures dove towards them, jaws wide, exposing vicious sets of long, pointed teeth set in a double row lining their mouths. Their wings were feathered and raggedy like a buzzard’s, with hook-like talons extending from the edge of each wing.

Victor brought his rifle to bear on the first of the beasts approaching from above. He fired a burst but missed when he ducked to avoid the snapping, gnashing teeth.

He heard gunshots to his left and right as the others fired wildly at their attackers. All except Bullock, who reached up and pulled one of the beasts into a bear hug. Holding the dog-buzzard with one arm, he reached up with the other and snapped the creature’s neck with a single twisting yank at its muzzle. 

Guns were useless for the most part. Frannie was the first to use magic, summoning a burst of white-hot plasma and releasing it at one of the creatures.

The beast burst into a plummeting ball of fire and fell to the floor. 

Frannie turned her attacks on others as they flew past her.

Several of the creatures started barking. They were coordinating their efforts by focusing on Frannie—using her magic bolts to drop attackers in a row.

“Keep that up, Frannie! It’s working. We’ll cover you!” Victor waved the others to form a circle around her while she continued to pick off the swooping dog-buzzards one by one.

Garraldi and Bullock fired magic at the creatures, but they lacked Frannie’s finesse and accuracy, making them only marginally successful.

Danny had resorted to firing his rifle in short three-round bursts at anything moving above them.

Victor thumbed the selector to the same setting on his rifle, started doing the same, and was rewarded with a hit on the next pass. 

More dog-buzzards joined the attack. While the team had managed to kill or injure nearly a dozen of the beasts, twice that number had taken their place.

“We have to try something else!” Garraldi called. “I’ve got an idea, but you’ll need to cover me and Bullock. We’ll try to raise a shield to keep them away.”

Victor nodded and locked in on his target.

The dog-buzzards doubled their efforts to get at the humans below. 

One of the beasts latched its jaws onto Frannie’s arm. She screamed like the skull was being ripped from her head as it dragged her down to the ground.

Danny dropped his empty rifle, pulled out his pistol, and fired five rounds point-blank into the dog-buzzard’s skull. 

A series of frustrated screeches and howls turned Victor’s eyes to the sky. The creatures were striking the invisible barrier and yelping with frustration. 

But those yelps were drawing more of their kind. 

“We can’t keep this up,” Garraldi grunted, out of breath. 

“Can you move while you hold it?” Victor asked. 

“I think so,” Garraldi said. “But we need to hurry, and I can’t go fast.”

“Just hold them until we make it to the passage. Then we can collapse it behind us. Danny, help Frannie make it to the passage, then bandage that arm. We’re right behind you.”

Danny holstered his pistol and helped Frannie to stand. She cradled her bleeding arm close to her body as she and Danny moved toward the entrance.

Victor walked backward, keeping his rifle trained upwards just in case one of the beasts broke through the shield. They were diving in a succession of blows, talons and teeth gnashing the invisible barrier with every pass.

Garraldi and Bullock backed into the opening, side by side, and blocked the opening. 

Victor pulled off his pack and dug inside until he found the door-breaching charges. He had an unconventional idea for their use.

This passage was supported by a timber frame holding the dirt and rock in place. If he could place the charges on a few of those key supports, it should trigger a cave-in and block the way for their pursuers. 

Once he had the charges in place, Victor shouted at Garraldi and Bullock. “Give the things a push away from the entrance, then turn around and run past me. Fast as you can.”

The chanters reached out, manipulating the shield enough to deliver an invisible blow to the creatures behind it. 

Then they dropped their arms and ran past Victor. He turned to follow, holding the remote detonator behind him and pressing the button with his thumb as he ran.

The resulting explosion knocked him from his feet and hurled him into a cloud of vaporized dirt.

He lay still, clearing his head. Then Victor rolled over and looked back up the passage. Dust cleared, revealing a pile of dirt and rock where the passage had been. 

“I sure hope there’s another way out,” Danny said.

Victor started walking. “Not like we had a choice. It was do that or have them chasing us all the way down to wherever Winnie is.”

“I wasn’t complaining, just making an observation.” Danny went back to wrapping a bandage around Frannie’s arm while she continued to wince. 

“How bad is it?” Victor asked.

“I’m no mender. She’s going to need stitches eventually, but I stopped the bleeding for now.”

“Good,” Victor said. “Frannie, can you still cast with your arm like that? We might need your skills again soon.” 

“I’ll do what needs to be done.”

“Then we’d better hurry on down,” Victor said. “See what’s on the other end. Bullock, Frannie—same plan as before. You two cloak up and take the lead. We’ll follow.”

Frannie and Bullock nodded and started to the front. They cast their cloak spells and faded from view. He could still see they were there from the corner of his eye. When he looked right at them, the air shimmered, like heated air rising from baking pavement.

The two blurry shapes moved down the passage. About ten feet away, Victor could no longer see them in the darkness. He turned on his tactical flashlight to its dimmest setting and started behind them, followed by Danny, with Garraldi taking the rear.

He walked faster, thinking of Winnie, and praying that they weren’t too late.
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CHAPTER 32




Maria squeezed both triggers, alternately firing her dual pistols. 

The charging Garbarian crumpled to the ground. So did the one behind it. 

Her pistols locked open with the slides back, now empty. She ejected the magazines and loaded another two in rapid succession.

“Push them back and finish them,” she shouted to the command unit. 

They were still recovering from the surprise attack—a mass of Garbarians crawling out of every manhole cover in sight. 

Nearby, a young Duster comm tech wrestled herself out from under a Garbarian body and retrieved a fallen rifle to fire into the mass of rapidly approaching creatures. Some Dusters were recovering from the initial attack, but others—too many—were down and not getting up. 

Maria aimed more carefully this time and started taking head shots. She dropped fifteen more with well-timed taps to their sloped foreheads. 

That broke enemy momentum long enough for the remainder of Maria’s command team to gather their wits and return fire like the soldiers they were.

It took several minutes but they eventually managed to hunt down every creature in the area and finish it off.

“Get the comm windows back open!” Maria shouted. “I need to know what’s happening.”

Elaine’s mirroring spells had worked for several hours longer than expected. But the new day’s sun had sapped the spells’ power. Kane’s forces redirected their efforts to a concentrated attack on the Dusters’ true positions. 

Luckily, Cleaver York arrived with nearly fifteen hundred fresh volunteers. Maria used them to bolster the line while she and Elaine worked on a new strategy to vanquish their enemy. That was when the counterattack spilled from the sewers.

Maria needed to know if the attack had caused enough damage to shift her forces around and compensate for any holes in the line.

As unwounded techs returned to their positions, the comm windows opened and Maria could view the battlefield in real time.  Fortunately, the surprise attack had failed to hurt them badly enough to require any on-the-fly decisions. 

“Maria,” Elaine called. “Any word from the B-Team?”

“No, and they should have checked in by now.”

“I understand,” Elaine said, deflating a bit at the news. 

“Don’t lose hope. If anyone can catch up to Winnie and give her a hand, it’s Victor. But we have to keep pressing, keep the enemy occupied.”

Elaine looked around at the monitoring screens and laughed.  “I think you managed that much. We have to be facing all of Kane’s available forces by now.”

Maria pointed at two separate spots on-screen. “We’ve lost the most people in those two areas. That was where the chimeras attacked. We lost almost fifty troopers putting the first one down. Your elites were lucky with the other one.”

“I don’t think Kane has that many to spare,” Elaine said. “They’re spread out into the countryside, fighting the dragons.” 

Maria said, “If we could call the dragons back here while the chimeras are away, we could overwhelm Kane’s defenses.”

“What if … ” Elaine tapped her chin. “What if we concentrated everything we have, here at the center of our line. We pushed forward, folding the line back like a spring until it formed an arrow. Wouldn’t that give us a chance to break through and drive towards downtown?”

“Hmmm,” Maria mused, looking over the screen and thinking about the proposal. “That might work. It’s risky, though. If they realize what we’re doing and counterattack against either of the two arms of the arrow, they could get behind the lead attack group and hit them from their rear.”

“Well, then, we’ll just have to make sure that doesn’t happen,” Elaine said. “Look, I can put my remaining chanter elites here and here,” Elaine pointed to the overhead view. From there, they can support the flanks in case of attack while we push forward at the center. Nothing will break through and I’ll stay close by to bolster anything that needs assistance.”

“I can’t think of anything else to do,” Maria said. “I’m about out of tricks on my end. Give me a half hour to put a few things in place at the center of the line then we’ll start the attack. It’s so crazy, they might not expect it at all. They’ve got us pretty well outnumbered right now. I figure their commander is expecting us to fold at any minute.”

“A half hour it is,” Elaine said, checking her watch. “I’ll be ready when you give the signal.”

Maria called for her runners. She gave each one a written order for a specific part of the line on both sides of the center. By the time the last one left, there were fifteen minutes left before the attack.

“I’m going to the center of the line,” Maria told a group of comm techs. “Close shop here and join me there once we start moving. Stay close so we don’t leave anyone behind. We can’t come back for anyone.”

Maria gave one last look around and then headed for the front. It was time to give the B-Team one last boost while they found Winnie and brought her back. 

She prayed that they made it in time.
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CHAPTER 33




Winnie had stopped trying to free herself. The barbs bound her to the net. Movement was an exercise in searing pain across her body. She’d need a blade to free herself, but the sword on her back was as trapped as she was. 

She opened her eyes and looked at her captors from where they’d left her trussed up on the ground. The tiny creatures were about three feet tall with long sinuous tails. They were covered in fur but stood on hind legs like a person and looked like a cross between a short man and a sewer rat. Maybe that was what they were. Kane’s Fell magic had transformed so many people into beasts, why not beasts into people?

The rat creatures had taken the netting down and carried her away. She hadn’t seen much on the journey but remembered a long rough passage carved in the earth and supported by timbers. 

The dirt passage opened up after a while into finished concrete tunnels—a subway or sewer. Water was rushing nearby. And the stench was almost worse than the pain, so a sewer was likely. 

They brought her into a room that flickered with firelight. The walls were lined with rags and bedding. This must be their lair.

Winnie tried again to draw in some magic, but one of the rats raised a club and clouted her over the head. The blow made her stars. She nearly blacked out. And lost all contact with the flows she’d been drawing into herself. 

Opening her eyes again, Winnie stared at the rat. It met her gaze, then surprised her by speaking in a guttural growl. “No magic.”

She wondered how they had known. Could they see and use magic, too? 

“Please, let me go, I didn’t mean to intrude on your property.”

“No. You ours,” said the rat beast. 

“I’m not yours,” Winnie said. 

“Others gave you to us. Others chased you into trap.” The rat pointed his club at the ceiling.

“I’m just trying to get downtown. I have something important for Director Kane.”

The rat people became agitated. They started speaking and growling, muttering as they pointed makeshift spears and clubs at Winnie. 

Several advanced, poking her with their weapons. 

Winnie could swear that she heard the word Kane in their grumbles. 

The club wielding rat asked raised his weapon. “You friend of Kane?” 

She swallowed hard and rolled the dice on honesty. “I am Kane’s sworn enemy, Winnie Durham. We will battle this day to end our war in the lands above.”

“You lie,” said the rat. “Kane control everything above. We control below.” 

He raised his club to strike her. 

“I swear I’m not lying,” Winnie said, her voice a trembling whisper, right at the bleeding edge of frantic. “I must fight Kane to win the lands above. He called me to fight him.”

Another round of discussion twittered among the rats. More of their strange language. More of their threatening gestures. 

The club-wielding rat pushed them back away from her, yelling.

The other rats fell silent, then the whole group walked away and formed a circle around the fire. The club-wielder continued to stand.

Some were nodding along with his arguments. Many others continued to gesture at Winnie, shouting what sounded like threats to her human ears. 

The arguments volleyed a while.  At one point, her captor’s arguments paused while they prepared a meal, then feasted. What they cooked, she didn’t know. Nor did she want to, despite her watering mouth. 

Eventually, she dozed off. Her sleep was fitful. 

Then she was jolted awake by more shouting. 

Her body jerked as she tried to break free again, waking up unsure of her surroundings. The barbs in her skin reminded her and she forced herself to lie still.

The rat people had finished their meal and were back to discussing her. Again, several were pointing. 

After a few more minutes of guttural exchanges, the leader nodded and walked back over to Winnie.  “We decide. We take you. Offer sacrifice to Kane’s pit.”

“No. You have to let me go. I will fight Kane for you.”

The leader gestured around with his club. “This already belong to us. We need no more. We give you to Kane’s pit. Kane decide.”

Winnie winced as the other rats piled around her and lifted her up. 

More pain. They carried her off to another passage dug into the lair’s concrete wall. She wondered where Seelie was and whether she’d managed to find anyone who could help her. 

But probably not.

Because how would anyone know where to look? 











[image: Image]




CHAPTER 34




Victor’s thighs were burning, but still he crouched, and pushed himself through the tunnel. The passage from the trap above had thinned so much that the five of them were now single file. 

It was hardest on Bullock and Garraldi. Half the time they had to turn sideways just to get their shoulders through.

Bullock cursed and grunted behind him, bumping his head on the ceiling again. “We’re almost to the end,” Victor said. “The passage opens ahead.”

“I need to get out of here,” Garraldi said. “This place is a coffin.” 

“Hang in there big guy,” Frannie said from the front. “We’re almost there.”

Frannie wasn’t wrong. The tunnel yawned into a large concrete-lined sewer chamber. 

Victor stepped out and stood to his full height, then looked around. The chamber was clearly being used by someone—or maybe a group of people or creatures—as a camp. 

“Winnie was definitely here,” Frannie called from across the room.

Victor followed the pool of glittering motes. Now there was a cluster, all in one place but heading in two directions. One went back to the passage. The other led to a small tunnel in the opposite wall.

“What do you think?” Victor asked.

“That they’re carrying or leading her and she sat or was laid down here for a while.” Garraldi pointed to the motes. 

“Then where is she?” Danny was frantic. 

Danny couldn’t see the trail. Before Victor could answer, he heard a familiar voice from across the room.

“They took her as a sacrifice to Kane,” Seelie said. 

The fairy appeared in front of the new tunnel.

“Seelie … ” Victor said. “You’ve seen Winnie?”

She nodded. “It hasn’t been that long since they left. I escaped, but Winnie was caught. I’ve been following in secret since they took her.”

“How long ago?” Danny spun around to face the team. “We have to catch them.”

“We’ll get to her, Danny. But we can’t rush in without knowing what we’re going to face. We’ll never rescue her if we all die trying to get there.”

“Garraldi’s right,” Victor said. “Let’s listen to Seelie, take whatever she can tell us about her captors, and plan an intelligent rescue. 

Danny shoulders sank. He nodded but his eyes kept drifting to the chamber’s open mouth. 

Seelie fluttered over to Victor and started spilling her words so fast that he couldn’t make sense of a thing. She told him about sewer rats changing to rat men. She told them about Winnie getting trapped. She told them about the plan to take her to the Fell chasm via an underground route to sacrifice her.

“Slow down,” Victor said, raising his hands, palms out. “Tell me how many there are and what kind of weapons they have.”

“There are about thirty,” Seelie said, out of breath. “They have sharp sticks and rusty knives.”

“It’s enough to kill Winnie,” Garraldi said. “We need an open space. If we catch them in a narrow passage, we won’t be able to fire without a risk to Winnie.”

“Bullock,” Victor said, “Can you mask us all if you’re the first one down the passage? Make it look like the tunnel is empty while we sneak up behind them?”

Bullock thought, then slowly nodded.

“Alright,” Victor said. “Bullock will take the lead with Seelie. She can fly as a scout without being seen. Then me, Garraldi, Danny and Frannie. You two at the back will need to make sure none of these rat-things sneak up from behind. Got that?” 

Frannie grinned. “I can leave a few surprises along our back trail to catch any pursuers by surprise.” 

“Good,” Victor said. “Danny, you watch her back. Make sure she has whatever she needs to keep us alive.”

Danny didn’t answer. He seemed distracted, staring at the new hole as if it were home.

“Danny, did you hear me? You have to cover Frannie, watch her—”

“Yeah, what? Sorry. I was thinking about Winnie. Yeah, cover Frannie. I got it.”

Victor fixed Danny with a stare. Something was wrong, and he wasn’t just “thinking about Winnie.” But he couldn’t deal with that now. He held the stare one second longer, then turned to the team. 

“Let’s get moving,” he said. 

Bullock jogged across the chamber and crouched to enter the tunnel. He waved his hands to enact the masking spell, then awkwardly moved his bulky form forward, hunched as he shuffled forward and out of sight. 

Seelie squirmed by to scout ahead.

Victor stooped over and ducked into the low-ceilinged passage. Garraldi grunted, cursing under his breath as he bent himself in half to follow. 

The going was slow, like passing melons through a hose. Victor could only hope the need to carry Winnie was slowing the rat men as well. 

It had been thirty minutes of molasses when Seelie returned. Bullock turned his bulky frame in the tunnel to allow room for Victor see past him to the fairy.

Seelie said, “They’re not too far ahead. Almost to the opening. I sense fresher air flowing in from somewhere ahead.”

“We’ll have to move fast,” Victor whispered. “Bullock, you’re the lead, so you’ll need to reach Winnie first. Frannie will help you. Keep Winnie shielded while Danny works to free her. Garraldi and I will engage the rat men once we’re clear of the tunnel.” 

Victor started walking and the rest of them followed behind. He perked his ears for any telltale sound, but his own group was making too much noise. 

Daylight glowed ahead—they were nearing the end of the tunnel. Guttural growling drifted down the passage in almost a chant. The rat men were around the final bend. 

Bullock moved faster, surprisingly agile in the confined space, then turned the corner and shouted in surprise. 

Victor pushed himself forward, wanting to see what Bullock had already seen, scraping his head and shoulders on the rocky roof before finally bursting out onto a broad ledge. It was about a hundred yards long, with an immense open chasm on one side and a jagged cliff face rising up on the other. 

Bullock charged a group of rat men, bowling them over as he ran. 

Victor leveled his weapon and opened fire on another tightly packed group. 

He hit a few. The rest scattered and charged with bellows of rage.

A spear bounced off of Victor’s body armor, tearing his tunic. 

Garraldi joined him, and the pair opened fire on the surge. 

The rat men kept running, dodging and weaving until Victor’s and Garraldi’s rifles were empty. 

 Garraldi pushed out with both hands—shouting as he did—and turned the shimmering air into flames. Then he pushed the burning wall forward, swallowing a group of advancing rat men who cried out as their fur caught fire. 

Victor fired through the flames, felling another few. He glanced over his shoulder—Danny was hunched over something on the ground. It had to be Winnie. Frannie and Bullock were there as well, barely holding a smaller group of rat men at bay.

Victor turned to Garraldi. “Can you hold the main group here?”

“I got it,” he said. “Go help the others.”

Victor nodded then ran toward Winnie. He found her with Frannie and Bullock standing guard, cursing as Danny pulled the barbs from her body. 

“Slow down, dammit! You’re ripping open my skin.”

Danny ignored her, and kept pulling. 

Victor reloaded, took down a few more rat men, and looked around. Bullock dropped one of the beasts onto the ground, throttled with his bare hands.

The creatures on this side of Garraldi’s wall were all gone. But there were still more on the other side, chucking spears through the flames, aimed at the caster.

“Help Garraldi! Run the rest of those things off!” Victor ordered. Then he kneeled down to help Danny with the tricky work of freeing Winnie. 

She was covered in cuts by the time they managed to free her. She stood, drew Excalibur, and turned toward the rat men, fury in her eyes. Victor rushed to stand in her way. 

“The others can handle this, Winnie. We need to dress your wounds.”

“I’m fine, Victor,” Winnie said, pushing past him. “But they won’t be!”

Victor looked behind him. Garraldi, Bullock, and Frannie were nudging the remaining attackers back towards their tunnel entrance.

“It’s over, Winnie. You need to let us check you over,” Victor said, offering her his canteen. “Sit down and have some water.” 

Winnie tilted her head back and gulped without pause. She sank to her knees, then backward onto her butt. Her head fell forward. 

Danny pulled her sobbing body close, holding her close while the emotion of her rescue and near death spilled from her pores. 

Victor turned away then checked on the others. 

Garraldi was watching the tunnel entrance with Bullock, making sure that the rat men wouldn’t be returning while Frannie tended a gash on his shoulder.

“We got her,” Garraldi said.

“Now we need to figure out what’s next.” Victor pointed down the tunnel. “Do you think they’ll come back?”

“I doubt it,” Frannie said. “They were running hard once they broke ranks. It’ll be a while if they do.” 

“Finish patching Garraldi up while Bullock watches the entrance,” Victor said. “Danny is tending to Winnie right now. Once we’re all patched up enough to assess the situation, we’ll contact the others.”

Bullock nodded. 

Winnie was rescued, but they were still miles from safe. 
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CHAPTER 35




Winnie took another deep breath and tried to regain control of herself. 

The whole ordeal with the rat men had been overwhelming and she was ashamed of her teary reaction in front of Danny, Victor, and the others.

“I’m supposed to be a hero, and here I am blubbering like a fool.” 

Danny said nothing. So she looked up and saw him staring blankly out at the far wall. She shoved him hard. 

“You care enough to find me, but not enough to hear me, is that it?”

Danny looked shocked. “I’m sorry, Win. I’ve been feeling sort of strange for the last several hours. I’m glad that we found you, but now we need to get you out of here. Coming here alone was crazy.” 

“It’s not crazy, Danny. It’s what I have to do. We can’t fight a war of attrition with Kane. He can always summon more creatures. I’ve called all the dragons. There are no more once these are gone. I have to face Kane and defeat him. We’ll never be stronger than we are right now.” Winnie gestured to the rest of their rescue party. “We have a better chance with all five us hitting him now than I ever did alone.” 

“It’s not just us five. The whole Duster army is here. Maria, your mom, and the rest of the chanter elites—they attacked Kane’s forces so we could follow you.”

Winnie processed this new information. If everyone was here, maybe they could do even more damage, make it easier for her to take on Kane when the time came. 

“Bullock helped Garraldi seal off the tunnel with a temporary wall of fire,” Victor said without preamble as he came up to join them. “Frannie spotted a narrow pathway that looks like it leads to the surface. We can leave the city as soon as you feel up to it.”

“We’re not leaving the city,” Winnie said, more determined than ever. “We’re here for a reason. We made it. Now let’s take the fight to Kane.”

“We’re not going to let you face Kane all by yourself,” Victor argued. “That’s why we came after you.”

Winnie shook her head. “It’s no use Victor. My mind’s made up. We need to finish this before Kane destroys the world. Call the others. I have an idea.”

Victor opened his mouth to argue, but stopped when he saw her determined eyes. He turned and called for the others to join them. Seelie settled on Winnie’s shoulder. She smiled for the first time in a long while, feeling the tiny arms hugging her neck.

Once everyone was gathered, Winnie outlined her plan. 

“We have to contact the others. Victor, can you guys do that?” 

“Frannie thinks she can open a small window from here to wherever Parnell is. If that works, then we can speak with Maria, figure out the state of her situation and forces.” 

Explosions were renting the air to the east. She licked her lips and looked nervously around, then kept going.

“We’ll need to see if they can help us. If not, then the six of us—seven with Seelie—will proceed on our own and do the best we can.”

Frannie nodded. She closed her eyes, drawing in what little Fae power might still be around her. It had to be difficult so close to the Fell chasm and Kane’s center of power.

After a few minutes of false starts, a small window about a foot and a half wide opened before them. Parnell’s familiar face was peering back. The background was buzzing with people running hither and yon, many shouting.

“Frannie! You’re a sight for sore eyes.” Parnell looked past her to Winnie and the others. “I see you found our errant leader. When are you planning on breaking out? I’ll let Maria know so we can coordinate our attacks to free you.”

“We’re not breaking out, Parnell,” Winnie said, leaning into the view. “I need you all to break in.”

“That won’t be easy,” Parnell said. “We’ve stirred up quite a hornet’s nest here and … well, the bees aren’t happy.”

“Where’s Maria?” Winnie asked. 

“Not far. Let’s see what we can do.” Parnell stood and moved through what appeared to be fresh rubble from yet another terrible battle. He kept walking until Winnie saw a familiar group in the distance—command techs who maintained the view screens at Promise Point. 

“Winnie?” Elaine called out, running to meet Parnell. “You’re safe!” 

“Hi, Mom,” Winnie said, feeling a little like she’d been caught after curfew. “I’m sorry I worried you. We can talk about it later. But right now I need Maria.”

“She’s right over here.” Elaine called to someone off-screen, then a few seconds later, Maria DeSantos’s face appeared in the window. 

“Thanks for sending help,” Winnie said. “Turns out I needed it.”

“Don’t thank me. It was all Victor and Danny.” 

“We’ve made it to downtown, in the Fell chasm itself if you can see what’s around me. It doesn’t make sense to squander our opportunity. If we can strike hard enough at Kane right here and now, we can end this war for good.”

“That’s a big if,” Maria said.

“Do you think you can get downtown?”

Maria considered, then said, “Maybe. The chanter elites and your mother have all been working overtime but if they’ve any juice left and Cleaver’s volunteers from New Amsterdam are as ready for a fight as he says that they are, then we should be able to break through the cordon.”

“Cleaver’s there?” Winnie couldn’t believe that they’d gathered so many troops in such a short time.

“Cleaver and Colton are here with a contingent of volunteers armed to the teeth. If you can give us an hour, we’ll start the attack. I think we can push through to where you are in two or three hours.”

“That’ll work. I’ll call the remaining dragons to converge on the city, then start fighting to clear the way. That should speed things up. Once you’ve broken the line and your forces are driving through, contact us through Frannie.”

“Got it, boss,” Maria said. Then she turned and started barking orders before the window closed. 

She turned to Victor. Her protector was fuming. 

“It has to be this way,” she said. 

“I’m not arguing that basic fact, Winnie. But why don’t you fill me in on the whole plan. Including the part you didn’t bother to tell Maria.”

“What’s he talking about?” Danny asked.

“No one can take on Kane and his chimeras but me and the dragons,” Winnie said to Victor, ignoring Danny. I realize that now. Only me and Excalibur can win this war. It was always supposed to be that way. Everything else is just a means to bring us together.”

“That’s a fatalistic view of the world,” Victor said.

“Maybe, but it’s true.” Winnie stood, walked to the edge of the chasm, and looked up at the orange, dust-ridden sky. “We’ve been on a collision course since the beginning.”

Danny said, “Don’t you think you’re pressing your luck? This is the third time you’ll be facing him. It might be the time that he finally kills you.”

“Or I kill him. I’m better prepared than I was before. I’ve drawn the sword from the stone. I command the dragons. I’m supposed to restore magic to its rightful balance, and therefore heal the world.”

Victor looked almost hostile. “So we’re supposed to stand by and watch you take all the risks?” 

“There’s plenty of risk to go around. I need you to do what the Lady asked you to do, Victor. Be my protector. You’re not supposed to stop me from risking my life as I see fit, you’re supposed to watch my back while I fight.” She met his level gaze. “Can you do that, Victor?”

He paused, then nodded. “I can. We all can.”

She turned to Danny. He was staring off across the chasm again. 

What is he doing?

“Danny?” Winnie said, trying to get his attention.

“What?” He seemed more than distracted, Danny seemed like he was barely even there. It took him a moment, but then he cleared his throat and said, “I hate it when you put yourself in danger, but I know better than to try to stop you.” 

“Well then,” she said, not knowing what to make of Danny’s mood. “Gather around and I’ll tell you how this is going to work.”
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CHAPTER 36




Maria ducked behind a partially collapsed brick wall as a flurry of shots riddled her position. She waited until they stopped, then popped up with a pistol in each hand and fired a series of double taps that took out the government squad attacking from the other side of the alley. 

The fighting was house to house. 

The Dusters were determined to break through to Winnie and the government troops were equally determined to keep them out of the city. 

Maria loaded fresh clips in her twin automatics, spinning around toward the footsteps behind her. 

Cleaver York. 

The New Amsterdam Sable boss ran up carrying a bat and grinning ear to ear. “This is my kind of fight.”

“Then you’re a madman,” Maria said. “How does it look over on the left flank?”

“We’re pushing them back. Elaine showed some of my more powerful chanters a few of her newest tricks. I think we’re close to breaking through.”

“Push half of your forces downtown to rendezvous with Winnie. Use the others to help us clear out the resistance here.”

Cleaver looked around. “Are you alone? Where’s your command staff?”

“Around here somewhere. A counterattack broke through. We were forced to split up. I was about to go find them when you showed up.”

“Bullshit,” Cleaver said, laughing aloud. “You were looking for another fight. You’re tired of running things from behind the lines.”

“That may be true, but I’m looking for my command team. Someone has to coordinate this mess. I don’t know exactly what Winnie has in mind, but I hope she pulls it together soon. We can drive to her, but we’ll be cut off from any means of getting out the way we came.”

“Trust the girl. She has a way of getting through, even when everything looks hopeless.”

“I trust her, Cleaver. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”

A squad of Dusters approached their position. 

The sergeant saluted. “Captain DeSantos, the command platoon is just over there. They’re sending squads to locate you.”

Maria followed the sergeant’s finger. “Good work, Sergeant. I’ll be right there.” She turned to Cleaver. “You need help getting back?”

Cleaver hefted his bat and held up a hand full of flames. “I’ve got this,” he said. “See you on the other side.”

Cleaver took off to join his volunteers. Maria was about to head back to the command team when a trooper shouted behind her.

“Look!” 

The trooper was pointing at a pair of dragons flying over the city. 

Then there were five, followed by a dozen.

Dragons multiplied, appearing in clusters and diving to the ground, flames sprouting from their gaping maws.

More of Winnie’s plan was clearly coming together.




———




The beating wings raised a cloud of orange dust from the ledge in the chasm’s western wall. Winnie shielded her eyes until the dragons had landed and the dust swirled away, then she ran toward the creatures.

“Come on. They can lift us to the surface!”

Danny and the others followed Winnie, clamoring aboard the six dragons’ backs — one for each of them. The riders were barely settled before the massive wings were beating again, lifting them from the ledge and into the air. 

They soared upwards and cleared the chasm. She tried to get a sense of the city below and the progress of her army. She saw a group of Garbarians, about twenty strong, running to the east. She focused, pointing to the loping beasts below them. Her dragon screamed and dove toward its enemy. 

Winnie fired a pair of white hot bolts into the mass, incinerating four before the dragon belched fire. 

The horde was swallowed by blue and white flames. Then, on fire, they scattered, leaving a score of charred bodies as the dragon swooped low over the street, passing close enough that the scent of burned hair and flesh was etched into her memory. 

More dragons appeared overhead. Winnie could sense their battle lust and the joy that it brought them.

There were one hundred fifty-seven left. The chimeras, their ancient enemy, had accounted for too many losses among them.

Winnie called for the dragons carrying her friends to follow. 

A series of trumpeted roars told her they were close behind. 

Winnie directed her mount to fly east towards the Dusters. 

There was a burst of explosions ahead—a mass of charging Fell creatures were ensnared in a magical fire from a group of chanter elites. 

The troopers running behind them fired into the beleaguered beasts, cutting the survivors to nothing. 

The dragon flew low over the Dusters. Cheers roared below. Winnie turned to look behind her and saw another mass of demons, beasts, and various scaled creatures coming her way. 

But her dragon spotted them, too. 

With a bellow of rage, the dragon banked to the right and belched fire into the beasts below. Another dragon passed in the opposite direction, feeding more flames into the packed street. 

Victor shouted something as his dragon passed, but she couldn’t hear what. 

She waved, then fired another double blast into a group of creatures escaping the flames. 

Several fell. Her mount swung its head around to finish the rest. 

Winnie looked around to see where Victor was, but her protector had gone missing from the skies. 




———




Victor pounded on the dragon’s scaled neck, trying to get it to turn around and follow Winnie. 

But it was no use. The dragon had plans of its own, and a target-rich environment below them.

Victor was forced to clutch at the dragon’s neck when it banked to the right, attacking a swarm of enemy beasts clustered in a building’s courtyard below. 

He looked around, holding on and searching for Winnie, but he’d lost her. 

They needed to link up with Maria and the rest of the Dusters. They had to coordinate with the dragons, but they were flying after every available target. 

This wasn’t a coordinated attack. 

If Winnie were to gather the dragons long enough to sweep the entire line in front of the Duster advance, it would open the way to Kane.

They had the element of surprise and had to capitalize on it before Kane realized where they were headed and regrouped to counter their efforts. 

But they were running out of time. 

Victor’s dragon soared higher, giving him a better view. 

He finally spotted her nearby and she waved when she saw him. 

She was actually smiling, somehow enjoying this.

Victor pointed to the ground, waving her down. 

She looked confused, but then she nodded and leaned forward over her dragon’s neck. It dove for the ground, stopping just inches from the pavement with a massive thrust from its wings. 

Victor’s dragon lurched beneath him, following Winnie’s onto the street. 

He swung his legs over to one side of the dragon’s neck then slid to the ground as its clawed feet touched down.

Winnie crossed the street, laughing in delight, Seelie fluttering by her side. Victor shook his head. 

Another four dragons landed nearby. Garraldi, Danny, Bullock and Frannie joined them while the beasts watched for trouble. 

“God, I needed that,” Winnie shouted when they all met in the street.

“It’s not the time for that kind of fun,” Victor said. “We have a battle to win and there are still plenty of ways for this to go wrong.”

“I know what’s at stake, Victor,” Winnie said, her eyes suddenly serious. “Don’t mistake my joy as a lack of commitment.” 

“We have to join Maria,” Victor said. “It’s only a matter of time until Kane regroups. His next counterattack might be the one we can’t stop. Haven’t you wondered where all the chimeras are?”

“Probably all out in the countryside looking for dragons that aren’t there,” Winnie said. “The chimeras are slower. Remember?” 

“They can also kill dragons with sufficient numbers,” Victor argued. “Once Kane realizes that all the dragons are here, he’ll call them back. We don’t have a lot of times before that happens.” 

“Victor’s right, Winnie,” Garraldi said. “Now’s the time for a coordinated attack. To end this fight. When are you going to tell us the rest of your plan?”

“Victor’s right,” she said, evading with redirection. “Let’s find Maria and get to Kane.”

Duster troops filled the street. 

A young lieutenant ran up to Winnie and saluted. “Commander Durham, Captain DeSantos is a few blocks away requesting your presence.”

“How did she know where to find us?” Winnie asked.

“She saw the dragons and sent several squads to locate you.” The lieutenant grinned. “Looks like I won.”

“Looks like you did,” Winnie said, then she turned to her friends. “Let’s finish this thing.”
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CHAPTER 37




Winnie walked into the small park where Maria had set up the command post. The cheers were deafening. 

She smiled and waved. 

It felt great to be back with the others. She still had work to do, but at least she wasn’t alone. Victor and the others had followed her, but Danny was wandering off toward a stack of supply crates. He was still acting strange, and she didn’t have time to figure it out, or even deal with his mood.

Maria walked over and stood in front of Winnie, her expression settling somewhere between relief and anger. “I’m not sure whether I should shout or hug you.” 

Winnie shrugged. “Why don’t we save it all for later. And right now you can tell me the situation.” 

Maria went with the hug, then led Winnie to a shady spot under some trees where a series of open comm windows offered multiple views of the battlefront.

Winnie glanced from screen to screen, watching her forces shove the enemy back.

“We’ve been making excellent progress, thanks to the dragons.” 

“How much farther to the chasm?” Winnie asked.

“About a half-mile. But it’s a helluva stretch. The streets are widening. There will be less cover and more opportunities for our troops to get caught in the open.”

“We’ll have to coordinate with the dragons. If they join the advance and burn the buildings ahead, that should clear out most of the resistance.”

“You’ll have to stay here,” Maria said. “Right by my side. No running off to join the fun.”

Winnie lowered her voice so that only Maria could hear her. “I can stay here for now, but eventually, I have to end this.”

“I know you think that’s true. But either way, you’ll need help getting there, and if you don’t start letting us in on your end game, it might be too late.”

Winnie couldn’t share her plan, because they’d never let her do it. Victor and Danny would tie her up or lock her away first. 

A familiar voice from across the park called her name. 

“Winnie!” Elaine ran across the grass to Winnie.

Her mother looked nothing like the bent and crippled woman she used to be. She looked years younger, more vibrant than Winnie could remember ever seeing her. 

Elaine pulled her into an almost violent embrace. “You can’t go wandering off like that again. A lot of people risked their lives to rescue you.”

“It’s not a rescue, Mom,” Winnie said, gently breaking away from the hug. “It’s an attack on Kane. We all had to end up here at some point. Maybe now is better. Where have you been? I thought you’d be here with Maria.”

“Your mother’s been leading elites from the front lines,” Maria said. “She had quite a few tricks ready for Kane’s forces. We would’ve never made it this far without her.”

Now Winnie saw the scorch marks on her mother’s clothing, soot on her hair and face. “Mom, you need a mender.” 

“And so do you. Have you seen yourself? You’re bleeding through your shirt in several places, for heaven’s sake.” 

“I’ll be fine. We can all clean up later,” Winnie said.

Something deafening rumbled around them, like an 18-wheeler’s air horn blended with a pounding bass drum. 

The horn stopped the city. Fighting on the comm windows halted as both sides turned and looked toward downtown. 

Winnie tried to call out above the noise but couldn’t even hear her own voice. 

She grabbed a tablet from the closest tech and sketched a single word on the screen:

Kane!

Maria nodded and turned her gaze towards the sound. 

Their opponent had finally awakened and his attack was coming. 

The horn blast, or whatever it was, screamed three times before everything went silent. 

Then Winnie saw them. “Chimeras! He’s called back the chimeras!” 

Chimeras—bat-wings spread wide and tentacles reaching outward—soared upward from the chasm, flying toward Dusters to the east. 

Dragons roared in defiance at the sight of their ancient enemies. 

Winnie could feel her control slipping. 

She reached up to draw Excalibur free. 

Winnie called the dragons back, splitting them into groups of five to swoop low and circle her troops. “Maria! Tell everyone to support the dragons. Engage the chimeras from a distance. Use magic and weapons. If we cover them and they cover us, we can win this. The chimeras can’t fight both groups at once.”

Maria nodded and went to pass on her orders. 

Winnie returned to battle.

A swarm of five dragons turned as one to attack a trio of chimeras. 

Before they met, magical fire and bullets erupted from below as a team of Dusters and chanter elites fired into the passing chimeras. 

One fell from the sky, its wings pierced with pancake-sized holes.

The other two were wounded, wheeling to escape via a different route, just as the dragons started their first pass.

Dragon fire plumed from all five mouths, raking the fleeing chimeras. 

Another round of ground fire rose to meet them. 

It was too much; the chimeras crashed to the ground.

Winnie looked around using her own eyes and her shared connection with the dragons. Similar fights were happening all along the line.

It’s working.

She concentrated, keeping the dragons in formation, supporting the troops below, holding off the horde of chimeras still pouring from the chasm.

Danny was walking woodenly toward her, holding a strange bulky pistol in each hand. But by the time Winnie noticed him, and realized that the vacant expression wasn’t his own, it was too late.

He walked up next to Winnie, raised the flare pistols overhead, and fired them into the air.

The shots were thunder. 

Winnie dropped Excalibur and covered her ears. 

And lost control of the dragons. 

The flares bloomed overhead, one green and the other red, marking Winnie’s position.

Four chimeras split from the nearest group of ten, attacking a nearby swarm of dragons while the final six flew straight at Winnie.

“Take those things out!” Maria called. “Give them everything we’ve got.”

Gunfire rose to meet the attacking chimeras.

Bolts of energy chased the bullets. 

Winnie was still dazed, staring at Danny. “Why?” 

Kane’s voice from Danny’s lips:

“Because I can. I’ve kept control over the boy since I first infiltrated his mind. I sensed his arrival in the capital. Control was easy. And now he’s pinpointed your location. It’s only a matter of time until we finish this once and for all.”

“No!” Winnie shoved Danny to the ground and beat his face with her fists. 

Kane’s laughter brayed from Danny’s mouth.

Winnie paid no attention to the incoming chimeras, but everyone worked to keep her alive. Two of the chimeras were cut down, but the final three flew in unimpeded and landed in the park. 

Tentacles reached out in every direction, pulling screaming troopers and chanters toward their snapping jaws.

Maria fired both pistols at an advancing chimera, but was knocked effortlessly aside by a sweeping tentacle. 

Garraldi fired a white-hot bolt of energy into the three-foot-thick tentacle, severing it and causing it to drop the unconscious Maria to the ground. 

Bullock and Frannie were shielding a group comm techs with a flaming barrier that singed the tentacles of a chimera trying to reach around it. 

The attacks forced them back, away from Winnie. 

But she was defenseless anyway, dazed by Danny’s betrayal. 

She never saw the last chimeras coming.
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CHAPTER 38




Victor watched in horror as Winnie crumpled to her knees, staring at Danny sprawled on the ground, laughing in Kane’s twisted, cackling voice. 

“Winnie!” Victor shouted. “You have to get up!”

Excalibur lay a few feet away from Winnie in the grass.

The chimeras drew closer, their tentacles reaching out toward Winnie to snatch her up and drop her into their razor-filled mouths.

Victor ran forward and scooped up the sword.

He stood over Winnie, her protector, pouring his limited understanding of how the magic worked into his hands as he held the blade before him.

“Winnie, you have to run!” Victor called over his shoulder. “I’ll hold them off.”

The huge beasts closed in.

Victor growled, fueled by his rage. 

The blade shimmered. Then it glowed. 

His arm hair curled from the heat. He had to squeeze the burning hilt to stop himself from dropping it. 

The first tentacle reached past him towards Winnie. 

Victor swung the blade, severing the end of the tentacle. It dropped then flopped on the ground. He spun around and repeated the strike twice more on the other side, leaving another pair of severed limbs twitching on the grassy lawn. 

The chimera roared in pain and rage, forgetting Winnie for Victor.

He swung the blade wildly side to side, batting at the chimera’s attacks. Heat from the blade caused the fleshy tentacles to sizzle and fry with every fresh blow. Sometimes he cut chunks of the muscular limbs, other times he caused blistering burns with the flat of the blade as he parried a blow.

Each new strike invited a terrible racket of rage-filled pain from the first chimera. The second had worked around to one side, in search of a surefire attack.

Victor’s arms were tiring and his hands were blistered. 

He wasn’t Winnie. 

He kept calling for her to stand up. To run or fight. To do something.

A tentacle snaked past his guard, wrapped his ankle, and yanked him to the ground. 

Excalibur flew from his hands and landed blade-first on the grass, sizzling as it slid into the earth a few feet from Winnie. 

The chimera lifted Victor into the air, its pain-filled roar finally turning to triumph as it pulled the man closer to its mouth. 

But Victor wasn’t finished. 

Once close enough to the creature’s bloated body, Victor pressed his hands against the chimera’s flesh and channeled all of his power from the Fae into it. 

The chimera’s eyes widened and if it roared in pain before, now it screamed in anguish. The tentacles holding Victor’s feet tried to fling him away but the man’s hands remained in place as if glued to the chimera’s side. 

Flesh blackened, red streaked, and spreading outward from the hands. 

Wherever the streaks spread, a horrible blackening followed until the whole bloated body was covered in crimson streaks and flinty flesh. The chimera quivered with a sighing cry. And then it was still.

Victor fell to the ground. 

He struggled to his feet. “Winnie, get up. You have to keep fighting. You have to push back.” He turned, drawing on the last of his power, and charged the last chimera, bellowing in anger and defiance. 

He dodged the tentacles, running forward and pressing his now-glowing hands against the chimera’s side. 

He poured his full life force into the magic flowing out from his hands. 

Victor sank to his knees in exhaustion, still drawing every last drop of his reserves, thrusting forward with his every molecule until he had nothing left to give.

The chimera roared and thrashed, pulling away from the attack. 

Victor pressed forward, willing the chimera to stay in place while he poured all of his energy into it, dispelling the Fell magic that kept the creature alive.

He. 

Was. 

Almost. 

There.

One last push. One final push and I can finish this creature off. Then I’ll have fulfilled the Lady’s charge to protect her.

Victor looked up, howling at the skies, throwing his life into killing this creature, knowing he’d never see Morgan again, knowing he’d never hold his child, knowing he’d never see his friends and family win the day. 

He sagged from his knees to his side, his arms still pressed firmly against the chimera’s flesh, its bulk blackening under his assault. 

The Chimera roared one last time, then quivered and lay still, its body charred.

Victor allowed himself a final smile as everything went black. 

He could hear the Lady’s voice.

“Well done, son of Lancelot. Well done.”
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CHAPTER 39




Winnie heard shouting over Danny’s eerie laughter. 

She shook her head, trying to free her mind.

But that was impossible. 

She stared at Danny, Kane’s voice transfixing her, holding her frozen. 

There was roaring and noise all around her, but Winnie remained immobile. 

She was distracted by something flying past her field of view, then quivering in the turf. Something important.

It called to her. 

Using every ounce of willpower, Winnie wrenched her eyes from Danny’s maniacal, malicious grin and saw the sword impaled point-first in the ground.

This was important. Something she was supposed to do.

She reached out, brushed her fingers against the hilt.

It all came rushing: Excalibur and the dragons; the fight against Kane; the chimeras; Victor. 

She gripped the hilt and wrenched the sword free. 

Danny’s laughter grew louder, more maniacal. 

Winnie raised the sword overhead, staring down at the cackling intruder.

Reversing her grip, she brought the pommel down hard on the back of his head, silencing him as he slipped into unconsciousness.

She spun around and then she saw it. Victor’s crumpled body in front of two massive chimeras. She shook off the grief before it dragged her back down to the ground and scanned the scene. 

Off to one side, Maria was rising to her knees. Farther to the right, Garraldi, Frannie, and Bullock were finishing off the final chimera with blasts of magic flowing from their outstretched hands, aided by Tris and several techs running up to help finish it off.

Dragons and chimeras were battling above. Neat formations and organized attacks had devolved into individual airborne melees that favored the chimeras’ larger numbers.

Winnie raised the sword and claimed control, directing the dragons back into formation, telling them to fight together rather than in lone combat like they wanted. 

Slowly, the tide turned in their favor. Again, one chimera after another fell to the ground. Now she knew what they had to do. 

“Maria,” Winnie called out. “We need to advance forward and drive them back into the chasm. Then I think we can close whatever portal they’re using to come here.”

Maria nodded and called to her comm techs. 

Winnie looked up again, raised Excalibur and told the dragons to push the chimeras toward whatever hell they came from.

The dragons trumpeted their victory cry as one, surging forward with renewed vigor, driving the enormous, bloated creatures of the Fell into retreat. 

Ground fire advanced with the dragons, shoving Kane’s forces toward the chasm. Distant cheers grew slightly louder as the Dusters advanced. 

They were almost—

A shriek of agonized grief dragged Winnie’s eyes back to the ground. 

Morgan ran across the scarred turf and fell beside Victor’s body, pulling his head to her chest and rocking back and forth, keening as her tears rained onto his battered body.

Winnie wanted to run to Morgan, comfort her sister, tell her how Victor had risked everything to save her.

But there wasn’t any time. Kane had to be stopped. Now. 

There could count the dead and mourn the loss later, after the war was won.

“Everyone, follow me,” Winnie called out, charming her voice to be heard for blocks around. “We’re pushing the rest of the way to Kane. This ends now.”

Distant cheers erupted around her.

Bullock, Garraldi, Maria, Frannie and Tris crossed the park to join her. Elaine, Parnell, and several other chanter elites were running to her side.

Winnie nodded to them all, then started forward. 

Elaine put a hand on her arm, stopping her daughter. “What about Danny and Morgan? We can’t leave them here alone.”

“Leave Tris, the techs, and a squad to guard Danny and watch over Morgan. They’ll be safe here. But the Fell is pulling back its forces to defend Kane and the chasm. A minute from now might be too late.”

“I’ll stay with them, too,” Elaine said. “You go. Be careful.”

“Seelie, you stay here and help my mom.”

The fairy nodded and flew over to Elaine.

Maria pointed to a group of Dusters responding to Winnie’s rallying call. Their sergeant nodded then dispersed his squad to watch over the area.

Winnie raised Excalibur and called four dragons down to the park. 

She climbed on the back of the first dragon to land, then pointed to the others. Garraldi and Maria clambered up on another, Bullock a third, with Parnell and Frannie claiming the fourth.

“Push the beasts back into the chasm and keep them there,” Winnie commanded the troops. She pointed forward with her sword. “We’re going to finish this!”

With a massive leap into the air and a downward sweep of its wings, the lead dragon soared into the sky. The others flew close behind, all of them flying toward the massive building where Kane would draw his final breath.
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CHAPTER 40




They met no resistance on the short flight across the battleground below. Looking down, Winnie could see the beasts in full flight, running for their lives away from the onslaught of dragons and Dusters behind them. 

Dragon fire lanced the mass of fleeing creatures. Masses of burning bodies clogged the downtown streets wherever she looked.

Her dragon roared a victory cry. Winnie could sense its desire to join its brethren. “Soon. Just take me and my friends to that building ahead, and then you can join the fun.”

The dragon trumpeted, soaring toward the towering structure before them.

Gunfire swarmed their approach. 

Winnie wrapped herself in a magical cocoon and fired several blasts at the sandbagged positions around the building’s entrance.

A group of Red Legs were thrown by an explosion from Winnie’s spell.

The dragons and chanters added their own fire and spells to the attack, clearing the way in several passes until all resistance was annihilated.

The dragons landed and discharged their riders. Winnie thanked them, then released the beasts to join the attack. 

She turned to the group. “Remember, Kane is mine.” 

The others nodded and followed Winnie through the front doors to the wide entry hall of the Department of Magical Containment. 

Bullets sparked off the concrete floor—Red Legs firing from the balconies.

Winnie grunted as a slug slammed into her magical shield. “Stop them!” She cried out, pointing at the balcony with Excalibur. 

But the others were already returning fire. 

Maria was picking off Red Legs, one after another, a pistol per hand. Garraldi stood at her side, holding a magical shield for them both while he fired his own pistol at the enemy.

Bullock charged toward a group of Red Legs on the stairs in front of them and let loose a blast of air, knocking all of the guards from their feet.

And then he was on them, pummeling the soldiers’ unconsciousness.

Frannie and Parnell stood back to back in the entry hall, turning slowly in place and loosing blasts of magical fireballs into the balconies. 

So many Red Legs were screaming. 

Winnie closed her eyes and called to Excalibur. 

She begged the sword to help her find Kane. 

His energy tugged at her from below, somewhere far beneath where she was standing now. 

Winnie headed for a bank of elevators across the lobby—stairs were surely nearby—and blasted a pair of Red Leg who dared to try to stop her on the way. 

More appeared, but Garraldi and Maria cleared the way until the three of them were standing by the stairwell door.

“Kane’s hiding somewhere below the building. I’m going to find him and finish this. Hold off his forces here.”

“We’ve got this, boss,” Garraldi said. “Be careful.”

“I will.” 

Winnie opened the stairwell door while Maria checked for guards. 

She nodded an all clear, then Winnie stepped inside and let the door swing shut behind her. 

Inside the battle was muffled. Winnie had never heard such a deafening silence. She listened for sounds of anyone coming down or up the stairs and heard nothing. She looked over the railing to see how far down it went, but the answer was lost in the darkness below.

Winnie started downward.

The stairwell lights flickered, punctuating her tentative steps with a mounting terror: fear of what might be lurking in the dark, fear of the final confrontation, fear of dying alone in front of a laughing madman. Every step led her toward the inevitable. 

She passed three doors labeled for sub-basement levels, but still the stairs descended. After the third subbasement level, there were no more doors. Only stairs. She kept walking in silence, amid the flickering lights, sounds of the battle now lost above her.

Winnie reached the bottom and a single reinforced steel door. A sign read Bomb Shelter.

Kane was on the other side of that door. Even with a few feet of steel between them, she could feel his malevolence, his anger, his pitiful hatred. 

Bile soured her throat. 

She swallowed her vomit, then barely surprised to find it unlocked, she opened the heavy door and stepped into the unknown.
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CHAPTER 41




Winnie looked up and down the concrete-lined hallway. Pipes and conduits ran along the walls near the fluorescents that hung every fifteen feet. The lights here didn’t flicker like those in the stairwell. Probably a separate power source.

The hallway continued on for about a hundred feet, ending in another steel door. As she approached, Winnie heard shouting from the other side. She couldn’t make out the words, but the mottled voice sounded like an ugly cousin to Kane.

Winnie steeled herself, drew in enough magic to hurt, and gripped the knob. She turned it slowly, then opened the door and peered through the crack into a larger room, its floors comprised of inlaid tiles in an intricate, circular design. A ball of light about three feet in diameter hovered in the room, absorbing some of the blackness. 

Winnie was about to open the door wider when a twisted figure shuffled into view, limping up to the floating sphere.

The hunchback was cloaked in a short black robe, belted at the waist, with red pants and black boots. Like a Red Leg. 

Its twisted back was turned so she couldn’t see its face. 

But still she could feel Kane’s ice in her soul.

Fell magic had marred his appearance enough to make him a monster.

“She’s winning, you fool. Can’t you see that?” Kane pointed to somewhere out of Winnie’s view. “Those damned rebels and their dragons are causing the chasm to close. I won’t be able to summon anymore aid once it does.”

A deep, rumbling bass sounded from the floating sphere:

“It was as I foretold, Nilrem. You cannot win unless you face and defeat the Fae champion. You possess the most power between you. And I can strengthen you further once you prove your worth and defeat her.”

Kane limped around the black orb. Now Winnie could see his face.

She forced herself not to scream. 

“How can I fight her when I cannot find her? The puppet Barber led us to her, for all the good it did. But I cannot return to the surface. The sunlight burns.”

“You do not need to seek her, Nilrem,” said the Fell said. “She has come to you.”

Winnie wasn’t willing to wait for discovery. She opened the door the rest of the way and entered the bunker. 

She saw the rest of the room. Chambers opened off to the side—a conference room, a bedroom, a dining area, and a kitchen.

Winnie smiled, though every muscle in her body was dying to run. 

“Ahhh,” Kane said. “Finally, the daughter I never wanted has come to die by her father’s hand, in a grave that’s already forgotten.”

Winnie drew Excalibur and made the air whistle. “Missing something?” 

He laughed. “The sword will be mine soon enough.” 

Kane shuffled along his side of the room while Winnie skirted hers, the floating orb in the middle throwing shadows on them both. 

Winnie said, “You can have it when I’m done. Then everyone will know where you’re buried.” 

Kane laughed louder, but it quickly turned into a wheezing cough. He collected himself and said, “How is your mother? I left her with a gift to remember me all those years ago—I mean, more than the seed that spoiled into you. I do apologize for all the jars you’ve surely had to open all those years. I never considered how my gift might affect you.” 

Winnie smiled. “My mother could tear you in half. Her hands are fine.” 

“Well that’s a shame,” Kane said with a dramatic wince. “Now I’ll have to spend extra time restoring a painful reminder of her betrayal, more than the memory of your maggot ridden body.” 

Winnie’s skin was on fire. 

She wanted to strike him, unleash every ounce of her power. But she knew he was baiting her, wanting her to strike first. Maybe to gauge her power.

Winnie aimed the tip of her sword at Kane. “The Fae have chosen me as their champion. I am the Prophecy’s Daughter. And I am here to end you and banish the Fell and all of its magic from this world forever.” 

“The Fae are mistaken,” Kane spat, taking a menacing step forward. “I am  the one destined to wield that blade. And now I will take my destiny back.”

Winnie raised Excalibur in a two-handed grip as a stream of black, ropy cords flew from Kane’s outstretched hand. 

They wrapped her wrists, binding them to the blade. 

Pain rattled her arms like a shock, but she forced the anguish away and focused on her bond to the sword. 

The blade flared with a blue flame along its length. 

Winnie twisted her wrists and with a flick of the tip, she sliced through the inky cords linking her to Kane. They loosened and fell, turning to mist before hitting the floor.

“Is that the best you can do?” Winnie eyed her sword with a smile. “I don’t think she likes you.” 

“Maybe when you’re dead she’ll give me a chance.” 

Kane thrusted out with his palms.

Winnie didn’t think. She just dodged as the swirling ball of red and yellow flames flew toward her. 

It sailed over her head, detonating inside the dining area, and setting the furniture ablaze. Winnie rolled back to her feet, preparing herself for the next attack while planning her own. 

Kane narrowed his eyes at the burning wreckage of what used to be his kitchen. Winnie launched her attack.

She pulled her hand away from Excalibur and held it, palm out. 

A white bolt of energy soared toward Kane’s head. 

Kane turned and swatted the bolt with the back of his hand. 

Winnie didn’t expect such a casual reaction, nor was she expecting such an immediate response. She barely avoided the chain of forked, blue electricity that came flying right back her way. 

Still, it grazed her, sending shockwaves of burning electrical energy through her right side. The combatants continued to circle each other, with Winnie now limping. 

“You’re taking after me already.” 

“I’m nothing like you, Kane.”

“We can never help what we are.”

His hands shot out, thumbs joined, fingers splayed toward Winnie. 

Eight pure black bolts of energy sprung from his fingers and drove into her chest. 

Her shield absorbed most of the power, but some leaked through. 

She winced at the stabbing pain in her side. 

Looking down, she saw a bloody wound on her shirt.

Then she felt the trickle of blood at her waist.

Resisting the urge to double over, Winnie gritted her teeth and growled at Kane, pointing Excalibur at the monster he’d become. 

Blue flames on the blade left for Kane’s face.

His right palm shot upward and the flames washed against his extended hand, deflecting harmlessly up to the concrete ceiling far above. 

Kane laughed and raised his other hand, sending another bolt of forked blue lighting at Winnie. 

She countered with Excalibur. The blade drew some of the energy, but not all. Again, the stinging numbness shocked her body. 

The pain was greater. Her defenses were weakening, her limp more pronounced. She was practically dragging her right leg as she and Kane continued to circle each other. 

More bolts from his outstretched fingers. 

Winnie winced and grunted as the rods struck home. 

Fresh wounds bloomed on her chest and stomach. Her shirt turned crimson in three places.

“Isn’t it time to surrender?” Kane asked, his voice now sickly sweet. “Excalibur can never serve a new master while its former master survives, so of course you’ll have to die. But I can promise you a quick death. Wouldn’t that be nice?” 

Winnie forced her eyes open and sent another attack at Kane through the sword.

The attack slammed Kane back against the wall. 

It took him a moment to rise from the tiled floor. A trickle of blood spilled from his mouth. He spit blood on the floor and pushed himself to his knees.

Winnie capitalized on the break in action to replenish her energy, drawing as much as she could hold, feeding her body rather than the shield because she’d be dead if she didn’t. 

But the bolts kept coming, ebony charges chased more of the forked blue lighting. She swung Excalibur, blocking the attacks while looking for openings to send her own return volleys. 

But it wasn’t any use. 

Kane’s attacks slowly penetrated her defenses, the assaults coming with growing power and greater frequency, leaving Winnie dazed and crying from the flurry, hating herself for her weakness. 

And now Kane was laughing—that same guffaw she’d heard from Danny’s mouth before. It was oddly energizing. 

Winnie scrambled up from her knees, raised her hand, and sent a blast of white Fae heat at Kane. 

He ducked the shot entirely, but the interruption still hurt. 

Winnie used it to stand, but only barely. She could smell the blood and her own burned hair. She wouldn’t survive another round of attacks. 

 She stumbled forward in an awkward charge, trying the only thing she could think of—a final swipe of Excalibur, slashing at his head.

Kane laughed harder, batting the blade aside with the back of a clawed hand. 

The effort carried Winnie forward. She lost her balance and fell to the floor.

But somehow she held Excalibur. 

She landed hard on the tiles and cried out in anguish. 

The struggle now wasn’t to stand, it was to hold onto consciousness. 

Her cheek rested on the smooth, cold tiles. 

She stared across the floor at Kane’s boots coming her way.

He kicked Winnie hard and sent her onto her back. 

She struggled for breath. The kick had driven the wind from her lungs and now she lay there, staring up at the ceiling, gasping for air like a fish on land.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Kane said, leering down at her. “Did that hurt?” 

Winnie couldn’t give up but she had nothing left. 

No strength, no magic, barely any will. 

Kane raised his hands to send a final blast of Fell energy into her bloody chest when the room started to shake, hard enough to send Kane to the floor. 

“What the hell was that?” Kane cried out, the worry clear in his voice. 

A tickle of awareness at the back of her mind told Winnie what it was.
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CHAPTER 42




As soon as Winnie left, Elaine started working to turn the park into a makeshift aid station. Even if they were winning the fight, there would be casualties in battle. She had the techs and the security squad spread out, searching nearby buildings and homes for anything they could use.

Morgan was still seated next to Victor and the pair of fallen chimeras. Elaine came over and helped her to stand while two members of the security squad retrieved Victor’s body.

“Help me and Tris,” Elaine said. “Wounded troops will be pouring in soon. Come. I promise, Victor will be tended to.” 

 The troopers carried his body to a nearby sleeping bag unrolled on the ground. Then they laid him down and covered his body with a sheet.

Morgan wiped at her tears. “What do you need me to do?”

“Help organize any materials the security team finds nearby, so that we’re ready for the wounded. It won’t be long.” 

Morgan organized supplies while Elaine drew in power from around her and set to work moving the chimeras from the park. She used a wall of force to bulldoze fallen bodies to one side, clearing plenty of room for mattresses, sleeping bags, and even two collapsible tents.

The wounded trickled to the rear, some on the their own and others carried in by their comrades. 

Elaine cared for a soldier with a nasty bite in his thigh. She used a garden hose from a nearby home to wash the wound, then she wrapped it in torn sheets from a bed and bath store across the street.

She was finishing up when Seelie flew over. “Danny is starting to wake up.” 

“Is he still acting strange?” Elaine asked.  

“I’m not sure. But he wants to know why he’s tied up, and I think he’s mad. I’m supposed to ask you if we should untie him.” 

“No. I’ll be right there as soon as I can get a break here. Do what you can to keep him calm in the meantime.” 

Elaine started towards the next injured trooper, a pretty blond with a nasty gash across her back. She had opened her mouth, but didn’t even manage to greet the girl before a terrible racket came from the chasm. 

It was deep and rumbling, a wave of feeling as much as a sound. 

The Earth itself was shaking. 

“What is that?” asked a nearby Duster, improvising a sling. 

“I don’t know, but I’m going to the front. They might need another chanter.”

The ground rolled underfoot, making Elaine wobble. 

Morgan was standing nearby, pointing at the sky, terrified. 

Elaine followed her gaze. Her hand involuntarily went to cover her mouth.

The dragons flying over the chasm were all trumpeting as one, the massive sound echoing through the city and shaking the ground. But each time they did, a dozen or more would rain from the sky. 

“Morgan, Tris!” Elaine called. “Stay here. Something is wrong. I’m going to the chasm.”

Morgan nodded. Tris started to ask a question but Elaine didn’t wait to hear it. She was already running.

Another massive roar. Again the Earth spasmed, nearly spilling Elaine to the ground. She steadied herself on a lamppost for a moment until the tremors passed, then resumed her sprint.

She skidded to a stop as the street opened onto a broad avenue across from the massive Red Leg headquarters. The chasm had narrowed and was now closing under the assault. 

Dragons continued to rain from the sky.

At first Elaine thought the great creatures were dead, but then she saw one nearby twitching a wing, its chest still heaving with regular breath. They weren’t dead, just getting near to it. 

What could have done this to them? 

Elaine could see nothing to cause it. 

This almost seemed like attempted suicide. 

Then she realized: the dragons had somehow severed their connection to the magic. Each time they did, it flowed together then disappeared into the ground under the giant granite building across the avenue. 

Elaine wondered what could possibly make the dragons do what they were doing, until she realized what was happening.

“Winnie,” Elaine whispered. 

The clamor coursed through her yet again, rattling the planet and sending more dragons plummeting down to the ground. 

Elaine’s concern for Winnie overwhelmed her. 

She ran across the avenue shouting, heading up the broad marble steps without looking back.
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CHAPTER 43




Winnie’s grimace of pain turned into a euphoric smile. 

The change confused Kane as he looked down on her broken body, preparing to finish her off. 

Winnie looked up at his confusion, pressed upward with a hand, and sent a wall of force slamming into the monster’s chest. 

Kane flew backwards to crash into the bunker wall. 

Winnie levered herself up onto one elbow, feeling the dragons’ power coursing through her. It traveled down the blade, through her arm, and into her chest, energizing Winnie in a way she’d never felt before. 

This was pure Fae magic and she could barely contain it. 

Her wounds were now a distant memory, nagging at the corner of her mind, but no longer keeping her from doing what had to be done. She looked down at her ravaged body—she wasn’t healing, but Winnie was so full of power that her wounds barely mattered. 

Kane groaned from across the room, slowly starting to rise. 

Winnie pushed herself to standing and limped across the floor. 

As he stood she gripped Kane by the neck with her free hand, using the power coursing through her to lift him from his feet and press him back against the wall. 

She prepared to finish him when a voice in her mind whispered, “Not yet. You need him still.”

“What? Brigid?”

“Yes, Winnie. Only the combined power of the Fae and Fell can close the door between our worlds. You must use his power and yours together.”

Kane was frantically waving a hand at his side, trying to manipulate a spell into place. So she focused on his limbs and felt the bones in both arms shatter under her magical blow. 

Kane’s mouth opened in a high-pitched scream.

And then it changed to pain-wracked sobs. 

He looked into her eyes, grunting through the pain. “Kill me. Just do it.”

“I’m not going to kill you,” Winnie said, shaking her head. “But only because I need you. I understand now what the Fae needed a human to do for them—they needed someone who could use both Fae and Fell magic to seal the gateway that allowed the Fell to invade this world millennia ago. That was what the dragons and the talisman, Excalibur, were created for, to provide the child of prophecy with enough power to close the gateway.”

Kane seemed confused. 

Winnie smiled. “I’ll show you.” 

Dragon power was alive inside her. 

Winnie had most of it now, and refused to let their sacrifices be in vain.

Turning while still holding Kane aloft, Winnie walked him to the floating black orb. “Can you hear me?” she called out.

A horrible voice rumbled through her mind. “I hear you, Guinevere Durham.” 

“I have a message for you from the Queen of Avalon and the Lady of the Lake.”

She could feel the Fell’s curiosity despite its alien nature. “And that message is?” 

“It’s time for you to leave and never return.”

Winnie swung Kane in front of the orb with one hand and ran Excalibur through his chest, piercing both monster and orb with the blade. 

Channeling every drop of dragon power coursing through her, Winnie sent every drop of energy through the sword and into the entity beyond the portal. 

“NOOOOOO!” the Fell’s voice rumbled in horror. 

Winnie surprised herself with a riot of laughter, pouring out of her as the power pulsed, flowing through her. 

The ebony sphere began to shrink, drawing in on itself. 

Kane’s body, in contact with the sphere also, began to deflate like a man-shaped balloon.

Winnie kept the flow open until she could no longer stand it. 

The Fell orb continued to shrink, claiming Kane’s body until there was nothing left. With a POP! loud enough to make Winnie cover her ears, the final pinpoint of blackness winked from existence, leaving Winnie alone in the bunker, holding Excalibur.

The power fled her and she yelped as the fresh pain of her wounds ripped through  her body again. She dropped the sword. 

It clattered on the tills as familiar voices filled her ears.
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CHAPTER 44




“Lay her over here, Bullock, under the canopy.”

“Is she dead?” 

“No, Morgan, but she’s close. Bring more bandages. We have to stop the bleeding.”

“There’s so much blood. Where do we start?”

Winnie heard the voices but it took a moment to realize they were talking about her. She felt the gentle hands lowering her onto something soft. 

She opened her eyes and saw Bullock’s broad shoulders leaning over her.

“Elaine,” Bullock said. “She’s awake.”

“I think that’s the most I’ve ever heard you say, Bullock,” Winnie whispered. She couldn’t talk any louder. She was so tired after running Kane through with—

Panic overcame her. 

“Excalibur! Where?”

“It’s alright, Winnie.” Danny leaned into her view and pressed Excalibur’s hilt into her hands. “Your sword is here.”

Her shoulders relaxed. She hadn’t lost the Lady’s talisman.

“Winnie,” Maria said. “We searched the whole bunker complex. We couldn’t find Kane anywhere. Who did this to you?”

“Kane. But I finished it. And him.” She lifted her head and looked around. “The chasm, is it fully closed?”

Elaine nodded. “Not when I went into the building to find you, but it was when I came back out. Whatever you did in there finished the process of sealing the threshold between the worlds.” 

Winnie tried to stand. “There’s more to be done.” 

“You’re not doing anything else,” Elaine said. “You’re injured, Winnie … it’s bad.” 

Winnie saw everyone’s expressions, and could only imagine how she must look. “Mom, Danny, I have to return the sword. To the Lady.”

“The nearest Fae connection must be hundreds of miles away, Winnie. The Baltimore link was severed remember?”

“That’s not true, Danny,” Seelie said, flying into view and perching on his shoulder. “The sword can open a connection to the Lady wherever it is, as long as it’s in the hands of her champion.”

“But she can’t open it, Seelie,” Elaine said. “Winnie isn’t up to that kind of strain.”

“No, Mom,” Winnie insisted. “I have to do this. If we don’t return the sword to Brigid, then this could all happen again. It’s the only way to seal the gateway so that the Fell never returns.”

“Winnie, I don’t think it’s a good idea to move you,” Elaine said.

“Danny, get me on my feet.”

“Win?” Danny said.

“Do it. I don’t want someone else having to finish this fight a thousand years from now because we couldn’t do what had to be done.”

Garraldi came over. Then together with Danny, they lifted Winnie to her feet. 

She forced herself to smile, ignoring the pain as she looked around. She pointed at an open grassy area off to the side where there weren’t any wounded.

With Winnie half walking and half carried, the group moved her to the indicated location. She looked at Seelie. “Well, what do I do?”

“Place the tip of the blade on the ground, close your eyes, and think of the Lady,” Seelie said, buzzing over to Winnie’s right shoulder.

Winnie looked down and put her sword to the ground. Slowly she felt it. And then she opened her eyes.

The misty opening in the world before her showed the shores of a broad lake, disappearing into swirling mists in the distance. On the shores to either side, Winnie saw tall evergreens stretching to the horizon. 

Behind her, she could feel the others crowding forward to see into the Lady’s realm. She heard gasps of awe from those who’d never experienced it before, like Frannie and Parnell, Garraldi and Maria. 

Morgan and Elaine pressed close. 

Winnie’s mother reached out to take her hand.

She looked across the lake and saw a familiar swirl in the mist, coalescing into the white robed Lady of the Lake. 

“Greetings, Guinevere,” Brigid said. 

Winnie nodded in a half bow. “I have come to return the sword to you, my Lady. It is yours, and the only way to ensure that the Fell never returns to this world.”

Winnie handed Excalibur to the Lady.

Brigid took the sword and settled it in a gold and silver scabbard at her waist. “You have done well, my child, as I knew you would.” She reached out with a pale hand and brushed aside a strand of Winnie’s hair. “You are wounded beyond repair, my child. I sense that you are not tethered to this mortal coil for long.” 

“I know, my Lady. I only had to stay long enough to finish this quest and return the sword to you.”

“This need not be the end, Guinevere. You must leave the world you know, but my brethren will accept you in Avalon, should you wish to join us.”

“It’s so beautiful there,” Seelie said, bobbing into view. “And so peaceful.”

“I could use some peace,” Winnie murmured. 

She felt so weak; it took all that she had just to stay on her feet. 

Danny squeezed her arm tighter. Winnie looked his way and saw what had to be the saddest smile she’d ever seen. 

“It’s all right,” Danny said. “It’ll make me happy to know you’re in a place where you won’t ever have to fight. If you stay here, you’ll die and then … who knows.”

“Danny’s right,” Elaine said. 

Winnie turned to see her mother swiping at a tear. 

“But, Mom—” 

“No, Winnie. This is something you’ve earned. It’s what you deserve. I have the twins, and I get to help Morgan raise Victor’s unborn child.”

“I can help with that, too,” Danny said.

“See,” Elaine said. “We’ll be fine. Go with the Lady.”

Winnie reached out and hugged her mother and took an unsteady step toward the shore. She turned around. 

Garraldi and Maria stood just behind Danny, Morgan, and Elaine.

Tris was there and gave a little wave. 

Bullock smiled at Winnie and nodded. 

Frannie and Parnell were also nearby looking on. 

Seelie came and hovered next to her right shoulder, the familiar sound of the whirring wings like the comforting ticking of a grandfather clock. 

Winnie returned their smiles. Despite her fatigue, this time it felt easy.

She couldn’t go on and they knew it. They were happy to let her go, if it was to be with the Lady in Avalon.

Turning, Winnie reached out to take the Lady’s hand, stepping forward in faith onto the lake. 

Then Winnie walked into the mist and left the mortal world behind forever.








EPILOGUE




Danny pulled up in front of the large New Baltimore house. 

He hopped out of his car and took a look around. 

He couldn’t believe that this was all his—a gift from the survivors who returned to rebuild the city. He accepted it, but only because they told him a mayor should have a stately home to live in.

Fiona and Jacob raced out the front door and down the steps.

“Danny,” Fiona called out as she and her brother ran to meet him. “Why didn’t you call and let Elaine know that you were coming?”

“I thought I’d surprise you,” Danny told the twins. “Besides, I brought a present for baby Victor. Is Morgan home?”

“She just got back from her walk,” Jacob said. “She’s inside talking to Elaine. Aunt Tris came over to see the baby. Now she’s feeding him.” 

Danny leaned into the car and grabbed a bag from the passenger seat. “Well then let’s go in and show her what I brought!” 

The twins clapped with glee and followed Danny up the steps, dashing past him and racing through the front door. Danny smiled and followed. 

Morgan, Elaine, and Tris all looked up as he entered. 

“You’re home early,” Elaine said, checking her watch.

“The committee meeting ended early. I had a package arrive from Garraldi and Maria down at the capital and the People’s Congress. I thought I’d deliver it personally.

“What is it?” Morgan asked. 

“I’m not sure, but I think it’s something official to recognize the baby’s birth.”

He handed the bag to Morgan. 

Tris shifted the baby to her shoulder to burp him, then set the bottle down to see.

“Don’t keep us in suspense,” Danny said.

Morgan opened the bag and took out a small, flat box about six inches square. She lifted the lid and looked inside, smiling as tears filled her eyes. 

Then she turned the box so the others could see.

Inside was a wooden plaque with a stylized gold shield. A slip of paper stuck out from the side. Morgan pulled it free. 

“Read it,” Elaine said. “What does it say?”

Morgan wiped a tear and started to read: 

“By proclamation of the joint session of the House of Chanters and the House of Middlings, we present this posthumous award of the Gold Shield to the family of Victor Holmes for valorous service in the face of impossible odds to the United Americas. May you know that forever forward, The Gold Shield shall become the highest honor bestowed by this government only to those who’ve shown selfless service to the country with great courage and honor.”

“Signed, President Harold Garraldi and Prime Minister Maria DeSantos.”

Morgan put the box and paper down and reached for a tissue.

“They didn’t have to do that,” Morgan said. 

“Victor should know who his father was,” Danny said. “And what he did for this country.” 

“What about Winnie?” Morgan asked. 

“Winnie doesn’t want all that fuss,” Elaine said. “Besides, she’s watching over us every day. And she always will be. Right, Danny?”

“I can’t imagine anything else,” he said.

Danny wondered how Winnie was doing in Avalon with the Lady and Seelie. He hoped she could see all the good that came of her hard work and sacrifice. 

He hoped she could see that they were doing just fine.
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