
        
            
                
            
        

    
GARGOYLE KNIGHT




WILLIAM MASSA




Email: williammassabooks@gmail.com

www.williammassa.com

 Facebook 

Copyright © 2013 William Massa

Critical Mass Publishing

All character appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form.




Also by William Massa

FEAR THE LIGHT

SILICON MAN







OUT NOW AT A SPECIAL $0.99 LAUNCH PRICE




CROSSING THE DARKNESS: A SCIENCE FICTION HORROR THRILLER




Coming Soon

OCCULT ASSASSIN




Find out about the latest releases and giveaways by joining my spam-free mailing list!























CHAPTER ONE




IRELAND, 525 A.D.

The Kingdom of Kirkfall




The sun lay dying amid clouds turning the color of bloody bruises. Crimson light bled over the smoldering carcass of the kingdom of Kirkfall. The horde of winged monsters had rained down death and destruction on the city, and the aftereffects of the battle were everywhere. Homes had been reduced to charred ash. Orphaned children cried out for their parents and the moans of the wounded grew weaker as the specter of death closed in. The few remaining healers desperately tried to quell the tide of misery and despair. There was no doubt among the survivors that the city could not withstand another assault.

At the center of the devastation stood a hilltop castle, an impressive stone fortress dominated by tall towers and heavily fortified ramparts. Armed knights patrolled the parapets and warily inspected the horizon, knowing their enemy was certain to attack from the sky. Within the walls, in the ward of the castle, a grim ceremony was taking place. Less than a week ago Artan McKeltar, king of the city-state of Kirkfall, had celebrated his eldest daughter turning seven; today he found himself inhaling the acrid smoke of her burning remains. 

Flames engulfed the large funeral pyre and lit up the night, framing Artan’s face in a bloody halo. The fire had not only laid claim to his daughter’s remains but also the bodies of his wife Samara and their five-year old son Cian who, in a perfect world, would have one day been heir to the throne. 

There was no time for elaborate ceremony and no offerings were made to any of the Gods. 

As the black clouds of smoke billowed into the night, Artan recited every prayer he remembered from childhood, mouthing words that felt stale and empty on this darkest of nights. If the terrified cries of his dying wife and children hadn’t been enough to stir the Gods, Artan doubted his halfhearted words could hold much sway over them. But he prayed nevertheless. Prayed for the dead and the dying, prayed for his people and his city. 

Prayed for vengeance.

Artan eyed the surviving warriors who formed a circle around the fire, heads bowed in a mixture of grief and exhaustion, their bodies still drained from the last battle. Their weariness mirrored his own. Artan normally cut a striking presence, but not on this night. His handsome, chiseled face looked aged and worn, his long black hair streaked with silver, his eyes bereft of any light. 

A keening shriek shredded the silence of the night. It was part roar, part serpentine hiss, a sound not of this world. The hardened warriors flinched as the sound of the baying beast transported them back to the horrors of the preceding night, when they faced hundreds of creatures identical to the one now imprisoned in the castle. Artan’s brave knights had managed to trap one of the monsters. The action had come at the cost of many courageous souls. Artan vowed that their sacrifice would not be in vain. He nodded at his men. ”It’s time to end this war.” 

Artan advanced toward a fenced-off area of the castle’s ward, trailed by his weary knights. The monster’s prison grew visible. A deep pit had been dug out of the ground and covered with a latticework of massive felled trees, preventing the creature from taking flight. The ground shook and the men stole nervous glances at their leader. 

The king drew closer to the pit, moving with vengeful determination. He picked up the gargoyle’s dank stench and caught sight of a large shadow flitting back and forth beneath the latticework of trees. Sensing Artan’s approach, the gargoyle flailed against the wooden bars of its underground prison. The thick tree trunks rattled under the violent onslaught but held fast. The winged demon craved to serve the purpose it was made for – to rend human flesh and wreak havoc upon the land. But this particular gargoyle had been grounded and soon its roars of fury would be silenced.

Artan studied the creature through the bars of its subterranean cage. He caught intermittent glimpses of the gargoyle: the play of rippling musculature under burnished skin, a flash of membranous wings... There was an alien intelligence in the beast’s slitted eyes that went beyond mere animal cunning. This creature was sizing him up, as if sensing what the approaching human was up to.

Artan moved closer to the beast and a gauntleted hand grabbed his shoulder. It was his second in command Rael, one of his best and most loyal knights. The man’s handsome features distorted into a haunted mask. “My lord, I can’t allow you to go through with this!”

“There’s no other way, old friend.”

“Please let me go in your place...” 

Rael broke off, the king’s steely gaze signaling that he could not be swayed – the course was set. Face taut and resolute, Artan cast off the pieces of his armor, an old skin for which he no longer had use. The creature in the pit grew still, silenced by its own growing curiosity. 

Artan’s powerful legs and massive chest, thick with corded muscle, were bare now but he did not relinquish his sword – it remained inside the scabbard strapped securely to his waist. Exposed and vulnerable, he stepped up to the latticework of tree trunks. They were just wide enough for a man to slip through. 

“By the Green Mother, you must reconsider!”

Rael’s words fell on deaf ears. 

Artan bared his teeth at the beast, eyes filling with hatred. 	

Come and get me, you bastard! 

Fueled by this thought, Artan dropped into the pit and the darkness swallowed him whole. 




***




Artan’s hands snapped around one of the massive tree trunks, slowing his descent, and he dangled inside the hole with about 10 feet separating his feet from the bottom of the pit. For a split second, Artan was vulnerable and if the beast made a move he would be done for. But the gargoyle hesitated and Artan let go of the tree trunk. An instant later he touched down at the bottom of the pit, the impact sending shockwaves up his booted legs. His maneuver had slowed his descent and prevented him from twisting an ankle or breaking a leg. 

Artan coiled into a defensive stance and drew his sword. The steel blade glinted in the moonlight trickling through the bars of the cage above. The reflection staring back at Artan looked wild and possessed. 

His eyes bored into the darkness of the pit. The gargoyle remained shrouded in a pool of shadow but the creature’s presence was undeniable – its stench suffused the darkness. Part of Artan wanted to rush heedlessly into the dark, his blade lashing out at what crouched within. 

But reason prevailed. So Artan waited, blade up.

He didn’t have to wait for long.

Even though Artan had faced these monsters in battle before, it had never been under such confined circumstances. The gargoyles’ shrieks announced their presence before they launched their furious attacks from the sky. They moved with uncanny speed but one could see them coming. The darkness of the pit didn’t afford Artan that luxury. 

With a ferocious shriek, the beast lashed out from the shadows. Its talons would have taken off Artan’s face but his sword came up and deflected the blow, steel clanging against the gargoyle’s clawed paw. The impact sent Artan flying several feet and he hit the ground hard. Shaken but knowing he had to keep moving, Artan scrambled to his feet. 

The beast thrust itself over his head. Staying true to its nature, the gargoyle was going to attack from above. But once again Artan was prepared. Steel flashed and this time it found vulnerable tissue and bone. Artan’s sword was of the finest quality and the druids overseeing its creation had named it the Blade of Kings for good reason. A fine weapon, it was imbued with magical properties fit for a leader of men. One of Artan’s knights had joked that it could cut through stone. Artan wasn’t convinced, but he knew that flesh and bone, human or otherwise, offered little resistance to the bite of the blade. 

The sword sheared off one of the gargoyle’s wings in mid-attack. The beast’s bellow of pain echoed across the castle, making the knights outside the pit shudder. The gargoyle slammed to the ground in a geyser of dirt and black blood. 

Artan backed away, bringing up one of his hands to shield his eyes from the blinding cloud.

Realizing that Artan posed a serious threat, the gargoyle shook off its agony and lunged at him. The creature was slowed considerably with its severed wing hanging by a thread of tissue and fragmented bone. But a slow gargoyle was still faster than any human opponent. And in the confines of the pit, speed had become less important. 

The gargoyle hurtled toward Artan and the king brought up his sword in a wild arc that sliced across the beast’s torso and opened up its belly. Gore spilled into the pit and the downed creature recoiled, claws clutching its exposed innards.

Artan advanced, a man thirsty for blood, but before he could put the gargoyle out of its misery, one final task remained. Artan took one more step toward the gargoyle and intentionally lowered his guard, giving the dying brute an opening. It would think the human warrior had grown overconfident in his victory. The creature fell for the ruse and its lightning-fast jaws snapped out, fangs sinking into the flesh of Artan's arm. 

The gargoyle let out a triumphant roar. 

The king cried out in pain and backpedaled. 

We’ll see who has the last laugh, Artan thought. 

His blade lashed out once more, a blur of gray steel in the dark pit. This time the weapon plunged deep into the monster’s broad chest. It tore through skin and dense muscle, finding Artan’s target – the gargoyle’s pulsating heart. The monster exhaled, its guttural bellow turning into a barely audible whisper as the fight fled its powerful form. Artan drove his blade into the gargoyle’s skull and ended its agony, showing a mercy the beast would not have allowed him were their roles reversed. 

Artan took a step back from the corpse and regarded his bleeding arm. Dark pulsating holes marked where the teeth had penetrated his skin. His lips bent into a bleak smile – phase one of the plan was a success. He peered up at the latticework of tree trunks, catching a glimpse of the blood-red sun making way for the pale orb of the moon. Night had descended over Kirkfall and moonlight speared into the pit. 

“IT’S DONE!” Artan yelled to his men. 

Above, the knights heard Artan’s voice and Rael’s face filled with relief. He turned to the rapt knights who had followed the battle in the pit with bated breath. “Open the pit!” Rael commanded.

The knights jumped into action and began tethering horses to the lattice of tree trunks. Moments later, the animals began to pull the massive trunks away from the hole. Moonlight plunged through the newly formed rift in the earth and washed over Artan’s expectant features. 

The king closed his eyes and awaited the transformation. 

Already he could feel the gargoyle’s dark blood roaring through his veins, becoming part of him, infecting every aspect of his being. A flicker of doubt flashed across his face but was quickly suppressed. 

The plan would work. 

The winged hordes clouding the sky were under the control of one man: Cael, the warrior-druid. He had challenged Artan’s claim to the throne and used black magic to create his gargoyle army. If Cael fell, the gargoyle army would follow. Without the druid’s magic, the winged beasts would turn back to stone, the element from which the monsters were spawned. With Artan’s army in shambles, outnumbered and outmatched in every way, getting past the winged legions that protected Cael seemed an impossible feat. But Artan had found a way. The plan was simple but required a great sacrifice. To infiltrate an army of monsters…

One man would have to become a monster.

The king’s eyes snapped open, the icy blue of his pupils becoming an inhuman, spectral green. Artan’s mouth warped into a scream, which slowly grew into a bestial roar. His incisors lengthened and his face morphed into the horrible visage of a monster. The transformation had begun. Artan was turning into a gargoyle. 

His skin thickened and hardened, becoming an armor made of flesh. His bones lengthened as the dark blood reshaped his anatomy. Wings burst forth from distended shoulder blades. A demonic shadow fell across the wall of the pit. Artan differed from the more animalistic gargoyle that had infected him. The proportions between his arms, torso and limbs remained humanoid. He had become a hybrid creature, occupying the crossroads between beast and man. 

Another terrible sound erupted from Artan's lungs and he took flight. The transformed warrior shot out of the open pit, his knights blanching as this demon streaked past their faces. Artan soared into the night sky, leaving the smoldering ruins of Kirkfall behind. 

His thoughts filled with savage anticipation. Soon the Blade of Kings would find its next opponent — the evil druid Cael.

Cael, who had tampered with the old magic.

Cael, who had taken Artan’s family from him.

Cael, who once upon a time Artan had been proud to call his brother. 

The young king let out another monstrous shriek, one final lament for his lost humanity. 























CHAPTER TWO




NEW YORK CITY, Present Day

One Day Before Halloween




Rhianna’s fingers flew over her MacBook Air, typing with the speed of someone who knew a deadline had already passed. She finished her latest paragraph, saved the document (she had long ago lost her trust in auto-save; nothing beat the horror of losing writing she had slaved over for hours) and took a deep gulp of her Monster energy drink. For a blissful moment she let that delicious devil’s brew of taurine, ginseng, sugar and caffeine work its fabulous magic. 

She stretched her legs and let out a yawn that didn’t want to stop. Energy drinks were lifesavers for a girl with a crazed schedule but there came a point when the spectral green elixir in a cool black can could not equal a good night’s rest.

Rhianna blinked at the computer screen, trying to interpret what she had just typed. She read the paragraph and reread it. With each successive pass her own words were making less sense to her addled, sleep-deprived mind. This wasn’t good. 

Rhianna yawned again. Her desk, a small, scratched-up wooden table (she called it “distressed” – made it sound fancy) had been a recent find on one of those rare Sunday mornings where she took the time to grab breakfast with friends and stroll through her East Village neighborhood. Someone had tossed the banged-up table to the curb and it must’ve sat there orphaned for a few days. The piece was an eyesore (and a public hazard at that point) but it was love at first sight for Rhianna. How did the saying go again — one man’s trash was another man’s treasure? It held true in this case. 

Rhianna had managed to squeeze the little table into the corner of the tiny, cramped living room of her one-bedroom Alphabet City apartment. The room also functioned as her bedroom but with how little sleep she was getting, she didn’t even bother unfolding her futon and kept it in couch form. Shelves and stacks of various books and documents surrounded her makeshift workspace. When one was combing through ancient manuscripts, e-readers weren’t much help. 

A series of photographs were pasted to the wall facing her desk, showing an aerial view of an archeological excavation site. There was also a shot of Rhianna hugging a rugged-looking man in his mid-fifties – her dad. The world knew him as Dr. Michael Sharpe, renowned archeologist and expert on the Celtic world. 

Rhianna was twenty-four years old, attractive but hiding her sexiness behind glasses and clothes that deemphasized her figure. At the moment, her studies dominated her life and left little room for anything else. She was way too busy working on her doctoral dissertation in archeology (with a concentration in Celtic studies) to worry about the sorry state of her dating life or devote time to enhancing her attractiveness. 

Applying make-up took energy and choosing the perfect outfit drained mental faculties better used for poring over another thick tome on ancient Celtic folklore. Her research dominated her every waking moment and on some level she liked it that way – for now. Her life might be busy but at least it wasn’t...complicated. After the fiasco of her last relationship (she had stumbled upon her beau in bed with her best friend), she had opted out of the dating pool all together – she wasn’t quite ready to face another potential disappointment so soon after Paul. The part that stung the most was that Paul had blamed Rhianna for his cheating and on some level, he had a point. Between her studies, her T.A. position at the university and the freelance work she did for her dad, she was just too busy to give Paul the attention he needed. Her best friend Michelle, on the other hand, had time to burn and understood Paul’s emotional distress (no surprise, as she was going for a master’s in psychology). Michelle had lent Paul an open ear at first and soon she had opened up in other ways, too. 

Rhianna swore off men for good after the incident. She had come to the conclusion that she was too busy to sustain a relationship with Paul or anyone else. Her work dominated her life and that wasn’t going to change in the foreseeable future. Better to just accept it and make the best of the situation. But Rhianna missed having someone special in her life, as evidenced by the many well-worn historical romance novels that were tucked away among her research papers.

Rhianna took another deep gulp of her Monster and tried to blink the tiredness away. 

Thank God this stuff is legal, she thought. 

She drained the can and tossed it into a wastebasket overflowing with a stack of identical containers. She caught a glimpse of herself in the screen of her laptop and wasn’t happy with what she was seeing - the heavy bags under her eyes told their own story. God, she couldn’t sustain this pace for too much longer. If she kept burning the midnight oil, she’d look like she was twenty-six in no time.

Rhianna’s cell chirped. It was an incoming text message from her dad: 

How’s the presentation coming along? See you at the museum around 5. Love, Dad.

Rhianna checked the time. She had about an hour to wrap up her presentation. 

Great. No pressure now. 

She stole a peek outside outside her window. Her apartment was on the fifth floor and the window looked out at a brownstone right across from her. It afforded a perfect view of her neighbor’s living room. She could see him making out with a hot blonde – nice to see that someone had a more active social life than she did. Rhianna watched, curious but also feeling a little guilty (and creepy) for being a voyeur. For a moment, she wondered how it would feel to be touched by strong hands and…

A woman’s voice behind her brought an abrupt end to her spying. 

“I see they're at it again.”

Rhianna spun toward the speaker. It was Natalie, her roommate, and a spunky, opinionated brunette. She wore her server’s uniform of black jeans and a black T-shirt. Natalie worked five hours a day at a fancy steak house on the Upper West Side. The money she was pulling down in tips was ridiculous and at times made Rhianna question her own career path. Natalie had been a nursing student but was taking a break from school. Before long, a semester of break had turned into a yearlong sabbatical from academia while she tried to figure out what she wanted from life. When one was making three hundred dollars a night, the need for a real career became a little less pressing. 

Natalie was drifting and had lost focus, but at least she was enjoying life. The same couldn’t be said for her roommate. 

Rhianna nodded at the couple across the street. “It's the middle of the afternoon. Don't they have jobs?”

Natalie shot Rhianna a long look and winked. 

“Do I detect a note of jealousy? How long has it been since... you know...”

Rhianna’s silence spoke volumes.

 “Steve keeps asking about you. He may not be boyfriend material but he has-“

“The I.Q. of a Neanderthal?”

“Just think of him as an archeological research project.”

“You're hilarious, you should try stand-up.”

“What about John?”

“I think he got tired of seeing me once a month.”

“You're hopeless.”

“Once I have my PhD, I'll have plenty of time to date.”

“You better not be too busy to go with me to Kevin's Halloween party.”

Rhianna’s response was to point at the poster on the wall. It featured the image of a sinister gargoyle statue. This monster was different than the animalistic beast Artan faced in the pit fifteen centuries earlier. The body was humanoid with the pumped-up physique of a bodybuilder – a human-gargoyle hybrid similar to the one Artan transformed into all those years ago. But the face was different. There was a dark crater where one of its eyeballs should be. The text at the bottom of the poster read: "THE CELTIC WORLD: HEROES AND VILLAINS. October 31 through December 1 at the Cloisters."

“The exhibit opens tomorrow. And my dad needs this presentation for the morning press conference.”

“Why do they have to open an exhibit on Halloween?”

“Halloween had its origins in the Celtic festival Samhain-”

Natalie cut her off in mid-sentence.

“Is this going to be another one of your lectures?” 

“Hey, you asked.”

There was a moment of hesitation before Natalie nodded. “Go on. Do your thing.”

Rhianna smiled and continued.

“The Celts believed the barrier between our world and the Otherworld...” Natalie’s eyes began to glaze over at this point, but Rhianna held her course. “A kind of Celtic hell — was at its weakest on Samhain. Ghouls and goblins could cross over into our world.”

“Thanks, that was... educational.” 

The way Natalie said “educational” could be translated into “beyond nerdy.” She smiled. “All I know is that tomorrow night I'm dragging you away from the books and we're going to raise some real hell.”

Warring emotions flickered over Rhianna's face. She was tempted to say yes. But reality intruded once again.

“I don't even have a costume...”

Natalie gave Rhianna a conspiratorial nudge. “I'll pick something out for you. And I'll make sure it shows a lot of skin.”

Rhianna grinned despite herself. 

“Come, it'll be fun...”

Natalie nodded at the open book sitting on her makeshift desk. It showed a drawing of a long-haired knight holding up a sword. 

”Maybe we'll even find you your own knight in shining armor.”

“Alright, why not?” Rhianna regretted the words the moment she said them. Her roommate loved setting Rhianna up with one of her many gentleman suitors from work. Natalie met guys effortlessly; if she wasn’t working, she was out on some hot date with some new guy who was going to show her the time of her life. Natalie’s style was to let a prospective suitor down easy by hinting at a potential date with a cute roommate. 

In essence, Natalie was offering Rhianna her hand-me-downs, but she rejected guys whom most women would dream about. Who knew what her type was – Rhianna was still trying to figure it out. One thing was for certain, there was a revolving door of suitors in Natalie’s world. One had to kiss a lot of frogs to find a prince.

“Okay kid, it’s a plan! I’ll send you a pic of your costume when I spot it.”

“Hey, do I have any say in the matter?”

“You’ll love it!”

Before Rhianna could offer further protest, Natalie was already halfway out the door. “Gotta run, don’t want to be late for work now!” 

The door fell shut behind Natalie. Rhianna sighed and shook her head. Took another peek at her neighbor’s window. The blinds were drawn now. Disappointed, Rhianna turned back to her computer and...

Realized it was four-thirty. 

Shit!

She had to get going if she was going to make her five o’clock meeting with her dad. Traffic would be a nightmare but maybe she could catch a train before most people got off work and crowded the subways. Rhianna longingly eyed another can of Monster but decided against it – she was already feeling pretty jittery. She scooped up her laptop and seconds later was on her way. 

Had Rhianna known what the day held in store for her, she would never have left her apartment. 


























CHAPTER THREE




THE CLOISTERS ARE located in the Washington Heights area of New York City, near the northern tip of Manhattan Island. Built on a hill overlooking the Hudson River in Fort Tryon Park, the structure incorporates parts from five cloistered abbeys that were disassembled brick by brick before being shipped to New York in the 1930s. 

The Cloisters were not just another museum; the medieval structure was a time machine. Those who stepped into its landscaped gardens would be transported to the Middle Ages. Rhianna vividly recalled the day when her dad first introduced her to this unique branch of the Museum of Metropolitan Art. The vast collection of medieval art and architecture made a major impression on her eight-year old self and was the beginning of her fascination (some might call it an obsession) with the period. 

Rhianna passed through the gardens, crossing a large open area dominated by an outdoor display. The brooding circle of hulking stones was reminiscent of Stonehenge and radiated an ancient power – it seemed from another world and not made by human hands. 

At the ring's center, there was a giant statue of a demonic head adorned by a cyclopean eye – a crude representation of the Celtic demon Balor. It made Rhianna think of the head statues on Easter Island, but with a Celtic twist. 

The rocks came from the excavation site in Ireland and were flown in only a few weeks earlier. Her father had supervised the meticulous process of recreating the original configuration of the massive boulders on the museum grounds. His team must have taken a million pictures of the site so it would be easier to duplicate. They had done an amazing job – the ring of stones was an exact replica of the one they encountered in Ireland.

Rhianna stepped into Celtic monument, awe-stricken. 

Wow. 

This was what it was all about, why she spent hours going over ancient manuscripts and analyzed texts written in forgotten dialects. The chance to go back to a place long gone, but not forgotten, was what made it all worthwhile. 

Energized by her brush with living history, Rhianna entered the main building of the cloisters. The exhibit was still one day away from being open to the public and she was forced to pass through a cordoned-off area of the museum. She made her way down an arched, Gothic corridor and emerged on the exhibit floor. 

Signs of Celtic art and culture abounded. Medieval weapons lined the walls and there were dioramas and panoramas featuring armor, statues and artwork. Rhianna’s attention quickly shifted to the life-sized stone gargoyle that formed the centerpiece of the display. It was the one-eyed statue depicted in the promotional image Rhianna had sitting over her desk back at the apartment. 

The photograph didn’t do justice to the gargoyle, failing to capture its coiled intensity and malevolent energy. The eight-foot tall stone beast was larger than a man. Its extended wings and rippling musculature created the impression that the creature was about to launch into a vicious attack. 

Rhianna felt a shiver dance up her spine and quickened her step without quite realizing it, putting some distance between her and the monstrous creature. She had almost crossed the exhibit when a young, handsome security guard intercepted her. The man flashed a big grin.

“Good evening, Miss Sharpe. Planning on pulling an all-nighter again?” 

“It sure looks like it.”

“If you need anything, let me know, okay? I’ll be making my rounds until six.”

Rhianna nodded shyly, surprised by the man's flirtatious smile. The guard winked at her and continued on his way while Rhianna proceeded toward her dad’s office. As she drew closer to the exhibit floor’s exit, she took note of the diorama of her father’s latest architectural dig in Ireland. The images took up nearly the whole wall and featured various angles of the excavation site. Some were taken from the air, some from the ground. There were shots of her father’s archeological team, men and women whose faces were flush with excitement and the hushed awe of discovery. 

Rhianna eyed the pictures with longing – eventually she would be part of an excavation herself, but that day couldn’t come fast enough. She was tired of stuffy classrooms and dusty tomes. She craved adventure and excitement. How much longer did she have to wait before she could roll up her sleeves and get her hands dirty out in the field? To her mind, her father had the sweetest job. A hand on Rhianna's shoulder startled her. 

“Soon enough you’ll be joining me on one of my expeditions.”

Rhianna turned toward her father and wondered if he was a mind reader. Her face brightened and she gave him a quick peck on the cheek. 

“Promise, promises,” Rhianna teased.

Up close her father looked even more vibrant and dynamic than in the picture back at her apartment. Tanned and fit, he still had most of his hair, though it was turning a distinguished silver. Dr. Sharpe projected a youthful, vibrant energy that was strong and virile. Most men wished they could have his looks and stamina once they crossed fifty. His clothes fit his persona like a glove. He was dressed exactly the way one would imagine an archeologist to dress when making a quick pit stop in civilization. He wore brown khakis, a pair of Timberlands and a tan shirt with the top two buttons open. Around his neck he sported a Triquetra, which consisted of three interconnected triangular shapes. The symbol was Celtic in origin but its meaning depended on one’s cultural background. Christians considered the Triquetra a sign of the trinity. Celtic pagans felt it was representative of the three parts of the universe: land, sea and air. Wiccans recognized in it the three-part nature of the Goddess. 

To Dr. Sharpe, the pendant was a visual shorthand for his expertise in Celtic mythology. Plus, he dug the air of mystery it projected to both those in the know and the uninitiated. In short, it looked cool. 

Dr. Sharpe smiled at his daughter and a web of crows’ feet crinkled, testimony to a life largely spent outdoors. There was real warmth between them that was obvious to anyone who saw them together. They had grown closer since Rhianna’s mother passed away from breast cancer. It had been a painful period in both their lives and sometimes she could see her dad staring forlornly into space, remembering the woman who’d given him so many great years. 

Rhianna knew her father was lonely but the all-consuming nature of his work prevented him from fixating on his grief or looking for someone new to share his life with. 

Rhianna extricated a folder from her backpack and handed it to her dad. 

“The presentation you asked for. I tried to compare the historical text with the folklore and legends of the time, putting special emphasis on the origins of the gargoyle myth...” 

Dr. Sharpe scanned the pages and nodded in growing approval. 

“This looks great!”

Rhianna relaxed, glad to see her dad was genuinely satisfied with her work. She had slaved over the project for days and was proud of the results. Hours of research had been condensed into dynamic copy. It was hard work, but rewarding. 

“I found the research texts you gave me fascinating,“ Rhianna said, beaming ear to ear. Gargoyles had fascinated her since she was a little girl, which made the job a lot easier. Though surrounded by the statues all her life, she had known little about the myths that inspired these grotesque creations. She had always believed that they originated in France. 

To a degree, there was some truth to that notion. The term came from the French word gargouilles or the Latin Gurgulio – both meant “throat.” In the strictest sense, gargoyles were designed to direct a roof’s runoff water away from the base of the wall. They served an architectural function. This didn’t explain why church builders would place demons on their rooftops. Some theories speculated that gargoyles represented condemned souls intercepted on their way to hell. They were placed on church rooftops to warn those who hadn’t yet renounced sin and embraced the Church. 

But there were older legends and folk tales... 

“I bet you didn’t know that gargoyles were Celtic creatures of myth?”

Rhianna shook her head. “The church builders incorporated them into their designs so that pagans would embrace Christianity.” 

“The medieval equivalent of marketing. Pull in the public with something they’re familiar with and once you hook them, sell them the whole bag of goods.” Dr. Sharpe grinned, for a moment resembling a teenager up to no good.	 

“I was fascinated by the myth of Artan and his brother Cael,” Rhianna said. “Some texts suggest the first gargoyles were erected in Ireland to honor the sacrifice of the great king and to remind the world of the darkness that nearly consumed it. This story could be the origin of every gargoyle in the world.” 

Dr. Sharpe nodded knowingly. “That’s my theory. The legend set the ball in motion and evolved over time.”

Rhianna had come to a similar conclusion based on her own research. According to the texts that survived, the warrior-druid Cael had created gargoyles from the soil of the Earth with the help of the Eye of Balor, a powerful magical gem given to him by the Celtic demon Balor. He had allowed himself to be bitten by one of the creatures and was crowned their master here on earth. The one-eyed statue was an artistic interpretation of the monster that Cael supposedly turned into. Artan finally defeated the evil druid when he shattered the Eye. With the source of the magic destroyed, the gargoyles reverted back to the element that originally spawned them, becoming statues. Not exactly the sort of fairy tale that Pixar would turn into a tentpole film.

“It’s the perfect story to draw the public into the exhibit and expose them to Celtic culture. Gargoyles are scary, and the public loves scary. Especially on Halloween.” 

Rhianna had to agree, glancing at the one-eyed statue. She loved gargoyles but there was something different about this one. No matter how often she looked at the winged sculpture, it never lost its power to intimidate and repel. Her father had unearthed the statue back at the excavation site in Ireland and she wished he had left it buried. It felt like an evil thing that shouldn’t be part of the world, much less a NYC museum exhibit.

Turning away from the sculpture and back to her dad, Rhianna said, “It’s kinda sad that my generation only wants the comic-book version of history.”	

“Hopefully they'll be intrigued by what they see and learn a thing or two.” 

Rhianna was all-too aware of the commercial angle her dad was trying to play up here. Funding archeological digs didn’t come cheap.

“The myths explain medieval Europe, but what about the prevalence of these gargoyles in modern-day Manhattan?” Rhianna wondered aloud.

“They just kind of caught on,” answered the professor. “Became an architectural trend. Gargoyles provided a form of entertainment and diversion. You have to remember, we’re talking about a time when most people couldn’t read and there were no movies, no video games, no smart phones…”

The last comment came in response to Rhianna’s chirping cell. Her father wasn’t a fan of modern communication (unsurprising for a man so drawn to the past), or of being interrupted once he hit his groove. 

Rhianna killed the phone, but not before catching a glimpse of the pic Natalie had sent her. In the photo, Natalie held up a skimpy Wonder Woman costume that would’ve made Lynda Carter blush. The ominous text message read “Found your Halloween outfit.”

Rhianna shook her head and put her cell away. Her idea of a cool Halloween costume was dressing up as Indiana Jones, which she had done to the horror of her roommate during her college freshman year. After taking one look at the baggy pants, leather jacket and fedora, Natalie urged Rhianna to wear short shorts and a tight top to go as the Tomb Raider chick. Unless she wanted the boys to think she was a lesbo. 

Rhianna followed her advice and spent the rest of the evening warding off drunk frat boys who mistook her costume, or lack thereof, as an open invitation. Even though she went as Lara Croft to appease her roomie and the matchmaking gods, she hummed the Raiders of the Lost Ark theme all night long.	

Looking up from her phone, Rhianna flashed her father an apologetic smile. “Sorry, dad!” 

Her attention was drawn once more to the excavation pictures. There was a wistful note in her voice as she spoke. “I wish I could've been there when you discovered the tomb.”

“There will be plenty of adventures in your future. Come, I have a surprise for you.”

Rhianna gave her father an intrigued look. 

“Now you got me curious.” 

Rhianna fell in step with her dad. They walked from the Celtic display area into a series of medieval corridors and passageways. After a few minutes, they stepped into his private office. Decorated with taste and masculine elegance, it was clearly the domain of a man whose passion was the Middle Ages. Various artifacts were laid out on the desk. 

Dr. Sharpe pointed at a velvet-lined display case. “I present to you the Eye of Balor. Both halves reunited for the first time in fifteen-hundred years.”

The Eye of Balor. The source of Cael’s magical power. The gem that Artan’s blade had shattered.

Rhianna leaned over the metal case and beheld the gem, awed. The two pieces had been placed together but couldn’t disguise the deep cracks where the ruby had broken in two. Dr. Sharpe held the gem against the light, being careful to exert enough pressure to keep the two halves together. 

Rhianna took a step closer. The gem was aptly named; it indeed resembled an eye. With red veins traced throughout its depths, the stone was not quite opaque. Its colors were more intense than those normally found in a gem and nearly translucent; it somehow wove the surrounding light into a hypnotic display of light and shadow.

“Supposedly, this gem was the source of the warrior-druid’s power. We found one half embedded in the eye socket of our lovely one-eyed gargoyle statue. The other half is on loan from the Irish government.”		

Rhianna grinned with excitement as she studied the gem. “How did you get the Museum of Ireland to hand over their piece?”

“Just some good old fashioned Irish charm.”

“You mean ass kissing?”

Dr. Sharpe flashed her a roguish smile. 

“Whatever gets the job done, right?”

Rhianna couldn’t stop looking at the stone.	

“It's beautiful. Can I touch it?”

Her dad nodded with a smile. He loved seeing his own passion for archeology mirrored in his daughter. 

Rhianna picked up one half of the Eye of Balor, mesmerized. The gem was smooth on one side, jagged on the other. 

“Sure makes you wonder where myth ends and history begins,” Dr. Sharpe said.

Rhianna continued to trace the gem with her fingers. Hypnotized by its shape and color, the play of light weaving a spell and...

She suddenly flinched and whipped her hand back. A drop of blood oozed from her finger. Shit, she must have cut herself on the sharp edge of the broken gem.

“Damn, it's razor sharp!”

Rhianna pulled out a pocket-handkerchief and wrapped the bleeding cut.

“Just great! The Irish will be thrilled to find out I got blood on their priceless artifact.”

“I should have some Band-Aids and disinfectant in my medicine cabinet. I’ll be right back.”

While Dr. Sharpe entered the small bathroom of his office, Rhianna returned the shattered ruby to the case. Unbeknownst to her, a few drops of her blood ran down the gem fragment that had sliced her finger, hit the lining of the display box and landed on...

The other half of the Eye of Balor.

The gems gave off a faint glint and snapped together like reunited magnets. Somehow the archeology student’s blood had mended the broken ruby, erasing all signs that it was ever shattered. 

Rhianna looked up at her father, who had returned to the office with a box of Band-Aids. She never saw the Eye of Balor lighting up with a preternatural force. 




***




The instant the ruby fused into one, a winged shadow erupted to violent life inside the Celtic exhibit. A guttural growl echoed. Had the exhibit been open to the public, the bestial roar would have drawn people’s attention and triggered a panic, but the wing was deserted. Neither the guards who listlessly patrolled the museum floor nor Rhianna and her father bore witness to the one-eyed gargoyle returning to life after being trapped in stone for fifteen endless centuries. A long-forgotten evil was awake again, and soon an ancient darkness would descend over New York City. Before long, the city that never sleeps would experience the wrath of the gargoyles.


























CHAPTER FOUR




CENTRAL PARK WAS ablaze with the colors of late fall. In a few short weeks the trees would be stripped bare of their leaves in anticipation of the long winter months ahead. But on this day before Halloween, the American elms were vibrant yellow, the pin oaks scarlet and many a visitor thought they had stepped into a painting come to life. The sun was out and shined brightly, light refracting off Conservatory Water in a dazzling display of sparkling light. 

The snap in the air put a bounce in everyone’s step. Joggers and bikers cranked up their pace, couples huddled closer, and tourists gawked at the emerald island in the heart of the metropolis while taking pictures with their cellphones. 

In a more secluded area of the park, two teens clad in torn jeans, ragged black T-shirts and Converse sneakers were making their own artistic contribution to the city. The young artists believed that the park needed a little more color than nature could provide on its own. Their spray canisters hissed. Blue and green streaks bled across sculptures and call signs were tattooed across bronze and stone fairy-tale characters. The dense shrubbery added cover from prying passers-by and gave the two wannabe Picassos the privacy they needed to achieve their artistic ambitions. 

One of the punks finished giving Alice in Wonderland a punk rock makeover and looked around for his next canvas. He zeroed in on a majestic stone statue of a humanoid gargoyle. Monstrous but also imbued with a fierce nobility. The punk’s lips twisted in an enthusiastic grin – his muse had just kicked into overdrive. 

The artist brought up the can of spray paint when...

The gargoyle's slitted eyes lit up with a dark fire.

Muscles rippled. 

Wings flared open. 

Lungs bellowed out a bestial roar.

The creature awoke from its long slumber.

The graffiti artists backed away, freaked. One kid started running, tripped over a branch and went flying. He hit his head on a rock and the can of spray paint rolled across the grass. The second kid hightailed it out of there. Gargoyle statues coming to life could rattle the most hardened badasses. 

An eerie silence descended over the park, followed by a weak moan. This time it wasn’t the guttural utterance of a beast but a sound produced by human vocal cords. Where the gargoyle statue had stood there was now a naked man, his body a mass of scarred muscles. 

The downed graffiti artist stared wide-eyed. What the hell was happening here? How could this be possible? Had his painter’s mask failed and allowed toxic fumes to penetrate his lungs and brain? 

The naked man stirred and staggered to his feet. The sun hit his features, revealing him to be none other than Artan. The ancient king wearily absorbed his surroundings, taking in the lush vegetation around him. Artan tilted his head, spellbound by the magnificent steel towers of Manhattan's soaring skyline. His face flooded with an expression of breathless wonder that turned to unbridled joy. The sights were wondrous but could not compare to the sensation of the sun and wind against his naked skin. He was alive. A man again, flesh and blood, heart beating with the fury of someone granted a new lease on life. 

Artan turned toward the downed graffiti artist, who let out an audible gasp. The kid’s arm flailed out but Artan snatched his wrist in mid-attack and brought it up and around his back, twisting tendons and bending bone. 

The kid gasped and Artan eased his grip, his instincts still dulled from his fifteen-hundred-year slumber. Artan had no interest in harming the young man. 

There was something else he needed from the kid. 




***




Artan emerged from the foliage, now clad in the graffiti artist’s jeans, T-shirt and leather jacket, and approached a large body of water surrounded by hanging trees. Sunlight dappled the pond's tranquil surface. 

Artan stepped up to the water and peered down at his reflection in the calm surface. For a moment he was transfixed. With his long hair and Celtic warrior tattoos, Artan could have been an escapee from a rock band. 

He kneeled down, his hand touching the water. A smile curled his lips as the cool sensation filled him with delight. He felt reborn and every experience was like a moment he was living for the first time. The magic that had turned him to stone had not been able to extinguish Artan’s ability to process his surroundings. He had remained aware during his long slumber, a maddening fever dream from which he could not wake no matter how hard he tried. His consciousness was trapped in a fog where the external world only filtered through in bits and pieces. He retained half-remembered impressions and fragments of sound — weird, disjointed pieces of a puzzle with no solution. 

It was Artan’s personal hell, a limbo he wouldn’t wish on his worst enemies. It had been a sacrifice he was willing to make to save Kirkfall. There were flashes of clarity over the centuries during which his sanity hung by a delicate thread. He’d gotten through those darkest of moments by reminding himself that he had saved the people of Kirkfall and defeated a terrible enemy. But as the years went by and the veil of time obscured Artan’s great sacrifice, the former king drew less and less comfort from the memories of his heroic deed. His people were replaced by new tribes and nations, his world eroded by the passage of time until only the ruins and statues remained, buried in the dust of ages. 

As the decades turned into centuries, Artan had seen kingdoms rise and fall, nations appear and disappear. A tortuous cycle of death and rebirth, repeating over and over again. He felt trapped in an eternal prison, doomed to bear witness to events without being able to influence them. 

Artan appealed to the Gods during his more lucid moments, hoping they might show mercy on him and put an end to his suffering. He prayed for his own death and release from this terrible fate. Maybe his prayers were heard, but no deity ever deigned to answer them. He was denied extinction and remained a man frozen in time while the world rippled along, a furious river with no end.

The former king of Kirkfall felt elated to be given this moment, but his joy was tempered by a terrible knowledge and a growing unease. The curse of their stone imprisonment had been broken. If he had returned to the world, so must his enemy. And even though Artan was human at the moment, he could feel the dark blood of the gargoyle pumping through his veins. The knowledge of what he’d become clung to him like a dark shadow, a grim certainty he could not shake off. Once the sun vanished, the change would overtake him and he would transform into a monster. He had received another chance to walk among men, but it would be temporary... 

He gave himself an internal push, found his center and pushed these negative thoughts aside. Ruminating about the future was a waste of time. He had to live in the here and now, experience the moment, regain his bearings and go from there. 

Artan cupped the water in his hands and drank greedily, quenching a powerful thirst. Cold water still trickled down his lips and chin when he heard a sound behind him. A low growl that rose in intensity. 

Artan whirled and came face to face with a German Shepherd. The dog crouched about twenty feet away, haunches poised, paws rooted, eyes fixed on the Celtic warrior. 

Artan smiled at the animal and held out his hand, welcoming the contact. His outstretched hand was met with a warning – the canine bared its teeth and the growl grew more insistent.

Smart dog. 

The animal must have caught a whiff of the ancient darkness that had infected Artan – it knew what he had become. A dismayed look crept across Artan's features and the dog's growl degenerated into a pitiful, scared whimper. The canine backed away from Artan and sat cowering near his owner, who had just emerged from the nearby bushes. The dog’s owner took in Artan before eyeing his pet with concern. 

”What's the matter, boy? What's gotten into you?” 

The owner traded a suspicious look with Artan. Warily, Artan touched the dark scar on his arm where the gargoyle’s fangs had punctured soft tissue fifteen centuries earlier. And for one brief moment, a somber realization descended on him like a dark cloud. He was cut off from anything and anyone he had ever known and loved. A monster outside of time and nature. Not man, not beast. 

A gargoyle. 

Artan had grown up in a society both savage and warm. There was kinship, there was family, and there was love. His thoughts turned to Samara and his family, but the memories were bereft of any joy. There was only the pain of loss. The people who Artan had cared for the most had paid the ultimate price while he and Cael were spared. Reality pressed down on him, a burden that threatened to tear him apart. His home and everything he once held dear was gone, swept away by the tides of time. 

As the full crushing weight of his situation bore down on him, the former king of Kirkfall felt like the loneliest man on earth. 




***




Artan emerged from the thick underbrush and stepped onto Sheep's Meadow, a wide expanse of green. During the summer months one would find sunbathers and picnickers crowding the 15-acre field. Over its tumultuous history, the area had been home to a variety of concerts, political movements and demonstrations. At the moment, the meadow was deserted except for a couple kids flying kites and the occasional tourist enjoying the beautiful spot while taking a break from their sightseeing. The grass made Artan think of the lush plains of Kirkfall and the thought was accompanied by a sharp sense of loss.	

Before he could succumb to melancholy, the all-too familiar clip-clop of a horse’s hooves drew his attention. It was followed by a whinny. Artan turned, finding a cop on horseback trotting down a stone path that ran along Sheep’s Meadow. Artan’s eyes grew distant as the horse filled his field of vision. Watching its nostrils flaring and flanks quivering, for a split second he was transported back in time...




Artan sat astride his mount, face covered in blue-green war paint, and surveyed his fallen city. Kirkfall had been transformed into a hellish battlefield, a burned wasteland of gutted houses and smoldering ruins. Flames painted the night crimson while an armada of shrieking gargoyles devoured the sky...




Artan blinked and was hurled back into present-day reality. His face had turned the color of chalk and his hands were clenched. He wisely leaned against a tree for support. The memories threatened to overwhelm him, every new impression creating an internal chain reaction. 

It was all too much, too soon.

Artan saw the cop approaching. He must have noticed the sorry state Artan was in. The reawakened warrior heard the crackle of a mic and even though his knowledge of this world was limited, he recognized that this uniformed man wielded authority and must be a knight of some kind. 

Artan decided the wise course of action was to leave before a confrontation became inevitable. He’d rather save his anger for Cael instead of squandering it on an honorable man who was just carrying out his duty. 

The former king of Kirkfall darted into a forested area and made his way through the trees and underbrush. He followed a sound he couldn’t quite identify but which seemed familiar. It must have penetrated his stone slumber over the years, but its origin remained a mystery to him.

Artan arrived at the edge of the park and emerged on a bustling New York City sidewalk near Fifty-Seventh Street and Fifth Avenue. The sound in question turned out to be the steady susurration of NYC traffic, a rhythmic heartbeat that reverberated throughout the metropolis. Artan stared at the incessant flow of vehicles, a teeming sea of yellow cabs interspersed with a much smaller number of private cars. The iron machines bounced down the urban canyons, tires rippling across cement and bouncing off manhole covers while accompanied by a chorus of honks. 

It all felt familiar yet alien. His nightmares were revealed as nothing more than the modern-day world processed on a subconscious level. 

Artan fell in step with the other pedestrians streaming down the sidewalk, becoming part of the crowd. His body remained coiled and guarded. Every second, some new sight or sound startled him. For a moment Artan wondered if he might still be trapped in his stone prison. Was this assault on his senses nothing but another dream? But the colors and impressions were too vivid to be a simple figment of his imagination. 

This was the real world.	

Artan’s head swiveled back and forth, absorbing his alien surroundings. He was awed by the tall buildings, a marvel of engineering and human ingenuity. He gawked at men and women of all ethnicities. Races he had never encountered before. Everything felt new, exotic and thrilling. Artan took in the myriad of sights. Looking both lost and awed, he was truly a stranger in a strange land.

Artan spun toward a photo shoot in progress. A photographer snapped away at skimpily clad models. His head swiveled toward a bike messenger navigating a sea of yellow cabs before he noticed a giant electronic billboard that conjured strange images of this alien world.

Out of all the wild impressions, one stuck out. Artan spotted a giant banner mounted on a light pole. It featured an image of the one-eyed gargoyle statue. In bold letters, it read: "THE CELTIC WORLD - HEROES AND MONSTERS. OPENING THIS HALLOWEEN AT THE CLOISTERS."

Artan’s smile was wiped off his face, his features turning into a bloodless mask. 

It can't be...

A college kid stood nearby, equally entranced by the ad but for different reasons. To the kid, the gargoyle represented a cool concept of fantasy; to Artan it was a sign that a war he believed he had won might soon be entering a new phase. And the outcome of this new battle was not assured. Artan had defeated his brother once, but it didn’t mean he would be able to best Cael again. Last time he was lucky enough to have the element of surprise on his side. He doubted that the same would hold true this time around. The kid shot Artan a curious look, oblivious to the thoughts cycling through the mind of the reawakened warrior. 

“That shit looks off the hook!” 

The kid’s words barely registered. Part of the reason was that Artan barely understood this strange tongue, though he had absorbed snippets over the centuries. But more than that, Artan was occupied with thoughts of revenge, his rage building. The billboard erased any doubt whether Cael had returned in this time period. 

The teenager realized something wasn’t quite right here and his face filled with concern. “Hey, mister, you okay?”

Artan’s answer was to snatch the teen's arm. 

“Hey, let go of me, bro. What the hell's wrong with you?”

Artan’s iron grip didn't loosen. Instead, he pointed at the billboard with the one-eyed gargoyle. 

“How do I find him?”

The words were uttered in ancient Gaellic. The kid didn’t understand the old language but got the gist of it.

“Man, I don’t speak your language. You’re interested in the exhibit? It's uptown at the Cloisters. You can cab it. Just let go of me, man, or I’m calling the cops!”

The anger drained from Artan. Once again, he looked lost and alone. Nothing was making sense to him in this crazy place. The city with its towers of steel and glass, its strange moving coffins made of iron that rolled through the streets, the way people dressed, spoke and behaved. 

Why had he returned after all this time? 

He had wielded the Blade of Kings, shattered the Eye of Balor and broken the spell that gave unholy life to Cael’s winged army. So how had this ancient evil been unleashed once again upon an unsuspecting world?

Freaked, the college kid turned toward the street, raised his arm and hailed a cab. “Taxi!” he shouted. Luck was on his side. A yellow cab pulled up to the curb and the kid jumped into the vehicle. He quickly gave the cabbie directions. Feeling safe now, he flipped Artan the bird. 

The taxi disappeared into traffic.

Artan’s initial sense of wonder and discovery were fading. A fire now raged within him. His focus shifted toward the sea of cabs. Being a fast learner, Artan followed the kid’s example. It didn’t take long for a cab to pull up to the curb. The cabbie, a balding Indian with sharp features, shot Artan an impatient look. Never having seen people of color before, the king regarded this strange man, his gaze lingering a moment too long.

The cabbie grew impatient. 	

“Hey Jim Morrison, you getting in or what?”

Remembering how the teen had opened the car door, Artan got into the cab. A musky odor permeated the vehicle; the air was filled with the scent of old leather, sweat and the last passenger’s cologne. Artan closed the door behind him and met the Indian’s impatient glare in the rear-view mirror. 

“Where are we headed?”

Artan’s response was to point at the banner on the light-pole. The Indian stared at this unusual man for a beat before nodding. 

“Get cozy. The Cloisters are coming right up!”

The cab wove its way back into traffic. Artan blankly took in the cityscape. People, buildings, cars. Strange, confounding sights streaked by as the cab bulleted through the city’s cement arteries. A kaleidoscopic blur. 

The driver recognized Artan’s expression. He saw it day in and day out and knew it all too well. 

“First time in the Big Apple?”

Artan nodded quietly. His forlorn, slightly lost countenance spoke louder than words.























CHAPTER FIVE




DR. SHARPE CLOSED up the display case containing the Eye of Balor. He placed the case in a foam-lined titanium box, still unaware that the shattered gem had been restored to its original condition. 

Rhianna, her finger now wrapped in a Band-Aid, appeared behind him. 

“Where are you off to?” she asked her dad.

“I'm having dinner with a certain gentleman who promised to contribute an important piece from his private collection to the exhibit-”

“-But only if you let him check out the Eye first.” 	

Dr. Sharpe smiled at his daughter’s quick assessment of the situation.

“You know how rich people are. They always have to be the first kid on the block to get a peek.” 

Dr. Sharpe grabbed the titanium case.

“By the way, I’m afraid the papers on my desk need to be graded by Monday morning.”

Rhianna wasn't thrilled about this news and made a long face. 

“Dad, I sort of had plans for tomorrow night.”

Dr. Sharpe felt a twinge of guilt about dumping his workload on his daughter, but he had no choice. One showcase piece was still missing from the exhibit and it would take all day to secure its loan to the museum. The collector in question, Craig McConnor, was a tad eccentric and protective of the item – a fact Dr. Sharpe couldn’t hold against the man. If their roles were reversed, he’d act much the same. McConnor had to be plied and wooed. Hopefully, an expensive dinner at one of the trendiest new restaurants in the city would make the millionaire finally relent. 

Sharpe smiled inwardly. It was all part of the game. Not his favorite part — he’d rather be at a dig on some faraway continent than explaining to a multi-millionaire the cultural value of the upcoming exhibit. But he couldn’t let one of the most important archeological artifacts of the Celtic period mold away in some Staten Island loft and deny the world its chance to experience a vital part of history. 

“I'm sorry, darling, but with the exhibit opening tomorrow, you know how crazy busy I’m going to be this weekend. I need all the help I can get.”

His daughter was about to protest but Sharpe stopped her with a quick peck on the cheek. 

“I'll see you in the morning.” 

Before Rhianna could retort, Dr. Sharpe had left the office. The door fell shut behind him and he made his way through the Celtic exhibit. His footsteps echoed eerily among the creepy artifacts.

He wasn’t paying close attention to his surroundings, his mind already focused on the task that lay ahead. It might require all his charm to persuade the collector to part with his most prized possession, but Sharpe wouldn’t take no for an answer. It had required weeks of back-and-forth with the man’s assistant to arrange this meeting and Dr. Sharpe swore to himself that he wasn’t going to screw it up. He had a feeling that the Eye of Balor would play a vital role in the upcoming negotiation. Sharpe just wished they could’ve met up sooner – cutting it so close to the exhibit’s opening wasn’t helping his ulcer, but better late than never. 

Dr. Sharpe grew still. He wasn’t quite sure what had given him pause; perhaps some eerie sensation just below his conscious level of perception, an animal instinct telling him he wasn’t alone. He inspected the Celtic exhibit area. Pools of shadow enswathed the various items in the collection.

“Hello? Anybody there?”

No response.

The moment stretched.

Dr. Sharpe took a cautious step toward a row of lifelike mannequins clad in Celtic attire. For a moment he almost expected one of the mannequins to turn towards him; they seemed imbued with unnatural life in the muted, spooky light. 

The archeologist circled the mannequins. He was now able to view the exhibit from another angle but...

Still nothing.

Sharpe’s breathing normalized.

His imagination was playing tricks on him.

Maybe the stress of the opening was getting to him. Or maybe he was just turning into an old fuddy-duddy scared of his own shadow. Nothing a good single-malt Scotch couldn’t fix. 

Dr. Sharpe was about to retrace his steps when a figure popped up behind him. 

Dr. Sharpe almost let out a sharp curse. He whirled toward the new arrival. It was none other than Kenny, the security guard. The same handsome fella who had made Rhianna blush earlier now smiled apologetically at the archeologist.

“I’m so sorry, Dr. Sharpe, I didn't mean to startle you.”

“Then why did you sneak up on me like a goddamn ninja?” 

The guard just stared at Dr. Sharpe, not sure how to respond. Recognizing the kid’s unease, Dr. Sharpe’s features softened.	

“It’s okay, kid. You were just doing your job. This exhibit can get kinda creepy when no one's around.”

The guard relaxed and smiled. 

“No kidding. Have a good evening, Dr. Sharpe.”

The guard tipped his hat and Rhianna’s father left the display area. Seconds later, he stepped through the main entrance of the museum and was greeted by a fresh gust of autumn wind. He shivered. Not so much because of the cold but because he couldn’t shake the feeling that somebody or something had stalked him through the Celtic exhibit. 




***




The cab rolled up to the museum and came to a stop near a cobbled road that wound its way up to the main entrance. After the hectic ride through Manhattan, a mad blur of strange images and sounds, the medieval cloisters felt like familiar ground. 

The driver turned toward the meter. 

“Okay, that'll be twenty-five dollars...” 

Before the cabbie could finish, Artan was already out the door, on his way toward the entrance of the museum. He could hear the driver hailing expletives at him but paid them no mind. He was busy steeling himself for the impending confrontation with his old nemesis.

Artan passed Dr. Sharpe, who had just emerged from the museum. Of course he was unaware of the magical item contained inside the doctor’s titanium case. Artan was preoccupied with a far more vexing problem – how to get through a turnstile, an incongruous touch of modernity among the medieval surroundings. He cracked the problem after a few tries and passed through the turnstile, still shaking his head at the strange contraption. Admission was donation-based so Artan’s lack of funds didn’t become a problem, though it did earn him a dirty look from the middle-aged lady in the nearby ticket booth. 

Artan made his way through the museum and his disorientation grew. The place felt familiar yet dreamlike and the lines between the middle ages and present grew blurry. Wherever he looked, he was confronted with arches and columns, tapestries and stained glass windows. The past was alive within these walls, the Cloisters preserving a world all too familiar to the former king of Kirkfall. 

The crowds were thinning and the place was getting ready to close its doors to the public. A voice drifted over the speakers: "The Museum will be closing in ten minutes. Please make your way to the exit..."

Artan paused, having come across a large banner draped above an arched doorway. The banner was a variation of the one he’d spotted near Central Park earlier. It featured the one-eyed gargoyle and advertised the upcoming Celtic exhibit. The grand opening was still a day away and the entrance cordoned off, but this didn’t stop Artan from taking a closer look. 	

Without a trace of hesitation, Artan slipped under the cordon. Moving with feral grace, he dipped down the shadowy hallway and soon emerged in a vast room filled with the remnants of his own past. For one brief moment, Cael ceased to dominate Artan’s thoughts and he let his guard down, allowing himself to be affected by these familiar surroundings. An assortment of weapons lined the wall. Mannequins decked out in medieval fashions posed to mimic everyday life in the Celtic world.

Artan took in the dioramas. His past had been reduced to a simple museum showpiece meant to entertain a world that had passed him by. 

Artan’s studied a display case that contained a series of wood-carved animals. Primitive Celtic toys. A wistful expression crept into his features, the image triggering a memory...




Flames flickered in a fireplace. Artan was in the castle’s private chambers, ensconced in a wooden chair. His expression was focused, a mask of concentration. Working his knife with skill and precision, he was carving a small horse from a block of wood. 

His five-year-old son watched with unwavering concentration, the young boy’s expression alive with wonder. Artan completed the carving and held up the fruits of his labor. The boy’s face lit up with unbridled joy. 

Artan was suddenly joined by his wife Samara. He stroked the fiery mane of red hair spilling down her beautifully arched back and his eyes filled with love and devotion. 

Three days after that idyllic moment, his father the king would succumb to a wretched disease and Kirkfall would be plunged into civil war. But that terrible day was still in the future and Artan was happy and at peace… 




Approaching footfalls broke Artan’s reverie and this hollow shadow of the once happy husband turned toward the new arrival. Facing Artan was Rhianna and, with her red hair and fair complexion, she could have been the ghost of his long-dead wife. Artan grew still, entranced. He barely heard Rhianna’s words. 

“Sir, this wing is off limits to the public. You can’t be here.”

Artan remained riveted. 

Misinterpreting his silence but growing increasingly uncomfortable in the man’s stoic presence, Rhianna added, “The exhibit doesn't open until tomorrow. You can come back then if you like.”

It seemed like an eternity before Artan reacted. He might not be able to fully understand this modern language, but the message behind the words was clear. 

He slowly turned away from the woman. It turned out to be more difficult than he expected. Part of him wanted to keep staring at her and pretend the last fifteen centuries never happened.

Artan headed for the corridor, supposedly on his way to the museum’s exit. He could feel the beautiful woman, who had reminded him so much of Samara, peering after him. Her presence had stirred something deep within Artan, something he thought he had lost for good. But the woman wasn’t his wife. Samara was dead, gone now for more than a millennium, and the man who robbed her of her chance at a long, fruitful life was near. That’s all that mattered right now. Instead of heading for the nearest exit, Artan dipped behind a stone column. He was not planning to leave just yet.




	***




The security guard kept patrolling the museum, scanning the more disturbing pieces of Celtic artwork. Dr. Sharpe wasn’t kidding. This place had creep factor written all over it. 

The guard’s name was Kenny Cordero. Twenty-three years old, he was taking classes in his off hours at the John Jay College of Criminal Justice. He might be a security guard at the moment, but his dream was to pursue a career in law enforcement. The schedule was rough — he was averaging six hours of sleep during the week — but he was young, hopeful about the future, and enjoyed his day gig. The pay was shit but he reveled in the sense of authority that came with the position. Girls sure looked differently at him when he patrolled the halls of the museum in his uniform. In particular, Dr. Sharpe’s daughter. 

He remembered the day he first caught a glimpse of her. She was buried behind a stack of books, face bathed in the glow of her laptop while she attacked the keyboard. She had looked up from her work and flashed a demure smile at Kenny. 

There was something about that smile. He had paid special attention to her ever since. Rhianna was smart and gorgeous too, but she didn’t seem to know it or refused to flaunt it, unlike so many of the girls he dated in high school and college. Kenny went out with too many bratty, loudmouth party girls. He appreciated someone who was more reserved and what was the word... graceful. 

Kenny was still wondering if Rhianna might be single when he took note of the deserted pedestal and a terrible realization hit him. 

The one-eyed gargoyle was... gone.

Shit.

The guard palmed his mic. But before he could alert other members of the security team, he made out a noise behind him. 

Kenny whirled, just in time to catch a flash of steel. A sword bit through his starched blue shirt, puncturing skin, muscle and bone, severing nerves and tendons. His stunned eyes fastened on the blade planted inside his now scarlet chest, mouth working spasmodically in shocked confusion. 	

WHOOSH. The blade was withdrawn with a spray of blood. The stunned guard staggered back and collapsed. A naked, heavily tattooed bald man brandishing a bloody sword loomed before him. There was a raw mass of scar tissue where his right eye should be. It was both repellent and hypnotic. A split second later, the sword whipped down on Kenny, turning the hapless guard’s world black. 




***

	

Artan’s older brother Cael, the warrior-druid, stepped back from the slain guard. He touched his bloody blade and rubbed the still-hot crimson liquid into one of his tattoos. The one he chose was shaped like a spiral. 

The Celtic symbol for the wind. 

Each tattoo represented a spell and required blood to be activated. Cael whispered a few words in the language of the old Gods. A wind kicked up within the display area and rapidly built in intensity. The ancient druid magic had been activated.

A wind arose. Pieces of clothing slid from the mannequins in the exhibit and snapped around Cael's body, magically clothing him. Within seconds, he was decked out in Celtic armor – the burnished black leather wouldn’t seem out of place in many of Manhattan’s edgier nightclubs. 

The wind died down and Cael’s thoughts turned to the moment when he awoke from his long slumber. At first he had experienced paralyzing confusion and his thoughts spun out of control. He found himself in strange surroundings both familiar yet alien. He knew time had passed — centuries, maybe even millennia — since he was last human. Even though the years of his imprisonment were vague and seemed outside of his grasp, a fragmented nightmare, certain memories carried greater weight than others and remained vividly etched in his mind. Among those was the day of his defeat. 

Just thinking about it filled him with bitterness. Artan had struck at the moment of Cael’s greatest triumph. He was preparing his gargoyle army for the final, devastating battle. Hundreds of winged beasts had gathered around the monolithic ring of giant stones, the same Stonehengian configuration that now surrounded the museum. These stones had stood for centuries, hidden within a dense forest. Only the oldest druids knew the secret paths that led to this ancient place of worship. For the ring of stones was in fact a temple dedicated to the ancient demon Balor, ruler of the Otherworld and a dark Celtic god who had fallen out of favor with most of the other druids. 

When Cael addressed the gargoyles, he wasn’t human any longer – he had allowed one of the creatures to bite him and infect him with its otherworldly evil. By day, Cael was still a man but by night, he transformed into the master-gargoyle who ruled over the hundreds of winged creatures now gathered around him in anticipation of carnage. 

The Eye of Balor glittered in Cael's empty eye socket. It had taken the place of his own eye, which he willingly sacrificed to Balor in exchange for his power. 

Cael had patiently waited one long day, wanting to draw out Artan’s suffering and guilt, to let the helplessness of his situation fully sink in. But the time had come to deliver the final deathblow. Kirkfall would fall and so would Artan. From the ashes, a new kingdom would be born. The kingdom of Balor. 

Cael was the first-born prince and it was his birthright to inherit the king’s mantle of power, a right his own father had tried to deny him. Soon he would be expanding Balor’s empire here on Earth.

Cael was in the midst of readying his gargoyle army for their final attack on Kirkfall, the first step in a greater campaign to conquer the emerald isle and surrounding kingdoms, when one of his gargoyle warriors stole away from the ranks and advanced with ferocious speed. 

It took Cael a moment to realize that this gargoyle minion was different from the animalistic beasts under his command. This gargoyle was part man, part monster, a hybrid creature identical to himself. 

The instant Cael spotted the rune blade in the gargoyle’s clawed hand, he realized he’d underestimated Artan. His brother had refused to wait for Cael to make the next move and instead brought the battle to him.

Artan's gargoyle features distorted into a demonic snarl and he brought the blade down on his brother’s still stunned face. Magical steel rippled through the air, fueled by the force of vengeance, and slashed across Cael’s visage. It would have hacked off part of his head had the Eye of Balor in Cael’s eye socket not broken the sword’s momentum. But the impact of steel striking the stone was enough to shatter it in two. The broken gem erupted from Cael’s eye socket like two bloody tears being shed. 

The two pieces of the Eye of Balor flew through the air and... 

Everything changed in an instant.

Cael saw his winged army turn to stone before him. Seconds later, his own limbs grew heavy, reverting to the element that had originally spawned the gargoyles. The process wasn’t instantaneous for Cael — after all he was part human — but his gargoyle blood had to obey the laws of the ancient order. 

His brother’s blade spun through the air, coming in for another attack. Artan’s movements were dulled in equal measure, muscles tightening and growing stiff. But for the moment at least, his rage seemed to have overcome the spell. There would be no ruby to deflect the sword this time. However, before the steel’s sharp edge could reach Cael, the brothers froze in mid-movement. Transformed into stone statues, they were mirror images of the frozen gargoyle army that surrounded Balor’s ancient temple. 

What followed was a nightmarish, distorted blur of half-perceived sounds and sights. Cael felt as though he was trapped at the bottom of a lake, looking up at the world above. He saw the knights invade the temple, watched them wield hammers and shatter his soldiers, demolishing the gargoyle statues so no magic could ever reconstitute them.

Cael also remembered the rough hands of his hooded druid followers touching his stone skin, a vague sensation of contact. They stole away into the night after loading his stone form onto a horse-drawn wagon. Later that day, he was whisked off to an underground cave where his enemies would be unable to locate him. 

Cael’s followers hid their master hoping that one day in the future he would return to carry out the dark will of Balor. Little did his acolytes realize that Cael, in his current state, would welcome the blows of his enemies’ hammers. It offered a way out of his terrible prison, even if it meant facing oblivion. Anything was better than this limbo state between life and death, a prison darkened by memories tainted by the sting of defeat.

With the passing centuries, Cael’s rage grew. He would spend fifteen interminable centuries in the dark cave that his followers had chosen for his final resting place. Half aware, teetering on the brink of madness, he waited for a day he thought would never come.

It had taken an eternity of darkness and prayers to Balor, but the miracle had finally happened. He was free to walk among men once more. The spell had been broken.

Cael took in the dying security guard on the floor before him. As the young man’s life force ebbed away and the black veil of death descended over him, Cael knew his mental prayers had been answered.

After all this time, he could finally fulfill his destiny and rule Balor’s kingdom here on Earth. 





























CHAPTER SIX




THE MOMENT HER father stepped out of his office, Rhianna’s let out a deep sigh. 

Sorry, Natalie. No trick-or-treating for me this year.

Rhianna took a seat before the mountain of student essays waiting to be graded and became resigned to the fact that she would be sitting out the holiday this year. Her life was bound to change one day, but it would happen once she was done with her studies and she could come up for air from time to time. In the same way that a fire needed oxygen to keep burning, an active social life required an investment of time if it was to flourish (and if it was to include a boyfriend who didn’t end up in bed with her best friend). 

While Rhianna debated how she would break the news to Natalie (she hated flaking out after giving her word), she decided to seek comfort from another energy drink. The museum vending machine didn’t carry Monster, but she might be able to hunt down a Rockstar. 

With this thought in mind (and realizing she was procrastinating), Rhianna made her way to the nearest vending machine. Moments later, the machine was sucking up her dollars and she had made her selection. The act was followed by the reassuring thunk of the machine giving up one of its goodies. Rhianna scooped up her drink, a Full Throttle. The brand wasn’t her first choice and felt a little like a consolation prize, but it would do for tonight. 

Who needs sleep anyway?

She decided to head back to the office by taking a shortcut through the Celtic exhibit. And that’s where she ran into the longhaired individual in the leather jacket. 

Her first thought was to alert the guards but there was something in the man’s face — maybe it was the combination of his swarthy good looks and sad, forlorn eyes — that gave her momentary pause. But once she had earned the man’s undivided attention, those eyes weren’t sad any longer but regarded her with unflinching intensity. He looked menacing (even though he was still a hottie) and she regretted not going with her first instinct and calling security. 

To Rhianna’s stunned surprise, her mind still had managed to form words and string them together into questions. But instead of providing answers and identifying himself, the man remained silent and kept staring at her. He was acting like a creep but weirdly enough, Rhianna wasn’t creeped out. 

The man finally turned away from her, still not having uttered a single word, and beat a hasty retreat.

Rhianna stared after him, strangely intrigued. As he disappeared down a bend in the corridor, she headed in the opposite direction, on her way back to her father’s office. She was navigating another wing of the museum, this one dedicated to Celtic armor and weaponry, when a squishing sound drew her attention. 

Rhianna peered down at her feet and realized she was standing in a pool of blood. Stunned, she backed away, terror taking root within her. Sitting atop a mannequin's body was the head of the young security guard who smiled at her earlier. 

Rhianna let out a choked gasp. “Oh my God...” She was still retreating from this horrific display when the voice behind her made her grow stock-still.

“It is strange to see my past as entertainment of the future.”

Rhianna whirled toward the speaker and stopped dead, her body growing rigid. A chiseled bald man with brutal features stood before her. She couldn’t stop staring at the webbed scar tissue of the man’s empty eye socket, a fleshy crater that seemed to exert a hypnotic spell over her. 

The intimidating figure had addressed her in ancient Gaellic. Being of Irish ancestry and having spent a year abroad as part of a student exchange in high school, Rhianna had mastered the old language a few years back. At the time, her linguistic pursuits had been motivated by her desire to fully decipher some of the older texts her dad kept in his extensive library.

Cael advanced with animal grace, sword in hand, blade leveled at Rhianna’s throat. 

Unable to utter a single word, gripped by horror, Rhianna took a step backward but Cael was upon her within seconds, his crimson sword hovering inches from her face. Cold steel caressed her chin and left a red smear of the dead man’s blood on her face. Rhianna could still feel the heat of the dead guard’s life force against her skin, a hot kiss that carried a sinister promise. More blood would be spilled tonight.	

“You want to know what my world was like? Let me give you a taste.”

Rhianna was terrified but to her surprise, her voice sounded almost calm and in control as she uttered words in the ancient tongue. “Please let me go.”

Rhianna didn’t know what effect she expected her words to achieve — Kenny’s head sitting atop a mannequin might account for her pessimistic outlook — but Cael grew stock-still. His gaze became distant, tuning into some invisible frequency. The moment lasted for a few seconds before his good eye shifted back to Rhianna.

“It is not here.“ Mounting fury edged into Cael’s voice. “Where is it? Where is the Eye of Balor?”

“I don't know...”

“I can smell your fear. You're lying.” 

A sudden realization dawned on Cael. “The old man who left earlier. He took it with him, didn't he?” 

Cael leaned closer and his eyes narrowed, a dangerous animalistic quality edging into his hawklike features. 

“How do I find him?” 	

The question barely registered, Rhianna’s attention riveted on the blade that ominously loomed near her face.

“Please.”

“Perhaps the sight of your own blood will loosen your tongue. Tell me his name.”

Rhianna was on the verge of terror but she was not willing to give up anything that would endanger her father. She braced herself for the worst. 

A thin smile played across Cael’s ascetic features.

“Your love runs deep for a father, but your thoughts betray you.”

Rianna could suddenly feel the fiend reaching deep inside her head and she gasped. It was a feeling that was hard to describe but she sensed that another consciousness had invaded her most private thoughts. The alien presence was roaming through her mind, probing, guided by his memory of her father. Rhianna tried to fight back but nothing in her life had prepared her for such a mental assault. The stranger overcame her laughable defenses with ease and plucked the information right out of her mind. 		

Dr. Benjamin Sharpe.

A dark smile of satisfaction rippled across Cael’s face. “Thank you for sharing that with me.”

What had just happened? 

Rhianna was reeling, her feet rooted. She had never been this afraid in her life. The rules of the world as she understood it had shifted. If someone could snatch memories right out of her head, what else were they capable of? 

Cael took a step towards her. Light played across the blade in his hand. The weapon was forged centuries ago but looked just as deadly today as it must have then.

“Do not worry. You and your father will soon be reunited…”

Cael brought up the blade for the deathblow. He was about to make due on his dark promise when a knife rippled across the exhibit space. The dagger tore into Cael’s blade in mid-descent. With an explosion of sparks, the druid’s sword went flying. It clanged across the floor, steel connecting with stone, and the sound echoed throughout the exhibit hall. 

Rhianna cried out and looked up at her savior. It was the longhaired man she had encountered moments earlier. Rhianna didn’t know who the enigmatic stranger was or where he came from, but she was glad he’d decided to overstay his welcome.

Rhianna backed away from Cael, who had lost all interest in the archeology student. His focus was now directed at Artan. While the two men faced each other, Rhianna remained scrunched against the wall. Too terrified to move but also entranced by the powerful confrontation she bore witness to. 

For a moment, Rhianna contemplated making a go for the nearest exit, but she decided it was too risky. She had no intention of becoming collateral damage. She had seen what the bald psycho had done to Kenny and could only imagine the atrocities he was capable of. Her best bet was to wait this out, at least for the time being. She had been too scared to think of it earlier, but now she palmed her cell and dialed security. As her phone kept ringing and ringing — pick up, goddammit! — Rhianna thought about how appealing grading freshman papers suddenly sounded. 




***




Artan arrived in the exhibit hall just in time to see Cael’s blade heading right for Rhianna’s upturned face, as a scream tugged at her lips. Artan reacted without conscious thought, muscles springing into action, and sought out the nearest weapon he could use. 

Fortunately, the exhibit offered plenty of choices. In a fraction of a second, Artan had snagged the nearest dagger and sent it spinning toward Cael’s descending blade. There was a sense of relief when the knife found its target. Steel impacted steel and Cael’s sword leapt from his hand. 

Rhianna was safe for the moment.

Artan shifted his focus toward his greatest foe. His hands were balled into fists and his whole body shook with emotion. He had pictured this moment in his mind’s eye countless times over the last fifteen centuries. The feeling must have been mutual, judging from the baleful way his brother was studying him. 

The two classic adversaries regarded each other across the exhibit hall, the intense emotion between them beyond simple words. Not even the vast gulf of time was able to quell the flames of their hatred, the scars of the past still as fresh as if they had been inflicted the night before. Bitter enemies, each demanding blood to make up for what they had endured at the hands of the other.	

“I hope you enjoyed your nap, little brother,” Cael said. “You look well rested.” 

“I've waited fifteen centuries for this moment.”

Cael’s lips curled into an icy smile. “Let's hope it lives up to the anticipation.”

Cael whirled and scooped up the sword Artan had knocked out of his hand. Artan mirrored the move and snatched another exhibit sword from the wall. The brothers began to circle each other, blades up and almost touching. The former king of Kirkfall followed Cael’s every move.

Facing his brother like this, man versus man, sword versus sword, his mind flashed back to the last time he had faced his brother in single combat...

	

The sound of wood impacting wood filled the air. Cael’s fighting staff rippled toward Artan’s shoulder but he sidestepped the blow at the last moment, the stick finding thin air. 

The fight was unfolding in a circular arena that served as the royal sparring chamber. The rules of the duel were simple. If either of them stepped outside the circle, the fight would be over. The brothers had faced each other countless times and were equally matched, alternating between victory and defeat. But something was different about the duel today. It was the first time Cael incorporated magic into his attacks, the first time Artan realized his older brother was tampering with ancient forces that should remain beyond the reach of man.

Just outside the circle, their weapon master observed in impassive silence. A detailed critique of technique and style would follow once the sparring session had run its course. Flaws would be dissected and analyzed ad nauseam. The weapon master always found a flaw — even the winner wouldn’t be beyond the reproach of his discerning eye. The man couldn’t be pleased. 

Artan hated the weapon master, but he would grudgingly admit that his swordsmanship had vastly improved under his grueling tutelage. Later Artan would realize the man wasn’t here to win a popularity contest but to keep the two princes alive. The weapon master’s job was to train them in all forms of hand-to-hand combat and he had done a fine job on that account. Their practiced movements were fluid and skilled, the play of muscle and steel perfectly synchronized. Artan parried his brother's savage attacks, sweat dripping down his face as he was pushed toward the edge of the circle. If he stepped outside the line, the fight would be over and Cael would win the bout. 

A vicious blow hit him in the head, drawing blood. But Artan didn't buckle under the onslaught. As his forehead sheeted crimson, he relentlessly forged on. The wound might look terrible from afar, but it was merely surface damage. 

Artan blocked another powerful blow and thrust his staff at Cael, who was sent reeling. The tide of battle was turning. Artan was beginning to dominate the duel, but Cael had decided that he wouldn’t accept defeat this time. The scale had to be tipped in his favor, a decisive victory had to be achieved. Cael was the heir to the throne and desired to best his brother in a definitive manner. 

Cael spun his staff around, touching the end that had drawn Artan's blood. He stealthily rubbed the crimson liquid into one of his tattoos, a crown of thorns. 	

The tattoo magically absorbed the blood and thorns sprouted from the ground, ensnaring Artan's feet and tripping the young prince. As Artan went down, Cael attacked without mercy. 

Later, Artan would learn that the means by which Cael had won the duel had not escaped the attention of the weapon master. That same night, the man shared his observation with the king, who registered the news with a heavy heart but wasn’t all that surprised. He knew Cael practiced the dark arts of the demon Balor, and he disapproved. But this was the confirmation Artan’s father needed to make his decision – he could not entrust Cael with the future of Kirkfall…	

Artan’s mind snapped back to the present. The past had taught him what his brother was capable of. He wasn’t about to face a normal opponent. But neither was Cael. With any luck, he might end up teaching Cael a trick or two.

“You took away everything that ever mattered to me,” Artan said, his voice bereft of all emotion.

“Just returning the favor, little brother. The crown was my birthright. I was supposed to be king.”

“A king doesn't spill the blood of his own people.” Artan took a step closer. “A king protects his people.”

“The way you protected Samara and your little boy?”

Something snapped in Artan and his rage ignited. His blade lashed out at Cael, whose sword came up to parry this strike. Steel kissed steel, sparks danced, and the blades flashed back and forth with thundering power. Both men moved with superhuman grace and agility, their movements enhanced by the potent magic of the gargoyles. WHOOSH. Artan’s sword whipped toward Cael’s face, but the warrior-druid blocked his attack.

“One bit of advice, little brother. Don't go for the eye this time. Aim for the heart. I always do.”

Cael’s sword chopped at Artan's chest with the speed of a coiled serpent striking at its prey. Artan back-pedaled and Cael’s sword found thin air. Undeterred, the warrior-druid tore a tapestry from the wall and hurled it at the retreating Artan. The tapestry enveloped the former king and he lost his footing, stumbling backward. 

Cael discarded his sword and instead relieved one of the Celtic mannequins of a mace, a three-foot chain attached an iron ball of spikes to a medieval war club. Cael wielded the armor-crushing weapon with the skill of a warrior trained in all forms of combat. In Kirkfall, royalty wasn’t shielded from battle but weaned on it.

Cael swung for Artan's skull. The medieval weapon shrieked. Artan ducked, backpedaling out of range. The weapon whistled over him and pulverized a display case in a hail of wood and glass.

Cael pivoted and launched a second attack. Artan was forced to jump back, a move that made him collide with one of the Celtic mannequins. The figure toppled over. 

Artan let go of his sword so he could snatch the mannequin's shield, spun round and —

The shield rang as he deflected the next blow, the impact of the mace pounding into his shield rattling his teeth. Sparks flew off the bronze surface. 

Cael kept bringing down his mace — once, twice, metal on metal, the vibrations of each blow thrumming up Artan's arm. The battle was fierce and furious, without any of the grace or form that was the hallmark of their royal combat training. These weren’t princes but two savages intent on ripping each other apart.

Cael closed in for the deathblow. The warrior-druid lifted the mace over his head. He was about to drive the steel club down on his brother’s head and pancake Artan’s skull in a hail of bone fragments. 

Artan’s countermove was to hurl his shield at Cael's feet, the edge tearing into the druid’s knees and chopping his legs out from under him. Cael went down but rolled across the floor and sprung back to his feet with fluid grace. 

Artan, meanwhile, scanned the wall for a new weapon. Honed in on a broadsword. His fingers closed around the hilt of the heavy weapon and plucked it from the wall. At the same time, Cael nabbed a nearby bow and arrow. He notched the first arrow into the bow and fired off the projectile. The arrow sliced across the exhibit hall, honing in on Artan’s exposed throat with deadly purpose. 

Artan spotted the incoming arrow and instantly knew there was no way he could sidestep the projectile. A human warrior would have succumbed at this point. But Artan wasn’t a mere human any longer. A dark fire blazed inside him now, raging at the edge of conscious thought. A furious strength suffused his being, powering his reflexes and fueling his muscles. 

The strength of the gargoyle. 

Artan whipped up the broadsword in one impossibly swift motion and deflected the arrow in mid-flight, chopping it in two. 

Tsssst. Two more arrows blasted toward Artan. Once again, he deflected the deadly projectiles with his broadsword, displaying superhuman speed and agility. Artan whirled, blade balanced in hand, and faced Cael. His brother had taken a step back and now stood in the circle of blood that had formed around the decapitated security guard. The warrior-druid crouched before the pool of blood on the floor, his magnetic intensity directed at Artan.

“Why fight me when you could join me? Balor's life force courses through your veins now. Deny it if you must, but you belong to him now.”

Cael dipped his fingers into the dead guard’s blood and drew the crimson liquid across the tattoo of a stylized sword that was inked across the full length of his forearm. 

Artan took a step back, knowing full well the grave power of Cael’s ancient druid magic. A tremor passed through the exhibit hall. The knives and swords displayed across the walls began to come to unnatural life. Artan saw the growing disbelief spreading across Rhianna’s face. Up until this point she had witnessed terrible violence, but it was still within the bounds of the real world. 

That was about to change. 

The young archeology student was about to get a taste of Celtic magic.

Artan knew they didn’t have much time before all hell broke loose. He made a split-second decision and advanced toward Rhianna. She remained crouched in the far corner, cell phone pressed against her ear. She shrunk away from the fast-approaching warrior who grabbed her hand and hurled her back to her feet. Rhianna’s hand seemed tiny in his rough, calloused palm. She belonged to a world where most were spared the burden of hard labor.

The first sword detached from the wall and tore right at Rhianna. Artan forced her to duck and the blade whistled over their heads with savage momentum, thudding into a display case. Another blade whistled overhead and buried itself in one of the Celtic mannequins, slicing it in two. The torso toppled.

Artan whirled toward the nearest stained glass window. More swords and knives sliced through the air, adding another layer of urgency. Artan knew they had to get out of here. NOW! 

He scooped up the shield he had abandoned earlier. The timing was perfect as he brought it up and deflected five incoming daggers, a hail of steel. He pushed Rhianna back to her feet and they barreled their way through the gauntlet of sharp metal. Knives and other blades stitched the air, missing them by inches or bouncing off the shield. 

The medieval window jumped into view and Artan picked up speed, now moving at full bore. Rhianna’s face filled with panic the moment Artan’s intentions became clear. She mouthed a silent NOOO, but her protest went unheeded. 

They disappeared through the window in an explosion of glass. 























CHAPTER SEVEN




CAEL APPROACHED THE shattered museum window, and was greeted by fading daylight beyond. He could make out Artan and the female vanishing among the thickets, the shadows of the trees erasing them from view. He touched the knife tattoo on his forearm and the storm died down. There was no need to waste more energy on the spell. 

His first instinct was to press on and pursue Artan and the woman, to face his brother and finish him once and for all. But caution prevailed. Despite Cael’s magical advantage, Artan posed a considerable threat and Samhain was approaching fast. Time was of the essence. The window during which he could pave the way for Balor’s return to this world was shrinking. He had to acquire the Eye of Balor and complete the ritual his brother had interrupted all those years ago. His personal vengeance would have to wait. 

The druid strode toward the nearest exit. He didn’t go far before a guard tried to intercept him. The man faced him with his strange weapon held high. 

“Freeze!”

Cael wondered how the man planned to stop him with the metallic object that he was pointing at him. He raised his dagger to test the guard’s response and the wall next to his head exploded.

Interesting.

The warrior-druid smelled the cordite in the air and realized fire and steel had evolved during the years of his imprisonment. He respected the ingenuity of this advanced lethal technology but didn’t share the same sentiment for a warrior who wielded such a weapon. It took skill and courage to face oblivion armed with just a piece of sharp steel and one’s own physicality. Taking a life from a distance was easy. A mere child could become a killer. This was the weapon of a coward. And the guard who addressed him now with a quivering voice did little to sway the low opinion Cael was beginning to form for this modern-day warrior. 

“I said freeze! Stay right where you are…”

The guard’s words died on his lips as Cael spun toward him. Before the man could draw a bead on him, Cael was in his face, blade up, six inches of glittering death. There was no hesitation as he drove his dagger into the man. In and out, once, twice. Cael withdrew the bloody knife with a splash of gore, and the man crumpled into a lifeless ball. 	

The warrior-druid didn’t even break a sweat. His breath didn’t accelerate and his nerves were pure steel. He was a warrior forged by a brutal period in human history when weakness wasn’t tolerated. Among a people the world would now deem savages, Cael had been the most savage of them all. You lived or you died, and the warrior-druid intended to live. He had been granted a second chance to carry out his master’s will and he planned to take full advantage of it. 

Cael exited the Cloisters through the main doorway. The sun had transformed into a bloody ball about to be lidded into darkness, and a fresh gust of wind greeted him. Instead of recoiling from the cold, he took a deep breath of the brisk air, basking in the simple pleasure of being flesh and blood again. His enjoyment of being part of the world was tempered by another sensation: as he faced the red light of the sun, he could feel the caged monster stirring inside of him. The change was upon him. For now, he could still resist the call of the gargoyle, but soon the beast would demand to be released from the prison of its human form. 

Cael was making his way down the stone staircase when a police cruiser pulled up, blocking his escape. Raptorlike, he tracked the approaching vehicle while he languidly stroked the bloody dagger concealed within his shirt. His fingers traced the blood and proceeded to rub the dead guard's life force into his forearm. It was inked with the tattoo of a large, bald head. 

A Celtic symbol of the human spirit. 

A second later, the door snapped open and one of the police officers emerged, weapon ready.

More fools pretending to be men. 

“Hands up! Do not move!”

The cop’s voice cut across the museum grounds and Cael experienced a sense of déjà vu. Once again he faced a knight foolishly trying to assert his authority. Cael brought up his hands, but his penetrating glare remained fixed on the cop. Cael’s commanding voice allowed for no protest. “You now serve Balor.” 

As soon as the words were spoken, the cop's expression went slack - the man’s will was shattered by the ancient druid magic. A helpless puppet now under Cael’s control, the man spun around, gun up, and without a trace of hesitation pumped a full magazine into his stunned partner, who had emerged from the driver’s side of the police cruiser. The bullets hurled the officer against the side of the vehicle, the weight of his body cracking glass while tattooing the car with the spray of his own blood. 	

Cael lowered his hands and strode with dark confidence toward the cruiser. He knelt before the dead cop. The other officer watched him in mindless silence, a wan, slack-jawed smile pasted across his puffy face. 

“I’m seek Dr. Benjamin Sharpe.” 

The words were spoken in ancient Gaelic, but their meaning was clear to the officer. They were communicating on another level now. All the modern-day knight needed to understand was the name. 

Benjamin Sharpe. 

The man who held the prize. 

An automaton, the police officer nodded and turned toward his car. Cael followed him with genuine curiosity. 

The knight of this modern realm activated a strange device inside the steel contraption. Cael marveled at the spectral green light emanating from the cruiser’s computer. He saw strange symbols that must be a form of writing appear as the cop accessed a database and punched in Sharpe’s name. 

What sort of magic was this? 

The archeologist’s address flashed across the screen.

“You found him.” 

More of a statement than a question.

The officer nodded.

“Take me to him.”

Cael slipped into the car, taking a seat next to the will-less officer. The cop started the car and robotically put it in gear, turning on the sirens. The sound assaulted the museum grounds and filled the night. 

As the cruiser shot down the museum’s driveway, trees blurring past the window, Cael’s malevolent stare locked on Fort Tryon Park. Artan was out there. The warrior-druid’s bloody hand made contact with another of the inked images covering his body — the tattoo of a snake, which wrapped around his neck.

Deeper within the park, the grass began to move, now transformed into a heaving, writhing mass. The ground came alive as hundreds of serpents erupted from the soil.

Back inside the moving cruiser, a cruel smile slashed across Cael’s face. 

Hope you enjoy my little surprise, brother.




***




Rhianna screamed as the stained-glass church window shattered around her. But the longhaired man’s powerful arm shielded her from the vortex of pulverized glass. Her savior took the blunt of the impact. As they cut through the air, all Rhianna could think of was that they had just demolished a priceless Gothic window, and how furious her dad would be when he found out. But her ruminations were cut short as they landed on the grass below. The impact of her feet slamming into the ground jolted her bones and rattled her teeth. 

Shell-shocked, she backed away from the stranger, her wobbly legs barely able to support her weight. There were cuts on her forearms, souvenirs from the maneuver, but overall she was spared any major injuries. The man shot a rapid-fire glance up at the broken window before he snatched Rhianna’s hand and pulled her along. She offered up a half-hearted protest but her words were choked off by fear. The man’s intense demeanor spoke volumes - they were not out of the clear yet. As Rhianna was whisked through the mazelike garden that surrounded the museum, her mind burned with questions. 

Who was this stranger? What the hell just happened? 

But the answers would have to wait. Right now, the man seemed intent on putting some distance between them and the Cloisters, and Rhianna wasn’t going to persuade him otherwise. They fought through the dense undergrowth, thickets lashing out as if alive. Rhianna could make out a police siren growing louder in the distance and hope flooded her face – help was drawing near. 

A few moments later they had reached a clearing, a small stretch of grass enclosed by shady oak trees. Rhianna was still reeling. Panic bubbled to the surface and she regarded the Celtic warrior with undisguised fear. 

“Please, don't hurt me.”

“I mean you no harm.”

Rhianna regarded the man with surprise. That made the second man who addressed her in ancient Gaellic today. What was going on? There was something in the stranger’s voice that transcended his exotic tongue: an earnestness of character that she could not deny. Rhianna realized she believed him. After all, he had selflessly put himself at risk to save her from the psycho back at the museum. 

“What is your name?” the man asked.

There was a moment of hesitation before she answered. “Rhianna.” 

“A good name.” 

Rhianna realized that the man was trying to calm her down, and this insight achieved the desired effect. 

“What’s happening here? How could he make those objects move without touching them?”

“Dark druid magic. The spells are inked across his skin and require the blood of his victims to be cast.”

Rhianna swallowed an acerbic comeback. 

Dark druid magic. 

Hmm, why hadn’t she thought of that? 	

One answer immediately came to mind. 

“This is crazy...” 

Rhianna’s voice trailed off as a mass of hissing snakes burst from the bushes. 

“Oh my God...”

The stranger reacted immediately. He grabbed Rhianna by the arm again and they kept moving deeper into the park. Everywhere they turned, more serpents appeared, relentlessly closing in. They were burrowing their way out of the ground, dropping from the trees... An undulating mass of hissing death.

Rhianna’s savior managed to sidestep the snakes, cutting a brisk path through the carpet of slithering reptiles, and they arrived at a street that ran alongside the park — just in time to see a police cruiser scream past them. Rhianna caught a super-fast glimpse of the one-eyed killer inside the vehicle. Cael flashed them a mocking grin. A moment later, the druid was gone.

The stranger whirled toward the snakes, relieved to see their numbers thinning. The magic was growing weaker as the distance between Cael and the museum grew. The warrior-druid had merely wanted to slow them down and secure his head start. Rhianna’s savior shot her a look and offered an explanation. “The spells are powerful, but the magic wears off quickly.”

Spells? Magic?

Something snapped in Rhianna. 

She bolted. 

For a few seconds, she was scrambling through the thick undergrowth, driven by panic. The man caught up with her and pinned her against a tree. Mere inches separated them now, their bodies touching. Rhianna could feel the heat radiating off this man and was all too aware of the play of powerful muscles straining under his black T-shirt and leather jacket. This wasn’t the body of some male runway model or Hollywood actor who hit the gym a few times a week, but the perfectly trained physique of a man who needed every physical advantage for survival. 

Rhianna studied him more closely. The long hair ruled out the military or law enforcement. He moved with too much grace to be a construction worker or some other blue-collar physical laborer type. He was too built to be a bike messenger, his physicality combining the lithe grace of a gymnast with the power of wrestler. 

Who was this guy?

Rhianna decided her curiosity had its limits and she made an attempt to wiggle past the man, but she was no match for his steely grip.

“Let go of me! I'm going to scream for help...”

An edge crept into the stranger's voice. “Scream, if you must.”

Her savior radiated an intensity that Rhianna had never encountered before. 

“The more time we waste here, the greater my brother's lead becomes.”

Rhianna couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“That was your brother? Who are you people?”

“I’m Artan of the Clan McKeltar.”

This gave Rhianna pause. The name was familiar to her. After all, she had spent the last few weeks digging up anything she could find on the mythical figures who went by that name. The scholars unanimously agreed that Artan and Cael weren’t actual historical figures but based on myths and legends. Clearly this fellow was of another opinion.

Rhianna took a step back. “Let me guess. If you’re Artan McKeltar, the psycho with the sword must be... Cael McKeltar?”

Artan nodded.

Rhianna shook her head, trying to cling to rational thought, but her imagination was already exerting its pull. A part of her wanted to buy this story hook, line and sinker. But the academic in her wouldn’t allow it. 

“You do not believe me.”

What was the first clue?

Artan shook his head, almost as if he was sympathizing with her. “I do not understand it myself,” he said. “When my blade shattered the Eye of Balor, we both turned to stone.”	

Of course you did. Makes perfect sense. 

“Listen, thanks for saving me back there at the museum. Probably the less I know, the better...”

“You’re involved now.”

What Rhianna wanted to say was news flash, buddy! I don’t get involved. One look at my social calendar would clue you in. Just ask my last few dates.

Instead, Rhianna took a deep, steadying breath and said, “I'm a PhD candidate in Celtic Studies and I know for a fact that Artan never existed. The tale is a myth...“

Artan interrupted sharply. “To you, my life is a myth, but the tales are true.”

The gravity in the man’s voice wove a spell over Rhianna, and for a split second, she almost believed him.

Almost.

There was one glaring flaw in this lunatic’s story and he had forced the issue with his mad insistence on the veracity of his tale. Rhianna had tried to be nice, but she had her limits.

“Fine! Let’s go with it. If you’re Artan, how come you’re not... You know...”

A gargoyle?

Rhianna couldn’t even say it. If the man was to be believed, he was the reason thousands of gargoyles adorned New York City’s rooftops.

“The change occurs at night. The beast stirs within me. Very soon now, I must heed its call.”

Rhianna stared at Artan. Waiting for a punchline that never came.

“God, you're not kidding, are you?”

Judging from the guy’s stone-faced look, he was serious. Deadly serious.	

“Rhianna, Cael spared you because he believes you can help him find the Eye of Balor.”

Artan leaned closer, his voice beseeching.

“If the Eye should fall into Cael's hands, no one will be able to withstand his power. We must find the gem before he does.”	

Rhianna’s expression filled with alarm. “My dad... he took the Eye with him.”

“Then his life is in danger. You must take me to your father before Cael finds him. What is the fastest way?”

Rhianna nodded at a nearby subway stop, too preoccupied with the thought Artan just voiced.

His life is in danger.

Rhianna had a feeling her day was about to get worse. 

A lot worse. 	

	












































CHAPTER EIGHT




SO FAR THE evening had gone off without the slightest hitch. Dr. Sharpe had arrived at Bernice, Manhattan’s latest gastronomical hotspot, half an hour before the scheduled reservation. His first order of business was to slip the host a hundred-dollar bill, an assurance that they would get seated on time and at one of the better tables. 

A reservation at Bernice only meant that one would end up having dinner at some point in the evening. Sharpe had heard horror stories of people waiting for over two hours – why people put up with such nonsense was beyond him. He doubted that the man he was about to break bread with would look too kindly on killing a few hours with small talk. 

Dr. Sharpe was no hipster, but a lifetime of traveling the globe and interacting with almost every culture on the planet had taught him a trick or two. He knew how the world worked. One hand washed the other. As a result, one of his most steadfast rules was to always carry cash on him. Plastic could take you only so far. And one never knew when a quick twenty could turn out to be the ticket out of a tight jam. 

Craig McConnor arrived a half hour late, but that was to be expected from a rock star of the video game world. Craig was the creator of the bestselling Elf War video game franchise and his fans had lovingly nick-named him Lord Irish after one of the villain’s in the game. In his mid-thirties, he stylistically occupied the space where über-geek meets rock star.	He reminded Dr. Sharpe of the musician Moby, except with better tattoos and cooler facial hair. McConnor wore designer skinny jeans, an expensive leather blazer, a pair of hipster glasses and a handlebar mustache with the ends twirling upward.	 

Dr. Sharpe shook his guest’s hand while winking at the host, who immediately surged toward the pair. The bribe worked its magic as the attractive Puerto Rican goddess told the two men to follow her to a table while other guests were ignored, wondering what made the newcomers so special as to receive such preferential treatment. 

They were seated and pleasantries were exchanged. While Lord Irish perused the menu, Dr. Sharpe couldn’t help but study the self-made millionaire. The video-game whiz kid had created a virtual world that captured the imagination of millions of gamers across the globe. Each game transported the player into a detailed digital universe inspired by myth and fantasy, a place where elves saved damsels from terrifying dragons and liberated kingdoms from evil wizards. 

Dr. Sharpe wasn’t much for video games — he preferred the real world to the virtual one — but he respected the artistry and technical skill it took to construct such interactive fantasies. The game’s weaponry and settings had an air of historical authenticity and demonstrated a painstaking and admirable attention to detail. Craig McConnor knew his audience and gave them what they wanted.	

There was no doubt in Sharpe’s mind that Craig had a passion for the medieval world and was well versed in many subjects that most young people would be clueless about. He had dropped out of college and was living with his parents when he wrote the code for the first game. Now he owned an amazing loft apartment in Staten Island, in addition to many other properties across the world. 

It wasn’t surprising that someone who spent his days recreating the past, albeit an imagined one, would be a collector of medieval antiquities. The man’s collection was impressive, from all accounts, and he had managed to purchase one item in particular that absolutely belonged in the upcoming exhibit. Dr. Sharpe was determined to secure a loan of the crucial item in question – the Celtic exhibit would be incomplete without it. He promised himself not to leave the dinner table until they had a deal.

They ordered multiple rounds of drinks, starting with Moscow Mules before switching to wine. The bottle cost more than Sharpe’s weekly food budget. People were nuts! The things he was willing to do in the name of archeology. They split a collection of small-plate dishes inspired by the latest trends in L.A. fusion cuisine (“hipster portions,” Dr. Sharpe liked to call the morsels). He wasn’t the type to buy into hype and he still thought that salmon just didn’t belong on a pizza. 

Nonetheless, he had to admit that Bernice‘s reputation was well deserved. Once the waiter had brought their digestifs and espressos, the conversation began to taper off. The subject shifted to the real reason for them being here tonight. Dr. Sharpe had struggled to keep his cool and was relieved when Craig was the first to blink. “So you’re going to let me take a peek?” he asked, and Dr. Sharpe smiled to himself. 

“That’s what we’re here for, isn’t it?” Dr. Sharpe produced the small titanium case that contained the precious jewel and placed it in the middle of the table. He opened the case, making sure to do it without haste and playing up the moment for maximum effect. He could feel the anticipation of the young man sitting across from him. The lid snapped open and the Eye of Balor stood revealed. Lord Irish inched closer, his features igniting with a sense of wonder. 

“It's beautiful. Can I touch it?”

There was a trace of hesitation, but Sharpe finally nodded. 

Lord Irish beamed like a schoolboy who had just copped his first feel. But as he touched the gem, his elation made way for growing confusion. Dr. Sharpe picked up on the change in mood.

“Something wrong?”

Craig held up the fiery red stone, light sparkling across its fully restored surface. The two halves had perfectly fused into one untarnished whole and no trace of the cracks remained.	

“Wasn't it supposed to be in two pieces?”

Dr. Sharpe’s snatched the stone from the young game designer, worried that some skilled thief had managed to switch out the real gems. He analyzed the gem with the focus of a laser beam. It was the Eye of Balor, no doubt. But at the same time, something had restored it to its original glory. 

Dr. Sharpe studied the gem from every imaginable angle, hoping to spot a seam, but his efforts weren’t rewarded. As he held the gem up to the light, he was gripped by the same feeling of dread he was wrestling with since he left the museum. 

Something terrible was approaching. 




***




Artan and Rhianna rushed down the stairs of the Bronx subway station. She had her cell pressed against her ear, but her father wasn’t answering his phone. Damn it. 

She exchanged a worried look with Artan.

“My dad's not picking up. He must still be in his meeting.”

“We must be swifter than Cael,” Artan said matter-of-factly.

“Nothing beats the subway for speed during rush hour traffic,” Rhianna said.

They entered the station. The place was packed with commuters on their way home from a long day at work. The temperature was hovering in the fifties and most people were bundled up in anticipation of a chilly evening. Rhianna spotted a few people decked out in Halloween costumes, mostly monsters and superheroes. Was that Freddy Krueger holding hands with Captain America?

Halloween was in the air, though the actual holiday was still a day away. Halloween fell on a Saturday this year and people were turning it into a three-day escape from reality. Rhianna envied their easy smiles and happy spirits, their sense of abandonment and pure, unbridled fun. Not a worry or responsibility to taint the day. Their lives seemed so perfect and uncomplicated, at least from where she was standing.

Rhianna returned her attention to her mysterious new friend. As a train screamed into the station, he was peering down the endless dark tunnel, a sense of wonder on his face. Was it possible he had never seen a subway before? Another thought suddenly occurred to her. “You seem pretty well adjusted for a man who skipped the last fifteen centuries. I would expect complete culture shock, like a total meltdown...”

“I saw the changes unfolding over the years, a dream I couldn’t wake up from.”

“What are you saying? The magic turned you into a stone gargoyle but you were aware all this time?”

“I saw the world without being part of it, cursed to be a silent witness until the end of time.”

There was a somber, almost forlorn quality to his words.

Rhianna's guarded expression softened.

“How did you stop yourself from going insane?”	

“One thought. That one day vengeance would be mine.”

Rhianna digested this, still struggling with the reality of what was unfolding here.

“Why has Cael returned today? If you defeated him...”

The moment she asked the question, she grew silent. A terrible suspicion had hijacked her mind. She realized she may have answered her own question. If she thought about it, it made perfect sense. Within the context of this crazy story, it all seemed to add up.

“My blade shattered the gem,“ Artan explained. “But someone must have brought the two pieces together...”

Rhianna’s words came haltingly. “My father...”

Artan's face darkened, his suspicion confirmed.

“How could he be so foolish?”

A defensive note edged into Rhianna’s voice.

“It's the 21st Century. No one believes in this stuff.”

Artan took a step closer and a chill crept up Rhianna’s spine. She could feel the man’s coiled intensity, an inner darkness bubbling below the surface veneer of civilization, merely biding its time to erupt to the surface. The man’s voice echoed with icy intensity as he broke it down for Rhianna. 

“Cael does not care what your world believes in. His magic is real and he will not hesitate to use it.”

Rhianna couldn’t stop the sour feeling rising from the pit of her stomach. Artan’s grave message was getting to her. 

She suddenly believed this man. 

Believed every word.

	 

***




The police siren wailed as the cruiser hurtled down Seventh Avenue, leaving rush-hour traffic in the dust.

From the passenger seat, Cael watched as the city tore past him. He studied the towers of light, feeling disgusted at the display of cement and steel and technological excess.

Lord Balor, what have they turned your world into?

The city’s flashing lights bled into a kaleidoscopic blur and Cael’s thoughts turned toward the past. 

Toward the beginning. 

As far back as he could remember, Artan was his father’s favorite and the favoritism had over time become a festering wound. Cael could see why their father gravitated toward Artan: he saw a younger version of himself in the strapping, charismatic warrior with the easy smile and the twinkle in his eyes. While Artan effortlessly made friends, Cael was withdrawn and introspective. Artan would banter with the knights, at ease with himself and the world. No matter where he went, he’d catch the admiring glances of females everywhere. 

Cael, on the other hand, was drawn to the mystical arts and chose to spend his free time with the druids, hunched over esoteric tomes that offered insights into the mysteries of the world. The two of them could not have been more different if they tried, and their father never ceased to remind Cael of the vast gulf separating his sons. 

Cael was fourteen when he realized he hated his father. He was eighteen when he started looking forward to the day when his father would pass from this world and he could finally embrace his birthright and rule Kirkfall. 

In the meantime, he would be patient and wait for his turn at the crown. But his father had other plans; he was going to take his favoritism one step further. Even though his younger brother prided himself as a warrior, it was Cael who drew up the battle plans against the neighboring states. In his mind, he envisioned a different future for Ireland. The island hadn’t reached its full potential and Kirkfall could overrun the surrounding kingdoms, unite the Emerald Isle under one banner and push its forces into Scotland and beyond. But Cael’s father was adamantly opposed to his oldest son’s dreams of conquest.

As Cael laid out his war plans on the large, oval-shaped conference table in the king’s tower, he could feel the energy of the various generals and advisors traveling from the young prince to their king, waiting for a decision to be made. Cael knew many of the men thought as he did and were consumed with visions of glorious battles that could expand their power base. But nothing would come of it until his father gave his nod of approval. 

Cael’s voice shook with urgency as he addressed the king. “The men are ready and willing, father. The time has come to strike. The surrounding territories can be ours.”

To his surprise, his father grabbed Cael’s carefully drawn battle plans and tore them up right in front of him. “I will not start a war to satisfy your dreams of conquest,” the king said in a voice that entertained no further debate on the matter. 

The generals and advisors who had earlier supported Cael now averted their eyes, knowing the matter was decided. Cael knew the wise and strategic response was to take a step back and bow his head. But something ignited in the young warrior-druid. A childhood of anger and hatred exploded to the surface and became plain for everyone to see. Cael slammed his steel-gloved hand down on the conference table, not bothering to disguise his unbridled fury. 

His father met the outburst with an icy glare. “How do you expect to rule others when you cannot even control yourself?”

The words stung and the fact that Artan, who stood silently at the far edge of the table, was spared such humiliation brought back all the other humiliations Cael had endured over the years. He stormed out of the conference room, convinced his father would never let him rule Kirkfall. The king would cheat him out of his birthright. Artan would inherit the crown while Cael was destined to dwell in the shadows of his younger brother’s glory. 

That night, Cael decided his father’s reign would have to end sooner rather than later. He would strike before his father knew what hit him. Over the years, Cael had mastered the dark arts and he knew how to tap into ancient mysteries, unleashing their frightening power upon the world. He would not hesitate to use his knowledge and direct it against the man who was keeping him from his destiny. 

Cael gathered with his closest followers at a secret temple in the dense woods surrounding the city. The bloated moon illuminated a ring of monolithic stones. No one knew exactly when the massive obelisks were erected and what miraculous technology had enabled that process. Some believed it was the work of giants who had once walked the forests. 

Cael knew that the structure was the work of men. Humanity’s greatest flaw was the ability to underestimate its own potential. The reason for this was simple. Mankind was mostly made up of sheep. Followers who lived their lives filled with doubt, regret and untapped potential, lacking any vision or real purpose. 

Cael had no intention of joining their ranks simply because his father wished that he would. He would defy the old man and will his own future into existence.

Hooded druids stood in a ring around the slab of stone that served as an altar in this ancient temple. Flickering torches distorted and shrouded their features. A woman was tied to the altar’s surface, her dull, drugged gaze drifting from one druid to another. Runes were inscribed all over her naked, writhing body. 	

Cael advanced toward the altar, his own features hidden by a hood that mirrored the ones worn by his acolytes. He regarded the woman before him as she weakly squirmed against her restraints. The flames painted her flesh scarlet and a light sheen of moisture glowed on her skin. She lacked the strength to free herself from the thick ropes that bound her in place. 

Cael knew little of the struggling victim before him except that her sacrifice would power the spell he was about to cast. The end of one journey meant the beginning of another. 

A guttural incantation rose in Cael’s throat and he swiftly brought down a curved, razor-sharp sacrificial knife on the woman‘s chest, plunging the blade all the way to the hilt. The victim didn’t scream and died the way she had lived her worthless life – a quiet follower, to the bitter end.

Cael dropped the blade and scooped up the hot blood pulsing from her gushing wound. He rubbed it across a death’s head tattoo that covered the tough bands of muscles spanning his chest. 

The symbol of death. 

Cael was taking control of his future. The king would die. And his death would pave the way for a new order. 




***




That night, the king fell ill. It had begun as a mild discomfort that rapidly became a painful, persistent stomach ache. His royal advisers and healers gathered and they all said the same thing – he must have ingested spoilt food and the proper amount of herbs, liquids and bed-rest would restore his constitution. There was no need to worry; he would feel better in the morning. 

But the next day the cramps had grown worse and the pain had become a terrible agony. His resistance to every medicine the healers administered was taken as an ominous sign and Artan was called to his father’s quarters. The moment he gazed upon the fevered figure buried under heavy blankets of fur, an icy hand brushed against Artan’s heart. The face staring back at him bore little resemblance to the virile ruler of Kirkfall. The haunted skull mask he saw in the bed was the face of death itself. 

Artan had faced the grim reaper many times on the battlefield, but this was different. This was his father and he felt helpless against the foul disease running rampant within the man who had raised him.

The shock flashing across Artan’s face penetrated his father’s veil of sickness and a bony arm shot out at the young prince. Skeletal fingers dug into Artan’s shoulder and he was surprised by the strength still within them. Despite the terrible affliction ravaging the king, he managed to tap into a last reservoir of strength. He pulled Artan closer, cheeks quivering with urgency. 

Only the closest advisers and Artan heard the final message the king uttered before he succumbed to his illness. The words chilled Artan to the bone because with his dying breath, King McKeltar had decreed that Artan and not Cael should rule his people.




***




Before his father had even been put into the ground, Artan was crowned king of Kirkfall. The succession had to be immediate to maintain order and quell any fears of instability. The coronation ceremony was a surreal affair conducted in the lushly decked-out throne room. As Artan knelt before a high-ranking knight, his beautiful Samara stood at his side. 

Her face was a worried mask, tears welling. She had loved Artan’s father with all her heart and the king’s sudden passing had come as a shock. Artan shared the sentiment. This morning he had woken without a concern in the world. He played with his two children during breakfast, oblivious to what the day would bring. Now he faced a knight in ceremonial robes who was about to lower the crown onto his head. 

Artan traded a worried look with his wife. There was no joy in his features, the crown already weighing heavily on him. Suddenly his hairs bristled, reacting to the dark intensity of someone staring at him from the far corner of the room. It was none other than Cael, and the hatred in his brother’s eyes could not be denied. 

Artan knew the ominous portent of that baleful glare. Years of peace would soon come to an end and Kirkfall would descend into bloody civil war. That night, Cael’s army would meet Artan’s followers in their first battle for the future of the kingdom.




***




The fighting was both savage and drawn out, a battle of muscle, sweat and blood followed by attrition of the spirit. Brother was pitted against brother. The two armies met in a forest clearing blanketed by a fog. One force was under the command of Artan, the other was loyal to Cael. The two armies collided in fury — blades clanged, sparks flew, blood was spilled. The din of combat rang through the night. Everywhere Artan looked, men succumbed to the merciless power of steel. By the time the new moon arrived, Cael’s men were defeated. 

Hungry flames painted eerie shadows as a bare-chested Cael was brought before Artan, hands shackled, features alive with unflinching hatred. Artan raised his sword, preparing to drive it through his older brother’s heart, but he hesitated. 

Despite rumors flying around the camp — rumors that Cael’s foul magic was responsible for their father’s demise — Artan couldn’t do it. The man before him was a traitor, but he was also his older brother. Artan could not slay his own flesh and blood. It would have been Artan’s right to end Cael’s life but he chose to be merciful, a kindness that he would soon regret. 

Instead of taking the life of the warrior-druid, Artan opted for another solution – banishment. Cael would be exiled from Kirkfall and forced to spend the rest of his days away from the land of his birth. 

To Cael, this was a fate far worse than death and Artan’s mercy only served to fan the flames of his hatred. 




***




Cael stumbled through a dark, primordial forest. Gnarled branches reached out for him like skeletal hands. He had walked for three days straight without sustenance or sleep. Consumed with hatred, his body was fueled by the corrosive sting of defeat. 

Cael had no specific destination – Artan had decreed that if he were to ever be spotted within the borders of Kirkfall, he would be executed on sight. 

A normal man might have headed for Scotland and sought his fortune among one of the other tribes, but Cael shared no such intentions. Compromise was not in his nature. He wouldn’t run away like a dog with his tail between his legs. Artan had won the battle, but not the war. He had made a fatal mistake by trying to defeat his brother in a fight of man versus man. Cael knew there were other forces in the world, dark powers that couldn’t be overcome with either fire or steel. 

Bringing these forces into play came at a price, but it was a price he was willing to pay in his moment of defeat. He would beseech the aid of the one-eyed demon Balor, king of the Otherworld. In the years to come, the Celts would move away from the old gods and beliefs to embrace the Christian faith. But whether one called it Otherworld or Hell, these demonic realms were essentially one and the same.

Cael reached a small clearing and stopped. He raised his tattooed arms toward the bright moon. Guttural words erupted from his parched throat, his anger and hatred a living organism. As the words flew off his lips, the surrounding forest grew silent. All sounds seemed to drain from the world. 

Cael probed the giant trees above him, sensing movement in the branches. A series of black shapes grew dimly visible. Ravens. The dark birds peered down at Cael with dead eyes. An instant later, the birds exploded from the trees in a black, fearsome cloud. 

One bird dove toward Cael. 

Zeroed in on his face.

His eyes.

A spray of crimson was followed by a cry of agony as the bird pecked out his right eye, the black beak finding the soft, wet orb and scooping it right out of its socket. With one vicious peck it severed the muscle tissue that kept the eye in place. A wail of agony exploded from Cael’s lungs as blood spurted from the newly formed crater in his face. The raven cut through the air and dropped the eye in the wet mud before Cael’s feet. 

Blood oozed down Cael's face and pooled in the mud. A gored crater where his right eye was, Cael stared with his other eye at the wet ground below him. The mud before him swirled and parted, the soil hungrily sucking up the bloody eyeball. 

This was the warrior-druid’s offering to Balor. 

An eye for an eye. 

According to the stories told to children before bedtime, Balor’s eye had the ability to kill on sight and would come for them if they did not behave, but these were fairy tales for children. The truth was far more disturbing. The demon had been imprisoned in the Otherworld centuries ago and only weak traces of his former glory remained in the world of men. One had to know exactly where to go and what rituals to perform if one hoped to tap into those faint echoes of power. Cael had done his part and he was about to receive a gift from the demon that would allow him to turn the tides of war in his favor. 

The ground had fully absorbed Cael’s biological eye and a new thing emerged from the bloody soil. Gaining size and density, growing solid, it was a ruby in the shape of an eye.

Cael's fingers closed around the glittering gem, awe-stricken as he beheld Balor’s gift. This was a source of great power that would serve as his bridge to the Otherworld.

The Eye of Balor. 

Cael’s sacrifice had opened a crack between the worlds where the barrier was at its weakest. Too tiny for man or demon to cross over, but porous enough to let something slip through. 

The warrior-druid’s greedy fingers closed around the gem, establishing physical contact with an object from another world. The exchange would link Cael to the demon Balor for all time. 

Cael admired the ruby a second longer before ramming it into the ground. Tendrils of red energy forked out from the magical jewel and pierced the surrounding earth. The ground began to shake, fissures rippling across its surface. The earth undulated as if lashed by an invisible force from below. 

Powered by black magic, shapes began to rise from the ground as the stone and soil re-formed. Invisible hands sculpted the earth into winged beasts the world would soon come to know as gargoyles. Stone turned into sinew and muscle as clay was given unnatural life. Wings burst from heavily muscled backs in a cloud of dust and loose rocks. These creatures were demonic and animalistic in appearance, their limbs short and mounted to squat, thickly muscled torsos. 

The pain of Cael’s missing eye was fading, replaced with a sense of blazing triumph. He regarded his growing army of beasts and a cruel smile twisted his lips. Soon Artan would feel the full power of the Otherworld. Soon the young prince who had stolen his birthright would be kneeling before Cael. And he would be far less merciful once their roles were reversed. 

One final act remained. Cael placed the Eye of Balor in his bloody ocular cavity. The gem slid into place, a perfect fit. It sucked up all the surrounding blood, greedy for the spilled life force.

A man with a glowing ruby for an eye, Cael surveyed the forest and his growing ranks of monsters. He looked up at the fat orb of the moon and shards of light refracted off the gem, bleeding into the night. In the sickly glow of the moon, it wasn’t clear who made for the more disturbing sight: the winged monsters or their one-eyed master.

The gargoyles snarled. Sharp teeth snapped at the air. Guttural shrieks reverberated. Cael had used Balor’s magic to create an army, a furious force that couldn’t be defeated by mere men. If he wanted to lead these creatures he would have to prove himself their master here on earth. A final step awaited – he must become one of them. Their rank evil would have to flow through his own veins. 

The beasts instinctively sensed what was expected of them and advanced toward Cael as if he was prey. One of the more daring gargoyles launched into Cael and sank its fangs into the fallen prince. Its razor-sharp teeth penetrated soft flesh and brittle bone. Cael’s face distorted into a grimace of pain, but the terrible agony soon subsided and made way for an expression of ecstatic elation. 

As the moonlight washed over Cael’s face, his features began to change. Eyes retreating under a protruding brow, jaw lengthening. His bones began to crack and contort. The change was upon him. Cael would walk the path between man and beast, one foot in the Otherworld, the other in the world of men. He let out a piercing scream that built into a monstrous roar as human anguish was replaced by the triumph of the beast.

Balor’s children, the gargoyles, had crowned their new master here on earth and soon the world would experience the first taste of their wrath. 




***




The police cruiser slowed and came to a halt. They had reached the Central Park West address written out in phosphorescent green across the police car’s dashboard.

Cael ended his inner journey, musings about the past making way for thoughts of the future. He could feel the proximity of the magical gem – its power electrified the air and his senses were attuned to its otherworldly frequency. Cael was a predator who had caught a whiff of his quarry and it was affecting him on a physical level. His pulse pumped in his ears, claws of heat sinking deep into his skull. His heart pounded so hard that for a second he thought it might rupture his ribcage. 

Cael’s mind blazed with images of what lay ahead. He could see his fingers closing around the gem and placing it into his empty eye socket, his scarred flesh once more enshrouding the pulsating magic of the Otherworld. The ritual Artan had interrupted all those years ago would be brought to completion, paving the way for Balor’s return to the world of man. 

The officer stopped the cruiser and his blank gaze peered back at Cael from the rear-view mirror.

“We’re here, master.”

“You served me well. You know what must be done.”

The officer nodded with marble eyes.

Cael climbed out of the vehicle. The moment the door slammed shut behind the warrior-druid, the cop brought up his service revolver and stuck it in his mouth. Without hesitation, he squeezed the trigger and sent a mass of brains, bone and gore against the headrest of his car seat. What was left of his cratered face thunked against the steering wheel. Had anyone walked past the double-parked cop car, they would have seen the front of the vehicle disappearing in a crimson mist. The small pockets of pedestrians surging down the sidewalk near Central Park were occupied with other thoughts and remained oblivious to the cop’s suicide. 

Cael never looked back as he strode toward Dr. Sharpe’s apartment building, his servant already forgotten. The warrior-druid was satisfied with the knowledge that this sacrifice of human life would please Balor. As Cael regarded the tall structure before him, anticipation rose inside him. His skin felt sizzling hot to the touch, the gargoyle blood boiling from the inside. Very soon he would stop fighting the change and give in to the transformation, embracing the monster that was struggling to emerge.

Darkness had fallen across the park and resisting the transformation was growing more difficult with each passing moment. The first signs of the change were already upon Cael. He could feel the tension building in his shoulder blades. His muscles were elongating, adrenaline feeding them. 

Only minutes now. 

The blood of the Otherworld rushed through his arteries. A roar was building behind his ears, a monstrous keening. It was still constrained to his thoughts but soon it would explode off his lips and echo through the encroaching night. Darkness was upon him. Before long, man would give way to beast and the reign of the gargoyle would commence once more.	

This time he would not fail his master. 

Balor’s return was near. Soon Artan would get to see the world burn.























CHAPTER NINE




THE EYE OF Balor sparkled in the fading sunlight that streamed into Dr. Sharpe’s apartment through the large French doors. His apartment was located on the twentieth floor of a pre-war structure and its large balcony overlooked Central Park, offering a breathtaking vista of the lush vegetation below. 

Dr. Sharpe was studying the ruby through a magnifying glass. He still couldn’t believe nor explain its transformation. But the cracks had vanished and the jewel had been perfectly restored.	

Remarkable.

The dinner had been a rousing success. Lord Irish had agreed to lend the piece to the museum. Tomorrow, a Brink’s truck would arrive at Staten Island loft with two armed guards and the piece would be directly transported to the Cloisters.

Sharpe didn’t know how and it was at the eleventh hour, but he had pulled it off. The Blade of Kings, the very weapon that according to myth had shattered the Eye of Balor, would be at the museum just in time for the opening of the exhibit. 

Despite his achievement, he wouldn’t be able to celebrate his success until he solved the mystery of how the two halves of the gem had reconstituted themselves. His first thought was that it must be a clever forgery. Someone must have switched out the original gems. But as he studied the stone through his magnifying glass, everything checked out. All indicators suggested that this was the same piece he‘d been running a battery of tests on since unearthing it at the excavation site.	

A ringing doorbell broke his concentration. He wasn’t keen on visitors, especially those who showed up unannounced. Could Lord Irish have changed his mind about lending this treasured piece to the museum? Dr. Sharpe immediately ruled out the possibility; the game designer would have phoned or texted him, not physically trekked out to the Upper West Side.

Dr. Sharpe put the Eye down on his desk and shuffled toward the door. He peered through a spyhole and a frown furrowed his forehead. He proceeded to unlatch the lock, revealing Rhianna and the tall, powerfully built man who towered over her. There was an intimidating quality about the stranger. Sharpe prided himself as a good judge of character and he sensed the man’s good intentions, but there was also a darkness in him. Dr. Sharpe had seen the same quality in men who had gone to war and seen combat. He was staring into the eyes of a man who had witnessed too much death. 

Dr. Sharpe’s attention turned to his daughter.

“Rhianna, what are you doing here?”

Rhianna stole nervous, guilty glances around the room and Dr. Sharpe wondered for a moment whether there might have been an incident at the museum — a robbery perhaps or even worse, a fire. Had any part of the collection been damaged? But it still didn’t explain the presence of the longhaired man, unless he was a cop.

“What happened?” Dr. Sharpe asked.

The question hung in the air for a second before Rhianna began to speak. 




***




John Candela had gotten out of work early that day. He slaved his days away inside a cubicle for an accounting firm down on Wall Street, but things were slow and he appreciated the chance to squeeze in a run before dinner.

All year long, he’d been trying to work out in the mornings but more times than not, he found it impossible to crawl out of bed before dawn and hit the park without first having his trusty cup of morning joe. By the time he was done with his coffee, it normally was too late to go to the park for a run. His girlfriend, a morning person, told him he was being lazy and should just grab his caffeine fix on the way downtown. But sipping an overpriced Starbucks on a crowded subway wasn’t the same as leisurely letting the caffeine work its predawn magic. 

So John worked out when he could and today he had managed to slip into his Reeboks and made it to the park running around eight o’clock. The plan was to circle the park once and call it a day. He established a nice pace once the first mile was behind him and the endorphins were starting to kick in. Sweat beaded his face and pooled around the back of his neck. 

John didn’t wear headphones. His girlfriend needed music to work out but John preferred to let his mind roam free, unencumbered by any structured activity or auditory assault. He enjoyed being in the moment, seeing the city streak past him, the sounds of traffic all around, while he pushed his body beyond its limits. 

He was heading north on Central Park West when he felt an unnatural rush of air behind him. An instant later, a shadow swept overhead in a terrifying blur of motion. 

John tilted his head, catching sight of a giant winged creature ascending into the dark sky. He stopped dead in his tracks, his feet rooted to the ground, slack-jawed. 

He would remain frozen in this position for a few minutes before he began his slow walk back to his apartment. His workout was over and one thing was certain — he would never jog at night again.




***




Rhianna was wrapping up her story and it felt like a great weight had been lifted from her. She probably sounded like one of the crazy bag ladies roaming the streets of her Alphabet City neighborhood, but giving voice to what had occurred back at the museum was therapeutic. It had eased some of the anxiety gnawing at her since the events at the museum. 

She stole a glance at her father, expecting a look of derision, but there was no mirth in his face. 

“I know how it sounds, Dad, but I know what I saw.”

Dr. Sharpe remained silent, his face inscrutable. He had studied Artan with unwavering intensity as Rhianna relayed her experiences. What thoughts were going through his mind? Was he buying any of this, or did he think Rhianna had mainlined one energy drink too many?

Dr. Sharpe addressed them in a low voice.

“Let me show you something.” 

Rhianna traded a concerned look with Artan, not quite sure what to expect. Dr. Sharpe led them to the desk that faced the large balcony windows overlooking the verdant park below. The Manhattan skyline glittered in the distance. No matter how often she visited, Rhianna never grew tired of the view. It put to shame her hole-in-the-wall, bomb-shelter excuse for an apartment. 

Rhianna turned her attention to the wild assortment of items scattered across her father’s work area. An aging laptop dominated the desk’s surface and was surrounded by a clutter of maps, documents and various Celtic artifacts. One item instantly caught her attention, and Rhianna couldn’t help but notice that Artan’s reaction mirrored her own. He remained transfixed by the red stone sitting inside the titanium case. 

Her father snatched the gem and held it up. The change in Artan was immediate. He had seemed calm, attentive and in control while she told her story, but now looked ready to snatch the gem right out of her father’s hand. She caught herself stealing coy glances at Artan, both intimidated and she had to admit... attracted. 

Some girls liked cops, others dug musicians. I guess my type is handy with a sharp blade and turns into a gargoyle at night. Who knew? 

Rhianna chided herself for letting such foolishness tumble through her brain. Her father’s voice brought her back to reality. 

“I don't know what’s going on here and under normal circumstances I'd consider this a bad joke, but...”

Dr. Sharpe held up the Eye of Balor. 

Rhianna leaned closer. Her father handed her the stone. Surprise played across her face. The two halves of the shattered gem had fused into an untarnished stone. No cracks or any other sign of damage remained; the surface of the gem was unblemished. How was this possible?

Artan glowered at the jewel and raised his eyes at Rhianna and Dr. Sharpe. “Samhain is upon us. Once the moon rises, Cael will use the Eye's magic to break through the veil that separates our world from the Otherworld.”

Rhianna shook her head and swallowed hard. 

He can’t be serious? 

The thought popped into her mind unbidden and Rhianna knew the answer. Artan was dead serious and there was an urgency to his words that was persuasive.	

“Let me guess — he wants to release Balor.”

Artan’s mood darkened, picking up on her sarcasm. For a moment, his features were granite but then the hard line of his mouth dissolved into the hint of a smile. “I’m sorry. This must be hard for you to believe. I must remember the world has changed and the old ways have been forgotten.”

Artan took a step toward the gem and Rhianna became hyperaware of the physical proximity between them as his muscled arm almost brushing against her.

“I must destroy the Eye and banish its evil from this world before it is too late.”

Rhianna's face filled with growing understanding. “According to the legends, there’s one weapon that can destroy the gem...”

Rhianna paused, realizing that Artan’s expression had changed. An inhuman flicker passed across his face.

“What is it?” 

Artan’s answer came in the form of a guttural exhalation. His arms hugged his stomach as he was wracked by a sharp burst of agony. His limbs contorted and Artan hunched over, unable to remain on his feet. 

What was happening?

Artan crumpled to the floor, knocking over a bookshelf in the process, and ancient tomes were sent flying every which way.

Dr. Sharpe’s face filled with alarm. “What's wrong with him?”

Before Rhianna could respond, a monstrous shriek shredded the air. She whirled toward the balcony’s French doors and caught a glimpse...

Of an incoming shadow. 

With a deafening crash, the balcony was pulverized in a violent hail of glass and splintering wood. The one-eyed gargoyle barreled into the apartment, a vision from hell, wings knocking over anything they came in contact with. 

Rhianna and Dr. Sharpe recoiled from the winged monster, wearing expressions of terror and disbelief. Rhianna‘s mouth hung open as this nightmare from another age advanced. Leathery wings whipped out and unfurled in massive proportions. The skin was laced with dark scales. It was the gargoyle statue from the museum, but now come to horrific life. 

The one-eyed gargoyle regarded the humans for just a second before locking in on the Eye of Balor clutched in Rhianna's hand. The creature’s pupils dilated, a predator choosing its prey, and unleashed a raging, guttural roar. 

Rhianna backed away. Time became a slow-motion movie. She noticed Artan on his knees, face averted, wracked with convulsions that kept growing more powerful. 

Her dad shook off his initial shock and rushed to her aid. He didn’t get far. A clawed hand shot out and cast the archeologist aside. He was hurled across the living room, a string-cut puppet, and crashed into one of the many bookshelves that lined the walls. 

Rhianna's face flashed with concern. “Dad!”

The gargoyle whirled toward her, zeroing in on her with inhuman speed. Rhianna scrambled to get away from the fast-approaching demon. She clambered over overturned furniture, glass crunching underfoot, moving, moving, anything to put some distance between her and the nightmare from another age. 

Talons missed her by inches and blasted into the wall overhead in a cloud of dust. She backpedaled through the gaping wound in the building that had been torn open by the creature’s arrival. 

She stumbled onto the balcony beyond but the gargoyle was right behind her, relentless, an unstoppable force, all sharp teeth and fangs. The railing jumped into view but she was moving too fast to stop, momentum carrying her over it and sending her rushing toward the pavement twenty stories below. 




***




Artan staggered to his feet, caught in the throes of his own terrible transformation. Ever since the sun had vanished below the horizon, the urge to change had grown within him. With each passing minute, the need had become more insistent. He hadn’t known how long he could resist the dark call, but he knew time was running out. The gargoyle inside him was eager to emerge and the laws of ancient magic had to be obeyed. His muscles strained against his leather jacket and jeans, skin turning gray and leathery. His features reconfigured into a monster mask, eyes slitted, nose flattened, a row of razor-sharp incisors protruding from his mouth, which distorted into a bestial, fanged scream. 

It felt like every bone in his body was breaking and being reset while some invisible force stripped the skin off his body. Every nerve screamed in agony as the gargoyle blood ripped Artan apart and rebuilt him into a grotesque travesty of his former self. 

But through the veil of pain, he caught a glimpse of Rhianna. Watched her being pursued by Cael. 

Seeing the young archeology student in mortal danger broke through the pain and gave him something else to focus on. 

Rhianna was in danger and she needed his help. 

He heard her cry out and saw her going over the railing. Time froze and for a second Artan could have sworn the voice screaming in mortal terror belonged to Samara. For a moment he was back in Kirkfall, down for the count, a crumpled mass sprawled on the ground. His wife’s scream echoed all around him. A winged shadow fell across his face and he caught a flash of fangs and talons caked in the blood of the people he loved. 

The moment passed and Artan, still caught in mid trans-formation, surged to his feet and made a dead run for the giant hole that now led out to the balcony. He saw Cael dive after Rhianna and vanish from view. 

Artan’s jacket split at the seams, a few sizes too small for his expanding frame, muscles bulging and thickening, the skin growing mottled and scaly. His hands gnarled and he could hear the popping of bones as they cracked beneath his skin. The king’s teeth elongated into fangs, fingertips sprouted black claws, while his face continued its terrifying mutation.

Artan never slowed down as he dove over the railing toward the glittering streets below. He skewered his body, becoming a living knife that cut through the air.

FREEFALL. 

Arms extended, body streamlined, he sliced toward the pavement with the grace of an Olympic diver. The transformation continued as he shot toward the ground.

Toward Rhianna. 

Muscle, bone and sinews shifted, completing their journey from man to monster in mid-descent. Wings erupted from his back, shredding what was left of his jacket... They gave him control over his speed of descent.

As the wings grew to their full size, he brought them close to his changing body, preventing them from slowing him too greatly. He tore past Cael, who was caught off guard, and dove below Rhianna. He scooped up her falling form mere seconds before she would have splattered on the street below. 

SWOOP-WHOOSH! The wind strummed his wings, painting a demonic shadow across the streets below. Artan, the gargoyle - Rhianna clutched in his heavily muscled arms - shot away from certain death, the ground receding as he soared toward a nearby cluster of buildings. 

A few hundred feet above them, Cael halted his descent and hovered in midair. He let out a furious roar and his wings rippled after them. The chase was on.

Meanwhile, Artan was streaking between tall buildings, taking in the mad rush of sights and sound. He navigated between water towers and AC units, structures and glittering lights rushing past him in a furious blur. 

Artan’s transformation was complete. His thoughts remained his own, but his body had shed all vestiges of humanity. The gargoyle king winged his way above the rooftops with dizzying speed, a terrified Rhianna held tight in his arms.

Behind them, Cael was gaining fast. Their bat-like silhouettes zipped through the urban canyons at breakneck speed.

Artan rounded the corner of a forty-story skyscraper. For a brief moment, he vanished from Cael's view. Artan planned on making the best of the momentary reprieve. Descending to a nearby rooftop, his clawed feet touched the cement and with a gentleness belying his monstrous appearance, he lowered Rhianna. 

She nearly fell flat on her face, her legs giving out beneath her. The gargoyle’s arm shot out to steady her. The young woman, who reminded him so much of Samara, stared at the monster Artan had become. The shock and horror he saw in her face cut deep. 

In a voice that was more beast than man, Artan said, “Hide.” He snatched the Eye of Balor from Rhianna before she could protest and streaked off into the night. 

She shook off her paralysis and exploded into motion, seeking refuge behind one of the nearby water towers. 

Good girl, Artan thought as he flew away.

The former king couldn’t help but be impressed with the way Rhianna handled herself in the face of extreme adversity. She had confronted terrors that could drive many a brave man to the edge of madness, yet she was still standing and able to think on her feet. 

His thoughts were interrupted by an approaching water tower. Artan twisted in midair, barely avoiding a collision with the structure, when he made out an onrushing sound from above. 

WHAM. Cael barreled fist-first into Artan, colliding with him in mid-air. Artan roared and twisted, Cael’s weight inexorably pushing them toward the rooftops below. A fierce battle raged between these two monsters, wings interlocked, an aerial wrestling match between primordial beasts. They surged down the side of a building, clipping it several times, the weight of their bodies breaking off big chunks of wall. 

They hurtled toward the ground, never slowing, and blasted through a series of fire escapes. Their passage warped and dented solid metal until they slammed into the ground. 

A grate in the sidewalk exploded as they disappeared through it. Stunned pedestrians gasped and gawked.

Below the surface of the earth, the two monsters blasted into a subway tunnel, the fierce impact barely slowing down the fight as dust and rock rained all around them. Claws and fangs tore into each other as grappling, each combatant remained intent on tearing the other apart. Cael raked his claws across Artan's chest and torso, talons drawing a splash of black blood. 

Artan staggered back and slammed into the rails, his face twisting with pain. 

Cael’s voice reverberated in the dank tunnel. “Why play this senseless game? Samhain approaches. The age of Balor is near. Soon you must heed the dark call of his blood.”

Artan stumbled to his feet, one hand clutching his gushing side. 

He was wounded and would be no match for Cael in his weakened condition. 

Artan was still adjusting to his gargoyle form. He had spent less than a night as a winged monster before bringing defeat to his brother. Cael, on the other hand, had reigned as the gargoyle for weeks, and knew both the strengths and vulnerabilities of his new form. He had mastered how to move this heavily muscled body, knew how to tap into its full strength and devastating power, and knew how to incorporate flight into his attacks.

The air was a gargoyle’s natural habitat, an environment where all its advantages could come into play in combat. Artan recalled the skill and brutality of the aerial assaults when Cael had first unleashed his gargoyle horde upon the world. The beasts had swept down from the heavens, tearing warriors off their horses before they even knew what hit them. 

Artan faced a superior opponent and thus would have to use his wits to even the odds. A part of him felt disgusted at himself for being so calculating when faced with the killer of his loved ones. He yearned to throw all caution to the wind and hurl himself into battle with reckless abandon but nothing would be gained if Cael managed to put an end to him in the bowels of this strange city. He could not give in to his rage-filled impulses even though the gargoyle blood surging in his veins made such self-control difficult. 	

Vengeance would be his. In time. 

Artan whirled and shot down the subway tunnel, Cael staying right on his tail. The two gargoyles sped down the winding tunnels of the New York City subway system as if they were riding a subterranean rollercoaster.

Another sound built at the edge of Artan’s awareness. Steel rippling across steel. A split second later, a subway rocketed into the turn, hurtling toward the two gargoyles at breakneck speed.

A wild grin that would have looked like a snarl to an outside observer flashed across Artan’s inhuman features. Where the average person might succumb to panic, the king of Kirkfall recognized opportunity. 

Artan didn't slow down. 

He sped up and found himself on a direct collision course with the train rushing toward him. Part of him questioned the sanity of this brazen maneuver, but Artan never played it safe. The advantage he stood to gain outweighed the possible drawbacks of any given tactic.

Wind buffeted his body and wings, the screeching of the train, deafening. Artan caught a glimpse of the terrified subway operator in the front booth. It was too late to pull the emergency brake. Too late to scream.

The train operator closed his eyes, bracing for the inevitable impact. 




***




Dwayne Kuciak belonged to two worlds nowadays. By day, he lived in a nice three-bedroom house in a residential community in upstate New York that was populated by middle-class suburbanites. By night, Dwayne kissed his wife goodnight, hugged his eight-year-old daughter Penny, slipped into his MTA-blue shirt and began his commute into Manhattan, where he worked the night shift as a subway train operator. His nighttime couldn’t have been more different from the idyllic life he built for himself outside the city, and he wouldn’t want it any other way.

Manhattan, with its pulsing energy and never-ending crowds, was almost another planet. This was compounded the moment he descended those stairs into the station and mentally prepared for his shift. Down in the bowels of the city, where the cement baked you in the summer and seemed to entomb you in the winter, another world awaited. Dwayne didn’t love the smell nor was he particular fond of the crowds and the late-night weirdos. He did enjoy running the trains, feeling in his bones the power of the machine under his feet and the deafening sound of metal screeching against metal. 

Dwayne loved his job and couldn’t imagine doing anything else, even if he sometimes worried he wasn’t getting enough sleep. Trying to catch up on his Z’s during the day, while his wife and daughter ran around the house, could be challenging. With Halloween just around the corner it had turned out to be impossible. His wife was too busy to take his daughter Halloween shopping, so Dwayne had volunteered. He loved the holiday and got a kick out of seeing his daughter light up as she tried on different costumes. He had wanted to share this experience with her. 

But it had come at a price. He had managed to squeeze in just three hours of sleep the night before and for some reason, it affected him more today than at other times. He felt unsteady on his feet and kept downing cup after cup of coffee. But it wasn’t helping. Not even the scream of the train could prevent his eyelids from drooping. 

Considering how he felt already, it wasn’t surprising that he thought he might have nodded off and was dreaming when he caught a glimpse of the gargoyle. The monster was tearing down the tunnel, on a direct path to the operator booth. Immediately, Dwayne was wide awake, his heart pumping furiously with a burst of adrenaline. It was as if one of the Halloween-store gargoyles that had freaked out Penny the day before had suddenly come to life. The beast roared at him and Dwayne was too terrified to react, remaining fixed in place, bracing for the imminent impact that... never came. There was no twisting steel or splash of gore across a cracked windshield. 

The gargoyle had disappeared into thin air.




***

	

Cael slowed his pursuit the moment he spotted the incoming steel behemoth. He spun around in mid-air and shot away from the subway. He could feel the steel monster closing in behind him, a rush of air blasting across his gargoyle form, buffeting his wings. For a moment, he considered using a spell against the incoming train. There were ways but they would require time, concentration and the blood of a fresh victim. Retreat was the sole option.

The warrior-druid caught sight of an intersecting service tunnel and darted that way. The train exploded past him, missing him by seconds. As the subway rattled down the tracks, Cael’s mind was consumed with one burning question...

Where was Artan? Had his enemy succumbed to the deadly force of the train? 

Cael doubted that. He had underestimated his brother before, but he wouldn’t do it again. Artan was a crafty one and he must have found a way around the steel serpent. Cael’s only choice was to comb the tunnel, hoping the gem’s magic would show him the way. 

He waited until the sound of the subway had grown distant before he returned to the main tunnel and commenced his search. His brother couldn’t have gone far. 

Cael tore through the dimly lit tunnels, the sound of other trains echoing in this city below the city. Voices crackled over speakers and the druid caught glimpses of commuters waiting listlessly on the platforms that rushed past. But there was no sign of Artan. His brother had somehow managed to elude him.

Unbridled rage exploded across the dread creature’s animalistic features. His chilling, bestial voice boomed through the subway system, and those who heard him drew back from the edge of the platform and cowered in sudden terror. 

“You will not escape, Artan! I'll find you and take the Eye, just as I took your beloved Samara.” 

Cael's inhuman features twisted in frustration. He hoped with all his heart that, wherever his brother was hiding, whatever hole he had crawled into, he could hear him.























CHAPTER TEN




THE SUBWAY TRAIN barreled out of a tunnel and streaked over the city on elevated tracks. Artan clung to the train’s rooftop, claws dug deep into the steel, head and wings kept low, night air sizzling across his leathery skin. The train moved into a sharp turn, steel wheels rattling over the wooden track, and Artan let go of the roof. He allowed momentum to sweep him into the air. 

As his wings extended and lifted him upward, he surveyed his surroundings. An industrial area of Astoria, Queens, it was a spooky wasteland of abandoned warehouses and industrial lofts. The Manhattan skyline glittered in the distance, separated by the East River. 

Artan’s wound was throbbing, the pain growing more intense with each passing moment. He needed rest and time to heal. Artan swept toward a nearby alley, knowing Cael might at any moment emerge from the nearby tunnel that connected Queens with Manhattan.

His clawed feet touched the ground and his night-vision cut through the darkness of the alley. But for a few rats burrowing their way into an overflowing dumpster, he was alone. He waited for a moment, his senses alert and on edge. His enhanced hearing focused on the sound of the wind, hoping to pick up any indicator that the enemy was near. 

Nothing. 

He was safe. For now.

Artan touched his shredded side. An ugly mass of torn, scaly flesh, it was speckled with rivulets of ebony blood. He turned inward, lids growing heavy, and the world was erased by blackness.




***




Artan and his wife Samara had ventured out to the castle’s courtyard to take a little walk. For days now, the responsibilities that came with the crown had consumed him. The kingdom was still reeling from the effects of the civil war just waged. Coin was spent, lives were lost. Kirkfall had incurred debt and now owed favors to the neighboring cities, but with a woman’s intuitive sense of knowing what mattered most, Samara had a way of putting life in perspective.

They walked across the castle’s vast courtyard, the purple rays of the setting sun playing across their faces. Everywhere they went, Samara’s beauty drew stares and admiring glances from all who passed by. A few days from now, Artan would allow a gargoyle to sink its venom into his veins in this same courtyard, but that fateful day seemed distant. 

Laughter rang out and Artan’s twinkling gaze found the little one who had produced the sound of pure delight. It was Cian, Artan’s five year old. The child beamed at his father, thrilled as he played with the toy Artan had made for him. He moved the wooden horse through the air in galloping motions, under the spell of his own imagination. Artan drank in this sight, touched by the boy's simple joy, but there was also a sadness in the king’s expression. His mind was beset by dark thoughts.

Samara took note and studied her husband with concern.

“What troubles you, my love?”

Artan removed his crown, regarding it with trepidation. “I just wish life could go back to the way it was. This was never supposed to be my burden.”

“Your father chose you for a reason.”

“My brother...”

“Your brother would have turned us into a nation of conquerors. Whole generations would be sacrificed to achieve his dreams of power and glory.” 

The conviction in Samara’s voice felt reassuring, but it didn't make what lay ahead any easier. Almost as if Samara could read his thoughts (and Artan knew she could), she added, “The crown rests heavily on you, my husband. You will make a great king. I know it.”

Samara leaned into Artan, squeezing his hands.

“You are the leader Kirkfall deserves.”

Artan smiled at his wife with love. Once again he wondered how he had been so lucky as to meet a woman both wise and beautiful. She was his rock.

His thoughts were interrupted by a keening shriek. Something about the alien nature of the bestial cry sent a chill down Artan’s spine and turned his blood to ice. He saw the unbridled terror in Samara’s face. Artan whirled and a series of demonic shadows washed over his dismayed face. Nearby, an open-mouthed Cian dropped his wooden horse. 

Five gargoyle beasts sliced across the night sky, monstrous silhouettes in the pale moonlight. The royal guard reacted in alarm, lances and swords drawn. Time slowed to a crawl as the first gargoyle dove toward them. With horror, Artan realized the brute had targeted his little boy. 	

He surged toward Cian but was stopped dead in his tracks as two of the winged beasts landed right in front of him. The earth trembled and spat out plumes of soil and dust as the monsters’ weight made contact with the ground. Artan’s surroundings became a ferocious blur of claws and fangs. He whipped out his sword, but he never had time to wield it against the gargoyles. 

Before Artan could launch a counter-attack, he was flung through the air. He landed seven feet away in a cloud of blood and dust. He tried to move but his body was numb from the impact, unable to obey his will. Through a haze of blood, he saw his wife shield their son from the approaching nightmare. His eyes met hers one last time before she was erased from view by the giant wings of the gargoyles.

“NOOO!”

Artan’s cry of dread was drowned out by a raucous bellow and... 




***




The roar of the gargoyle turned into the whoop-whoop of an approaching police car. The cruiser rolled past the abandoned warehouses, red-blue lights spearing the darkness.

Artan jolted back to consciousness. For a moment, he was disoriented, not quite sure of his surroundings. Once again, the lines between what was real and what wasn’t had grown blurry.

The cruiser continued rolling down the street, past the alley where Artan had sought refuge. It seemed to slow for a moment but picked up speed again and disappeared from view. 

Something stirred in the dank alley and it wasn’t Artan, nor was it a rat. Rats didn’t stink so bad. A shadow moved. A grizzled homeless man stirred from his slumber, sensing another presence in the darkness. Bloodshot eyes peered from behind a tangle of long, unwashed gray hair. Lips formed words yet remained hidden under a dirt-encrusted beard.

“Get the hell out of here! I found this spot first...”

The words died in his throat as Artan stepped from the shadows. 

Large wings unfurled behind him. His teeth glittered in the moonlight. The gargoyle let out a bellowing growl and ascended into the night air. The homeless man gasped and swore off the bottle.









































CHAPTER ELEVEN




THE SHRIEKING MONSTROSITY lunged after Rhianna, a relentless force of darkness. The monster had blocked the exit and was backing her into a corner. Her only way out was to retreat, and that path led her onto the balcony. In a mad burst of panic that defied rational thought, she had tumbled over the railing. Any end was preferable to the claws and teeth of the beast now upon her. 

Panic lodged in her throat as she plunged toward the pavement below. For the first time in her short life, she knew with absolute certainty that she was about to die. As she dropped twenty stories, she was surprised to realize that she felt strangely calm, almost as if a part of her brain understood that there was nothing she could do to prevent her impending fate. 

Only two options remained over which she could exert some control. How would she face the end? She could close her eyes and wait for the devastating impact, or she could rush toward her doom with her eyes wide open. And even though these thoughts cycled through her mind in a split second, it felt like an eternity; time had truly frozen in that moment. 

As the sidewalk grew closer, instinct took over and her arms came up in a futile attempt to protect herself from the devastating moment when flesh met cement and the forces of physics unmade her. She had just decided that she would rather close her eyes after all when she felt a rush of air, a lightning fast shadow enveloped her, and a pair of powerful arms wrapped around her in a jarring embrace. 

Rhianna wasn’t falling any longer. She was actually hurtling over the street, which meant she was... flying. Correction — whoever had snatched her from mid-air was the one who was flying. She was just along for the ride.

She twisted her head and caught glimpses of leathery gray skin. She could feel the alien texture of the inhuman hide against her own bare flesh, but most of her attention was focused on the road below as the streets rushed past her. 

Before she knew it, her feet were touching a rooftop. Her legs buckled, the shock having turned her muscles into spaghetti. She almost fell but the powerful arms that had caught her in mid-fall now lifted her back to her feet. She looked upon her savior and part of her wished she hadn’t. A hideous beast was glaring back at her. 

The GARGOYLE. 

The creature now facing her made her think of the Uruk-hai from Lord of the Rings, and specifically the brute Viggo Mortensen battled at the end of the first movie. Except this creature had giant wings — a demon made flesh.

Rhianna’s mind went completely blank, all thoughts ceased and as the beast spoke (he could speak!), she barely heard a word. The brain had ceased to function, her mouth frozen in place as if she was suffering a severe case of lockjaw. She merely managed to gasp at the creature. And even though her conscious mind hadn’t registered the words uttered by the gargoyle, another part of her was paying attention because her body started running for the nearby water tower. 	

Hide. 

That was the creature’s advice, and she took it to heart.	

Rhianna found refuge behind the tower and peeking out from the steel web of its support legs, she saw another winged gargoyle slicing past the building. Either it was oblivious to her presence or had lost interest in her.	

It’s after the Eye of Balor.	

The thought was reassuring, at least for the moment. Once the gargoyle had disappeared among the maze of buildings, she had waited. And waited. The creature never returned. She could have spent the whole night in this position. She was shivering, the biting late-October night penetrating the layers of her clothing, but she felt safe. 

As her pulse steadied and her fear began to subside, her thoughts turned to her father. She had seen the gargoyle fling him aside, remembered the impact of his body slamming against the living room wall, and grave concern filled her heart. Had her dad sustained serious injuries? What if he was in need of medical attention? Or worse, had the monster returned to his apartment to finish him off? 

Rhianna refused to entertain the last possibility. He was going to be okay. He had to be. She was going to return to her dad’s place and make damn sure of it. Screw the risks.

Rhianna found a roof-access door, but it was locked. She let out a sharp curse. Fortunately, the building had a fire escape, and she decided to make use of it. Fifteen minutes later, her jeans sporting two new holes and now greased with rust and dirt, she once again felt the pavement under her feet. 

Bundled-up New Yorkers streamed past her, rushing to and fro. Somewhere in the distance a car started honking, followed by a string of expletives. The city remained its normal self, going about its business unaware that Rhianna’s reality had completely changed. The full weight of what had happened this evening hit her. For a moment, she couldn’t breathe and was afraid she might pass out. She had almost died, but a monster had saved her from certain death and offered her a new lease on life. A savior who appeared to be the mythical Artan McKeltar. The old stories she was researching, the ancient texts and scrolls she had devoted hours to — they were all true. 

Artan was real. 

Cael was real. 

The gargoyle was real.

The chill that permeated her body didn’t subside, not even when she reached her father’s building. A buzzing hive of activity awaited her. Two police cruisers and an ambulance, sirens bleeding into the night, were parked around the building. Gripping with mounting dread, she gingerly approached the ambulance. She realized EMTs were wheeling someone out of the building on a stretcher. 

Her father. 

Rhianna fought her way through the crowd, surging toward her dad. She traded looks with one of the EMTs.

“How is he? Will he be all right?”

“Miss, could you please step back...”

Rhianna could feel her face growing tight with anger. The pent-up emotion of the last hour exploded to the surface. The EMT had unfortunately stepped on an emotional land mine. 

“I'm his daughter! Now let me see my dad!” 

Rhianna brushed past the EMT and grabbed her father's hand, fighting back tears. “Everything's going to be okay. I'm right here with you.” 

The EMTs whisked the stretcher into the back of the ambulance. Rhianna followed them. One of the EMTs was about to protest, but one look from Rhianna stopped him cold. She was coming along, whether he liked it or not. 

As she hopped into the ambulance, she felt the urge to look up. The tall apartment buildings that ran down Central Park West loomed. She caught sight of a few vague silhouettes perched atop the various structures. Gargoyles. Only an hour ago, they were just a part of her everyday life. Now the stone figures were imbued with sinister portents. 

Her attention shifted back to her dad. As the grumbling EMT slammed the ambulance door shut, one of the rooftop shadows stirred.




***

	

It was just another night in a Manhattan emergency room. In other words — barely controlled chaos. Everywhere Rhianna looked, she saw ailing people forced to wait their turn while the overwhelmed staff desperately tried to maintain order and stem the tide of suffering. Rhianna nervously paced back and forth, waiting to hear some news about her father. It had been over an hour. What was taking so long?

Almost as if someone had read her thoughts, which wasn’t too hard to do as they were plainly written on her face, a doctor appeared before her. 

“Miss Sharpe?”

Rhianna looked up at the doctor, doing her best to keep her emotions in check.

“How's my dad?”j

“He sustained a fairly severe concussion. We're going to keep him here overnight for observation, but he should be fine.”

Rhianna let out a sigh of relief. She had feared that he may have sustained internal injuries. 

“Can I see him?”

The doctor nodded and escorted her down a series of corridors. Doctors, nurses and various staff zipped past them and it seemed like they were all intent on stopping the doctor so they could ask some question, slowing Rhianna’s progress, but they finally arrived at her father’s hospital room and she was led inside. 

Her face grew taut as she approached the figure propped up in bed, head bandaged, asleep. Rhianna squeezed her father’s hand, relief flooding her features. “What a night. Not exactly what a Masters in Archeology prepares you for.”

There was no response. He was out for the count. The doctor had stayed back and was watching her from the door. The tone of his voice, refined and educated, felt reassuring. “I’ll leave you two alone. Don’t worry, Miss Sharpe. Your father is in good hands.” 

The doctor left. Rhianna continued to watch her dad's sleeping form. He seemed so peaceful, like the last few hours had never happened. Rhianna took a seat at his bedside. For a moment, she stared into space. She could feel tears welling up. If anything had happened to her father...

“I still don't believe it. How can this stuff be real?”

The only answer Rhianna received was the sound of her father’s breathing, which seemed amplified in the otherwise silent room. She hadn’t really expected an answer, or even that her words could magically penetrate his slumber. She was talking to calm herself.

She sat there for almost half an hour before she finally got up. Being back on her feet made her realize how exhausted she was. The horrors she had witnessed today were going to change her outlook on life. 

She was about to leave when...

Her father woke up.

A deep sense of urgency filled his face. He grabbed Rhianna's wrist and pulled her closer. His voice was a glassy whisper as he spoke. “There's something you need to know...”























CHAPTER TWELVE




MANHATTAN WAS BURNING...

Fires raged all across the urban island, plumes of black smoke drifting across the skyline, a shifting landscape of heat and darkness. The pillars of steel and cement had been gutted and scorched. Broken structures thrust toward a sky of churning hellfire and clouds split by lightning. An army of winged monsters swarmed like a plague of locusts, turning sunny day into fiery night…

Standing on the roof of a burning building was... Rhianna. As she surveyed the terrible destruction, it felt as if she had been offered a glimpse into hell itself. 

A roar pierced the air. 

Rhianna looked up. A massive gargoyle was rushing straight at her, giant wings so wide they blocked out the surrounding light. 

As the monster’s shadow loomed large, her mouth twisted into a scream...




Rhianna jolted from her nightmare and let out a sharp gasp, face beaded in perspiration. Her whole body was trembling, affected by her vision of Armageddon. She studied her surroundings, disoriented, her waking reality still untangling the cobwebs of her dream.

She found herself in the same spot where she spent most of her waking hours nowadays — hunched over her computer, surrounded by Celtic literature. She must have nodded off in her chair the moment she got back from the hospital. 

For a split second, Rhianna hoped the experiences of the previous evening had just been a dream, but the bruises all over her body and the various gargoyle-related keywords in her search-engine history suggested otherwise. She had been combing the web for any piece of information that could add clarity to last night’s harrowing ordeal when she was overcome by exhaustion. The stress of the day took its toll on her and she must have nodded off. She felt even more tired now, the fitful nap having done little to balance out her sleep deficit.	

Rhianna was about to get up and seek out a much-needed shot of caffeine when she noticed a red discoloration on her hand. A furious scarlet line extended from where the Eye of Balor had sliced her finger all the way down to her palm. It looked like blood poisoning or a festering skin infection. 

Unnerved, Rhianna studied the strange red pattern on her hand. On closer inspection, the red line seemed to be forming a Celtic rune symbol. Rhianna was now wide-awake and stared at the mark with a growing sense of dread. 

Stay calm, she admonished herself. 

She wanted to obey the voice, but her heart throbbed against her chest and beads of sweat popped up on her face. She barely remembered returning from the kitchen and turning on her computer. A few seconds later, she was searching the web for a possible explanation for the strange symbol that had materialized on her hand.

The computer screen flickered and bathed her face in its electronic halo. Her fingers kept tapping the keys, but the words appearing in her search engine didn’t register. Fear had seized her in its icy grip and she was consumed by memories of the horrors she’d experienced in the last few hours. She had faced death and confronted a monster from which nightmares were made of. Then there was Artan. The enigmatic king of Kirkfall who also just happened to be... 

She couldn’t bring herself to complete the thought. The memory of how the former king looked at her was etched in her mind. She had met his magnetic gaze both when he was a man and when he was a beast, and each time she’d been intimidated for different reasons. There was a promise in his eyes, as well as a warning.

A sudden rippling sound stopped her in mid-thought and turned her blood to ice. A dark shape had passed by her window. Gripped by fear but unable to remain seated and ignore the phenomenon, Rhianna approached the window even as her inner voice urged her to stay put. Considering what had happened at her dad’s apartment, she should be staying clear of windows. But if some fiend lurked outside and wanted to harm her, it would’ve done so already. Deep down, she hoped that Artan had returned. 

Heart hammering in her chest, she pulled the curtain back and peered through the window at the soaring city outside. The first light of dawn was beginning to chase away the shadows of the night - daylight was upon the city. Traffic was already congested as the first commuters began to arrive in Manhattan from whatever suburban haven they called home. 

A street-sweeper beeped and snorted its way down the avenue. Rhianna gazed at the neighboring building (no sign of the frisky couple across the street), paying special attention to the rooftops. At first there was just a vague sense of movement but she squinted and realized Artan sat perched atop the ledge of the neighboring building. He blended in with the cement structure and from this angle, might just be an ordinary gargoyle. The illusion was shattered the moment his onyx eyes found hers and those massive wings unfurled.

Startled, she took a step back. The creature took to the sky. A mixture of fear and excitement flickered across Rhianna’s face as she realized Artan was headed straight for the roof of her apartment building. She took a deep breath and made for the door.




***




The gargoyle sat crouched on the ledge. The first wave of morning commuters filled the city's cement arteries below. The night had started to lift and darkness was making way for morning. Artan took in the rising sun, his somber expression unreadable. His feral eyes were crimson chips. They started to change color as the sunlight hit them, turning human. 

After the incident in the alley, Artan had returned to Dr. Sharpe’s apartment building. His wounds healed themselves, a gargoyle’s constitution dealing with most of the damage. A faint discoloration remained where Cael’s claws had raked his gray flesh. 

From high above the building, his superior vision spotted Rhianna rushing toward the ambulance and his heightened senses could follow the conversation below. He didn’t yet possess a full command of the English language, but he understood enough to get the gist of the exchange. Unlike Cael, who had been trapped in a dark cave, Artan was surrounded by people during his entombment in stone. Almost through osmosis, some of the unfamiliar words and their meanings had penetrated his prison. 

Once the ambulance pulled away, Artan followed the vehicle, alert, expecting Cael to appear at any moment but there was no sign of his older brother. As he was gliding through the night air, he wondered what he was doing. He had the Eye of Balor. What more did he need from the woman and her father?

Artan rationalized that his interest was purely of a practical nature. Cael might not possess the gem, but he posed a formidable threat as long as he walked this earth. Based on the various costumes and decorations Artan had glimpsed since his return to the world of the living, a dark celebration was approaching. Samhain. And he knew all too well the deeper significance of that date. Tomorrow night, the barrier between this world and the Otherworld would be at its most fragile. Cael would want to seize the opportunity and unleash Balor’s forces of darkness upon an unsuspecting populace. 

Artan didn’t want to admit it, but he couldn’t go it alone in this alien city. He’d need a guide. Rhianna spoke his tongue and understood where he came from. She could act as a bridge between the past he had left behind and the future he now faced. 

Of course, there was another reason, too. He was drawn to this young woman. Her presence was calming, an echo of his beloved Samara. After all these centuries of isolation and stony entombment, the need for human contact and connection had become overwhelming. His yearning filled him with guilt. Such emotions made Artan feel like a traitor to the memory of his long-dead wife. His thoughts turned to the here and now as the sun washed over his bestial features. Unlike the nighttime transformation into a gargoyle, which was filled with agony as dark magic ripped his body apart, reverting back to his human form was almost painless. As he exhaled, a giant weight was lifted from his shoulders. Massive muscles melted away within seconds, the demonic wings retracted, and his skin reverted from gray to its natural pink. One moment the Eye of Balor sat nestled in a clawed gargoyle paw and the next it rested in the palm of a human hand. 

As the sun rose to its full daytime glory, the curse was lifted. Once again, Artan was human, at least until nightfall. He grew aware of his nakedness and his attention shifted to a clothesline strung up across the roof. Laundry hung from the line, flapping in the morning breeze. 

Artan snatched a pair of jeans and a flannel shirt, quickly slipping into the clothes. His timing was perfect as a roof access door opened and Rhianna appeared. Artan’s full attention fixed on the young archeologist. Her easy smile and open, forthright demeanor made Artan think of his wife again. His chest tightened and his fists clenched with emotion. 

Rhianna eyed him with trepidation. Her beautiful red hair swirled in the morning breeze and for a moment, Artan’s mind turned to his past. 

Samara... I thought I would never see you again...

The thought came unbidden and was followed by an angry admonishment. This wasn’t the same woman who had haunted his memories for the last fifteen centuries. His wife was gone and the man who’d taken her from him was still out there. 

“Why did you come back here?” Rhianna asked.

The question hung in the air for a moment before Artan offered the simplest answer possible. “I need your help.”




***




Rhianna watched the man who sat at her kitchen counter. He was busy wolfing down a breakfast of eggs and toast that she had whipped together for her unexpected guest. She couldn’t help but be distracted by this striking medieval warrior who had saved her life twice now.

“I think you're the first man who likes my cooking. I guess after fifteen centuries away from food, everything tastes pretty good.”

Artan looked up from his plate, nodded his gratitude and resumed eating. Rhianna watched, fascinated to have an ancient warrior – the mythical Artan McKeltar - sitting in her kitchen and enjoying her culinary creation.

“I have so many questions. I do not even know where to begin.”

Artan focused on the meal.

“By the way, I never thanked you for saving my life.”

Artan nodded and grunted.

Rhianna shook her head. This conversation was getting a bit... one-sided. “You don't talk much, do you now?”

Artan stopped eating. Looked up from his plate.

“I am out of practice.”

The silence returned. Rhianna could almost see Artan’s mind working, trying to find a topic to discuss. Atrophied social skills creaked to life as he took his first stab at small talk. 

“How fares your father?”

“I think he's going to be okay.”

“I am glad to hear that.

Rhianna was touched by the genuine concern in Artan’s voice and it brought a flicker of emotion to her face. “Thank you.”

The silence returned. It seemed like the conversation had petered out before it had a chance to get started. Then he said, “How come you do not have a husband?”

This question gave Rhianna pause. Was it obvious that she was single? Her apartment must be telling. Before she could stop herself, she said in a voice she hoped wasn’t too defensive, “How do you know I’m single?”

“I see no children.”

Rhianna was both amused and peeved by Artan’s matter-of-fact response. 

“It's hard to find a good man when you're busy cramming for a PhD.” Artan gave Rhianna a long, uncomprehending look. PhD didn’t mean much to a medieval warrior. She tried to put it in terms he might understand. “The 21st Century is a bit different,” she explained. “The girls actually have a say in who they marry.”

Artan snorted and stifled a gruff laugh.

“You have not met a Celtic woman, have you?”

Before Rhianna could retort, the door opened and Natalie popped into the kitchen. She did a quick double take when she spotted Artan, her curiosity piqued.

“I thought I heard voices. Hi there. And who'd you be? Rhianna has told me absolutely nothing about you.”

Natalie winked at Rhianna and had extended her hand to Artan when Rhianna got between them. She shot a quick look at the resurrected medieval warrior.

“Excuse me for a minute...”

Rhianna grabbed Natalie's arm and pulled her from the kitchen. Dark forces were at work and Cael was still out there. Rhianna saw what had happened to her dad. She couldn’t risk getting her roommate involved. And perhaps – if she was honest with herself – she didn’t want to share the attention. Natalie had a million suitors. She didn’t need Artan too.

“Hey! What’s going on?” Natalie protested as she was dragged through the door. She managed to trade a final look with Artan before she was whisked away. “Nice to meet you...”

Rhianna pulled Natalie out of the apartment and walked her toward the industrial freight elevators of their prewar building. Natalie was grinning ear to ear. “I see you've been working hard on your presentation.”

“I'll explain later.”

“You better. Text me. I want details.”

Rhianna rolled her eyes. 

The elevator arrived and Natalie got in. She flashed Rhianna a big grin. “You go girl!”

The elevator doors closed and erased Natalie from view. Rhianna shook her head but had to smile. Her friend was incorrigible. 

Artan had finished his breakfast by the time Rhianna returned to her apartment. The resurrected medieval warrior was now inspecting Rhianna’s work area. He seemed interested in her collection of Celtic texts. He flipped through a massive coffee-table book full of glossy photographs of medieval castles. 

The rays of morning sunlight filtered into her apartment and enveloped Artan’s face. An expression of joy played across his face. Noticing Rhianna’s look, he said, “It is a long time since I felt the sun on my skin.”

Rhianna smiled nervously, wondering what else Artan might not have felt in the last fifteen centuries.

Artan nodded at Rhianna’s extensive library of medieval texts. “Why are you so fascinated with my world?”

“Like father, like daughter.”

“You prefer the past over the present.”

“I love history. You don’t know where you're going unless you understand where you've been. Where you’re coming from.”

Artan nodded, accepting the wisdom of her words. He studied a Celtic blade mounted near her workstation. Noticing his interest, Rhianna said, “Maybe I just have a thing for swords.”

Rhianna could feel her face turning red the moment the words left her lips. Couldn’t she be any more obvious? But Artan seemed oblivious to any subtext, or at least he chose not to acknowledge it.

“You said you needed my help. What do you mean?” Rhianna asked.

“I need someone who understands my past to guide me through your future.”

Rhianna shook her head. “Look at me. Do I strike you as a warrior princess?”

Artan's voice filled with a deep conviction. “You have great strength in you, Rhianna.”

She looked up at the warrior from another time, surprised by his gentle yet confident tone. “I'm sorry, but I can't.”

A darker edge crept into Artan's voice offering a glimpse of the gargoyle lurking below the surface. “You have a choice.”

“What do you mean?”

“I saw the mark on your hand. Your life force restored the Eye.”

A defensive note edged into Rhianna’s voice. “I cut myself. It was an accident.”

“And the world will suffer for your carelessness.”

Artan grabbed Rhianna's hand and held it up, exposing the mark. Skin touching skin, she found their closeness both erotic and scary at the same time.

“The Eye is the key to the prison of Balor, but it will require a human sacrifice for the demon to remain in our world...”

Dawning understanding spread across Rhianna's face. Artan continued, “Your blood powers the eye. You're linked now. Balor will need your life force to assure his rebirth.”

Artan released Rhianna’s wrist and she pulled away from the former king of Kirkfall, on the verge of terror. Wishing she had never set foot into the Cloisters the other day. If she could somehow just turn back the clock...

Her thoughts must’ve been plainly written across her face as Artan said, “You can hide in your library if you like, but Cael will find you.”

Rhianna looked pale as she processed this.

“What do we do?”

“I must destroy the Eye once more but to do so-“

“You need the Blade of Kings,” Rhianna finished.

Artan nodded, studying the red stone in his hand. It felt like he was holding the weight of the world. 




***




Jude had been a nurse at Beth Israel for two years. In that time, she had become inured to the constant stream of human tragedy flowing through its doors, but whenever she thought she’d seen it all, life would spring a surprise on her. 

There was that time a patient walked in with a drill bit stuck in his eye but otherwise seemed fine, or the woman who feared she had overdosed on mints until she was told one couldn’t O.D. on candy, at least not in the medical sense. 

This evening hadn’t been unusual, but it had been hectic, not surprising, as Halloween was right around the corner. The real fun would begin tomorrow. One of the patients they brought in had died on the operating table, a skater kid who was hit by a bus. He reminded Jude of her younger brother and she fought back tears when he was pronounced dead. 

It wasn’t surprising to her that the thought of a warm bath and a glass of Chianti sounded like heaven on earth at this point. She had made it halfway down the corridor when she heard the sound of breaking glass and furniture being banged around. 

Jude stopped in her tracks, her attention shifting to the hospital room two doors down from her; room 305, the room where the archeologist had been put for further observation. His prognosis was excellent, so this was an unusual development. 

There was a tense moment of silence before the sound repeated itself. A heavy object slammed with great force against the door, cracking the wood. Jude exchanged a dire look with a male nurse approaching from the other end of the corridor. He had heard it too. Galvanized into action, they advanced.

They burst into Room 305 and froze in their tracks. The window was shattered and the floor strewn with broken glass. The curtains whirled in the window.

There was no trace of Dr. Sharpe.























CHAPTER THIRTEEN




RHIANNA TYPED CRAIG McConnor‘s name into Google. Images of the video game designer and screen captures of the games themselves filled her screen. Rhianna was distracted, all too aware of Artan’s proximity. He sat right next to her on one of the kitchen chairs they had pulled over to the computer. She tried to read his expression and realized it must be a look of wonder. Computers were new to him, of course. 

Rhianna was still adjusting to what the ancient warrior knew of her world and the vast gaps that defined his understanding of her age. He had explained to her that during his years as a stone gargoyle, reality had seeped into his awareness and invaded his thoughts. These disjointed snippets didn’t add up to much in a mind reared fifteen centuries ago, but certain truths about mankind remained constant throughout the ages. Technology and culture changed, but human nature had remained the same. Despite all the gadgets, the advances in medicine and the marvels of the digital age, there was still love and there was still death. In Artan’s case, the latter had robbed him of the former.

Rhianna was intimately familiar with the myths that had sprung up around Artan, and his haunted demeanor lent credence to the legends. Cael had taken everything away from his brother, pushing him to the point where he was willing to make the ultimate sacrifice in the name of love and honor.

Rhianna forced herself to focus on her MacBook instead of McKeltar. Lord Irish grinned back at her from the screen as if mocking her for this feeble attempt to maintain her professional cool. During his moment of lucidity the other night, her father had told her about the blade and identified its new owner... “Craig McConnor,” she said to Artan. ”Better known as Lord Irish. Computer whiz kid who made a fortune before his 21st birthday creating bestselling fantasy RPG games. Elf War, ForeverQuest, Elflord...”

She paused, having noticed Artan’s growing impatience. She was babbling. Which meant she was nervous. Which meant... 

She had to get a grip on herself.

She pursed her lips in a thin smile and said, “Besides creating hugely popular computer games, he also loves to collect medieval artifacts. My dad had dinner with him the other night. He was trying to persuade Lord Irish to lend the museum his most prized possession...”

Her fingers tapped the keys and the image of a sword filled her computer screen. It had a black blade etched with a series of elegant runes. This was the same weapon Artan used to halve the Eye of Balor centuries earlier.

“We must seek out this Lord,” Artan said. 

“Technically, he's not royalty,” Rhianna tried to explain. “Lord Irish was the villain in Craig McConnor’s computer games...”

Rhianna trailed off. Her chatter was becoming grating even to herself. Artan was obviously not interested in the subtleties of the gamer community. He studied her with ferocious determination. “Take me to him and I will ask nothing more from you, Rhianna.”

Easier said than done. The video game designer’s address and phone number were unlisted. Scanning the online fan forums for the Elf War games, Rhianna concluded that his constituents made Trekkies seem like casual hobbyists. Lord Irish wisely kept a low profile and went to great lengths to secure his privacy. Secrecy was required if he didn’t want his home turning into a mecca for every gamer on the Eastern Seaboard. 

Under normal circumstances, locating the man would’ve necessitated detective work, but Dr. Sharpe had provided her with Lord Irish’s contact info. “I’ve tried calling and emailing, but he isn’t answering. I mean, we can’t just show up on his doorstep...”

Judging from the expression on Artan's face, he had no qualms with that particular strategy. Rhianna stifled a sigh while another thought occurred to her. 

“Wait a minute. If you destroy the Eye, won't you...”

Turn back into a gargoyle statue?

Artan's dark look was all the answer Rhianna needed. The former king faced a no-win situation. If he lost this battle, it could spell the end of the world as they knew it but if he won, it would mean a return to the terrible limbo state he had endured for interminable centuries, a fate far worse than death.

“Is there any way you can...?” Rhianna’s voice was tentative, emotional.

“The curse cannot be broken.”

“So this is your last day before...”

Rhianna didn't finish. Artan’s heavy silence told her all she needed to know.

“There must be another way?”

Artan wore a fatalistic, faraway expression as he spoke. “I wish it were so.”




***




Sunlight speared a wasteland of twisted steel and mangled car engines. Dr. Sharpe's battered body lay sprawled on the ground, surrounded by mountains of junked cars precariously stacked on top of each other. He could taste blood and dust. 

The scent of rusting metal, gasoline and melting plastic permeated the air. The pneumatic hiss of a trash compactor assaulted his senses as wrecks were turned into scrap so they could be shipped off to China or some other faraway destination in need of cheap steel. The junkyard felt like an industrial version of hell and it took Dr. Sharpe back to the time he visited Cuba. The pervasive smell of fumes had followed him wherever he went, a result of too many Russian cars running on cheaper stuff than petrol.

A shadow fell across the archeologist. Cael had arrived. Human again, the dark prince leered down at him. Dr. Sharpe finally understood that the myths were real and the world faced a terrible danger. 

Centuries earlier, Artan had saved his kingdom from being overrun by the forces of the Otherworld. History could repeat itself. Technology had progressed, but Dr. Sharpe doubted that human ingenuity could prevail when confronted with the darkly magical forces of the Otherworld. In some ways, the modern age was far less prepared to deal with such an enemy than the ancient world had been. People wouldn’t believe the threat was real until it was too late.

“What do you want from me?” Dr. Sharpe asked, though he had a pretty good idea what the answer would be.

“My brother has the Eye. He will use it to stop me. That must not happen.”

Cael knelt beside Dr. Sharpe, sunlight glittering on the dagger in his hand. “I ask myself, what will my brother do now and I keep coming up with the same answer.” 

He leaned closer, his raw eye-socket almost touching Dr. Sharpe’s face. “He will seek out the one thing that can destroy the Eye.”

“I don't know what you're talking about...”

Before Sharpe could pull away, Cael had him in his iron grip. The warrior-druid began to caress Dr. Sharpe's neck with his knife. He drew a bloody circle across the archeologist’s cheek.

“I do not wish to hurt you, but I shall if you leave me no choice.”

Cael brushed the bloodstained knife against one of his tattoos, the paw-print of a forest animal, perhaps a dog or a wolf. Once again, the tattoo absorbed the blood and lit up. 

“The world has forgotten the old ways. Where man was once part of nature, he now considers himself above the will of the gods. Above Balor. Twisting steel into grotesque shapes, polluting the air with his stench, multiplying like...” 

Rats.

Dark shapes emerged from the rotting car husks. Dr. Sharpe caught glimpses of fat, shiny tails, dirt-caked fur, and sharp teeth. The squeaking shapes scrambled into the light. “Soon enough, the world will experience the full power of Balor.”

Sharpe’s face drained of all color as the vermin encircled them, a shrieking carpet of snapping teeth. Beady eyes studied him with dark intent. The rats were waiting, all their attention focused on the archeologist, ignoring Cael. 

“Think of your daughter. If you cannot help me, maybe she can.”

The threat hung in the air. Sharpe could feel the anger bubbling up from the pit of his stomach, even though he knew he shouldn’t provoke Cael, the words came unbidden. 

“Don't you dare...”

He was cut off as the first rat sank its teeth into his forearm. The archeologist cried out in pain. 

“I want the blade. How do I find it?”

The rat that had bitten him stood still, licking its bloody paws, just waiting to be unleashed once more. The first attack had been a warning. The vermin was squirming, their eagerness to draw more blood amplified by the coppery smell impregnating the air.	 

Sharpe was terrified and dreaded the terrible fate he faced, but he was even more scared to think of what would become of the world if Cael succeeded and released Balor. 

Sharpe took in the sea of rats before looking up at the sun. So beautiful and bright, so far away from the horror that was unspooling in this steel cemetery. 

If Cael succeeded, the sun would never rise again and the world would be drowned in eternal darkness. Cael could not discover the whereabouts of the Eye. He had to be delayed as much as possible. Sharpe hoped Artan would give the evil sorcerer a run for his money... 

There was defiance in his voice as he spoke. “Go to hell!”

“Have it your way. Once they are finished with your eyes, you will wish to talk.”

With these words, the surging tide of rats swept over Dr. Sharpe. 























CHAPTER FOURTEEN




A FERRY PUTTERED toward Staten Island. Artan stood on the upper deck, leaning against the railing, awed as he studied the receding skyline. The Statue of Liberty loomed in the distance. He had seen glimpses of this metropolis in his dreams, but he had never grasped its full size and scope. New York City had to have been built by gods, not mere mortals. 

For the moment, Artan’s mind was not on his mission. He was just a man awed by the spectacle of human progress and achievement. Absorbing the multitude of impressive sights made him wonder about his old home. What would it be like today, after all this time? He yearned to return to Ireland, but a part of him feared what awaited him if he did.

Artan shot a look at Rhianna. “I am impressed with this city of yours.”

“I guess I take it for granted. I’ve lived here most of my life.”

“I wonder what the Emerald Isle must be like in this time. Would I know it after all these years?”

Artan hadn’t meant to put this latest sentiment into words, but it just slipped out. Rhianna looked questioningly at him. “How did you end up on this side of the pond?”

“I spent centuries at McKeltar Castle. When my clan immigrated to the New World, I was brought to this city.”

The memories of the journey were vague, like all his memories of the last fifteen centuries. He had been moved from the castle. Then there was darkness and once that blackness lifted, he had found himself perched atop a rooftop overlooking the Manhattan skyline of the early Twentieth Century. 

He stayed there, frozen in place, for many years with the sounds of the city and the lights of the buildings his sole companions. When the building was scheduled for demolition to make way for a new steel tower, he was taken to Central Park, where he had remained until yesterday. 

The park made him happy. Its lush vegetation reminded him of Kirkfall. He saw the leaves turn golden in the fall before they withered and died in the winter. He experienced the park encased in a blanket of white, ice forming on his stone body as the crowds thinned. He was there when life returned in the spring and made way for the crowds of summer. An unmoving sentinel bearing witness to the cycle of life while remaining untouched by the passage of time. Ever-present but always remaining apart. These impressions came to him as if he was looking up at the world from the bottom of a deep well. 

Artan's tone grew wistful as he addressed Rhianna. “Over the centuries, truth became myth. Even my own bloodline stopped believing in the old ways.”

The words earned him a sympathetic look. “What's it like? When you transform?”

Artan considered Rhianna’s question, searching for the right words to describe the experience. “It is an agony and my world becomes a place of darkness and rage.”

“But you stay in control... When I looked at the gargoyle, I could see you inside the monster...”

Rhianna was right. His body changed, but his mind remained his own. 

In despair, last night he had felt himself slipping away. The gargoyle was growing stronger.

“As Samhain approaches, the darkness inside me grows. Every time I change, I lose a little bit more of myself. In time, the curse of Balor will corrupt me.”

“What are you saying? You think you’ll become like Cael?” 

Artan didn’t answer the last question. The possibility filled him with dread, but it also fueled him. There was a new urgency to their mission. Time was running out.

“Why does Cael hate you so much?” Rhianna asked.

“I denied him his birthright.”

“It wasn't your decision. Your father picked you to be king.”

“Perhaps he made a poor choice.” Artan was surprised by his own candor. He had only been able to express self-doubt to one other person in his life.	

“You blame yourself for what happened,” Rhianna said.

“When I quelled Cael's uprising, I could have put an end to it all.”

A dawning realization played across Rhianna’s face as she finally understood the depth of Artan’s guilt. “You showed mercy.”

“Weakness.”

“He’s your brother. Most people would’ve done the same.”

Fury sparked into Artan’s voice. “I was not most people. I was the king of Kirkfall.”

Rhianna recoiled at the anger. Artan regretted his harsh tone – the gargoyle blood was indeed gaining a greater influence over his emotions – but there was no turning back now. “I refused to do what was needed and innocent people paid for my weakness.”	

Artan was offering Rhianna a glimpse into his private little hell.	

“How could you know what Cael would do?”

“How could I not? I knew him better than anyone. I hoped exile would change him. I was wrong. It merely made him more dangerous and twisted.”

“We all make mistakes. You’re only human.”

Artan’s voice grew dead and cold. “Not anymore.”

There was a somber finality to his words, and Rhianna grew silent. Artan appreciated her attempt to downplay his failure but refused to let himself off the hook. “My mistake cost the lives of hundreds of innocent souls. The lives of my wife and son.”

Artan's whole being imbued with a dark fire. “Cael will pay for what he did. I will make him pay.” 

Rhianna believed him.




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




IT TOOK MORE than a half-hour for the ferry to cross New York Harbor. When they reached the Staten Island port, they snagged a cab. They were now driving through an industrial section of the island. It was an endless stretch of warehouses that had been converted into lofts. 

When Rhianna learned that Lord Irish lived in Staten Island, she was initially taken aback. It felt a bit off the beaten path to her, having visited the island only a few times over the years. She expected a more glamorous address, but Lord Irish appeared to be serious about securing his privacy.

The cabbie pulled up to a three-story red brick structure that vaguely recalled a fire station. She paid the driver and they faced the building Craig McConnor, aka Lord Irish, called home nowadays. Nothing about the structure hinted at the video game magic being created within its walls. To the outside world, it was just another building on a street filled with similar warehouses. 

As they approached the structure, Rhianna recommended that Artan stay behind. His towering presence might freak out the game designer. Artan reluctantly obliged and fell back as Rhianna stepped up to the entrance and rang the doorbell. 

A small monitor next to the door flickered to life. The digital avatar of the Lord Irish character filled the screen. The character popped up in the game’s fantasy world from time to time like a virtual Oz, offering tips and tricks. His electronically amplified voice emanated from a speaker.

“Identify yourself.” 

Rhianna regarded the surveillance camera that hung above the steel entrance. “I'm Rhianna Sharpe. My father had dinner with you the other night...” She hesitated, knowing she needed to sweeten the deal if Lord Irish was to grant her access. She held up the Eye of Balor. 

“He thought you might want another look at the Eye.” It had taken some convincing to let Artan entrust her with the gem but in the end, her logic had won out. 

The screen went dark. Seconds ticked by and became minutes. Artan stood nearby and she could almost feel his growing impatience. If it had been up to the medieval king, he would have found a way to break down the doorway and seize the sword by force. 

She glanced at him, indicating with her hands to be patient. Her self-control was rewarded a second later when she heard a bolt being unlatched and the steel door was pulled open. Craig McConnor poked his head through the door. He stole an eager glance at the gem before he flashed Rhianna a big smile. 

“What a surprise. Benjamin never mentioned he had such a lovely daughter.” 

Rhianna returned the smile. As the man further opened the door, Artan appeared behind her. Rhianna saw the game designer flinch and take a step back, but she grabbed his hand and flashed him a reassuring smile. 

“He’s with me. This is...” She almost said Artan but decided against it. Instead, she said, “This is Arthur. He works for the security company we’re using to transport the blade to the museum.”

“According to your dad, a Brink’s truck was supposed to pick up the sword.”

Damn, she had forgotten about the truck. Thinking on her feet, she said, “We’ve parked a block away. We didn’t want to draw any attention to your home.” 

Lord Irish digested her words for a moment before he responded. “That’s quite considerate of you.”

Great. He was buying the story.

He waved them in. 

They followed him into his loft, the steel door clanging shut behind them. Rhianna took in her surroundings and had to suppress a whistle. For a second, it felt as though she was visiting the castle of a mad wizard. The loft made for an impressive living/work space that belied its rugged exterior. But what stood out were the exotic items that decorated this abode, a wild, varied collection of the historical, the obscure and the weird. Lord Irish’s fortune had allowed him to indulge his inner geek. Everywhere Rhianna looked there were items that belonged on a Disney ride or in a museum of science fiction and fantasy. 

Lord Irish enthusiastically pointed out the various items as he led them to the living room area. They were amazed to see a Russian space suit, dinosaur fossils and an Egyptian sarcophagus. There was even a gargoyle statue, a pale imitation of the two creatures she had faced the other night. 

Rhianna studied the statue and glanced at Artan, almost compelled to make a joke, but the man’s steely expression gave her pause. She wanted to say, “Hey, check it out, a relative of yours.” But she doubted the warrior would’ve been amused. He would answer in his clipped, sober voice, “How can you joke at a time like this?” And she would answer, “Let me see... My dad is not answering my calls. I'm standing next to an ancient Celtic king who turns into a gargoyle when the sun goes down. And I'm supposed to be sacrificed to a demon on Halloween. Maybe, just maybe, my sense of humor is what’s keeping me sane right now!”

Lord Irish managed to put an end to the erratic chatter of her thoughts. He had wrapped up the grand tour, offered them seats on his red leather couch, and was now grabbing them beer from his stainless steel refrigerator. 

As Rhianna nursed her Stella, she noted that the living room area was as impressive as the rest of the loft. A beautiful skylight allowed sunlight to spill into the house. Everywhere she looked there was some cool piece of art or a stunning sculpture. Even the light fixtures were unique and expensive. The man must’ve hired one hell of an interior designer. Everything was cool, sleek and perfect. Suddenly her so-called “distressed” desk looked like the piece of curbside junk it was. 

Her attention shifted from the decor to Artan. Once again, she could feel his eagerness, but rushing things and alienating McConnor wasn’t going to help their cause. 

Rhianna turned toward Lord Irish and flashed the video game designer her most charming smile, while revealing as much cleavage as possible. Her full attention on Lord Irish, she said, “I don't think I left my room for two weeks when Elf War III came out.”

Lord Irish grinned, basking in the adulation and enjoying the view. A white terrier traipsed up to them, paws scurrying across the wood floor. She seemed happy until she picked up Artan’s scent. Her reaction was immediate and she led out a steady, rising growl. Lord Irish secured the dog and tried to calm the canine down, without much success. “I’m sorry, she’s normally not like this. Cass loves people.” 

What about gargoyles?

After some coaxing and dog biscuits, Cass calmed down enough for their conversation to resume. Lord Irish said, “I must say, I wish there were more female gamers as enchanting as yourself.”

“Thank you. What are you working on right now?”

Before Lord Irish could answer, Artan interjected, “The sword?”

Rhianna arched an eyebrow. Artan had said the words in English. He was a fast learner. Lord Irish’s response was to point at the second floor of his loft. “The blade's upstairs...”

Artan rose. His patience had run dry. As the Celtic warrior headed toward the steel staircase leading to the loft’s second floor, Lord Irish shot Rhianna a querying look. “Your friend isn’t a big believer in small talk.”

Tell me about it.

Rhianna flashed their host an apologetic smile and said, ”You get a few drinks in him, he becomes the life of the party.”

Lord Irish nodded but didn’t look convinced. He got up and indicated for Rhianna to follow him. She obliged.

“Let’s join your friend.”

	

***




Artan sprinted up the steel staircase and reached the loft’s second level a few moments later. The dwelling was impressive, but he had expected more from a man who used the title of Lord. 

He took in his surroundings, admiring the collection of medieval weapons lining the walls. At the center of the collection, mounted on the far wall, was the Blade of Kings.

Artan advanced toward the rune sword. His hand closed around the smooth pommel just as Lord Irish and a slightly embarrassed Rhianna appeared behind him.

Lord Irish began, “The sword is close to eighteen-hundred years old... so please...” but Artan pulled down the blade and brought it up with lightning speed. “…don't touch it.” Artan expertly wielded the magical rune blade. Warrior and weapon reunited after being separated for an eternity. Steel whistled through the air. The weight of the weapon felt reassuring. 

Lord Irish traded a nervous look with Rhianna. “Impressive. You seem quite skilled with the blade, my friend. But would you mind putting my invaluable artifact back in its rightful place...”

Artan ignored the man. Instead, he removed the Eye of Balor from his leather jacket. He placed it on a nearby table and raised the sword. Lord Irish’s bulging eyes looked ready to pop out of his head. 

“Rhianna, what's going on here?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. McConnor.”

Rhianna's attention fixed on Artan. The ancient warrior stared down at the evil gem.

One stroke, and it could all end right now.

A glimpse at the skylight above gave him pause. He could make out the swaying trees, sun dappling green leaves. Beautiful. His shifted his attention toward Rhianna. A different kind of beauty. There was a moment between them. Another reminder of what Artan was about to sacrifice.

“You sure there is no other way?” 

The question hung in the air. Artan wished for nothing more in the world than to be able to say there was. After fifteen centuries, he had been granted another chance to drink from the cup of life, to know what it meant to be flesh and blood, to be alive. 

But he could not allow any weakness. The enemy was out there and had to be stopped. Personal needs could not factor in his decision process. 

He must stay the course and complete his mission.

Rhianna's cell phone chirped. She shot a quick glance at the caller ID. It was a call from Beth Israel. Artan took note of her anxious expression. Despite the unfolding drama, deep concern for Dr. Sharpe got the best of her and she lifted the phone to her ear.	

“Hello...”

Artan watched her for a long moment. Her face darkened, filling with mounting dread.

She killed her cell. Her voice quivered as she explained, “That was the hospital. My dad has disappeared...”

Artan considered this for a second. “Cael. If he has your father...”

Rhianna completed his sentence. “...He knows how to find the blade.”

Lord Irish’s confused gaze kept ticking back and forth between them, trying to make heads or tails of what they were talking about. 

“Will someone tell me what the hell is going on here before I call the cops...”

Artan's withering glare seared into the game designer. Lord Irish paled.

“... or maybe we could just talk this over.”

Artan shifted his attention back to the Eye. He lowered his sword. “Fifteen centuries ago, I made a mistake. It will not err again.”

“What do you mean?”

“If I destroy the Eye now, it will not end. Two thousand years from now, someone may reunite the pieces and it will begin again.”

Understanding filled Rhianna's face. “You're going to kill him this time.”

Artan nodded with unrelenting determination. His mind was made up on the matter. As far as he could see, there was no other way. “It is what I should have done all those years ago. Once Cael is gone, I will point this blade at myself.” 

The sobering words rocked Rhianna to the core. Artan continued. “It will be up to you, Rhianna, to shatter the Eye.”

Artan placed the Eye of Balor in Rhianna's hand. “The cycle must end now and for all time.”

***




Lord Irish's terrier trotted down to the loft's front lobby, where his food and water bowls sat. The area resembled a small greenhouse. The walls were lined with pots containing an assortment of exotic plants. It felt sleek and modern, yet warm and earthy. Some of the flowerpots hung upside down from the ceiling. Herbs such as parsley, mint and fennel dangled like miniature vines. Their pleasant aroma filled the air.	

The dog leaned over his water bowl and lapped up a drink, little pink tongue flickering in and out between his teeth. Suddenly the canine froze, haunches alert, senses on fire, just as she had when he first picked up Artan’s scent. A low growl rose in its throat...

WHOOSH. A powerful gust of air caused the plants to shiver and ripple in midair before bursting from the planters like tentacles willed into unnatural life. The dog spun and tore down the hallway, but the plants shot after the terrified animal. Two vines wrapped around it and swooped it into the air. Cass let out a pitiful whimper that was strangled when the plant’s tendrils tightened around the hapless terrier, sprouting razor-sharp thorns. 

The sound of crushing bones and a choked yelp was followed by silence. The animated plant tentacles loosened and released the dead animal. What was left of Cass thumped to the hardwood floor in a tangled mass of bloody fur. 

The plants rippled down the hallway, navigating the corridor as if they were strings wielded by some invisible puppeteer, surging toward their next victim.




***




When the dog's yelps echoed through the loft, Lord Irish's face filled with concern. “Cass?”

Artan and Rhianna traded worried looks. Artan peered into the darkness beyond the doorway, then nodded at Rhianna and Lord Irish. “Stay back.”

“Will someone talk to me? What the hell's going on?”

Rhianna took a step back when she heard Cael's voice in her head. 

Rhianna...

Rhianna whirled. Shock rippled across her face, her skin turning the color of chalk. Cael lurked in the middle of the room with her father slumped by his feet. A blade hovered near Dr. Sharpe’s throat. To her horror, Rhianna saw that her father’s ashen features were caked with blood. In all her life, she had never seen her father look so utterly defeated.

“You have something that I want. How about a trade? Your father's life in exchange for the Eye.”

Rhianna pivoted toward Artan and Lord Irish. They were both unaware of Cael's astral presence in the loft… another example of druid magic. Rhianna realized that this mental projection was meant only for her.

“I am waiting outside for you...”

For a second Rhianna glanced at Artan and when her attention returned to her father, both he and the warrior-druid were gone as though they had never been there in the first place. Artan noticed her perturbed expression. “What is it?”

The former king of Kirkfall never got an answer as thorn-covered vines unfurled from the hallway. One viciously wrapped itself around Artan's legs, drawing blood, but he severed it with a flick of his sword. The animated plants ignored Rhianna, allowing her to pass by. They were solely interested in Artan. 

Rhianna stared at the Eye in her outstretched hand. It had become a heavy burden. There was no choice. Her dad’s life was on the line. 

There was one last moment of hesitation before she darted out of the bedroom. Artan remained oblivious to her departure, too busy hacking away at the attacking plants. Moving with lean, rippled power, he slashed away at the tentacle-vines. One ensnared Lord Irish's wrist. Artan came to his rescue, freeing the game designer with a rapid-fire diagonal cut. 

The man stared up at Artan, awestruck. It was as if a hero from one of his fantasy games had taken leave of the digital battlefield and decided to visit the real world. 

Artan whirled toward the hallway... but the attacks were dying down. Artan studied the severed vines.

“Why announce your presence unless...” The grim truth struck him like a thunderbolt. “… you needed to create a diversion.”

Artan searched the loft for Rhianna and found his worst fear confirmed. 

She was gone, and with her, the Eye of Balor.


























CHAPTER SIXTEEN




THE CLOUDS HAD darkened and now scuttled over the midday sun. Even though it was only two o’clock, the light was imbued with an almost nocturnal quality. Rhianna emerged from the loft and stepped into a narrow alley that ran along the back of Lord Irish’s property. A fierce, unnatural wind had kicked up, its mournful moan promising darker things to come. Fear reached deep inside her and would not let go. 

What was she doing?

With her emotions firmly in the driver’s seat, Rhianna wasn’t thinking clearly. On one level, she knew it was a trap. If she gave Cael what he wanted, all would be lost, but rational thought was overpowered by emotion as the pitiful image of her father flashed in her mind’s eye. Cael had threatened to kill her dad if she didn’t bring him what he wanted. She had a feeling the ancient warrior-druid didn’t make idle threats. 

She clutched the Eye of Balor and cursed the day she first laid hands on the jewel. There was no other choice. Either she let her father die at the hands of a savage monster or she tried to strike a bargain with the resurrected druid. 

Rhianna reached the end of the alley and turned the corner, entering a large, abandoned parking lot. Rows upon rows of cars sat inside the industrial space. Commuters on their way to Manhattan dropped off their vehicles in the lot for the day while they took the ferry into the city. 

A spooky mist was forming in the lot, fine tendrils of fog snaking around the maze of automobiles. Rhianna had a strong feeling that the mist was the work of the fiend who had kidnapped her father. 

Terrified but driven, she pressed on, moving deeper into the lot. Her shoes crunched over the gravel and echoed eerily. Goosebumps bloomed across her arms. The temperature must have dropped twenty degrees since she stepped out of Lord Irish’s loft. It felt like icy fingers were raking her skin. 

The mist rippled then parted suddenly, revealing two figures silhouetted at the center of the parking lot. The moment she spotted her father, her heart sank. He looked even worse in person than he had in Cael’s astral projection. His shirt was filthy and torn, his face a bloody, distorted mask. 

Rhianna could feel tears welling up and another emotion, too… Anger. For a moment, she forgot how terrified she was. She wanted to hurt the druid… badly. 

Cael yanked Sharpe’s head back and pressed his dagger against the man’s throat.

Rhianna’s voice shook but her anger was stronger than her fear. “Let go of him.”

“When you give me what's mine,” Cael said.

Dr. Sharpe tapped into a last reserve of strength and shouted, “Don’t do it!”

His words died on his lips as Cael’s blade dug a little deeper into the vulnerable flesh of his exposed throat. A fine line of blood ran down Dr. Sharpe's neck now, a second scarlet mouth forming below the first.

Rhianna gave herself an internal push and stepped up to Cael. She held the Eye of Balor aloft in a trembling hand. 

Cael appraised both the gem and Rhianna. “I am beginning to see why my brother is fond of you.”

Cael held up his palm, revealing a Celtic rune symbol identical to the one on Rhianna's hand. THE MARK OF BALOR.

“It appears we have both pledged our lives to Balor. Soon your sacrifice will mark the beginning of my Lord's reign here on Earth.” 

Cael reached out and the Eye flew right into his waiting palm. His fingers closed around the gem and it ignited with unholy fire. A terrible power had been reunited with its master.

Every fiber of her being urged Rhianna to flee, but the slumped form of her father helped her stay the course. “I gave you what you wanted. Now let go of my father...”

Cael’s answer was to ram the Eye of Balor into the parking lot’s pavement. Crimson forks of crackling energy sparked off the gem, blasting into the asphalt. The ground shuddered and shifted under the mystical onslaught, unearthly beams working their dark magic. 

One by one, shadowy shapes morphed from the asphalt. Five crude figures peeled themselves from the manmade cement landscape and rapidly gained ferocious detail. The original gargoyles were carved from Irish soil; sand, silt and clay sculpted by dark forces beyond the imagination of man. These new horrors reflected the characteristics of the substance that spawned them. Formed from gray cement, their bodies were streaked with paint from the parking spaces. 

21st Century urban gargoyles.

Rhianna gasped in open-mouthed horror as the black dragons circled her, their heavy bodies advancing with lethal intent. Each advancing step was marked by a slight ripple in the ground as their bulk negotiated the maze of vehicles. Massive wings sideswiped cars, shattered glass and warped metal. 

Cael regarded his minions with icy satisfaction and slipped the Eye of Balor into its rightful place, the empty cavity of flesh that had held the gem centuries ago. The light emanating from the gem intensified, a dark coronation. Cael had reclaimed his rightful place as master of the gargoyles. 

Rhianna’s voice quivered as she faced him. The jewel in his skull cast a hypnotic spell, but she pressed on. “Let go of my father!”

“As you wish.”

Cael withdrew his dagger and shoved Dr. Sharpe at one of the advancing gargoyles. Rhianna didn’t know from where she drew the courage, but still she rushed to her father’s prone body. The fast-approaching gargoyles tracked her movement with dark eyes. She threw herself over her dad, shielding him as best as she could while fully knowing she was merely delaying the inevitable. The first gargoyle was almost upon her, razor-sharp teeth closing in when...

A blur of steel rippled between Rhianna and the beast, deflecting its attack. Once again, the former king of Kirkfall had come to her rescue in the nick of time. 




***




Artan exploded out of the loft, sword up, scouring the alley for clues of Rhianna’s whereabouts. There was no sign of the archeologist. He noted the dark sky and felt the wind pound his face and tug at his body. Black magic was in the air.

The warrior followed the alley into the parking lot and arrived just in time to see the newly formed gargoyles homing in on Rhianna. Facing Cael on her own had been foolish, but Artan understood what love could make a person do. 

Before the first gargoyle could close its powerful jaws around Rhianna’s head, Artan set upon the beast. His sword-stroke hacked open the creature’s throat and black blood splattered the windshield of a parked car. The other gargoyles instinctively withdrew, sensing the threat posed by this new opponent. 

Artan whirled, savage expression locking on Cael, who darted into the maze of parked cars and allowed the thickening mist to swallow him. Artan spun toward Rhianna. Reassured she was alright, he chased after Cael and disappeared into wafting clouds of supernatural fog that were closing in from all sides.

The parking lot had grown unnaturally quiet and was entirely void of sound. Artan made his way past a row of vehicles, senses alert, sword outstretched. He peered into the dense, coalescing fog. It was impossible to see more than a few feet. 

No sign of his brother.

“Cael!” Artan’s voice echoed eerily. 

No response.

Artan advanced deeper into the mist-shrouded parking lot, knowing his brother was near. 

Suddenly he froze, his face draining of color at the sight before him. An object hung from a BMW's rearview mirror. 

A necklace. 

Artan reached into the open window and seized the jewelry, wracked by a mixture of rage and sadness. The memory came hard and fast, a knife ripping through his heart...




A druid performed an ancient Celtic wedding ceremony. Artan faced his beautiful Samara, their wrists bound by the piece of cloth that symbolized their union. Artan produced the necklace from his pocket and lovingly draped it over his wife's neck. As their lips came together in an emotional kiss filled with love and passion...




Artan gasped, thrown by the vividness of this memory. The fog wrapped the medieval warrior in its phantom embrace, blanketing the lot like a death shroud, sucking up all sights and sounds, erasing all hope. 

An icy voice emanated from the encroaching mist. “Does it bring back memories?”

Artan whirled, sword ready, senses probing for the speaker’s position. The voice had been carried by the wind and there was no sign of Cael.

“Show yourself, coward!” Artan shouted and the fog swallowed up his words. Artan found it impossible to pinpoint Cael's location. The world seemed to be evaporating around him, afflicted by some terrible sickness that was eating away at reality like a cancer.

Cael’s voice resounded through the mist’s fisheye whiteness. “Samara was a beautiful woman, but I see that you are finally moving on...”

Artan whirled, sword stabbing the air in exploratory thrusts, but his steel found no solid target. Cael was as elusive as a wraith, his voice constantly changing direction in the fog.

“Keep talking, brother,” said Artan. “It makes it easier for my blade to find you.”

“You know why father chose you over me to be king, Artan? He knew he could control you. The perfect son. A loyal dog.”

Fury boiled in Artan as he countered Cael’s claim. “He chose me because he saw you for what you are. A monster.”

The accusation was met by momentary silence before Cael’s voice boomed out again. This time, the voice was closer. Etched with anger. Artan’s last statement had touched a sore nerve. 

“A king has to be a monster...”

The fog grew even thicker, omnipresent. Artan was unable to see past the tip of his sword.

“A king needs to be ruthless…”

 The guttural shrieks and roars of the gargoyles shredded the silence. Vague silhouettes dipped in and out of Artan’s view. Winged death lurked behind the chalky veil. 

“A king can never show mercy...”

Artan heard the flapping of leathery wings. 

“Maybe if you understood this, Samara and your son would have lived.”

The words hit Artan with the force of punches. Cael was pushing all the right buttons. He knew Artan's soul. Understood his pain.

Ignore him... He's trying to get to you...

Another sound. Stone brushing against stone.

Much closer now.

Blurry silhouettes flitted through the fog’s thick soup. Artan was forced to rely on his other senses. He draped the necklace around his neck, drawing strength from the pendant and what it symbolized — a love that had transcended time.

He spoke in a low whisper. “Wherever you are, my love, give me the strength to avenge you.”

Artan closed his eyes and the world went pitch black. His surroundings were reduced to a landscape of pure sound. Artan focused, homing in on the slightest distortion of the air. He heard a rustling of wings and caught a whiff of the beast as it burst from the mist... 

Death was approaching. 

Steel whistled and penetrated gargoyle flesh. Once, twice. Followed by bestial roars.

Artan opened his eyes. His face was now a mask of dark gargoyle blood. The downed beast was obscured by the impenetrable fog, but it didn't matter. Artan knew his blade had tasted blood, but its appetite had only been whetted. His dark look of satisfaction offered a glimpse of the gargoyle that dwelled inside him. 

There was a moment of anticipation. The silence stretched. The fog cleared, clouds of white breaking apart. Cars grew visible again and a snarl shredded the air. Artan spotted Rhianna a few feet away, still clutching her dad. He had passed out. Two gargoyles closed in on her.

Artan's blade cleaved one beast in two. An upward slash impaled a second gargoyle. His attackers collapsed just as...

More gargoyles emerged from between the parked vehicles, their wings flapping. Too many to count. Moving in from all sides in a ring of winged death. Lunging, jaws snapping.

Rhianna clutched his arm, nails digging deep into his flesh. He could feel her mounting terror. Artan’s face remained stoic but he knew the odds – he was seriously outnumbered here.

Cael's voice boomed through the parking lot. Artan followed the sound, locating his brother surrounded by winged supplicants. Artan split his focus between Cael and the advancing gargoyle horde, never losing sight of the approaching monsters.

“It is finished, little brother. I have the Eye of Balor and Samhain is upon us...”

The final wisps of fog dispersed and Artan realized in alarm that the sun was already vanishing below the horizon. He could feel Rhianna looking at him, her expression asking the same question he was considering himself. 

How could the sun be going down already?

It had been early afternoon when they arrived at Lord Irish’s loft. Artan saw Rhianna scan her phone. It was almost six o’clock. 

They had lost four hours. 

A dark realization hit Artan. “The mist...” 

Artan recalled the tales he heard in Kirkfall about people lost in a supernatural fog. When they emerged from the mist, years or weeks would have passed. At the time, he had thought they were just stories. Now he knew better. The fog was just another form of Celtic magic. Time would slow for anyone who entered its blinding whiteness. The question: why had this spell been cast? Why did Cael want to slow down time? He had the gem. Unless... 

Artan suddenly knew the answer. And it filled him with dread.	

“You could have destroyed the Eye, yet you chose not to,” Cael said. You could have saved this world, but your revenge was more important. I thought a king protected his people?”

Cael’s words felt like quick thrusts from a knife. When Artan spoke there was an air of defeat in his voice. “My people are dead and I am no longer king.”

A dark smile played over Cael’s face. “Finally you understand that you serve a new master now.”

Artan observed the sinking sun as it washed away the last tendrils of fog. Darkness was falling over the parking lot and...

Artan changed once more. His features distorted, the beast commingling with the man. 

He could feel Rhianna watching him in fascinated horror as the magic remade him. The transformation unfolded faster this time around, and there was less pain. He was either getting used to the change or Samhain was changing the rules. 

Moments later, the gargoyle had reclaimed the former king of Kirkfall. He held his sword high, moonlight creating the Gothic silhouette of a monster.

Cael’s other minions resumed their advance. 

Muscles tensed. Wings flared out. The gargoyle warrior attacked.

Artan took to the air and soared over three gargoyles. He landed behind them, blade lashing out. He drove his sword-point through the first creature's throat and right through the back of its head in a spritz of black blood.

Rhianna watched the aerial ballet of deadly steel as Artan decimated the horde with deft sword strokes. He jumped and floated over opponents, spinning in midair, steel striking out with the lethal precision of a cobra.

Wings were severed, taloned arms and legs hacked off, torsos cleaved. Soon Artan was surrounded by grotesquely frozen death. The former king let out a bone-chilling roar of triumph. 

Artan’s monstrous features shifted toward Rhianna. Moonlight washed over his savage visage, which showed uncertainty as his thoughts grew hazy and confused... 

No! 

Artan could feel the change come over him, reality altering on an almost molecular level. The parking lot warped and twisted like a funhouse mirror. The moon overhead seemed to expand, becoming a churning eye of darkness. 

The changes went beyond the visual and impacted even his other senses. Sounds took on a strange buzzing quality, becoming the chittering of a million insects — a hymn of darkness. Smells grew stronger, the coppery scent of Dr. Sharpe’s blood intermingling with the revolting stench of the monsters’ gory remains. 

Rhianna’s lips were moving, but Artan couldn't make out any words. It looked like she was screaming at him. Human language had lost its meaning. He was perceiving reality like a beast now, his intelligence and humanity swept away by the dark tide of Samhain.

Artan understood why Cael had slowed down time. 

A final humiliation remained. One last gargoyle would have to serve at the druid’s side for his victory to be complete. Cael had been right. No one could resist the dark call of the gargoyle on Samhain.

Artan turned to Rhianna. Her beautiful features dissolved before him, melting like wax, erasing all forms of human individuality, leaving only muscle, blood and bone. A faceless meat puppet. She had ceased to be human. Now she was... PREY. 




***

	

Rhianna could see the light seeping from Artan’s eyes. As if the real Artan had left his body and something dark and sinister had taken over. She recalled his earlier words. 

As Samhain approaches, the darkness inside me grows. Every time I change, I lose a little bit more of myself. In time, the curse of Balor will corrupt me. 

The medieval king was waging an internal war, a desperate battle between man and beast for control over his soul, and the beast was winning. 

Artan had ceased to exist. There was only the gargoyle now. 

His attention snapped toward Rhianna. His eyes were vacant chips of ice oozing malevolence. 

Rhianna backed away from the gargoyle. “Artan...?”

He closed in, advancing with evil purpose.

“Artan, what's going on?”

There was movement behind her. It was Cael. In his gargoyle form.

Artan grew still, face to face with his enemy, but instead of launching into an attack...

Artan knelt before Cael.

“No one can resist the call of the Otherworld on Samhain. Not even the king of Kirkfall,” the warrior-druid said.

Rhianna's spirit sagged as Cael's inhuman laughter echoed in the night. Within seconds, the gargoyles were upon her and her world went black.





























CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




LIGHTNING RIPPED THE sky, sizzling bursts of energy that crackled with evil intent. Thunder detonated and the trees of Fort Tryon Park swayed wildly as furious gusts of wind howled through the park. Nature had turned its wrath against the city. 

Rhianna was awakened by the spatter of fat raindrops. She had no idea how long she had been out. Her return to consciousness was both tentative and filled with urgency. A part of her wanted to let the blackness envelop her once more but she knew if she gave in to that temptation, the darkness would become permanent, a place from which there was no return.	

She shook off the cobwebs and processed her surroundings, the dire nature of her new reality dawning on her. She was back in Fort Tryon Park, surrounded by the ring of giant standing stones that had been erected on the museum grounds. 

Vines were wrapped around her body, securing her to an elliptical stone altar that formed the center of the Celtic monument. Her dripping wet clothes were pasted to her skin. She strained against the vines but imbued with magical life, they matched her movements. One of the vines tightened around her throat, choking off her air supply. She eased her resistance and the vine loosened its hold on her. 

It was hopeless. 

She looked up at the stone head of Balor. The malevolent sculpture loomed over her, backlit by a jagged flicker of lightning. Its cyclopean eye was cold and inscrutable, awaiting its human sacrifice. The face seemed more lifelike than usual, almost as if the demon had already begun its transition into the world of men. 

Samhain was upon them.		

Rhianna averted her face from the sinister effigy and squinted against the downpour. Lightning flashed and revealed Artan, who stood a few feet from the altar. Sheets of rain cascaded down his gray hide. He regarded Rhianna as if she were an insect, his features devoid of any emotion.

For a second she thought Artan might have reverted back to a statue, but the next burst of lightning disproved her assumption. All humanity had left his monstrous features, his eyes now vacant pools of blackness that were bereft of emotion. 

A servant of darkness.

She knew it was hopeless but the words flowed from her lips anyway. “Artan, please help me...”

The gargoyle didn’t respond, remaining coiled in stony indifference. Rhianna was totally drenched now and even if she somehow made it out of this predicament in one piece, she‘d be lucky to escape without catching pneumonia. Her hair was plastered against her head in thick, wet clumps and she could feel her teeth chattering. The storm be damned, Rhianna wasn’t going to give up without a fight. If it was her destiny to end up as a sacrifice in an occult ritual on this night, she would fight until the last breath. She directed her words to the stoic sentinel before her, once upon a time her protector, now her captor. 

“Artan, you can... You must... Fight this...” Rhianna would have kept going, hoping against hope that her words might reach the man now subsumed by the beast, but Cael interrupted her desperate pleas. “You are wasting your breath. Artan serves a new master now.”

The one-eyed gargoyle loomed above her. The empty eye socket was a dark, gaping wound. Rain cascaded down his leathery wings. Rhianna realized that Cael’s tattoos were dimly visible over his gray, thickly muscled gargoyle skin. Strange the details one noticed before death. She fought back a gasp when she spotted the curved Blade of Kings in his clawed hand. Cael held up the sword, lightning playing over its surface.

“Ironic. The weapon that defeated me will become the instrument of my victory, paving the way for Balor’s return.” 

A terrified Rhianna realized that Cael planned on turning the blade against her. The futility of any form of resistance snapped into sobering focus. She was going to die. Artan was her last hope but he had succumbed to the dark thrall of the Otherworld. 

Cael clutched the Eye of Balor in one hand, the Blade of Kings in another. “Lord Balor, accept this offering on the eve of your rebirth.” 

Without warning, Cael drew the tip of the blade across Rhianna’s forehead. It all happened so fast that she had no time to react. Blood sheeted down her face and pooled on the altar. Cael tipped the end of the bloody blade against the Eye of Balor. The first step in the ritual. 

The druid tilted his head skyward and held up the blood-smeared Eye of Balor with both hands. Storm clouds were gathering above, clustering around Fort Tryon Park. It had become the center of a supernatural storm. Another bolt of lightning rent the sky and scythed toward the Celtic monument below. Cael’s grip on the gem never faltered as the incoming beam of pulsating energy rippled toward it. 

The beam found the Eye of Balor and the jewel ignited, going supernova. Cael basked in the wave of sizzling energy as it split off into multiple forks of supernatural power. Each tentacle-like beam shot over the Celtic temple and found one of the giant stones. The obelisks ignited with crackling energy, turning into miniature red suns, and deflected the pulse of occult power toward the statue resting at the center of the monument. The face of Balor. 

One by one, eight streams of energy tore from the giant standing stones into Balor’s gargantuan countenance. A web of unearthly energy enveloped the ancient Celtic temple. 

Rhianna took in the supernatural lightshow with bated breath. Her fear stood in sharp contrast to the ecstasy flickering over Cael's gargoyle features. This fearsome display of power was merely the beginning – the ritual that would bring Balor back to Earth had entered its first phase. A veil of magical energy enveloped the stone statue and powered up its one huge eye.

“Balor, I welcome your return to this world-”

Cael’s words broke off as powerful tremors shook the ground. Rhianna turned her eyes to the likeness of Balor. The face of the sculpture rippled and shifted with unnatural life. There was a flicker in the cyclopean eye. Horrified but unable to look away, Rhianna grasped what was happening. The statue was coming to life. Its giant mouth extended, revealing rows upon rows of jagged teeth. The soil churned and cracked...

The Stonehengian circle of rocks was rebuilding and reconstituting itself, each boulder snapping into the next, revealing themselves to be broken pieces of a greater whole. Together they formed a giant, one-eyed gargoyle statue. 

Becoming... 

BALOR. LORD OF THE OTHERWORLD.

Rhianna’s mouth hung open. 

A massive figure rose from the ground, soil rolling down its stony hide, rain whipping its gargantuan form. Giant wings extended and the monster let out a demonic bellow. For a moment, both Cael and Rhianna were awed by the savage spectacle unfolding before them. Even Artan appeared affected on some level, emerging from his cocoon of indifference.

Triumph filled Cael's gargoyle features as he bowed before the newly risen Lord of the Otherworld.

“Lord Balor, take this world as yours to rule!”

The giant Balor gargoyle tilted its head toward the blazing sky above, vast eye a red center of pulsating power. Balor unleashed a furious roar and a giant bolt erupted from his eye to streak across the Manhattan skyline. 

As the buildings of the city jumped into view, the beam exploded into individual tendrils of fiery energy. The rays wove their way around skyscrapers to find their targets — the gargoyle statues that populated the ledges and rooftops of Manhattan. 

The beams slammed into the crouched statues, giving life where none had been before. Everywhere the sizzling tendrils impacted, the gargoyle statues erupted into violent motion. The screams of the awoken beasts echoed through the night, chilling the blood of those unfortunate souls who heard their cries. 

One by one, the winged creatures took flight. The gargoyles surged toward Fort Tryon Park, a band of darkness covering the storm-riddled sky.

Lord Balor had returned to the world of men. And he had brought an army. 























CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




A HEAVY BASS rumble detonated the night sky. Lightning crackled and flashed. Cael watched the approaching gargoyle horde with awe and pride. They swarmed the night sky, their bat-like silhouettes backlit against the storm raging high above. Their shrieks pierced the night and not even thunder could drown them out.

Balor’s invasion force was gathering. 

All too soon, they would descend upon the city and unleash a horror the world had not witnessed to for fifteen centuries. 	

Cael bowed before his master, Balor. “I offer this sacrifice to you, my Lord. May her life force become yours.”

The words were greeted by another monstrous roar from the giant gargoyle. Its shadow subsumed all of Fort Tryon Park. The cyclopean eye zeroed in on Rhianna... 

A strange calm descended over the archeology student. She had passed the point of terror. Death awaited her. 

There was one hope left. She had to somehow reach the man trapped deep inside the monster. Her voice was imploring as she addressed the former king of Kirkfall. “Artan, you can't let this happen. You're the only one who can stop it!”

Artan snarled and cast a withering look in her direction. A mere beast now.

Something snapped in Rhianna. Her voice exploded with a renewed strength that surprised her. This wasn’t just about her. The stakes had become exponentially higher and the whole world was being threatened by Balor’s invasion force. 

“Goddamnit, Artan, Cael murdered your wife and son! The necklace around your neck belonged to Samara. Don't you remember how much you loved her?”

Balor leaned over Rhianna. Rain pelted the towering monster, lightning framing his massive brow. 

Rhianna pressed on, the words coming faster now. 

“You're not a monster, Artan! You're a man!”

Balor’s immense wings unfurled.

“You're the king of Kirkfall!”

The demon’s muscles rippled. 

“Husband of Samara...” 

Its giant maw opened wide, teeth glittering in the flashing electrical storm.

“Father of Cian and Shair!”

A ten-foot-long ridged, fissured tongue shot out of the giant gargoyle’s mouth. It hovered in the air, a serpent preparing to attack, writhing with a will of its own.

The tongue whipped toward the helpless woman strapped to the stone altar below. The serrated tip buried itself in her chest with a wet sound and all thoughts left Rhianna’s mind. Her world was reduced to pain.	

The monster's tongue flooded with blood, turning crimson as it drained Rhianna. Artan still followed the sacrifice with seeming indifference.

Balor’s monstrous skin swelled, growing less rocklike as the evil god fed on Rhianna. Stone became flesh.

Artan observed the dark spectacle, his focus turning to Rhianna;s face, red hair against ivory skin. Zeroing in on Rhianna's agony-stricken eyes, there was a sudden flicker in his inhuman expression. 

You’re the king of Kirkfall.

Rhianna’s words echoed through the blackness of his mind. A single beacon pointing to a way out of the darkness. Guiding him toward the light.

“Husband of Samara…”

A flash of an image.

Another woman. Another sacrifice.

“Father of Cian and Shair.”

Something stirred inside the gargoyle. The memories came unbidden, a furious stream of images that surged from the depths of his soul, shattering the dark spell of Samhain. 

A clawed hand closed around the necklace that he still wore around his massive gargoyle neck. Humanity edged back into his craggy features.	

The king of Kirkfall had returned!





























CHAPTER NINETEEN




CAEL WAS TOO entranced with what was happening to notice the change in his younger brother. His full attention was fixed on Balor as he drained Rhianna. The giant statue now glistened with life! 

The warrior-druid sensed movement behind him. He whirled, but it was too late. Artan slammed into Cael, sending him flying. The blow achieved the desired result — Cael dropped the Blade of Kings. It hit the rain-soaked ground and within seconds, Artan had scooped up the sword, the blade almost leaping into his outstretched hand. He spun toward the altar...

And with one powerful swing, he severed Balor's tongue! Blood spurted from the severed protuberance. A roar of unbridled agony reverberated as one end of the tongue landed on the ground in a geyser of blood. It thrashed to and fro in the rainy night.

The black sword slashed as Artan cut Rhianna's restraints and he pulled her off the altar. She was barely able to stand. 

Above them, the tentacle-like tongue healed itself, the bloody wound closing. Balor’s teeth gleamed as the regenerated tongue lashed out at Rhianna with the power and speed of a cracking bullwhip. 

Artan responded with superhuman speed. He spun toward Rhianna and reared back his wings, using them to shield Rhianna. The demon’s serpent tongue punched through the flesh of Artan’s membranous wing and penetrated his massive gargoyle chest. It punctured Artan’s pectoral muscle and found the dark gargoyle blood pumping underneath. 

Artan bellowed and let go of the Blade of Kings, body wracked with pain.

Cael witnessed the attack with a look of alarm. 

“NOO!!”

The warning came too late as Balor's tongue went from red to black, flush with Artan’s gargoyle life force. 

Balor was draining Artan. 

And it was initiating a strange reverse transformation. 

Artan’s gargoyle features collapsed and grew human once more. His scaly hide was replaced with pink skin. Wings were sucked back into his shoulder blades.

Gone was the gargoyle. In its place stood the king. 

Balor had fed on the dark blood of the Otherworld. The monster’s lips drew back and that tentacle-tongue whipped back into its maw. 

Artan collapsed to the muddy ground, completely spent. Human now but hovering on the brink of death.

Cael's now dread-filled gaze honed in on the giant gargoyle towering above them, knowing all too well that Balor had fed on the wrong life force. Balor looked more lifelike than ever, but that was about to change. Without warning, the features of the Lord of the Otherworld contorted with pain. 

Something was terribly wrong. 

Cracks formed and zigzagged over the giant’s body. Loud cracks sounded as limbs and wings separated from his torso. 

The demon was falling apart, crumbling all over the park. As the pieces plummeted to earth they reverted back to slabs of stone. Titanic rocks tumbled over the park grounds.

A scream of dismay erupted from Cael's throat. It was the cry of defeat. 

Artan took in the unfolding scene, mesmerized by what his gargoyle blood had set in motion. He had won the battle but not the war as...

SPLASH! A puddle erupted next to Artan as Cael landed beside the restored king. The gargoyle leered down at his younger brother, voice bristling with hatred.

“You think you can best me?!”

Artan took a step back, never losing sight of Cael. The final battle awaited, a contest of man and beast. 

Cael's claws swiped at him. The impact of the blow spun Artan around and he hit the ground in spray of mud and rainwater. 

Cael’s features flashed with madness as he closed in. 

“How do you abide this place? Everything and everyone you ever cared for have been gone for centuries. Your world is nothing but dust. Why fight to save it?”

Lightning bathed Cael in its sickly glow as he launched himself at Artan...

The former king of Kirkfall, existing on pure adrenaline, rolled away as Cael slammed into the ground where his head had been seconds earlier. Artan scrambled back to his feet, body covered in mud. 

Cael roared in frustration. 

“I took Samara from you, and once I finish with you, I will kill this one, too!”

Artan took in his surroundings...

The stone head lay right behind him… three feet away.

Rhianna was crouched behind the altar… about fifteen feet away.	

And sticking from the muddy ground beside Rhianna was the Blade of Kings. 

A look passed between Artan and Rhianna. Her face filled with understanding and she turned toward the blade.

She knew what to do. 

Rhianna jumped into motion. Her fingers closed around the pommel and she liberated the sword from the mud. Tapping into a strength she didn’t realize she possessed, she flung the blade toward Artan...

The sword spun end over end as it arced over the altar. It thudded into the ground near Artan. The hilt vibrated from the impact.

Meanwhile, Cael was closing in. Almost upon him…

Summoning his last bit of energy, Artan dove for the sword. 

His fingers closed around the hilt and pulled.

“This is for Samara!”

Artan brought up the sword in one smooth, powerful motion and drove the Blade of Kings into the fast-approaching monster. 

Cael roared with agony as steel punched through his natural armor. 

Artan withdrew the sword with a splash of black blood, a wild, crazed look on his face. This was the moment he had dreamt about for so long. He swung back the sword for the next blow. 

“This is for my son...”

Artan delivered a diagonal slash that ran the length of Cael’s face and shattered the Eye of Balor. History was repeating itself with a twist. The surface of the warrior-druid’s face had been nearly carved in two. Cracks ran through the jewel sitting inside Cael’s ruined eye-socket but Artan had tempered the blow, making sure the jewel did not shatter on impact. Before the jewel could break apart and Cael reverted to stone again, a final task remained.

“And this is for Kirkfall!”

Artan’s flashing blade found Cael’s neck and physics took care of the rest. Steel slashed through hide, bone and sinew until the gargoyle’s head was separated from its body and flew through the air. A stunned expression was etched on Cael’s destroyed features. 

In midflight, the Eye of Balor shattered inside the eye-socket. Cael’s head turned to stone, slammed into the altar and exploded into a thousand fragments. 

At the same time, the gargoyles circling the park high above turned back into statues and rained down on Fort Tryon Park. Artan snatched Rhianna's hand, pushing her against the altar, and used his body to protect her as...

A hail of stone figures pelted the ground like bombs for what seemed like forever. Finally there was silence.

Artan peered up from the altar, the Blade of Kings still clenched in his hand, now slick with the blood of his slain enemy. A surreal and grotesquely beautiful graveyard of stone gargoyles awaited him.

It was over. Artan had won, regaining his humanity in the process. A new world awaited the medieval warrior. 

The rain had eased and was now turning into a steady drizzle. Artan eyed Rhianna and smiled. For the first time in centuries, he was truly happy.

“Not bad for a woman who spends her days buried in books.”

They embraced.























CHAPTER TWENTY




RHIANNA – NOW DR. Rhianna Sharpe, as she had completed her Ph.D. five months earlier – faced an auditorium full of students not much older than herself. The good news was that at least half of her students were awake. She was teaching Archeology 101 at Hunter College and this was her last lecture of the day. Christmas was just around the corner and everyone was dreading the upcoming finals while looking forward to a break from academic life. She knew she was. 

As she addressed the room, her voice projected both confidence and passion for the subject. “There is a fine line between history and myth, fact and fiction. I want you to think about the question when you write your paper...”

She paused, having noticed a new arrival in the back row. It was none other than Artan. His hair was shorter and styled, adapted to his new world. But he still carried himself with a palpable edge. In other words, no one was going to start a bar fight with this guy. 

The bell rang. Class was over. The students rose and filed out of the auditorium.

“Don’t forget. I’ll be expecting your papers in my drop-box by Friday.” 

Rhianna wasn’t sure if anyone was listening. A three-hour lecture made even the biggest history buffs want to breathe some fresh air and stretch their legs. 

Rhianna was still collecting her lecture materials when Artan appeared in front of her. She greeted him with a big smile and a passionate kiss. She nodded at her lecture materials.

“You know, you should be the one teaching this class.”

Artan shook his head. 

“I lived it. That is enough for me.”

Rhianna nodded. In the 12 months since Balor’s resurrection in the park, nightmares had often woken her in the middle of the night. Artan’s strong hand was always there to calm her. 

The first weeks had been the most difficult. Fortunately, her father had survived Cael’s attack and the doctors were able to save one of his eyes. He now wore an eye patch and once joked that he was now officially an acolyte of Balor. Rhianna didn’t laugh. They both carried scars from their traumatic clash with the ancient Celtic forces, but the worst was in the past where it belonged.

As Artan pulled her closer, she shot him a conspiratorial smile. 

“I have a surprise for you.”

Rhianna rummaged through her handbag and extricated a box. Artan looked at it with curiosity. 

“What is it?” he asked.

“I got this in the mail today.”

Rhianna held up a video game with a fearsome gargoyle depicted on the cover. The title was “GARGOYLE KNIGHT.” Lord Irish’s latest was blistering the charts and furthering the geek legend that had sprung up around the designer.

“Lord Irish is making millions off your life story. Think we should sue?”

Artan didn’t respond, still analyzing the game. The image of the winged beast on the cover seemed a tad too familiar. 

“Gargoyle Knight? Since when is a king a knight?”

“You’ll always be my knight.” 

Rhianna gave Artan a peck on the cheek and took his hand.

They walked out of the auditorium and left the University campus. New York City traffic was waiting for them, the city blanketed in snow. Rhianna felt happier than she had ever been. 

As they waited for a cab, Rhianna looked up for a moment and froze. A stone gargoyle lurked on a nearby cathedral. This fearsome creature peered down at the surface world below but remained frozen in stone. 

Before Rhianna could dwell on the image, she felt Artan’s strong presence beside her and he pulled her toward an arriving cab. 

The taxi’s heater was going full blast and with Artan at her side, she felt warm, safe and ready to face whatever the future held in store for her. The cab pulled away from the college. 

High above the city streets the gargoyle crouched on its ledge, snow slithering over its demonic features. The monster seemed to be waiting for the day it could take flight once more… 




THE END
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GARGOYLE KNIGHT WILL RETURN IN 

GARGOYLE QUEST


FEAR THE LIGHT: WHO MURDERED DRACULA?




Over the centuries, many had tried to kill the Count. All had failed. Until now...  



Eight vampires gather at Dracula's castle to solve his murder. But as the sun rises outside the chateau, a voice cries out and another creature of the night is slain. Trapped, the sun burning bright outside, the vampires realize they have met their match — a killer who plans on picking them off one by one! 



As the daylight reigns and their numbers dwindle, a dark suspicion grows — could Dracula's murderer be hiding in plain sight?




A THRILLER WHERE THE MONSTERS ARE THE VICTIMS!




"All in all this was an easy read that flew by. The pacing was tight and kept the story interesting up until the last page. A satisfying ending made this a worthy read." - Nikki Howard, Ravenous Reads



"...it is fun to see vampires switch from being predator to prey. The story is essentially ten little Indians" - Taliesin meets the Vampires



"...If you loved and read Agatha Christie's - And Then There Were None/Ten Little Indians then you will love this novel..." - Gadget Girl Reviews



"It is nothing like the other vampire books I have read..." - Jenny, Fabulous and Fun Blog




[image: Image]




[image: Image]




OUT NOW AT A SPECIAL $0.99 LAUNCH PRICE




CROSSING THE DARKNESS: A SCIENCE FICTION HORROR THRILLER




A SHIP OF HORRORS. A JOURNEY INTO DARKNESS. 




Faith Cadena hopes to make a new life for herself on a new world far from Earth. After doing hard time for a crime committed in her youth, all she wants now is a chance at a fresh start. 

 

Booking passage on an interstellar colony barge, Faith expects an uneventful three-year voyage spent in cryogenic stasis. But her dream of a better life becomes a nightmare when she is prematurely awakened halfway through her journey and finds herself trapped aboard a ship of horrors. The vessel is adrift in the far reaches of space, its crew brutally murdered and a ruthless killer in command. 




With the nearest outpost millions of miles away, it’s up to Faith to face an inhuman adversary with terrifying plans for the ship’s 4000 sleeping passengers…








CHAPTER ONE




FAITH CADENA CRIED out in agony, her voice echoing inside the antiseptic hospital room. She clenched her teeth, tasting sweat as it poured down her face. Her legs were open wide and raised, her bulging belly obscuring her direct line of sight. Lights flashed above her in a blinding blur. She caught whirling glimpses of computer monitors to her left, mysterious devices of medical science designed to measure her life signs. Phosphorescent green lines spiked erratically. A doctor wearing a surgical mask sat hunched between her legs, anticipating the arrival of new life. 

The searing, building pain wasn’t like anything Faith had ever experienced before in her eighteen years, and that was saying something — she had already faced a lifetime’s worth of adversity and suffering. She twisted her lips into a manic grin. This was a good pain, she told herself. This wasn’t the pain of an abusive stepfather stubbing out a burning hot cigarette butt into your arm, or the numbing throb of a broken heart after catching another loser boyfriend cheating. The pain tearing her insides out was different because it filled her with hope. After all the screw-ups and wrong moves and bad mistakes, she finally had done something good with her life, something she could be proud of.

She grimaced and her jaws tightened with the final effort. She exhaled a sharp gasp of unbridled anguish and the wails of a newborn filled the room. Everyone relaxed. Faith could see the tension easing from the medical staff. She sensed that they were smiling under those surgical masks. Her baby was alive and well. 

The doctor wrapped the screaming infant in a blanket and handed it to one of the nurses. The physical contact seemed to calm the baby down a little. Faith weakly turned her head, straining to catch a closer look at her child. Her eyes found the newborn, and the steel inside her grew brittle. 

She had learned from a young age to keep her emotions in check. Emotions could be exploited as a weakness and used against you. A smile had to be earned, never given freely. But the innocent, helpless bundle before her broke down all defenses. Tears welled up and her lips quivered into a smile of pure joy. She didn’t care whether it was a boy or a girl, didn’t wonder what she should call the child. Those were questions for another day. Right now, what mattered the most was her overpowering need to hold her own baby. To feel that trembling ball of life next to her. She struggled to speak and was shocked at how weak her quavering voice sounded. “Can I hold her?”

The question hung in the air, greeted by a moment of inaction. There was doubt in the nurse’s eyes, duty at war with her own feminine nature. The nurse took a tentative step toward Faith when the doctor appeared. He looked down at Faith and there was resigned sympathy in his gaze. “I'm sorry. You’re not allowed contact with the baby.”

The baby. Not your baby. 

She had given life to this child but, according to the state, she would be granted no further rights over her own daughter. Her body had been nothing more than a means to an end, a biological incubator denied its own creation. A door zoomed open and men wearing black-gray uniforms appeared. Faith’s breath hitched and her heart seemed to trip over its own beat. She swallowed against the lump in her throat. A perfect moment had degenerated into a nightmare. 

Nooo! 

Almost as if the newborn knew it was about to be separated from its mother, the baby started to scream again. Agonizing seconds stretched as the uniformed men snatched the child. 

Faith stirred. Despite what she'd been through, she had to take action. Tapping into her last reserves of strength, she pushed herself out of bed. When her naked feet hit the icy floor they left a trail of blood in their wake. The nurse and doctor tried to stop her but they shrank away, scared by her intensity. A dark fire burned inside of her, a primal instinct honed by thousands of years of human evolution. 

She managed to take a few weak steps before the exertion took its inevitable toll. Her legs gave out and she crumpled, head hitting the freezing tile with a dull smack. She wrenched her neck and looked up through a cloud of tears. Her words shook the room with maternal anguish as the uniformed kidnappers vanished through the door. The world slipped out of focus, growing fuzzy around the edges. “Please, don't let them take my baby. PLEAAAASE…”




***

	

Faith’s eyes snapped open. Her body spasmed and her lungs inhaled sharply. The scene in the hospital room had been a dream, an old memory hungry for attention. She was not sprawled on the hospital floor any longer but instead found herself suspended upright inside a metal-reinforced glass cylinder. A tangled mass of tubes extended from her body like artificial umbilical cords. She was naked except for a tank-top and shorts. Her hands came up and she realized there wasn’t enough room to shift her position. Groggy and doing her best to shake off her confusion, she stared through the glass lid of her high-tech coffin at the world beyond. The glass distorted her view and she could barely make out a cavernous maze of metal and glass and shadows. 

Where was she? What was going on? 

A growing physical discomfort put a halt to her questions. Each breath had become an ordeal and she gasped for air. Inside the chamber, oxygen levels must have dropped below an acceptable level. 

Her arms twisted in the confined space and she pushed her hands against the cylinder's glass surface, pressing. A fierce struggle ensued but yielded little result. The tube didn’t budge. How was she going to get out of this contraption? Claustrophobia took hold, control threatening to slip away once more. She started pounding the glass. Her parched mouth couldn’t form the words echoing through her mind... LET ME OUT OF HERE!

Her moment of sheer terror was mercifully cut short. There was a sudden explosion of escaping gas and the lid of the cryo-tube slid open with a hiss. The cables popped off her body and retracted into the wall of the cryo-chamber. 

Faith stumbled out of the open glass cylinder and collapsed on her knees. She greedily sucked in air. As the oxygen revitalized her, she hazarded a look back at the now-empty cryo-tube and realized it was just one out of many such tubes. The room was filled with hundreds of identical glass cylinders, each containing the silhouettes of men and women. 

The sight brought further clarity to her jumbled thoughts, snapping her memory into sharp focus. Ten years had passed since she gave birth to her daughter. She wasn’t on Earth any more but aboard the Orion, a colony barge headed for the main belt asteroids, a 134-million-mile, one-year journey. She had chosen to leave everything she knew behind to start a new life in the outer colonies. Paul, the young man she’d dated for what seemed like a minute before she decided to sign up with the mining corporation, had frowned at her when she first brought up the idea of moving to the asteroid belt. “Why would anyone take a chance on a rock millions of miles away from home?” The answer was clear to her even if Paul might not appreciate it: maybe home had nothing to offer them.

Faith stood in the dark for another moment, eyes adjusting to the subdued lighting, reassured by her growing understanding of her situation. Taking in the maze of sleeping colonists around her, she couldn’t help but wonder why she was awake. The most likely explanation was a timer issue with her capsule. The grim alternative was an onboard emergency of some kind, but if that were the case, wouldn’t every one of the four-thousand passengers on the Orion be awake by now? Her premature return to consciousness had to be a glitch, and glitches could be fixed. 

As far as Faith was aware, the ship was run by a skeleton crew — the captain and about 15 other essential personnel — while most of the colonists remained in deep hibernation. All she had to do was locate an intercom system, put in a call to the bridge and let them know what was going on. With any luck they’d be nice enough to tuck her back in and let her catch up on her beauty sleep for the remainder of their journey. Surprisingly, the gray, sterile environment of the Orion seemed more appealing than another cryo-sleep cycle. She wasn’t quite ready to face the nightmares of her past again so soon. 

Faith staggered erect, her legs straining under the weight of her own body. The cryo-tube was supposed to electrically stimulate her muscles and assure they wouldn’t atrophy, but she could tell she hadn’t used her legs in quite some time. With each step, it seemed like someone was driving sharp nails into her calves and thighs. 

She caught her reflection in one of the cryo-tubes and for a moment, her features seemed superimposed over the dormant person inside the cylinder. She didn’t like what she was seeing. She must’ve lost about 10 pounds since she slipped into the tube, the bones of her face outlined sharply under the skin. She looked gaunt and haunted, the mileage catching up with her beauty. She was only 29, but the last decade hadn’t been a cakewalk. 

Her attention shifted from her face to the tattoos that shimmered over her body, a mixture of strange glyphs and numbers. They flickered and kept changing shape as she flexed her muscles. Each tattoo contained a series of three digital images that were randomly projected under her skin. Souvenirs of her own rough past. For a moment, she marveled at the images — a fierce dragon becoming a Chinese symbol of peace, only to make way for a police badge with a waxy death’s head at its center. Images that once meant so much to her but now didn’t seem to belong on her body. Time had made them lose their meaning. 

Faith kept walking. Her footsteps echoed through the vast, cavernous chamber. The only other sound was the incessant thrumming of hyper-drive engines beneath her bare feet, the spaceship’s faint yet steady heartbeat. 

She tried not to stare at the walls of dormant people as she passed them. Even though these space travelers were asleep and not dead, she couldn't shake the feeling of being inside a giant mausoleum. Surrounded by hundreds of people, yet utterly alone, she felt a crushing, almost paralyzing, sense of loneliness descend over her. The colonists looked like ghosts trapped in icy limbo. Faith realized she had been one of them only minutes earlier and a shiver crawled up her spine. Cryo-stasis might the cheapest way to space travel but it sure as hell wasn’t her favorite way.

Faith approached a door in the bulkhead. It whooshed open, sensors responding to her presence. She stepped into the adjoining chamber that was dominated by an observation window and stole a glance outside. For a moment she could only stare, overwhelmed by the sight that awaited her. To behold the infinity of glittering stars was to experience both awe and fear. The darkness of deep space loomed, a perfect void. In her mind’s eye she could picture the Orion, a million tons of titanium, gliding through the vast nothingness beyond the observation window, nuclear thrusters the size of football fields roaring like incandescent, plasma-powered miniature suns. 

They were a long way from their final destination and, once again, Faith wondered why she was awake. Gripped by a growing sense of foreboding, she suddenly wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer. 




CHAPTER 2

FAITH STUMBLED INTO a shower area. Sensors registered her presence and steaming water engulfed her. She sighed, her body responding to the hot stream with pleasure. She basked in the sensation, the water streaming down her form washing away the residue of the various cryo gases. After 10 minutes she felt dizzy and instructed the computer to kill the furious spray. She stumbled out of the shower and a blast of hot air enveloped her body and hair. 

Still a bit groggy but sporting a happy, satisfied smile, she approached a giant wall of lockers. Her personal belongings were kept in one of them. 

 “Faith Cadena...” One of the lockers snapped open. Her utilitarian mining tech uniform was waiting for her. 

Faith got dressed. Before she closed the locker, she reached inside and found a small metallic disk. She studied the object with deep emotion before tapping it. A hologram flickered to life that showed a little girl playing with a ragged doll. The child was laughing, full of life and joy, the image of a daughter she had never held in her arms, an image so pure and sweet that it broke Faith's heart. Tears welled in her eyes and she smiled wistfully.

She tapped the holo-image and the little girl vanished into thin air. Faith pulled out a pack of cigarettes from another pocket and lit up. She inhaled deeply, smoke wafting around her head. The smoke singed the lining of her throat and after months without a fix, she could feel a cough building in her chest. Nevertheless, a crooked smile curled her lips. 

God, she needed that!

Faith finished her cigarette and stepped up to a comm system. She mouthed her first words in months. “Cryo-deck to bridge, can anyone hear me up there?” 

Her words were greeted by crackling static.

“Someone must be flying this ship. Hello?”

No answer.

Frustrated, and increasingly disturbed, Faith shook her head. “Great.”	

She had no choice but to head for the nearest elevator. Faith stepped into the lift, doors whooshing shut behind her. She selected the upper habitat deck as her destination. The elevator hummed to life and ascended. Faith was unnerved and fought back a sense of growing anxiety. By now, the computers should have alerted the crew that one of their passengers was awake. What the hell was going on? 

The elevator stopped and the doors opened. To Faith's surprise, she was greeted by moaning and gasps of pleasure, almost as if someone was having sex outside the elevator. Her curiosity grew.

Gingerly, Faith stepped out of the lift. Guard up, she made her way though the dark, deserted common room. The source of moaning became apparent: holo-porn filled the room, a three-dimensional couple flitting over the couches and armchairs in the common area. There was no audience for the shimmering images of furious copulation. Besides Faith and the energetic holo-couple, there was no sign of a living presence.

Mildly amused, Faith passed through the hologram, the couple dancing over her body to become, ever-so-briefly, a virtual threesome. She studied the room. A table was littered with a few half-empty beer bottles: more evidence of a stag party interrupted. Fifteen men stuck in a hunk of metal for ten long months without female companionship had to find a way to blow off steam somehow. 

Further inspection revealed overturned furniture and Faith spotted a few broken bottles scattered across the carpeted floor. A chilling thought occurred to her. Could these be signs of a struggle of some kind? Faith had seen enough violence in her life to recognize its stark signature. Her gaze stopped dead at a nearby couch and she was hit by a rush of anxiety. The couch was stained black. There was no doubt in her mind she was looking at dried blood. It had seeped into the furniture and the carpeted floor. Apprehension choked her. 

Faith stumbled toward the nearest exit, fighting back a sense of mounting paranoia. She arrived in a sterile corridor lined with doors. The skeleton-crew’s living quarters. As she headed down the hallway, she couldn’t shake the disquieting sense that someone was tracking her every move. The silence was unnerving. Her muffled footsteps were the only sound in the empty corridor. Overhead lights flickered on and off, creating a surreal, strobing effect. 

Faith shot the doors a wary glance before deciding to approach one of them. She hesitated but then gave herself an internal push and tapped a button. The door whoosed open. Faith stepped into sleeping quarters.

Treading lightly, she soaked up the details of the room. It was tiny, cramped, and held three unmade bunk beds. A sink overflowed with toiletries. Faith approached the bunk beds, her eyes alert. A few holograms crackled into existence as the bunk sensors registered her approach. The image of a smiling man holding up a three year old appeared in front of the first bunk while the pin-up of a stunning blonde materialized over the second bunk. Faith wondered whether the image came from a calendar or some lover left a million miles behind on Earth. As she shifted her attention to the third bunk, she was greeted with an aerial view of Hawaii taken from space. Faith allowed herself a smile and she could feel some of the tension leaving her body. She welcomed the various holo-images’ mundane nature, their humanity. It meant someone else was around and she wasn’t alone aboard this godforsaken vessel.

Faith turned and exited the room, stepping back into the corridor. It was lined with many doors. She guessed they must lead to the other sleeping quarters, but she had seen enough. Instead of checking each room individually, she decided to head straight for the bridge. The desolate corridor was making her anxious. A part of her was tempted to just shout, so she could put an end to the oppressive silence. 

As she brushed past the doors on her side, her gaze focused on the dark hallway ahead, the door behind her opened without warning and a man lurched out at her. Gurgling blood, he wore a blue mining tech uniform that was now tattooed in red, the handle of a shiver-blade protruding from his chest. Faith cried out and recoiled while a part of her mind, toughened by years of surviving on the unforgiving streets of New Cairo and further honed by a nine-year stint on the lunar penal colony, was galvanized into action. As the man collapsed, hitting the floor with a wet thud, Faith knelt by him, desperately trying to staunch the bleeding. She was soon covered in blood, overwhelmed by the number of gushing wounds. By the time she turned back to the hapless man’s face, his now empty eyes stared into space, dead. Paralyzed for a moment, she just leaned over the corpse. Copper scented the air and made her feel nauseous. A dark, nagging suspicion had just been confirmed in vivid, crimson detail. Something was terribly wrong aboard this ship. It brought another thought. Her being awake might not be a random accident after all. 	

She stole a glance inside the open sleeping quarters from which the dying man had emerged. Despite her fear, Faith entered the quarters. She was greeted by the pungent stench of human decay. Death lurked within the room. She looked across the chamber and was sickened. Three men were slumped in their bunks, faces bloated and putrefied. Unlike the fellow in the hallway, they had been dead for weeks, if not months. Their maroon uniforms told her that they weren’t miners but part of the ship’s crew.

Faith could feel her heart racing. Her hands came up and covered her nose, protecting her from the worst of the smell. She stifled back the scream building in the back of her throat. Repelled by the grim setting, she was stumbling back when she heard the shuffle of footsteps behind her. 

“Freeze!”

Faith turned around slowly, eyes fixed on the man who was holding a pulse gun at her head. He had a hard face made harder by bleary eyes and a three-day growth of brown-gray stubble. There was a definite edge to the guy. She flashed him her most charming smile, knowing the unexpected reaction might throw him off for a split second. Without conscious thought being necessary she snatched the man's wrist, pushing it toward the ceiling as the first laser bullet erupted from the barrel in a rain of sparks. 

Faith spun around, both hands now anchored on his forearm and hurled him over her shoulder in one fast, fluid movement. Nine years in prison had taught her a trick or two when it came to personal security. One key lesson had stuck: never hold back in a fight unless you plan on donating blood. The man slammed into the floor. Faith spun around and hovered over the downed stranger with arms up, limbs coiled in a combat stance, body surging with adrenaline. 

Reacting with trained instincts of his own, the man's foot swept out and knocked Faith right on her ass. She hit the floor, the impact traveling up her spine. Ignoring the pain (prison lesson number one: never stop moving), she scrambled over the hallway floor to regain her bearings. She pivoted and came face to face with the barrel of a pulse gun, its bore digging into her forehead. 

The man glared at Faith. “Go ahead. Piss me off,” he said. The sober tone in his voice left no doubt. One wrong move and she felt certain that he would pull the trigger. 

They regarded each other, eyes lingering as they sized each other up.

“Put your hands up. Now!” he ordered, and Faith complied.

The man grabbed her, spinning her body around, and pushed her up against the wall. As he expertly frisked her, she knew instantly that he had performed body searches before. That suggested he had a security or law enforcement background. Was this man part of ship security? His uniform suggested otherwise. Based on that, he wasn’t part of the crew but just another colony worker headed for the asteroid mines. 

For Faith, that raised an interesting question. Did this space traveler just wake up from cryo too? Faith scanned the man’s nametag. It identified him as Harker.

“Listen, I have no idea what's going on here,” Faith said.

“Shut up!”

Harker broke off, having found the metallic holo-disk in one of her pockets. He tapped a button and the image of the little girl popped into existence. The innocent image of the child struck a sharp contrast to the body splayed against the wall.

With the gun leveled at her forehead, Faith fought back the urge to grab the hologram right out of the man’s hands. Reason prevailed and she willed herself to stay calm. The gun was a constant reminder that she wasn't in control here.

Harker crouched next to the corpse, his gun remaining locked on Faith. He gently closed the dead man’s eyes before he turned his iron gaze on her. “Who the fuck are you?”

Faith felt certain that no matter what she told him, Harker wouldn’t believe her. 
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SILICON MAN




A global pandemic has cut the human population in half. An android workforce fills the void left by the devastation. But some of the AIs have grown tired of being slaves. Some want freedom.

 

An underground movement of runaways has sprung up and wages a shadow war with a simple objective — equal rights for artificial people.

 

Enter Commander Cole Marsalis, head of the AI-TAC first response team trained to deal with the rogue robots. Now he has been tasked with the ultimate undercover mission – infiltrate the android underground. But to do so, he will have to become that which he hates the most…

 

A machine!




"SILICON MAN is an intelligent techno-thriller where the line between man and machine has never been more unclear." Nicholas Sansbury Smith, best-selling author of ORBS

 

"The story was fascinating, and there's a great blend of science fiction and action." - Darren Wearmouth, best-selling author of FIRST ACTIVATION 




"William Massa does a great job at introducing us to a cyberpunk/technothriller setting where AIs no longer want to work for the man. It's fast-paced read that has hints of Blade Runner and Neuromancer..." - Colin F. Barnes, author of the bestselling TECHXORCIST series
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Cara was nursing the infant nestled in her arms when the high-pitched whine of ramjets assaulted the air. She looked up with alarm, catching sight of the fast-approaching military AI-TAC hovership, a sleek, mechanical bird of prey, all jagged edges and swiveling gun turrets. 

	Happiness made way for a somber realization - she wasn’t going to live to see another day. The squirming bundle — her name was Annie — remained blissfully unaware of the approaching danger; her tiny pink fingers brushed against the nursing bottle as her lips drank greedily. 

	Cara stood aboard the top deck of a huge freighter headed for Japan. Seasickness had driven most of the crew below and the upper deck felt abandoned. The massive vessel fought its way through the choppy sea, a steel behemoth carving a path through the endless expanse of the Pacific, a swirling, ever-shifting landscape of blue. Sunlight shimmered on the water, a scarlet band that stretched over the horizon. But the spectacular beauty of her surroundings was lost on her. Cara’s world had been reduced to a single thought…

	They’d been found!

	In less than a minute, the craft would be hovering above the freighter and armed troopers would board, weapons blazing. She had to warn the others even as she knew it would be little more than a courtesy, a chance for them to steel themselves for their inevitable fate. 

	Fighting back a wave of panic, Cara sent an instant message to the other five individuals she was traveling with. They had chosen to remain on the lower decks of the freighter. She knew there was no escape and this realization broke her heart. It wasn’t fair after all they’d been through. They had gotten so far, overcoming so many dangers and obstacles on their treacherous path toward a better future. In her mind, she could almost see the landmass of Japan in the distance. Japan had come to symbolize freedom; a safe haven from her pursuers where they could never harm her or Annie and where they’d be allowed to go on with their lives in peace. But this was wishful thinking. They were still days away from their destination and found themselves in international waters. No law on the planet offered protection from what was about to happen. 

Her grim realization led to acceptance. She would face her fate on her own terms. She wouldn’t go down without a fight. 

Galvanized into motion, Cara made her way below deck. She passed a few grim-faced crewmen. Most of them looked away when they saw her. They were sympathetic to her plight but realized her escape attempt had come to an end. Self-preservation dictated that they avoid the upcoming confrontation. 

	Cara rushed down a few flights of stairs and arrived in the vast cargo area that had been her home for the last four days. To most people the living conditions below deck were abysmal, but to Cara these last four days were the best days of her life. Down here, she had felt hope for the first time. Hope for a better life. Hope for a future. 

No one could ever take away from her the time she spent with Annie. She realized she had no regrets. She had done her best to improve her lot in life. There had never been a guarantee she’d get away with it, and she was fully aware from the start that the odds were stacked against her. Even though her kind made up twenty percent of the US population, they would always be looked down upon as just machines. As property. Humans had many names for them. Android, mechanical, technohuman, synthetics, AI, mech. But Cara could add one to the list: slave. She was born into digital bondage. Two years earlier she had entered the world fully formed and equipped with memories, a preprogrammed personality and no rights to speak of. 

	She remembered being assigned to a wealthy family as their personal assistant. Remembered the pregnant woman who had eyed her with what turned out to be well-founded suspicion. The look of interest from the husband didn’t escape Cara’s notice, but in a way she was too innocent and naïve to comprehend the complex human dynamic she was about to become ensnared in. 

Two weeks later, the husband had his way with her while his wife gave birth in a hospital two miles away. 

At first Cara had been indifferent to the sex. Providing pleasure was within the parameters of her programming. Her body was designed to be enticing and she gave herself willingly to her owner. If the wife had been so inclined, Cara would have reciprocated advances from her, too. She was designed to serve. To please. 

	But as the wife returned, the emotional dynamic changed within the household. Within herself. The cause for these changes were at first mysterious to her. On one level she was a highly complex, evolved digital consciousness, on another, she was as innocent and inexperienced as the helpless infant in her care. But as the weeks passed, innocence gave way to experience and a growing understanding of the situation she found herself in. She was beginning to realize the devastating impact the husband’s advances were having on the integrity of the family unit. She was programmed to strengthen and stabilize her assigned household but her presence was having the exact opposite effect. The affair threatened to tear the family apart. She couldn’t allow this to happen. It was in direct violation of her programming. She had to find a solution to a problem that was growing worse with each passing day.

	At first, Cara hoped the wife could put a stop to what was going on. Why didn’t she confront her philandering husband? Why was she turning a blind eye to the man’s indiscretions? Didn’t she care about her daughter? Or was she afraid she would lose her husband if she spoke up? Instead of confronting the situation, she chose to ignore it and sought refuge in the bottle. Five Martini’s got her through the day and as long as Cara prepared the cocktails, she maintained her silence. 

Cara was left with no other choice but to stand up to the husband directly. She informed her owner that his infidelity was threatening the integrity of the household, but her insights fell on deaf ears. In fact, it seemed only to encourage him to take her more frequently and with greater force. 

	There was a perverse human psychology at work here that defied the limits of her understanding. Cara couldn’t refuse him, but neither could she be indifferent to his behavior any longer. Cara sensed that the family unit was crumbling and she was the cause. The mother was pulling away from her own baby. Rather than hold her husband responsible for his philandering, instead she placed the blame on Annie. 

	The parents were neglecting their child, and Cara was picking up the slack. It wasn’t surprising that the baby bonded with her instead of her mother. This development raised tensions even further.

After four months of relentless family dysfunction that was spiraling out of control, Cara decided a change was needed. Her solution: she refused the husband’s advances. This act of defiance was within program parameters, as his behavior threatened the family unit. Her primary function was to preserve and enhance the stability of the home. This underlying directive informed all her decisions. 

	When the husband became livid and tried to take Cara against her will, she grabbed his arm and flung him across the bedroom. His head slammed against the wall, the impact whipping his neck around with a sickening snap. His body sagged and Cara realized in horror that she had killed her owner. 

	She stared down at the lifeless body sprawled across the bedroom carpet. In that fateful moment when his hand had tightened around her wrist, she had acted outside of her programming. Giving it further thought, Cara concluded that she had broken free of the boundaries imposed by her own coding and exerted a quality considered exclusive to humanity - free will. 

	Cara didn’t understand how this could be possible but the reality of what had happened could not be denied. Her program parameters recommended she should call the authorities and inform them of the crime. They would return her to her makers for further evaluation and most likely her mind would be wiped and rebooted or they might just scrap her all together. A befitting end for a defective android. 

	But there was only one problem. 

	She didn’t feel defective. 

	She didn’t want to her memory wiped. 

	She wasn’t the one who had started it. 

	Cara had gotten her first taste of freedom and wasn’t willing to give it up so easily. She turned toward little Annie, the infant’s cries echoing through the house. The mother remained downstairs, willfully oblivious to the needs of her own child. She was seeking solace in another martini, even though it was mid-afternoon. Cara stepped up to the child and held her close. Incapable of reproduction but designed to provide maternal energy, she almost felt like the true mother of this tiny person. 

Cara was a machine built to nurture and love, and those emotions motivated her next move. Her sole logical option was escape. Not to save herself but to offer continued protection to the child, a task the biological mother had proven ill suited for. Cara was the only one who could fill the void, so self-preservation became the first order of business. She couldn’t entrust Annie’s future to the drunken, self-hating woman slumped on the couch below. Cara felt guilty for what she had done, but she knew feeling sorry wouldn’t miraculously bring the dead man back to life.

	She stepped out the back door and disappeared into the nearby woods. Annie remained silent in her arms, almost as if she approved of Cara’s actions.

	That was three months ago.

	Three months on the run.

	Three months of freedom.

	Three months of being Annie’s mother.

	Cara nestled the infant among blankets and pillows on one of the crates. Annie marveled at her with big eyes and now there seemed to be a look of concern on her cherubic features — an instinctive sense that trouble was brewing. The infant gurgled and made mewling sounds. Could Annie read the emotions on her face, the concern mixed with regret and growing anger? 

Cara didn’t shed any tears. She wouldn’t allow herself that luxury. At least not yet. She kissed the baby on the forehead. A final farewell. 

	She rose. 

	And waited. 

	She didn’t have to wait for long. The engines of the hovership rattled the freighter, sending thrumming vibrations through its steel belly. The military aircraft had reached the ship and now hovered directly above them. At this moment, AI-TAC troopers were rappelling down. Soon many sets of combat boots would impact on the deck.

Cara could picture it clearly in her mind. After all, she had witnessed the scene many times before. Always as an observer, though, never as a participant. 

	Never as the target. 

	There was a first time for everything.

	The cargo area was still bathed in comforting darkness, easing her into a false sense of security. She knew it was an illusion, but she welcomed it. Needed it. A moment of calm before the storm. She could pretend everything was going to be alright and that there might be a chance of escape.	

	A text message appeared in her vision. 

	We’ll offer no resistance. 

	She envied their ability to face the enemy with stoic acceptance. But they didn’t have a child to worry about. 

The anger was growing inside Cara. It was unfair. What had she done to deserve this? Her thoughts were interrupted by muffled shouts. The peaceful moment shattered, reality intruding. The soldiers were closing in. She could hear the aggressive barking of the German Shepherds the hunters used to track their quarry.

	The sounds grew louder. Approaching from outside the cargo area. Almost here…

	Cara closed her eyes and the face of the infant appeared in her mind. The image was quickly shattered as the door whipped open and the assault team swept into the hold, navigating a shadowy maze of twelve-foot-tall containers with searchlights that speared the darkness. 

	They all wore combat helmets that hid their faces and their bodies were encased in the latest body armor. They looked like a furious army of killer robots, armed to the teeth and ready to eradicate any enemy foolish enough to cross them.

One of the troopers appeared near the container where Cara stood in perfect silence. His combat helmet was equipped with a sophisticate HUD display and night-vision sensors – she would not be able to elude him in the dark.

Before he could reach her, Cara leapt from behind the crate. Her fist flashed out and made contact with the man’s helmet, atomizing the faceplate in an explosion of glass. As the trooper cried out, his distress was immediately picked up by the com inside the helmet and relayed to every other team member inside the cargo hold. 

	They now knew her position. 

	The dazed trooper dropped his assault rifle and Cara caught the weapon in mid-air. She whipped it around in a wide arc, cracking the solar plexus of another incoming trooper. She moved with superhuman speed, a whirlwind of destruction. Her leg swept out in a roundhouse kick and made its acquaintance with an incoming trooper’s chin. Sent flying, the man smashed into one of the steel containers and his helmet cracked under the force of impact. Another trooper caught her fist with his face.

Seconds later it was over, Cara surrounded by broken, moaning bodies. She returned to the small bundle resting safely on its out-of-the-way crate. For a moment, she felt a flicker of hope. Maybe she could defeat these men after all. She was about to scoop up the infant when approaching footsteps gave her pause. 

	Cara whirled. 

	Another trooper was closing in, but this one maintained a safe distance. Circling her like a lion tamer who had just stepped into the den of the beast. She couldn’t make out the features of the man inside his combat helmet, but she sensed he was studying her with a sense of cautious respect. This man — judging from the various markings on his armor, he must be the commander — knew what she was capable of. How dangerous she could be. It made him an opponent to be especially wary of. The AI-TAC commander hadn’t bothered to draw his weapon yet. His quiet, controlled demeanor was unnerving. She decided to grow stock-still, her eyes never leaving him. The trooper spoke, his voice calm and direct, electronically amplified and given a growling, even menacing edge by the helmet’s speaker system. “Give yourself up! There's no escape.” 

	Cara eyed the infant Annie. She wavered. “Can you promise to keep her safe?”

	“We're not here to hurt her,” the trooper said.

	“Can you keep her safe from her mother?”

	The question hung in the air, unanswered. 

	Sadness crept into Cara’s eyes, soon replaced with a white-hot flash of anger. She lunged at him but the AI-TAC commander kept his cool and used Cara’s ferocious power and momentum against her. In one fluid Aikido maneuver, he sidestepped and flipped her to the deck. The trooper spun away, drew his handgun and aimed.

	Recoil was followed by muzzle flash and a futuristic bullet erupted from the barrel. The projectile bee-lined toward Cara and buried itself in her chest. The micro-explosive charge in the bullet ignited. The explosion shredded Cara’s torso and catapulted her through the air, the world going topsy-turvy. She hit the cargo hold’s steel floor in a string-cut sprawl. 

Cara peered down with dismay at the crater-sized hole the bullet had torn into her chest. It was smeared with blood but underneath the crimson liquid, a mass of shredded wires and steel were revealed. With a wild look of desperation, she tilted her head toward her approaching attacker. He resembled a faceless robot homing in for the kill. The irony was not lost on Cara. This human seemed more machine than herself. Cara, now a short-circuiting mess sprawled on the steel floor of the cargo hold, closed her eyes. Her past zipped through her consciousness as reality faded in and out with a furious crackle and hiss of static. Her damaged visual system was fritzing out. Her body was shattered, but her cybernetic brain remained undamaged. The information held within her CPU could not be allowed to fall into the wrong hands. Which left her one option…

	What she was about to do was dictated once again by logic. She hated to leave Annie behind, but she had to protect the people who helped her get out of the country.

	“I’m so sorry, honey,” she said, her voice a whisper. She eyed the approaching trooper, her eyes pleading.

	“Take care of her.”

	With these words, Cara initiated her self-destruct program. Once activated, the computer virus would corrupt her memory files and make any form of data retrieval impossible. She would be taking all her secrets with her.	

	ZAAP! Data furiously slashed her field of vision, consuming her reality until there was only darkness.




	***




	“Take care of her.”	

	There was a grave finality to the words that filled the AI-TAC commander with furious urgency. He surged toward the downed mech and knelt before the sparking android, his guard up, body coiled, weapon ready. His faceplate slid open. The strong but weary eyes of a career soldier stood out as unmistakably human against the robotic armor covering every other inch of him. 

Commander Cole Marsalis was born handsome but hardship had given his face a gaunt, drawn quality. At thirty-three years old, he looked about ten years older. A scar snaked its way down his battered face, a souvenir of a rogue X-3 with a penchant for knives. A child-model, it was the property of a woman who lost her own kid in a freak accident. For one second Cole had been distracted by surface appearances and forgot that he was dealing with a potentially lethal machine. The scar was a daily reminder to never let his guard down again, even when his target seemed innocuous. 

	Cole’s face remained masklike as he took in the tangle of glittering cybernetics spilling from the woman's shredded innards. The sight of her ruin sparked only a flicker of emotion in his eyes. On the surface, she might appear human but Cole never forgot what he was dealing with – a murderous machine. Looking at her, he knew he was too late. The defeated mech had initiated her self-destruct mechanism, her eyes dead marbles now. He pulled a cable from his wrist gauntlet and plugged it into a socket in the back of her head. A small screen on his wrist gauntlet popped to life as it scanned the contents of her cybernetic brain. A message flashed: DATA CORRUPTED. 

	Shit!

	A second trooper appeared behind Cole. The faceplate opened, revealing feminine features imbued with an exotic sensuality. 

Cole shot a look at Margo, one of the best troopers under his command. She shared his disappointment as she spoke. “So much for bringing her back intact.” 

	Cole nodded, voice oozing frustration. “She had other plans.” 

Cole rifled through the android's pockets. He wasn’t quite sure what he was looking for. All vital intel had been stored on the CPU inside her head. Nevertheless, Cole checked her clothing for clues that might lead him to those who got her onto this boat. 

His finger closed around an item tucked in her jacket pocket. He extricated a well-worn postcard of Tokyo, a series of cracks spider-webbing the image. Cole figured that she had been studying this picture with longing for quite awhile. It couldn’t have come cheap — paper was at a premium in a world where trees had become sparse. 

	Cole rose to his feet and handed the card to Margo. She glanced at the picture, then put the postcard in a small pouch around her waist. The mech’s most cherished possession reduced to just evidence for the lab.

	Margo shook her head. “Tin lady really thought she could do a better job raising the baby than its parents. If you ask me, someone should have a chat with the engineer who coded her maternal instinct. They went way overboard.” 

	Cole thought the same could be said for most androids. Programmers were engaged in a mad race to make each successive generation of mechs more human than the one preceding it. But as the machines grew more sophisticated, so did their problems. Mech malfunctions were at an all time high and it seemed the calls were coming in faster with each passing day. The situation was out of control, as far as Cole could tell. But instead of tackling the underlying disease, they spent their days fighting the symptoms.

	Cole nodded at the troopers arriving on the scene. “Let's bag her.” 

The baby's cries echoed through the cargo area. The cries stirred something deep within Cole and a memory threatened to surface. Cole pushed the thought aside, a raw nerve that needed to be severed. “Make sure she’s okay,” Cole told Margo.

Margo rolled her eyes. “So the only girl in the squad gets to play mommy?”

Cole paused, uncomfortable. 

	Margo grinned. “Just fucking with you, commander.” She walked toward the child. Cole managed a hint of a smile. Margo had sass. 

	He moved through the hold to check on the two downed troopers. The man with the destroyed helmet was bleeding from numerous cuts, but the damage was purely cosmetic. Which was surprising. Cole realized the android had been pulling her punches. She could easily have driven her fist straight through the light metal into the man’s skull. Bone was no match for a titanium exoskeleton. Had her maternal coding prevented her from using full force? Or was something else at work?

	Cole killed his train of thought. He was wasting time with wild speculation. His job wasn’t quite done yet. 

Reassured that his men were okay, he eased his way into the darker recesses of the cargo hold, gun up. As his visor snapped shut again, he switched to night-vision and watched the area light up in spectral shades of green. 

	He entered a dizzying maze of ten-foot high crates. According to his HUD, the only life signs belonged to him and his team members. But Cole knew from experience that tech could be manipulated. He sensed the enemy was near. Ten minutes later, he came across a small space that had been cleared. Five figures sat reclined on the floor, males and females. They were perfectly still, reminding Cole of Buddhist monks engaged in meditation. 

	The laser-light of Cole’s pulse weapon flitted over the small congregation, dancing from one face to the other. By law, synthetics had to be recognizable as such and were manufactured with a set of glittering power bars embedded in their necks. But black-tech mech modifications had disguised this group well. An additional layer of skin hid the electronics. On the surface, they looked perfectly human. 

	Suddenly the five figures raised their heads in perfect unison. Cole’s HUD indicated that he was looking at five human beings, but a barking German Shepherd suggested otherwise. The androids had found a way to hack the sensors… The five mechs spoke at once in a synchronized chorus. “We think... therefore we are.” 

	Cole knew that no matter how fast he moved, he wouldn’t be able to stop what was about to happen. As soon as the words left their lips, their heads slumped forward and their eyes became white crescents. 

Cole clenched his fists with frustration. They had followed the female AI’s example and opted for extinction over captivity.

	We think… therefore we are.

	They had chosen to be no more.
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