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      Gargoyles and gods clash against evil. Can one weary soldier wield a celestial force to save the world?

      

      Earth, modern day. Corporal Anna Mackenzie has had it up to here with fate. Irritated to be woken early from a two-year healing nap after inheriting a demigod's immense power, she's already battling the fractious magic that can't wait to draw blood. But she's seriously pissed to discover the military outpost she was sent to protect has been totally annihilated without any signs of survivors…

      

      Being temporarily outclassed is one thing, but now her reckless action has awakened her dangerous gargoyle protector and he's bigger and scarier than ever. Except he's lost his memory, and Anna's got to do some major hand-holding if they're to hunt down a powerful creature unseen since ancient times. Oh yeah, and save the planet from doom… again.

      

      Can the damaged pair unleash their formidable skills in time to stop Armageddon?

      

      Sworn to Shadows is the fearsome first tale in the Legacy of Shadows contemporary fantasy series, a spin-off of the bestselling Gargoyle & Sorceress Tales. If you like snarky fighters, unbreakable bonds, and epic battles of good vs evil, then you'll love Lisa Blackwood's breakneck adventure.
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      Mind groggy, her body sluggish, Anna didn’t want to move. Yet some overly zealous instinct was urging her to wake, shouting that she needed to be somewhere else to complete an important task. Nothing about what she was currently feeling was normal or a good sign.

      First, she was a light sleeper, her mind alert even before her body.

      Second, her instincts were never wrong. And third…

      Fuck third all to hell.

      Third, if her never-fucking-wrong instincts were urging her to face some danger. It could only mean Fate had some new plan for her.

      With a groan, she rolled to a defensive position even as she blinked open strangely blurry eyes. Her hands groped the ground as she searched for something to use as a weapon. All her fingers could find was a cold, hard surface. Polished stone, if she were to guess.

      At last, her blurry vision cleared.

      A snarling visage full of sharp teeth filled her view. Jerking back, her field of vision expanded to take in the sight of a large grey muzzle, lips pulled back in a snarl, exposing teeth a shark would envy. Yelping in surprise, she fell back on her ass. Then she scrambled back farther, adrenalin and survival instincts ruling her.

      Two seconds later, her brain caught up with the adrenaline-fueled instincts currently running the show, and it registered upon her how foolish she would have looked if anyone had been watching.

      “The fuck, Obsidian? You scared a year off my life, you big dork!” She growled at the stone gargoyle, then added in a softer voice, “But glad you’re here.”

      She glanced around to be sure they were alone, that no other dangers lurked nearby. A quick scan revealed a windowless room, devoid of danger, with what looked like impenetrable stone walls, ceiling, and floor. The only light came from three mage globes. She huffed out a tense breath when no apparent threats presented themselves. All was quiet here. Wherever ‘here’ was. Though judging by the three glowing mage lights floating in the air, she was likely still somewhere in the Magic Realm. Her gaze returned to her gargoyle partner.

      Calming more, she gave him a shaky laugh. “Glad you weren’t awake to witness that graceless sprawl.”

      Gathering her dignity around her, she stood and then went to him, resting a hand on the hard, cold stone of his right shoulder. “Hey, you can wake up anytime now.”

      Strangely, she felt nothing at the touch of skin to stone, their mental link a silent void. Her breath froze in her lungs. Fighting back a growing unease, she leaned forward and placed her other hand on his opposite shoulder. “Come on, big fellow. Fate is telling me our naptime is over. That Bitch has plans for us. Time to wake up.”

      Once again, she willed her mind to touch his.

      And felt nothing.

      No stir of magic. No brush of his sleeping mind against hers. No sense of a mind dreaming away the time while he healed.

      She felt no more than she would have if she’d touched a lifeless boulder.

      Frowning, she tried a second time with the same result. Only one other time, in all the years since he’d first forged their mental link by converting her into a gargoyle, had he vanished so thoroughly beyond the ability of their soul link to find him. That time he’d still been a child; she’d been undergoing the slow metamorphosis into a gargoyle, their mental link in its infancy, and he’d been captured by the enemy and transported from Earth to the Magic Realm.

      She pushed away the rising panic and assessed the situation. Maybe this was normal? Obsidian had never been in such a deep, healing stone sleep in her presence before. Hell, after they’d been reunited, she’d only had a short time to complete her training and get to know the adult version of the gargoyle she’d thought of as a little brother. Despite all the knowledge she’d gained these last few months, she still knew too little about magic.

      Walking around him, trailing her fingers along every line and curve, she checked for any signs of injury on his big, bulky body. Even crouched as he was, his hulking form dwarfed hers. His spiraling horns swept back from the ridge of bone high on his forehead, no damage marring them. And while his large, deer-like ears were pinned against his stone mane in a way that hinted at pain, that was expected considering the battle damage they’d sustained.

      She eyed his massive wings next. They were mantled around him, but she saw no imperfections there either. Circling behind him, she patted his tail where he’d wrapped it around his legs.

      So concerned for her partner after the last battle, Anna couldn’t even remember how he’d positioned his body as he’d turned to stone. Was it different now than it had been then? Had he awakened at some point like she was now and then surrendered to the stone sleep again to finish healing? Her memories of the battle, and its immediate aftermath, were as blurry as her vision had been upon first waking. All she remembered was that they’d won, barely.

      Which also raised the question about why she was presently in her human body when she’d been a gargoyle when the stone sleep had claimed her. A gargoyle, or in her case, a gargoyle hybrid, couldn’t just shift forms while in stone.

      Something didn’t add up.

      But her questions would wait. She needed to reassure herself that her gargoyle teammate was still on the road to recovery. She checked over every inch of his massive form. Not finding any external damage, she pressed a hand upon his brow and closed her eyes, again seeking the mental link that bound them in the hope she’d be able to ascertain if he’d suffered any internal injuries from the stresses upon his body, mind, or soul from becoming the vessel for Lord Death’s power.

      This try yielded no better results than her first attempt to touch his thoughts, but she breathed out a ragged breath in relief when she finally sensed the spark of life deep within the stone. He lived. Another breathy sob hissed between her lips in relief. Her partner might not be near waking, but he was alive, and she had every confidence that he would one day return to her.

      “Yeah, you better hurry and heal. I’m going to miss you, you big goof.”

      Now that she’d reassured herself that nothing was wrong with her gargoyle partner, she turned her attention back to her surroundings. The dimly lit stone-walled room she found herself in wasn’t even remotely familiar, which, going by the last thing she remembered, wasn’t a surprise.

      She and her big Rasoren had turned to stone on the battlefield; her wings spread to shelter her gargoyle partner after they had helped the Avatars defeat the Lady of Battles.

      Yeah. So, finding herself in a dimly lit room wasn’t unreasonable. It wasn’t like her allies would just leave her and Obsidian sitting on the battlefield like glorified garden ornaments. It made sense that she and Obsidian would be moved to a protected, secure location.

      So, dimly lit stone room. Check.

      That made sense.

      Glancing down at herself, she noted something else that made her uneasy.

      She was human and didn’t remember shapeshifting back, but she’d just assumed she’d shifted back after becoming flesh and blood again before waking. But now that she wasn’t fretting over Obsidian’s wellbeing, she realized she was attired differently than she’d been on the battlefield. Gone was her armor. In its place was a long, pale blue tunic top and matching drawstring pants. The last time she’d worn something similar, she’d been under the care of the Gargoyle Legion healers, in their version of a medical wing.

      That she couldn’t remember how she’d gotten from her gargoyle form to her human form, and now was wearing clothing typically provided by menders, sat uneasily with her.

      Then another realization hit.

      Something else was absent.

      “Oh fuck. No. No. No, fuck no.” But when she reached for her shadow magic, nothing answered her mental call. Going deeper, she realized she couldn’t sense her gargoyle nature at all. Usually, it was waiting just below the surface of her skin, like a predator eager to hunt. But now, she felt nothing like that.

      But there was something else that answered her call—that foreign restlessness that had first dragged her out of sleep. She could feel it rising within her again.

      She knew what it was now that the cobwebs of sleep had released her mind. It could only be one thing.

      The Battle Goddess’s power.

      And Anna was damned sure it was that power that had roused her from her stone sleep. But was the reason because it had sensed danger, or was it trying to control her? She hoped it was the first. Better to fight an external enemy than an internal one, she reasoned.

      “Why’d I agree to become the new vessel for a demigoddess’s power?” she muttered as she glanced around, her gaze landing on Obsidian. “Yeah, yeah. I know. It was the right thing to do.”

      Her gaze shifted away from her gargoyle partner to search the room again. The only thing to greet her eyes were six equally spaced alcoves. Each one was dark. An empty room would not offer any answers. She’d just have to go hunting them herself.

      Moving to the closest alcove, a quick search confirmed it was empty, and the deep shadows were not concealing either a source of danger or escape.

      “Or answers,” she mumbled.

      Systematically searching each alcove and finding nothing in the next three, her blood pressure and concern crept higher. She needed to get out of this damned room and find out what had been happening while she and her Rasoren had been trapped in the stone sleep.

      As she moved toward the next alcove, a breeze brushed against her legs. She followed the air current to its source, coming to the last alcove. Go figure. It would be the last freaking one she’d searched.

      This time, when she stepped into the alcove, she found a tunnel. She walked into the darkness, cursing that she wasn’t presently a gargoyle. Night vision would surely have come in handy about now.

      Thankfully, she only had to walk less than twenty feet, and she could see the outline of the end of the tunnel where it dead-ended in another dimly lit corridor. Upon reaching her new destination, she discovered it wasn’t a tunnel, but another sizeable circular chamber with a vaulted ceiling. Eight corridors converged, giving Anna the opportunity to make seven wrong choices before finding the way that led out of this catacomb.

      “Fuck,” she muttered and picked the one to her immediate right. Had she been in gargoyle form, her heightened senses would have led her to the nearest exit or even the nearest living soul. But her human senses were dull in comparison, and she was left to guess blindly. There wasn’t even dust or cobwebs to help her rule out the least used tunnels.

      “Overachieving gargoyles,” Anna muttered to the dimly lit corridor she’d picked, “excelling at all things, even mundane household chores.”

      Her long-legged strides swiftly carried her to the end of the tunnel. Shoving open a door with well-oiled hinges, she discovered a storage room full of baskets of fruits and tubers. With a curse, she marched back to where she’d started.

      The second and third tunnels were much shorter, but both ended in more storage chambers filled with a harvest. Everything looked fresh, but she knew gargoyles had a broad array of magic at their command and used preservation spells on food to store it long-term. So, nothing in any of the chambers hinted at how long she’d been asleep.

      The fourth and fifth tunnels were equally short, ending in chambers full of weapons.

      She hit the jackpot at the end of tunnel six, finding her and Obsidian’s armor and weapons displayed on racks. Next to the racks were shelves full of his belongings and the few things she’d accumulated during the short time she’d lived with him in the city of Haven. It was the contents of his life he’d lived there. Anna had been aware everything from that city had been evacuated before the final battle against the Lady of Battles, but she hadn’t had time to concern herself with what became of their belongings.

      Now she was glad to stumble upon it.

      Proper clothing and weapons always made a girl feel better about her situation.

      Swiftly rooting through the supplies, she whooped with delight to find a military rucksack full of all her gear. Tucked on top was a letter. Unfolding it and glancing at its contents, she immediately recognized Major Resnick’s handwriting.

      Glad you’re awake to read this. Thought you’d like a clean uniform. Get your ass back here as soon as possible. That’s an order.

      The note was as concise as she would expect from her CO and made her grin.

      “Yes, sir!” she barked out to the empty room and laughed.

      A quick search inside the pack revealed more than just clothing. She tried the radio, but it was dead, likely fried by staying too long in the Magic Realm. Magic was not kind to technology, guns, or anything explosive, which was likely why she didn’t find any earth weapons. The radio was probably just overlooked. She also found rations. Not feeling hungry, she tucked them back into the pack.

      She saw no point in wasting further time, so she traded her tunic and drawstring pants for the neatly folded uniform and familiar boots. She gave her booted feet a stomp, finding the boots strangely confining after traipsing around as a barefoot gargoyle for so long. But she’d adjust. She always did.

      Briefly, she eyed her swords and assorted daggers with longing, but she was returning to the human world as Corporal Anna Mackenzie, not Kyrsu Anna Mackenzie of the Gargoyle Legions. With that in mind, she left behind most of the legion weapons, taking only a small knife and matching sheath that would fit in her boot. Then she continued her hunt for an exit or another living being.

      The seventh tunnel was much longer than the others, and she felt hope flare within her as the light grew brighter. Soon, the tunnel ended in another chamber. She hung back in the shadows at the tunnel's threshold, scanning the room beyond, but two things became immediately apparent.

      First, it was occupied.

      And second, the two gargoyles standing guard beside a dormant portal spell spotted her and came forward three steps before dipping into swift bows.

      “Kyrsu,” they mumbled in unison before straightening and returning to their original positions on either side of the portal, standing ramrod straight, their wings nearly rippling with their tension.

      “At ease,” she said, without even thinking about it. They both seemed nervous to see her.

      Hmmm. She didn’t recognize them, but she thought they may have been younglings. They were of a slimmer build than the average gargoyle, though they had the height. That suggested they may have recently emerged from their mothers’ hamadryad trees. There had been much chaos in the days leading up to the final battle. And while she was second in command of the gargoyle legions, she certainly hadn’t met them all, not with the newly awakening sleepers joining the force.

      “Hello,” she began, giving them both kind smiles. “You seem to have a disadvantage over me. I’m afraid I don’t know your names. Are you recently emerged?”

      “Yes, Kyrsu!” They echoed each other, dropping into bows once more.

      Well, that would be more than beneficial.

      “Your names?” She asked them gently.

      Like all gargoyles, they were similar in appearance, but she’d been a gargoyle long enough she could now quickly recognize the subtle differences among her winged brethren. The older of the two, judging by his marginally broader shoulders, sharper horn tips, and slightly darker skin tone, took another step closer and said, “I am Novice Hunts in Moonlight.” He paused. “My friends just call me Moon. We beat all our peers in this year’s trials and won the honor of guarding the outbound portal for the day.”

      So, they weren’t the regulars, which made sense since unless a lot had changed, the Legion didn’t put their youngest members on guard duty. And he’d mentioned it was an outbound portal. If someone or something wanted to travel through this portal, they’d have to infiltrate all the layers of this compound. No enemy was stupid enough to attack a gargoyle stronghold. From a defensive standpoint, the portal was safe, simply because of its location. Hence the young ones weren’t really being given a dangerous task. Just one that would make them feel honored.

      And that makes my unannounced return to Earth much less complicated, Anna mused.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Moon. And your friend?” She turned her gaze to the other gargoyle where he was hanging back a step.

      At her attention, the other gargoyle bowed again but kept his head ducked when he straightened. She’d never met a bashful gargoyle before, but she was pretty sure she’d just met her first. After a few seconds stretched into a long awkward pause, he murmured a soft, “In the human tongue, its rough translation is Shattered Ice Upon a Winter Lake. My friends call me Novice Winter.”

      And it was at that moment that Anna realized she’d lost more than her magic. She’d lost the language of the gargoyles. She’d been speaking English, and they’d answered in kind.

      What else had she lost and didn’t yet know about?

      But that didn’t change the fact that she was still military and duty-bound to report to her commanding officer as soon as possible. Hoping she wasn’t projecting her thoughts, she gave them both reassuring grins and willed confidence into her bearing, expression, and voice.

      “I require you to open the portal to Earth.” She wasn’t at all sure that this portal went to her home world, but it was a reasonable guess, since they were already in the Magic Realm. The only reason for a permanent portal was if the destination was very far away and challenging to get to—some place like Earth in the Mortal Realm.

      “Of course, Kyrsu,” Moon said with a respectful nod to her. “It will be as you wish.” He paused then, exchanging a glance with Winter. “You have been brought up to date by the elders?”

      Damn. He was suspicious, and gargoyles could all sense a lie.

      “Major Resnick left a letter outlining a couple of things,” she said and then added silently in her head. ‘A letter that told me absolutely nothing, but that doesn’t change the fact I need to get my butt back to base.’

      “Ah,” Moon said with another nod and a glance at Winter. “The elders—”

      Anna cut him off before he could finish that line of thought and then, feeling more than a little guilty for what she was about to do, straightened and gave both gargoyles a sterner look. “Are you questioning your Kyrsu?”

      “No, Kyrsu!” They echoed each other and dropped into synchronized bows once more.

      Anna grinned and mouthed the words ‘sorry’ over their bowed heads. “Good. Because the sooner I leave, the sooner I can return and rejoin my Rasoren.”

      Which was the absolute truth.
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      The edges of the portal that would take Anna home calmed, settling into a more serene shimmer as the turbulent silvery-blue power required to breach the Veil Between the Realms at last mellowed. The outer edges of the magic faded and left behind a window to another world. Only that same faint shimmering hinted that she was standing in front of a magic portal, not a regular window.

      Looking through the threshold, she gazed upon a scene of a heavily forested landscape shrouded in the shadows of night. The forest could have been anywhere, but the land had the familiar look of home, even in the darkness.

      And she trusted Moon and Winter to know what planet the portal had opened onto.

      Still feeling mildly guilty for cowing the two youths into obeying, she promised she’d send back a message to their mentors not to punish them. After all, they were obeying a superior officer. Clearly, no one had left instructions to detain her.

      “By the way, I didn’t think to ask earlier, but where on Earth does this portal arrive?”

      “Just outside the human military base, Kyrsu,” Moon answered. “The Avatar said the inbound and outbound portals can’t exist in the same spot. This one will deposit you just a quick run from the primary base.”

      “But there is an outpost there,” Winter injected into the conversation for the first time, “The human soldiers there will arrange transport for you.” He glanced up and back down at her human form, no doubt realizing it would be more than a ‘quick run’ in her current form.

      “Thank you, Winter.” Then she nodded at the other gargoyle. “And Moon.”

      A gargoyle’s strict code of honor did not allow them to lie or practice deceit. If they said the portal opened just outside a base back in the Mortal Realm, she could trust that’s exactly where the portal would take her. She was lucky they weren’t questioning her more. But then again, it wasn’t like they would openly question their Kyrsu.

      There were a few benefits to having inherited the role of second in command of the Gargoyle Legions. And since their Rasoren was still deep in the healing stone sleep, Anna was technically the highest-ranking gargoyle.

      But that wouldn’t stop one of the elders, or worse, a council member, from questioning her. And if one of the councilors caught wind of her awakening before she escaped through the portal…

      She could already hear their lectures about the foolishness of running from her Rasoren and her responsibilities. They’d have her feeling like a petulant child in no time. It had happened before.

      And since her guilt was already kicking in, it wouldn’t take much persuasion to keep her here.

      Yeah. No. Better to slip away unnoticed.

      And that was why she needed to leave now. She’d already spent too much time dicking around wrestling with her conscience, worrying about leaving Obsidian while the two young gargoyles had begun the process of awakening the portal.

      Still eyeing the portal, she adjusted the clean new uniform once more. It still felt slightly unfamiliar to wear one after all this time.

      Swallowing hard, she did her best to ignore the aching hollowness where the Rasoren-Kyrsu bond once resided. She swallowed hard a second time while pretending that the tightness in her throat was because of the dryness of the air.

      On the other side of the portal was a normal life. Or as close to normal as Anna was likely ever to have again.

      She needed normal.

      It had been too long since she’d seen her family. She needed to know what was happening back on Earth, to leave all things magic behind for a time. Unfortunately, that also meant leaving him behind.

      Anna’s mind shied away from the hurt that thought induced.

      It was probably a blessing that Obsidian wasn’t awake. As the Rasoren of the Legion, he could order her to stay until they were both recovered fully. And that right there was a battle she never wanted to fight. Leaving Obsidian was hard enough, and he was still sleeping.

      “He won’t even know I’m gone,” she silently reassured herself. “And I absolutely plan on returning long before he wakes.”

      But if he’d been awake, that would be a different matter altogether.

      To go against his wishes?

      Their purposes had gone hand in hand since he’d been a cub. Hell, she couldn’t remember when they weren’t unified in their goals. Well, that wasn’t entirely accurate, Anna mused, a smile curving her lips briefly. Their first meeting had been a little rocky. That time she’d woken healed after she’d thought she was dying to discover an eight-year-old gargoyle had saved her, and he felt a human would make a good pet. Once she’d gotten over her shock about learning magic was real, and other intelligent creatures walked the Earth hidden from the humans, she’d seen how lonely the young gargoyle was and had forgiven him for trying to keep her as a pet.

      They’d become friends, and he’d naturally filled the role of the ‘little brother’ she’d always wanted.

      The memory faded, and reality returned in all its harshness.

      The gargoyle cub was nothing more than a memory now, and while she’d come to care for and respect the adult he’d grown into while she’d slumbered, unaware in the healing stone sleep for thirteen years, this new situation was rather too much like losing the cub all over again. Her gargoyle partner might sleep for years yet. She hadn’t had the balls to ask Moon and Winter if they knew how long Obsidian might sleep, too afraid she’d break down into a blubbering mess in front of them if they said it would be years.

      And having their Kyrsu sob in front of them was likely to result in them summoning one of their mentors.

      So, yeah. No crying. She also reminded herself that as much as it hurt to know she would be leaving her friend for an unknown length of time, there was nothing here she could do for him.

      Obsidian was beyond all outside aid. Only time, his inherent stubborn gargoyle nature, and his steel will would see him restored to lead the gargoyle legion once more.

      In the meantime, it was time to see to other duties. She drew herself up to her full height and tugged at her uniform once more, shouldered her pack, and then with a determined set to her jaw, she stepped toward the portal.

      “Anna Mackenzie!” A voice boomed from a muzzle two inches from her ear, equal parts humor and threat lacing the words. “You were NOT about to leave without so much as a goodbye, now, were you?”

      Anna nearly swallowed her tongue. She sputtered and gasped, but only an undignified squeak escaped her lips.

      Fuck. She hadn’t even heard the gargoyle approach.

      Fisting her fingers and forcing her body back under her control, she kept any other reactions from showing that she’d nearly freaking jumped out of her skin.

      Her mind churned, instinctively hunting for suitable curses. But she swallowed them back at the last moment. She recognized that voice. This gargoyle wasn’t one she needed to annoy.

      Bloody fucking infuriating gargoyles. It wasn’t fair that anything that big could also be stealthy.

      Attempting to restore dignity, she took a moment to smooth a hand down her slightly wrinkled uniform before slowly turning to face the hulking eight-foot-tall reason her stomach was up in her throat and her heart was slamming against her ribs.

      “Thanks,” she grumbled as she tilted her head back and then back some more to study the hulking form of one of the largest of the gargoyles. Master Banrook, or Rook to his friends, was stockier than the average gargoyle. Only Obsidian had more muscle. But the Lady of Battles had augmented her Rasoren when he’d still been developing in his mother’s hamadryad tree, so the comparison wasn’t valid. Obsidian was in a class of his own. But Rook had to be the second scariest gargoyle in existence until you got to know him. “I think I’m now deaf in that ear.”

      One of his long, deer-like ears flicked in humor before tucking tight against his mane again.

      “It’s true,” she grumbled. “Everything is still ringing.”

      Master Banrook snorted in that classic version of a gargoyle’s eye roll and tossed his head back. The light glinted off the silver metal tipping both horns, the movement causing the two tiny blue crystals dangling from them to clink against the bone. While she mulled over what to tell him to explain why she was leaving, her gaze dropped to his throat, where a hammered silver collar with matching blue crystals circled his throat. Gaze dropping farther, she noted that even his long beaded-loincloth and wrist, arm, and ankle bracelets all had embedded delicate blue crystals.

      “Stylin’ there, Rook.” She grinned suddenly. “You trying to impress someone with all that bling?”

      “What?” he asked, his expression one of honest confusion, and then he snorted and rolled his eyes in understanding. “No, you uppity youngling.”

      She’d had her fair share of disdainful snorts bestowed upon her during her time among the gargoyles. Her mentors had all had fun at her expense more than once. Master Banrook had taken particular pleasure in drilling and teasing her and Obsidian during the months of their training. Only Adept Thayn outperformed Rook in that regard.

      Perhaps she was lucky it was Rook and not Thayn she was facing now. The oldest of the gargoyles outshone all others when it came to being a pain in the ass. Fate must have taken a day off or was giving her a break.

      If Thayn were standing before her now, she probably wouldn’t be returning to Earth soon. Or alone. He’d want her to stand with her new gargoyle family.

      But she no longer belonged to this world of magic. She could feel it in her bones. Or feel the lack. Her gargoyle magic, so newly mastered, was dormant or burned away. She wasn’t even sure if she was still a gargoyle. Could the Battle Goddess’s magic have destroyed her gargoyle nature?

      Master Banrook may have been able to answer that question for her, but she wasn’t sure if she could handle his answer.

      Either way, she was just regular old Corporal Anna Mackenzie once again and belonged back on Earth.

      “I did not know our young Kyrsu was a coward,” Rook grumbled, perhaps picking up on her emotions and not understanding the reason. “I never pegged you as someone who would run away from something you feared.”

      She turned to face him and bared her teeth. “I’m not running away. Nor am I afraid of anything. I’m fulfilling an obligation. I’m duty bound to return to my superiors.”

      “And what about your duty to your Rasoren?”

      The wave of grief she’d been battling welled up inside her at hearing Obsidian’s title spoken aloud, as if it held more power over her that way. She whirled back around to face the portal. “Our Rasoren is still a stone statue, as well you know. There is nothing I can do to speed up his healing. I can’t even touch my magic.” Her lips twisted into a bitter grimace. “I think our bond is severed.”

      A large hand with talon-tipped fingers landed heavily on her shoulder. “Young one, have faith. Do not grieve your Rasoren or your sacred bond. Both he and your link will return to you one day.”

      Anna nodded and swallowed hard.

      “He’s a fighter.” Rook squeezed her shoulder.

      “He is.” And so much more. In all the Universe, she wasn’t sure if there was a scarier fucker on the battlefield and a bigger dork off of it.

      “He’s too stubborn for there to be any other outcome,” Rook said, again trying to comfort her with his words.

      Anna swallowed hard, emotions rising within her, wanting to pour out and share the hollow grief that threatened to eat her up. “I will miss him.”

      Rook snorted out a gruff laugh. “Of course you will miss him. He’s your other half. But he survived you sleeping in stone for thirteen years while you healed. And he was a child. You’re an adult. You’ll survive a few months on your own while he heals.”

      “Fuck, man. Your bedside manner needs work.” But she laughed, feeling hope again because Rook had revealed with his words that Obsidian would only sleep for a few more months.

      “Bedside manner?” He asked, his muzzle pulling up at one corner and his opposite ear drooping in confusion. “Human phrases are strange, but usually I can hash them out. But what does a bedside have to do with anything?”

      “Never mind.” Anna grinned and thumped him on the shoulder, walking by him on her way to the portal. “We’ll chalk it up to something lost in translation.”

      “You’re still going to run away and leave your Rasoren behind?” he asked, a hint of challenge in his voice.

      Anna snorted. “Trying to guilt me into staying will not work. I have an obligation to my people back home—a duty to them. Honor demands I return, if only for a short while. Obsidian would understand.”

      “That he would.” A rumbling huff issued from the big gargoyle’s muzzle. “And yes, I was trying to guilt you into staying. It’s hard for mentors to step back and watch the younglings venture forth on their own.”

      Anna glanced over her shoulder and made a face. “I’m not that young.”

      He tossed back his head and roared with laughter, great belly-shaking chuckles. “Whatever you say, Cub.”

      She flipped him the bird, and he only laughed harder. Of course, he knew what that was. Turning her gaze back forward again, she marched for the portal spell.

      “Wait,” he got out between chuckles. “At least let me divulge a few bits of information first.”

      Anna halted and then glanced over her shoulder again. “You should have led with that. I thought you were just being stubborn, and I wasn’t about to feed your penchant for mischief, not after calling me a kid.”

      “You’ve been asleep for over two of your Earth years.”

      Two years. It could have been worse. Anna arched a brow, urging him to continue.

      “The healers say you won’t be able to shift forms for several months yet. Your body is still adjusting to the Battle Goddess’s power. Once it has healed and adjusted to the strain, your gargoyle nature will reassert itself.”

      “Thank God,” Anna muttered. “It’d be difficult to carry out my duties as the Kyrsu of the Gargoyle Legion if I wasn’t actually a gargoyle anymore.”

      “Fear not. Obsidian’s gift to you is very permanent.” Rook’s expression turned serious once more. “And speaking of permanent things. You will be the vessel of the Battle Goddess’s power for a long time, even as a gargoyle judges time. And while the Avatars have said you are a strong and worthy soul to house that power, they also mentioned in passing that you cannot wield that power without risk for many years. They will be the ones to train you and Obsidian in using your new gifts.”

      “Gifts, my ass,” Anna muttered, too low for even a gargoyle’s ears to pick out the words.

      “What was that, Cub?” He smacked her hip with his tail.

      “Sorry. Nothing. Just muttering to myself.” Anna wasn’t surprised by his words about getting trained by the Avatars. A person couldn’t ask for better mentors than the Divine Ones’ right hand. “Anyway, in the meantime, I’ll be careful not to call on that power.”

      “A good idea,” he agreed dryly. “I hardly think the homeworld of the humans needs more war.”

      Anna snapped her mouth closed when she realized she’d left it hanging open when words failed her.

      ‘Yeah, Anna,’ she muttered in her head. ‘No starting World War 3 when you’re PMS-ing.’

      Out loud, she asked, “Any other hazards I should know about?”

      Rook just shook his head. “Nothing that will concern you. While you may be up and around, you will not participate in any missions until you and Obsidian are fully healed and well into your apprenticeship with the Avatars.”

      Anna nodded again, agreeing with him for another reason. She’d likely be buried under reports for years. And when not reading or completing reports, she was pretty sure the scientists would have their way with her.

      Unaware of Anna’s thoughts, Rook continued, “Once you cross the portal, I’ll send word to Adept Thayn that you have awakened. He’s busy off somewhere in the human lands discussing,” Rook waved his hand dismissively, “whatever he spends hours and hours and hours discussing with the leaders of the human world. Better him than me.” He shuddered, even his wings quivering delicately with his evident disgust. “As for the soldiers on the other side, they will notify your human commanding officer of your return.” A dark chuckle escaped him. “If your human superiors,” he dragged the word out a touch disdainfully, “give you trouble, remind them you are still Kyrsu to both Gargoyle Legions. And family to the Avatars.”

      “I don’t know about the family part….”

      “You are family to Obsidian, and his biological sister houses the soul of the female half of the Avatar pair. I don’t know what humans consider a family unit, but I, for one—”

      “You’re correct, of course,” she said, cutting him off before he could launch into a long lecture about family dynamics among the legion and the other fae races. She was sure he was just trying to stall her until the council members could arrive. “I should probably go. Duty calls.”

      “Fine. We’ll continue our reunion at a later date. If you need anything, three gargoyles are stationed at the human base. They will be more than willing to aid their Kyrsu should she require their assistance.” Her gargoyle mentor gave her a shove toward the portal with a rumbling huff. “Until we meet again, Anna Mackenzie.”

      After recovering her balance, she laughed and flipped him the bird without slowing. When she was a few feet from the portal that would carry her back to Earth, she whispered, “Goodbye, Obsidian, but I promise I’ll return just as soon as I can.”

      It was silly. He was sleeping and couldn’t hear her even if she still had the magic to touch his thoughts, but she’d needed to whisper that promise to her dear friend for her own peace of mind. And it was a promise she fully intended to keep.

      But then she was crossing the portal, its energy snapping around her, and she had other things to focus on.
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