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The mind is an astonishing thing, far more powerful than most of us ever realize. Humanity has barely begun to scratch the surface of what it can do. Most people never consider the possibilities waiting beneath their own thoughts; they place limits on themselves, closing the door to potential that could one day rise to the surface.

But the mind cannot be contained. It moves in ways we don’t fully understand, operating in the background even when we believe we’re in control.

I’m writing this in the hope that it reaches the right person, someone who will recognize the truth hidden in these words, someone who will know what to do with the knowledge I’m trying to share. This isn’t a story crafted for entertainment. It isn’t fiction dressed to look like fact.

​There is a struggle, one that threatens every living thing.

If we fail, it won’t simply be the end of our world. It will be the unraveling of the universe itself. Creation hangs in the balance. And if we lose this fight, there will be nothing left. No stars. No worlds. No memories.

We need help in this dark, unending struggle. We need someone who can see what others refuse to see. Someone who can help restore the balance before everything is lost.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Prologue

[image: ]


​

The battle smelled wrong by the third day.

The first day, it had smelled of soil and sweat, trampled grass, churned mud, leather armor heating in the sun, blade-oil warming on sheaths. Arrows hissed overhead, and spells cracked like snapping bones. Dragons screamed in the sky as our lines surged and buckled, men shouting in a dozen dialects as they slammed shields shoulder to shoulder. It was chaos, but it was chaos I understood; clean, hot, full of motion and purpose.

By the second day, everything smelled of smoke. Whole stretches of forest along the ridge burned in sheets of fire. Trees toppled in bright, roaring cascades, their branches spitting sparks. Ash drifted across the field in gray veils that clung to skin, hair, armor. Even the dragons coughed flame reluctantly, their throats raw, their scales soot tarnished. Their bright colors were dulled, their flight sluggish from flying through smoke thick enough to chew.

But the third day...

The third day the air turned sour and heavy. Rot rose from the ground. Blood turned rancid in the heat. Flesh opened by magic and blades alike, began to bloat in the sun. The wind carried the copper tang of spilled life and the stinging bitterness of burnt bone. I could taste death even when I breathed through cloth.

That morning, just before dawn broke across the jagged hills, I stood alone on a low rise overlooking what had once been a fertile valley. The sky above was a bruised purple smear, the last of the night clinging stubbornly to the horizon. Smoke curled upward from a dozen fires, drifting like ghosts across the ruin.

Behind me, the inky black box containing the Ond Stela sat half-buried in churned mud, its surface dull and cold. It didn’t glow. It didn’t hum. It didn’t pulse. But its presence was a weight against my spine, a silent reminder that I had built something I was not certain I would ever dare use.

“Thomas,” a voice rasped behind me.

I didn’t turn. I knew Silva’s voice too well, knew the scrape in it from shouting commands, from breathing ash, from going without sleep for too long. He came to stand at my shoulder; armor streaked with days of dirt and blood.

“They’re faltering on the eastern flank,” he said. “If Chron pushes there again, we lose the line.”

“They’re already lost,” I murmured, “they just don’t know it yet.”

Silva ran a hand through his sweat-clumped hair. Below, in the valley, our soldiers shifted and braced and limped, dragging shields into position. Some leaned on their spears to stay upright. Some no longer had enough strength to lift their heads. Only the dragons still moved with purpose, circling above like weary guardians.

“You could use it,” Silva said quietly, nodding at the black box. His voice tightened. “The Ond Stela. One strike. You know it could turn the tide.”

I closed my eyes.

The truth sat like iron in my gut.

“I know what it could do,” I said. “And I know the cost.”

Silva said nothing. He didn’t have to.

The cost was the reason the box remained closed.

The cost was the reason Ziost’s warning still echoed in my skull, his ancient voice stripped of its usual calm, made sharp with fear.

Thomas... when it is used, the price will not be yours alone.

The memory of that conversation was still too clear.

We had been standing in the courtyard of the Outpost, stars swirling around us like cold fires. Ziost’s face had been unusually tight, his jaw clenched, his eyes ancient and troubled. Serafina stood nearby, arms folded, her dark hair glowing faintly in the thin-dimensional light. She said nothing, she simply watched, her expression unreadable.

“I designed it,” I had said then. “I know what it can do.”

​“You know what you think it can do,” Ziost corrected. “But you have never wielded the full force of creation magic before. Not like this. Not concentrated. Not weaponized. Once activated, the Ond Stela’s song cannot be silenced.”

​Serafina had spoken then, her voice a delicate blade.
“And when it ends, something will be gone. Something you cannot replace.”
They had refused to tell me what that “something” was.

Serafina said knowing it would tempt me too soon.

Ziost said knowing it would break me too early.

I didn’t know which answer frightened me more.

Now, watching my people struggle below, I felt the weight of that unknown price like a stone on my chest.

“I’m not afraid of what it will do to me,” I said.

Silva studied me. “I know.”

“I’m afraid of what it will do to the world,” I whispered.

That, he didn’t answer.

Because what could he say?

We watched in silence as a cluster of Chron’s twisted mutations lurched across the field, once-men and once-beasts, warped by the First’s will until they barely resembled living things. One lumbered forward with a skull split open, black light leaking from inside like rotting starlight. Another dragged three legs behind it but still moved quickly, unnaturally coordinated.

A dragon dove low, releasing a cone of fire that turned the nearest abomination to ash. The creature didn’t scream. It simply collapsed, its limbs folding inward like a spider crushed in a fist.

Silva swallowed hard. “We’re running out of men.”

“We ran out yesterday,” I said. “They just haven’t fallen yet.”

He turned to me. “If the Ond Stela can end this...”

​“If I open it without preparation,” I cut in, “I tear the Veil apart. And what Chron started, I will finish.”

Silva looked away, swallowing whatever argument he’d wanted to make.

The sun pushed weakly above the ridge, light spreading across the ruined valley. It illuminated things I wished had stayed hidden, limbs tangled in shields, spears jutting from torsos, bodies crushed under the weight of toppled war-beasts. The glint of armor. The pale curve of a cheek turned skyward.

And the boy.

I hadn’t noticed him earlier.

A young soldier slumped half-buried beneath a fallen riderless horse. His armor was too large for him, the straps tightened as far as they would go. His sword lay in the mud, its blade clean, never used.

I moved toward him. Silva hesitated, then followed.

The boy’s chest rose shallowly. His eyes fluttered as I knelt.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

He tried to answer. Blood bubbled at his lips. I slid my hand beneath his head and lifted it slightly.

“Easy,” I whispered. “I’m here.”

“...Lorn,” he managed. “...from Gatewater.”

Gatewater, a tiny fishing village on the river, far from this cursed field. I had eaten smoked trout there when I was a boy. The memory bit deep.

“You fought bravely, Lorn,” I said.

He swallowed. His voice was thin. “Did we... stop him?”

“For now,” I said. “You helped hold the line.”

A tear slid down his cheek. “My mother... she’ll be waiting. Don’t... let her think I,”

“She’ll know,” I said. “I’ll make sure she knows you fought with honor.”

His breath grew more ragged. “Tell her... I wasn’t... afraid.”

“You weren’t,” I said, though I saw the terror in his eyes. “You were stronger than most.”

He exhaled once, shuddering. His eyes unfocused.

Then he didn’t breathe again.

I closed his eyelids gently with my fingers.

​Such a waste.
An endless, senseless waste.
​I should have been fighting the First with these men, not watching them die one by one under the weight of a god’s hatred.

Silva placed a hand on my shoulder. He didn’t speak.

He didn’t need to.

We stood there as the morning settled into a grim, oppressive light.

Then a distant roar echoed across the plane.

Not a dragon.

Something else.

Something older.

Something twisted with a piece of Chron’s presence.

The abominations surged forward as if sensing a shift. The ground itself trembled beneath their advance.

Silva stiffened. “He’s pushing again.”

“Then we hold,” I said. “One more time.”

We climbed back up the rise, just in time to see the charge break the center line. A wave of Chron’s warped soldiers crashed into our defenders, scattering them.

A soldier stumbled, falling to one knee. A spear drove through his chest. He collapsed atop another body, his blood darkening the mud.

The world narrowed to pain and survival and the slow, inevitable grind of defeat.

By the time the killing finally stopped, twilight washed the field in a soft gold that only sharpened the horror. Bodies lay where the charge broke, where shields failed, where luck ran out.

Five thousand dead, men and women whose names I could recite in the dark.

We had held the First back.

That’s what the survivors said.

A victory.

​But the word tasted wrong. If this was victory, what would defeat look like?

The wind shifted, blowing the stench of everything dying into my face. I forced myself not to turn away.

They were mine. My people. My responsibility.

And across the field, moving like a shadow given shape, came Ziost.

Elder God. Ally. Friend. Born of the earliest human belief, shaped by stories older than written language. His presence always made the air hum faintly, like the world itself was aware of him.

He reached my side and surveyed the carnage; his expression carved from stone.

“This cost too much,” I said.

“It always does,” he murmured.

“We can’t keep spending lives like this,” I pressed. “We’re holding Chron back, but the price, Ziost, we can’t keep paying it. We have to make the Ond Stela work.”

Ziost’s gaze traveled across the scorched horizon. Smoke drifted in waves, curling around broken trees like mourning veils.

“Thomas,” he said quietly, “I have warned you. Drawing that much power demands a price you cannot pay twice.”

​“I know,” I said. “I know the theories. I calculated the strain. I shaped its core myself. I know what it can do. But I also know what happens if we don’t try.”

Ziost turned to me fully. His eyes were too old, too calm.

​“And I know what will happen if you activate it without the right containment.”
His voice dropped.
“The Veil will tear.”
A small, bitter smile touched my mouth. “The Veil is already tearing.”

“Not like this,” he said.

I ran a hand through my hair, pushing sweat and grime back from my face. “I’m working on a way to direct excess energy. To bleed it off safely. But I can’t do it alone. I’ll need your strength, and Serafina’s understanding. She knows the Source better than any of us.”

A faint smile ghosted across his lips. “Serafina has studied magic since the moment humanity dreamed her into being. But however much she understands, you were the one who shaped the Stela. Only you can command it.”

His expression sobered again.

​“But know this, whatever price it demands, it will demand from you.”

“I’m ready,” I lied.

“No,” Ziost said gently. “You are willing. That is different.”

We stood in silence, the dying groans on the wind filling the spaces between us.

At last, I said, “Between the three of us, maybe we can repair the Veil instead of tearing it further.”

Ziost looked out at the field again, at the endless bodies, at the smoke turning the sky a dirty orange.

“Be certain, Thomas,” he said. “When you use the Ond Stela, creation itself will listen. And creation... does not listen gently.”

A shiver ran through me.

“It’s the only way,” I whispered. “I won’t watch my people drown in this suffering.”

Ziost’s face softened with something like sorrow. “I wish there were another path.”

“So do I,” I said.

The dark violet lightning began to gather near Ziost’s feet, the mark of travel, light and shadow intertwined. The air vibrated as reality thinned.

He clasped my forearm.

“When I return from the Outpost,” he said, “I’ll bring Serafina.”

“Until next time,” I said.

“Until next time,” he echoed.

He stepped into the lightning and vanished, erased and rewritten elsewhere in a flash of violet brilliance. The air sealed itself behind him with a soft, unnatural sigh.

Terrifying every time.

I turned back toward the command center carved into the cliff face. Stones groaned beneath my boots as I walked the last stretch, then ported the remaining distance, a small trick the gods had taught me, nothing like their crossings but enough to bypass a few hundred steps.

As I neared the entrance, the air thickened.

Power crackled across my skin.

Something snapped.

A force like a hammer struck me from nowhere, slamming me into the ground. The world flickered. The sky twisted. Stars shone in bright patches where there should have been smoke.

A tear in the Veil.

A big one.

Pain arced through my skull as I pushed myself upright. The hair on my arms stood on end, dancing with static.

Only three beings could wield magic on both sides of the Veil strongly enough to close a rift:

Ziost, Myself, and Chron.

And Ziost was gone.

I reached for lightning, my connection to the Outpost.

It flickered uselessly, like a dying spark.

I tried again.

And again.

Each attempt collapsed into nothing.

The path was sealed.

Chron had trapped them.

My stomach dropped. The cost, the number of his own creatures and followers he must have burned away to make that possible, did not bear imagining.

Chron didn’t care. Chron wanted everything gone.

A shadow fell across the entrance as Silva burst out, eyes wide.

“What was that?” he gasped. “The whole cliff shook.”

“Chron,” I said. “He sealed the rift to the Outpost.”

Silva’s face drained of color.

Inside the command center, maps rustled in the draft. A lantern flickered. I ripped off my gauntlets and hurled them across the room.

“The Gods can’t help us anymore,” I said.

​Silva sank onto a bench, defeated.
“We’ve tried everything.” Even the dragons can’t get close enough to wound him. He’s the First. No one’s ever touched him. And now...” He shook his head. “What do we do?”
​“We don’t fall apart now,” I said, though the words scraped the inside of my throat. “We still have fight left in us. The Gods strengthened us, but we were always the strength.”

My gaze fell on the black box on the table.

Now that the Outpost was closed, the Ond Stela might be our only chance.

Or our doom.

“Shengara,” I called.

Her voice answered in my mind, warm and resonant.

I am just outside.

A thunderous impact shook the cliffside. Dust drifted from the ceiling.

We stepped out.

She waited on the ledge, golden scales edged with red, her massive body coiled like a storm held in check. Scars crisscrossed her wings and chest, old and new.

“Shengara,” I said. “You are a sight for weary eyes.”

​She lowered her head, molten eyes gleaming.
“What do you need, Prince Thomas?”
“You know what’s happened. Chron sealed the Outpost. The Gods are trapped. We can’t face him again without a plan. I need to work on the Ond Stela. I need my notes. I need the Palace.”

“Of course,” she rumbled.

She lowered herself, and I climbed into her harness, fingers tightening around worn leather. Silva watched from below, his expression bleak but determined.

“Hold the line if he pushes again,” I called down. “Fall back to secondary positions. Do not face him head-on.”

Silva nodded sharply.

Shengara launched us into the sky.

The battlefield shrank beneath us, fires flickering like dying stars, bodies strewn in patterns I would never forget. Smoke stung my eyes. The cold wind choked any breath I tried to take.

Far below, the world bled and broke.

We rose higher.

And the weight of everything rose with me.
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I can barely remember my life before all this. One day I was there and the next I was gone. I’ve been gone so long now that I am sure whoever was left has just written me off. I am only thankful that I had no close family left to miss me when I disappeared. The thought of them thinking I abandoned them would have been too painful to imagine. I wasn’t married and my parents had passed almost ten years ago now. Almost a year apart from each other. Never in anyone’s deepest nightmares could they have imagined where I wound up and how I got here. I am here and I don’t understand it all. Sure, it’s been explained to me, and I have accepted my new life but, it’s still never made much sense.

Back then, the world felt small enough to cup in two hands. A place built on routine, keys on a hook by the door, stale grocery-store coffee, the same cracked sidewalk on the way to the car. There were a handful of people who knew my name, even fewer who cared. My problems fit neatly inside my apartment walls, and even then, half the time I couldn’t be bothered to face them. Looking back, it all feels like a movie I watched once when I was younger. Familiar, but flat. Like someone else’s memories borrowed for a little while.

What I do remember from “before” comes in pieces, coffee gone cold on a countertop, sun-baked stucco walls, the creak of an apartment door that never quite shut true. A life small enough to hold in your hands, and then, lightning. The rest, like a page torn cleanly from a book.

I woke up one morning. It was the beginning of the rainy season. Mostly they are just short heavy rains with some very cool and intense lightning storms. It would blanket the skies with its spiderwebs of electricity. I used to go for drives in the storms just to watch it.

Thunderstorms were my one stupid ritual of freedom. When the sky split open and the bolts crawled across the clouds, everything else, money, loneliness, whatever job I was dragging myself to, quieted for a moment. I’d sit in my car with the windows cracked and just breathe, letting the thunder shake something loose inside me. There was honesty in storms. They never pretended to be gentle.

There was no rain. The day was beautiful, not too hot yet, so I decided to take advantage of it. I had made the decision the night before that I was going to pull myself out of this depression that was consuming me. I was going to exercise more, get back in shape. I remember thinking if I wanted to be around to meet someone and have kids, I needed to make some changes in my life. That life in that world... what a fucking joke!!

​Funny how you can make a plan in the dark and wake up believing it might actually mean something. I remember staring at the ceiling that morning thinking, this is the day I start pulling myself together. As if life listens to declarations whispered into an empty room. As if the universe hadn’t already decided otherwise.

I laced cheap running shoes with the ceremony of a promise. Air smelled like creosote and distant dust. Somewhere a neighbor’s dog barked twice, then thought better of it.

The world was quiet in that hopeful way mornings sometimes are, the kind of quiet that tricks you into believing nothing bad could possibly happen under a sky that blue.

Anyway, I decided to go for a morning jog, mostly walking though. I was about two miles from the house when the clouds rolled in. It was weird, because they rolled in fast. I had never seen anything like it. It was almost like they were moving with a purpose. Heading in my direction. I was getting nervous and started to head home. I did not want to get stuck in the storm that was about to hit.

I kept glancing back over my shoulder, and every time I did, the clouds seemed closer, darker, as if they noticed me noticing them. The air thickened, heavy enough that breathing felt like drawing water into my lungs. The hairs on my arms rose before the first rumble ever reached my ears.

It was strange, it almost seemed like the clouds were following me. I didn’t get much further before I felt the hair on my body pulled hard in every direction. Then it felt like I was being wrapped up in a blanket, but there was nothing there.

The pressure around me deepened. My skin prickled like it was being kissed by static and ice at the same time. The blanket feeling wasn’t comforting, no softness, no warmth, just an invisible weight that pressed into my ribs and spine as if the air itself had hands.

All of a sudden, the lightning strikes started. They were striking in what can be described as a chaotic circular fashion, all around me. They were coming faster and faster and closing in on me. The light from each strike was so brilliant I could no longer keep my eyes open. As the circle started to squeeze in on me, that blanket feeling began to feel tighter, as though my life was being squeezed out of me.

Sound disappeared. Not muffled, gone. Like someone had reached into the world, grabbed the noise, and wrung it dry. My heartbeat thundered in my ears, the only thing left anchoring me. Every pulse felt like it was punching holes through my chest.

The circle sang. Not in any way my ears were used to, more like metal bowed against itself, a ring inside bone. The ozone tasted like pennies and rain, that would never fall.

As the lightning overcame me, I expected to feel burning and searing pain. While it wasn’t the searing pain I expected, it was far worse. Instead, I felt like I was being ripped apart. Just as my field of vision started to drift in and out of darkness and I was sure I would die, the pain stopped. The world around me began to shimmer, and then, it began to blur, then clear, then blur again. One second the world was solid around me, then it would cloud again. I have to admit I had never been so frightened. I thought my life was over and I was about to breathe my last breath. The last thought I had before it all went black was about family and how I was at least going to see them again.

It is strange what the mind chooses to cling to when it thinks the end has arrived. Not regrets. Not debts. Not fear. Faces. Just faces. My mother’s laugh. My father’s calloused hand patting my shoulder after a long day. I clung to those scraps of memory like they might shield me.

I don’t know how long I was out for, but when I woke, I was on my back, and my sight was shifting in and out. I tried to stand at first but thought better of it until my vision cleared. I sat there waiting. I expected at any moment a paramedic would be there to help me. Because holy shit I just got hit by lightning and somehow survived.

The ground beneath me pulsed with residual heat. My ears rang like I’d stood too close to a speaker at a concert, except deeper, as if the ringing had settled into the bones of my skull. I blinked slowly until shapes stopped swimming.

Unfortunately, when my sight finally cleared and I could take in my surroundings, I thought I hadn’t survived. I was dead, and this was hell. In almost every direction fires were burning. Buildings were skeletons of what they once were. The skies looked like they were burning as well. A deep blackness consumed the edges and smoke was rising into it from everywhere. There were some clouds, but they looked more like charcoal in a grill after they had been used.

Heat came off the ground in sheets that bent distance. Far things wavered. Near things wavered. Even my hands seemed to be arguing with where they were.

Even though these charcoal clouds were not consuming the sky, the sun still wasn’t delivering its rays. A haze turned the sky into a mirror, reflecting the torment from the ground back at me. It was like anything that was ever beautiful and good in the world had been burned out of it. In the hazy mirror, that was once the sky, I finally took in the ground beneath me.

Junk was strewn everywhere. Outside of the burning husks of cars and trucks it was difficult to determine what anything else was because it really did look like a firestorm went through this place. You know the movies that show a place after it’s been demolished by bombs, well those looked like paradise compared to this place.

Rubber had melted into black puddles. Streetlamps bowed like penitent statues, their glass eyes sanded opaque. A child’s bicycle lay under a web of rebar, tiny streamers fused to the grips.

I finally stood up and just stared in complete shock at what I was seeing. At first, I thought this was caused by the lightning storms that hit me, and everything I knew and loved was destroyed. It did not take long for me to realize it couldn’t be where I was from, this wasn’t Tucson. There were no buildings like this where I lived. The streets or what was left of them didn’t run like these did. I had no idea where I was, because of the devastation nothing resembled any place I had ever been before. The only thing I could tell was, that this was once a city, but now it was just a modern ruin of death and destruction.

I finally looked at my hands. Fully expecting them to be burned from being pummeled by lightning. They were not though. As I looked at the rest of me, I seemed ok. If you can call being stuck in a place like this ok. At least I was not dead. At least I didn’t think I was.

No scorch marks. No torn clothes. Sweat and ash and the tremor that comes when you’ve run nowhere and your body swears it has.

I didn’t know which direction to go, not that I could tell where North, South, East or West was. There was no sun shining to help with that. There were no stars to navigate this giant furnace. When I started to go one way, I had to quickly make my way back, because the heat from the embers that were still burning was imposing and threatened to engulf me. It took me what seemed like hours just to go a quarter of a mile. Each time I would have to back track a little. Just to go a little further in another direction. It felt like I was traveling through an inexhaustible maze of flame and heat.

I learned a new way to walk, sideways, testing every step with the edge of my shoe, keeping my weight ready to retreat. My breath came in damp cloths. The city smelled like copper and old plastic and the bitter peel of something gone wrong with the world.

I finally came to the only clear space I could see, if standing on the remains of what appeared to be a city bus could be called clear space. I was exhausted and completely drained. I stood there coughing and trying to catch my breath. The little bit of distance I traveled felt like I had just run a marathon. I was ready to collapse.

The bus roof groaned under me, heat-twisted steel complaining in an animal voice. Through the broken skylight I could see seats charred to wire skeletons, the route placard melted into a nameless smear.

I decided to sit down for a moment again and collect myself. I had to figure out what the hell was happening and where I was. This had to be some horrible nightmare. I wondered if it was possible, when I was hit by the lightning, I was injured so badly that my body shut down and I was in some sort of coma waiting to wake up. That thought was quickly dismissed. The pain I was in was so incredibly intense that I knew this couldn’t be a dream. Also, if I was in a coma, I didn't think I would know it.

I pinched the soft part of my forearm until my eyes watered. The world remained.

I don’t know how long I sat there; I allowed self-pity to creep in. I felt so alone and overwhelmed with my situation that tears started to stream down my face. I know how it sounds, a grown man crying, but let me tell you, until you see it and feel the darkness, you will never understand the feeling of complete despair, that place brought.

The tears dried almost as soon as they fell, leaving clean tracks on my dirty face. I wasn’t ashamed. Grief is what your body does when the world burns.

As I sat there, hunger started to creep in. I could feel my stomach clenching. I also knew I was dehydrated from the heat all around. That’s when I decided to try and find my way into one of the buildings. There wasn’t much left of them, but I figured they had to have some kind of sub surface levels and maybe something in those levels had survived. At the very least maybe I could find water.

As of that morning, I was still in terrible shape, and I was a smoker. So, navigating this place just to get to one of the buildings was a trial in itself. Between the coughing fits and complete exhaustion of every pathetic excuse for a muscle I had, I was surprised I didn’t just keel over and die with the rest of this place. I was surprised by myself; I had a desire to survive I never knew was inside me.

Every few steps I had to bend over with my hands on my knees and wait out the rasp in my chest. The city didn’t care. Somewhere a pane of glass gave up and fell, chiming all the way down.

When I finally made it to the first building, my spirits sank even lower than I thought possible. The first building truly was nothing but a shell of itself, walls that were held up by nothing. If a strong wind came through here, they looked like they would just collapse. There was nothing left to the inside of it. It had burned up completely.

What could have come through here that would cause concrete to burn?” I said to myself.

Concrete spalled in layers like bad bark. Rebar curled out of the slab. I’d seen footage of wildfires that leapt canyons, of bombs that turned neighborhoods to toothpicks. This was neither.

There definitely was a lower level, but I was not about to go down there. It was filled with whatever was left of the building which wasn’t much, and what was left could collapse at any moment with me down there. I needed water badly, but the risk was too great.

Glancing at the other buildings I began to fear they held nothing but more of the same. True husks of emptiness. I had to try though. I didn’t know how much longer I could go without water. I made my way through this charred city, one building after another. More of the same, some of the buildings fared slightly better than the others, but there was no water to be found.

Then I came across a sight that brought me to my knees. A sight that gave me my first inkling as to where I was. It was as symbolic of the place where I had grown up as anything. I said I lived in Tucson, but this was where I spent most of my life before Arizona. The sigh before me brought tears to my eyes again. It was the Hudson, and off in the distance I could see what was left of the lady that symbolized this great city. The Statue of Liberty. The lady had not survived the storm. She was toppled and half melted. In fact, the surface of the river was burning. This was the one place where the fires still roared with might.

The water wore a skin of oil and flame, drifting, gathering, breaking apart. Lady Liberty lay canted like a felled tree, her copper gone the color of old bruises.

What the hell happened here? How could this be all that is left? If it wasn’t for the statue I never would have recognized any of it. A giant mass of melted and twisted metal. Charred and smoky beyond anything recognizable. This place I considered one of the greatest cities ever and home, was gone. The New York City Skyline was no more.

I couldn’t tell you how long I sat there staring out at water, watching it burn. Between the hunger from lack of food, I was so drained and lost in the fires that I almost missed it. I thought I saw a reflection of movement in that burned sky. If I did see movement, it was still far away.

The flames on the water moved in restless sheets, peeling back to reveal moments of black mirror beneath. That was how I caught the glimpse, something tall blocking the firelight, for a heartbeat carving a silhouette into the shifting glow. My mind reached for explanations that made sense, crane, building collapse, tower falling late, but nothing fit. Nothing was left standing high enough to cast a shadow like that.

The reflection in the sky was hazy and marred by the billowing smoke and suffocating heat, so much that at first I dismissed the idea that there was any movement. Then I saw it again, and this time I heard a loud crash of metal and concrete. Whatever it was, it was big. It had to be the size of one of the smaller buildings that used to color the skyline, and it was moving.

The noise rolled through the ruins like thunder with teeth. Each impact seemed to jar the ground itself, loosening shards of concrete that skittered down broken walls. The air trembled with mechanical force, like gears the size of cars grinding against the bones of the earth. It wasn’t a random collapse, there was rhythm in the crashes. A terrible, patient rhythm.

The sound came first, like a train being born and learning to walk. Then a rhythm to the crashes, methodical, patient, as if whatever it was didn’t hurry because it had never needed to.

I felt small, prey small. My instincts screamed at me to move long before my brain did.

It was still a good distance away, but judging by the size of it, it wouldn’t take long to get where I was. I looked around at the carnage surrounding the city and started wondering what happened to all the people. With that realization at that moment, something inside told me to move, to get away from whatever that thing was as fast as possible.

Fear changed the way the world sounded. Everything became sharper, the hiss of the river’s fire, the brittle crackle of glass cooling in the distant heat, the soft grind of ash under my shoes. My heartbeat drowned everything else out for a moment, a frantic drum inside my ribs.

In my condition, an overweight smoker, how fast was I going to run. Much less run through this mess. Yeah, good luck with that. After about minute, I was winded. I decided it would be better to try and hide. I ducked into the husk that once directed the tours out to the Statue of Liberty. There wasn’t much of the building left to cover me, as the roof and most of the walls were gone. I found a spot on the one remaining wall where I could hide and still see what was coming. All I could do was lay there as the gravel pressed into my palms and heat licked the back of my neck. I listened as this monstrosity of a thing got closer.

My breath sounded too loud in my own ears. I tried to hold it, then let it out slowly, terrified the simple act of exhaling might give me away. Every step the thing took made the ground shudder, bits of ash drifting down from the broken concrete beam above me like gray snow.

The air itself seemed to brace.

After what seemed like an eternity the thing finally came into clear view, I realized that it was some kind of machine. It rolled on tracks that sat along the sides of the body crushing everything on the ground. The tracks had to be about fifty feet long and as tall as a two-story house. It reminded me of a tank, only no tank I had ever seen. Whatever it rolled over was crushed beneath the enormity of it.

The closer it came, the colder I felt, despite the heat around me. Not physically, something deeper. Instinctive. The kind of cold that crawls up the spine and whispers that the food chain has just been rearranged, and you’re no longer on the better end of it.

The body of the machine was shaped like a human body. It was charred like the rest of the world around it. Black from all the smoke and some green that looked like mold running all over it. There were huge dents in the torso and head, where it seemed to have been hit by something. Although I couldn’t imagine what could have hit it hard enough to cause those dents. The machine didn’t have eyes, it had what looked like a vent or some kind of visor where the eyes would have been, and there was a steady stream of light emanating from it. The machine moved its enormous head in different directions. I have to admit, it really creeped me out how fluid the machine moved its head, almost like it was human. Like it was muscle and tissue instead of nuts and bolts.

The quiet was the worst of it. Machines should growl or hum or whirr. They should announce their existence in clacks and rattles. But this thing moved like a predator, smooth, deliberate, listening as much as watching. The green streaks across its armor pulsed faintly, as if something alive had grown along its metal skin. It didn’t belong to any world I knew.

All of a sudden, with speed and agility the same as a human, the machine stood up, not on legs and feet, but rose up taller, to newer heights, on the tracks that supported it. In that same motion reached out a giant hand and grabbed at one of the building husks. When it came back the hand was transformed into what appeared to be a cage and there were two people in there screaming. Glaring at the cage like hand the machine was studying them, then there was a whirring sound and without warning a blue flash of light within the cage, and both people turned to ash and were gone. Just gone.

There wasn’t time for pleading. There wasn’t even enough time for a last bad decision. Blue, then nothing. The ash didn’t even have the dignity to fall; the air took it.

The scream the two of them let out still rings in my skull when I think about it. High and sharp, cut off mid-breath. It was the sound of hope being erased.

Holy shit, what the hell just happened? The machine or something controlling it, just killed those people. I didn’t mean to, but my mind couldn’t comprehend what had just happened and I screamed out, no! I knew with that sound I just signed my own death warrant. 

The machine’s head turned in my direction. I had one choice, and that was to run, I knew I would never make it. Then I remembered the river was right there. It may have been on fire, but the fires weren’t everywhere. It was a huge risk, but I had to try. If I was going to die, I would at least die knowing I had tried to survive.

The machine pivoted as if someone had tapped it on the shoulder and pointed. The beam brightened. I ran, legs made of questions, lungs full of knives.

Everything inside me rebelled at the idea of running. I wasn’t built for it. Not anymore. But survival bulldozes self-awareness. My feet slapped against cracked pavement. My chest seized. My vision swam. Behind me, the world shook under the thing’s approach.

I started running, but the machine had already covered half the burnt ground between us. Just when I thought it was over with and the machine was about to be within reach, the ground beneath me opened up with a blinding light and I fell into the hole. Just as quickly as it opened up beneath me it closed back up as soon as I had cleared it. I hit the ground hard, hard enough to knock the wind out of me, and I felt the crack in my arm and ribs as I hit. In my vision blurry as it was, I thought I saw a woman standing before me. Even through the haziness of the impact, I could tell she was beautiful, while I couldn’t make out her features, her silhouette stood strong, in stark contrast to what I had seen only moments before.

The fall knocked something loose in the world, sound, pain, meaning. For a moment everything was bright white and then nothing but the echo of my own gasp. The impact stole my breath clean out of me. Stars burst behind my eyelids. My arm shrieked with pain, sharp and electric, radiating up into my shoulder.

Dust settled around me like slow snow.

I blinked up at the silhouette, that unmoving figure haloed by the fading light of whatever had opened beneath me. She stood as if untouched by the ruin above, calm in the kind of way only something powerful, or not human, can manage.

​Her outline didn’t waver. Not in the heat-haze. Not in my dizziness. She simply was.

I reached a hand toward her without knowing why, fingers numb, vision tunneling. The pain in my ribs throbbed with each shallow breath. My heartbeat grew heavy, slow.

The last thing I felt was her presence leaning forward, the air shifting as if something impossibly gentle brushed against my cheek.

Then the darkness claimed me.
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As my vision began to clear, I heard a man’s voice.

“Why the fuck did we just risk being caught for that fat piece of shit lying over there?” he said.

His voice was sharp enough to cut through the fog in my skull, like the acoustics of the room sharpened his anger and drove it point-blank into my ears. My eyelids fluttered, heavy as stone.

A woman answered.

“If we forget why and what we are fighting for, then what is the point of fighting? Whoever he is, he has a right to survival like the rest of us.”

Her tone carried weight, moral weight. Calm but unwavering, like she was used to stitching broken ideals back together. As I drifted in and out, I imagined her standing with arms folded, jaw firm.

With obvious anger, the man shot back, “God dammit, Sara! I know you feel that way, but it’s going to get us all killed. Then where will any of us be? Right now, we’re the only ones who seem to know about any of this. We need to get the message out, recruit people who can fight. Not rescue people like that.”

The accusation stabbed deep even though I barely understood it. I wasn’t conscious enough to defend myself. My head swam like I was underwater listening to voices above the surface.

The woman’s temper flared.

“How arrogant can you be to believe that we are the only ones affected? With the infinite realms out there, all linked to this world, we cannot be so self-absorbed as to believe we’re the only ones who can fight. Everyone has the right to fight for their survival, everyone, including him.”

Infinite realms. Worlds. Words that should’ve sounded insane but somehow threaded into my foggy mind with eerie logic. My world was shattered, why not the rest?

“I’m being realistic, we have no idea how many are left. We have no idea who knows what or where they are. For all we know, we’re the only ones left. It’s my job to keep us safe while we search. It’s my job to make sure we survive.”

His pacing footsteps scraped against stone. Even half-conscious I could picture him, tight steps, clenched fists, a man who believed survival was something he had to wrestle out of the world with his own hands.

Whatever restraint she’d been using washed away. With commanding authority, she said, “I have no idea why Drazzo put you in charge. Just because you fit the bill for our golden boy right now doesn’t mean you are. You forget, everything keeps changing. Every time we think we know something, we find out just how wrong we were and have to start all over again. Just because everyone believes the prophecy speaks of you doesn’t mean you get away with things like that. For all we really know, based on the little information we have, it could be anyone. And after your lack of concern for others and what you just did to him for trying to do nothing more than survive, I have a hard time placing any faith in a prophecy that points to you as our savior.”

“Sara!”

“I am finished with this conversation, Cage. You may be the chosen one right now, but it’s my authority you yield to. I’m done arguing with you.”

Her words slammed the room into silence. Even the air seemed to recoil.

With frustration and anger, the man let out a loud grunt. Something clattered as he left.

A sharp metallic clang echoed far longer than it should’ve, bouncing around the stone like a warning bell.

A few moments passed, then she said, softer, “I’m sorry you had to hear that,” she added to me, with a concern that contradicted the edge from seconds before.

The contrast made her voice sound warmer. Human. Safe.

I tried to turn my head toward her, but a pain like I’d never felt went through me, sharp and burning at the same time, like part of my skull was open to the air. Nausea rose hard. I thought I was going to vomit, but with nothing in me I just heaved, and the jerking sent another bolt of pain through my body. The floor rose up to meet me with a crack, and the world faded again.

When I woke up again, it was to another conversation, this one more composed. I recognized the woman’s voice. The man sounded older, more reserved. I didn’t try to look.

“You must be more patient with him, Sara,” the man said.

His voice was deeper, smooth, carrying age but also purpose. Someone used to leading people into storms and out of them.

“How can I be? He is arrogant to a fault, quick to anger, and he seems to have a complete lack of empathy for those we’re supposed to be saving. Drazzo, if Cage is the chosen one, then which side was he chosen for? This will all be for nothing if we keep doing things his way.”

The name hit differently, Drazzo. It sounded like a title as much as a man, something with weight. Something respected.

“Come now, Sara, you don’t really believe that. While I don’t agree with everything he does, Cage has gone through hell like the rest of us, more so, if you think about how he arrived. Remember how we found him. He arrived out of nowhere; there was that purplish-black lightning all around, then he was just there, the same as this man. His mind was fractured in some way, by the men who died horribly alongside him when they phased, or by the phasing itself, or both. The condition his team was in would have changed anyone. Limbs missing, parts embedded in the world around them. Not one of them survived, except him.”

The image hit hard, bodies fused into the world, caught mid-transition. Whatever phasing was, it sounded like a nightmare carved into reality.

“Believe me, I remember. It’s a scene I won’t soon forget. But I fear his phasing may have left him bitter and cold,” Sara replied.

Her voice wavered on the edge of something vulnerable, something personal.

“You may be right, and maybe we are wrong about him, but only time and patience will tell.”

“A part of me knows you’re right, but there’s a deep foreboding in me that tells me our faith in Cage is unjustified. If we keep waiting for him to become the man he’s supposed to be, I fear we’ll find out how wrong we are.”

Silence stretched long enough for my heartbeat to fill it.

“Are you sure that foreboding isn’t because of what happened to you and who you are?”

“Truthfully, Drazzo? I don’t know. It’s just a gut feeling. Everyone knows who I am, but you know I don’t use that as a crutch to perch myself on.”

“No. You’ve never allowed it to guide your decisions. But I worry it clouds your mind when it comes to Cage. Think on it, would you?”

“I will. But I know I’m not wrong about this. I’ve always listened to my instincts. They’ve saved me more than once,” she said.

“We’ll talk more later. I have to get back to the research,” he replied.

Footsteps faded.

The quiet that followed was different. Not empty, waiting.

With the same softness as before, the woman stood over me. “You really need to stop eavesdropping on our conversations.”

My eyes finally focused. Her silhouette sharpened, and then her face.

When I finally saw her clearly, she was the most stunning woman I’d ever seen. Blond hair caressed a slightly tanned face and fell to the middle of her back. Green eyes with flecks of hazel held compassion and authority and, somewhere behind both, a hidden sadness. Her features were strong, yet soft as candlelight. Her smile was intoxicating as it creased her face.

She knelt with the confidence of someone used to taking charge, but her smile softened everything.

I stammered, my voice dry and cracking. “I wasn’t intentionally listening, but when I woke up you were talking and I,” I stopped, babbling.

She laughed softly and gave a small pout of a smile that made me laugh too. I probably shouldn’t have; my throat burned, and my vision tilted. She stepped away for a moment; I almost asked her not to go, but she returned before I could say a word. A roughly made stone bowl was in her hand.

She helped me sit up and handed me the bowl.

“You need to drink. Your throat must feel like gravel,” she said.

Before I sipped, I inhaled the liquid’s scent, strong mint. As I drank, I took in the room. More a cavern than a room, walls smoothed to a gray sheen. Two tables: the one to my left covered with bloody rags and bandages; the one to my right lined with medicines, poultices, plants. The tables were plain, built from whatever wood could be found. It looked like an infirmary assembled quickly.

I noticed only one visible entrance. But on the far side of the room, faint scratches marred the floor, something heavy had been moved there.

“My name’s Ross,” I said.

“Sara,” she replied.

She studied me for a heartbeat longer than was comfortable. Then she continued, “I have to admit, I’m a little impressed. Not many people would have scanned their environment as well as you just did. That scrutiny may serve you well here. You even noticed the door over there.”

I was a little embarrassed at being caught. I shrugged. “It’s just a habit. Somehow, I just know how to see a room, find the things others don’t. I like to know my options. My surroundings.”

“Here, if you don’t notice those things, it could cost your life, and the lives of others.”

Her words weren’t dramatic, they were fact. Spoken from experience.

“I guess that brings me to my questions. Where is ‘here’? What happened to cause that hell-storm out there? What happened to me? And what the hell was that thing?”

Sara’s smile flickered; a sadness crept in.

“Slow down. Everything will be answered in time. Now that we know you pose no threat to us, and you can walk, let’s get you something to eat, get you settled in.”

“What do you mean, you know I don’t pose a threat? How could you possibly know that? I just woke up.”

“That’s another question that will have to wait a little longer. The only thing I’ll say now is this: this is not the world you knew before, and everything you think you know is about to change.”

I looked at her, confused and crowded with questions, but decided to listen. Something told me I’d need time to digest this.

Sara helped me to my feet. As soon as I put weight on my legs, I almost fell. She caught me and held on while I adjusted. I didn’t know how long I’d been out, but my legs felt like they hadn’t moved in months. After a minute, I steadied.

I took the first step slowly. Reassured they’d hold, I took a few more. Sara kept a hand on me.

Eventually my legs felt strong enough. “I’ll try to walk on my own,” I said. She looked reluctant, then let go. I took a few steps and turned back to her.

“You’re doing better than anyone expected,” Sara said. “I thought you’d need longer.”

“I guess I’m a fast healer,” I said.

She took my arm again, not to steady me, just to walk with me. She touched the wall where the hidden door was, and stone whispered open. The slab was huge, yet it moved easily. No track. No mechanism. I chalked it up to my lack of engineering knowledge.

The room opened into a narrow pathway, barely wide enough for both of us. If I wasn’t careful, I could have clipped my head on the rock teeth in the ceiling. We ducked and moved until the hallway spilled into what I could only call a massive cavern.

I stopped, stunned. Inside that cavern was a small city. Every building looked strong and sturdy, as if the stone itself agreed to hold. From this vantage point, I could see most of it.

Homes seemed carved out of the walls or built from wood and stone. A large field lay off to the left; I couldn’t tell what grew there from here. Most buildings were a single story. For a city inside a cavern, everything looked well made. Care had gone into it. Clay tile rooflines peppered the view; some roofs vented thin threads of smoke. Far above, hundreds of feet up, ventilation shafts cut the ceiling.

A pattern of reflective panels was fixed along the walls, each one bouncing light to the next in a star. They illuminated the place brilliantly, as if the sun itself had been coaxed inside. Small green spheres dotted the darker edges of the cavern; as we passed, they brightened, waking like watchful eyes. They illuminated our path even more.

Before we could take another step, six men stepped into our path. All were tall, at least six feet, and built like they’d been carved from the cavern walls. Hard faces; harder lives. One man’s eye carried a scar running straight through it; another was missing part of an ear. Not one of them looked like they hadn’t been through hell and back.

Weapons were strapped everywhere, swords, daggers; one carried a battle-axe. Handguns and extra magazines hung from their belts. The man who stepped forward was the most intimidating by far. He stood at least six and a half feet tall. He was the only one without guns. A compound bow hung over his shoulder, a quiver strapped to his back, and at his hip the biggest sword I had ever seen. I doubted I could lift it, much less swing it.

Flanking them were two dogs, though “dogs” didn’t feel right. When I first saw them, I nearly lost control of my bladder. They were growling and snarling like they’d come straight from hell. They looked as if they’d tasted blood and wanted more. A cross between Rottweiler and Siberian Husky and something out of a nightmare. On their hind legs, they would have cleared a man’s chest.

“Traeger,” Sara said to the man in front.

“Sara.” He nodded at me. “Is this the one?”

“Traeger, this is Ross. And yes, he’s the one.”

I put my hand out. He glanced at it, unsure, then finally grasped it in an iron grip. I don’t think he meant to crush bone, but it felt like he was testing me.

“I guess this is how you greet each other where you’re from,” he said. “Odd, but it works.”

“Good to meet you,” I said.

Without releasing my hand, Traeger studied me with eyes of steel. “I’m impressed you made it a few minutes. I cannot imagine how you made it a few hours. No one has ever survived that place. I didn’t believe it when they said someone survived out there. Now, looking at you, I still don’t.” He wasn’t cruel, just stating a fact.

His comment made me wonder what I looked like to them. Someone who’d crawled out of a city’s grave. The thought dragged me back to what I’d seen. I could tell I’d lost weight, but not to muscle, just hollowed out. And I’d woken on a table like a body laid out for inventory.

He turned back to Sara. “After you bring him to Drazzo and he gets settled, bring him to me. He’s going to need a lot of training. The sooner we get started, the better.”

“It might be a day or two, Traeger. He’s still healing. The fall hurt him pretty bad.”

“More from what Cage did, or so I heard,” he said, disgust curling the words. “One of these days, chosen or not, someone’s going to bring him down a notch.”

Based on Sara’s earlier argument and Traeger’s comment now, Cage must have done more to me than the fall. I added it to my growing list of questions.

With a nod, Sara and Traeger said their goodbyes. He reached for my hand again but caught my forearm instead.

“This is how we greet each other here,” he said, grinning in a way that promised trouble. “I’m looking forward to training you. When I’m done, you won’t recognize yourself.”

“Traeger’s a good man,” Sara said as we moved on. “He’s in charge of security and the army. He never trains anyone personally. If he’s going to train you, he’s right, you won’t recognize yourself when he’s done.”

“Train me for what?” I asked.

“To fight,” she said with a grin.

I let it go. As much as the idea of learning to fight sparked something in me, I needed to get back home. I didn’t plan on sticking around to fight.

Sara and I kept walking to the left of where we’d come in. If she hadn’t known where she was going, I never would’ve seen the steps. They looked carefully carved into the wall. Sara told me to go first. Reluctantly, I went. As the steps wound down, they twisted left; the wall on the right blocked our view of the city. At a small landing, a soldier stepped out of the inner wall of the mountain. I jumped back clumsily; there was no door. He had simply stepped out of stone. Sara giggled like a schoolgirl at me.

Stunned, I went to the wall. As I got closer, I felt a hum, like electricity was moving through me. The stone shimmered, revealing what looked like a larger cavern opening onto a field. Around the field, metal plates were set in a star pattern to direct light.

On the field, men and women trained hard. Some with swords, others with bows, and some with guns. If it weren’t for the guns, it would’ve looked like a training ground from the Middle Ages. Most fighters wore leather-type armor, ragged, almost patched together, but it appeared durable. The air thudded with practice strikes and boot falls, a rhythm of people refusing to die easy.

Sara broke my amazement. “The wizards make these constructs for our defense. The wall is solid unless you have this mark,” she said, pointing to a symbol on her upper chest above her heart. “This mark is tied to the magic and allows me, and whoever bears it, to walk through. Place your hand on the wall and it vanishes. It gives us areas away from public view. Places where we can train, keep watch, and meet in secret.”

“Magic and wizards,” I said, reaching toward the wall. Completely taken aback by what I was seeing, and by her saying it so matter-of-factly, I added softly, “That’s... that’s impossible. Magic is something from stories and fairy tales. It’s never been real.”

“I assure you it is, and as you can see, it works. If you approach this wall without the mark, it appears as nothing more than solid stone.”

“I don’t have the mark, but the wall shimmers when I walk up to it.” As I said that, my hand touched the stone, and instead of hitting a solid surface, it slid through.

The guard outside the wall immediately tensed and drew his weapon. The look on Sara’s face said everything. I shouldn’t have been able to see anything but a wall, and my hand most definitely shouldn’t have gone through.

“How did you do that?” Sara asked, shock and alarm tightening her voice. For a heartbeat, fear and calculation flickered across her face.

Before I could answer, something tapped the side of my head, a fast, precise stun, and the ground rushed up to meet me. The last thought I had, just before the dark took me, was simple and miserable:

Not again.
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When consciousness returned, it came in flickers, slow, jagged flashes of awareness that tore through the darkness like the afterglow of a dying storm.

Sound arrived first in fragments, distant echoes, a drip somewhere, the dull thud of something heavy being moved. Then came sensation: weight, pressure, the ache inside my skull like someone had shoved broken glass behind my eyes and left it there.

Something cold pressed against my back. Metal? Stone? It was hard to tell, but it felt like it had been waiting for me a long time. The chair beneath me was slick with condensation, or maybe it was blood. My blood. The wetness soaked into my shirt and chilled me to the bone. Every small movement sent a tremor through my skull, and a dull throbbing pulse gathered behind my eyes until it felt like my brain might split apart.

The air smelled faintly of copper and herbs, like someone had tried to bury the scent of blood under crushed leaves and bitter oils. Breathing hurt, but not breathing hurt more.

For a long moment, I couldn’t remember where I was or how I’d gotten here. I tried to focus, to pull meaning from the chaos in my head, but my thoughts spun like a broken reel of film. The world stuttered in and out of focus, the way old television screens used to flicker between static and shape.

Memories teased the edge of my mind, burning water, a metal giant, blue light, a woman’s silhouette, but every time I reached for them, they slipped away like wet sand through my fingers.

A voice drifted toward me, female, steady, urgent, but I couldn’t make out the words. It came and went in waves, like I was hearing her from underwater. I tried to answer, but the moment I opened my mouth, nausea hit like a hammer.

My stomach clenched, dry and empty, and bile burned the back of my throat. I tasted old ash and something sour, like my body resented being dragged back to consciousness.

Then someone grabbed me. Strong hands hauled me upright. My knees buckled, but whoever held me, didn’t let go.

“Stay awake,” the voice commanded. “Do not pass out again, Ross, do you hear me?”

Sara. Even through the ringing in my ears, I knew that voice. There was panic buried in her tone, but control layered over it, like steel beneath silk.

I clung to the sound of it, like it was a rope thrown to a drowning man.

I tried to speak her name, but the words disintegrated somewhere in my throat. The world tilted. I stumbled forward, barely able to hold my own weight, and bile rose up again, burning my throat as I vomited onto the floor.

The sour smell hit me a moment later, mixing with the metallic tang of the room. My legs shook so hard I felt them giving out beneath me, but hands under my arms kept me from collapsing.

My head swam. My chest burned with each breath. I wanted to let the darkness take me, to stop fighting, but each time I sagged, Sara’s voice cut through like a blade. “Stay with me! Come on, keep your eyes open, look at me, damn it!”

Her words slapped against my will, dragging it back from wherever it was slipping to. It wasn’t kindness in her tone now, it was command. She needed me awake. That terrified me as much as it steadied me.

It wasn’t her dragging me, I realized that much. There were others, soldiers maybe. I could feel their hands under my arms, the rough pull of leather gloves, the grit of dirt against their sleeves. I didn’t know where they were taking me, but I knew they were moving fast.

Boots pounded against stone, the echoes overlapping into a steady roar in my ears. The air shifted around us, cooler near one wall, warmer near another, as if we were passing through different pockets of the caverns.

The world around us blurred into smears of color and motion, arches, corridors, light glinting off polished marble or crystal. The air itself felt charged, vibrating with energy I didn’t understand.

Every now and then, a spark of light traced along the walls, purple or blue, like static leaping between unseen points. My vision caught those flashes and dragged them into strange shapes, symbols, faces, storms, before letting them go.

Then
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