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I bounce my foot as Devon drives us deeper into the forest at a crawling pace. Maddox sits beside me, tapping a restless beat on his knee as the rumbling engine fills the growing silence. Autumn leaves blanket our path, and the bleak horizon blocks out the rising sun, but I know it’s there, hiding behind the clouds, waiting to break through.

“Is the wound bothering you?” Harper flattens the edge of the bandage wrapped around my burnt calf. “The serum will probably wear off soon.”

“It’s fine, really.” I’m far from fine. But it’s not the wound that troubles me. With every passing minute, I get closer to the Alliance Council Estate—the one place Mom has spent the last ten years keeping me safe from. And I’m terrified.

“Keep watch for any creatures. We’re not in the clear yet.” Devon’s weary eyes meet mine in the rearview mirror.

I’ve been watching and listening for hours, sandwiched in the back, caught next to Harper, who keeps shooting Maddox a side-eyed stare, making him shift uncomfortably. Every now and then he glances at me, tightening his lips, holding back words his eyes are fighting to say. But words can’t erase the awkwardness between us.

I look out the window. No violent wind signals beastly Cormorants overhead, and no misted Legions creep along the prickly underbrush, tracking our path. “We’ve set good distance. Nothing’s in sight.”

Pop, who’s been quietly resting in the front seat, grunts and adjusts his sunglasses. “Don’t use your eyes.”

Use my senses, I know. But smells collide in this stuffy car, making it hard to detect any ash or sulfur in the air, so I close my eyes to listen and feel for anything out of the ordinary. But as far as I can tell, “Everything’s clear.”

Maddox tips his head against the glass to look at the treetops. “Yeah, but somewhere out there, Sage is commanding those things to kill innocent people.”

Harper clutches the duffle bag in her lap. “Like he did with me.”

I check the sky again. “He can be stopped.” At least I hope. If not, then there’s no telling how many others will die.

“Our trip to Council isn’t about stopping Sage.” Devon makes a hard turn, sending me into Maddox’s shoulder.

A swarming flutter takes flight inside my stomach as his bold scent of rain envelops me. I snuff out the feeling and hold on to Pop’s headrest, clawing into the aged-velour cushion to stay upright. “It’s about keeping a half-breed like me out of Sage’s hands, I know.”

I’ve decided to offer up whatever I can to help Council’s cause and prove I’m on their side. And hopefully in return I’ll get training. Maybe even fight in the war.

That is, of course, if they don’t kill me at first sight.

Devon suddenly stops the car out in the middle of nowhere. The only thing visible deep inside the woods is a twenty-foot gate overgrown with thorny vines, once built, then forgotten. No fence sprawls out from either side of the aged pillars. No road marks a path. It’s simply an obsolete structure abandoned in the middle of the autumn forest.

“Something wrong?” I ask.

Pop grips his cane and sits up. “We’re at the gate, Honey.”

Verses from Paradise Lost race through my mind at that same moment:

Three folds were brass,

Three iron, three of adamantine rock

Impenetrable, impaled with circling fire

Yet unconsumed.

Those lines describe the gates that keep the archfiend bound in hell—not a comforting thought when I’m about to meet the Alliance Council, Milton. But at second glance, his description is spot on. The gate isn’t one solid color or material but a twisted mesh of metal and rock, or hundreds of swords tangled together. All that’s missing is the fire along the perimeter.

Harper smacks her lips after applying pink lip gloss. “I only see an ivy pillar.”

Maddox sinks in the seat. “Those are statues.”

I lean forward for a better look out the front windshield. When I do, the flower hairpin Gladys gave me, the one I lost and Maddox found, pokes at me from inside my pocket. I adjust the pin through the fabric and take a second look.

Maddox is right. Two giant statues covered in climbing ivy flank the gate. The one on the right stands on a light ray carved in white marble. Milton nudges me with the verse, “Gliding through the ev’n / On a sunbeam, swift as a shooting star.” That’s how you described the angel of the sun, Uriel. But Uriel guarded earth, not hell.

“Who’s waitin’ for us?” Pop asks Devon.

“Can’t tell.” Devon parks the car. “Let me go check.”

When Devon gets out of the car, so does Maddox. Harper soon follows, and I can’t help but do the same. Maybe taking a better look at the statues will bridge the connection that, without a copy of Milton’s poem, feels just out of reach. Not only that, a quick breath of fresh air might settle my nerves. I scoot across the fabric seat, careful not to aggravate my wound.

“Everyone get back in the car,” Devon says, before my feet have touched the ground.

“We’ve been cramped up for hours.” Harper stretches her arms over her head with a yawn. “Give us a minute.”

“Make it quick.” Devon checks the sky and walks toward the gate.

I know the longer I stay outside, the easier it is for the creatures to find me, but the crisp air gives me a freeing burst of energy. And with a clear view of both pillars, I might pick up a clue on what to expect from Alliance Council.

The statues are majestic. Uriel is beautifully carved with sharp eyes and thick ivory locks swept back by the wind. The second pillar is sculpted in charcoal-gray marble. Tangled ivy climbs over his opulent armor and cradles his handsome face as he stares into the distance with a warlike glare.

“Chief of the angelic guards, awaiting night,” Milton whispers in my head.

Gabriel? But he guarded Eden, and this place is far from a lush garden. Everything around me, including the woods on the other side of the gate, decays and smells of fall.

Just then, the hazy sun streaks though the treetops and lands on a blanket of leaves strewn on the dusty ground. Tingles ripple over my skin as the ground shimmers, and I’m drawn to the flittering light. It’s as if each leaf is dipped in wet gold. What is this place?

Before Devon can scold me back in the car, an older woman with sun-weathered skin and a smooth black bun steps out from behind Uriel’s sunbeam. She stays behind the gate, holding a lantern even though it’s the middle of the day. Eager flames wrestle inside the glass as she waves the light up and down, then left and right behind the statue. As soon as she completes the last motion, a rumbling tremor pulses through the ground like the earth itself is opening to swallow me whole.

I jump back.

“What is that?” Harper speaks my thoughts, looking about as skittish as I feel.

Maddox, however, is completely unfazed. “It’s the gate.”

Sure enough, the rusted metal twists apart, opening about a car width. Crazy.

Devon embraces the tiny woman with a hug, lifting her off the ground the way he might have done with his own mother, if she were still alive. He sets her down with a grin as she brushes out her tribal skirt and blousy, mustard-colored shirt.

The woman pats Maddox on the cheek. His smile is warm. “Hi, Lina. It’s been a while, I know.”

Then she sees me. When she eyes my wounded leg, I squirm. She’s bound to know I’m a Blight—an Alliance enemy. I give her a tiny wave and try to smile, regardless.

Devon nods at the woman. “Lina will heal your burn when we get up to the Estate. But for now, get back in the car.” He scours the sky and surrounding forest. “You’re not safe until we get behind the Circuit Wall.”

I look at the gate again. There isn’t a wall, only a flimsy wire near the pillars, doing a terrible job at holding back the woods.

“Cera, come look at this.” Harper calls me over to the gate. “Have you ever seen a vine like this before?”

Forget the vines, I’m fascinated by the wire border, at how the warping air dances all the way into the treetops, blending with the overcast sky.

“Impenetrable, impaled with circling fire / Yet unconsumed,” Milton says in my head, repeating the line about the gate. Sure enough, the air warps above the marking line like heat from a fire. But there aren’t any visible flames from what I can tell, and the only pungent smell comes from the car exhaust, not smoke.

“Is the Wall invisible?” I extend my hand toward the distorted air. Heat warms my fingertips. Tingling excitement rushes over me, catching me by surprise.

“Stop!” Devon commands as Maddox lunges toward me, pulling me away, shouting, “Don’t touch it!”

“That wire is the outline of the Circuit Wall,” Devon says. “But it’s more of a guideline than anything else. Don’t touch the Wall or the gate. Any contact by Awakened, Dissenter, beast or”—he looks at me—“anyone who can see the second realm will explode on contact. The only way in or out of the Estate is through the open gate. It’s the only safe way.” He is suddenly distracted by Lina.

Her head is tilted to the sky, listening into the distant wind.

That’s when I hear it. Over the idling engine and rustling leaves, somewhere deep in the forest comes a faint but unmistakable shriek.

“A Cormorant.” I search the woods for the swift crow beast.

Lina shoos us into the car. “Rápido.”

“Go first.” I hang back to let Maddox climb in, but he hesitates. It’s only when I say, “Let me have the window to keep watch,” that he relents.

As soon as we’re all in and Devon jumps in the front seat, Pop makes a grunting sound. “Forget to tell Honey about the Wall, did we?”

“Yeah, a little bit.” Devon throws the car in drive.

A stealthy shadow, no bigger than a mountain lion, glides through the autumn forest, tracking our path. As soon as we pass through the open gate, Lina holds the lantern near Gabriel and waves the light in reverse order. The vines shift back into place. But the beast is gaining on us, and Lina is out there, exposed.

“Devon, stop the car.” My breath fogs the window as I fumble for the door handle. I can command the Cormorant to fly away and leave Lina alone if I’m close enough. “There’s a—”

The black creature frantically beats its wings, keeping its six razor-sharp talons extended. It’s working hard to change direction as the vines lock back into place, but instead it tumbles, slamming its lion head and those dripping fangs into the thorny gate. A blast of light, brighter than a welder’s arc, sparks against the vines. Burning ashes rain down, extinguishing before they’ve hit the floor. And just like that, the beast is gone.

“Cormorant?” Devon’s confident eyes find mine in the rearview mirror. “Like I said. Nothing gets through the Circuit Wall. When that gate is closed, we’re protected.”

Maddox slouches with a troubled expression. “If you’re talking about Legions and Cormorants, then sure.”

Despite Devon’s assurance, I turn and keep an eye on the woods anyway. I do a double take. Everything on this side of the gate is . . . vibrant, budding green? How is that possible? There isn’t a single trace of a decaying fall. Even the afternoon sun, breaking through the lush treetops, glows brighter.

“When as sacred light began to dawn / In Eden on the humid flowers.” Yes, Milton, it’s very much a world in the throes of spring. My pulse is electric.

I’m not alone in my wonder. Harper is slack-jawed with her face against the window, staring up at the trees.

Someone in a groundskeeping cart zooms by in the opposite direction, heading toward the gate and Lina, as we slowly drive up the hill. Every rotation of the tires brings me closer to Council. Closer to death. Or closer to defeating Sage.

“Don’t worry, Pop and I will smooth things over with Lieutenant Foster. He’s in command until the admiral returns,” Devon says, his eyes meeting mine again.

I try to smile. I’m not worried. I’m scared to death. But judging by the look on Maddox’s face, I’m not so sure Devon is only talking to me.

After several winding curves, Devon turns onto a graveled path tunneled by trees raining white blossoms. Rocks crumble and pop as we inch up the drive. Maddox’s knee bounces. My foot does too.

Maybe the Alliance will kill me at first sight. Maybe Pop can convince them otherwise. But one thing is certain.

My fate waits at the top of that hill.


[image: Chapter 2: The Arbor]


The “Estate” is nothing but a summer getaway home plopped in the middle of a botanical garden—a squat, one-story, Spanish-style fortress with a terra-cotta roof and sunbaked stucco walls. The only thing grand about the building is how it sprawls the entire length of the circular driveway. I sit back but don’t let my guard down. I’m in enemy territory, and I can’t forget it.

Cooperate. Stay alive. Train. Fight in the war.

I recite these words over and over as way to calm down and keep focused as Devon pulls the car around a three-tiered water fountain.

He cuts the engine. “Nothing’s changed.”

“Hmph.” Pop’s fingers search the side panel for the handle. “We’ll find out soon enough.”

When Pop opens the door, an eager breeze whips through the car, cooling the stuffy air. Before I can get out, Devon turns around. “Stay put while we go in and work things out,” he says to me. “When you do come in, be quiet. Lay low. Speak when spoken to.”

“It’s best if she’s not left alone,” Pop says to no one in particular.

“I’ll stay,” Maddox volunteers a little too quickly.

“So will I.” Harper shoots him another sideways glance.

Devon looks at the three of us crammed in the back seat. His Caretaker’s built-in truth-meter is raging strong. After a scrutinizing silence he says, “If I’m not out in ten, then come in.”

“Devon, wait.” I lean forward before he gets out of the car. Gladys’s hairpin pokes me again. I wiggle it to the side. “Can I use your phone to call my mom?”

“Battery’s dead. But last I heard she was transported to Hesperian. We’ll talk to Foster, then call Gladys for an update on her recovery.”

He shuts the door and then walks off to help Pop navigate the three steps up to the front door. While Harper rummages through the duffle bag, I search for a way to roll down the window. I pull the handle near my knee but nothing happens. I’m about to open the door instead when Maddox reaches over and cranks the handle in a circle. “Roll it down like this.”

“Thanks. I can get it from here.” I take over, lowering the wonky window on my own, but it gets stuck about halfway. Or maybe that’s as far as it goes. Regardless, it’s enough to let in the cool breeze that tastes like nectar.

“Go change somewhere.” Harper hands me Devon’s vintage green T-shirt she pulled from the bag. “I need to talk to Maddox for a minute.”

My shirt. I’d forgotten the front was slashed open by the generator coils. I take a quick inventory of the grounds. Besides the forest, my best option is an enclosed pergola about thirty feet away. It’s nestled by the side of the house and covered in thick ivy, making it private enough. “Be right back.”

Harper eyes the cuts on Maddox’s arm and rips open a gauze packet, dousing it with stringent antiseptic. “And be careful with your wound,” she adds. “You didn’t have enough serum to block the pain much longer.”

I stretch and inspect the burnt edge of my jeans. “It feels tight but doesn’t hurt.” Too much.

A gentle breeze rustles the surrounding treetops, lighting the greenery with beckoning shimmers like the sprinkled dust of fallen stars. Or maybe it’s the morning dew.

“Stay close. Make it quick.” Maddox is in full Guardian mode. His serious tone underscores my reality but, for some reason, clashes with the soulful music from a distant cello.

No one patrols the grounds. We’re alone as far as I can tell, and I don’t see any cameras, but I trust him. Even with the awkwardness lingering between us. “I won’t be long.”

I hobble to the arbor. Sugary nectar douses the air and lands on my tongue. Out here, my senses sharpen. I feel more alert, alive, aware of every breath. A tiny pulse—no, it’s more of a hum, or maybe a heartbeat—thrums through the Garden. Whether it’s nerves, something in the air, or there really is an electric pulse riding my skin, I don’t know.

When I reach the arbor, that familiar, paranoid feeling of being watched creeps over me. Devon said creatures couldn’t get into the Garden when the gate was shut, but I’m on the alert anyhow.

The empty nook is about twenty stones deep and four wide, nothing but a corridor leading to a narrow opening on the far right. Tangled vines net the ceiling. The space looks void of strange shadows or black mist, so I carefully navigate down the steps.

Cold radiates from the stones. The sugary nectar tastes stronger in the damp air. The floral scent is familiar, but I can’t place it. Gardenia, maybe? When a slight breeze brushes across the vines, small honey-colored flowers glow between waxy leaves. That’s definitely not gardenia.

I run my fingertip over a velvet petal. A gentle hum purrs against my skin, and the flower brightens at my touch. I jerk my hand away. The light quickly fades, and the flower shrivels, turning dirty brown. Dead.

“Cera?” Maddox’s footsteps skid across the gravel, sounding in my direction.

“Give her a second.” Harper’s voice carries from the drive.

I peer through the vines. I’m not sure how much they can see, but it can’t be much because I only get pockets of Maddox’s white T-shirt near the water fountain and Harper’s blonde hair as she chases after him.

“Cera can’t be left alone,” Maddox says, sounding frustrated.

“She’s fine.” Harper’s flats scuffle on the pebbles. “Besides, we have a conversation to finish. We barely got a chance to talk back at the apartment.”

“Later. Cera can’t be in there.”

Why not? The gleaming sun beckons from the narrow opening at the far end of the alcove, lapping the stones and flittering back and forth the way water wrestles a lake’s edge. But there’s nothing threatening in this cozy space.

“Maddox, please don’t walk away.” Harper is practically begging. “I just want to know what’s going on.”

All footsteps stop. “That corridor leads to the Empyrean Well. If a Blade finds her in there, they’ll think she was trying to find the source of our Bents. They’ll think she’s—it’s just not safe for her. That’s all.”

Wait. The source of the Current is around that corner? I inch closer to the arched walkway and poke my head around the entry. Six-foot shrubs line a crushed-granite path into a maze garden, but where did the reflective water come from? An urge to explore tugs strong.

Then something rustles deep inside the thick maze walls. I quickly step back.

Change. Do it fast.

“That’s not what I’m talking about.” Harper’s voice rises. “You said you kissed her because you thought you all were going to die, but there’s more to it, isn’t there?”

“Can we talk later?” Maddox tries to whisper.

“No, Maddox, we can’t. I get that you and I, we’re not a thing. You made that clear, but I just want you to tell me what’s really going on—”

“I’m her interceptor. I’m supposed to stay near and guard her.”

“Why won’t you be honest with me?”

I work the buttons on the flannel shirt and glance through the vines, catching a glimpse of Maddox as he rubs his hands over his face. “I promise we’ll talk. Just not out here. Cera needs—Harper? Harper, wait.” Hard footsteps grind over the gravel drive. “Harper!” The front door slams.

I change as fast as I can.

He only kissed me because he thought we were about to die? Unbelievable. I was simply one last kiss before death. I really don’t need this distraction right now.

In one fluid motion, I slide my arms out of the collared shirt and put on Devon’s T-shirt. I shrug the flannel back on for added warmth, leaving it unbuttoned. As I bend down to roll up the torn fabric of my burnt jeans, a warning flare rips through me. I push the feeling aside and adjust my ponytail.

“What are you doing in here?” a deep voice asks from behind.

I spin around, wiping a wayward strand of hair from my face. “I’m—I—”

Why can’t I find the words? Maybe it’s because the guy is about as cut as the statue of Gabriel come to life and his warrior-like presence suffocates any trace of air. His ice-blue eyes scan me with the intensity of a trained hunter. He’s a Blade—and a strong one. I look down at the ground and count the distance between us.

One. Two. Five mossy stones.

“You one of us?” I’m not sure if he means a Blade or Awakened. But in both cases, the answer is no. I consider lying, but that’s proven to cause more problems. I clearly can’t outrun him. Not with my busted leg. His hand rests close to his hip, weaponless. But he’s bound to have something tucked in the lining of his clothes the way all Blades do.

He steps closer. Two stones away. Now one.

“Look at me,” he commands.

I lift my eyes, slowly. His sharp jaw is pinpricked with stubble. He’s about Devon’s age, maybe slightly older. Smells of metal shavings—either that, or it’s blood. I work hard to avoid direct contact with his eyes that scorch with a stare so intense, warmth radiates from my face. He’ll read my Current and know what I am.

“Cera, you ready?” Maddox appears around the corner. He stops. “Gray.” His confident voice wavers. “She’s been cleared.”

“Not by me.” The guy, Gray, lifts my jaw with strong fingers. My face turns hotter than the summer sun.

Then his name slaps inside my head. Gray.

Maddox’s brother.

The Elite Blade and god-to-all-things-Alliance holds my chin firmly in his hands.

When our eyes meet, the buzzing Current cuts through me with a painful shock. Paralyzing. Stronger than any other. He’s assessing. Judging. Deciding.

Maddox is a blur rushing to my side. “She’s here to see Foster. Not you.” He takes my hand and jerks me away, breaking the intense hold of Gray’s Current that’s left me shaky. “C’mon, Cera.”

“Wait.” I wiggle my hand free.

Broken sunlight peers through the netted ceiling, highlighting Gray’s spiky hair and striking cheekbones. He doesn’t look anything like Maddox. The only similarity lies in the smooth lips and the sharp nose, although compared to Gray’s, Maddox’s nose might have been broken. I will my heart to slow down. “I was told I should train with you. Kellan said that you’re the best Blade there is.”

“You brought home a Blight?” Gray completely ignores me. His eyes harden at Maddox. “The gate should have sensed her as a threat. How did she get through?”

“Because she’s not a threat,” Maddox says abruptly. “Cera, let’s go.”

“You’re not going anywhere.” Gray plants a hand on Maddox’s chest and pushes him away. “Do you have any idea how much trouble you’re in? I had to risk lives by sending in a team to protect your little group in that trash hole because you refuse to train—and have them trained. Art doesn’t win a war. Training does. Now people are injured—”

“I messed up, I know,” Maddox says, as Gray’s shadow casts over him. “I made a mistake.”

“That’s not a mistake. That’s being irresponsible. But this?” He looks at me. The hard lines on his face transform with disgust. “Bringing that into the Garden and putting the Well at risk isn’t an innocent mistake. It’s a serious infraction. How many times do you have to mess up before you’ll get it through your thick head? You and I, we’re not like everyone else. We have obligations. Responsibilities. A duty to our line.”

“I said, I know.” Maddox’s voice is tight.

I squirm. He shouldn’t get chewed out on account of me. “It wasn’t his idea to bring me here,” I say as an achy throb wakes in my leg. The serum must be wearing off.

Gray points a hard finger at me. “You’ve got no right to speak.”

I open my mouth to snap back, but Maddox taps the back of his hand to mine. It’s his way of telling me to stay quiet. I know because his focus is locked on Gray with the same intensity we had when fleeing from the Cormorants. I hate backing down, but I trust Maddox. I shut my mouth and swallow my acidic words.

Gray refocuses on Maddox. “You’re lucky Albrecht isn’t here. I’ll work this out with Foster and tell him you’re turning her in. Now get inside. And get a haircut. You look ridiculous.”

Without warning, Gray seizes my wrist and jerks me forward. I land on my injured leg and cry out as sharp pain shoots from my wound, sending daggers into my eyeballs.

“Back off!” Maddox throws a fist at Gray.

Gray releases me, but only to thrust a backhanded punch into Maddox’s face, knocking him back. “You really want to do this right here? Over a Blight?”

Maddox staggers and wipes blood from his nose. Fire rages in his eyes.

Gray circles around Maddox, his hard boots echoing in this cramped cage. “Go on. Show this Blight what you’re made of. Then let’s see what she thinks of you.” Gray taunts Maddox with a quick slap on the ear.

Maddox tenses. “Cera, it’s time to go.” He places a firm hand on my back.

“Oh, come on, Maddox. You started this fight. Finish it. Or maybe I’ll tell her about you. About how—”

“Shut up,” Maddox growls.

“Why? Maybe if she knew how you couldn’t—”

“I said, shut up!” Maddox flies at Gray.

Gray dodges the hit, only to strike fast and knock Maddox to the ground. “That all you got?” Gray rolls Maddox to his side using the tip of his boot.

Sunlight hides behind the clouds, darkening the arbor as Maddox shoves Gray’s foot aside. “Back off.”

“I’ll back off when you finally learn to fight. Now, get up. We’re not done.”

Blades instinctively know when something is about to strike and can anticipate a hit. But not Guardians. There’s no way Maddox will win this. Not only is Gray a Blade, but he’s too fluid. Too quick. And has way more muscle.

Maddox pushes off the ground. The side of his face, the side with the scar, is scraped and bleeding. Blood is smeared in his hair and dripping from his nose. Raging heat surges inside me. I can’t stay silent. “Stop!” I rush between them.

“Not a threat, huh?” Gray twists my arm. I yelp in pain. “You have a thing for my kid brother?”

Maddox jumps to his feet. “Look, I’m here. I’ll train. I’ll fight, okay? Just leave her alone.”

“Blights don’t get left alone. Blights die. You of all people should know they’re nothing but worthless rats trying to taint our line. Weaken us.”

I know I’m worthless, that’s nothing new. Gray can call me whatever name he wants, beat me, threaten to kill me—but family or not, if he ever hurts Maddox again, I’ll call on Moloch to claw his heart out. I struggle to get away as Gray wrenches my arm behind my back. When I take a hard step, I feel the wound tear open under the bandage.

“Gray, don’t.” Maddox’s eyes are trained on the brass knife with the opal handle Gray now holds, the one with the signature vine-etched pattern. The one I’m certain is Paradise Steel. “She doesn’t want to destroy us. Let her talk to—”

“All Blights want to destroy us, whether they know it or not.” Gray points the blade at Maddox. “Maybe it’s time I stopped cleaning up after you. Maybe then you’d grow up and start caring about your obligation as an Elite—about what Mom and Dad sacrificed for us—about what I did for you. Maybe you’d stop being such a pathetic runt who screws up all the time. Like getting lured by this disease.” Gray tips the knife near my cheek. A heated vibration radiates from the metal.

“I do care about being a Legacy. And about what Mom and Dad did, about what you did,” Maddox says, the hurt in his eyes evident. “But I’m not you.” He wipes the dirt from his arms. “Life is more than ranking up in Alliance Council. Making the world a better place is what matters. It’s what we were taught, and I’m living it out, whether you like it or not.”

Gray’s grip on my arm slackens, but I don’t dare move. I barely breathe. “We both know that’s useless thinking that won’t keep you alive.”

“I’ll do whatever you want. Just let her go.” Maddox glances at me. “I never wanted her to come here. Lassiter did.”

Gray lowers the knife. “Devon?”

“Pop.”

Gray scoffs. “Lassiter might be senile, but he knows better.”

“Ask him. He’s inside.” Maddox gestures toward the house. “Probably talking to Foster about her now.”

Gray assesses Maddox for a moment. After a long silence, he releases my arm, only to land a jarring shove into my spine.

“Move it, Blight.” Gray pushes me forward. “Time to see how long you’ll live.”
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Gray steers me through the front door and into a hallway filtered with scant light from a narrow stained glass window. The smell of baked bread might be comforting if his steel-toed boots weren’t stomping on the earthy tile. Maddox’s footsteps follow behind, out of sync with Gray’s heavy stride.

Gray stops me just short of a grand archway on my left. “Not a word.” His unwelcome breath steams hot against my ear. Then he pushes me into the room.

My entrance is far from graceful. I trip on the corner of an antique rug, stumbling into a ballroom with an intricate twenty-foot ceiling and ornate chandeliers. The vast room feels like an antiquated museum, a tomb of relics that smells of aged lacquer. Giant canvases and faded tapestries decorate the walls. Thick upholstered chairs in a variety of muted colors cluster in every corner, and a hand-carved conference table dominates the middle of the room where Pop is seated. Devon stands behind him deep in conversation with a middle-aged man sporting a pencil-thin mustache and a green sweater-vest. They stop talking and look in my direction.

“Lieutenant Foster, a Blight breached the gate.” Gray’s arrogant echo ricochets behind me. “She was searching the arbor.”

Maddox comes to my side, blood smearing his lip. “She wasn’t searching, Lieutenant. She—”

“Attacked me,” Gray shoots Maddox a hard look. “Cast some sort of spell on my brother.” He wrenches my arm behind my back, guiding me away from Maddox and deeper into the room, closer to the crackling fire that has no effect on me because angry heat has already invaded my veins.

“I can’t cast spells,” I spit at him. “I can only command a Legion to burn your skin off.”

“Cera!” Devon is quickly at my side. His voice is steeped with warning as he whispers, “That’s not helping.”

Cooperate and stay alive, I know. But, not only is Gray making it next to impossible, the serum has worn off, and now a throbbing burn chews inside my leg.

“There’s the proof.” Gray stabs a hard finger in my direction.

“She can command Legions?” Lieutenant Foster asks. His perfect consonants are tinted by a slight British accent that totally suits his look.

“Sure as she can command a Cormorant to stay in a storm.” Pop rises from the chair with a grunt and the help of his cane. “Thought it best for her to stay here. Keep her out of Sage’s hands.”

Yeah, well, I’m not doing so great in Gray’s hands at the moment, Pop.

“Blights are known enemies to the Alliance, Edward.” I bristle at the condescending way Gray talks to Pop. “Luring Awakened, divulging secrets, potentially giving Sage access to our power. How did you get this one in the Garden?”

“She ain’t no enemy, Grayson James. The girl’s just feisty, untrained, and careless.”

While it’s probably true, that’s not the glowing support I was hoping for. I can’t stay quiet any longer. “Then train me,” I say. “All I want is to save lives. I’ll do whatever it takes to help you destroy Sage and win the war. Unless he’s stopped, more innocent people will die.” My horrifying visions will continue, and Mom and I will never be safe.

“Hmph.” Pop flares his nostrils, probably unhappy that I used the word “destroy,” but it’s the truth. “And the gate let this one through ’cause she’s underage—not yet seventeen. Awakened at age seven.”

Lieutenant Foster perks at the news of my unusual Awakening. He walks my way with the poised stride of a swordsman stepping out of an old-time movie. Every hair on his head is plastered down in proper submission. He smells of starched linen—and looks just as uptight. Other than a small quirk of his eyebrow, I can’t read anything from his blank expression. “Is she a seeing child?”

“She is a Seer, yes,” Devon says.

Pop feels his way along the back of the chairs and around the table. “There’s only been one other Blight born with her peculiar combination of Bents. Seer and Guardian.”

Gray inspects his Paradise Steel. Blood from the fight smears his fist. “And that one Blight caused extensive damage,” he quickly points out as he walks to a drink cart in the far corner of the room.

“Did some harm to the gate, that’s known.” Pop stops near a set of wingback chairs not far from the fire. “Sage took a hit himself in that battle.”

“But the blast didn’t destroy him.” Gray picks up a cloth napkin and polishes the Steel, with a death glare pinned on me. “Because of that incident, Council requires eliminations of all Blights for our safety. We can’t risk a recurrence.”

“Panicked thinking can create a greater hell than what we want to avoid,” Pop says.

Gray stands in front of a vast painting and spins the weapon the same way Maddox does a pencil. The taunting blade glistens with each rotation. “That one Blight almost destroyed us. What guarantee do we have that this one won’t finish the job?”

I protest, “I only want to destroy the Legions, Cormorants, and Sage.” And at this moment, possibly Gray.

Gray tucks his weapon away. “Sage is indestructible.”

No. That can’t be true.

Gray notices my expression. “You heard me right. The Alliance has one responsibility: to keep Sage from annihilating us and our source of power.” He dips the cloth into a water glass and meticulously wipes Maddox’s blood from his hands. “Doesn’t matter if you consciously choose to help Sage or not, dissension is in your blood. A Blight can give Sage the power to wipe us out. One almost did.”

Maddox steps forward, shielding me from the heat of Gray’s glare. “Everyone claims Sage is indestructible because of what happened in the Renaissance. But if a Blight could help Sage, why couldn’t one help us?”

“I can’t believe we’re having this discussion.” Gray turns to Lieutenant Foster and tosses the blood-smeared napkin on the cart. “Our code requires termination. Blights have always been a threat to our power and our people.”

Maddox is relentless. “Sage hasn’t had any influence on her.”

“That’s right,” Devon vouches for me. “Her mother kept her hidden all these years. Maddox found her before Sage did—before she turned seventeen.”

“She lure you too, Lassiter?” Gray scowls. “What do you think will happen after we’ve trained her, told her Alliance secrets? She’ll turn against us. That’s what.”

“Outside these walls,” Devon warns him, “Sage will get a hold of her. That is guaranteed. His getting a hold of her seems more of a threat than her being in the Garden.”

Gray’s eyes flash. “Our only responsibility is protecting our power. What proof do we have that Sage hasn’t been influencing her? You think it’s a coincidence that she was found before she’s fully manifested all her powers? She may not tell you Sage is behind this, but I’m certain he is.”

“Maddox Alexander.” Lieutenant Foster’s voice, stripped of emotion, cuts through the rising tension. “I understand you were responsible for acquiring the Blight.”

Acquiring. What an impersonal word, as if I’m not even human. Despite the tense words swirling in the air and the mauling pain in my leg, I gently take Pop’s elbow to guide him to the chair he seems to be searching for with his cane.

Gray glares at me and doesn’t let Maddox respond to the lieutenant. “He was turning her in so I can arrange proper termination.”

“Ain’t no need for termination!” Pop pounds his cane on the wood floor with a hard thunk. Even the small crystals on the giant chandelier tremble. “The boy’s done right, keeping her out of Sage’s hands. She ain’t had no influence from the enemy. Talk to her, you’ll see. She wants nothing more than to help the Alliance. Ain’t that right, Honey?”

Once again, all eyes fall on me. Heat crawls under my skin. Whether it’s from being put on the spot or the lapping flames in the nearby fire, I don’t know. All I know is that this is my one chance to prove I’m not a threat. And stay alive.

I tuck my hair behind my ear and glance around at everything in the room, focusing on nothing in particular. “I only came here because I want to help end the battle with Sage. For good.” I try to stand tall. “The Legions travel in a mist only I can see. They attack by sound and hiss like bees when they approach. And the Cormorants? I’m not sure how many, but I’ve seen at least three. They hunt by sight and smell, and I can detect their shriek before any Awakened can. Equip me. I won’t turn against you. All I want is to make sure that no one else dies because of Sage and his horrible creatures.”

Honestly, I really don’t know if I have any ability to help the Alliance destroy Sage. But if I do, then all the running, the fear, and maybe even the excruciating visions, might finally end. “And I’d like to call my mom. Please.”

The final syllable of my strained plea bounces back as the room turns uncomfortably quiet. I fix my stare on the desperate flames as they reach for an escape they’ll never find.

Too many seconds pass. No one says a word. My breath turns shaky as a grandfather clock ticks away the silence. What more can I say?

Finally, Lieutenant Foster speaks. “Do you believe you are strong enough to suppress any Dissenting powers and avoid the fate of the last Blight?”

I stand perfectly still, hoping my knees won’t crumble. “Besides commanding creatures, I’m not really sure what Dissenting powers are. But I won’t be anything like my father. I don’t want to be. I guess I was hoping that, with your help, maybe for the first time ever, my curse—my visions—could become a gift.”

“Much better seems this vision, and more hope.” Milton’s verse whispers inside my head, a welcome affirmation that I’m on the right path.

As the sun breaks through the clouds, brightening the room, I find the strength to look up. “I only want to help you stop—” My gaze lands on the colossal painting across the room. With Gray out of the way, I have a clear shot of the whole canvas.

The tiny figure at the bottom of the painting . . .

I’ve seen this piece before. A man clambers over a ledge, struggling to find a foothold on the side of a craggy cliff, straining with all his might to find the source of a sacred waterfall. My breath is like charged air before a storm. “Is that a Mad Martin?”

Lieutenant Foster’s one eyebrow almost reaches the ceiling. “A John Martin, yes,” his tone corrective. “Are you familiar with Sadak in Search of the Waters of Oblivion?” His deep-set eyes probe for answers: processing, deliberating, and searching all at once. “How is it that you know this painting?”

Why can’t I keep my mouth shut the way Devon told me to? Lieutenant Foster isn’t physically intimidating, but it’s clear he’s a Caretaker, and he already knows the answer. He’s just testing me for the truth.

I choose my words carefully. Honestly. “My mom had art books on Romantic painters.”

“Were you instructed to study paintings in those books?”

“Not study. She’d have me look through pictures and make up stories about what I saw.” My gaze returns to the reddish hues in the painting. “This piece stood out because of the glowing water in the wellspring. Or maybe it’s a lake. I told her the light poured out from underneath, from another world, and flowed into the abyss.”

“From underneath?” Foster questions. “Explain why you thought so.”

My childish story suddenly feels inadequate. I’m not an art expert like Mom. I don’t have a good answer, only an honest one. “Since the sky was red with flames, or molten lava, the cream-colored light in the water couldn’t be a reflection. The bright light had to come from somewhere else.”

“Look into the clear / Smooth lake that to me seemed another sky,” Milton prompts me. By “another sky,” Milton do you mean . . .

“Maybe even another realm?” I say, taking Milton’s lead. “I’ve always felt there was something hopeful, maybe even powerful, about the quiet water and how it streams into the world.”

Milton must have been right because Foster motions to the artwork, inviting me closer. “Tell me the rest of the story and what you saw.”

I hobble across the room, ignoring Gray’s watchful glare as I pass the conference table. The daunting canvas looms right in front of me, highlighting how small I am, not unlike the tiny man in the painting.

I take in the angry shadows fighting the wispy strokes of light. “In my story, the man was sneaking to the water source while war raged all around him. In the distance misty shadows of monsters surround him, but he was determined. And the reddish rocks, the ones jutting around the water, those were the skull of a fallen beast. A sign of his victory and—” I stand frozen, seeing the painting clearly for the first time. It’s as if my eyes have sharpened. Colors turn brighter. Lines cleaner. “The shadows are Legions. And the fallen beast is a bird with giant shoulders. That’s a Cormorant.”

Lieutenant Foster is watching me closely. “Not rocks?”

“Martin painted them to look like rocks, but they’re not. Look.” I point them out, shaking inside. “It’s not the gorilla-like creature. Martin painted that beast, on the right side of the canvas. Over here.”

“Show me.” Maddox’s encouraging tone helps settle my nerves. At least one person believes me. I find him standing behind me, Devon at his side. Pop is still seated in the chair, and Gray stands across the room alone, while someone quickly slips past the screen door, patrolling the outside.

“Yes, look.” I return to the painting. “The cheekbones, the nose and that beady eye—that’s the horrible beast. He doesn’t see the man reaching the waters because he’s too focused on the fallen creature in the background. And that gorilla-like thing? It’s the worst of all.” My pulse breaks into an all-out gallop as the message becomes clear. “This isn’t a lone trek to find sacred waters. Martin painted a battle scene for that water source.”

Another canvas hanging on the wall near the doorway catches my eye. One of a girl wearing a blue dress. Before I can pull any details, Lieutenant Foster steps in front of me. “Sergeant Carver,” he commands evenly, “escort Miss Marlowe to my library. Have her wait there until further notice and then return immediately.”

“I’ll arrange a more secure location,” Gray says.

“My library will do for now, thank you.” Foster’s face is unreadable. No glint in his eyes, no warmth in his expression, but no hate or anger either. His deadpan expression is just that, blank. Stoic.

“Am I wrong?”

Before I can read Maddox for the answer, Gray grabs my arm. “Move it.”

I tear away. “I swear, if you touch me again—”

“You’ll what?” Gray reaches for the pocket where his knife probably hides.

Pop clears his throat, sending me a signal, one I know. Don’t get hotheaded. I back away before I say something I’ll regret. As I do, Maddox shields me from Gray.

Gray shoots him a weighted look. “Don’t be a traitor.”

“She needs a Guardian.”

“Blights don’t get Guardians.”

“That is quite enough,” Lieutenant Foster snaps at them.

“Grayson James,” Pop calls from the chair. “Leave the boy be. There’s no threat of him breakin’ code. I’ve been teaching him to intercept her visions. That’s the only connection between those two. Nothing more.”

Leave it to Pop to call things out like a slap in the face. But at least it explains Maddox’s overprotective attitude.

Pop points a boney finger in my direction. “And don’t you worry about her, neither. She’s smart and won’t do anything to detract from her own preparation.” Pop is only half right, but I get his message loud and clear.

Gray walks me out of the room, keeping his hands to himself, thankfully.

As soon as we turn a corner, he gets in my face. “Nice try. But reading one painting won’t save a monster disguised in skin.” Cold hate drips off every word.

He shoves me into a room and slams the wooden door.
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I’m locked behind a set of thick library doors, waiting for a verdict on my life. As muffled voices carry from the other side, I take in my holding cell. It’s a dank room that smells of expensive leather and musky paper. An imposing desk swallows the nook in front of bay windows, while all around me shelved walls are crammed with old copies of art history, poetry, physics, botany, and archeology—caged voices shouting to be heard.

Coming here is proving to be a mistake. I had hoped that the Alliance would give me a chance to show that I’m on their side. But clearly luck isn’t tipping in my direction.

What now? Make a run for it?

I can’t escape out the library doors, but there’s a glass door that leads to a courtyard. If I found my way out I could . . . go where? Back to Mom? She’s healing at Hesperian with Gladys. And she needs to heal. Whatever Blades are with her will simply drag me back here—or worse. Not to mention the possibility of Sage finding me first. And he’d most likely torture me into doing his malicious will.

No, running doesn’t do any good. It never has. Not that I’d get very far with a wounded leg screaming at me.

As difficult as it is for me to trust others, my best option is to stay put and hope that Devon, Pop, and Maddox will win Lieutenant Foster over somehow. Then I can prove there’s not a drop of my father’s blood luring me toward Sage. If not . . .

I lower myself on the couch near the hollow fireplace and rub my hands over my face. When I close my eyes, the image of the Legion resurrects in my mind. Its vile sallow skin and stench of sulfur. Those cavernous holes for eyes, and the raspy sounds pushing through its neck as if trying to speak. I can almost feel the tendril of smoke tracing an outline around my collarbone. . . I shudder.

Despite Gray’s comment, that beast is the monster. Not me.

A soft thunk comes from the window behind the desk. That warning flare sizzles through me. The same one I had before I met Gray. The first time I ignored it and was caught off guard. That won’t happen again.

The glass rattles as it slides open. I sneak into a crevice not far from the fireplace where two angled bookshelves meet. Whoever chooses to come in through a window can’t be up to any good. I press my back into the bookcase, hiding in the shadow of a colossal globe perched on a stand. The African continent points to the ceiling, while my side of the world is shadowed in darkness.

In case it’s another belligerent Blade like Gray, I slide a fireplace poker from the carrel and stare at the window. I don’t dare




























OEBPS/i/i6.png
MAD MARTIN

J





OEBPS/i/i1.png





OEBPS/i/i4.png
URIEL’S SUNBEAM

\/






____________________________________________________________________________________________________
    _____     _     _    __      ____      _   _     __        ______    _     _    ____      _____ 
    /    )    /    /     / |     /    )    /  /|     / |         /       |    /     /    )    /    '
---/----/----/___ /-----/__|----/___ /----/| /-|----/__|--------/--------|---/-----/____/----/__----
  /    /    /    /     /   |   /    |    / |/  |   /   |       /         |  /     /         /       
_/____/____/____/_____/____|__/_____|___/__/___|__/____|______/__________|_/_____/_________/____ ___
                                                                          /                         
                                                                      (_ /     DHARMA TYPE FREE FONTs


EULA ( the End User License Agreement )

This document is a legal agreement between you the end user, and Dharma Type.  
By using or installing Dharma Type font(s), you agree to be bound by the terms of this Agreement. 

1. You may use this font for both commercial and non-commercial works at no charge.
2. You may use this font to create images on the website or printed matter on papre, logomark.....up to you.
3. You may not sell this font without permission.
4. You may not redistribute this font without permission.
5. You may not modify, adapt, translate, reverse engineer, decompile, disassemble, or create derivative works based on this font.
6. This font are Copyrighted by Ryoichi Tsunekawa. All rights reserved. You may not claim copyrgiht rights for this font.
7. DISCLAIMER 
This font is provided to you free of charge.
Dharma Type give no warranty in relation to this font, and you use this at your own risk.
Dharma Type will not be liable for any damage to your system, any loss or corruption of any data or software,
or any other loss or damage that you may suffer as a result of downloading or using this font, whether it results from our negligence or in any other way.

Here is a list of things you could do, Only if you want to:
* Link http://dharmatype.com/ or credit "Dharma Type"
* Tell me what did you use this font for.


FAQ

Q_ Can I use this for a commercial product?
A_ Yes, You can!

Q_ Can I use this on a web page via css @font-face?
A_ Yes, You can!

Q_ Can I donate $ to you?
A_ Yes, You can! ( Paypal: info@flat-it.com )



Contact_______________________________

info@dharmatype.com

Dharma Type (http://dharmatype.com)
  |
  |___ Flat it type foundry
  |
  |___ Prop-a-ganda
  |
  |___ Holiday Type
______________________________________


OEBPS/cover.jpg
RHOAD

| BOOK TWO

s

THE COLLIDI





OEBPS/i/i2.png
SANDRA FERNANDEZ RHOADS

i

(o





OEBPS/i/i7.png
OUT OF THE SHADOWS

V





OEBPS/i/i5.png
2

THE ARBOR





OEBPS/i/i3.png
o3





Copyright (c) 2012 Natanael Gama (info@ndiscovered.com), with Reserved Font Name 'Cinzel'

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at: http://scripts.sil.org/OFL

-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives, however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting, or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify, redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components, in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled, redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole, must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY, INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



