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      A roll of the dice and Fate thrusts Corporal Anna Mackenzie into a new situation.

      

      With her soul hanging in the balance, the young gargoyle, Shadowlight, makes a deal with the Lord of the Underworld to save Anna’s life. The demigod saves her, then sends the pair to Haven, a city outside time, where they will heal.

      

      The price?

      

      Thirteen years. The length of time Anna will need to embrace the healing stone sleep of gargoyles. When she wakes, an adult gargoyle is waiting for her. He goes by the name Obsidian, but she’d once known him by another—Shadowlight.

      

      Obsidian might be a stranger, but she’d promised Shadowlight she’d never leave him. Now his older self wants her to honor that promise and stay, training alongside him to become one of Lord Death’s military leaders. To honor the memory of a gargoyle cub she’d once loved like a little brother, Anna agrees to join the Lord of the Underworld’s cause.

      

      Is she working for the good guys? Or has she traded in one Overlord for another?

      

      Either way she’s staying. Her promises don’t come with an expiration date and the more she gets to know Obsidian, the more she sees Shadowlight in him. There’s no way she’s abandoning the kid a second time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Free Books

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        GET TWO FREE STORIES FROM MY BESTSELLING SERIES WHEN YOU SIGN UP FOR MY NEWSLETTER.

      

      

      

      
        
        I send regular monthly newsletters with details about new releases,

        special offers, freebies, and other bookish news.

        If that’s something you’d be interested in, just follow the link below.

      

      

      

      
        
        http://lisablackwood.com/join-the-newsletter-here/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Legacy of the Sorceress

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Really, there are only three types of shit storms. First, there’s the ‘this is some bad shit, but I’ll escape with only a few new scars.’ Second, there’s the ‘Oh, Mother of God, I’m screwed, but I’m damned well going to take down the other bastard before he kills all my buddies,’ and then as a grand finale there’s the ‘I’m fucked. You’re fucked. Everybody is fucked. We’re all going to die.’

      Anna decided her present situation was somewhere between the last two. She wasn’t at all sure if the four-armed, four-legged monstrosity holding her broken body in two of his massive hands was trying to heal her or kill her.

      To judge by the pain, she’d guess kill. But then again, the prolonged agony wasn’t what she’d pegged as Lord Death’s modus operandi. Wasn’t Lord Death supposed to be the ‘good’ twin? Before all this started, didn’t the Avatars consider him a friend?

      Just then another wave of Death’s acid-like power flowed across her skin and she screamed, her voice as broken as her battered body felt. Time was meaningless, the only certainty was that she’d been screaming for a frigging long time.

      So much for a battle-hardened soldier.

      The endless onslaught of Death’s magic continued to rush across her skin and into her body. Deeper, always digging deeper. Was he trying to rip out her soul? God be merciful. Please let it end.

      “Soon,” a beautiful male voice whispered into her ravaged mind. “It will be over soon. And I promise you, once this is done, you’ll see that I am a friend.”

      Friend? Dafuq you say! The Avatars needed better friends.

      Anna blinked as sight slowly returned. Until then, she’d been blind to everything except the endless pain. A foot or two in front of her, a beloved and familiar, if a little blurry, image formed.

      Shadowlight?

      A muzzle dipped low and lapped at her face, washing the stinging sweat out of her eyes.

      Yes. That was the kid. Did that mean this was almost over?

      She blinked a few more times.

      No. Not over. Lord Death was still holding her in his two lower hands while the upper two poised above her, pouring a torrent of power upon her. Shadowlight was sitting next to her, perched on Lord Death’s thumb with his tail wrapped around the giant’s wrist.

      The sight made her feel something besides pain: tiny.

      She felt as insignificant as a mosquito.

      Her mind continued to clear. The pain grew less intense. Still dazed, she shook her head and blinked up at Shadowlight. The power was flowing across his skin as well, but he seemed unharmed.

      Anna licked her lips and forced her mouth to form words.

      “You okay, kid?” The words came out more of a wheeze.

      He bumped his muzzle against her cheek. “I’m fine. You’re the one who nearly died.”

      “Nearly? You mean I’ll actually survive this?” Whatever the fuck ‘this’ was.

      Shadowlight glanced up at Lord Death. The giant nodded but continued to focus on his work. Which, apparently, was not peeling her like an orange to get to the juicy soul within.

      Who would have guessed?

      “Lord Death is working to undo the damage the blood witch’s magic inflicted upon your soul,” Shadowlight explained. “He says it’s much more complicated when the soul is housed in flesh, but I begged him to save your life.”

      There was something more behind the words.

      Oh, God. What had the kid bargained to save her life?

      “Normally the Avatars lead my armies,” Lord Death’s voice wrapped around her, warm and strangely comforting. “However, the gargoyle half of that pair has been ignoring my summons. Now I wait to see if the female half will honor our old friendship.”

      I wouldn’t hold your breath if I were you, she thought to herself.

      The Lord of the Underworld chuckled, then broke into a deep, quaking laugh. It shouldn’t have been a fear-inspiring event, and yet it was. The flash of deadly teeth, as long as she was fucking tall, caused her heart to pound. And that voice loud in merriment! Like thunder it boomed across the landscape and echoed back at them as she and Shadowlight rode out the god-created earthquake in this titan’s hands.

      She’d hate to witness his rage.

      “I, too, doubt the Avatars will return to take up their old roles again. At least not in this lifetime. I saw a surprising new path open before them the moment the female half of the soul reunited with her proper body.”

      The power flowing into Anna ceased altogether. A sigh of relief escaped her before she could prevent it. Though, she doubted this reprieve would last long to judge by Lord Death’s calculating expression.

      Well, if she had to guess, that’s how she’d interpret his slightly raised brow, somewhat narrowed eyes, and the slow flick of one ear.

      But she’d based her guess on the fact his upper body shared similarities with a gargoyle. The rest of him, from what she could see from her current vantage point, looked more like a winged centaur or sphinx.

      Lord Death tilted his head to study her with one eye. “If the Avatars will not lead my army, then I must find alternatives. And behold, the Divine Ones have delivered two powerful new beings into my keeping.”

      Yeah, that’s where she thought his little speech was going. Had she and the kid traded one evil overlord for another?

      “Not sure if it was your Divine Ones,” Anna said, trying and failing to make her voice sound strong.

      It was likely a foolish effort since she still twitched and shook worse than an addict overdue for a hit, but, hell, she wanted to at least appear less helpless than she felt. To her great annoyance, she couldn’t get her limbs to cooperate enough to sit.

      “Of course it was.” Lord Death seemed entirely unfazed by her doubt. “The Divine Ones put two children in my path. I will see that they grow in strength and wisdom until they are one day fit to lead my army.”

      “Children? For the record, I’m full grown.” Baiting a titan probably wasn’t the wisest of moves, but she needed to mount a defense.

      Lord Death laughed like she’d said the most entertaining thing in the world.

      Okay. Fine. She supposed to a being who was a bazillion years old, her twenty-four years was less than a blink in time. Still, she wouldn’t just roll over, especially if Shadowlight had been forced to bargain to save her life. Time to find out the price of her continued existence.

       “I owe you my life and all. Thanks for that, but do we get a say in any of this?”

      “You always have a choice. Even when you were still my sister’s prisoners, there was a choice.”

      “Yeah, about that. It was more of a serve or die scenario. This time I’m hoping for something a little more… flexible… with a happy ending.”

      “Flexible? Happy ending?” The giant grinned, flashing his teeth to full advantage again. “Some would say I deal out many joyful endings. I am the Lord of the Underworld. I bring death to the universe so there can be mercy, renewal, and rebirth.”

      “Not quite what I had in mind.”

      “I am aware.” His toothy grin stretched wider for a moment before his expression smoothed into something more thoughtful. “Just because I wield a fearsome power, doesn’t mean I am evil or share my sister’s ambitions.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      “I also don’t believe in enslaving creatures to serve my needs. Nor do I force children into my armies. You and Shadowlight still have much learning and growing to do before you are ready to make the decision that will end with leading my army.”

      Anna glanced at Shadowlight and relief washed over her. At least the Lord of the Underworld wasn’t planning to enslave the kid. This demigod seemed willing to give them a choice. Perhaps after she healed, he’d let her and Shadowlight go?

      Now you’re being naïve, Anna, she thought to herself.

       “I don’t enslave. I won’t force either of you to lead my army.” Lord Death’s expression took on a hint of slyness. “But Shadowlight is a gargoyle, so too are you. That makes you my responsibility. I guide and protect all young gargoyles, only releasing them into the world once they are ready, after many years of training.”

      “I know I’m young compared to you—a child in your eyes, but I am an adult and have been looking out for myself for quite some time. And I have responsibilities to my people.”

      “Yes. I see that in you. The need to report back to them with what you’ve learned. A good soldier. And once you’re fully healed and recovered, I will allow you to return to the humans if that’s your wish.” Another sly look. “However, Shadowlight is much more a child than you. He will stay with me until I deem him ready. Would you willingly leave him behind when you returned to your world and the Avatars?”

      Why the four-armed bastard! He already knew her answer. He’d crawled in and out of her head enough times to know she wouldn’t leave the kid.

      “Never. If you don't release Shadowlight, you’re stuck with me too.” The words would have had more impact if she’d been able to cross her arms and frown at him. Hell, it would’ve had more impact if she could sit up when she made her pronouncement.

      “Superb,” Death’s enchanting voice flowed over her, smooth, deep and rich, lulling her worries and soothing her soul-deep aches. “Sleep now, little hybrid. Find what renewal rest will grant you. Your long journey of healing is only beginning.”

      He bent his neck, his muzzle with its deadly fangs dipping far too close, and then he exhaled. His breath, warm and sweet, almost like flowers, blew over Anna. Her mind grew slow and her lids heavy.

      She only had time for one swift regretful ‘Fuck, I wasn’t finished with this conversation’ before she knew nothing more.
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      Food. Anna dreamed of food, which, given what her dreams were usually like the last few weeks, was a departure she could embrace. The warm scent of bread—and something that smelled like oatmeal and some unidentifiable fruit reached her nose.

      Her stomach growled.

      Blinking open her eyes, she discovered it wasn’t a dream at all.

      Shadowlight sat on a cot across from her, scarfing down a bowl of something hot and steaming. She must have made a noise because he stopped eating and looked up.

      “Anna! You’re awake.” He bounced off the bed and knocked into hers in his exuberance.

      “I feel like rewarmed roadkill, so I suppose that means I’m alive.” Her mind felt slow and foggy, sensations mute and muffled.

      “Dray said you’d feel like that when you woke.”

      “Who the fuck is Dray?”

      “The Lord of the Underworld goes by the name Draydrak. He says we can call him Dray.”

      Great. While she’d slept oblivious to everything around her, the kid and the demigod had continued to chat and were now on a first name basis. Just swell.

      “It will continue to grow worse—the exhaustion.” Shadowlight sounded unhappy as he imparted that bit of news.

      “Why worse?”

      “Dray said it’s because you’re still not healed.”

      “What? Wait. I thought that was the whole point of his burns-like-acid power.” Though Anna didn’t feel like she was dying, she couldn’t say she felt healed either, now that she thought about it. Ever since Shadowlight had converted her with his blood, she’d always woken stronger after sleeping off an injury.

      This time she didn’t.

      “Lord Death’s power was destroying the blood witch’s spell. It fought back. That’s why it felt like a burning power to you. Dray later had to replace parts of your soul that had been… eaten away. But he’s not a healer on the physical level. Your body needs to rest in stone. It’s a natural part of healing now that you’re pure gargoyle.”

      Part of her soul had been eaten away and needed to be repaired? Fuck, basic training sure as hell didn’t cover this kind of shit. Yet Shadowlight’s explanation needed some type of response, so she went with a pure vanilla one. “Sounds like a small price to pay for being alive. I’m lucky.”

      But if she was forced to take a stone nap, how vulnerable would it leave her and the kid?

      “Yes, Dray said the blood witch nearly destroyed your soul. If we hadn’t reached him when we did…” Shadowlight cleared his throat and glanced out the nearest window to hide his tears.

      “Shh. It’s okay. I survived.” By some big-ass miracle. “So, I need to impersonate a stone statue for a while. I’ve been through worse.”

      “Yes,” Shadowlight agreed in a small voice.

      “Did… Dray… mention how long I might need to sleep?”

      Shadowlight’s tail wrapped around his own waist. “He said it would be years.”

      “Years…” Fuck. We don’t have years. There’s no way the Battle Goddess was giving her brother, or Earth, years to get ready.

      “The cub is correct,” said a new voice from several feet away.

      She yelped in surprise as a big gargoyle materialized on the cot to her left. If she’d been able to move, she would have jumped up and faced this new and possibly perilous threat. But doing a face-plant wasn’t likely to impress the newcomer. Besides, she didn’t want to alarm Shadowlight or give him any bad ideas.

      The older male—she assumed he was older since there couldn’t be many gargoyles younger than Shadowlight running around—observed them calmly, even taking his unhurried time to arrange his tail so the tip came to rest against his muscular thigh.

      Like Gregory, Darkness, and Shadowlight, this male didn’t suffer from an overabundance of clothing. A loincloth and metal wrist and ankle bands were familiar. Though he also wore a matching metal collar that reminded her of a Celtic torc.

      This male was big, both taller and stockier than either Gregory or Shadowlight’s father. With another gargoyle to study, she noted a few other subtle variations in coloration and features. For one, his muzzle seemed a little blunter than Shadowlight’s.

      “I am Master Banrook, though my friends just call me Rook.” He paused as he eyed first Anna and then Shadowlight. “You are welcome to call me Rook as we’re likely to become close friends.”

      How did he make that sound like a threat?

      Anna drew in a deep breath and studied his scent, but there were no betraying markers she could detect.

      “What are you sensing from him, kid?”

      “Honesty. Integrity. Determination.”

      Hmmm. So basic gargoyle nature. Could be worse.

      “Draydrak has tasked me with overseeing your recovery and adjustment while you become familiar with our world and way of life.” He flicked an ear at Shadowlight. “In other words, I will whip you both into proper gargoyles and do my damn best to undo whatever that manipulative Battle Goddess has hammered into your heads.”

      Anna cleared her throat. “I’d be very grateful for any aid in digging out whatever the Battle Goddess did to us both, but what if we don’t want to become ‘proper’ gargoyles?”

      Rook snorted. “Too late for that. Whatever else you are, you’re both gargoyles, and that makes you Dray’s responsibility. I’ll be aiding him during your healing and later training. As you’ve already discovered, your full healing will take years.”

      Well, no one said those ‘years’ had to be here, in this Realm.

      Anna glanced to her right. “Kid, don’t get too comfortable here. We need to escape back to Earth first chance we get.”

      Shadowlight looked a little uncertain at her words. Yeah, she probably looked like crap, but surely the Avatars could heal whatever the blood witch had done to her and the kid.

      “If you leave,” the older male speared Anna with a look that made sweat break out along her back, “you will die. The Avatars cannot heal you fast enough while in the Mortal Realm. Your death will affect the cub in ways not even Lord Draydrak can fully see.”

      “You can read minds?” Anna tried and failed to keep the thread of hostility out of her voice. She’d mastered the ability to keep everyone, other than Draydrak, out of her head months ago. How was this big brute getting in?

      “It’s a gift. One granted by Lord Dray to aid me in the shaping and training of our younglings. But I don’t do it maliciously.” His tail tip thumped against his thigh once before stilling again. “We need to know your thought processes and your self-doubts so we can put them to rest.”

      Anna grunted but didn’t challenge his words. He’d been open and honest about it at least. She didn’t like having someone able to rummage through her head any time he wanted but admitted if she’d possessed the same gift, she’d have used it, considering where she and Shadowlight had spent the last few months.

      “So…” Anna paused. A yawn snuck up out of nowhere and threatened to crack her jaws. She gave herself a little shake. “How’s this going to work if Lord Dray wants us to lead his army and yet my healing might take years? There’s no way the Battle Goddess is giving her brother years to prepare. Her armies might even now be marching.”

      “Actually, my spies report that the Avatars and a group of humans caused a rather large disturbance in her kingdom.” Banrook gave her a wolfish grin. “They killed several of the Battle Goddess’s captains and even grievously wounded the blood witch. For now, our enemies lick their wounds.”

      “Gryton?” Shadowlight asked suddenly.

      Rook’s ears flicked to the side, his expression darkening. “That one survived.”

      Huh. Big surprise. It would probably just be Gryton and the cockroaches after the apocalypse.

      Though, there was a silver lining. Sounded like the Blood Witch Taryin had gotten a good smackdown. Fleetingly, she wondered what had happened to Vaspara, Sorac, and Bervicta. While she couldn’t condone their choice of master, there were other people higher up Anna’s shit list she’d like to see in the ground first.

      “So,” Banrook continued, “The Lady of Battles won’t be sending her armies just yet. But when she does, she’ll find a nasty surprise. Unfortunately, you don’t have time to hear all the details now.”

      He gestured at her midsection and slowly drew the blanket down.

      Underneath she was wearing an old-fashioned baggy shirt and a pair of matching drawstring pants. It struck her as odd that gargoyles would have human-type clothing, but that was a question for later.

      When she tugged up the shirt’s undyed fabric, her gaze homed in on what looked like raw meat, old scar tissue and a hardy dose of burned flesh. It extended across the expanse of her abdomen. It didn’t hurt. At all.

      Even with top of the line pain meds, she should have been feeling something.

      She’d seen some ugly-ass wounds before and knew the injury should be fatal.

      That she still breathed was only at the whim of a demigod.

      “The outside is ugly enough, but the true damage is internal. Souls are anchored to the body in seven places—” Banrook tapped the crown of her head, between her eyebrows, a flick across her throat, and an impersonal stroke between her breasts. Next, he gestured at the twisted mass of tissue covering her navel area, then circled a talon above her womb before moving lower to indicate the base of her spine.

      “Your soul was nearly shredded from your body. Dray unraveled the blood witch’s spell before it could finish its work, but your body will still need the long sleep to fully repair the damage.”

      Shadowlight hesitantly touched the ravaged skin. “She should already be stone.”

      “Yes. Dray thought you’d like to say goodbye first and to give us time to put your Kyrsu’s mind at ease. I will show you both where you will be staying. A safe home, far beyond the Battle Goddess’s reach.”

      Goodbye? It was that exact moment she understood she’d be abandoning the kid for a good long time. She couldn’t help it. There was no getting around this wound.

      It did not pain her but that was because her body was shutting down. She sensed it, her instincts warning her of the danger, the need to find a safe place to rest.

      This gargoyle, or another like him, would become Shadowlight’s guardian until Gregory and Lillian came to take him back to Earth. There was no telling how long that would be since the Avatars didn’t seem to be on conversational terms with Lord Death.

      Oh, she knew it was better than where they’d just escaped—so much better. But strangers would still care for Shadowlight. Without her.

      God. She only hoped Gregory and Lillian would come soon.

      “Do I have your permission to carry you to another location?” Master Banrook asked. “It’s too far for you to walk in your condition,”

      She would have preferred to walk, but her limbs were growing heavy. “Yes.”

      “Let’s get this over with,” she whispered to the kid.

      Banrook nodded and then carefully scooped her up like she weighed nothing. When he started away, it occurred to her they were in a medical ward.

      Outside, the hallway was constructed of the same dark grey stone with faint green veins running through it. Carpets and wall hangings softened the otherwise hard edges. Every ten feet, wall sconces held lit torches. But the light cast by them was too ethereal—an unnatural soft shimmering blue—to be anything but magic in origin.

      Strangely she couldn’t sense or taste the foreign power. Eh. She was bad off if she couldn’t feel the magic fueling the blue-white flames.

      “Can you still hear me?” Anna asked Shadowlight across their shared mind link.

      “Yes. But you’re faint.”

      His ears wilted as his expression morphed into sorrow and grief. A sheen of tears shimmered in his big, dark eyes.

      Ah, hell. This would be far harder on the kid than her.

      That realization made her feel even worse.

      “Is there nothing I can do to remain awake while I heal?” She asked the older gargoyle. “Shadowlight has lost so much.”

      Banrook shook his head. “No. Some ailments only stone can heal. But rest assured, we will protect and love our young brother in your absence.”

      Anna stared up at the ceiling and fought back a surprising wash of tears. If she slept for years, Shadowlight would grow up without her. Would she even recognize him when she woke?

       “My Kyrsu, you will,” Shadowlight said with a tearful huff. “I am your Rasoren. We are family and will always know each other.”

      That might be true, but it wouldn’t be the same as watching him grow. The kid, her little brother, would be gone when she awoke.

      As she wallowed in her emotional pain, Banrook came to a circular stairwell that led down into darkness. As they descended deeper, she noted a few details through her fading senses. The air wasn’t damp or stale. It was fresh and held the briny essence of the ocean, as strong as when they’d been above ground.

      A slight breeze even ruffled the older gargoyle’s mane.

      “There is great power here.” Shadowlight’s voice held a hint of awe, and he eased closer to Anna and Banrook until he could nuzzle her hair.

      “Do you sense danger?”

      “No.”

      Despite his words, nervousness reasserted itself.

      For his part, Banrook continued as if unaware of their silent exchange, though he’d already revealed his secret ability to listen in.

      They walked in silence after that. A creeping lethargy soon spread through her limbs and a new, strange instinct to struggle out of Banrook’s arms was rearing up inside her. She needed to go find a place to rest.

      Sensing her distress, Banrook crooned softly. “Fear not. You still have enough time to see what I wish and to speak your goodbyes to the child.”

      Anna nodded weakly, having to trust in his words since Fate had taken away all other options.

      “Ah, see?” he said only minutes later. “Here we are.”

      Banrook descended the last few steps and then they were once again on level ground.

      She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to see. They’d emerged into a chamber thick with shadows.

      It was disappointing after all the buildup.

      “Patience, young one.” Using his muzzle, Banrook gestured ahead of him. Three other gargoyles stood twenty feet from the stairs. “I’d like you to meet Master Verroc, and Adepts Soryn and Shorban. Together we will be Shadowlight’s primary instructors and mentors. Yours as well, once you’re healed and ready to start your training.”

      If she’d been more alert, she might have been better able to assess the three new gargoyles, but as it was, she was having trouble remembering their names. Master Verr and Tor and Shore-something-or-other. It was all she could do to keep her eyes open.

      “Kid, you still there?”

      “Yes, Anna.”

      “What do you feel coming from these three?”

      “The one called Verroc seems suspicious of us, but he’s loyal to Lord Death and will follow his commands. The one called Soryn feels undecided. And Shorban—he and Soryn are brothers to judge by their scent—he is openly curious about us. Well, about you anyway to judge by how he’s studying you.”

      “Huh, maybe he’s just wondering if Banrook will be carrying a stone statue in the next thirty seconds.”

      “Anna,” Banrook called her name and gave her a little shake. “Stay with us for a few moments more. We’re almost there.” He nodded to the other three gargoyles, jolting her with the motion.

      It was enough to rouse her into witnessing one of the gargoyles, Verroc maybe, reach out and run his talons along a stalagmite rising from the cavern floor. One of the brothers did the same to a second stalagmite situated six feet from the first one.

      A moment later a ripple of power flowed through the cavern, shivering and shaking the air currents. More magic crackled upwards, circling each stalagmite, snapping and dancing in a fiercely beautiful spectacle.

      When the blue radiance covered both pillars from root to tip, the power from the separate mineral structures arched toward each other. When they touched, a loud ringing filled the air.

      Banrook raised his tail to shade her eyes and seconds later a blinding light flashed out from the two stalagmites. Even with a tail shielding her eyes from the worst of the radiance, it still took a few seconds for the spots to vanish from her vision.

      Once her vision cleared, she continued to blink a few more times, just in case her eyes were playing tricks on her. But nope. Where before there was nothing but space between the pillars, a door to another place now stood.

      The stalagmites had transformed into a large stone frame for a double set of iron-bound doors made of some pale wood. When one of the gargoyles—they’d all moved, so she didn’t know who was who—pushed on the right door, it swung open on silent hinges.

      Beyond was daylight and the scent of green, growing things. She’d seen stranger things in the last few months, but this made her laugh until she was light-headed.

      “Fantasyland has magic portal doors. Go figure.”

      “She’s going into shock again,” Banrook said as he hurried through the doorway.

      Once they crossed the threshold, they reappeared in a room that looked exactly like the one they’d just left, but Shadowlight’s cautious sniffing as he sought new dangers told her they were somewhere else.

      Banrook continued to stride forward, then swiftly ran up the stairs that were identical to the ones in the other place. Before long, Anna found herself back on the surface of the island. Or an island. This one was far more lushly covered in trees and greenery than the one they’d just left.

      Beside her Shadowlight exhaled a startled huff, seeing or sensing something more than she could.

      Why was that important?

      Her eyes drifted closed.

      “Anna, they are all hamadryads.”

      She cracked open one eyelid to scan the trees. Hamadryads? There must be a shit-ton of dryads hidden around here somewhere. But how was that going to help win a war with the Battle Goddess? Dryads were skilled at hiding and healing but were no warriors.

      “The dryad nation answered Lord Draydrak’s secret summons. They have been mating my species to increase our numbers for many years,” Banrook explained. “It has been working rather well. We now have an army a hundred times greater than the Battle Goddess will expect.”

      “The Lady of Battles will have spies,” Anna heard Shadowlight say. “She must know of this place.”

      Banrook snorted. “Our enemy does not know of our plans, and she won’t learn of it until far too late. We are in a time before the Divine Ones used their Avatars to give birth to Lord Draydrak and his misguided twin. Here we are far in the past, but also outside the normal flow of time.”

      Banrook sounded very proud, and Anna could only take him at his word. Because this new knowledge was almost too much for her tired, foggy mind to assimilate.

      “There are so many gargoyles here,” Shadowlight whispered in awe. “More than my father’s memories show. Many, many more.”

      “Yes,” Banrook explained. “Stalks the Darkness, like all the other gargoyle soldiers born in the future, are unaware of this place. It must be this way to protect our secret, for the border guards always face the possibility of capture. We cannot risk the Lady of Battles learning our master’s ultimate plan for her. Only the Council of Elders and a few guards with the sacred duty of protecting the time portal are privy to this secret and travel freely between times to carry out our duties.”

      “Yet you showed us,” Shadowlight said, suspicion coloring his voice. “Now we can’t go back without risking this secret.”

      That’s my kid, Anna thought a little proudly. Trust no one.

      “Yes,” Banrook agreed. “This place will keep you safe from the blood witch’s influence and well away from Death’s sister. Here Anna can heal while you mature naturally and learn to be a proper gargoyle. Once Anna has healed, we will see to her training.”

      Banrook shifted Anna in his arms until she was standing. Well, not really standing. She’d have fallen in a crumpled heap if he wasn’t holding her upright by a firm grip under her arms.

      Shadowlight stepped forward, wrapping her in his arms. “I’ll miss you.”

      His voice broke, and his shoulders shook. If Anna could have moved her arms, she would have wrapped him in a fierce embrace. Instead, she was as limp as a doll in his arms.

      Only thoughts and emotions remained.

      “I love you, cub. Remember that. Always.”

      Shadowlight cried harder.

      “Oh, kid. I’m a tough bitch. When I return to you, I’ll be stronger than ever, and we’ll give the baddies a smackdown of epic proportions.”

      “Promise?”

      “Yes. Have I ever broken one to you?”

      “No.” A warm tongue swept across her cheek, but the sensation felt dull and distant.

      “This isn’t goodbye. It’s a see you later. And I will return. Promise.”

      “I’ll be waiting.”

      “She’s shifting to stone,” a deeper voice said. “Hurry. Place her on the ground.”

      Distantly, she felt herself being shifted into a fetal position. Soft grass tickled her nose and cheek.

      “There. She won’t fall on her face the first time she wakes.”

      “Can I stay with her?” Shadowlight’s voice grew fainter.

      “As much as your training allows.”

      They continued to speak, but Anna only heard a few words, and then even those few snatches of conversation drifted away, and she knew nothing more.
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      Obsidian paced beside Truth as they traversed the bridge network suspended between the ancient hamadryad trees. Flying would have been faster, but Obsidian ached too much from training to enjoy even a short evening flight.

      Besides, walking gave them time to talk on the way home. Obsidian eyed the other gargoyle out of the corner of his eye. “I can’t believe you won’t give me any pointers I can use when it’s time for me to take the Adept Trial.”

      Truth snorted and flicked an ear in Obsidian’s direction. “And have Master Banrook chew my tail off and beat me to death with it? Nope. Even if I shared, it wouldn’t help. My mentors claim they tailor each test to the individual undergoing it. So, if it’s all the same to you, I’d prefer not to get my new rank stripped away for sharing secrets with an uninitiated.”

      Obsidian huffed though it was more for show than any real annoyance at his friend. He’d expected the answer, anyway. It wasn’t like he’d thought the straight-laced gargoyle would speak even if the mentors allowed it. Even for a gargoyle, Truth had an overly developed sense of honor.

      “Will you celebrate with a drink?” Truth asked. “Lark and Meadow will be there.”

      Truth was delusional if he thought dropping the names of two dryads—no matter how pretty and appealing they might be—would sway him into coming.

      Mentally snorting, he admitted he didn’t have time for a relationship even if he wanted one, which was likely for the best since a heaping pile of other complications stood between him and the possibility of a serious courtship. Sighing, he turned back to his conversation with Truth.

      “I doubt you’d find a stone statue good company.” Sleeping in his stone form had become a regular occurrence.

      “Again? Which mentor did you have today? Shorban or Soryn?”

      “Both. At my request.”

      “Goddess, I swear you like getting your ass kicked.”

      “Who said it was my ass getting kicked?” Obsidian grinned. He had done rather well today. The exhaustion was a good type. Though he also had to admit even if he wasn’t that tired, he’d still have returned to his quarters.

      “Fine,” Truth said, a sullen little note in his tone. “Sleep. You will need it because there will not be much of that going on these next three days. Spring Rites are upon us if you hadn’t noticed, you great reclusive ogre. There’s no way you will escape the dryads’ eye again this year. They already have plans for a great feast.”

      Obsidian snorted. “That’s not the only thing they have planned.”

      “Exactly. I fancy none, so you better have my back. Unless—” Truth’s eyes narrowed suddenly. “Have you and one of the dryads already come to a consensus?”

      Rather than answer his friend, Obsidian quickened his pace.

      Several dryads had approached him. He’d turned them all down.

      It was no secret that the fastest way to seduce a gargoyle was through his stomach. If he could have avoided the feast, he would, finding certain dryads overly aggressive in their hunt for future mates.

      Ahead the path branched, the left bridge leading to the group of platforms that housed Truth’s home and a few other gargoyles in the same level of training. The bridge’s right fork led to a more secluded area away from other lodgings.

      At the fork, they paused, saying their goodbyes and Obsidian even agreed to meet the other gargoyle in the morning to hunt food for the dryads to cook. Usually, both species shared in the duty of hunting and cooking, but during the Spring Rites, the dryads pampered their gargoyle counterparts, and no gargoyle would complain about that. In the fall, the gargoyles returned the favor during the harvest festival.

      With a final goodbye, they went their separate ways—Obsidian taking the right fork of the bridge to the more secluded area where he’d made his home. Growing up, he’d never entirely felt like he belonged, his size and heritage setting him apart from the other gargoyles.

      Yes, he’d made friends, and he valued those friendships—but the feeling of not wholly belonging never fully went away.

      Alone now, Obsidian dropped to all fours and trotted toward his destination, the usual eagerness temporarily dispelling some of his weariness.

      Grinning to himself, he turned down another branch of the bridge system that spread throughout the vast hamadryad forest. Overhead he could catch a few glimpses of stars between the dense foliage. Other nights, he would have taken a pleasure flight before bed. But not tonight. His nest called to him.

      Rounding a large trunk of an ancient hamadryad, Obsidian came to a halt as the breeze carried the scents and sounds of others to him. It was unusual to find others out here this time of night. Hmm.

      “Come on! We’re out of time. Obsidian is likely already finishing up with the brothers.” The words came from a somewhat young sounding voice.

      A moment later Obsidian placed the speaker. It was Novice Oath, a gargoyle several years behind him in training. They’d struck up a friendship all the same. But what was the youth doing here this time of night? He should be in his own bed by now.

      “Well. If you were worried about getting caught, why did you come?”

      Ah. That voice belonged to Lark, a dryad in Warpath’s training group.

      “Why did you?” Oath countered.

      Had Lark come to his place to ask him to join her at the fires and then found the younger gargoyle outside? Obsidian sighed mentally at the thought. But that made little sense either since he was now picking up Nightshade and Meadow’s scent. That was surprising.

      Lark snorted. “I don’t think we have much to worry about. Soryn is a tough old bastard. If he gets tired, Shorban will take over. They’ll keep Obsidian busy well past second moonrise.”

      Usually, Lark’s words would be correct, but his mentors released him early in a rare showing of sympathy. Now, Obsidian was back early and had interrupted some mischief.

      “If he catches us, he’ll put us on extra cleaning details,” Nightshade whined. He was likely only here because Lark was present. Nightshade’s infatuation with the older dryad was almost comical.

      “He’s not an adept yet,” Lark said.

      Sounding more concerned by the minute, Nightshade whispered, “But Truth is.”

      “I’d volunteer to take extra shifts for a chance to see the human.” Oath again, awe ringing clear in his voice.

      “But she’s spelled into stone. There’s not going to be much to see,” Meadow complained.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Lark countered. He could practically hear Lark’s jaw clench with determination. “I agree with Oath. The risk is worth the reward. We’ll be the first beside the council to see Obsidian’s Kyrsu. Don’t you want to see the female who will one day command us?”

      Ah! Obsidian grinned with a new understanding. The human locked safely away in his dwelling had finally become too great a temptation for his peers. Their curiosity had led them to this rash action.

      His grin grew broader. He’d been just like them only a few short years ago.

      “We should go.” Fear of discovery tinted Meadow’s words. Her scent as well. It wasn’t the only emotion on display. Mortification lay thick in the air. She must find the entire situation embarrassing, and yet, here she remained.

      “He’ll be coming back soon, and even if we’re gone, he’ll be able to scent that we were here.” Meadow again, sounding more stressed.

      “So little faith,” Lark interjected. “My magic casting has advanced far enough to weave a spell that will erase our scents.”

      “He’ll know someone was here if we tamper with the entryway spells. This is a stupid idea.” Meadow’s tone was more exasperated than embarrassed now. “I’m leaving. It’s not like you’ll be able to get past his protective spells, anyway.”

      Obsidian called on his shadow magic to hide. As his mentors could attest, he’d grown proficient with magic. The mischief makers wouldn’t see or smell his presence until he wanted them to.

      With power shrouding his form, he stalked forward, determined to cause a little mischief of his own. Ahead, he could see the small group of miscreants.

      Oath stood closest to the entrance of the dwelling, his muzzle nearly pressing against the spell covering the door. “It’s too complicated for you. This smells like Master Banrook had a hand in its making.”

      “You’re right,” Lark said. “If I had to breach one of Rook’s spells on my own, I’d be here for another twelve moon cycles, but I was here with Truth early this morning when Obsidian was resetting it. I saw the composition of the trigger spell.”

      Why, that determined little dryad. The nerve! He’d get Truth to assign her to weeding the fields on the mainland.

      Meadow halted and turned on her heels, her expression torn between doing what was right and satisfying a curiosity that had hounded many of the island’s residents. “You can open that?”

      “Yes.”

      After a long hesitation, Meadow returned to the other three.

      “Fine, just a quick peek, and then we get out of here.”

      Obsidian waited until Lark had taken down the spell. The four were bunching close to the door, preparing to enter, when he ghosted up behind them.

      Lark and Meadow, he tapped on their shoulders. Nightshade he thumped with the edge of his wing. As for Oath, his tail was too tempting a target, and he stomped on it with all his weight.

      The dryads yelled. Nightshade huffed and choked like he’d swallowed his tongue and Oath yowled like a wounded cat.

      “Very impressive,” Obsidian said with a dose of satisfaction as he released his shadow magic and appeared behind them. “Would you like me to hold open the door for you?”

      “Obsidian!”

      “Sorry!”

      “We’re sorry!”

      “Didn’t think you’d be back yet!”

      Sheepish looks accompanied the chorus of apologies.

      “Next time you wish to enter, you should simply ask.”

      Oath bounced up and down, still holding his tail, but his ears swung forward with eagerness. “Would you have let us see her if we’d just asked?”

      “No,” Obsidian said with a big grin. Then seeing Oath’s crestfallen look, he softened the blow. “It’s not my right.”

      Oath’s face fell. “Why did you say to ask then?”

      “So you would think about the privacy of others.” He pushed past them and opened the polished dark wood door. Then turning to face them, he grinned again. “Good night. I assume I’ll see you all tomorrow during the preparations for the festival.”

      With that, he closed the door in their startled faces.

      A flick of his wrist reset the wards protecting his small domain. A faint blue glow emanated from the polished wood door and the surrounding walls.

      Floating balls of magic provided the only other heat and light. Not that he needed much of either to be comfortable, but he kept them burning in case Corporal Anna Mackenzie awoke from her healing stone sleep when he was away.

      After giving the room with its carved walls and vine-shrouded windows a once over, he set aside his weapons and armor and shed his ward-spelled wrist and armbands. And then he paced to the center of the homey room where a concave nest cradled Anna’s stone form.

      She looked as she always did, her expression unchanged. Only the slight warmth rising from the stone and the slow beat of her heart suggested she was a living creature. None of those things hinted when she would finally wake and take up her destiny. Though, surely, it must be soon.

      Feeling the familiar sadness, he dropped to all fours and crawled into the nest, arranging blankets and pillows how he liked before curling around her.

      Even though she couldn’t converse with him in return, he’d always told her how his day had gone, sharing his greatest joys and most profound defeats. When he slept and dreamed, his mind would touch hers and share much of what he’d learned that day.

      His mentors encouraged it, saying when she finally woke it would speed her training along. But even if there were no tactical benefits to sharing his day with Anna, he’d still do it, the closeness giving him much-needed comfort.

      Snuggling nearer, he settled a wing over them both. His one hand pressed against her chest, where, if he waited long enough, he would feel the slow thump of her heart.

      That too had always comforted him.

      “I miss you,” he whispered along their mental link. “Return to me soon.”

      Closing his eyes, he waited. Only after he felt three of the familiar slow thumps of her heart did he surrender to his own stone sleep.
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      A rich, dark scent, one reminiscent of patchouli forest incense and a hint of her favorite café mocha, teased her senses. Because no pleasant dream was complete without coffee and chocolate.

      Hmmm. Some dreams were better than others.

      Her mind roused further. Well, perhaps it was a rather odd combination. She hadn’t smelled the patchouli incense since she’d last been home, what seemed like ages ago now. She took another breath, inhaling deeply.

      Ah. No. That wasn’t exactly what she smelled, but it was familiar all the same, and it reminded her of home. It really was a delightful scent. She would have been happy to drink in the fragrance for days and days if another part of her consciousness hadn’t been piecing together more disturbing details.

      She stiffened as she came fully awake.

      What the fuck!

      She was lying in a fetal position with a big, male body spooning her.

      Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!

      Why couldn’t she remember what had happened or how she’d gotten here? She jerked in surprise as old memories surfaced from where she’d buried them to die. No! She wouldn’t think of that time. She was stronger than the memories. They held no power over her now.

      But the memories didn’t care about her mental denials and continued to rise to the surface.

      Fuck them and fuck the jackass who’d just roofied me!

      She embraced the rage—it was far better than paralyzing fear.

      I’ll rip his balls off and stuff them down his throat!

      Anna tried to bolt upright only to be brought up short by a weight across her waist. An arm—yep that was an arm—slung around her torso like he owned her.

      His hand was cupping her right boob. She reached up to break his thumb, and the feel of large talons gave her pause.

      What kind of sicko was she tangled up with now?

      Never mind. Neutralize the threat first and worry about what the actual fuck was going on later. Her brothers had taught her that one.

      She jackknifed her body, then came back down, slamming the back of her skull into his face. Lifting her pelvis for better leverage, she raised her right leg and kicked back with all her strength. Her heel made a direct hit to his balls.

      Without pause, she grabbed his hand and twisted the thumb of the offending hand back hard. The move would have broken a typical guy’s thumb, but the big brute behind her merely grunted out an age-old sound of male pain at the hit to his jewels. His thumb seemed not to register at all.

      “I will kill you!” She punctuated the sentence with another savage twist and kick.

      “Anna!” He howled as broad wings folded back, showing her a glimpse of her surroundings.

      More memories returned—newer ones—crashing into her mind like waves racing to shore. Blinking down at herself, she acknowledged she was fully
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