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Chapter One




The green iridescence of dragon scales flashed in the sunlight, the massive beast flying low to cut down trees with the serrated edges of his wings. He pulled up just in time to miss the waiting army, but behind him came a greater evil: a man with eyes like blood who raised his arms to black out the sun, leaving the world in darkness. Only the sound of a single beating heart broke the silence as it sped up and made it impossible to breathe, and—

Jeff Powell woke with a yell, unable to recognize where he was or who the people on either side of him were. As his heartbeat slowed, he remembered he was on a plane, and the people glancing sidelong at him were fellow passengers. Strangers. Who now thought he was insane.

Clearing his throat, he shifted in his seat to get comfortable and make sure he stayed awake. The screen on the back of the seat in front of him said they were ten minutes away from landing. Ten minutes away from home.

Between the influx of announcements and interruptions, classic rock blasted through his headphones from the satellite radio. Jeff tapped his palms against the armrests along to the music as the plane started its descent. Nothing like some heavy bass to drown out the crying kids and rattling luggage. He dug his fingernails into the plastic and squeezed his eyes shut as the plane shuddered onto the runway.

Blue, black, and white lights swirled behind his eyelids at the vibration. Visions—memories—threatened to bring his panic to a crescendo. He had to open his eyes again to settle the writhing in his stomach. And to make sure the dancing colours were only in his mind. Even after six months, Jeff suffered a gnawing fear that he would get caught up in that tunnel of light again, the magical doorway into Andvell, once the setting of his bestselling fantasy series and so recently a part of his reality.

Almost over, almost over. He repeated the mantra as the plane juddered on landing and taxied towards the gate. He kept his eyes focused on the headrest in front of him the entire trip across the tarmac and didn’t look away until the captain’s message came through the speakers that they had arrived in Dorval.

A twenty-minute drive and he would be in Montreal. With a slow exhale, Jeff’s gaze roved the plane. He took in the crowded lines, his fellow passengers jostling for room in the aisles, trying not to hit people over the head as they took down their luggage. He watched them dance around each other, trip over straps and toes.

Business class would have been less chaotic.

Lisa Tellier, his agent, had suggested he indulge and fly first class, but he’d opted not to. There was a certain comfort in knowing he would be with the masses if the plane went down. Not to mention farther away from the nose. Front seats just asked for trouble.

And for the last six months, Jeff had made a point to avoid trouble and steer clear of potentially dangerous situations. Personal experience had taught him they weren’t everything novels made them out to be.

As soon as the seatbelt sign went off, Jeff pulled his cellphone out of his pocket and turned it on. Almost immediately it buzzed in his palm. Two new text messages.

Seeing no end of the line in sight, the doors not yet open, he settled into his seat to check them. The first was from Lisa. You nailed the interview. CBC loves you! Call when you get home—need to talk next steps.

Jeff caught his bottom lip between his teeth and bounced his head against the headrest. Next steps were not good. He wasn’t ready for current steps, let alone the next ones. Too much shit from his last adventure still to work through.

He flipped to the second message and his breath caught in his throat. Heard your show—you sounded great! Dinner tonight?

It took three read-throughs to absorb the meaning behind the words, and another two to connect the message with the sender. Cassie Murphy. Barista at Le Coin du Café coffee shop. Woman of his dreams. The woman for whom he’d sacrificed the greatest part of himself. And now she was the second person in his life he was terrified to talk to.

Goddamn it.

He turned his phone back off and returned it to his pocket, happy to forget for another half-hour that either of them existed.

Squeezing his eyes shut, Jeff sank deeper into his seat.

How had he reached this point? Never had he experienced so much success in his career or his personal life, all of it tainted by the memory of how he’d attained it. Evensong, the fourth book in his Feldall Saga, was a hit. Copies were flying off the shelves in every country they reached, and sales on the first three books had spiked. Radio and podcast interviews, a few small television spots—he’d gone across North America promoting the new release and so far the response had been elating.

Maybe there was something to be said for writing non-fiction.

Not that anyone would believe him if he came out on the next CBC interview announcing Evensong wasn’t so much a fantasy novel as a memoir. That in some place and time magic was real, dragons weren’t evil, and, in a small way, he had helped stop the destruction of his once-fictional world. He wasn’t sure he believed it himself half the time.

The rune pendant hanging around his neck warmed the skin where it rested, and Jeff grasped it in his fist. He pictured the green and black colours dancing within the stone. Souls, according to Maggie, the Feldall enchantress. The constant reminder that what he remembered actually had happened.

“Sir?” a voice cut into his thoughts.

Jeff opened one eye and saw the plane had emptied. A flight attendant with copper hair leaned forwards from the aisle, one hand stretched out towards him, not quite touching him.

“Is everything all right?” she asked. Her nametag read April.

“Yes. Thanks. Sorry. Just trying to get my landlegs back.”

Jeff grabbed hold of the seat in front of him and staggered to his feet. He had to duck his head to avoid the luggage compartment as he shuffled towards the aisle.

“Are you someone?” April asked. Her hand flew to her mouth, and she laughed, her brown eyes shining over her bright pink fingernails. “Sorry, I just mean you look really familiar. Are you on TV?”

Jeff slung his overnight bag over his head and smoothed the strap across his chest. “I must have one of those faces. I’m no one. But thanks for the ego boost.”

Normally he would have told her the truth—anything to ensnare another loyal reader—but red hair made him nervous these days. He always had to double check for emerald eyes and keep an ear out for an eerie laugh on the wind. A laugh he still thought he heard from time to time, although he couldn’t tell if it was in his head or a real visit from three witches who had no concept of personal boundaries.

“I’d hardly say you were no one,” April persisted, her twinkling eyes suggestive.

Jeff pasted a smile onto his face, the air in the cabin growing hotter. “Thanks for the great flight. Have a good one.”

He hastened towards the door, and once he passed through the gates the air conditioning in the airport hit him with a refreshing blast. Pausing, he leaned against the wall to adjust his bag.

The September heat wave had to end soon. He tried to tell himself it was only the weather that had knotted his stomach. It couldn’t possibly be that the close quarters of the aircraft had triggered his all too frequent nightmares about twenty-one days spent locked in a pitch black room with nothing to eat but maggoty food and no one to speak with but an evil sorcerer’s captain of the guard who would later sacrifice her life to save his. Or the nightmares about animals mutated into walking death traps, all armoured fur and poisoned whiskers. Or the nightmares of actual walking dead, the greyed, decaying corpses swaying in the breeze.

Jeff pushed the heels of his palms into his eyes to block out the images, but the memories followed him. Shoving himself away from the wall, he glared at the floor and made his way out of the airport to wait for a cab.

He wished he could say he was coping well. It made him feel weak that sometimes he had to sleep with the radio playing or the light on in the bathroom to escape the suffocation of being alone in the dark. He knew he’d got off easy compared to what some of the others had suffered. Jasmine Feldall had lost her lover, Corey, in a freak dragon accident; Maggie had almost died casting too many spells to save their sorry asses; and her husband, Conrad, had had to sit back and watch because she was too stubborn to stop. Hell, Jayden Feldall had lost both his right arm and eye taking down an armoured bear, and the last time Jeff saw him—only a month after the battle—the warrior had stood with a sword in his hand ready to fight Raul and give Maggie more time to get Jeff and Cassie home.

They'd endured and overcome, and Jeff couldn’t even make it through one night without waking up in a cold sweat. Couldn’t shake the feeling that Andvell wasn’t nearly as finished with him as he was with it.

A cab pulled up, and he dropped into the backseat.

“Where to?” The cab driver’s local French reassured Jeff that the nightmares were behind him. He was home.

He started to give the man his address, but the thought of being trapped in the cage that was his bachelor apartment didn’t appeal.

“Take me to Old Port?”

“You got it.”

The driver pulled away from the curb, and Jeff leaned his head against the cool glass, watching the scenery speed by.

His new-found claustrophobia wasn’t the only reason he dreaded going home. Once there, he’d have to call Lisa back. His Feldall Saga concluded, she would want to know his plans. Would it be the mystery series they’d discussed, or the contemporary fantasy?

How about nothing? Jeff’s bitter thoughts spat.

That wasn’t quite true, he told himself. He still had lots of options. He could always write the instruction manual for the latest model in one-cup coffee makers.

His head bounced against the window.

Jeff was pretty sure everything else he'd experienced in his novel-world of Andvell would be easier to handle if it weren’t for the one nightmare that stayed a reality—the one he couldn’t escape by turning on the lights.

For the sake of saving the woman he loved from Raul—a sadist with the power to destroy cities with a mere thought—Jeff had given up his imagination to the giggling witches. Not given up. Traded. For a key that had disintegrated into smoke as soon as he'd used it to open the cell door. Those were the sorts of deals the Sisters made. He could still remember the sensation of having his ideas drained from his mind. All his future story ideas, character arcs, book blurbs. They'd emptied him of all his creativity, and the only reason he’d been able to finish Evensong was because he’d lived it.

So far, he’d been able to hide the truth of his “condition” behind the busy book promotion schedule, which could possibly carry him for a few more months, but not longer. Then he would have to face the truth. Come to terms with his new position in life.

He hadn’t lied to April. He was no one. He was no one who used to be someone.

The cab pulled over, and Jeff didn’t interrupt his mulling to hear the fee. He handed over a couple of bills and left without change.

At this time of year, Old Port swam with tourists eager to see the ships or rent their own boats to escape the heat for the afternoon. One family passed by with T-shirts and bags from the Science Centre, the kids overwhelmed with excitement. Jeff tuned them out, skirted the chip wagons with their intoxicating aromas, and headed for the quay.

Keeping to the shade of the trees, he crossed the bridge into the park. Along the water, he avoided the people napping in the grass and the keener students working on their first assignments of the new term. He envied their peace of mind. Without acknowledging anyone in his path, he reached the edge of the pier and leaned against the railing. The winds from the Saint Lawrence played with his hair and blew away some of his growing sense of futility.

He pulled out his phone and turned it back on, re-reading Cassie’s message. Dinner tonight? He slammed his free hand onto the railing and shoved the phone back in his pocket.

From the highlight of his week, Cassie Murphy had become a source of dread, and he hated himself for that, too. The whole time he’d been locked in that cell, all he could think about was how much of a coward he was for never asking her out. Six months later and their situation had hardly changed.

He had asked her to dinner. Finally. He’d worked up the courage within minutes of arriving back at his apartment after the confused chaos of their journey to another world. And she’d said yes. He still couldn’t believe it had been that easy. They’d gone out for curry. As they broke apart the pappadum, the conversation had been awkward and stilted, with much beer imbibed. By the time the butter chicken disappeared, it had felt like they’d been talking forever.

Jeff had ridden the high of that date for a week.

But then he’d tried to pick at a new story. Every day he forced himself to write a single sentence, and by the end of two weeks hadn’t come up with anything beyond a detective who really enjoyed coffee and had a cat named Fred. The more he tried, the more frustrated he became, and Cassie—not being an idiot—had noticed.

What could he say to her? “I can’t write anymore because of you?”, “I sort of sacrificed the essence of what I was to save you?”

Jeff shivered as the breeze cooled the sweat on the back of his neck.

No matter how he worded it, Cassie would feel guilty and uncomfortable. So he’d done his best to avoid the problem until he came up with a better solution.

Not to say he never saw her at all. They’d gone out a few times over the last couple of weeks, once to the movies and another time to the Biodome. Jeff didn’t want to ruin his chances completely in case his “condition” reversed itself somehow, someday, but he had cut down his almost daily exposure. Mostly by cutting down his coffee intake. The first few weeks had been difficult, but now he noticed his pants fit better and he was a little less twitchy thanks to the caffeine detox.

Lots of perks.

Jeff dropped down on a bench and buried his head in his hands. Why did everything have to be so complicated? Six months ago, he had been a pretty decent author writing some fun stories. Why couldn’t his characters have left things as they were? Why had Jayden and Jasmine Feldall decided to stick their noses in his business?

Never mind he made his living by sticking his nose in theirs.

A familiar anger bubbled up, and Jeff flexed his fingers in and out of fists. Damn Jasmine for coming up with the idea to transport him into their world. Damn Brady Reed, the scholar, for finding the Meratis incantation. And to hell with Maggie for casting it. They all should have known better.

The rage evaporated, and he sagged into the bench, exhausted by the same emotional roller coaster he often faced these days. How could he stay upset about what he'd experienced? He’d travelled into a different world. He’d seen a dragon! He’d met Swish, the bay gelding who’d become his best friend on the other side. In fact, if he were very honest, the whole Feldall group had endeared themselves to him, knew him better than most of his friends in this world.

He just had to get a grip.

At the end of the pier, the old clock tower chimed the hour. Five gongs let Jeff know he’d wasted almost a full sixty minutes here, whining and feeling sorry for himself. More than enough indulgence for one day. Any longer and he’d be that sad man on the next bench who spent hours every day feeding the pigeons.

Although what does it say about my habits that I know so much about his?

No. He had to move forward, put the past behind him. All those clichés that no longer had any meaning because they were easier said than done.

Swinging himself to his feet, Jeff took the long way home along the quay.

Fortify, he told himself, trying on a new mantra. Six months of nightmares and stressing about the future was enough.

Evensong was enjoying its release, he was enjoying its promotion, and it was time to move on with the rest of his life.

That was the new plan. The next step. If he could take it.

He walked back through the park, now almost cleared out of students, although the napping man was still there. The younger families had gone, replaced by couples strolling towards the restaurants for a romantic evening out. Jeff closed his mind to them and left the port in the direction of his apartment building, grateful for the thinning crowds the farther he got from the tourist hot spot. Traffic had eased, so he jaywalked across the street, passing the rows of highrises until he reached his own.

At the front door, he glanced across the parked cars to the coffee shop. Debated going for an afternoon pick-me-up. Decided the line was too long, and he would rather shower to get the eau-de-plane off his skin.

To prove to himself he was taking his advice and moving on, no more running, Jeff pulled his phone back out and hit reply on Cassie’s text. Dinner sounds good. Meet me after work?

He pressed send before he could overthink it and closed his hand around the phone, squeezed just enough to consider crushing the plastic, and then released his grip.

He’d get through this.

His hand vibrated. I’ll be there.

Great. Wonderful! The conflicting emotions of joy and terror coursed through him, and he was happy when he realised his smile won. Cassie still made him feel like a kid on Christmas morning.

With a bit more pep in his step, Jeff went inside and took the stairs up to his tenth-floor apartment. Not quite going to the gym, but better than nothing.

Outside his door, he paused to catch his breath and looked at his watch. Five-twenty. Just over half an hour until Cassie finished her shift.

Male voices floated towards him, and Jeff shot an angry glare at the door next to his. If everything else in his life had changed, Mr. MacGregor, his high-volume television-watching neighbour, remained the same. Had gotten worse, in fact. Get outside, man. Get some fresh air.

After his initial irritation wore off, Jeff realised the noise wasn’t coming from his neighbour’s place. He pressed his ear against his own door, shocked to hear laughter on the other side. Two men, by the sound of it, having an unhurried conversation. Strange behaviour for burglars.

Jeff couldn’t decide what to do. He considered pulling out his phone to call the cops, but what if he was overreacting? Small shadows made him jump these days, so it wasn’t unlikely. He debated knocking on MacGregor’s door, but accepted he would rather get stabbed by someone trying to steal his laptop than deal with his neighbour. The final thought made up his mind.

He pulled his overnight bag over his head and twisted the strap around his hand, ready to swing. With his other hand, he unlocked the door. Stepping inside, he caught full sight of both his guests: a wiry ginger-haired man standing next to his bookcase and a one-armed, one-eyed man standing in the archway to the kitchen.

Jeff’s jaw fell open and he let his bag drop to the floor, his mind numb, his reactions dulled.

The redhead watched him with concern. He reached for Jeff’s computer chair as if ready to slide it over to him if his knees gave out.

The other man leaned against the wall, crossing one foot over the other as though nothing were out of the ordinary. Perfectly normal for them to be in Jeff’s apartment. In Jeff’s world.

“Hey, Jeff.” Jayden Feldall grinned.











Chapter Two




Jeff blinked once, twice. He raised a finger and pointed first at Jayden, and then at the other man—the scholar, Brady.

Then he decided he didn’t want to try to understand. He pushed past Jayden into the kitchen and grabbed a beer from the fridge. He didn’t offer one to either of the others, happy to believe for the moment that they were tricks of the light.

Neither man said anything while Jeff went through the motions of popping off the beer cap and chugging down half the bottle’s contents in one go. Jayden, an amused smirk still plastered on his lips, retreated from the doorway to stand at Brady’s side, giving Jeff room to sort things out.

The beer almost gone, Jeff mechanically walked back into the other room, rolled his computer chair well away from his guests, and fell into it. He took another swig and forced himself to accept this wasn’t a dream. That somehow they were here. In his apartment.

“What the hell?”

Jayden’s grin returned, and he dropped down on the edge of Jeff’s bed. Still in too much shock to think about it in detail, Jeff couldn’t help but notice a roughness to the man’s once-roguish expression. The scar across the right side of his face that stretched up from his jaw and disappeared under the black leather eyepatch had healed well, hardly more than three faint pink-and-white lines compared to the twisted gash from six months ago. Andvellian healers—with the help of Maggie’s spells—knew what they were doing.

“I can imagine how you feel,” Brady, clearly the designated ambassador, said. Jeff rankled at the word “imagine,” but let it slide with another gulp of beer. “I must say you’re taking it better than I expected.”

“I’m still processing. Give me another minute.”

The scholar smiled, his good humour on the softer, more compassionate end of the scale than Jayden’s mirth.

“But it’s true? You two are here in my apartment. Standing here.”

“Gods, I can’t believe I’m having this conversation again.” Jayden sighed and ran his hand through his dark hair so it stuck up in all directions. “I know it’s a surprise. We would have written first to let you know we were coming, but the messenger pigeons kept getting lost. Can we get past the ‘I’m crazy, this must be a dream’ bit a little more quickly this time?”

Jeff held up a hand. “Oh, I know I’m awake. I couldn’t make this moment up if I wanted to. How are you here?”

The final question came out louder than intended, but the slim grasp Jeff had on his temper slipped and hysteria was creeping in.

“Maggie sent us,” Brady explained. “She figured it worked bringing you into Andvell, so why not the other way around?”

“Because it’s wrong. Ethically. Psychologically. Go home.”

Jeff got up and threw his empty bottle into the blue box under the kitchen counter, then made for the fridge and this time grabbed three.

“Here’s something for the road.”

He tossed one to Jayden and the other to Brady, only considering afterwards that tossing breakable items to a man with one arm might not be the smartest idea. Jayden caught the bottle with ease, holding it steady with his knees as he palmed the cap. As if he’d done it all his life.

Brady set his bottle on Jeff’s desk unopened, but Jayden knocked the alcohol back, his mouth twisting into a grimace as he swallowed.

“What is this sheep’s piss? You call this beer?”

“When you’ve started drinking as much as I have, you go for the cheap stuff.”

“Huh,” Jayden huffed, taking a smaller sip.

“I’m afraid we can’t leave just yet,” Brady continued, undeterred.

“Why not? Please don’t tell me you need my help again. I can’t, guys, I really can’t. We made a deal. I stop writing about you, and you leave me alone. Right?”

“Did we make that deal?” Jayden asked Brady. Brady shrugged. “I didn’t think so. Jeff. Brother.” Jeff’s eyebrow rose at the blatant attempt to soften him. “We’re here for a reason. The Sisters came to see us.”

Jeff’s shoulders drooped. He couldn’t even bring the beer to his lips to drown in the smooth drizzle of alcohol. Nothing good ever started with mention of the Sisters.

“You remember them, don’t you?” Jayden asked.

“Hard to forget,” Jeff grumbled. Neither Brady nor Jayden knew what they had taken from him. Jasmine was the only one he'd told, and he was happy to leave it that way for now. “What did they say this time?”

Brady grabbed a chair from the two-seat kitchen table and dragged it into the living room next to the bed, keeping as much space between himself and Jeff as he could, which Jeff appreciated.

“Something about blackness spreading in the lovely province, although they left that rather vague. The part we understood without doubt was the reference to you.”

Blackness in la belle province? Why couldn’t Kay, Aya, and Lan ever have good news to share? And how could they see into his world?

“I thought I felt my ears burning the other day.” His joke fell flat with the bitterness in his tone. “They spoke of me with fondness, I hope?”

“They told us to seek out the Storychanger,” Brady replied. “That you would be our guide to stop the plague before it devoured the world.”

“What plague?” Jeff asked. “Are mutated, infected rats coming to Montreal?”

Jayden met his eye. “Raul is here.”

Jeff froze. A series of witty retorts fluttered through his head, and he held them all back. “That’s not funny.”

“We’re not joking.”

Jeff looked to Brady for confirmation, and the scholar nodded slowly, his eyebrows flicking upwards in a “sorry but true” expression. His face wavered in Jeff’s vision, and it took a moment to realise it wasn’t Brady moving but his grasp on consciousness.

He forced a deep breath and leaned over to set his bottle on the desk. Beer was hardly the answer. He needed something stronger.

“How?” he asked, settling into his seat.

Jayden scratched the back of his neck. “Best we can figure, he was holding on to you when the vortex transported you home. He must have let go before it closed and ended up somewhere else.”

“That was never part of the spell,” Brady said. “We didn’t know it was possible. Or even that that’s what happened until the Sisters came to us. They saw something in a vision. About what’s going to happen if he finds a way back home.”

“What about what happens to my world if he stays? You’re telling me he’s been in Montreal for six months?” Jeff stood up and started pacing the small space of his apartment. Four steps up, four steps down. The path was too similar to the last cell he’d paced, and he threw himself back in his chair, resting his elbows on his knees. “How is anything still standing?”

“Well, that’s one bit of good news at least,” said Brady.

“Is there such a thing? I was beginning to wonder.”

“He’s lost his power.”

“All right, that’s not horrible news.” Jeff perked up a little and looked between both men. “All of it? No meteor showers or spontaneous volcanic activity?”

“Not according to the Sisters. Something about the transition stripped him of his magic.”

“So what are we worried about? We leave him alone, he stays trapped here without any way to make anyone’s life miserable. On a grand scale, anyway.”

He doubted anyone would notice one more pretentious jackass in his world.

“If it were that simple, we would have left you alone,” said Brady.

Jayden grimaced. “Somehow he’s going to find his way back. The Sisters wouldn’t have seen it if it weren’t a possibility.”

“We think,” Brady cut in, “that his followers back home might have found a way to contact him. If they can communicate, open the corridor on their end, we’ll have missed our chance. If he makes it home, there’s nothing to stop him from gaining his power back.”

Jeff passed a hand over his face and eyed his beer. “So what do you plan to do? Kill him before he gets back?”

“If the opportunity presents itself,” Jayden said, in a way that suggested he would create the opportunity if it didn’t.

“The first step is to find him,” said Brady firmly, as if he and Jayden had argued this point before.

Jeff nodded slowly, processing his thoughts. He focused his attention on the floor, on the glare of afternoon sunlight against the dark parquet, the angle of the light showing off every scuff mark and scratch from his years of moving furniture around. Every one of them from simpler times when a beer meant a refreshing treat after a long day of work and not a necessity to deal with the two guests sitting across from him.

Vaguely he was aware of a knock at the door, but he didn’t move to acknowledge it. Staring at the floor seemed like the best way to stay sane for the time being.

A second knock.

“Jeff?” Cassie’s voice came from the other side. Jeff heard it, knew what it meant, but still didn’t have the mental capacity to stand up and answer her.

In his periphery, he saw Brady and Jayden exchange a glance. Brady got to his feet and opened the door.

“Oh!” Cassie’s exclamation of astonishment. “Oh.” Recognition and uncertainty. “Oh.” The final note of acceptance. She moved between them much more quickly than Jeff had.

Edging her way into the room, she kept a slight distance from Brady, Jeff noticed, and moved to his side.

“Well, this is a surprise,” she said, actually managing to sound cheerful, raising herself another notch in Jeff’s respect. “What are you two doing in town?”

As if they were long lost friends. Distant relatives of Jeff’s come for a visit.

Jeff rose to his feet and, feeling a little frazzled, met her gaze. He didn’t want her to hear the news from Jayden and Brady. Confusion, hidden beneath a veneer of politeness, stared back at him behind her night-sky blue eyes. She smelled of coffee from her shift, the scent lingering on her green golf shirt and beige capris; a tidy ponytail hung between her shoulder blades.

“Raul is here. In Montreal.” He jumped right to the key point.

Some of the colour drained from Cassie’s cheeks, her pupils dilating as fear set in. Jeff could hardly blame her. The last time she’d seen the man, he had blindfolded her, tied her up, and used her as blackmail to ensure Jeff’s cooperation in writing him as a hero.

“Here,” she repeated. “In our world.”

Her knees quivered, and Jeff took her hands. “Yes. But he’s lost his power.”

“Huh.” The word slipped from her lips without thought or inflection. Jeff empathised with the mindlessness.

Brady took her elbow, and the two of them guided her to his vacated chair. She sank into it and assumed Jeff’s role of staring vacantly at the floor. Brady pulled the second chair out of the kitchen and arranged it into an awkward half-circle of seats in the room, which suddenly felt very small and crowded. Jeff cleared his throat and focused on deep breathing.

“How do you plan to find him?” he asked, keeping his eye on Cassie. “Did the Sisters give any hint on where to start?”

“They sent us to you,” Brady reminded him.

Jeff pressed his lips together and inhaled sharply through his nose. After a few seconds' pause, he said, “Anything other than that?”

“Nope,” said Jayden. “We have no ideas. This is your city. This part is up to you.”

“But—what—I—” Jeff sputtered. “I’m not about to traipse around Montreal looking in every nook and cranny for a deranged psychopath. It’s not like I keep a Where’s Rauldo book on my shelf. Do you know how long that would take? This place isn’t exactly a half-day’s walk across the village.”

“He loves a good aesthetic,” Brady pointed out. “Is there anywhere nearby with a nice view?”

Jeff groaned. “Most of the city. Hardly a start.”

Cassie stood up, the chair squeaking against the parquet. Jeff glanced down to check for any new scuffs. Cassie scuffs. He didn’t see any.

“Sitting here isn’t going to find him,” she said.

Jeff’s eyes widened. “But—I thought—dinner?” His face grew warm. “Sorry, you’re right. Priorities.”

He started for the door, and Cassie grabbed his arm to stop him. “No, you’re right. Priorities,” she said. “They can’t go out dressed like that.”

As she pointed to Brady’s and Jayden’s attire, Jeff actually took a moment to see them. Brady’s ginger hair had been cut to a curl under his ears, smoothed back out of his lean face. He’d lost some weight on his lanky frame as well, giving more intensity to his gray eyes. A white cotton shirt was tucked into brown hide pants and partially hidden beneath a leather vest.

Jayden wore a similar outfit in the colours of his House: black trousers and a dark green coat with the hawk of Feldall emblazoned in gold on his breast. The coat had been redesigned to clasp at the neck and hang over his right shoulder, covering the absence of the arm underneath. As usual, he carried his sword at his right hip, a dagger in a smaller sheath next to it.

Both of them looked like they’d walked out of a Renaissance festival.

“We have to go shopping?” Jeff asked, unenthused with the idea.

Cassie screwed up her mouth, thinking. “The stores would be getting ready to close now, I think. They’ll have to make do with something of yours. Brady’s sort of the same size as you.”

The three men eyed each other, wondering how that would work. Jeff and Brady were about the same height, but anything he lent him would tend to the baggy. Maybe not too badly with all the stairs he’d climbed. But Jayden…

“No way I’ll fit into anything this man wears,” Jayden said. At six-foot-four, the warrior just about loomed over Jeff, and his broad shoulders would likely tear the backs or buttons off anything he borrowed.

Cassie’s face set into a stubbornness that reminded Jeff of his mother. “Unless you brought a change of clothes, our options are limited.”

When no one else appeared ready to argue with her, she marched over to Jeff’s closet and started flipping through hangers. Jeff stood frozen, wondered when they’d entered the phase in their relationship where it was okay to go through each other’s things—and then accepted that he’d rather leave this task up to her.

She grabbed a green short-sleeved dress shirt and then moved to the dresser for a pair of jeans and grey undershirt for Brady and a T-shirt for Jayden.

“I think you’ll have to keep your own pants,” she said to him, scanning the length of his legs. Jeff felt squat and ungainly by comparison.

“Wonderful. Thank you,” Brady said, elbowing Jayden with a not-so-subtle nudge.

“Right. Thanks.” Jayden didn’t sound very convinced, eying the shirt uncertainly.

Jeff grumbled and gestured Brady towards the bathroom. Jayden apparently didn’t need the privacy, removing his coat and tugging the white tunic over his head. Jeff noticed Cassie’s interest pique, her gaze glued to the warrior’s chest, but had a hard time holding it against her, just as riveted himself. While he guessed her interests were more primal, Jeff couldn’t stop staring at the scar. Compared to the lines on his face, Jayden’s torso looked ravaged. The healers had focused their priorities, it seemed. Jeff remembered the way the giant bear had struck, the massive paw swiping down, the burst of blood. Jayden should have died, no question about it. Instead, three white gashes crossed from his right shoulder, where he’d lost his arm, almost to his left hip. They were deep, and the skin moved stiffly as Jayden manoeuvred into the black T-shirt.

In spite of the damage, Jeff understood Cassie’s fascination as well. The man had more muscles than the latest superhero actor.

Finally, after what felt like a slow-mo reverse striptease, Jayden pulled the T-shirt over his must-be-magically toned stomach, and Jeff was forced to watch the way his favourite Black Sabbath shirt stretched over the warrior’s biceps. In modern dress, Jayden still looked dangerous.

“So,” said Cassie, rolling on the balls of her feet as the room fell into a somewhat awkward silence. “Why did you guys come?” Jayden frowned, and before he could repeat everything they’d already said, she added, “I mean specifically you two. Why didn’t Jasmine come?”

His brow cleared. “Oh! Well, that’s easy. I want to kill Raul, and Brady wouldn’t pass up an opportunity to explore your world. He would have been furious if I couldn’t remember every last detail.”

In the bathroom, the toilet flushed three times in a row and the taps turned on and off. Jayden stretched a hand to the closed door as if Brady had just proved his point.

“You mention killing Raul as if it were a regular Sunday chore,” said Cassie. Jeff watched closely for signs that this disturbed her, but her face was blank, clinical. As if she wanted to use Jayden’s experiences for her thesis paper. Social Work for the Fictionally Oriented.

“I’ve been planning how I’d do it every day for almost six years,” Jayden replied, without venom, as a matter of fact.

“How satisfied do you think you’ll be if you succeed?”

Before he had a chance to answer, Brady came out of the bathroom with awe on his face.

Jeff stared at him with a similar expression. In his clothes, Brady looked no different than anyone off the street. He didn’t know why this surprised him. Brady was still human despite being from another world, but Jeff had expected a lingering sense of otherness.

Then the scholar spoke.

“Water inside! Light that doesn’t run on oil! You said you didn’t have magic in your world.”

Cassie hid a smile behind her hand, and Jayden focused his stare on the ceiling, possibly mumbling something about promises to stay calm.

Brady flipped the nearest light switch and frowned when nothing happened. He flicked it on and off a few more times, poking his head into the kitchen and bathroom to see if anything changed there. “Why does this one do nothing?”

Jeff patted the wall. “Because for all the genius we have in this world, there’s always that one guy who leads his wires nowhere.”

Brady’s face fell, and Jeff regretted that he'd disappointed him.

“Hey,” he rested his hand on his friend’s shoulder, feeling the need to re-establish his enthusiasm. “My building’s old and falling apart. I guarantee you’ll see some examples of true genius. Including something we call poutine, gift of the gods.”

Unappeased, Brady rapped on the wall, following the possible path of wiring from the useless light switch into the kitchen. He reached the refrigerator door and opened it with a gasp of excitement.

“Oh gods,” Jayden mumbled, and shoved away from the wall he’d been leaning against. He rolled his eyes and removed his sword, resting it gently against the wall next to the door. His dagger remained at his hip. “If we’re all ready, maybe we should get going?”

Cassie led the way to the elevator, Brady in raptures as the buttons lit up, the door slid open, and the metal box travelled slowly towards the ground floor. Jeff watched him with amusement, right until they stepped outside. Then the whole of Montreal stretched out like a very large haystack, and Raul just one small needle.











Chapter Three


Jeff released a dejected breath. “This is going to be impossible.”

Turning left, he set off towards Old Port, preferring to start where he was most familiar. He recognised it as a cop-out, a way to avoid the full daunting task ahead of them. Just like the sad man feeding the pigeons, he spent at least an hour on the quay every day trying to brainstorm a good story idea, and never in all that time had he seen Raul. Unless the mad sorcerer was the sad man feeding the pigeons. Jeff considered and dismissed the idea. Raul would have been catching and eating the pigeons. But Brady had requested a nice view, so Jeff would take them to one of the best.

He kept half an eye open for familiar faces as they walked the boardwalks around the boats, but most of his focus stayed on the breeze brushing against his face and filling his lungs, a medley scent of gasoline, fish, and hamburgers.

Jayden and Brady wandered off to poke around the benches on the promenade closer to the clock tower, but Cassie stayed by his side as he rested against the railing.

“You know he’s not here,” she said, leaning back, her ponytail whipping in the wind. The quay was probably the only place in the city to get away from the heat.

“He could be.”

She smiled, her gaze fixed on the park, and eyed the faces as they passed. “The more effort we put in, the sooner we find him, the sooner they’ll go away. If you want them to. Imagine the adventures you could write about.”

Jeff rested his head in his palms and tried not to groan.

Boots crunched over leaves and gravel as the others returned.

“He’s not here,” said Jayden.

“Think rationally,” Cassie said. “If he’s been here for six months, how has he survived? It’s not like Andvellian funds—if he had any—would be useful here. He would have no place to go. We should start with the shelters.”

Jeff, Jayden, and Brady exchanged glances, each one recognising the “why didn’t I think of that” expression on the others.

Cassie sighed. “This is why Jasmine should have come.” She turned on her heel and started in the other direction. The men trailed after her. “There’s a soup kitchen nearby. We’ll start there.”

Jayden walked ahead with Cassie, and Brady fell into step with Jeff.

After a few minutes’ silence, the scholar said, “We raided what was left of Treevale Fortress after we were sure Raul was gone. Talfyr’s made himself at home, so we had to wait until he went hunting, then we went in and scavenged through the rubble.”

“You don’t need to fill me in on the local gossip. You know I’m not writing about you guys anymore.”

“You’re not interested?”

Jeff caught himself, realising he did want to know. These people weren’t his characters anymore, but they were still his friends.

“Did Talfyr do a lot of damage?”

“Demolished the place,” Brady replied, much to Jeff’s satisfaction. He hoped the dragon enjoyed it as much as Jeff would have. “Everything on the east side of the fortress is gone, the west mostly rubble. Except for Raul’s library of all things. We took as many books as we could back to the keep. Maggie’s been going through them, looking for any spells we might use if Raul finds his way back.”

Jeff’s throat closed at the memory of the walking corpses of Raul’s victims, drained of blood for his spells.

“Those books are evil,” he said.

Brady nodded. “Most of them. But they also have some good defensive magic, counter attacks that might help arm us against whatever Raul throws at us next. Maggie knows what she’s doing.”

Jeff pictured the enchantress the last time he’d seen her, her plump frame squished into her corset, her blonde curls and bright blue eyes. How sweet she seemed. On the surface. Jeff knew first hand how strong and tough and scary she could be.

“What about Jasmine?” Jeff asked, hoping to move onto safer, lighter ground. “Have either of you professed your undying love?”

Any hopes he had were dashed as Brady’s skin flushed to blend with his ginger hair. “No. She hasn’t coped as well as the family would like. After you left, once the excitement of those few weeks wore off, I think the reality of what happened to Corey hit her. She spends most of her time locked in her office or out riding Corsa.”

Corsa, Corey’s white stallion.

“I’m sorry,” said Jeff. He knew how Brady felt about Jasmine, even if those feelings weren’t openly reciprocated. He’d asked Brady once why he didn’t try to make a move in spite of Corey. It was obvious to Jeff that Jasmine did have feelings for both men, even if she chose not to admit any thought of the scholar. Brady had explained that Corey gave Jasmine strength. His anger was the iron spine that kept her going after the violent death of her father by Raul’s hand and the passing of her mother. She had an entire village to run, and he gave her the courage to do it.

Jeff suspected the bigger reason was that Brady was afraid of getting hurt, just as Jeff had been with Cassie. Just as he still was.

Brady smiled. “It’s all right. She’ll find her way back. And when she does, if she wants, I’ll be there. There’s no one else for me, and I’m a patient man.”

Jeff watched Cassie’s ponytail sway with each step, her face turned towards Jayden as they chatted. Whatever subject they had chosen made her laugh.

“I’ve been doing some research on dragons,” Brady said in an abrupt change in subject, interrupting Jeff’s thoughts.

“Why?” Jeff asked, happy to oblige. “Is Talfyr causing problems?”

“Quite the opposite,” said Brady, which didn’t come as a surprise. Jeff had started Evensong with the dragon as the villain. He’d never imagined Talfyr would become their ally in bringing down Raul. “He’s been a huge help in clearing the forest around Treevale. Raul’s creatures are mostly dead, and any survivors have gone into hiding.”

“So what sort of research?”

Brady kicked at a pop can on the ground. “Mostly histories and people’s memoires. They’re wonderfully varied. As you and Jayden experienced that day in the woods.” He paused to clear his throat as he stumbled over the reference to Corey’s death. “As you learned, dragons will attack if antagonised. Some of them are probably as cruel and malevolent as we believed them to be, but it sounds as if most behave as Talfyr did, happy to be left alone. One story stood out. Do you remember the history in the tapestry—the one about the founding of House Feldall?”

“The one with the dragon that looked like a fish?”

Brady smirked. “That’s the one.”

“You said it was about Aenfeld, the first of the Feldall name. He earned his title by helping the country get rid of Talfyr the last time he was awake, but no one really knew how.”

“Right.” Brady sounded surprised Jeff remembered so many details, but Jeff couldn’t help it. Everything he’d learned and seen was seared into his memory. “Well, one source I’ve found—and it’s the only one, so I’m not sure how much credence to give it—suggests Aenfeld found a way to communicate with the dragon.”

“He convinced Talfyr to leave by asking nicely?” Jeff asked.

“I know it sounds ridiculous, but this writer goes into specific detail. He even gives some thoughts on how Aenfeld might have done it, dropping into a trance-like state and allowing his mind to travel.”

“Are you going to give it a try?”

“I already have,” Brady said, looking a little embarrassed. He squared his jaw. “How could I not? Imagine what I could learn, being able to communicate directly with a creature hundreds if not thousands of years old.”

The scholar’s eyes lit up with excitement, but Jeff cringed at the word “imagine” and wondered why everyone felt the need to use it so often.

“I wish you luck figuring it out. If anyone can, it’s you.”

Up ahead, Cassie ducked into the doorway of a grim-looking building. It boasted a cold cement exterior, which didn’t match the loud energy that struck them as they opened the door.

Jeff and Brady caught up with Cassie and Jayden as they approached one of the volunteers. Jeff was still trying to figure out what story they would use when Cassie started.

“Excuse me, I’m hoping you could help us.” She flashed her teeth in one of her warmest smiles, and the man smiled back in a way that implied he would be very interested to help. “We’re looking for my uncle. I don’t know if you’ve seen him. His name is Raul, and he might have come in about six months ago. Salt and pepper beard, short hair, about six feet tall.”

Red eyes, desire to kill people.

The volunteer’s smile faded into ruefulness. “I’m sorry, but that could be many of our visitors. You’re welcome to take a walk through the cafeteria to look for yourselves. Most of them are there now for the dinner hour.”

Cassie thanked the man, and they headed into the busy room. Navigating the long tables, Jeff shifted his gaze from face to face. Lots of dirty people, many with grey hair, quite a few that looked like they wanted to kill someone, but none of them Raul. As they walked back towards the door, Cassie nudged Jeff and jerked her head towards a man in a full business suit leaning against the front desk.

Jeff sniffed. “Someone’s trying too hard.”

“My guess is first day on the job. Looks pretty snappy.”

“I’m sure everyone appreciates the overdressed when they can barely afford to be decently dressed.”

Even as the man attracted their attention with his attire, Jeff couldn’t shake the feeling that they attracted his attention for some unknown reason. He felt the stranger’s gaze on them as they left.

For the next four hours, the results were the same. They walked another fifteen minutes to the next shelter, and when that failed they hopped on a bus to the next one a half hour away. It would have been easier with a photograph—or a painted portrait, Jeff suggested—but with the four of them searching, no one worried they would overlook him.

Jeff had one brief flash of hope when they stopped at a café between shelters, taking a short break to reset their thinking and introduce Brady and Jayden to the wonders of caffeine. While there, they spoke of Raul and where else they might try if the shelters failed. At the next table, a man in a mint green cashmere sweater inched his chair closer and set down his paper to pull out his phone. A regular thing for a person to do these days, but Jeff noticed the way he leaned into their conversation as if to hear better. The man sent a text and left.

“Do you think we should follow him?” Jeff asked, keeping his voice low in case the sweater man were still within earshot.

Jayden watched him walk away. “Because he carries that magical box thing? I’ve seen them everywhere.”

“Me too,” said Brady, leaning in with interest. “What are they?”

“Cellular telephones,” Jeff answered with a pensive frown. “They make for quick and easy communication. Like when you overhear something interesting at the next table in a café and need to relay the information to someone.”

Cassie looked from the now empty table to Jeff. “You think he was spying on us? Why?”

“He looked awfully interested when we mentioned Raul’s name. I think it would have been worth it to go after him.”

By the way the others focused their stares anywhere other than on Jeff, he could tell they didn’t share his opinion.

Cassie smiled. “We’ve been at this for hours. We’re all a little jumpy and paranoid. You probably just imagined it.”

Not likely, Jeff wanted to say, but kept his mouth shut.

The sun started to set, the orange sky reflecting off the old stone buildings of McGill University, and they wound down their search.

“Well, that was a bust,” Jeff said.

“You have a lovely city,” Brady replied.

“The bastard really could be anywhere.” Jayden slammed his hand down on the metal fence around the campus yard.

Cassie rested her hand on his elbow. “So we didn’t find him today. We’ll try again tomorrow. Search every day until we track him down. If these witch women say he’s here, then he has to be, right? There’s no way they could be wrong?”

Jayden and Brady shook their heads; Jeff stared into the emerald grass at his feet.

“Then there are only so many places he could hide. He’s not the Invisible Man. How about we grab some food? Maybe we’ll come up with more ideas on full stomachs.”

“Always with the words of wisdom,” said Jeff, brushing a stray hair out of her face.

Cassie grinned and slid her hand in his. Jeff cleared his throat and hoped she didn’t notice the way his palms immediately turned clammy at her touch.

“Come on, I know a great place.”

They walked past the university and ended up in the basement of a cozy pub. Students milled about, excited about their first days back on campus, complaining about professors and schedules. Mundane normal problems that Jeff would have given his pinky finger to enjoy again.

Cassie ordered appetizers and beer for the table, and she and Jeff derived great entertainment from watching Brady and Jayden try to wrap their heads around the concept of a menu.

The food was good, the beer light, frothy, and much better than the garbage Jeff kept in his fridge these days. After a half hour, he was willing to forget this was anything other than a friendly get-together, celebrating life and friendship and a Sunday evening. No one pointed out when they caught the others searching for Raul, inspecting each new arrival for his familiar features.

As one group of students cleared out, Jeff caught a glimpse of a man in a mint green cashmere sweater previously hidden behind them.

He didn’t want to ruin their dinner and the first moment of peace any of them had enjoyed all day, but he felt the need to vindicate himself and point the man out. “There, that’s him again.”

With a lack of subtlety, both Jayden and Brady looked over their shoulders, and Cassie raised her chin to see past Jayden. “Who?”

“The guy from the café. The one who was eavesdropping.”

“Are you sure? I didn’t really notice him before, but I don’t think that’s him. Wasn’t that guy blond?”

Jeff didn’t think so, but at the lack of recognition from anyone else, he started to doubt his senses.

Paranoid, Jeff thought. I’ve officially gone insane.

By the time the servers announced last call, the group was full, exhausted, and ready to call it a night.

Jayden stretched with a loud yawn, and Jeff clued in to one more challenge.

“Where are you two going to sleep?” He crossed his arms on the table. “No way you’re sharing the bed with me.”

The Andvellians exchanged a glance, and Jeff suspected the need for accommodation had never crossed their minds.

“Don’t worry about it,” Cassie said after gauging their reactions. “You guys can crash with me.”

“I certainly wouldn’t mind,” Jayden said, waggling his eyebrows at the same time Jeff said, “What?”

Brady hid his face in his pint.

“I have a guest bedroom and the sofa is perfectly serviceable to sleep on.” She shot Jeff a stare, ignoring Jayden’s insinuation. “What other option is there? Your floor?”

“A hotel?” he suggested.

“You can’t put your guests, strangers to this city, in some impersonal hotel. That would be rude. I’m off tomorrow, so we’ll come by your place first thing and start the search again.”

Jeff’s eyes narrowed at Jayden, who smirked back at him. He didn’t really think his friend would try to move in on the woman he was seeing, but Jayden wasn’t exactly known for his gentlemanly behaviour with the opposite sex. Still, Brady would be there to keep an eye on him, and it was better than sharing his bachelor among three guys, so he nodded and looked at Brady. “You all right with that?”

“I just need to sleep. World jumping is more jarring than I expected.”

Jeff snorted. “Try doing it four times in as many days, we’ll see how much you start to enjoy it.” He threw a few twenties on the table and then stood up and helped Cassie slide off the bench. Her small hand was warm in his, and he loved that he could give her fingers a squeeze for no other reason than that he wanted to. She squeezed back and he was walking on air.

The night breeze offered a cool reprieve from the heat of the day, but the humidity still stifled the breath, sticking clothing to skin and plastering hair to head. Jayden’s carefully organised messiness had wilted so he looked like he’d just come up from a swim, and Brady’s hair had started to frizz. Neither man looked comfortable, unfamiliar with the sensation. Andvell, as Jeff had always described, enjoyed more of a dry heat.

On a quiet shady street, they stopped in front of Cassie’s narrow two-storey townhouse apartment. She unlocked it, letting Brady and Jayden inside, but didn't follow, remaining on the stoop with Jeff. A moment later the faces of both men were in the bay window in the front, watching them.

Jeff rolled his eyes, and Cassie giggled. She rested her hands on his shoulders and leaned in to kiss his cheek. Jeff caught a whiff of coffee and the brown sugar scent of her body lotion.

“Walk home safely, and I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Can’t wait,” said Jeff, and he meant it.

Cassie kept her hands on his shoulders, and her gaze caught his. A faint smile hovered on her lips. “I don’t want to get all deep or anything, but we’re okay, right? I know how busy you are with Evensong promotions, so I didn’t want to push, but you’ve been a bit distant ever since… At least, you’ve stopped coming to see me as often.”

“That’s because I’m an idiot,” he replied, as honest an answer as he could give. Even if he wanted to tell her about the trade he’d made, now was hardly the time with Heckle and Jeckle watching. “After this is over, and we send these two on their merry way with Raul in tow, we’ll talk.”

Concern, and perhaps the slightest hint of anger, passed over her face. She opted for a nod and ran her hand through his hair. His scalp tingled under her fingertips. “I’ll hold you to that. No more running away.”

“No more running,” he promised.

Slowly, taunting him, she leaned in until the smell of her overwhelmed his senses. He suspected she was testing him, seeing if he would run away right now. But his feet felt cemented to the ground, and if she told him to, he would stay there forever.

She brushed her lips over his, the faintest pressure, a promise of more once they found their footing. Then she gave his hair a gentle tug and turned on her heel, her ponytail swaying as she went into the house. With a quick wave she closed the door, and Jeff inhaled sharply.

From the window, Jayden and Brady were grinning like mad fools. Grins that quickly disappeared as Cassie entered the room, both men flying out of view.

Jeff shook his head at how chaotic his world had become over the course of six hours and started home.

The cool breeze cleared his head, and for the first time since he'd entered his apartment that afternoon, he took the time to think.

Raul in Montreal for the past six months. Jayden and Brady showing up to play bounty hunters and bring him home. Raul with no powers. Cassie wanting the truth.

It was a lot to absorb, and he didn’t know where to start.

The beers from dinner swirled in his head, making it impossible to tie any of his thoughts together. All he wanted was to fall into bed and pretend for the next eight hours that his life wasn’t a tangled mess. Then he could wake up with a clear mind and they would find Raul. They had to. Even if it took weeks, they had no other option.

Not like he was in a rush to get back to work.

He reached his building and took the elevator—rationalising it because of the hour and the amount of walking he’d already done that day—and let himself into his apartment. To make sure no other surprise guests lurked in the shadows, he poked his head into each room.

Reassured, he took a quick shower and then buried himself under his blue comforter. After a week of hotel sheets, his own felt luxurious. Within seconds he was asleep.


***


What felt like five minutes later, Jeff awoke to his cell phone chirping on the desk beside him.

Not alarm. Can’t be alarm.

It took three rings for everything to fall into place. Jayden and Brady. Raul. Andvell? His eyes flew open, and he breathed with relief to find himself in his own room. No unwanted transportation.

But his phone was still ringing.

Bleary eyed, he reached over and glanced at





OPS/images/cover.jpg
EVENTIDE

BOOK 2 OF THE MERATIS TRILOGY





