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DEDICATION

To Alli,

I will search for you in The UnderRealms when I get there.

Table of Contents


Special Thanks

Prologue

Chapter 1 Detonation

Chapter 2 Abandonment

Chapter 3 Underfoot

Chapter 4 Flight

Chapter 5 Negative Contact

Chapter 6 Lich

Chapter 7 Viewpoint

Chapter 8 Nightmare

Chapter 9 Numerology

Chapter 10 Patala-loka

Chapter 11 Garuda

Chapter 12 Man Eater

Chapter 13 Predator or Prey

Chapter 14 The Choice

Chapter 15 Coronation

Chapter 16 Obfuscāre

Chapter 17 Backs Against the Wall

Chapter 18 Discovery

Chapter 19 Growing Fear

Chapter 20 The UnderRealms

Chapter 21 Page Turner

Chapter 22 Follow the Leader

Chapter 23 Skyview

Chapter 24 Komainu

Chapter 25 Entrapment

Chapter 26 The Trade

Chapter 27 Living Storm

Chapter 28 Embedded

Chapter 29 Baron in Mind

Chapter 30 The Gatekeepers

Chapter 31 Draining

Chapter 32 Hell Hounds

Chapter 33 The Trackers

Chapter 34 Adrift

Chapter 35 Revelation

Chapter 36 The Damned

Chapter 37 Cast and Snare

Chapter 38 The Deal

Chapter 39 Discovery

Chapter 40 The Power Innate

Chapter 41 Hollow Eyes

Chapter 42 Centered

Chapter 43 Illumination

Epilogue

Book Four Prologue

Explore More on Pinterest or My Blog

Note from the Author

Let’s Connect! Contact Me!

About the Author

Phonetic Pronunciation Guide



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Special Thanks

[image: ]


To Karen Wibell, who stepped into the role as editor when I had need of it, thank you for all the time, tears, and work you put into this project. To Adriatica Creations, thank you for the breathtaking cover. I must also thank my amazing Kickstarter supporters including Ellen Pilcher and Katherine Shipman who helped back this project. Without them, my magical multiverse would not be where it is today!

I want to thank my wonderful publishing assistant, Laura Martinez, of the Indie Author’s Advocate, for helping me rebrand my social media platforms and finding countless events that allowed me to share my writing with others. A quick shout out must also be given to Coach Nick and the rest of the Morgan County 4-H volunteers who taught me how to shoot a bow. That led not only to the opportunity to represent the state of Georgia with our team but also to provide Ike and Katie of Earth the skills they needed to be great archers. I also want to recognize Blanca Frappier who is the audiobook narrator for The Twelve Tasks and will continue to convert these stories into new formats!

And of course, I want to thank all my childhood friends, especially my sister, who joined me on many of these adventures throughout the magicked worlds. We were never really playing make-believe. Instead, we were building the infrastructure for the fantastical. Thank you!

[image: image]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​​​​​​Prologue
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Out of the seemingly endless dark, clicks and groans awoke the night. As the designated time approached, the electric field sparked, and a circle of luminescence manifested. A voice, intentionally disguised, was heard from the other side of the massive, shimmering Gateway.

“Our plans now?”

Although the listener was unable to retain tangible form, an animated blur of movement gave the subtle impression of features. Its wavering voice was more perceptible than its body. “We go where only I have been permitted before.”

“Is that possible with circumstances as they are?” The distorted voice was toneless, genderless, and flat.

Unable to control its pitch, the vapor’s reply rose and fell like the crashing of waves. “It is what must be done. An army lays asleep. One larger than any other in all the Twelve Worlds.”

“So, there is a way. A path to follow.”

The shadowless form approached the azure glow as if it was staring through the rippling surface to the other side. “Yes. But access must first be discovered.” A stillness filled the ancient crypt as the phantom waited patiently.

The first speaker broke the silence. “I have one whom I will send for this purpose. One whom I trust. One who is intelligent enough to accomplish this task. But will the Djed get in our way?”

A multitude of limbs and amorphous facial features contorted and twisted in an unspoken response. At last, the presence hovered steadily, only inches from the glowing door. “Do not worry. She will soon discover what they are keeping from her—the truth. It will poison her against them. She will join us of her own free will, for only with true knowledge can one make choices that unite mind, body, and soul. It is your job to ensure she realizes that which has been withheld.”

This pleased the other. “The Djed—on our side.”

“That is a certainty.”
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​​​​​​​​Chapter 1
Detonation
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Katie was jolted awake from her late afternoon nap. An earthy smell filled her nostrils. Grit and grass stuck to her lips, and there was a strange taste in her mouth. As the disturbed dust settled, she sneezed and then coughed. Specks of dirt in her eyes caused them to water uncontrollably. Instinctively, she wiped them with one hand while the other groped for the rope hammock that she had rolled off of in mid-dream. At least she had not hurt herself in falling from the rocking contraption. With the exception of her stinging eyes, there was no pain at all. No broken bones. No cuts and scrapes. No bruises. No.... She fumbled about with both hands. No hammock!

Blinking carefully, Katie peered about with her distorted vision. She was nowhere near the pair of trees in her family’s side yard where she had rigged up her summertime lounge. In fact, she was not on her property, not even in her neighborhood. Instead of the forest-speckled farmlands of Georgia, a single large grass-covered hill stood defiantly in front of her.

Pressure built inside her lungs, and she gasped. Why was she struggling for breath? Maybe she had hurt herself. Was her sternum cracked or a lung punctured? Or was her increasing panic strangling her? Katie tried to rise to her feet. Her breathing was shallow, and each inhale was an effort. The air had a thickness to it, and that very weight caused her to sink back down.

She felt lightheaded. Was she about to faint? The world around her swirled as she blinked away the last of her tears. Her mind struggled to make sense of what was happening, but all lucid thought was drowned out by the pounding of her over-worked heart. Its intense rhythm reverberated in the back of her head like a drummer tearing up a prolonged rock solo.

The light changed, darkened. Was her eyesight failing or was it far later than she realized? The sallow luminescence of the setting sun allowed glimpses of the rising stars and the gleaming slivers of a pair of moons almost too thin to be noticed. Two moons. Two.

Impossible.

Katie lurched to her feet although her body still felt leaden, and her head throbbed mercilessly. She stared up, slack-jawed, at the sky. Surely, she was seeing double. For the existence of a second moon would mean...what? It could not be. Yet as she willed the unnatural vision to disappear, she could not deny that every astrological body remained unchanged in the darkening sky.

In a panic, Katie’s breath came in rapid bursts. Once again, she felt she was about to faint. Her head screamed warnings. Her sanity was certainly in question. Had she gone mad at fifteen? A cartoon image of herself restrained in a stark white straitjacket and left to rock in the solitary confinement of a mental health hospital might have amused her friends. But the knotting fear in her chest made the ludicrous image somehow believable. For how could the possibility of living out her days in an asylum be any less real than the double moons illuminating the night sky.

She squeezed her eyes shut and pressed the heels of her palms to her temples. The pounding in her head was getting worse, the pain increasing with every heartbeat. Flashes of color erupted in her darkened refuge. Was she going to die? Were these her last moments on earth when life clings to its corporeal form before being ripped away to whatever comes after?

Katie tried to calm her tightly wound nerves. She felt like they were going to pop like the string on an over-taut bow. She forced herself to inhale deeply, a technique learned in 4-H archery. She was a natural, and her father had agreed to upgrade her beloved buckeye bow next season. But that would never be. She would perish from this horrendous pain before the school year started. High school classes were only a week away. How unfair to die so young!

Another painful flash of light and color blasted the backs of her eyelids. She screamed in pain and then in fear as her voice was accompanied by other voices inside her head. Unable to crawl or move in any sort of fashion, she curled up in a ball on the ground as her mind waged war with itself.

With each explosion of shimmering color, images bloomed in rapid succession like pictures in a flip book. Monstrous beasts, bizarre beings, and breathtaking landscapes flickered in and out of existence. Sounds began to be heard—vocalizations of countless creatures. Yet the noises they made were not random. Each formed the same word, repeated over and over, as if demanding to be understood. The sound intensified, louder and louder, until the blurred noise coalesced into a singular irrefutable word, the key that instantaneously unlocked hidden memories: Djed.

Katie remembered who and what she was. She knew that she was no longer on her home planet of Earth but quite near the Itruw Canyon that split the world of Wect in two. She knew that she was the Djed, the prophesized savior. She knew that her role was to protect the universal balance that enabled all life to exist. She knew that she was the hero, well heroine, that would help defeat evil forces already preparing for the Great War during which all twelve of the magicked worlds would be at odds. She knew that she had been permitted to temporarily return to her home world, but the price had been her memories. Upon her arrival on Wect, these had been violently reinstated.

Sweating, she wiped her still throbbing brow on the sleeve of her t-shirt and sighed, “This has to get easier.” Peering into the distance, she noted the low glow on the horizon. Wect’s day was Earth’s night. At home it should be dusk, yet here the sun was not setting but beginning to rise. It was the start of a new day. One that brought with it her return.

She had yet to meet anyone who could explain how she arrived on this planet or if there was a specific reason for the timing of her reentries. Some suspected it was the universe itself that brought her back, but how could that be? It was not like the universe was sentient.

What was it that Rege, the high king of the very land on which she was now standing, always said? Anything is possible. At the moment, that statement seemed more like a cop out and not the encouraging words of a beneficent ruler. Still, from her past experiences over the last couple of years traveling through these magicked worlds, the possibilities of what could be did, in fact, appear endless.

Elves, unicorns, ghosts and enchanted weapons were real. Most or maybe all of Earth’s myths and legends were based on some truth found on these planets far beyond its own solar system. On Wect, Earth was known as a Rubbish Planet, a world that did not host magic and thus could not provide a home for any of the numerous entities which required magic in order to survive. The people living on Earth were not permitted to know about the twelve magicked planets while entities from magicked worlds were never supposed to contact anyone from a Rubbish Planet.

Rege had told Katie that worlds should not “blend”. Contact could damage and effect each planet’s designated evolution or something like that. It was all a bit muddled in her mind. Still, witches, goblins, and the like were known on Earth, albeit somewhat distorted. That meant contact, although quite rare, had occurred from time to time. And now, here was Katie. A girl from Earth and the Djed. An exception to the rule.

She looked past the pale green hill and surveyed the vast, craggy scar that cleaved the flatness of the expansive plain. The Itruw Canyon was the physical barrier where the kingdom of the Ntr, the native race of bestial beings, ended and that of Katie’s enemies began. She wished that while she was on Earth, she had not forgotten the evils they had perpetrated. But until moments ago, she had thought nothing of it. No, that was not quite right. She had been prevented from remembering any of it to ensure that she did not share this knowledge, either intentionally or by mistake, with anyone on Earth.

A shiver ran down her spine. How long had she been gone? Time functioned differently on the magicked planets. What had happened while she was home? How many lives had been lost? How many more had been harmed during her time away. Had she made the right choice? For she did have a choice.

Katie could remain on Wect until the Great War culminated in victory or defeat, but that might take years, and she would grow older. If she aged too much, those on Earth would notice, for she was always returned to her home planet within moments of her departure. She could not leave home as a fifteen-year-old girl and return as a twenty-year-old woman. Instead, she took care not to stay overlong. When she arrived back on Earth, her life continued right where she had left it. No one was the wiser, not even herself.

Yet leaving these other worlds was risky. A war was coming. One that would affect everyone—life itself. While she was on Earth, those working against her would continue to rally their supporters and solidify new alliances. That had to be their plan, for that is what she was to do until the Great War finally began. Leaving Wect gave her enemies an opportunity to gain an advantage.

Katie had had to choose between giving up her life on her home world forever or returning home after relatively short stays on magicked planets. She knew the risks, but she loved her family and her friends. She could never cut her ties to Earth. Earth was her home. She made her choice.

The eerie morning light, diluted by a veil of mist from the evaporating blanket of dew, had begun to silhouette shapes in the distance. It was a solitary structure for nothing could live on the far side of the canyon without being afflicted by the curse cast upon it by one as twisted and foul as the corruption that infected his lands. Only the decrepit siege castle remained, defiantly mocking any who would attempt to breach the wards, those magical barriers that protected the ruin and those living within its walls.

Still, two beings did live there if it could be called living. Roto was the elder brother of High King Rege, an Ntr as others of his race. But unlike his benevolent sibling, his genius—twisted from some internal perversion—had resulted in his banishment. Most of the slaughter that Katie witnessed last year was caused by him and his abominations.

More terrifying was the discovery of Roto’s partner, the original owner of the ancient castle—a thing not quite dead but certainly no longer breathing. Wōdaz had been responsible for the prior Great War. He had been defeated and was thought to have been killed by the Djed who preceded Katie. Yet his essence had not died. Moreover, she had been the one to accidentally release his spirit. The girl was warned to never say this entity’s name aloud lest a bond be created between them. All existence had nearly ended when he originally rose to power, and once again, it appeared that he would attempt to do the same.

At the point when Katie had returned to Earth, Wōdaz did not have a physical form and was at his weakest. Still, he was powerful enough to Ward his lands from entry, making them impenetrable while he regained his strength. Had he become strong enough to assume a tangible form? That would be disastrous.

The girl glared at the distant castle until her eyes began to water from the brilliance of the rising sun beyond it. That pair of villains were so close yet so far from her reach. The greatest threats the worlds had ever known were in her sight, but she was powerless to destroy them. She had to defeat them. Somehow. That was her destiny. That was her purpose.

“Two steps forward and one step back,” she muttered. To achieve her goal, Katie needed to go to Ogdoad, the Grand City, where the Triumvirate, the trio of Ntrian rulers, reigned. These monarchs were her initial guides and teachers. They had given her twelve tasks to complete in order to prove to the worlds that she was undeniably the Djed. With each successful task, she earned one of a dozen esteemed items. These items and their unique attributes would be absolutely essential in the upcoming war. She must retrieve them before anything else could be done.

Other steps must be taken as well. She must continue to train with her weapons for proficiency was essential. She needed to garner support. Wōdaz was an expert at gaining allies. Katie had to do the same. She also had to raise an army before their game of chess commenced. Yet this was no game; it was a battle for life itself.

“Monkey butt,” she cursed. She could have indulged in any number of profanities, but she preferred those of her own design. Running her hand over her unkempt braid, she sighed. A layer of straw-blonde fuzz escaped her attempt at taming her fine hair.

Dusting off her jean shorts, she rose to her feet only to discover that the laces of one of her favorite hiking boots had come undone. Undone. Unkept. Disheveled. That’s how she felt at the moment. Worse, she had no specific plans on how to attack Roto and Wōdaz. She needed more than the basic training and allegiance-securing assignments that the Triumvirate would provide her. She needed help. Advice. Guidance.

Katie eyed the grass-covered mound that shaded her from the rising sun. When someone on the Twelve Planets needed guidance, who better to ask than the Temple Guardians? Well, she was already here. Her mother always said that she believed everything happens for a reason. That assertion had stuck with Katie just as Rege’s ‘Anything is possible’ had.

Was there a reason for the locations of her arrival on Wect? She had met Valere the first time she came here. The former soldier had protected her and would still if she was ever in need of him. Last year, her arrival in the siege castle had led her on a journey to one of her closest friends on these worlds, and from there, her true adventure began. Was that the reason?

Katie studied the hillock. If there was a rationale for these seemingly random locations, this one proved the most obvious. She began to climb. The slope was rather steep, and she dug her fingers deep into the soft earth to maintain her handholds. Up and up, she climbed, until she hoisted herself onto the top of the perfectly flat, circular mound. That unusual formation was the only identifiable clue that this place was more than met the eye.

Striding to the center, she had a rooftop view of the panorama. Except for the castle, there was not much of note beyond the canyon’s edge. Every blade of grass had withered, and the exposed soil was left to erode in the weather. Whatever curse Wōdaz had cast upon his land was so powerful that even after all these millennia nothing survived for long. The magicked entities and beings of the twelve worlds were easily affected—some species quicker than others. They suffered from a combined madness and pestilence. Once again, Katie shivered though the air was far too hot to feel a chill.

Turning around, she was relieved to see that the territory of the Ntr was mercifully left unaffected by Wōdaz’s blight. Wect was a planet of grasslands and forests, a land perfect for farming and living at peace with nature. Taking a deep breath of the thick air, she caught the sweet scent of ripening fruits and blooming wildflowers. Everything appeared calm, serene and peaceful. Ogdoad was just out of sight, and her beckoning destination was its palace. But she knew that just below the surface, this world was nearing calamity.

“There is always more than meets the eye.”

As she voiced those words with confidence, a cracking noise rose from the ground around her. A thin, dark line formed a precise concentric circle bordering the edge of the flat hilltop. The circular platform turned slowly and began to sink into the hill’s interior and disappear from sight.

Katie glanced back at the siege castle. A moment later, her vision was blocked, and she descended into darkness.
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​​​​​​​​Chapter 2
Abandonment
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The platform descended slowly. Katie was neither apprehensive nor fearful, for she had experienced this unnatural phenomenon several times. The overhead circle of light shrank remarkably. Then in one muffled groan, all movement stopped.

Katie gingerly stepped off the edge of the platform and scooted far enough away to make sure that the now rising apparatus did not bump her. Soon the last beams of light were blocked when the top of the platform returned to its original position. The absolute lack of light was so black that it felt as if one’s essence could be forever lost in a vast emptiness.

Pft.

The subtle sound was accompanied by an azure flame igniting in a shallow bowl. Its flickering glow allowed Katie to glimpse an alcove bordered by Corinthian-style columns. Another flame burst forth followed by ten more. Each of the twelve fires was positioned in front of a designated recess. And each alcove contained a sculpture of an animal upon a pedestal, no two were the same.

These were the Temple Guardians, some of the most powerful and revered entities in all the universe. They were even recognized on Earth although not for what they truly were.  There, they were known as the beasts of the Chinese Zodiac, one for each year in a repeating twelve-year cycle. In reality, each Temple Guardian represented a specific magicked planet, and each magicked world had a temple where all the Guardians were honored and venerated as protectors, guides, and possessors of special powers. 

Katie looked closer at the carved replicas of the beasts she had begun to know and the mounds of offerings representing the chosen Guardian’s gifts that had been left in front of each stone pedestal. Wect was the world of The Goat, the Guardian of lightning and electricity. This sculpture had one raised foreleg. Her pair of horns curved slightly back, and her triangular beard curled at the tips. Bizarre devices and miniature replicas of The Goat were scattered among dried flowers and the nubs of candles. The token offerings were a sign of dutiful respect by Wect’s inhabitants, even the Djed.

Since this was not a planned visit, Katie had no offering for the Guardians other than her desire to do her best as Djed and her gratitude for any aid they might provide. She began her circuit with The Goat, pausing briefly at each alcove with only the purest intent. Laying eyes on a Guardian was all but unheard of, but she could still envision the Guardians’ true forms when they had blessed her with their actual presence. For as Djed, she had met all but one—The Dragon, the Guardian of magic in its purest form.

Katie approached The Tyger, Guardian of flame, and her favorite Guardian. He had aided her during her initial task and again during her dealings with Wōdaz. As she gazed fondly at his familiar form, a final memory returned, and her smile faded from her face. She remembered an enemy of a different sort—not one of hers but of these magnanimous entities. That enemy was Fenrir, a gigantic wolf, who had been imprisoned in a desolate place of thick, swirling mists. When he told her that he, too, was from Earth, Katie had believed him. Taking pity on the chained animal, she freed him, an act she now sorely regretted.

The last time she had been inside this hallowed space, she had asked the Guardians if what Fenrir had told her was true. Had the wolf visited her planet long ago? That action alone would deserve the severest of punishments, but the Guardians had chosen to remain silent. However, they did show her images that manifested in the azure flames of one of the basins. Those images of the distant past proved that the Twelve Guardians had lured Fenrir into a trap and left him bound and imprisoned for eternity. Although their reason was not revealed, Katie was sure there must be one. Ever curious, she wondered what Fenrir had done to incur such a terrible punishment from these great beasts. And what was he planning, for she knew he desired revenge.

What she did know was that she would have to stop him, but for now, the threat of Roto and Wōdaz posed a far greater concern. While Roto had proven to be evil, cunning, and full of lies, Fenrir had merely treated her with mild indifference. But how long would that last when she took her place alongside the Guardians? And one Guardian in particular, Fenrir’s archnemesis, The Tyger.

“One day, you will tell me more about Fenrir.” Katie spoke to the unmoving statue knowing that wherever The Tyger was, he was listening.

When she had come full circle, the platform began to descend. As sunlight pierced the gloom, the individual flames were extinguished leaving only wisps of pale smoke. Katie stepped onto the platform, but as it ascended, she felt queasy. There was a stench of putrefaction in the air. Suddenly, a flash caught her attention as if the light from above was reflected by scales. Yet when she turned, the statue of The Serpent revealed nothing new.

Was her unexplained nausea a warning or some kind of threat? Was it all in her head? She always thought she had an active imagination, but was it imagination? What if it was really the distorted memories of her time on other worlds?

Once in the fresh air above the hollow hill, Katie felt better. That was good as she had to begin her journey. Morning had arrived. The bright sunlight was accompanied by rising heat and oppressive humidity. It would take hours to walk to Ogdoad. Probably longer. And as far as she remembered, there was no source of water between here and there.

As Katie started down the hill, she stumbled and slipped. Although she tried to catch herself, she slid toward the bottom of the slope and landed on a three-foot-wide path of flattened grass. The bent blades reminded her of the deer trails she would spot at home except that this trail was wider and circled the entire hillock as if something had paced around the temple for many days. Or maybe a number of beings processed around the hill in some sort of ritual? Although unusual in design, the temple was a sacred space and a ceremony might have occurred.

A bead of sweat rolled down the girl’s brow. She got up, dusted herself off, and began to jog. She knew she could not keep that pace up for long, but she needed to push herself hard while the heat was at its weakest. She ran until her stomach began to rumble and exhaustion bore into her limbs. She had missed dinner, or rather breakfast here on Wect, and her normal sleep pattern was disrupted. Her body did not care that the sun was out, it only knew it was night on Earth.

Without nourishment or rest, Katie forced herself to walk briskly until she spotted Ogdoad in the distance. The city appeared to rise organically from the land. With no external walls or major roadways serving as geographical boundaries, homes and shops loosely peppered the perimeter before clustering more closely toward the center where the spires and towers of the beautiful palace shone like a beacon. Inside those gleaming marble halls, she would find the Triumvirate and make them aware of their Djed’s return.

Katie was hot and probably sunburned. Her pale skin did not offer much protection from the sun’s merciless rays. The childhood freckles that she had worked so hard to fade would surely return. Thankfully, she was almost there. This was no time to hunker down under the shade of the small trees in the nearby orchards. Besides, the pungent aroma of overripened fruit stung her nose as she trudged past.

Making her way to the main dirt road that led into the city, Katie began to take note of the local inhabitants. The Ntr had spotted her before she had seen them, for almost all at once, curious faces appeared at windowsills and in doorways. Those on the street turned to stare as well. They knew who she was and what that meant. The return of the Djed signaled that war was on the horizon. The Djed might be their savior, but the Djed was also a prophet of heartbreak and disaster.

There was no way Katie could disappear among the Ntr. She was human. And though the two races shared some similarities, they looked vastly different. All Ntr had humanoid bodies. Standing upright, their anatomy was similar to the race of men. Yet one look at their faces instantly revealed their differences. Each sported the head of an animal, each one uniquely different even among shared species. Their bodies were covered in a thin layer of corresponding fur, feathers, or scales.

Everyone stopped what they were doing and observed the Djed. At the girl’s approach, a young kitten-headed Ntr waved her hand exposing a padded palm and an opposable thump. The felid mother’s tail flicked nervously as she pulled her child closer into the pleats of her skirt. One crow-headed male clacked his beak nervously and crossed his wing-like arms over his simple gray shirt. The Ntr rarely wore patterned clothing preferring articles in a solid color. Females donned tasteful dresses or skirt and blouse pairings while males sported trousers with a vest, shirt or no top at all. They rarely wore shoes, and socks were unknown to them. To the observers, the Djed’s attire was as foreign as her race.

With so many eyes upon her, Katie flushed self-consciously. Her tattered jean shorts were old and worn and dusted with grime. There were sweat marks under the arms of her t-shirt, and its stylized drum set logo had faded from red to a pathetic pink. She knew that none of the locals would understand what the image meant nor did they have any music remotely close to heavy metal.

As Katie continued, Ntr backed away as if the human was carrying a plague to Ogdoad. There was a murmuring of whispered words as she strode past. The scrutiny of the Ntrian people, who had been only mildly curious about her last year, made her uncomfortable. She was not afraid of crowds, but this was different, as if a jury of beasts had gathered to pronounce their grim verdict. But what was her crime? True, she had abandoned them for almost a year, yet she had no choice. Could they be angry at her for leaving?

Their eyes held the truth. The Ntr were not angry; they were afraid. What had scared them? Had Roto or Wōdaz tried to attack? As the cry of an infant rose from one of the packed side-streets, Katie resolved to ask the Triumvirate about the cause of their unspoken fear. She just needed to reach her destination.

Pushing her concern aside, she made her way through the city and headed toward the palace’s curtain wall. As she moved closer to the heart of the city, the roads widened and were split down the middle by canals similar to those in Venice. Arched bridges enabled pedestrians to cross over large intersections while the waterways allowed the aquatic Ntr to travel wherever they wanted in Ogdoad.

Picking up speed, she finally arrived at the wall’s gate. The great double doors displayed a magnificently carved bas relief. One of the images that always caught Katie’s eye depicted a boy about thirteen years of age who was raising a beautiful sword into the air. The Ntr had assumed he was the Djed, the prophesied child of Earth, but the prophecy had not foretold whether the Djed was a hero or a heroine. Everyone makes mistakes.

Katie recognized the pair of guards standing in front of the gate. Theirs were the first two faces that looked at her with relief rather than fear.

“Hello, Slon,” Katie addressed the massive, elephant-headed Ntr who stood around eight or nine feet in height from shoulder to toe. Though he towered over her five-foot seven-inch frame, he did not come across as dangerous, at least not to her. Upon seeing her, he uncrossed and lowered his meaty arms and spread wide his large triangular ears. Yet his relaxed demeanor did not hide the scars left from tears in his ear and claw marks on one of his tusks that signaled he was a veteran of battle.

Turning to the other guard, she added, “Hello, Jautis.”

The bull with golden bangles wrapped about his horns and a matching nose ring snorted approvingly. It might have been a trick of the eye, but his typically blood-red fur appeared faded as if he did not have the time or energy to maintain the color. He was not the only Ntr who thought it fashionable to dye their fur or feathers as one would dye their hair back on Earth.

“Welcome, Djed.” Slon was first to speak. “It has been too long.”

“Has it?” Katie asked earnestly. A worry, like a germinating seed, began to grow inside of her.

“It is good that you have returned,” Jautis agreed though not answering Katie’s question.

She looked from one to the other. Both their faces held traces of exhaustion though how she sensed that without the telltale signs of dark circles or drooping eyelids, she did not know. Was she getting better at reading Ntrian facial features? Or was this connected to her Gift of Tongues, one of the two abilities every Djed manifested? She could not only understand all languages of self-aware entities but could also be understood by them. This was a blessing when communicating with the many different races on the magicked worlds. It was too bad she could not tap into this skill on Earth; it might have helped her grade in Spanish.

Neither Ntr had been talkative in the past nor were they today. Feeling a bit irritated, Katie demanded, “I need to speak with the Triumvirate.”

“They are not in Ogdoad.”

Slon’s statement shocked her. “What do you mean? Where are they? Where can I find them?”

Jautis’s brutish features changed subtly like his partner’s. He answered loudly, unable to moderate his booming voice, “They are touring our perimeter towns, dealing with local appeals.”

“For how long?” It had never occurred to Katie that the Triumvirate would not be waiting for her within the palace. They had always been here. Every arrival and departure had found them within these towering walls. Why had she never realized that they would leave their grand residence?

“That we do not know,” Slon explained with a voice equally as loud if not more so than Jautis’s.

Katie chewed on her bottom lip in annoyance. The pair appeared sympathetic but what did that matter? This was not the welcome she had envisioned.

Without another word, the guards pushed the doors open, and the girl entered the outer courtyard. Before Slon could follow, she flashed her palm at him, and he stopped. “I can find my own way from here.”

There really was no need for him to escort her to the throne room. If the rulers were not here, why go through the formal, though needless, introductions. Slon gave her a small nod and hid any displeasure at being dismissed so publicly.

She had not meant to be so rude. Blaming her actions on her exhaustion, she left the guards at their designated position. For once, she took no pleasure in the delicate-looking palace made of pale stone. Neither did she stop to admire the familiar yet breathtaking craftmanship of the architecture. Instead, she shouted so loudly that her voice echoed down the exquisite halls and grandiose stairwells, “Opos! Where are you?”

She knew she sounded like a demanding brat, but who else could she call outside of the head steward? “Opos!”

Where was he? Surely, he had not accompanied the Triumvirate. Too frustrated to make any reasonable plan, Katie headed to her former chambers. Just as she reached her floor, she heard a breathless voice implore, “Madam, if you would please slow down.”

Opos was scurrying up the stairwell after her. The Opossum-headed Ntr took several large breaths as he straightened his shirtless, winged collar. The starched white color matched the cuffs encircling his wrists. Stepping out into the light, Katie noticed that Opos’s fur had also changed color. His had gone from baby blue to a more pronounced cobalt.

The steward had a knack of knowing everything that occurred within the palace including the current fashion trends. He showed no surprise upon seeing her, so he was already aware that she had arrived. Still, Katie had made it exceptionally clear that she had need of him. Opos bowed low and inquired with his slight lisp, “How may I serve you, Djed?”

“Do you know when the Triumvirate will return?”

The question did not hang in the air for long. Opos straightened up and answered, “I am sorry, but I do not. They will be away as long as they are needed.”

Katie kept herself from retorting that she needed them.

Opos’s beady eyes gleamed. “What I can do is send a messenger to inform them of your arrival if that pleases you.”

“Yes.” Katie realized she sounded too gruff and adjusted her tone. “Yes, that would be much appreciated.”

The opossum nodded as his prehensile tail stretched up to Katie’s shoulder and brushed off a bit of grass. “I will also inform Madam Hi’ir to draw you a bath as well as modify some of your wardrobe due to your latest growth.” He eyed Katie’s hiking boots dubiously.

“You are still not getting rid of them,” she affirmed.

“Hmm,” Opos mused dismissively, and the end of his nose crinkled. “Very well. You look tired. I will send a meal up as I suspect you will need to rest. Is there anything else that I can do for you?”

“My weapons?” Katie needed to know where her items were. At the very least, she could practice with them as she waited for the Triumvirate’s return.

“I will have the chest sent to your room.”

“That’s all then.” Remembering her manners, she quickly added, “Thank you, Opos.”

He bowed once more. “Anything for the Djed.”
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AFTER BATHING AND TAKING one of the most glorious naps of her life, Katie awoke hungry and irritated. Madam Hi’ir, the mouse-headed housekeeper or whatever you call a keeper of a palace, had left a covered platter of food on the desk positioned in front of the large window overlooking flourishing farmland. The chest beckoned nearby.

Sliding out of her plush bed, Katie walked through the curtained doorway to her private washroom. The clawfoot tub in its center still had a film of water on the surface from her earlier soak. She crossed over to the washbowl and mirror. Pouring water into the basin, she splashed some on her face and neck hoping to perk herself up.

Her gloom persisted. Returning to her desk and her awaiting meal, she glanced at the open wardrobe. Most of the gowns had been removed to be resized. Even her favored trousers and shirts that she had worn on her expeditions were gone. The only item that remained appeared to be a slate-gray sundress. At least Madam Hi’ir tried to accommodate Katie’s request for neutral and earthy colors. Although an occasional red item might appear in her closet back home, she could not foresee herself wearing brighter hues.

Glad that no one was around, Katie shoveled the fruit and bread in her mouth as she contemplated the lone dress. Its design did not lend itself to tumbling about in the training fields. Even she respected certain rules of propriety and would not risk somersaulting away in that sort of attire. Madam Hi’ir might be quick at mending and sewing clothes, but she would not be quick enough to prevent a day of boredom. Stress rising, she needed a mental escape.

Pushing aside her plate, she changed into her only option of clothing, then opened the chest. The ornate red container depicted an image identical to the bas relief carved on the gates leading to the palace: a youth raising his sword. Only it was not his sword. Rolling her eyes, Katie unfolded the contraption that resembled a gigantic makeup box with different compartments and trays expanding outward like wings.

There they were. Twelve superb iconic objects that belonged to the Djed: sling shot, bola, whip, blow dart with poisoned projectiles. As she removed each one, she placed it into its respective holster on her specialized utility belt. Next, she added Fosite, the axe; Carwenhau, the dagger; followed by the Tessen fan with its bladed edge. The alabaster bow and the quiver filled with arrows would wait until it could be slung over her shoulder. First, Katie adjusted her arm guard with its small circular metal plate. Like all her items, the disk bore the icon of the Djed—a pillar with four cross bars at the top. If she was in danger, the metallic adornment would open and expand to become a circular shield. Then she removed Claidheamh Soluis, her sword, and slid it into its sheath. The last two items were not weapons but sashes, one brown and one black. Their names were Goswhit and Aether. Both gave the wearer special abilities.

Making sure that her bootlaces were securely knotted, Katie headed into the underbelly of the palace. Far below the surface was the Chamber of Gateways, a small room that housed two identical devices. Both were doors that served as entries to wormholes connecting the worlds and portals to alternate dimensions on the same world.

The Gateways were perfectly circular, comprised of concentric rings on which numerous runes were etched. Their material was neither stone nor metal, at least none that Katie recognized. They stood erect as if bolted into the ground though they were held in place by another force. Flush against the walls, they waited for the few who were permitted their use.

Upon entering the stone chamber, Katie went to the gate on the left out of pure habit. Turning the rings and touching the runes in a specific sequence, she dialed Hannon, the World-of-the-Plains. “I need to get Gullfaxi back,” she said aloud to herself. “What is a Djed without a mount?” But that was not really her motive.

Her heart thrummed at the sound of the whirr when a blue spark appeared in the direct center of the Gateway. The crackling light expanded and filled the entire opening until it glowed and rippled like the surface of a body of water, the signal that Katie could leave Wect.

There was only a moment of hesitation—should she have left a note about her chosen venture? But the pull of the open Gateway was far too strong, and Katie was inexorably drawn forward and through the shimmering, luminescent door.
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Underfoot

[image: ]


Traveling by wormhole was an overwhelming experience. Even after Katie passed through the Gateway, the magnetic force continued to draw her body forward. She found herself in a shimmering, translucent tube which enabled her to see the streaks of stars and other celestial bodies as they blurred past. Without warning, the ground dropped away, and she slid down the tunnel.

Beyond a slight swivel of her head, the girl could not move. Nor was there time to try and readjust her body. She felt prickling sensations in her fingers and toes. Suddenly, she was ejected from the tunnel into another world. She stumbled for several steps but had landed on her feet. The transportation time was less than a minute, yet she was now at a vastly different place in the universe.

Hannon was a world of grasslands and gently rolling hills. The air held an herbal undertone, and its gravity was the opposite of Wect’s. The corners of Katie’s lips curled upward, and she took a running leap. As if she were on the moon, she vaulted high into the sky before alighting far away from the circular glow hovering behind her. The Gateway was still open. Would it close on its own?

Swept up in the excitement of her new adventure, Katie had not thought about the details. Sighing, she wondered if she should go back. It would be a horrible wrong to allow an innocent passerby to accidentally exit its own world. Just as she was about to slink back to her comfortable though dull rooms in Ogdoad, a presence made himself known. Vibrations of sound took shape in her mind and were translated by her Gift of Tongues.

Two Legs, the youthful yet slightly arrogant voice said, you have returned to me.

“Yes, far sooner than I had expected,” Katie acknowledged as she observed the buckskin stallion galloping toward her through the wind-swept grasses.

Our bond has only grown with the passing of the sun. Should I have held off? The steed flared his nostrils.

Had she insulted the horse with her less than exuberant greeting? If she had to stroke the equine’s ego, so be it. He was a cherished companion. “Gullfaxi, I am sorry if you feel that I have insulted you. I was just surprised that you were at this location at the very moment I arrived. That’s all.”

Gullfaxi flicked his tail; the white color matched his mane and the starburst on his brow. He looked at her thoughtfully before snorting in what might have passed as a laugh. Your arrival was fortuitus. Though Gullfaxi regularly patrols this part of my territory to protect the Gateway, this was only happenstance. I was about to— He cut himself short before asking, Shall we ride to our exit?

“Or we could just—” The rippling access point disappeared as she spoke. If Katie could not physically dial a location, they would have to travel to one of the other Gateways scattered among the magical planets.

Turning toward Gullfaxi, she noticed that he had lost interest in her. He was craning his neck toward the distance, nostrils flared once more, taking in whatever scents drifted in the breeze caressing his tangled mane.

“Am I boring you?” It was her turn to question him.

The stallion scrutinized her though his ears kept flicking in the direction of his former gaze, then he lowered his head in a gesture like a bow. Katie pulled herself onto his strong back and, grinning playfully, shouted, “Let’s ride!”

Gullfaxi took off, increasing his speed to a gallop. He was exceptionally fast. Grasses tickled her ankles and loose strands of the horse’s pale mane toyed with her face. She clung to the steed’s long hair but the impulse to brush away the other irritants could not be shaken. Still, the stallion’s familiar movements made her smile even more.

She really was back on these worlds. They were hers to explore and protect. Their wonders were waiting to be discovered.

The young stallion must have sensed her excitement. Are you ready, Two Legs?

“Of course!”

Gullfaxi was an Equus Elemental, a race of horse that can control various elements. Katie had been tasked with finding and taming one of these exceptional steeds to prove she was the true Djed. This Equus could control lightning and fly without the assistance of wings. As the stallion’s hooves struck the air, and he rose skyward, she let out an exuberant shout for his innate gifts.

The initial lift caused her stomach to flip, and she automatically tightened her grip on his mane. Yet the thrill of soaring through the sky curbed her instinctual fear of falling. Higher and higher they sped until Katie could survey the entire area below them from a bird’s eye view. Their destination was the strange, cylindrical, rock formations that formed elevated plateaus impossible to reach unless one could fly. They were quite far away and appeared to be no bigger than tiny thumbprints on the horizon. It would be a long flight, so when she spotted movement in a different direction, she eagerly focused on a large herd of Equus and noted their orientation.

Katie remembered that when she first met Gullfaxi, he had been trying to steal mares from another stallion’s herd. He wanted to start a family. Yet when she had bonded with him, he gave up that life to assist the young girl with hers. It appeared that the price he had paid as the mount of the Djed, or Rider-of-the-Worlds as the Equus called her, was greater than the horrid scars now etched on his long neck.

“Gullfaxi, were you going to meet someone? If you want, we could—”

No.

The buckskin’s muscles momentarily stiffened under her. It matters not. You returned. And along with you, so did my destiny.

They galloped on through the sky. Katie soon realized that her body had grown soft. She had not ridden bareback on Earth. As the pain of blisters and sore muscles increased on her haunches, she gritted her teeth as if she could will the strange rock formations to approach quickly.

Finally, the energetic stallion began his descent. They had reached the outer rim of the stone towers. Scanning the area below, Katie recognized the specific plateau they were searching for. Gullfaxi touched down, still in mid-run. The landing was rough. The girl clung to his neck and thought he would not be able to stop before colliding with the rocky structure in front of them. Then in a hairpin maneuver, he spun about and stood stock-still.

Unprepared for such an abrupt halt, Katie keeled over and crumpled onto the ground. Moaning, she crawled off her plethora of sheathed weapons.

“Why?” she gasped, for the impact had knocked the wind out of her.

Gullfaxi snorted. You left.

She realized that he was upset. “You know I had to. If I don’t return home regularly, I won’t be able to return home at all. Don’t you enjoy visiting Hannon?”

The steed pinned his ears back and shuffled his feet. Gullfaxi was too old to be a teenager though he certainly was acting like one.

Katie stood up and turned her attention to the Gateway that was imbedded in the side of the stone outcropping. The rings and symbols were identical to the pair of Gateways in Ogdoad. As the girl dialed the correct combination, she muttered over her shoulder, “It’s not like I enjoy being away from you.”

The doorway opened. Gullfaxi’s nostrils flared. That is not Wect.

“No, it is not,” she affirmed. The stone disappeared and was replaced by an opening that provided a clear view of grasslands bordering the side of a cliff. Katie thought it worked like an open window only the view was of an alternate dimension on the world where she now stood. “I opened the portal to Eural, Hannon’s other dimension. Remember?”

You are seeking the other Two Legs, mused the horse.

“Well...that and I need to make sure Roto has not returned.”

At the name of the vile Ntrian whose creations had slaughtered so many of Gullfaxi’s race, the stallion let loose an angered cry which startled the girl. His eyes flashed with self-contained lightning, and static electricity filled the air causing her clothes to spark when she moved.

Wincing at one such shock, she led the way. Unlike a wormhole with its rippling blue doorway and the pull of an irresistible force through an invisible tunnel that transported one to another world, to enter an alternate dimension all one had to do was step through the portal. The circular dialing pads could link to both if you knew the combination.

Once in the dimension of Eural, Katie remounted Gullfaxi. They rode parallel to the edge of the cliff for a short way before they spotted crumpled metal and warped tubing sprouting out of the grasslands. A massive beam sliced into the sky like a broken rib. Heading in that direction, they approached the devastated lair where so many vile creations had been birthed.

Many of those corpses were stilled scattered around the wreckage—horrific reminders of what had happened. Their flesh had long since decayed leaving only metal husks of the cybernetic abominations. Yet new growth sprouted from open ventilation shafts, and a wildflower bloomed from a hollow eye socket in what appeared to be a decapitated skull of a Screecher. This world was beginning to reclaim what was its own by natural right.

Katie had destroyed this facility last year, and it appeared to have been abandoned. But she had to make sure. The compound had been built underground. Nothing above ground indicated that there was anything below the surface. Spotting one of the trapdoors, the girl slid off the horse and peered down the steep ramp into blackness. She shivered. What if Roto or his goon, Varanus, was lurking in the dark abyss? The thought was terrifying.

After a brief search, Katie found a branch of rotting wood. She retrieved both her sashes, tying each around her waist. She immediately felt the effects of Goswhit, the brown sash. Any doubts about exploring the condemned lair vanished and were replaced with an unquestionable confidence.

She took a long breath before accessing Aether’s resources. With the black sash, she could control magic. Or at least she was learning to manipulate it. Having had only a few lessons, she was quite limited in her abilities. Attempting magic without the proper instruction was admittedly risky. But one thing she could do was conjure fire. Snapping her fingers several times, a spark flared up, and she set the end of the wood aflame.

“Stay here,” she ordered Gullfaxi.

Though the stallion appeared indignant at being left behind, Katie suspected there was some semblance of relief that he would not have to accompany her underground—an environment that was both dangerous and unnatural for Equus. Sliding down the ramp, she quickly adjusted her recurve bow before making her way through the metal corridor or what was left of it. In some places, the floor had been pushed upward; in others, the sides had been pinched together. Exceeding care was needed to clamber through the ruins without injuring herself on jagged edges or getting trapped between the collapsed ceiling and the damaged floor. All too soon, she was forced to double back, for the path was sealed with debris.

She bobbed in and out of one opening to another like a groundhog searching for the right hole. Far from being frustrated by the obstacles that prevented access, she was pleased that the compound appeared unused and unsalvageable.

“I’m only going to try one more,” she promised Gullfaxi after crawling out of one trapdoor and striding to another some thirty feet away.

Be careful, Two Legs, Gullfaxi warned as he eyed a sheet of metal shifting in a gust of wind. This is not stable.

“When am I not careful?” Katie retorted playfully, trying to lessen the horse’s fear. She had her items to protect her though she doubted that anyone had dared return to the collapsed facility.

Slipping once more underground, she eased around a mound of debris before entering a large room shooting off from the main corridor. The space was split diagonally by what had once been a massive conveyor belt. The far end emerged from underground while the other exited through a wall near the front. The belt was raised high enough above the floor that Katie could have easily ducked under it. There was no other equipment or machinery in the room to indicate its purpose. She wondered if it was an observation room for inspection. None of it was familiar. But based on the thick coating of dust and undisturbed rubble, she was certain that no one had been here for some time.

If this vast room had survived the devastation, could others have? What if an entire quadrant was left untouched? Katie eyed the conveyor belt. It had transported vile creations from room to room along a unique pathway throughout the convoluted structure.

She placed her bow along with what remained of her dwindling torch atop the belt. Taking a running start, she jumped up and grabbed hold of the far side before hauling herself up. The weight of her items turned this simple task into a difficult one. Repositioning her bow over her shoulder, she began to make her way toward the exit nearest her.

The flickering torchlight illuminated the destruction of the adjoining room. There was no need to continue. Turning around, she carefully approached the slope at the far end. The meager light pushed back the darkness only enough to expose some of the belt’s planking. Wherever it led, it was far below her.

Was that a sound? Katie eyed the blackness dubiously as she strained to hear. Her breath sounded unusually loud. The torch’s periodic pops and sizzles also disrupted the silence. Was her mind playing tricks on her? Maybe it was the wind whistling past an open trapdoor.

“Probable,” she said softly. Her voice echoed briefly. She gave a nervous laugh before adding, “See, the sound just carries. There is nothing here but me.” She released the breath she had been holding. The echoing sigh repeated itself until it became a distorted moan. Shaking her head, she prepared to jump down and leave this empty shell for good.

Then she heard it again, whatever it was. Like her sigh, the utterance did not sound like words. But that could have been the effect of distance or the distortion of sound bouncing off metal walls.

Peering around, Katie tried to determine the origin of the noise. It had not come from the main corridor but from this room. What was she missing? Staying perfectly still, she waited. The seconds seemed to pass by slowly while her heartbeat’s rhythm quickened.

When the sound recurred, it was almost under her. Her eyes flitted to the yawning opening in front of her, a black hole leading downward. Whatever made that noise was underneath this level. Once again, she stuck the torch into the blackness as far as she could reach, but she could not see anything useful.

What should she do? If she left now, she might be allowing Roto or Varanus to rebuild this horrible compound. On the other hand, if she retrieved her friends, she would have help facing whoever or whatever was moving about in this wreckage.

A warmth from Goswhit hugged her torso. She suddenly knew that she could singlehandedly take on Varanus. And Roto? He did not possess magical items. He might be an expert swordsman, but she was capable of so much more.

Katie leaned over the opening just a hair further, trying to glimpse the bottom of the drop. Her toe bumped up against one of the belt’s many small ridges that prevented materials from sliding during transport. That is when she felt it—a tremor. Hastily inspecting her footing on the belt, she wondered if the device had been activated. Yet the planking had not budged.

A moment later, the ceiling released a defeated groan than collapsed under its own weight. Katie was tossed into the gloom as she tumbled into the darkness below.
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Flight
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Katie’s cry of alarm was swallowed in the blackness. Legs and arms akimbo, she slipped and bounced down the conveyor belt’s steep slope. Like rolling downhill in a barrel, she tumbled over and over. Then with a clatter and thud, she landed in a heap on the level section of the belt.

Gasping for air from the dust that had infiltrated her lungs, she coughed for several minutes without stopping. Every part of her was battered and bruised. Nearby, the torch began to sputter. Twisting until she was on hands and knees, she quickly reached for its remnants. If it went out, she would be lost to the blackness that reigned in this underground lair.

Several of her items had escaped the belt’s sheaths and clips and fallen around her. The slingshot was by her feet. The handle of Fosite, her throwing axe, was barely in the circle of illumination. And her alabaster arrows were scattered everywhere.

She could summon the strewn projectiles to her if she used the Aether sash, but exercising magic came with a cost. Even a small task required energy, her energy. And if she was about to face her enemies alone, she needed every bit of her natural strength in addition to what Goswhit could provide.

“Monkey butt!” she griped. Rising shakily to her feet, she limped about, carefully retrieving each arrow and inspecting its fletchings to make sure the feathers were not damaged in her unfortunate mishap. After stowing her items, she examined the ramp, but the opening to the chamber above appeared sealed by warped metal and dirt. Using the belt’s tiny ridges as handholds, Katie clambered to the top. Unfortunately, there was no way she could squeeze through the debris. She was trapped until someone could rescue her.

“Gullfaxi?” She knew the stallion would be in a panic after seeing the ground give way. He would be searching for her. If only he could hear her cries. “Gullfaxi! I’m down here! Gullfaxi!” She held her breath and listened for the sound of approaching hooves, but the only noise was the hissing threat from the pathetic stump of her torch. There was almost nothing left. How much longer could it burn? With one final call for the horse, Katie slid back down to consider her options. She could tap into Aether. She had used it to destroy this place. But did she have the strength or the control?

Warmth radiated around her hips. Examining the pair of sashes, Katie untied Goswhit. Instantly, her body was in pain. She knew she was badly bruised, but this was more than she had anticipated. She must have struck her left knee hard for it throbbed the most. Droplets of blood ran down her shin from a scrape. She should find a healer to assess her injuries. Gritting her teeth, she rolled up the sash and returned it to its pouch. She needed a clear head to deal with her predicament. Excessive bravery might cloud reasonable decision-making.

Katie ran her fingers over her black sash. If she attempted to force a way out, would the rest of the structure hold? If this room collapsed, there was a chance that she would not survive. She glared at the blocked exit. It was not fair that she had access to raw magic but was unable to harness it to save herself. In her frustration, the girl raised the torch too swiftly. The meager flame flickered, and the view slipped in and out of blackness.

Carefully climbing off her perch, she followed the conveyer belt’s path straight across the floor toward what appeared to be an open door. It was so low that she would have to duck her head to step through. As she got closer, she spotted the glint of polished objects. Not one but dozens, all in pairs. Katie froze. Her breath caught as hundreds of eyes trained upon the guttering light of the torch. How had she not heard anyone approach? With no place to run, she waited for the inevitable attack on the intruder of their den.

Yet nothing happened. Slowly, she passed the torch from one hand to the other, but all she could see was the dying flame reflected in the eyes. Whatever strange beasts lurked in the gloom, they were fixated on the fire. Should she drop the torch and flee? But flee where? The only way out was past the unmoving army of....

Katie took a cautious step forward. When nothing moved, she approached the first line of glinting eyes. Soon more features were revealed. They were Screechers but not as she remembered them. Their flesh had been removed, and there were no ears. Or perhaps they had not yet received their skin. Neither canine nor feline, the heinous cybernetics creations’ front legs were long while their rear legs were short and stocky. Their lipless muzzles displayed fixed snarls. Running down their backs, from shoulder blades to the base of their tails, were five gigantic spines. Smaller spikes sprouted from elbow and knee joints. These skinless forms exposed inner workings of gears and coils, a clear reminder that they had been created from the discovery of a single pocket watch. A watch from Earth.

Once again, Katie shuddered. These monstrous creations were conceived from a device that should never had made its way into the hands of Roto. Worlds should not blend. Technologies and scientific discoveries should not be swapped between races scattered across the universe. Each planet and each species had their own course of history to follow. When altered by outside means, the results could be disastrous.

As Katie continued past the Screechers, she noticed a circular nodule on either side of their top spines. They had not been on the creatures that had attacked her last year. Were these older, outdated models? Was that why they had not been completed?

Her curiosity was cut short by a strange sound deep within the structure’s labyrinth. She knew she should stay right where she was so that Gullfaxi could find a way to reach her. If she traveled too far, the stallion would not know where she had gone and might even assume she had died in the collapse. She heard the sound again. Katie made her decision. She scrambled onto the conveyor belt, ducked under the low opening, and continued into the compound.

The next chamber was also filled with the fleshless creations as was the third. Just as she was about to enter the fourth room, Katie heard the sound she had been tracking. This time, it sounded like words although their mumbled meaning was not understood. Regardless, this proved her fears. There was someone lurking in the lair. And that someone would not be up to anything good.

A soft glow appeared from a doorway on the right. Katie slid off the conveyer belt but froze when the light dimmed.

“Crud,” she grumbled. Had she been discovered?

A moment later, the light brightened. Slowly placing the dying torch by the ground, the girl pulled out Carwenhau. The dagger’s ability would cloak her in shadow enabling her to approach the mysterious occupant without being seen. Following the light, she soon reached the doorway where it once again dimmed and then disappeared. Katie waited a bit anxiously, but within minutes, the glow returned and intensified. The light’s brightness continued to change as if a child was playing with a dimmer switch.

A voice broke the silence. Although she could not make out the words, she did recognize the speaker. “Varanus,” she hissed under her breath.

Katie gripped the hilt of the dagger even tighter, ready to sink the blade into the massive lizard’s body if necessary. She had shown Varanus mercy once. She let him live in exchange for his promise never to return. But it was clear that the repugnant goon had not kept his word.

Entering the corridor, she spotted the room with the varying light. What was the lizard doing? Could enough machinery still be in working order to enable him to continue his vile objective?

Crouching, Katie held Carwenhau in front of her and used the blade’s reflection like a mirror. She angled it to inspect the room. Crude sketches of mechanical diagrams hung on the walls. A shelving unit had toppled onto the floor and scattered screws, bolts and other fasteners along with a few boxy contraptions. A low worktable held the current specimen. But where was the Xoola? Xoola lived on Hannon and resembled many of the animals that resided on Earth from basset hounds to Varanus’s form of a Komodo dragon. However, Xoola were self-aware, intelligent, and could speak. And this one worked for Roto.

When the light began to dim and go out, Katie held her breath. Would the lizard attack? Yet, upon the light’s return, Varanus was still not in sight.

All at once, the grumbling voice
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