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Chapter one
 


The stone floor rumbled beneath Sashen’s feet, a groaning, monstrous sound, as though all of Fey hovered above the gaping maw of a frustrated kraken during mating season. She stumbled, braced one hand against the wall, and waited for the tremor to cease. Her grip tightened around the helm tucked beneath her arm. 
Unease brought on by yet another quake battled with the caustic annoyance boiling in her stomach. Taking a deep breath didn’t help. 
She’d been summoned. The queen had seen fit to remove her from her campaign and recall Sashen to the throne room. 
The trembling of the stone floor beneath her boots ebbed. Straightening, Sashen strode ahead, trying to ignore the stink of soot and death wafting off her armor. It chafed horribly. She’d wiped most of the demon gore off her face, but it covered the rest of her. A soak in the bath was long overdue.
Her troops had been fighting demon scum for the past fortnight and she’d barely had time to eat. Hellspawn crossed to Fey from Peril through an ever-widening fissure in the Cassad Forest.
And the vermin kept coming.
She’d lost many soldiers. Too many. Numerous others sought medical treatment in the infirmary. 
The situation was dire, and yet she’d been summoned, forced to surrender her command to General Valenne Istrang, her former mentor and the woman who, unfortunately, had the most influence in Sashen’s upbringing.
Her arm clenched around her helm. I will not give up my post. Though the outlook of the battle might not appear promising, the tides were turning. She could feel it. She needed a few more troops and would plead her case directly to the queen instead of the unyielding general.
When Istrang had arrived at camp with her entourage…
Shaking off the wave of betrayal seeping into her bones, Sashen strode ahead. Enchanted torches of blue-white flame illuminated the length of the hallway. Two guards stood on either side of the entrance to the royal wing dressed in leather-accented armor of orange and red, contrasting with the earthen-colored garb beneath her battle armor. Its metal clinked softly as she strode between guards. Her gore-covered boots struck the stone floor as she turned on her heel and stomped toward the throne room. 
The air around Sashen abruptly changed. The hair on her nape stood on end and a shiver of apprehension followed close behind. Loula. Her sister drew near. 
A noxious brew seethed in Sashen’s stomach, but she kept her pace despite the threatening presence of her twin. If the queen had also summoned Loula, the situation was worse than she thought.
With only a slight shift in the air to announce her arrival, Loula fell into step beside her. Unlike Sashen’s armor and the two swords sheathed to her back for easy access, her sister wore the flexible, black, reinforced cotton typical of an assassin, a dagger strapped to each of her thighs. 
Loula always preferred to draw close to her kills.
Nothing marked them as twins or siblings, save for the tone of their skin and the shape of their eyes. A head shorter than her, Loula moved with the grace of a dancer, the opposite of Sashen’s own brute strength. While her long hair was red and curly, her sister’s was stark white, straight to her chin, and enchanted to darken when she hid in the shadows. Every time they strode out of the light of the torches, the brightness of the strands dimmed to gray. 
Sashen’s fingers twitched, her mind racing at the potential meaning of Loula’s presence. She’d thought the summons an insult, a slap in the face, but now uncertainty warred with her annoyance. Could her sister’s presence mean the reason was entirely different? Or was Loula meant to join her on the battlefield?
The thought produced nothing but dread.
Two more guards with swords at their hips and dressed in orange and red flanked the throne room entrance. They pushed open the monolithic doors, allowing the sisters entry. A matched set of guards stood on the other side. Bright banners hung at regular intervals against the columns that punctuated the gray of the room. Afternoon light scattered through the stained glass at the top of the arches, creating beams of gold across the stone steps leading to the throne.
The clack of Sashen’s boots disappeared in the voluminous space, and she almost faltered. The throne room was empty. Where were the courtiers? The scribes? The noblewomen trying to attain a kind word from her mother?
What did the queen want to keep from prying ears and eyes?
Basilie de Shoale, Queen of Ondosha, sat upon a throne made of gold and platinum from the Risarian mountains. The burnt orange of her robes trailed over the seat to the floor in elaborate folds, hiding her feet tucked under her—feet which were most likely bare. Her mother’s petite stature, so like Loula’s, seemed almost swallowed by the seat, but her imposing aura more than made up for it. Red hair lay in a thick braid over one shoulder.
Besides the two guards at the door, the only other person in the room was her adviser, Mellana, who stood ever-present at her side. Though much more sedate in style, the adviser’s robes matched her mother’s. Her straight black hair trailed all the way to the floor, cradled by the train of her garb.
Sashen neared the bottom of the dais, Loula at her side. Words of protest jumped to the tip of Sashen’s tongue, objections to General Istrang’s interference in her campaign. She forced herself to swallow her outrage as she bent on one knee and bowed her head, annoyingly in sync with Loula. 
“Rise.” Their mother’s voice rang through the room. 
They stood and met the eyes of their queen, who regarded them, expressionless. “What news of the Cassad Forest?” Her gaze moved to Sashen.
Her mother knew the news. Sashen had sent messengers on horseback every day to report.
Forcing her arm to relax where it squeezed her helm too tight, Sashen gathered her resolve. Baiting the queen would be useless, though her stomach churned with bitterness. She swallowed, then focused on Mellana’s stoic countenance. Had it been the other woman’s whispers that brought them to this place? But what purpose would that serve her mother’s partner?
“We subdued the last surge of demons,” Sashen began, keeping her voice even. “But with no way to close the fissure between our realms, more will come, a stronger force next time. I request additional troops to combat the waves.” 
“Granted.” Her mother’s quick agreement echoed off the stone walls. 
Relief lowered Sashen’s shoulders until her mother added, “General Istrang will receive more within the day.”
A swooping sensation overtook her insides, the full weight of the truth crashing down. She’d hoped the general was only there temporarily while she answered this summons. 
Her mother really was taking away her command.
“I must protest.” 
As soon as Sashen spoke, her mother talked over her.
“You may protest all you want, but it will not change my decision.”
An icy sensation splashed over Sashen’s head, her heart throbbing in her ears. This was the biggest slight her mother could give her—lost faith in Sashen’s ability to lead, despite being next in line for the throne. 
Loula shifted slightly beside her, but Sashen kept her gaze steady on her mother. “My queen, respectfully, I am well-suited to continue the campaign.” She wouldn’t give up her position to General Istrang without a fight, wouldn’t trust her with the lives of her soldiers.
“I have far more important matters for you to attend to.” Her mother’s tone brooked no argument, and her golden eyes pierced through Sashen’s, pinning her to the floor. “The situation between all realms is becoming worse.”
As if to reinforce her words, the floor rumbled, the noise echoing off the walls and ceiling. Within the vast space of the throne room, it sounded even more like a beast wanting to swallow them whole. The guards behind her shouted in warning.
A fissure formed between the smooth stonework in front of Sashen’s feet, forcing her and Loula to step back. Her mother gripped the platinum arms of her throne, while Mellana stepped ahead of her protectively, her face waning of color. The jagged fissure snaked its way across the width of the throne room, a chaotic line separating Sashen and Loula from the dais.
The rumbling settled, the noise dissipating in a hushed echo against the vaulted ceiling. Sashen released a shaky breath. A glance to the side revealed Loula just as unsettled. Her sister’s discomfort unnerved her as much as the appearance of the fissure, so similar to the one she’d left behind in the Cassad Forest.
“The royal oracle has had a vision.” The queen’s voice drew their attention to the dais where Mellana had resumed her position. Still clutching the arms of her throne, the queen leaned forward. “The attack on our world comes from the realm of humans.”
Sashen sucked in a breath. The betrayal she’d been feeling seeped from her bones, replaced by outrage. Why would humans attack them? How could humans attack them? Centuries had passed since they’d had any contact with the human realm, everyone forced to obey the Travellers’ embargoes and restrictions. 
From the way the queen’s eyes bounced between her and Loula, Sashen dreaded what her mother would say next.
“The pair of you will travel to the portal wheel hidden within the Gliath forest. An ancient witch, Kamerin, will attend to you there and you will cross to the human realm.” Her voice rang out between them, firm and leaving no room for dissent. “Be prepared. The oracles have had visions that their world is not like ours any longer. Discover which monarch is attacking us and put a stop to it. I will not accept failure.” Her eyes homed in on Sashen. 
Had her mother thought she’d been failing in the Cassad Forest despite this new edict?
“My queen,” Sashen said, trying to keep her voice even. “Why send us both? Perhaps it is best if I go alone.” Only one of them needed to be sentenced to death by Travellers, but she also offered another reason. “We do not know what is happening on the other side. The situation could be… delicate.” She kept her eyes forward, but sensed her sister’s stiffening posture.
Loula was homicidal on a good day. If humans required diplomacy more than might, her sister was sure to make a mess of it. Loula would rather slit someone’s throat than compromise. Her attempts on Sashen’s life for some slight or another were too numerous to count.
“I said the pair of you.” The steel in her mother’s words sent an arrow through her chest. 
Sashen lowered her eyes, but did not apologize. The concern needed to be voiced whether her mother wished to hear it or not. 
“You will set out within the hour,” her mother continued. 
Sashen’s heart sank. So much for a soak in the bath. 
“Travel to the portal, cross over, and put a stop to this destruction. Eleri is on hand with enchantments. See her before you leave. If you two fail, then we will send an entire army to stop the humans. The survival of our realm depends on your success. Dismissed.”
The pair bowed, then turned, heading for the exit. Sashen’s heart pounded in time with the clink of her helm against the side of her armor, the weight of the mission bearing down upon her shoulders. Not only that, the threat of the Travellers—the treaties, the consequences of breaking the promises previous queens had made. Sashen swallowed her unease.
She glanced over to appraise her sister’s reaction to all of this, but Loula had already disappeared, a wraith in the wind. 
Sashen shook off the eerie atmosphere that clung to her sister like a cape and strode through the throne room doors. The sharp clink of her armor echoed off the walls as she passed the guards. If she were going to face humans, then she needed to wash the cursed demon gore from her skin.
The stone floor brightened as she neared the bailey. Sashen made her way past the aroma-filled kitchens and stepped into the earthy scents of leaves and grass. Clashing steel, grunting, and swearing echoed from the nearby training yards while her stomach continued to churn. There must be more to the oracle’s prophesies than what the queen told her. 
Ahead, Tew, her second-in-command, spoke with a group of guards and some of her tension leaked from her shoulders. He had removed his armor and helm for less protective clothing. Sunlight caught in the honey-brown of his hair and beard. 
The moment he saw her, he excused himself from the others, his muscular form falling into step at her side. A soapy scent wafted toward her. She curled her lip at him, jealous. All she could smell on herself was sulfur and rotting meat.
“What put this look on your face, my future queen?”
“I have a new mission,” she replied, striding between the two great columns separating the more elegant, public parts of the castle grounds from the utilitarian sections. “I need to discover what is happening in the human realm. They may be behind the quakes and fires.” She slowed her gait and lowered her voice. “We must use a portal wheel.”
Tew stopped walking, his jaw slack and his eyebrows raised to his hairline. Having spent hours in the library together as children, he knew of her obsession with the Travellers and their inventions. While she read about the realms, he sought trivial, fictional stories of fae from long ago. 
He straightened and cleared his throat. “When do we leave?”
“Not this time, Tew.” Turning on her heel, she continued toward the great hall, avoiding his wounded expression. When he caught up beside her, she added, “Loula has orders to accompany me.”
His uneasy glance mirrored the anxiety swirling in her gut. 
Two doors towered before them. They each pulled one open and stepped into the great hall. The room wasn’t as large and imposing as the throne room, but it was close. Sashen enjoyed the atmosphere here much better.
A squire ran toward them. Sashen tossed the child her helm, but Tew waved them off like he meant to take over the task of removing her armor. Sashen raised her eyebrow at him as they crossed the vast space to the main staircase, and he raised his back in response, eyes squinting.
A few soldiers milled about, some near the main hearth, others peppered amid the three long tables in the center of the space. It was only a matter of time before they were sent to the Cassad Forest.
She and Tew jogged up the steps two at a time, boots slapping and her armor clinking. They paused on the landing. Tumultuous thoughts emerged from behind her friend’s eyes, but he did not ask his questions as they strode toward her quarters.
Two doors flanked the very end of the hallway, bedchambers both, but the one on the right remained empty. The one on the left belonged to her. Pressing her hand against the door, she whispered the three words to disarm the protective charm securing the door.
The enchantment lowered with a smooth slide of air. Untampered. Exhaling, Sashen opened the door and Tew followed her inside.
The door closed with a clang behind them, and Sashen crossed to the bathing chamber.
“At least allow me to ride with you to the portal,” Tew insisted, voicing his objections now that they were alone. 
“The less attention we garner, the better.” 
She stopped in front of the counter and pulled her two swords out of their sheaths on her back, setting them carefully beside the basin. They clinked against the stone, her only belongings which gleamed spotless, since she never sheathed the pair without cleaning them with her enchanted cloth.
His brow furrowed, Tew kept her gaze in the mirror while loosening the buckles at her shoulders she could not easily access on her own.
“And I need you to return to Cassad to keep an eye on General Istrang,” she added, undoing the clasps she could reach.
A doubtful eyebrow rose, but he did not refute the order. Each piece of armor clanged against the stone floor as it was removed. Next came her demon-crusted undertunic, boots, and stockings until she stood bare.
While Tew moved the pieces of armor outside the door for the squire who would come searching for it later, she thoroughly washed herself with a clean cloth and warm water from the enchanted basin.
Tew remained stoic while she dressed in clean stockings, an undertunic, and a comfortable set of leathers. Donning her lighter armor, she attached her talon blades and kit to her belt, then sheathed her swords along her spine.
Fresh boots on her feet and her cloak hanging over her arm, she stopped in front of Tew. “Stay alert. If my sister and I fail, the Queen will send an army through. You are the only one I trust to lead it.”
He shook his head once. “It would be the general’s choice.” 
“That may be so, but do what you can to make sure you’re at least second-in-command. Make a plea to your aunt if necessary.”
Because if Sashen did not have the queen’s ear, at least Mellana did.
“Be careful.” Tew grasped her wrist below her vambrace, his palm warm against her skin. It was a gesture that would have anyone else’s hand cut off for the familiarity.
“I will,” she agreed with a nod.
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Chapter two
 


The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, creating a persistent itching sensation at the back of Ander’s neck. God, he hated this office with its cracked linoleum, shitty furniture, and beige walls. 
He grabbed the mini basketball from the center of his desk and tossed it where the ceiling met the wall. It ricocheted down, smacking the corner of the water cooler, bouncing off the window frame, then falling through the bright orange hoop duct-taped to the far wall before dropping into the trash can below. Puh, puh, dong, pah, twang, swap, thwap.
“Swish!” Ander shouted, making sure his two colleagues in the front office heard.
“Yeah, yeah,” came Ridon’s unenthusiastic response.
Ander smothered his laugh. Some days, throwing that basketball was the only thing that kept him sane.
He leaned back in his crappy chair and retrieved the ball from the can. One of these days, the chair would give out and he’d land in a heap on the fifty-year-old linoleum. But not today. He tossed the ball again, this time missing the water cooler altogether.
Puh, puh, puh went the ball through his open door and out into the front office space.
It would be too much to hope one of his colleagues would toss it back.
Sighing, Ander braced his hands on either side of the file folder lying open on his desk and reread the report. Again. It detailed a paranormal event that happened two months ago, an analysis of a thirteen-and-a-half-mile-long crack that bisected Wickwood. He knew the exact length because he’d been one of the agents responsible for measuring it alongside the FBI forensics team. Their conclusion? It was a crack.
He’d been there the day it appeared, brought on by seismic activity after a demon opened a portal to Hell and tried to invade Earth. 
Yeah. Hell was real and fire demons liked to eat humans for breakfast. It was one of the softer truths he’d come to terms with over the past six months.
Odd thing was—if the crack alone wasn’t odd enough—whenever the city tried to seal it with concrete, or asphalt, or cement, it reopened. It did not want to be sealed. The best they’d been able to do was fill the higher traffic areas with insulation foam to keep people from tripping.
“If another series kills off a character I love, I’m going down to the TV execs’ office and start stabbing shit.” Ridon’s voice drifted to him from the front office.
Ander suppressed a groan and rubbed a hand over his face. For anyone else, he would have taken the comment as hyperbole. For Keeva Ridon, on the other hand…
Wiley replied something, the words muffled, but the tone told Ander they bickered. As usual. It had gotten to be a bit much, honestly.
Ander closed the file folder and regarded the objects he’d arranged around his desk in an arc. Central was an octagonal box, a compass of sorts. He picked it up for the hundredth time and flipped open the lid. A thin layer of glass contained the slightly bent twig about an inch long and an eighth of an inch wide, shining with a reddish color. He shook it and it rattled around inside. Mahogany? Cedar? Unique symbols circled the outside, but he had no idea what they meant. 
None of the objects spread across his desk made much sense: a broken jewelry box, perfume bottles, brooches, and other antique jewelry. But the broken compass was the only thing that stood out as not belonging; the symbols around the edge were not from any language he’d ever seen before. 
This past summer, the FBI confiscated everything in the box from Relics, an antique store owned by Aubrey Karle, the best friend of his brother’s girlfriend, Stella.
Ander shook his head. How could two lovely women have landed in such heaps of trouble? Chimera? Greeblings? Alternate dimensions? Ander hadn’t seen any of it coming and luckily no one close to him got hurt, but it could have gone sideways in a blink. People he cared about could have died.
It had taken him two months to get permission to examine the items confiscated from Relics, safely housed in one of the many warehouses the FBI used to store dangerous artifacts. He had also requested the jinculous, a device that opened portals to alternate dimensions, but they’d denied him, the response stating that it was too dangerous to leave FBI property.
He supposed he couldn’t blame them for that one since it could provide a doorway to Fey, or Hell, or maybe somewhere even worse. But he really wanted to get his hands on it to see if the symbols matched the ones on the compass.
He’d have to submit another request, but the Artifacts and Acquisitions Department of the FBI seemed to get a kick out of making the forms as long and convoluted as possible. Once he’d received approval for the rest of the stuff, he’d driven two hours to the warehouse, passed through all their security checkpoints, then spent a good hour making small talk with Stolly and Hoig at the desk before the box was “retrieved.”
Just thinking about all the bureaucracy and red tape made his eye twitch.
Maybe I need a vacation. The Maldives were exceptional this time of year.
“The writers couldn’t have ended it any other way. It wouldn’t have made sense.” Wiley’s voice drifted through the open door.
“That’s bullshit and you know it,” came Ridon’s quick response. “They could have let her live. She didn’t need to go crazy. And of course it’s the woman they make go insane.”
As their argument escalated, Ander almost yelled at them to get a room, but he wasn’t entirely sure sexual tension was their problem. With any other pairing, he would have said for sure. With them, they were so different, he couldn’t decide what would be best—a fuck or a fist fight—to ease the tension between them. 
When he’d first met Keeva Ridon, Ander had thought she resembled Lara Croft from Tomb Raider. None of what he’d witnessed since dispelled the idea. She was a woman of many talents, with kicking ass and taking names at the top of the list. Staring him down like a parent with a kid who scribbled on the wall whenever one of his jokes didn’t land was another.
Walsh Wiley, on the other hand... well. Ander had always suspected the argyle sweaters and bow ties were there to obscure a secret. Nothing sinister, Walsh was a good guy, just... an enigma he couldn’t quite grasp. Being able to pick any lock he came across wasn’t Wiley’s only unusual skill.
Stone, his partner, rounded out their team of four at this branch of the FBI’s Paranormal Special Investigations: the FBI’s PSI. Yes, he’d heard all the tire pressure jokes over the past six months from the “normal” special agents. Some of them were even funny, like the one asking if this was a “full-service paranormal agency.” Or the one about ghosts being good at inflating tires.
But Stone was MIA yet again, on some secret errand for their boss. Ander started calling them side quests since they’d become so frequent.
Ander flipped the lid of the compass closed and set it back in the middle of the rest of the objects. Another file folder lay beneath the first, both from the bankers box his boss had sent him full of thick PSI files. He leaned back in his chair, propped his feet on the end of his desk, and opened the second folder across his thighs.
A little over a month ago, another seismic event happened. The newly built, but unstable, Langport Financial building, which had sat right on top of the fissure in new downtown, crumbled to its foundation as if a professional demolition company had imploded it. 
He’d been there when it fell. Ander would never forget the deafening sound, or the way the ground trembled so hard he’d thought it would swallow him whole. Or the way the plume of dust had consumed a three-block radius as the building collapsed straight down.
Thankfully, because of its condemned status, the building had been empty, and no one was hurt. Well, except for the mild heart attack he himself had experienced and the ringing in his ears which had lasted for days.
Puh, puh, puh, puh. The mini basketball came bouncing into his office.
“Thanks!” he shouted to whoever decided to send it back.
Tacka, tacka, tacka.
Ander straightened at the out-of-place sound, his feet hitting the floor with a slap.
What in the world? His hand reached for the compass before his mind realized it was where the sound came from. He flipped the lid open.
The twig was moving of its own volition, bouncing against the insides of the octagonal box. Ander held perfectly still, blinking, trying to process, when the twig stopped. It floated a fraction above the base of the box, suspended by nothing, and vibrated while pointing out the door.
It actually works. His heart pounded hard in his chest. How is it working?
“Hey, guys,” he called into the other room.
A moment later, Ridon stopped in the doorway and stooped to pick up the mini basketball before throwing it at him. Whoosh. It missed his ear by a hairsbreadth.
“What’s up, boss? Are you changing your mind about coming to Bitters Tavern?”
Shaking his head, he stood and tilted the compass for her to see. “Look at this.” A faint tremor betrayed the sudden adrenaline flooding his system.
Her eyebrows lifted into her hairline. Wiley stopped beside her, his eyes widening. “Let me see.” He stepped past her, arm outstretched. 
Ander only let him hold it for the time it took to put on his Kevlar and black bomber jacket. When he grabbed it back, the twig hadn’t faltered in its height or angle.
He pushed past his teammates and strode toward the front door.
“What are we doing?” Ridon asked.
“Following it.” It pointed somewhere.
Wiley was hot on his heels, phone in hand. “There is no power source.” He wore his Kevlar underneath his brown wool coat. 
His teammate skirted him, then jogged ahead, pushing open the glass door with his shoulder. “How is it working?” 
With his eyes glued to the compass like Ander’s, Wiley’s fingers twitched like he wanted to snatch it and examine it again. 
“I don’t know,” Ander murmured. 
The cool of the evening slapped against him. The sun dipped behind the low buildings of their strip mall, casting the world in elongated gray shadows and highlighting the undersides of the clouds pink and orange. There wasn’t a lot of traffic this late in the day. This was the edge of new downtown, made up mostly of nine-to-five businesses. With everything closed, Sunday night became the time to get ready for the workweek.
The snick of Ridon locking up followed them across the parking lot. Her boot steps echoed as she caught up. Ander couldn’t take his eyes off the compass, certain it would disappear if he looked away even for a second. How far would it lead them?
“Ridon, follow in the SUV,” he said over his shoulder. If it took them out of town, he didn’t want to be on foot for the whole trek. He’d give it five blocks.
The beep, beep of the SUV unlocking bounced off the brick of the buildings. 
The compass pointed west, and he and Wiley walked side by side, their strides matching in eagerness. Darkness consumed the locked storefronts, empty for the evening. They picked up the pace when the SUV’s engine purred beside them on the road. Street lamps lit their way in circular blobs of light. A man walked his two small dogs on the other side of the street. Cars traveled in both directions, bypassing Ridon as she drove slowly through the empty on-street parking stalls. 
Ander kept his eyes on the compass, watching it for fluctuations. His fingers tightened against the wood protectively, heart beating hard in his chest. 
A gust of wind blew against them, the crisp air pressing against his lips, and Ander yanked the zipper of his jacket higher. The forecast predicted snow in the next few days. He’d never been a winter person and hoped it would stay away for a bit longer. The Maldives sounded better and better.
They arrived at the corner of the block, then crossed after a truck drove past. The engine of their SUV purred a few paces behind them. Ander’s shoulders tensed when the telltale yellow of the foam-filled crack appeared out of the corner of his eye. It should have occurred to him that they were traveling toward it when they set out. 
Following the direction of the floating twig, they stepped off the sidewalk and cut across crunchy, dead grass. Each step brought them closer to the fracture until the barrier of the police’s Do Not Cross tape blocked their way. 
Wiley stopped beside him. Blinking, Ander lifted his chin and stared at the lump of concrete, metal, and shattered glass. Langport Financial once promised to be Wickwood’s tallest and fanciest skyscraper, but now lay in rubble. The weight of unease in his chest shifted, his arms becoming heavy with dread.
Why did everything always point back here?
The night the building fell had been much like this one, where the air tingled with anticipation and the full moon rose to cast Wickwood in a yellow-white glow. He wasn’t ashamed to admit he’d run as fast as he could to get away from the destruction. Or that he’d had nightmares of what it would be like to have been inside the building when it happened.
A paranormal event had damaged its structural integrity, condemning it. Ander was there that night too, a night when a psychopath abducted Stella—a psychopath who didn’t even belong on Earth.
Hopefully the compass would lead them well past this heap of trouble.
Ridon parked curbside and jogged across the dead grass to join them. The full moon highlighted her leather jacket and straight black hair pulled into a tight ponytail. 
He sent his teammates a loaded glance. “Let’s go around.” 
They followed the line of police tape around the building. The twig kept pointing at the center of the mass until they arrived where they’d started. 
Guess we don’t need to give it five blocks.
Ander stared hard at the rubble, Ridon and Wiley standing on either side of him. Construction crews cleared some of the wreckage, but the cleanup had stopped a couple of weeks ago. He wasn’t sure why. Something about the city budget, or funding, or not knowing who the hell should even pay to remove the mess. Bureaucracy was messed up.
“What now?” Wiley asked.
Click. Ander’s gaze shot down to the compass. The twig had dropped and stopped working. He shook it and it rattled inside the box.
“Here. Let me,” Wiley said, taking it from him so fast Ander didn’t have time to protest.
His colleague shook it and turned it over. The force that had made the needle float wasn’t working now. Ridon crossed her arms over her chest and glared as if it were the devil incarnate. After everything they’d seen together, maybe it was. 
Whatever the compass was pointing to, it was in the debris of the Langport Financial building.
He met his colleagues’ gazes. “Let’s take a look around.”
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Chapter three
 


The closer Sashen walked to the witches’ coven, the more magic, both contained and raw, sparked in the air. The monarchy employed the most powerful witches in Ondosha. With all of them practicing their magic in proximity, Sashen became more lightheaded with each step. Her skin tingled, and unseen pressure pushed and pulled at her hair and cloak. She gave wide berth to the thatched huts that glowed more gold than not. Scents of sage, ginger, and other herbs wafted from open windows. 
Just as she lifted a hand to knock on Eleri’s door, Sashen’s neck prickled, and the birds stopped singing. She spun around. Loula stood a yard away where only air had existed a moment before. Her all-black attire sucked the light and warmth from their surroundings.
“If we hadn’t shared the same womb,” Sashen muttered, not turning her back lest her sister decided this was the perfect time to slide a dagger between her ribs, “I’d swear you were part air nymph.”
Loula showed no outward reaction to the remark. 
Not wanting to take her eyes off her sister, Sashen barely turned to knock on Eleri’s door. Loula stood straight, her hands clasped behind her, eyes on Sashen’s face in an unnerving stare. The top of her head only came to Sashen’s shoulder, but her lack of height did not soften the coldness in her expression. It seemed like forever before the door to the hut creaked open.
Eleri stood beneath the arch of the door, an ancient witch with long silver hair and purple robes. In the last twenty years, the lines in the earth witch’s face had deepened, proclaiming her advanced age. Eleri had been one of her mother’s top witches since before Sashen was born. Though she wasn’t as open or inviting as Agi or Mirin and their perpetual baking, Eleri had been a solid, comforting presence throughout Sashen’s childhood.
“Yes, Your Highnesses,” Eleri said with a bow. “I have been expecting you. Please enter.”
Sashen remained in place, gesturing for her sister to proceed inside. Loula’s eyes narrowed a fraction, but she conceded, stepping across the threshold to follow the witch. Contained magic pressed against Sashen, sparkling white and making her ears pop.
She shook off the unsettling sensation and surveyed a room cluttered with shelves, every wall holding either books, supplies, or knickknacks. An acrid scent wafted from the hearth on the right. Sashen wrinkled her nose. Three cauldrons hung over the blaze, two of them empty. The third bubbled away, smoke and fumes wafting up the chimney, and some settling amidst the ceiling beams.
Loula drew closer to its murky stench, her head tilted in interest as she neared the hearth. “What’s this?” she asked, her voice soft and lyrical. She leaned over the cauldron. “Poison?” An optimistic edge lined the word.
Eleri’s gaze sharpened. “Laundry.”
Sashen smirked, amused by the witch’s humorless response, but she quickly composed her expression when Loula shot her a glance.
Eleri, with an imperious lift of her eyebrow, pointed to the closest table, where two identical sets of items were crammed between towers of books, flattened herbs, and jars, both full and empty. Sashen focused on the objects: a black ribbon coiled on itself, and a thick bracelet made of what looked like platinum.
“The humans do not speak the languages of Fey,” Eleri began, picking up one bracelet, “and you will not understand them without an enchantment.” She gestured to Sashen to present her arm.
Speaking an incantation in ancient Ondosian, Eleri rhymed a verse about fluency and comprehension, then fastened the metal around Sashen’s wrist below her leather vambrace. At the completion of Eleri’s words, a zing of magic heated her skin and ran up her arm to her head, then ear. It felt like someone poured warm milk inside Sashen’s mind and it wanted to escape her mouth. She tried her best not to react, but couldn’t help flexing her jaw to rid herself of the sensation.
Loula’s lips twitched—as much of a sign of mockery as her sister would exhibit—and she extended her arm toward the witch. 
Eleri repeated the chant. The metal stood out in sharp contrast to her sister’s garb, but almost matched her white hair. Sashen watched her sister’s face for any signs of discomfort, but there were none. If Loula lost an arm, she probably wouldn’t react.
Next, the witch grabbed the two ribbons. “Healing binds,” she murmured, placing one in each of their palms. 
The heaviness of the object’s magical energy pulsed against Sashen’s hand. She tucked it away in her belt kit.
Eleri motioned for the two of them to grab the remaining items which Sashen had seen and used before: a smooth river rock, and nuggets of compacted proteins and herbs.
With all items tucked into her kit and the bracelet cooling to a more comfortable temperature, Sashen requested that Eleri re-enchant her cleaning cloth and bottomless flask, then expressed her thanks with a fist over her heart. No money exchanged hands. The castle witches received generous monthly compensation for their service to the queen, and Eleri ranked among the top enchantresses.
Leaving the hut, Sashen stepped into the dimming light of the evening and took a deep breath, removing the tang of Eleri’s laundry from her nostrils. The small moon, Nao, rose in the east. Loula exited behind her, but when she turned around, her sister had disappeared.
Sashen shook herself free of the disquieting sensation her sister always left in her wake. 
With clipped steps, she headed toward the stables, taking the shortest path through the opulent gardens with its towering topiaries. Upon Sashen’s arrival at the outbuilding, the children training as grooms scampered, preparing Chaxon, his coat a gleaming chestnut brown under his blond mane. Her warhorse, Thalric, required a longer rest. 
“Do you need provisions, Highness?” a girl asked, gesturing to the barrel of apples.
“A few,” she said, grabbing one as a treat for Chaxon. If truth be told, he was her favorite. The perfectly shaped white star on his head, closely resembling the birthmark on her chest, contrasted against his coat and reminded her of a childhood rhyme.
The steed snapped the treat out of her palm in one swipe. “Prepare Princess Loula’s horse as well,” she said to a boy standing idle, then made sure the girl packed the extra apples in her saddlebags correctly. 
Sashen double-checked the saddle and bridle, then turned to see if her sister walked toward the stables yet. A soft gasp left her lips when she found Loula standing right behind her.
“You will probably abandon me to the humans the first chance you get,” Loula murmured, the words disappearing into the breeze winding through the stables, “hoping they will torture me before I die a gruesome death.” Keeping her eyes fixed on Sashen’s face, she backed away, then swung herself gracefully into the saddle of her solid black gelding.
Sashen stood immobile, her jaw slack in disbelief and stomach tightening in shock. Loula was the one who snuck into Sashen’s bedchamber on multiple occasions during the night, dagger in hand. Loula was the reason Sashen kept enchantments on her bedchamber door and windows.
Her sister maneuvered her horse around, heading toward the rear of the stables where they could access the primary route out of the castle grounds.
Exhaling a slow breath, Sashen swung up into her saddle and followed, a sense of confusion at her sister’s words sending more tension into her shoulders. 
Loula lingered at the far end of the bailey. When Sashen drew near, her sister kept her eyes averted, focusing on the progression of the portcullis as it lifted, but she got the sense Loula examined her out of the corner of her eye.
Clang. The portcullis shuddered to a stop. Loula spurred her horse forward with a hard nudge of her legs. Sashen followed, passing the gatehouse guards and crossing the moat bridge into the city of Ashentreach, which surrounded the castle for many miles. 
Little by little, the urban confines spread out into more residential areas, then slowly morphed into cottages with lush gardens and golden fields. They found the main highway and galloped toward the disappearing pink clouds on the horizon. Loula’s hair turned dark gray in the shadows, her body almost disappearing before Sashen’s eyes. She urged her horse faster. 
Neam, sister moon of Nao, rose behind them, followed closely by the largest of their three moons, Osian. They raced across the well-beaten road running west of the city. Sashen hunched over her steed. In the ditches, luminous glowflies lifted into the air, disturbed by their speed. 
The sounds of nature disappeared in the pounding of Chaxon’s hooves and the beating of Sashen’s heart in her ears. Apprehension warred with excitement, her senses alert with anticipation. She kept her eyes on her sister and replayed the conversation with the queen over and over.
Sashen was so preoccupied with her thoughts, she almost missed the fissure. If it hadn’t been for the contrast between its darkness and the dull brown of the road, she would have. 
The scar against the ground caught her eye only as Loula’s steed jumped over the minor obstacle and slowed. Sashen did the same, circling back to stop beside her sister. Chaxon snorted and pawed the ground, disquieted, like he wished to leave this place.
So small. In Cassad, the fissure had widened enough to allow lava trolls through. Here, moonlight highlighted a fracture barely the width of her hand. 
Sashen turned her head. In the southwest, a red glow hovered above the horizon against the night sky. Her stomach twisted. I should be there. The battle. The burning forest.
She met her sister’s gaze. In the dark, Loula’s hair had turned completely black, and with her black garb and black horse, only her face picked up the light of the moon. A phantom. Rubbing at the prickles forming on her nape, Sashen nodded, and they urged their horses onward, away from the fissure’s unnatural aura.
All three moons were high in the star-filled sky by the time the forest of Gliath came into sight. They followed the edge of it north until a small hut appeared among the thick tree trunks. 
As they slowed their mounts, a petite witch exited the interior holding a torch. Blue-white light illuminated wrinkles engraved as deep as the fissure in Cassad, making her look older than Eleri. 
Sashen and her sister dismounted to stand before her, reins in hand.
“Kamerin,” the witch said, bowing to them. “At your service.”
“Are you apprised of the queen’s orders?” Sashen asked.
She tilted her head in acknowledgment, then said, “We walk where your horses cannot tread.”
A shuffling from beside the hut drew Sashen’s eye. Loula ripped a dagger from her thigh holster, facing the threat. But it was only a boy hiding in the shadows.
“Malkin will see to your horses.” The witch gestured to him. “They will be safe around back.”
Sashen tossed him her reins when he drew near, Loula doing the same a moment later. 
“This way.” The witch pulled her cloak over her head and disappeared around the side of the hut into the thick of the forest.
With one last glance at Loula’s shadowed features, Sashen followed.
Branches arched high above, blotting out the light of the moons. The sounds Sashen would expect at night in a forest were absent here, the air still as they followed the glow of the witch’s enchanted torch. Their boots crunched upon dead foliage, the crisp sound echoing loudly off the thick trunks of the trees. 
They followed the overgrown path for close to an hour when an old sort of magic pressed against them. Sashen had the urge to turn around, but pushed onward until a ramshackle structure came into view, its rounded shape contrasting with the lines of the surrounding trees. 
Kamerin’s torch lit the interior through the doorless archway, catching on the lines of the foreign engine inside. A shiver of apprehension snaked down Sashen’s spine. They weren’t supposed to be here, weren’t supposed to use it. The Travellers were such an advanced society, powerful in a way magic wasn’t. If they were to find out…
The witch disappeared inside, and they followed. Waist-high weeds and brambles grew out of the floor, squashed flat near the center of the room where the portal wheel sat idle on a metal platform. Sashen’s heart raced at the sight. 
The scent of magic and dust burst around them as Kamerin lit the interior torches. Evenly spaced, they brightened the circular building like day. A hole in the thatched roof made it look as if lightning had struck it or a creature had taken a large bite.
Sashen had seen drawings of the foreign engine, but they were insignificant compared to the oddity in front of her. A selection of metals—silver, bronze, gold, and the epocite only found in the realm of the Travellers—intertwined together to make seven individual rings engraved with symbols and runes in continuous patterns. The largest as tall as her, they joined at the top and bottom to make a ball-like structure and appeared to move independently of one another.
If she’d known it was here, and not destroyed like the history books stated, then she would have made the journey long before now—sanctioned or not.
Kamerin set her torch in the last holder on the wall, then approached the engine. “The queen has given you three days,” she said, making Sashen tear her gaze away from the marvel. “Then I will activate the portal again. You must be in the place where you arrive. If the humans have destroyed their portal, then you will most likely exit where the curtain between our realms is thinnest. If you miss the scheduled mark, then you will need to wait for the next full moon. The moons are full at the same time in all the realms.”
Sashen nodded. Osian was full today, and Neam would be full in a few days’ time. 
Reaching forward, Kamerin pulled a lever built into the floor. Sashen and Loula gasped at the same time. An unsettling whirring noise, nothing like she’d ever heard before, vibrated as one ring shifted into place. The witch pulled another lever, lining up the next circle with the first. Energy crackled, but different from the magic Sashen was used to.
“How do you know how to work all this?” she murmured as the witch moved with a kind of confidence not learned from a book. The portal wheel had been dormant for so long. The witch couldn’t possibly be that old.
“My mother taught me.” Kamerin let out a grunt as she pulled a third lever, this one not moving as easily as the other two. “And her mother taught her. An oracle told my great-grandmother that if we forgot the method, then it would mean death for our line.” She jerked her chin at Loula. “A hand here?”
Eyes narrowed, Loula stood beside the witch and added her strength. With effort, they yanked on the lever. Sashen took a step forward to help when the platform beneath them lurched with a groan, throwing Loula and the witch into the weeds.
Sashen froze in place at the sight before her. The portal wheel activated, humming and whirring, the sound disconcerting as it spun on itself. Faster it twirled, giving off gusts of wind. Sashen pressed her hands against the stone wall to keep stable. The noise increased in volume, and along with it, the urge to cover her ears. 
Then everything stopped. Sound. Air. Movement. Sashen gasped as a purplish-black ball of energy and light hovered at the center of the rings. An energy field pushed against them. The vortex looked like magic, but it also wasn’t, because raw magic glowed gold. This felt… off. 
“Time to travel!” Kamerin yelled, her hair blowing sideways from the force of the energy. “It won’t last long.” She gestured to the platform. “Stand there and remember what I said. You’ll need a full moon if you can’t return within the three-day time span. The place you land is the best place for your return.”
Sashen stepped a shaky foot onto the solid metal platform and glanced at her sister.
It was the first time she’d ever seen her sister fearful, mirroring Sashen’s own trepidation.
Before they could stop her, Kamerin yanked on the last lever.
The purple ball of energy shot at them. A scream wanted to tear from Sashen’s throat, but the sound morphed into a yawning howl. It felt like she entered the floating ball through a hole the size of a pea. Fingers gripped and pulled at her and she fought them off before realizing it was Loula. They joined hands so tightly her joints creaked.
Endless space yawned above her head and below her feet. She was the size of a dust mote, but as large as a thundercloud. She was floating, flying, crashing. The purple and black of the vortex whirled around them, spinning, never stopping. Sashen’s heart hammered in her chest a thousand times in the space of a blink. She could not breathe, her lungs on the outside of her body.
A face appeared before her, horrid and grotesque, fathomless eyes stealing her soul. A wretched sound rose from deep within her, surging up to her mouth, where she had to swallow or risk drowning.
There’s someone in here with us. 
A hooded cloak concealed its form. The only part visible was a beak-like snout, almost akin to a dragon, but covered in graying, decayed skin. A piercing scent, something sickly sweet, wafted over her, turning her stomach. Instead of a face, an abyss consumed the space beneath the hood, where she felt, more than saw, eyes sinking into orifice-like sockets, all light sucked away.
Claws reached from between the panels of its cloak, grabbing her shoulders, pulling her away from her sister. The piercing sound she attributed to portal travel changed, screeched like a cart going down a hill too fast, the brake damaged.
Sashen tried to keep hold of Loula, but their fingers ripped apart. She screamed, then a force threw her backward with a loud bang. Another face formed in the travel field with them, its beak more grotesque, its claws longer.
There are two of them.
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Chapter four
 


The ruins were an absolute death trap. Ander tested his next step, confirming its stability before shifting his weight. The full moon rose above the skyline, illuminating the buildings around the pile of broken concrete, glass, steel beams, and rebar. He’d already stumbled once and had been lucky enough not to get impaled. 
When he’d suggested climbing the rubble to search for whatever the compass pointed to, both his colleagues had looked at him like he’d lost a screw. He questioned his own intelligence at this point. An inch of fine, gray dust covered the bottom portion of his pants. It was probably carcinogenic. The longer they remained here, the more they inhaled. There was a reason for the police tape. 
Despite their questioning of his sanity, Wiley had returned to the office to grab them all flashlights. Ander held one and kept the compass in his other hand, giving it a rattling shake now and then, hoping it would come back to life. It hadn’t twitched once in the four hours they’d been there. His teammates were nice enough not to complain about missing a night at Bitters Tavern.
Ander searched in a standard pattern, the beam of his flashlight illuminating more of the same: concrete, metal, and shattered glass. Ridon and Wiley had climbed straight to the top of the pile, then circled downwards. About twenty feet away, they continued to argue about that series’ finale. Ander didn’t weigh in, already exhausted
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