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Chapter 1
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Prologue




Aibreann shivered. The young Irishwoman’s breath formed a cone of mist as she pulled the fur cloak more tightly around her. The sun hadn’t yet fully risen above the horizon, and the distant waves glittered with golden light. A sound like dozens of flapping wings came from behind Aibreann, and she turned to see a dark cloud form before her.

It roiled, pulsed, then broke apart into dozens of black ravens. Seconds later they cawed loudly, and took wing in countless different directions. A tall man in his late middle years stood silently where the ravens had been moments before. He wore a long, voluminous, robe of an almost iridescent blue. Golden embroidered symbols shaped like moons and stars caught the early morning light. The man stepped forward and his gnarled staff of polished black wood clicked against a stone as he did so.

Aibreann felt her stomach twist, but she lifted her chin and stared defiantly at the newcomer. Her dark brown eyes met the ice blue of his and the two stared at each other for several heartbeats. Finally, the man said, “You should leave him while you still can.”

“No,” she replied, her voice thick with the accent of her native island.

“You do not know who or what he is.”

“I know I love him and he loves me. That is enough.”

“Child,” said the man, “he is incapable of love. You are a momentary dalliance, nothing more.”

Aibreann’s lips curved up in a sly grin as she pretended to look past the man, first left, then right. “Are you so adept in the ways of love, then, Master Merlin? I see no woman beside you. Perhaps she is at home with a leanbh at breast. Surely you must be an expert at all things hearth and home. How else could you presume to lecture me?”

Merlin drew his lips to a line, and then opened his mouth to speak. Aibreann lifted her hands to her face in mock astonishment. “But wait,” she cried, “you are a druid and druids are sworn to neither take a wife or sire a leanbh. Or, great Merlin, am I mistook in this?”

The wizard sighed deeply. “You are not mistook, as you well know. However, one does not need to experience a thing to know a thing. The dragon has warned me that your, so called, love will lead to wrack and ruin. Not just for you, child, but for the world entire. One last time I ask, let me take you from this place. Give him up.”

“I will not!” she yelled. “You don’t know him as I do. Though he refuses to speak of it, I know he’s been broken and abandoned. Three times he thought I would abandon him as well. Three times I saw the dark angel that lives within him come forth in anger. Three times I soothed it back, and three times I remained. I will not betray him for if I did, I fear he would be lost in darkness and chaos forever.”

Merlin cocked his head as if hearing a distant threat, then turned to regard the small circle of standing stones. He gestured to them and murmured words she could not hear. The wizard glanced over his shoulder and said, “Aibreann, if you will not take my counsel, will you at least accept my protection?”

He began walking toward the circle and she slowly trailed after him. When they both had reached the outer edge he, again, turned to face her. Merlin’s face held none of the stern lines she’d seen only moments before. Now his eyes seemed filled with a strange mix of sadness and concern. He sighed. “What I tell you now, Aibreann O’Conagan, is not to dissuade you from your chosen path, but to provide what aid I am able as you stride it. Your choice will affect those who have millennia before their birth. The dragon has shown me the end of all things and there is but one narrow path that avoids it.” He smiled at her, then said, “This, is the path you have chosen. The dragon’s breath burns within you just as it does within me. Take my hand and join me in the circle where the veil between worlds is thinest. I will show you what the dragon has shown me. The two of us will ask him to bathe you in a protective fire that will warm your soul in the dark and cold that is destined to come upon you.”

Aibreann trembled with both cold and fear, but her voice remained steady. “Will your dragon ask me to forsake my love?”

Merlin shook his head. “No, it is your decision to remain true to your promise. Truth be told, it is that very promise that has procured for this world its one chance and hope for survival.”

“Then lead on wizard, I will follow.”

Merlin reached out his hand and Aibreann placed hers in his. They walked between two imposing sentry stones that rose at least forty feet. As they did so the air shimmered around both of them and Aibreann felt her ears pop. She turned to look over her shoulder and saw the air wobble between the stones as if she were viewing the world through a sheet of malformed glass.

The wizard released Aibreann and walked to the circle’s center where a large slab rested on four small pillars to form a rustic altar. She watched as he slipped an ornate blade from within the folds of his robe. Merlin gestured with the knife and Aibreann moved to stand beside him.

“Prepare yourself,” the wizard intoned, “for I summon the dragon. Were you to see its power, whole and untempered, it would burn you to cinders. Even the sliver I now share may bring visions from days long gone or those to come. Past, present, and future are all the same to the dragon for it sees time laid out as a quilt.” Merlin pointed the dagger at Aibreann and she flinched as he said, “Are you absolutely sure this is the path you wish to walk? Once I rouse the dragon, there will be no turning back for you. All those who gaze upon him are forever changed and not necessarily for the better.”

Aibreann lifted her chin defiantly. “I will not give him up. Bring on your dragon, wizard. I am not afeared.”

Merlin nodded and drew the blade across his palm, then locked eyes with the young woman as he whispered, “You should be, child. You should be.” Drops of scarlet pattered on the stone slab, then puffed away. A breeze stirred within the circle and grew in strength until Aibreann’s long black hair whipped around her. “Behold, he comes,” yelled Merlin. “The dragon. He comes.”

Motes of amber light danced around the wizard and twisted into cords of energy. Those cords undulated and turned until finally they formed a massive serpentine head with golden eyes that burned like flame. Aibreann felt her blood run cold and she took a step back from the apparition. Merlin lashed out his hand and the dragon streaked forward enclosing both wizard and woman within its massive jaws.

Aibreann screamed in terror as Merlin tightened his grip on her. The world shattered around them and she found herself standing on a mountain-top surrounded by swirls of distant light. “Where…where are we? I’ve never seen so many stars.”

“The void between worlds, and those are not stars,” said Merlin softly.

“Not stars,” she asked in wonder, “then what…”

“I have already told you. We are in the void between worlds. Each swirl of light you see consists of worlds nearly without end.” He pointed to the closest one and she saw it pulse and grow in size. “That is ours. Everything we are or ever will be is contained within that single swirl of light. That, Aibreann is our universe.”

She stared off and gestured. “What of those?”

Merlin smiled, “As I said, worlds and worlds without end.” His words still hung in the air when the ground beneath them rumbled. Aibreann reached out to steady herself and felt the wizard’s reassuring grip.

“What is that?” she asked as they drew near a previously distant swirl. “What is happening to it?” Aibreann turned to see tears fill Merlin’s eyes and begin to flow down his cheeks. “I feel cold,” she said, and turned back as the swirl dimmed further.

“Perditor,” whispered Merlin, “the destroyer of all things has breached that universe, Aibreann.”

“No!” she yelled, “I feel it. I feel them dying. Billions of souls crying out and—” she sucked in a breath, then fell to her knees. “Silence. Silence and darkness, but you said worlds without end, Merlin.”

The wizard knelt beside her as the last vestiges of light faded from the universe nearest them. “Worlds without end, Aibreann, but not worlds that do not end.” He rose and pulled her to her feet. “You will need all your courage now, child. Cleave to me and do not let go.”

“Why, what is—” Aibreann broke off as a dark cloud of inky blackness detached itself from the dying universe and streaked toward them.

She stiffened and Merlin said, “Be brave, Aibreann, he cannot harm us here. Our world remains closed to him.”

“Oh my God,” she cried as the darkness drew close and buffeted them.

“Who are you?” said Perditor in a voice devoid of emotion. “How came you to be in this place?” Several seconds passed and Perditor continued, “Ahh, I see. You are not here but are cloaked in raw Creation. Did He teach you this? If you are not here, then where are you?” The darkness receded, and they watched as Perditor streaked toward their home universe only to be repulsed by a burst a violet energy. The malevolent presence returned a moment later and Perditor said, “My Emissary will forge a gate to this world. Creation cannot prevail against—” Perditor paused, and Aibreann felt his focus shift to her. “You,” he said, “You could alter Chaos and must not remain for my intentions to be realized. The Emissary will remove you to the void, Chaos will remain unaltered, and the gate will open. You have no chance.”

“We have one chance,” replied Merlin, “and that one chance scares you, doesn’t it, Perditor?”

The silence stretched longer this time, then Perditor asked, “What chance is that?”

Merlin smiled. “The Sentinels of Creation.”

Perditor buffeted them with waves of anger as Aibreann felt Merlin’s hand squeeze hers and the void faded. 

She opened her eyes on the stone circle, then turned to face the wizard. “Who…what was that?” She looked down and saw amber light radiating from her hands. “What’s happening to me?”

“You have been infused with the Dragon’s breath,” said Merlin softly. “As for what we saw within the void, that was Perditor. He is the very incarnation of destruction, and I believe you are the only other living person who knows his name.”

Aibreann’s eyes grew wide. “The dragon’s breath? But you said it was the source of your power. I am no wizard.”

“No,” he replied softly, “you are not. The dragon will not obey your commands as he does mine, but he will tether you to this world when Perditor’s emissary comes for you.”

The implication of Merlin’s words struck home and Aibreann covered her mouth with a hand. “He’s coming for me because of Lucien…because I would not give him up?” The wizard nodded and she shook her head as tears welled in her eyes. “But why? He’s just a man and I’m just—”

Merlin lifted her hands and kissed them gently. “You know he’s not just a man, and now you are more than a woman. You tether him to a humanity he’s never known even as the dragon now tethers you to a world Lucien will hate because of your absence.”

“He promised we would always be together,” cried Aibreann. “He promised and I could almost see his words take form. He wasn’t lying. I know he wasn’t.”

“He wasn’t lying,” Merlin agreed.

Her tears were flowing freely now. “He took me to wife, wizard. I wanted to find a priest, but he said his promise would bind us more tightly than ever a churchly vow could do.” She looked down and whispered, “I lay with him. I—”

Merlin slipped his hand free and rested it on her waist. “You have conceived a daughter together, and her daughter’s, daughter’s, daughter will help procure the one chance and hope this world has to remain sealed from Perditor.” The wizard’s eyes slipped off Aibreann’s as he looked over her shoulder. She watched Merlin’s face lose expression and his voice took on a prophetic cadence as he said, “Creation’s love has barred the gate Destruction rends with endless hate. The first who fell from boundless pride can be redeemed by faithful bride. A prodigal joins with Order’s constancy to make clear the path for perdition’s progeny. Eyes that blaze with amber light and wings unfurled as dark as night.”

Merlin reached up and gripped her shoulders. “Be brave now child, your husband comes. He will not see you for we remain within the dragon’s den. However, you will see him and no glamor can shield your eyes now that the dragon has opened them.”

“Aibreann? Aibreann, where are you?” The girl stiffened and stared up at Merlin with wild eyes, then slowly turned toward the voice. Lucifer stood wreathed in ribbons of scarlet energy that pulsed around him. Delicate interlocking scales covered every inch of his exposed skin and massive black wings lay folded tightly down his back.

A sob broke unbidden from her mouth and Merlin leaned close. “He is still the same as he was last night when you promised yourselves to each other. He was then as you see now, just cloaked in a glamour your mortal eyes could not pierce.” She shivered and the wizard said, “But while you’ve been forever changed by the Dragon’s touch, you need not go to him. I could spirit us away and you would never—”

Aibreann whirled on the wizard, her eyes flashing with amber fury. “You would have me forsake him, Merlin? He has done nothing but treat me with love and kindness. You say he is also father to my unborn leanbh. If I am to be driven from this world, who will watch over her? Who will keep her safe if not for him?” Aibreann turned and watched Lucifer as he continued to approach the circle and call her name. She smiled sadly and asked, “How long will we have together?”

Merlin’s words were so soft that an errant breeze would have carried them off. “When the first snow falls three years hence, the Emissary will come for you.”

“Time enough,” she said.

Merlin arched an eyebrow questioningly. “Time enough for what, Aibreann?”

She did not turn to answer but lifted her chin as she walked toward the circle’s boundary. “Time enough for love, wizard. Time enough for love.”

Aibreann felt her skin tingle as she passed beyond the circle’s boundary. She took another step and a twig cracked beneath her boot.

“Aibreann!” yelled Lucifer with obvious relief as he rushed to her side. “Aibreann, oh Aibreann you were lost to me. I couldn’t find you anywhere and —”

She smiled and pointed behind her. “I was just there, Lucien, by the stones. Didn’t you see me there?”

The devil narrowed his eyes at the circle. “No, I did not see you there. It felt like you were gone from the world.”

Aibreann placed a soft kiss on his cheek, but gave no sign that her lips brushed scales rather than skin. “Gone from the world,” she laughed, “Lucien O'Dochartaigh, what a funny thing to say.” She glanced back at the circle and locked eyes with Merlin for a beat, then said, “Come, husband. Time is precious so let’s not waste another moment apart.”

Lucifer smiled down at her and affected a formal bow, “As Aibreann O'Dochartaigh commands, so her humble servant obeys.”







Chapter 2
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A Promise Kept




Kellan stared into the open temporal portal while Ordered power flowed from him in a torrent. He glanced over at Shannon. “Guess how much I don’t want to go through that.”

She frowned, “More than me, but not by much. Last time I was there, my husband stabbed me and tried to kill my best friend.”

“You shouldn’t be going at all,” growled Kellan. He pointed at the glowing portal. “That’s about twelve-hundred years before you were born, Highlander and—”

“I was fine when I went there before,” she huffed.

“You were a Sentinel then, now you are just a Soulborn.”

“Just you say…just a Soulborn. Kellan Caufield Thorne, go through that portal before your sparkles run out and I box your damned ears. My locket is full, so despite being just a Soulborn, I’ll be fine.”

“Famous last words,” grumbled the Sentinel. He stepped through and felt Time rip at him body and soul. Prior to actually meeting the Mantle of Time Aevum, Kellan had always pictured Time as a clawed beast determined to rend him limb from limb for daring to breach its boundaries. Of course since, as a Sentinel, Kellan’s soul was not tethered to any fixed point, Time slipped harmlessly off him and he exited the portal, then turned around.

Shannon took several breaths, then jumped through. She tried to hide it, but her face twisted in pain as she exited and the portal winked out. The Soulborn stumbled into Kellan and he steadied her. “I’m fine,” she hissed.

“Bullshit. Traveling this kind of distance always makes me want to puke, so I know you feel the same, or worse. That’s not what I’m worried about either. Let me see your locket.”

“Kellan…”

“Let me see it or I will open another portal and throw your petulant ginger ass right through the bloody thing.”

“Insufferable man!” Shannon wore the body armor Meghan had made for her. Despite it having been constructed of the highest quality kevlar with strategically placed ceramic plates, the armor was designed to look like leather and wool, complete with a McLeod tartan pattern. She grasped a hidden tab near her neck and pulled. The telltale rip of military-grade velcro split the night and Shannon pulled on the leather thong around her neck. She lifted a small metal amulet and stared at it a moment, then cocked her head.

“What?” asked Kellan.

“It’s gone down a bit, is all. We won’t be here that long. It’s fine.”

“Let me see it,” he said and reached for the object.

She took a half step back. “Never you mind, husband. Lucifer gave it to me, not you.”

Kellan just extended his hand, palm up, and made a grasping gesture. Shannon reluctantly leaned forward which allowed Kellan to examine the artifact. He flipped it around and sucked in a breath as another of the fine illuminated hashmarks faded to black. “Holy shit! I’ve never seen them fade so quickly. You are going back right now.”

Shannon pulled on the thong and let the locket slip back inside her body armor. She patted it close, and said, “I’m doing nothing of the kind, and you are wasting time. Besides, someone is going to see us.”

“No they won’t, because we haven’t moved from where the portal opened so it’s still cloaking us in…” Kellan waved a hand, “Don’t play dumb. You aren’t good at it. You know the perception field thing renders us virtually invisible.” He pointed at her. “Stop trying to distract me. You know what happens if that locket goes completely dark.”

Shannon stomped a booted foot, “Yes, I know very well, Kellan. My soul gets shredded by Time itself. I’m the lass who spat up blood, died, and had lightning called down to restart her heart, you daft man.” She winked at him, “Although, truth-be-told, I think that was just an excuse for you to stare at my breasts.” Shannon pushed past Kellan, looked around a corner, then back at him. “They were magnificent back then, weren’t they?”

“Oh, do shut up, Highlander,” growled Kellan. “They are still magnificent as you well know…and you are going the wrong way. The women’s slave quarters are this way.”

Shannon drew up beside him and lilted, “Well, you would know where all the teenaged slave girls would be held, now wouldn’t you?”

“I’m ignoring you now,” murmured Kellan and pulled out his phone. “I’m also setting a timer for an hour. If we don’t find Perra by the time it goes off, I’m portaling you back to 1280’ish, and we’ll try again once your locket fills up.”

The Sentinel turned a corner and ran headlong into a massive black man. “Juba?” asked Kellan in surprise.

The Nubian’s eyes grew wide with both recognition and fear. “Shetani!”

Shannon’s eyes traced the man from head to toe and she grinned wolfishly. Kellan frowned and his nose flared. “Really, Shan? We’re on a rescue mission here.”

She glanced down again and held up both hands apologetically, “It…I mean he…he startled me is all. Is he the one—”

Kellan shook his head, but turned back to the gladiator, and said “Yes, he’s the one who jabbed a trident into my leg.” The Sentinel slipped into perfect Swahili and asked, “Juba, why the hell are you walking around the ludus naked?”

The Nubian looked confused and gestured in the direction Kellan had been heading. “I was in the champion baths, Shetani.”

“Wait, I thought the women’s slave quarters were that way?”

Juba laughed, “You still do not know where you are, Shetani,” then pointed in the opposite direction. “The slaves are that way.” He fixed his gaze on Shannon who inclined her head politely, then looked back at Kellan. “Why do you seek them? Are you not bound to the barbarian?”

“What!” yelled Shannon, and Kellan made a frantic hushing gesture. “What…” she hissed more softly. “I am no barbarian, Kellan Thorne. What in hell’s hot fury were you telling these people about me?”

“Stay out of my head, Highlander, you are mistranslating.”

“I am not. That beautiful and amply endowed man just called me a barbarian.”

“They call all redheads barbarians, Shannon. Now hush, we don’t have time.”

“Because you were taking us in the wrong direction,” she grumbled.

Kellan inhaled deeply and said, “Juba, is Perra with the other women?”

The Nubian shook his head. “No, Shetani, she has been taken to Vorenus.”

“Vorenus? Why?”

Juba shrugged. “For sex. The lanista’s previous slave displeased him and he gave her to the men.”

Kellan’s eyes burst to life and the Nubian stepped back in fear. “Green fire, not red. Do not burn me with green fire, Shetani. I have done nothing.”

“You are going to take me to Vorenus…now.”

Juba waved his hands in negation. “He is not within the ludus walls, Shetani. The lanista summoned Perra to his domus.”

Kellan let out a feral growl and closed to within a hair’s breadth of the Nubian. “Have you been there?”

Juba nodded. “Yes, as far as the atrium but no farther.”

“That will do. I want you to concentrate on the domus atrium, because if I cannot find its location in your mind, I will burn you Juba.”

The Nubian radiated a fear so palpable that Shannon reached out to touch Kellan’s shoulder. He shrugged her off and pressed Juba against the nearby wall with one hand while touching the gladiator’s temple with two fingers of the other. The Sentinel closed his eyes in concentration then stepped back and gave Juba a grim smile. “Congratulations, you get to live.” Kellan lashed out his hand and a gleaming oval split the night air. It opened on the darkened corner of what appeared to be a large walled garden. Kellan nodded toward the open portal and Shannon jumped through.

Seconds later the small corridor lay shrouded in shadows as Juba continued to shake slightly. He lifted three fingers to his lips, then pointed to where the portal had been and whispered, “Hapana. Shetani. Hapana.”
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Kellan dismissed the portal. He peered out between two olive trees and into the atrium. He drew a trickle of power and felt his eyes warm with it. The night grew several shades brighter and he quickly scanned the garden area for movement. There was none. The Sentinel began to slink around the nearest tree when Shannon lay a restraining hand on his shoulder.

He glanced at her and arched a questioning eyebrow. "We need to leave this place," she said. "We need to leave, and never come back. I don't like what it does to you."

"What are you talking about?” Kellan whispered. "It doesn't do anything to—“

“You were going to burn that man. What did you call him, Juba?”

“He tried to kill me when I was here before, Shan.”

“He was terrified and wasn’t trying to kill you now.”

“I wouldn’t have really burned him,” muttered Kellan, then started to move again. 

Shannon stepped in front of him and placed both hands on his chest. “I know you, Kellan Thorne.” She moved one hand and tapped her temple. “I know what you were thinking as well. You meant every word of that threat.” Shannon shook her head. “I really don’t like what this place does to your soul.”

Kellan glanced down and pointed at her locket. “And I don’t like what it does to yours, but by all means, keep berating me. That locket is almost half dark now. I wasn’t kidding. If it gets down to ten hashmarks, I will toss you head first through a portal to Glenn Ferry.”

“I’d like to see you try that,” growled Shannon as the two of them left the obscuring olive trees.

Kellan ignored her and the air shimmered around them for a second. Two guards standing at the entrance of the domus shifted their gaze in Kellan’s direction, but did not react. “They may see the air shift around your cloak,” whispered Shannon directly into his ear. The Sentinel nodded and felt Shannon channel ordered power beside him. Instantly, a tiny glowing sphere appeared to streak out of the night sky to hover momentarily in front of the startled guards. Kellan felt his lips quirk up as the sphere wobbled then began to meander toward the far side of the atrium.

He grinned at her as the guards moved to follow her distraction. “Nice one, Highlander,” he said, “of course it helps that those two jackasses haven’t watched dozens of bad movies where guards are distracted by that ploy.”

Shannon stared at her husband flatly. “Don’t joke with me, Kellan. I’m angry and will remain so until I get you home.” She took a step forward then whispered, “and maybe even past that, you insufferably daft man.”

Kellan sighed heavily, then matched her stride as the two of them entered Vorenus’ domus. Almost as soon as they did, a loud crash sounded from their left. Both Kellan and Shannon turned to face a hallway that was dimly lit by glowing braziers. They moved toward the sound and paused halfway down. It ended with two large wooden doors that were set into an arched doorway. Flickering light could be seen spilling into the hall from beneath the doors. Kellan and Shannon moved beside them just as a sharp crack came from within followed by a woman’s voice crying out in pain.

Shannon winced as Kellan’s thoughts slammed into her. She reached out and grabbed his shoulder. The Sentinel turned, his face twisted in anger and she raised a finger. Husband, she projected, an ounce of caution is worth a pound of aggression. What if he has a knife to the poor girl’s throat? Shannon bent close and peered between the imperfectly fitted doors.

“See anything?” he whispered.

She smiled. “Enough for this.” Shannon lashed out a hand and an inky portal formed behind them. 

Kellan furrowed his brow for a second then nodded. “Very clever. A dark portal. Pass through on my signal.”

The Soulborn reached up and cupped Kellan’s face. Power flooded from him. Shannon closed her eyes as wisps of emerald light began to radiate from her skin. Kellan faced the door and held a hand out toward her. Without looking, he extended a finger and gestured. One

Another shake of the hand…two

He felt Shannon channel. Through her eyes he saw the portal clarify and lighten. Three! Kellan sent ordered power coursing through his legs and slammed a booted foot into the thick doors. They shattered inward with the right door sheering clean off its hinges to fly several feet into the room.

Vorenus stood near a large bed, facing away from the Sentinel and toward Shannon who had just stepped through a gleaming emerald portal. Several feet in front of him, and just to the left of the Soulborn’s portal, crouched a terrified young woman. She looked to be in her early teens, had light brown hair that fell past her shoulders, and desperately clung to a torn homespun shift. Blood seeped from Perra’s mouth and her left eye had already begun to purple from an earlier blow struck by Vorenus.

The lanista turned at the sound of Kellan’s forced entry and his eyes widened in surprise, but not fear. A moment later, Vorenus smiled. It was cold, calculating, and provided the perfect contrast to the fiery hatred Kellan felt well up within him. “Kellan Thorne, the Shetani,” said the lanista as he took a step back to better keep both Shannon and Kellan in his field of view. “How nice of you to return to your master.” He gestured to Shannon, “and what’s this? Have you also brought me a beautiful barbarian? I’m afraid that will not make up for what you did to me during the games. The Emperor nearly forced me to fight in your place.”

Shannon’s eyes met Kellan’s as her portal winked out. She shook her head and asked, “Is he stupid?”

“No, just arrogant,” growled the Sentinel.

“It is not arrogance, when one has the power, Shetani,” chuckled Vorenus, then pulled on a braided rope by his bed.

Kellan returned the lanista’s smile and said, “Congratulations, you’ve just killed your guards as well.”

“That is what guards are for,” said Vorenus, then gestured to Perra. “Did you come for her?” He laughed. “You did. You came for a worthless slave girl. You were free and yet came back. Why would you do that?”

Kellan glanced at the terrified girl and said, “I made a promise.”

“One you will fail to keep,” hissed Vorenus. The room’s torchlight glinted off something that streaked toward Perra. The air surrounding her shimmered for a second and fine lines radiated from where the lanista’s dagger struck a shield Shannon had formed to protect the girl. Vorenus turned to Kellan and pointed to the Soulborn. “Your barbarian is a shetani as well. The gods are good. Perhaps you may yet make up for your insult to my ludus. In return, I will keep you and the barbarian together until someday I make you fight each other…what a spectacle that will be.” Shannon had silently moved to Perra’s side and gently helped the girl rise to her feet. “Or maybe,” continued Vorenus, “I will take her myself and make you—”

“Kellan,” warned Shannon, “Don’t—”

Fiery rage filled the Sentinel and he drew deeply from the emerald river. Time slowed around him, and he, again, channeled Ordered power into his legs. Kellan became a blur. He streaked across the room. Vorenus stumbled back and Kellan grabbed the thickly corded rope the lanista had continued to pull.

“They don’t come any faster, the more you pull,” growled Kellan. His eyes flashed and the rope became engulfed in white plasmatic fire, then puffed into motes of ash. Vorenus staggered and Kellan sneered at the lanista. “What’s the matter, having trouble standing?” The Sentinel’s eyes grew brighter as the gravity bubble he formed around Vorenus intensified. The lanista grunted with effort, then shuddered and fell to his knees.

Kellan started to crouch down when a crash sounded from the room’s entrance. He turned to see the one remaining door tear free of its frame as four armored men shouldered their way into the room.

“And now you die, Shetani,” said Vorenus calmly. “I had planned to make an exhibit of you, but some beasts are too dangerous to keep. Your barbarian, however, I think I’ll—”

“You stupid man,” hissed Shannon then said, “Kellan! Kellan, don’t listen to him.”

“Too late my love,” replied the Sentinel. He stared at the approaching guards and they froze at the sight of his glowing eyes. He held up a finger, then looked down at Vorenus. “That weight you feel pressing down on you, Lanista, it’s called gravity.” Kellan twisted one hand and Vorenus started to rise. “I can make it lessen or—” he twisted his hand the opposite direction and the lanista collapsed to the floor with a grunt. “or I can increase it until you cannot draw breath.”

Kellan stood and turned to fully face the armed men. A chill swept through the room. Two of the guards glanced backward just in time to see several braziers go dark. When their gaze returned to the Sentinel he held a rotating ball of white hot flame in his right hand. “I have one question for you,” whispered Kellan. “The man you serve here, does he deserve your sacrifice?” The men exchanged a look and the sphere of plasmatic fire lifted from Kellan’s hand as he continued. “You are about to lay down your life for an unworthy master. That’s not an honorable death, no matter what he’s told you.” The sphere continued to slowly drift toward the guards and Kellan sighed. “Make your decision, but do it quickly because if that touches you, it will burn you to ash.”

The Sentinel turned his back on the door and knelt before Vorenus. He didn’t have to look, the expression on the lanista’s face told him everything he needed to know. “Seems it’s just the two of us now,” whispered Kellan. “Anything else to say…Lanista?” The Sentinel smiled dangerously, “No? I didn’t think so.”

Shannon drew up beside Kellan as he rose. “Let’s go, husband.” She gestured dismissively toward the lanista, “This man has been dead for two thousand years. He means nothing to us and you have a promise to keep.”

Kellan considered this a moment, then nodded and his eyes began to dim. The Sentinel smiled warmly at Perra and extended a hand. She glanced from Shannon to him, then reached to place her hand in his.

“I’ll find her,” growled Vorenus, and Kellan turned to face the lanista. “I’ll find the gallic whore and raze her peasant village to the ground. As for Pullo, I was satisfied to visit my vengeance on just him, but now I will have his whole family crucified as well. Crucified! Do you hear me Shetani…crucified!”

Shannon cried out and pressed her fingers to her temple as Kellan’s thoughts crashed into her. “Górach píos de cac,” she shouted in her native gaelic.

“No,” said Kellan, “not stupid, just arrogant.” His eyes flashed and the Sentinel reached down with his left hand. He grabbed a fistful of Vorenus’ robe and hauled the smaller man to his feet. Kellan opened his right hand and a gladius formed from green mist.

“You wouldn’t dare,” scoffed the lanista.

Kellan bent close and said, “You, of all people, should know the things I’m capable of. After all, you taught me.” Blood drained from Vorenus’ face as Kellan’s sword shrank to form a gleaming dagger. He touched the blade to the lanista’s neck and said, “What vengeance have you visited on Pullo?”

The fear was palpable in Vorenus’ reply. “He’s dead by now, but I will not strike down his family….nor the girl…I swear it. Take her and leave. Take her Shetani.”

Kellan nodded. “Oh I will, but first tell me how you know that Pullo is dead?”

Vorenus hesitated and Kellan pressed his Sentinel’s dagger hard against the man’s neck. “I had him crucified just outside the city, on the Appian Way.”

“How long ago?” growled Kellan.

“A…a week, maybe longer. He is dead.”

Kellan lowered the dagger from Vorenus’ neck and both Shannon and the lanista let out audible sighs of relief. A second later the roman’s eyes widened in terror as Kellan slowly slipped the dagger between his ribs.

“You trained me well, Vorenus. Death doesn’t always come quickly.” Kellan pressed the dagger in further. “In fact, it can be quite painful. Right there…that’s called the peritoneal sack. It surrounds your heart. You’ll bleed in there, Vorenus. You’ll bleed until your heart can no longer pump. It will strangle in its own blood unless—” Kellan smiled at the dying man as the dagger vanished to mist. “—unless you’re able to find a cardiac surgeon nearby.”

Vorenus sank back against his bed, then slid slowly to the floor as Kellan turned toward Shannon and Perra. He extended one hand and a portal rotated into view. Through it could be seen a small coastal town that lay beneath a clear night sky.







Chapter 3
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A Pair of Freinds




 Kellan and Shannon watched from the shadows as Perra was embraced by a middle aged man and woman. The girl pointed to where Kellan had wished her well, and her parents looked toward the Sentinel and Soulborn. Seconds later, Perra’s parents just shook their heads.

“You have us cloaked, then?” said Shannon. Kellan nodded. “They would want to thank you,” she added.

“No. I don’t deserve their thanks and we don’t have the time to spare.” He glanced at her locket. “I’m going to find Pullo, will you please go back to Glenn Ferry?”

Shannon gave him a flat expression and he sighed. Kellan was about to open a portal back to Rome when she touched his hand. “The last thing that Roman said when we went through the portal keeps replaying in my head. He kept saying it. What does it mean? Shetani. What does Shetani mean?”

The portal began rotating into place and Kellan said, “Devil, it’s an ancient Swahili dialect for devil.”

Shannon nodded silently, “I can see why they call you that. This place brings it out in you. I’ve never been scared of you in my life, Kellan, and you scared me tonight.”

He stared at her a moment, then leaned down to give his wife a soft kiss. “You weren’t scared of me when Zagan, the very incarnation of Chaos, controlled me?”

She nodded again. “Aye, but that wasn’t you husband. Tonight, with the Roman, that was you and I never want to see you that way again.”

Without another word, she stepped through the portal and Kellan followed a moment later.
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The Sentinel looked up at the small row of four crosses. Shannon pulled out the cloth she used to oil her daggers, and held it to her nose. Birds clung to the corpses and pecked at them as Kellan began walking down the row. He stopped at the third cross and squinted up at the man. Kellan channeled a trickle of power and a short gust of wind scattered the carrion crows.

Shannon drew up beside her husband and asked, “Is that him? I only saw him the once but—”

“He has looked better,” sighed Kellan as he took in the many open and festering wounds. “Pullo!” he shouted, but the man didn’t move.

“Kellan,” said Shannon softly, “I’ve seen enough dead men to know when—”

The Sentinel slapped the soldier’s leg and his eyes fluttered open. “Hey Pullo, you look like shit.”

Shannon muttered something unintelligible as the crucified man seemed to try and focus on them. “Kellan Thorne? Are you a dream?” He shifted his gaze to Shannon. “Barbarian? Why would I bring your barbarian to my dream?”

The Soulborn shook her head. “The barbarian is well and truly here, you tiny daft man. Kellan, stop with the male banding and get him down before more soldiers come.” 

“Bonding, not banding,” grumbled Kellan. The Sentinel’s eyes burst to life and he extended one hand toward Pullo. Tendrils of Ordered power wrapped themselves around the rough nails that impaled Pullo’s hands and feet.

“Kellan,” croaked Pullo, “what are you—” He broke off as each nail crumbled to red dust and he pitched forward. Kellan caught his friend and gently set him on the ground before the cross. Instantly, violet light began leaking from Pullo’s many wounds and he glanced up at the night sky.

“The voice?” asked Kellan, and his friend nodded. “Are you able to stand, yet?” Another nod. Kellan rose and extended a hand. Pullo grasped it warmly and the Sentinel hauled him to his feet.

“How did you find me, old friend?” asked the former gladiator.

“Vorenus was kind enough to tell me,” replied Kellan. “I was just here to get Perra home like I promised and he mentioned nailing you to a tree.” Kellan smiled, “So I figured I’d stop by since I was in the neighborhood. He also threatened to crucify your entire family.” Pullo’s eyes widened in fear, but Kellan rested a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “It’s fine. His crucifying days are over, but—” The Sentinel glanced over at Shannon and watched as her locket pulsed red. “We can’t stay and chat. The barbarian’s soul is about to be shredded if I don’t get her out of here.”

Shannon saw Pullo’s expression and waved away his concern. “Don’t fret little Roman, I’ve got several minutes yet. It just started pulsing a moment ago. I’ll be fine. You lads say goodbye properly.”

Pullo grunted something vaguely affirming and Kellan pressed something into his hands. “Take this. It’s gold. You probably want to melt it down since its got dates on it that haven’t happened yet. Now, listen to me you immortal idiot. Get your wife. Get your kids. Get the hell out of Rome.” He gave Pullo’s nearly healed face a soft slap, then added, “Capishe?” 

“I was doing just that, Kellan Thorne, when Jupiter rammed his cock up my ass.”

“Dude, stop. Jupiter is a planet, not a god, and I didn’t need that visual. Now, take the gold and think of your wife so I can open a portal to her.”

Seconds later the gladiator turned to face Kellan through the gleaming portal. He flipped one golden coin to Kellan. It wavered slightly as it passed through the portal. Light glinted off its polished surface and Kellan snatched it from the air. Pullo smiled at his friend, then raised a grateful hand. “Keep that one, Kellan Thorne because now I owe you even more lives. If ever you have need of me, I pray Mars will bring us one to the other.”

“Husband, I think we’d best be going now.”

Kellan looked at Shannon and felt his jaw tighten. Her fingers were covered in blood from where she had touched her nose. The locket had ceased pulsing. It burned an angry red with only two glowing hashmarks remaining.

Kellan slipped the coin into his pocket and yelled, “Gotta go Pullo…the barbarian’s soul is getting untethered.” One portal vanished just as another rotated into place. Shannon immediately leaped through with Kellan only half a step behind.

She stumbled and he wrapped her up in a tight embrace. “Shan?”

She sighed. “I’m fine. Oh I do love coming home but Kellan—”

He kissed the tip of her nose and wiped away the remaining blood with one finger, “Hmm?”

The Soulborn snuggled against Kellan’s chest, “If you ever go back to ancient Rome, I’ll box your damned ears.”







Chapter 4
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A Visit with Da




William McLeod’s face split into a grin so wide that even his prodigious beard couldn’t hide it. He opened his arms and stepped from the cottage. Shannon slipped between his well-muscled arms and he squeezed her tightly, then looked up at Kellan. “Well, you daft lad, what are you waiting for?” he asked. “Get in here.”

Kellan chuckled, “I’m not sure there’s enough room in there for two.”

Shannon twisted sideways and William opened one arm. “Nonsense, you fool boy. There’s always room in any McLeod’s arms for family. Now, get in here before I box you’re damned ears.”

Kellan joined the embrace and Shannon laughed. “I just told him the self same thing, Da, and not five minutes ago” 

William arched an eyebrow, then kissed both their heads. “Did you now?” he asked, then added, “What happened to love, honor, and obey, daughter? Or do your Atlantish priests not use proper vows?” Before she could respond, her father stepped back and gestured them inside. As Kellan walked past, William clapped him on the shoulder, “I did warn you lad, she’s a teine madadh-allaidh, and not just because she’s got her mother’s hair either.”

“If I recall correctly, Mr. McLeod, I had already married your lovely daughter before you passed along your fire wolf warning.”

“Had you now?” asked William. He shut the door and ran a hand thoughtfully down his white flecked beard. “Hmm, maybe you had at that, but don’t call me by that Atlantish name, Kellan. I told you before, we are family now. Anyone who can tame my teine madadh-allaidh has earned the right to call me Da just like the other boys do.”

“I’m not tamed, Da,” said Shannon as she peered suspiciously around the cottage. “Are Donal and his wife still living with you?”

William laughed, “Of course not. We finished building their cottage before the snows came. It’s been over a year since you’ve been back, Shannon. You ken that don’t you?”

The Soulborn stared at Kellan who spread his hands and said, “Look, I think given the circumstances, I did pretty well getting us to the right decade.” He locked eyes with William and pointed an exasperated finger at Shannon. “Your daughter nearly got her soul shredded…again.”

Shannon had drawn close to her father who now reached over to lift her locket. About a quarter of the fine hashmarks glowed a soft blue. He shook his head. “I’ll never get used to her trusting a bobble from the devil himself. Mark my words you two, nothing good will come from accepting gifts from Old Scratch.”

“Oh, that’s not the half of it, Da,” began Shannon, “Kellan saved the devil’s life in Eden, and has agreed to reunite him with his one true love.”

Willam fixed Kellan with a steely gaze while Shannon grinned from behind the large man. “Now, why would you say it like that, Highlander?” asked Kellan. “And for the record…Da…she forced me to save Lucifer. I was perfectly fine letting him bleed Chaos all over Eden.”

“Because Rome broke something inside you, that’s why!” yelled Shannon.

“Wait!” yelled William. “I’ve heard enough and I’ll not hear another word while I’m stone cold sober. Daughter, fetch me the uisge beatha.”

Several minutes later Shannon slammed a stoneware jug and three mugs on the table. She stared at her father, who glanced at Kellan. The Sentinel’s eyes widened and he said, “I don’t know which of us she’s mad at?”

“It’s you, Da,” she growled and Kellan smiled.

William shook his head. “No, I’ll not have you showing up after nearly two years to berate me, Shannon McLeod. I’ll not have it.”

“It’s Shannon Thorne, Da and you can’t make it longer than it was. I just want to know who she is?”

Her father swallowed. “I’ve no idea what she you’re referring to, daughter. I’ve already told you, Donal and Anna moved out months ago.”

“So you said,” began Shannon, “but this home shows signs of a woman’s touch and I’ll have her name, Da.”

William slumped in his chair and reached for the jug. He poured the amber liquor into three mugs, then took one for himself. “It’s Deirdre Campbell.”

“Deirdre Campbell,” repeated Shannon. She sat down heavily, then drained half the whiskey from her mug.

“Who’s Deirdre Campbell?” asked Kellan.

“She’s a married woman who had eyes for Da before he married my mother.”

“She’s a widow now and I did not encourage her one whit. After Graeme died, Liam, Donal, Anna, and I stopped by, just to help out and make sure she was doing as well as could be expected. D'ye no ken they couldn’t have bairns?” Shannon shook her head and her father continued with a sigh. “Aye, they couldn’t, so it was just Deirdre. I didn’t mean for anything to happen, Daughter.” William’s eyes began to fill as he stared at Shannon. “I never thought after your mother that—”

She reached over and took his hands in hers. “Oh, Da, I’m sorry,” she said. “I never meant to shame you. There’s no shame in it.” Shannon looked over at Kellan who shook his head.

“You’re mean, Highlander.”

Her nose flared and she stared daggers at her husband. “I am not. I just didn’t understand is all. Now, Da, you need to listen to me. I am happy for you and you need to be happy for yourself.”

William drained his mug, then refilled it. “Most days I am, and grateful too. Did I tell you, Anna is with child?”

“Hey, that’s great,” said Kellan, “Donal is going be a Dad…and I’m going to be an uncle. Uncle Kellan.”

“Because it’s all about you, husband,” grumbled Shannon, but smiled at William. “No, you didn’t, but when is she due?”

“In about a month and since her mother passed on years ago, it is a blessing for Deirdre to be around.”

Shannon nodded and glanced over at Kellan. “Deirdre is a midwife. Since she could never have any bairns of her own, she spent all her spare time learning the ways of birthing and tending young ones.”

William’s brow suddenly knitted and he slapped the table. “Speaking of bairns, a ken your Sentinel and Soulborn’y ways have you mucking with Time every which way, so have no idea how long it’s been for you.” Shannon stared at her father uncomprendingly and he smiled at her. “Well, I must be a grandfather by now. Can you bring them to Glen Ferry? How many do you have?”

Kellan saw how Shannon stiffened and her smile became forced. “It’s only been a few months for us since last we were here, Da. No bairns yet, but I’m sure there will be soon. Isn’t that right, Kellan?”

“Absolutely correct, my love.”

William frowned at the Sentinel, “Ya ken what you’re doing, don’t you, lad? I mean when Margret and I were wed we—”

“Okay,” said Shannon and Kellan together. “Da,” continued his daughter, “I think we’ll be changing the subject. How about you take us to see Donal and Anna.”

“Yeah,” interjected Kellan, “we can let them know whether they’re having a boy or girl.”

William blinked. “How will you do that?”

Kellan’s eyes flashed to life and he pitched up his voice “I’m a witch!”

“Oh shut up,” growled Shannon as her father’s eyes narrowed. “He is not and you know it, Da, because Raphael told you so the last time we were here. Kellan and I can tell whether the soul inside the bairn belongs to a lad or lass, is all.”

Kellan laughed. “Yeah, Shan, he seems much happier with that explanation.”

William sighed heavily. “Anna dinna ken anything of your witchy ways and we’ll not be scaring her into birthing the bairn before its time.” He pointed first to Shannon’s eyes and then Kellan’s. “I’ll have none of that…emerald eye nonsense. Is that understood?” Both nodded. “Good. Now, if you’re able to ken whether the bairn be lad or lass without giving outward sign, you may tell Donal.” The elder McLeod stared appraisingly at his daughter and Kellan, then gave a satisfied nod himself. “Okay then, one more dram and we’re off.”
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Donal opened the small cottage door and looked from Kellan to Shannon for several beats before a grin spread across his face.

"Surprise," said Kellan.

"Hello, little brother," added Shannon and opened her arms. Donal stepped into her embrace and wrapped his arms around the Soulborn. After several long moments she released him. Kellan nudged his way toward the younger man and mussed his hair.

“Congrats, Donal. You’re gonna be a dad. That’s so cool!”

Donal grinned and accepted the Sentinel’s offered hand. 

Shannon looked back at her brother. “Where is she, then? The bedroom?”

“Aye, the midwife is with her.”

Shannon’s expression changed to one of concern. “Why so early? I thought the bairn wasn’t due for weeks yet?”

“She’s not. Deirdre’s just checking up on Anna is all,” replied Donal. “They both should be out soon. Would you like some ale?”

“No, thank you, little brother, we just had—”

“Absolutely,” boomed William and clapped his son on the shoulder again. “Three mugs, if you please. I’m sure Kellan worked up a thirst as well.”

“It was a five minute walk, Da,” grumbled Shannon then looked at her husband.

Kellan ignored her. “I am pretty parched. I’d love a mug.”

“You are both stupid,” said Shannon. “I’m going in there to see about Anna and Deirdre.” She took several steps, then turned. “Donal, you called your bairn, she, how do you it’s a lass?”

Her brother didn’t look up from where he continued pouring ale into mugs, but said, “Oh, Deirdre has a sense for these things. She told us months ago, but I dinna want Da calling her a witch.” Donal handed a mug to Kellan and William, then said. “Don’t need to worry about that overmuch. Now that you and Shan are here, Da has bigger witches to threaten than Deirdre.”

Kellan took a drink from his mug and made a toasting gesture to William, “Here’s to witches, may they all be white witches.” The Sentinel paused and glanced up as if in thought. Shannon’s expression immediately went flat. She began shaking her head at Kellan. “Babe,” he said grinning, “do you think that makes me a racist, because I want all witches to be white?”

“No, my sweet husband, it does not.” She leaned close and whispered, “Your best friend, James would be thought a white witch in these parts and his son, Jarvis, well, best we not even bring him up at all.” She straightened, and said loud enough for all to hear, “There’ll be no more talk of witches, white or no.” Shannon reached for the door, but before her hand touched the latch it opened. She took a quick step back as a woman came through and closed the door behind her. Shannon’s eyes widened in alarm and she looked at Kellan. He gave her an almost imperceptible nod.

Deirdre was a small woman in her late thirties with sandy brown hair, that she currently wore tied up in a rough bun. She smiled at the Soulborn in surprise. “Shannon? Shannon McLeod? William said you were traveling far to the west and south. When did you arrive back h—” The midwife broke off as she caught sight of the Soulborn’s locket. Deirdre reached out and tapped it. A spark of amber light lanced between her finger and the metal. The locket glowed momentarily as all the remaining hashmarks flashed, then the completed circle slowly pulsed. Shannon lifted the locket and slipped it inside her tunic. The midwife pursed her lips. “That’s quite the trinket you have there Shannon McLeod. Wherever did you get it?”

“It…it was a gift,” stammered Shannon as she narrowed her eyes at Kellan.

“I gave it to her,” lied the Sentinel and he walked toward Deirdre.

“Did you now?” asked the midwife. “You may have the devil’s own grin, but I think it would take a wee bit more than that to make a gift such as this.”

Kellan said nothing and before the silence became awkward, Donal asked, “How’s Anna? Can I see her?”

Deirdre slipped out from between Kellan and Shannon. “Oh, she’s right as rain, Donal, as is the bairn. She’ll be a squaller, though, I tell you that for true. I’ve seen it.”

Shannon’s words flowed through Kellan’s mind as Donal and Deirdre continued talking. Did you see that?

He projected his reply. Of course I did and I’m still seeing it. She’s leaking Universal energy all over the place. Who is this chick?

Shannon’s nose flared in annoyance as she slipped close to her husband and thought, She’s just an old friend. Always had a gift for healing, but—“

Kellan projected his thoughts as a high-pitched cackle, She’s a witch! 

Shannon turned to him and whispered, “This is serious, Kellan I—”

“What’s serious?” slurred William as he drained his mug for the fourth time.

“Nothing, Da,” hissed Shannon. “Stop listening in and stop drinking as well. How many mugs have you had?”

“Two,” William lied.

“At least three,” corrected Donal absently, then returned his focus to Deirdre. “Did you ask her about the name?”

The midwife smiled. “I promised you, didn’t I? Anna has relented.” Donal grinned but then Deirdre held up a finger, “Wait now, Donal, there’s a catch.”

“What’s that?” asked the younger McLeod warily.

“Ye dinna need to be afeared,” she replied with a chuckle. “Anna has agreed to name your bairn Margaret after your mother.”

“Then what’s the catch you spoke of?” asked Donal.

“Someday, twenty years or so hence, Margaret will have a lass of her own and will give that bairn the name Anna wanted yours to have before I convinced her otherwise.”

Shannon and Kellan shared a glance. Okay, thought the Sentinel, I was mostly joking before. We’ve seen plenty of people, over the years, who’ve had a touch of the Universal but—

—But none of them could channel it, except Oren, finished Shannon.

“My daughter’s daughter?” asked Donal in astonishment, then took a step back and raised a hand to his mouth. “Deirdre, did you use the sight? Why? I thought you said it hurts you to use it?”

The midwife shook her head, “I just took a wee glimpse, Donal, don’t you fret about it. All is well and Anna is happy. Your Margaret will have a beautiful bairn and she will name her Aibreann.”

Kellan winced as a string of gaelic profanity exploded in his head. He glared at his wife and projected, Why yes, my love, I did hear the name. Look on the bright side. Apparently your grand-nephew-in-law is going to be devilishly handsome and Meghan is something like your great-great grand niece. Kellan gave Shannon a wink and whispered, “I can’t wait until she calls you Auntie Shannon.”

The Soulborn narrowed her eyes dangerously and spoke softly into Kellan’s ear. “Husband, if you give that nephilim harpy any notions to call me Auntie—” she paused and glanced down. Kellan followed her gaze, then snickered softly as she pressed the flat edge of a knife against his groin. “I may do something we both regret.”







Chapter 5
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A Druid's Healing




“So, Anna,” began Shannon with feigned nonchalance, “Wherever did you come up with the name, Aibreann? That’s not the name of any Scottish lass I’ve ever known.”

Donal’s wife rested her left hand on the swell of her belly, smiled, and took another long drink of ale. Kellan’s eyebrows raised and he opened his mouth, but Shannon’s voice reverberated inside his head, Hush. We’ve been drinking ale and having bairns for hundreds of years, Kellan Thorne. I’ll grant that some of your time’s medicine is better, but you don’t know everything.

The Sentinel kept quiet but projected, After almost six years, I’d say it’s our time, not my time.

Shannon sighed. “That will never be my time, husband, this is my time.”

Anna gave her sister-in-law a quizzical look, and asked, “What will never be, your time?”

Shannon froze, as Kellan’s projected laughter reverberated in her mind. “Uh, you see, I just know when Kellan is about to interrupt me,” she stuttered, “and…so, I wanted to remind him that…”

“That….” said Kellan, drawing out the word.

“That, he’s an insufferable man, and this is my time to talk with my dear sister.”

Anna beamed at Shannon and took the Soulborn’s hand in hers. “I’m so glad you see us as sisters, Shannon. Donal holds you in such high regard, that I thought you would never take to me.”

“He does? Donal?” asked Shannon, then glanced at Kellan, who just shrugged.

Anna nodded vigorously and smiled at Kellan. “Oh yes, it’s Shannon this or Kellan that. Truth-be-told, I think he lives a wee bit in your shadow, but not in a bad way. It’s like he strives to be as you two.” She patted her belly and grinned. “I think he’s a better man for it. Obviously I love him and the bairn we’ll have together.”

Shannon sat in stunned silence for several beats when Kellan said, “And Aibreann? That’s Irish isn’t it?”

Anna nodded her head at having been reminded of Shannon’s original question. “Yes, Irish. My family was originally from there and I’ve always hoped to go back someday. Not anytime soon, mind you. We want to stay here and look after Da McLeod, but someday. Liam has been off to God knows where with that strange boy, Oren, so nothing really keeps us here but Da.”

Before either Kellan or Shannon could respond, Deirdre walked over and poured a mug of ale. She smiled at the three, then focused on Shannon. “Mind if I borrow you for a moment? Donal says you have a deft hand at stitching up wounds and I have a question or two.” Shannon started to slide down the table’s bench seat, but Deirdre raised a hand. “No, I’ve been cooped up in here most of the day and fancy a stroll. Will you join me?”

Shannon smiled, then leaned over to give Kellan a quick kiss on the cheek. She furrowed her brow at Anna in mock anger, “Now, don’t you go filling my daft husband’s head with strange notions of him being heroic. You’ve not been married long enough to know, but it’s hard enough keeping a man in check without silly ideas bumping around in their heads.”

Anna laughed and promised she would do nothing of the sort, then Deirdre and Shannon left the cottage without another word. The two had been walking for the better part of an hour, talking amiably about small matters when Shannon finally asked, “Are we near your house?”

“No,” the midwife replied, “but we should be far enough from Donal’s that the Sentinel of Order won’t hear your thoughts.” Shannon stopped and her mouth dropped open. Deirdre burst out laughing and pointed. “You should see your face, Soulborn of Order. Yes, I know who both of you are, and don’t get mad at Donal. He didn’t tell me. Oren did.”

“I’ll box his damn ears,” growled Shannon.

“I wouldn’t do that,” said the midwife with a grin, then lowered her voice and said, “Merlin remembers things.”

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” exclaimed Shannon, “You know about that, too? How?” Deirdre shaded her eyes and asked Shannon to lean close. She did and saw the faint swirl of amber light that indicated channeled Universal energy. “I don’t understand,” said Shannon with a sigh.

“I don’t either,” replied Deirdre. “Oren told me I was the only other one he’d ever met with the spark as he called it. His gift is much stronger than mine. While I’m fairly skilled at healing others, I’ve seen what Merlin can do by rousing his dragon.”

“Wait,” said Shannon, “you can see the future too, or so Donal implied.”

Deirdre waved it away, “Ah, the sight, that’s true, but I can barely control it and certainly can’t actually do anything with it. The healing, well, I can work some powerful magic with that.” The midwife rested a hand gently on Shannon’s arm and focused her eyes on the Soulborn. “That’s what I aim to do for you, Shannon Thorne.”

“Me?” chuckled Shannon, “I’ve no need of healing. You say I’m the Soulborn, and right you are. That means as long as Kellan’s around or I have his sparkles within me, I can heal myself. Besides, I’m not the least bit injured or sick.”

Deirdre moved to place her hand on Shannon’s waist. “But you are barren, and wish not to be, or so my sight has shown me.” Shannon stepped back in shock and her eyes began to glow with Ordered power. Deirdre shook her head. “Stop that, or Kellan will feel it,” said the midwife, her tone urgent. “Do you want him knowing all you’ve been doing of late to get with child?” Shannon’s eyes dimmed and she slowly shook her head. “That’s better,” said Deirdre. “Now, there’s a little stone circle up ahead. That’s where I met Merlin. We’ll talk along the way, but it’s there that I’ll be able to help you.”

The midwife began moving off and Shannon quickened her pace to keep up. “Wait,” said the Soulborn, “I don’t understand, Oren told you how to help me?”

“No, Merlin did.”

“But Oren is Merlin,” said Shannon, frustrated.

Deirdre glanced over without slowing, “Oren becomes Merlin. Right now, he’s just a strange boy with powers he cannot begin to control.”

“Actually, he’s a nephilim,” countered Shannon and Deirdre nodded.

“That does explain a lot,” she said. “Does he have a soul?”

“No,” replied Shannon sadly, “but Kellan gets him one just before—”

“Stop!” yelled Deirdre and rounded on the Soulborn. “Some things I cannot know or by the knowing they could change.”

“A paradox,” said Shannon solemnly. “I know more about them than I care to.”

The midwife started to sound out the word, “A pair of—”

“No, “ interrupted Shannon, “let me save you a world of pain.” She slowly sounded out each syllable for Deirdre.

“Par-a-dox,” repeated the midwife and the word sounded thick on her tongue. A second later she said, “So, as I was telling you, Merlin came to me. He was old, with a white beard and wore a druid’s robe. He told me he’d pierced the veil of time and it nearly killed him.” Shannon’s eyes widened in alarm and Deirdre said, “You knew he did this?”

The Soulborn nodded. “Kellan and I met Oren about two years ago as an old man. He’d been calling himself Merlin for centuries by that point. He told Kellan that only once had he traveled through time, but never explained when, where, or even why.”

“The why is you, Shannon,” said Deirdre solemnly. “He said you’d struck a bargain with the Devil himself…a bargain that would let you bear Kellan’s bairn.”

“I did no such thing,” shouted Shannon and Deirdre made a calming gesture. The Soulborn took a deep breath, then repeated herself more calmly, “I did no such thing. He knew how it might come to be. I just made him promise to help me make it so.”

The midwife frowned, “And how is that different from a bargain, Shannon Thorne? No, you hush now, because there’s no difference at all. Besides, I’m not judging you for it. Merlin says your bairn can help save the bloody world, you daft woman.”

“She can?” whispered Shannon reverently.

“I never said it will be a girl,” corrected Deirdre.

“A boy then?” asked Shannon with a grin.

“No, stop,” hissed the midwife. “I’ll not say another word. I’ve already said too much and in doing so risk that…paradox. Come to the stones firewolf, and I’ll give you what Merlin bade me.”
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Shannon stared at the rough hewn slab. It rested flat against the ground and was surround by a circle of tall stones. “You want me to what?” she asked.

“You heard me,” said Deirdre. “Do I need to use smaller words? Lay down!”

“Why?” asked the Soulborn.

“Because I need to heal you. Why do you think Merlin arranged for us to meet? I’m a healer and you need healing.”

“I do not,” spat Shannon. “I’m fit as a fiddle, you daft woman.”

“Are you now?” asked Deirdre. “And were you shot with an arrow, just there?” Shannon pressed a hand to her waist and looked down. “What about being stabbed, there, there, and there?” huffed the midwife.

Shannon narrowed her eyes. “That may well be true, but what of it? I’m perfectly healed from that. I used Kellan’s sparkles to—”

“They won’t heal what was never meant to work!” shouted Deirdre.

Shannon’s eyes widened in fear, “What do you mean, never meant to—”

The midwife sighed. “Do you remember when you first met Kellan? Only a few weeks have passed since Merlin shared the story with me, so it’s fresh in my mind. I can refresh your memory if need be. You were just a young woman as he tells it, so nearly a score of years will have passed from then to now.”

“Of course I remember. I told the man I loved him…like a damned fool. In fact, I just had those memories refreshed by a visit last year. I got to watch my younger self spout the words. What of it?”

Deirdre pointed at Shannon’s left arm. “He touched the dove on your arm, did he not?”

“He did,” replied the Soulborn slowly.

Deirdre nodded, “and what happened?”

“It burned us both, then he had the same mark on his arm.”

“More than that, Shannon Thorne. From that moment, neither you, or Kellan, could sire or bear a child.” Shannon stared at the healer with equal parts confusion and rising anger. Deidre placed her hands on Shannon’s shoulders and gave them a comforting squeeze. “Listen to me now. The wounds you’ve taken have left you barren, Soulborn or no. Your sparkles only heal what needs healing. Since you are Soulborn and Kellan is God’s unchecked hand on the world, you may not conceive.” She stared at Shannon intently. “Do you understand?”

Angry tears filled the Soulborn’s eyes. “The potion I mean to craft will sever Kellan from his Mantle for a time, but will do no good if the bairn has no place in which to grow.”

“Yes!” confirmed Deidre. “That is why Merlin bade me heal your physical body. A spiritual healing will be needed for your union with Kellan to call forth a soul from the guff. I’m afraid that’s far beyond my powers.” She smiled at Shannon, then added, “But not beyond the Twilight Fae and Morning Star. Now lay down, woman, and let me heal you.”

Shannon glared at the midwife for several heartbeats then stomped her foot in frustration. The Soulborn walked to the stone slab and lowered herself on it. Deirdre knelt beside her. The healer deftly undid both Shannon’s tunic and pants. She stared at the exposed skin and shook her head. “Just how many times have you been stuck with knives, arrows, and such?”

“More than a few,” sighed Shannon.

“Well, you need to get stuck elsewhere from now on, Shannon Thorne. Perhaps you should try treating your womb as something other than a pincushion in future.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, Deirdre, but the monsters don’t usually ask where I’d like to be—” Shannon cried out, as what felt like ice water coursed through her veins. She looked at the midwife whose eyes swirled with amber light.

“Rest easy, lass,” she said “I’m just dowsing the damage right now. I’ll warn you before I do anything.”

Shannon’s teeth chattered and she said, “It f-feels l-like you are d-doing something now.” Deirdre didn’t reply but lifted her right hand while the left remained pressed to Shannon’s waist. Amber mist wafted from the upraised hand and connected with the nearest stone that comprised the circle’s boundary. Enochian symbols appeared on its pitted surface, then the misty light continued to the next stone and it, too, flashed with the enochian letters. The process repeated seven more times until all nine surrounding pillars gleamed.

“Are you ready, Shannon?” asked the midwife. “Merlin warned that this may hurt us both. You, because I’ll be knitting back what was damaged. Me, because healing is an act of creation, and all creation requires balance.” The Soulborn took a deep breath, then nodded.

Twin screams shattered the forest’s quiet as Shannon felt fire burn though her like molten metal. Darkness followed.
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Shannon felt Ordered energy gather then fade. She cracked an eye just in time to see the last remnants of a distance portal fade. Kellan stared down at her, his face so confused that she laughed despite herself.

“Shan, what the hell?”

The Soulborn tapped Deirdre’s head gently. The midwife roused and pushed herself up from where she’d been laying across Shannon. Kellan’s eyebrows raised as his wife began buckling her pants back into place. He cocked his head. “Okay, so our life together has taught me to be pretty open minded, but this looks like—”

Shannon swiveled into a seated position and pulled her knees to her chest. She gave Kellan a wicked grin. “Looks like what, husband? Are you afraid my head’s been turned by Amy and Tansi?”

He laughed, “You, not likely, but—”

Deirdre rose and brushed off some dirt and twigs. She glared at Kellan. “What is the meaning of this interruption? I was tending your wife!”

“Tending my—”

“That’s what I said, isn’t it, Kellan Thorne?”

“Yeah, but you were not—”

“I had just finished and was listening to her heart. Since you seem so interested, I can tell you it is strong and true. Unfortunately, as to the other matter, no bairn I’m afraid.” Deirdre gave a pointed look to Shannon who immediately caught her meaning.

She stared at Kellan and lifted one hand toward him. He grasped it and heaved her up. “Babe?” he asked, “Did you think you were…you know.”

“I wanted to be,” she replied, “and Deirdre has the healing arts, so who better in Glenn Ferry to—.”

“Examine you on something that looks suspiciously like a sacrificial altar, surrounded by druidic stones?” asked Kellan. 

Shannon pushed back and scowled at him. “It’s not an altar, you daft man. These stones have power as you well know. Deirdre is trying to help us have a bairn, but if that’s no longer important to you, then maybe I was just wasting her time.”

Kellan shook his head. “No, no. It’s not that. You know it’s not. I’d love to have a little us. I just figured, well, Atlanta doctors…twenty-first century medicine…” He left the words hanging and glanced meaningfully at Deirdre.

Shannon’s expression softened and she slipped her hands around Kellan’s head and pulled him in for a kiss. A moment later she broke the kiss and asked, “Why are you here?”

“Oh, it’s Lucifer. He sent some crimson-eyed demonic raven messenger thing. It opened a tiny red temporal portal and nearly put poor Anna into early labor. The demon-raven promised it would be in both our vital interests to portal to the Devil immediately. I, of course, told the raven to piss off, to which the black beastie said, even more Bowie’esquely than usual, It’s in your best interest, Baby Sentinel, and I never lie.” Kellan lashed out a hand as his eyes burst to life. The temporal portal rotated into view. “We can come back,” he said, “But something about that raven message makes me think it’s best we don’t dawdle on this one.” Kellan turned and stepped toward the portal.

“Wait!” shouted Deirdre and pulled on Shannon’s arm. The midwife pointed to Kellan as he stepped through the portal and turned to face them. “Give me just a moment.”

“This is harder than it looks,” called the Sentinel through the centuries that separated them.

The two women ignored him. Kellan watched with growing concern as Deirdre whispered to the Soulborn. A moment later, Shannon nodded, embraced the healer, and hopped through the portal.







Chapter 6
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A Devil Behind the Wheel




Lucifer glanced down at the Aston Martin DBS Superleggera’s speedometer and grinned. The needle had just passed 200 and he ground his foot against the pedal. The devil adjusted his seat position. He slipped one hand down and clicked the seatbelt. It silently retracted and a warning began to chime. Lucifer reached over and pressed a button embossed with a stylized pitchfork. Instantly the seatbelt warning subsided and the sports car leaped forward. The Devil smiled as the speedometer swept past the car’s programmed 211 miles per hour limit.

Well, a deals a deal, he thought, then reached over to tap the smartphone that rested in a leather-bound cradle. He opened a banking app, tapped a few more buttons, then transferred two million dollars to Joe’s Custom Autos. Seconds later, a process indicator flashed complete, and Lucifer activated the Aston’s cellular connection with a thumb. After several rings, the connection was made and an olive-skinned face appeared on the center console. “Joe,” shouted Lucifer, “can you hear me all right? Joe?” The man stared back from the screen in abject terror and Lucifer laughed. “Joe, no need to look like that. The custom changes are simply glorious. I love them!”

Joe Pascale blinked several times, then spoke in a thick Italian accent, “If you are so pleased, then why are you calling?”

Lucifer frowned, “I’m calling to thank you for your excellent work. Why else would I be calling, Joe?”

“My…my family?” asked the man haltingly.

“Is completely fine and will remain so. Joe, I never lie, ask anyone who truly knows me. Oh, and Joe, you should go check your bank account. Go ahead, I’ll wait.”

Lucifer watched as the man swiped at his own phone for several seconds, then burst out laughing again at the mechanic’s expression. Pascale stared back at the phone’s camera and said, “But that is double what you promised…”

“Because I’m twice as happy as I expected,” shouted Lucifer. “And why wouldn’t I be? I’m driving at 265 miles an hour in a Scorpus Red Aston Martin that you have hacked to within an inch of its life. You are a magician Joe, an absolute magician. Oh well, ta ta. Enjoy the millions. Off I pop, things to do, Chaos to seed.”

Lucifer thumbed the steering wheel’s phone button to close the connection, then squinted through the windscreen. The desert air felt crisp as it was channeled around the Aston’s open cockpit. There was no moon, but the lack of light pollution made the stars shine all the brighter. It was not the lack of light that caused Lucifer to squint. Rather, it was the five gleaming red ovals that all rotated into view directly in front of him. The Chaotic portals pulsed just ahead in a roughly triangular pattern that crossed both lanes of the desert highway.

“Fucking rogue demons,” cursed the Devil. “I cannot believe they would resort to this.” He caressed the leather wrapped steering wheel and blew it a kiss. “I’m sorry darling, we’ve only just met, but it seems our love was not meant to be. A tragedy I know, but—” His voice lowered to a growl, “trust me, there is going to be hell to pay.”

Chaotic power filled the fallen angel and he channeled it into his legs. He heaved up and launched himself into the air as black wings manifested. Below him, metal shrieked. The Aston Martin careened into three of the open portals which sheared it cleanly into thirds.

Lucifer hovered for a moment and felt a single tear trace its way down one cheek. “Oh, yes,” he said, “hell to pay, indeed.”
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Kellan’s portal opened and he peered into a crystal clear night sky. He hopped through and felt Shannon slide in beside him after she’d finished talking with Deidre. “Where and when are we?” she asked.

“Looks like a desert,” replied Kellan, then licked his finger and raised it to the air. “As for when—”

Shannon gave him a playful slap and laughed. “Stop with your Doctor Who imitations, husband. Don’t you know the Doctor is a woman now?”

He lowered his hand and grumbled, “Don’t remind me. I think the writing sucks, so obviously I’m a misogynist.” 

He felt her hand intertwine in his and she snuggled close. “I’ve never been in a desert.” She paused. “Do you think Mars counts?”

“No, Mars definitely does not count.”

“Good, because I like this one loads more.” She squeezed his hand, then added, “and you are no misogynist, Kellan Thorne. You are the Apollo to my Starbuck.”

“Thanks babe and nice BSG reference!” Kellan shot her a wink, then took several steps toward the nearby, two-lane, highway.

“Wait,” called Shannon, “you never said when we were. There are roads so it has to be fairly close to our normal time, right?”

“As you so rightly pointed out, my love,” began Kellan, “I am not The Doctor and Lucifer’s demon-raven didn’t give me time and space coordinates. It just projected them. Really it was Lucifer who did the projecting. The devil-bird was just a conduit.”

“So, you portaled us without knowing exactly where or when we were going to end up?”

Kellan turned and glared at his wife, “Well, when you put it that way, it sounds a lot worse than it is. I told you, there was no wiggle room in Lucifer’s message. He said something that required the Sentinel of Order’s attention was happening right here. You know how helpful he’s been ever since you forced me to save his life.”

“Yes, but I’m still waiting for the other shoe to drop,” she said warily.

Kellan pointed at her. “No, that’s what I’ve been waiting for. Anyway, we’re here now, just where the raven said to go.”

“Well, maybe you portaled us to the wrong place,” snickered Shannon, “After all, you know how you are with directions.”

“Very funny,” he replied, then narrowed his softly glowing eyes at the Soulborn. “Maybe you should take a good look around. The place is lousy with Chaotic mojo. It’s as if—” Kellan broke off, then squinted down the highway at a pair of bright blue headlights that just appeared in the distance. 

He whistled softly, “Man, that dude is bookin’ it. He’s got to be going over a hundred miles an hour.” Kellan channeled Ordered power into his eyes, but the car was still too distant to make out even with his vision enhanced. “Well, for frak’s sake, it’s him,” grumbled Kellan.

“Him?” asked Shannon. “Him, who?”

“Lucifer. He’s in that car. I can’t tell what it is, but only he pulses with that much Chaotic energy. He probably bought another Aston Martin and wants to rub my nose in it. Either that, or he’s going to make some rude suggestion about you and his stick shift.”

“But he could do that any—” 

Shannon’s words were lost as Kellan grabbed her waist and pulled her to the ground. Five blood red portals rotated across the highway. Tires squealed and metal shrieked, then a blast of hot air buffeted them from above. Kellan kept one hand on Shannon protectively and lifted his head. The portals were gone and all that remained of the car was bits of twisted metal and smoldering upholstery.

Shannon slid out from beneath Kellan’s arm and sat up. “Demons,” she said. “Five of them.”

“And their High Prince,” offered Kellan as he pointed above the debris. Lucifer floated some fifty feet in the air. His Bowie’esque features were barely recognizable as black wings slowly flexed to keep him aloft.

“He looks mighty angry at those demons,” whispered Shannon.

Kellan nodded, but said, “Something’s really off with them, too. They are brimming with Universal power which is strange because— Oh crap! Now, I know what that fraking bird was talking about. Lucifer had us arrive at this moment for a reason. These are cabalist demons!” 

Kellan stopped speaking and Shannon felt his sudden insight flow into her mind. Her nails dug into the Sentinel’s arm and power flowed like a torrent. Seconds later, she stood and held her right hand toward the hovering Devil. A massive shield of emerald energy formed between him and the five demons. A heartbeat later, her shield was layered by a tight weaving of amber power as Kellan added Universal energy to the Ordered barrier she had created.

All five demons had closed ranks to form a rough oval each placing one hand on the other. The foremost among them lifted his left hand and crimson power lanced upward toward Lucifer. It slammed against the gleaming barrier crafted by Sentinel and Soulborn. They covered their eyes, as the opposing energies met, and exploded, with a brilliant white light.







Chapter 7
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A Quote from the Raven




Kellan blinked against the glare as it subsided and rose unsteadily to his feet. He reached down without looking and felt Shannon’s hand grip his own. Kellan pulled her up. The Sentinel watched as Lucifer landed deftly to the asphalt. The Devil glanced over to where they stood and grinned. “What are you two doing here? Thanks for the shielding, but it really wasn’t necessary. Did you come to enjoy the show?” His voice lowered dangerously, “Good call, baby Sentinel. These family squabbles can sometimes be mildly entertaining, but this one’s going to be a doozie.” Four of the five demons lay sprawled in various positions, having been stunned by the concussive blast. The foremost demon stood defiantly before the High Prince of Chaos.

Lucifer sneered, “Legion, I should have guessed.” He looked past the standing demon to those who slowly began to rise. “I see you’ve added a few more to your dysfunctional little family. I’ve warned you, joining minds like that won’t end well for you.” Legion’s eyes burst to life. He extended one hand toward Lucifer and the Morning Star actually laughed. “What are you playing at? Chaos can’t harm Chaos.” Lucifer bent down and lifted a twisted piece of metal. His eyes flashed and flame licked up the metal. He slid his other hand along the glowing steel and shaped it into a rough sword. “We’ll settle this the old fashioned way,” he growled.

Before the fallen angel could even take his first step toward Legion, a column of power extended from the demon’s hand. Lucifer made to casually cast it aside. To his shock and surprise, the crimson energy buried itself into his left shoulder and sent him spinning. The fallen angel collapsed to one knee. He grimaced, then raised his eyes. Five identical demons approached. The Devil’s face became shadowed with equal parts anger and confusion.

“Lucifer,” yelled Shannon, “they are infused with Universal power. It’s not just Chaos.”

Legion smiled and his four other aspects mirrored the expression. “Perditor sends his greetings. The Emissary made clear your existence is contrary to Destruction’s intent. With your death, Creation’s narrow path is gone, this world ends, and we will be God in the next.”

Lucifer’s jaw tightened against the pain, then gestured with a hand. An illusory, black winged, bird formed from red mist, and Lucifer whispered something to it. He shot a grim smile at Kellan and said, “Well, at least now I know why you’re here. Apparently, I sent for you, baby Sentinel.”

“No!” yelled Legion, then drew back his arm for another attack. Before he could release, the Devil lashed out a hand and a small portal opened. The raven flew through and vanished. Shannon leaped into the air just as the fallen angel turned stunned eyes toward the phalanx of demons. Kellan froze for the barest of moments, then cursed, and raced after his wife. She landed between Lucifer and the demons. The Soulborn crouched, lifted her right hand and a domed shield formed just as the second demonic blast arrived. The Ordered power that comprised her shield began to unravel from the Universal energies infused within Legion’s attack. Seconds before it failed a glowing weave of amber power layered itself among the green. 

Kellan was seconds from her side and she locked her eyes on Lucifer. “Promise you’ll give it to me of your own free will, or so help me God, I’ll let them have their way with you.”

“They will kill you too, Kellan’s Shannon,” he said, “and that would really piss off the baby Sentinel, but fine. I’ve warned you. On your own head be it. I promise, what you seek will be yours.”

Shannon ducked beneath Kellan’s grasp and ran toward the five demons. A dozen dark clouds formed and kept pace with the Soulborn as she struck the first of Legion’s aspects. Lightning lanced into all five demons while another half-dozen bolts slammed into the asphalt. The resulting concussive blast scattered four of them. The aspect who had spoken before grabbed Shannon by the throat.

Her eyes dimmed, having expended all the Ordered power she had borrowed from Kellan. Shannon struggled for breath.

“Put her down,” boomed a voice. Kellan’s eyes burned so brightly they almost seemed white. Green enochian runes ran down his arms. They pulsed with both power and warning for any who could read the ancient angelic script. Around him whipped a swirl of amber light that seemed far less controlled than did the Ordered energy.

Legion turned to face the Sentinel, then hissed, “Take her and leave. This is not any concern of yours.” 

“You are damned right it isn’t,” growled Kellan, “but you are about to make it very much my concern. I’m going to give you to the count of one to put her down.” Before he could utter a single word, the aspect of Legion holding Shannon, screamed out in pain. She removed a dagger from the demon’s side. Shannon noted the weapon’s emerald glow from where she’d previously empowered it. The Soulborn flipped it between her fingers, then plunged it into the demon’s neck. It tensed beneath the blow and released its grip on her. Shannon reached out with her left hand and used the wounded demon to steady herself. With her right still gripping the dagger, Shannon twisted it hard.

Red fire shot from the demon’s eyes and it broke apart into motes of glowing ash. The crimson fire coalesced into a fine mist and hung suspended in air for several seconds. Lucifer reached for it, and the Chaotic energy moved toward him. Legion interposed himself and inhaled. The power reacted immediately and the demon glowed for a moment as he absorbed all the errant Chaotic power.

“How?” asked Kellan in bewilderment, but Lucifer answered almost before the question was spoken.

“There is but one Legion, baby Sentinel. All others are but a fragment of the original.” The Devil sneered. “Normally, he’s too much a coward to venture out himself and simply sends his mirrored selves. Something special must be afoot tonight.”

“Destruction,” growled Legion as he and the remaining three aspects exchanged places so quickly that Kellan lost sight of which was which.

“Yes, I gathered that,” huffed Lucifer, “but why did my Aston have to suffer for your stupidity? Do you know how hard it was to find a mechanic capable of reprograming that car?” The Devil picked up a fragment of mirror and stared at his reflection. “Never mind that it also had to be a mechanic over whom I had leverage. Really, Legion, this just isn’t done.”

“Shannon, no!” screamed Kellan, but the Soulborn was already sprinting toward him. She had covered half the distance and reached out to the Sentinel. Shannon desperately tried to make the physical connection needed to replenish her power, but Legion struck first. The center-most aspect swung a taloned hand in a wide arc, striking her hard against the face. Shannon spun sideways and flew several feet into the air. As she did so, one of the empowered daggers concealed within her boot broke free. It tumbled end-over-end and struck Legion’s cheek leaving a shallow gash. Several drops of red seeped from the wound to patter against the asphalt, where it puffed away.

Shannon let out a muffled cry as she struck the ground. Her eyes fluttered once, then closed as blood seeped from her mouth. Lucifer pursed his lips, then took several deliberate steps back. “Baby Sentinel, I think it bears noting that I had nothing—”

The night was lit for a brief second by a brilliant flash, then thunder cracked. Within the span of three heartbeats, all the desert starlight had been obscured by clouds. Kellan opened his palm and Boorman’s Excalibur formed from green mist. He threw it among the demons and watched as it dug deep into the ground. Kellan willed the sword to remain, then heaved his left hand toward Legion and his three remaining aspects.

A tight column of air struck them with tremendous force. As they staggered back, Kellan closed his eyes on this world and opened them on his inner one. Nurisha strode toward him as if on an ocean whipped by hurricane winds.

“My Sentinel,” said Nurisha while trying to make a calming gesture. “My Sentinel, what has happened? Your emotions are a torrent. I cannot make it out.”

“I’m going to do something, Nurisha, and this time I don’t want you getting hurt because of me.”

“Kellan, you are frightening me,” she said and stepped onto the near bank. The incarnation of Ordered power stared at him with her expressive, pupiless, eyes and cupped his face with both hands.

“What has happened?”

“I’m not sure,” he growled. “Perditor, Legion, Lucifer. They are all involved somehow, and Shannon is keeping things from me again, too. None of that matters. He hurt her and I’m going to hurt him.”

“Who?” asked Nurisha. “Who hurt the Soulborn?”

“Legion. I’m going to kill him.”

“Legion?” said Nurisha. “Kellan, you cannot kill Legion. He is an archdemon of the first fall. You are not in the workroom. You do not know his one true name. Kellan! You cannot!”

“I will keep you safe,” he said, and leaned in to kiss her gently on the forehead. Nurisha stiffened as amber light slipped from Kellan’s mouth to encircle her. He stepped back, and gestured rapidly with one finger. A gleaming amber glyph formed in the air. “Kellan,” she asked, “what are you doing? I cannot move.”

“I will not allow Chaos to scar you again. This will keep you apart from it.” As he spoke the amber light solidified around her forming an all encompassing sphere.

She pushed, then pounded, on the walls of her protective prison, but the Universal power did not yield. “I will not be able to help you from within!” she yelled. “Let me out, Kellan! Let me—”

The Sentinel interrupted her by placing his hand near hers. The wall vibrated at his touch. “You are elegance, purity, and beauty, Nurisha. You enhance me with all three, but that is not what I require now.” She stared at his blazing eyes and stepped back until her shoulders pressed against the far wall of her protective bubble. “I will show Legion what it means to strike the Soulborn of Order! My response cannot make use of elegance, purity, or beauty. Legion wants to dance with destruction?” Kellan’s skin gleamed as he drank in vast amounts of Ordered power. “I will give him a dance he won’t live to forget.”

The Sentinel opened his eyes and lowered his hand. The blast of air subsided and one aspect streaked toward Shannon’s prone form. Kellan lashed out a hand. A portal opened beneath her and she vanished into it. As it closed another opened off the road and several inches from the ground. Shannon flopped onto a patch of thin scrub grass and rolled once. She lay unconscious with her face turned from them. The Sentinel gestured again and an emerald shield formed around her. Half a second later two amber runes layered themselves into the shield to form a golden weave.

Legion’s aspect reached Shannon and tried to strike at her exposed chest. His talons skittered off the shield with crimson sparks and the nails shattered as he did so. The aspect turned and Kellan watched as one of the others gestured almost imperceptibly. The Sentinel smiled grimly, then leaped into the air.

He felt Gaia’s will flow through him as he soared a hundred feet upward. Kellan reached out with both hands and channeled. The previously summoned clouds began to swirl around themselves. In the moonless night he could see the Ordered energy fill them and watched as they became increasingly charged. Kellan drew ambient heat from throughout the desert and formed a massive sphere of spiraling plasma. Next he traced a djinn elemental glyph, and watched as water burst into being all around him.

The Sentinel released his hold on Gaia’s gift, empowered his legs and fell to Earth.
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Kellan bent time to a crawl. Despite being flooded with Ordered power, his legs screamed in protest as he landed among Legion and his aspects. Plasmatic fire erupted all around him. It billowed outward like a small nuclear explosion. In his mind’s eye, the Sentinel saw it wash over and through the demons. He knew the heat would not destroy them. No elemental force could, but it did reveal each aspect’s true nature.

The water Kellan’s glyph had conjured above began to fall among them. He channeled Order to shunt ambient heat into the desert ground while simultaneously creating a whirlwind with him at its center. Hundreds of razor-sharp ice daggers whipped around him as he filled each with raw ordered power. He released them and they flew in a cloud from every direction. Kellan watched with violent delight as demonic flesh parted, dark blood pouring from many wounds only to puff away. The Sentinel locked each creature’s position into his eidetic memory. Wind and ice ceased. Kellan gripped his Sentinel’s sword, bent time even further and streaked among Legion and his aspects.

Two seconds later, Kellan stopped and stared directly into a pair of glowing red eyes. Legion stared back, momentarily confused, then the demon noted three billowing clouds of chaotic energy. Kellan showed his teeth. “Seems it’s just you and me, now…Legion.” He drove his Sentinel’s sword into the archdemon’s side and out his back.

Legion stared down. Dark blood had begun to seep around the gleaming blade. The archdemon met Kellan’s eyes and laughed.

“I am of the first fall, you pathetic ape. My eyes saw all but the first few dawns of creation. You do not know my name. We are not in Creation and Perditor’s universe. Order alone cannot kill me,” said Legion, his voice rising, “but Chaos can kill you!”

Kellan saw the clouds of raw Chaotic power released by Legion’s aspects as they moved toward the demon. The Sentinel’s eyes brightened and he inhaled deeply. Crimson power flooded into him. It burned through every fiber of his being and he screamed. Kellan’s reality shattered as it had done some few times before. He watched as Chaotic energy surged through his inner world, tainting the river of Ordered power. Chaos seemed to almost sense its opposite and tongues of power lashed at Nurisha. She shrank back, but each strike deflected off the enclosing sphere of Universal energy, the Sentinel had erected to protect her.

Kellan heard himself scream again, and focused on the opposing power that burned through him. He pictured himself in the workroom where all things were possible. He held that singular thought and willed it to be his reality. The Sentinel felt Chaos respond, slowly at first, then almost eagerly. Crimson energy poured out of him and down his arm.

Legion’s eyes widened in alarm. He tried to push off from Kellan, but the Sentinel’s sword had formed two outward facing barbs, pinning archdemon and Sentinel together. 

Kellan’s eyes dimmed for a single heartbeat, then blazed violet. Unchanneled Creation coursed through him and he saw the world with new insight. Lucifer stood several paces off, enrobed with massive cords of Chaotic energy. Legion pressed against him, but with only a fraction of the power Lucifer held. Kellan noted with odd detachment that his sword gleamed with the same violet power he now felt throughout. His mind began to wander. It would be so easy to create something new. All I would need to do is—

“Kellan?”

The voice seemed far away, but somehow important. I know that voice don’t I? But I could create something beautiful if only I—

“Kellan!”

This time the voice reached both his ears and his mind where it reverberated like a well loved but forgotten song. He turned and saw Shannon staring at him from the grass. She was propped up on one arm. Her face was torn, bruised, and bloodied. The Soulborn tried to call again, but she grabbed her jaw in pain. It was broken.

Rage filled the Sentinel and he turned dark violet eyes on the demon. “You did this!” he growled.

“I only wanted the High Prince,” said Legion. “She doesn’t matter.”

“Doesn’t matter? She is all that matters! I would lay waste to all you know or have ever known to keep her safe.”

There was a scraping sound to Kellan’s left and he saw the Soulborn limping toward him. She held out a hand as tears streaked her cheeks. The Sentinel heard her thoughts and felt his heart soften.

“Be not afraid, mo anama,” he said softly and gestured to her. The Soulborn arched her back and drew up on her toes. A beam of brilliant violet light enveloped her. He watched as her leg straightened, jaw knitted, and wounds closed. Shannon stumbled, then regained her footing. She opened her mouth and slid her jaw side to side. Kellan could see the relief on her face, but Legion began writhing against his Sentinel’s sword. 

Kellan narrowed his eyes at the archdemon who growled, “Release…me! I cannot be destroyed by you. Release me now and I will never—”

Kellan smiled, but it did not touch his eyes. “Destroy you? Why would I want to do that? Here, take what I have made and do with it what you will.” The Sentinel twisted his sword and sent all the remaining Creative energy into Legion.

The archdemon shuddered as cracks began to form across his face and arms. Crimson and violet light warred with each other as both escaped the widening fissures. Kellan struck down with his sword, cleaving the archdemon from shoulder to groin. The Sentinel opened his hand and watched as the sword’s glow shifted back to green then puffed away. Legion took an awkward step to the side and turned to face Lucifer.

The Devil’s almost perpetual smirk was notably absent. He stared at Legion with cold anger. The archdemon raised a hand toward the Morning Star as if in supplication, then burst apart in a shower of red and violet motes.

Kellan staggered forward, his eyes dimming to their natural blue. Shannon slipped an arm around him as he slumped to the ground. He saw the Soulborn through heavily lidded eyes. She looked far away, like being seen through the wrong end of a telescope.

 “Shan?”

“Shhh, I’m here. I’m fine. Everything is fine. You healed me, Kellan.”

The Sentinel’s eyes began to close again. “Shan—”

“Yes, Kellan, I’m here.”

“You’re pretty…”

Lucifer drew up beside the Soulborn. “What is he going on about?”

She sighed, “It’s one of the first things Kellan said to me, when I helped him fight Maurius in Atlanta. He’d been pierced by demonic runed alloy and was delirious.” She glared at the Devil. “And I wonder where that bastard Maurius got demonic runed alloy!”

Lucifer held up both hands. “Easy, Kellan’s Shannon. I’d say that’s water under the bridge and that bridge was Asmodeus’ not mine. Besides, if I were you, I’d be more concerned about what Kellan’s idiotic display just cost your dear hubby. Did you see his eyes just then? Most people wouldn’t notice, but I did and I’ll wager you did too.” Shannon said nothing and Lucifer sniffed. “That’s what I thought. You apes weren’t meant to hold Creative power like that. How many times has he done it now? Three? Four? I know you won’t tell me, and that’s just fine, but look at him. It’s tainted him even more now. Who knows what will happen next and normally I love not knowing things.” The Devil paused for several seconds, but Shannon just sat cradling Kellan in silence. “Oh, this is boring, and I do hate boring,” huffed the fallen angel. “Now, would you like me to pop him over there, by the side of the road, or would you rather he lay here and get run over by some desert bumpkin?”

“You’ve done quite enough, thank you, old scratch,” hissed Shannon. Her eyes blazed to life and she effortlessly lifted Kellan into her arms. His head lolled to one side and she gently set him against a sandy burm. Shannon ran her fingers through her husband’s unruly dark brown hair, then turned to face Lucifer.

She bent down, picked up a jagged piece of Aston Martin and jabbed it at the Devil. “All I want from you, is what you promised me.” She slipped a small bottle from within her belt pocket, and handed it to Lucifer. “You sent the raven. We came. Now give it up, because you said you would and…” Shannon affected the Devil’s Bowiesque lilt, “you never lie.”

Lucifer accepted the bottle. He dragged a fingernail against one wrist and sighed as blood filled the small container. “Quite right, Soulborn of Order. I never lie.”







Chapter 8
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A Scottish Brawl




Kellan set his bottle of Innis and Gunn beer on a leather coaster, then stared at Shannon. “You make a better sculpture than you do a window, Highlander” The Sentinel made a sideways shooing motion, but Shannon continued to stand between him and the flatscreen television.

“You know I hate when you shoo me, Kellan Thorne,” she said calmly.

He squinted at her. “Yeah, I do. What I’m wondering is why you’re being so reasonable about this particular shooing. You are only this reasonable when you’re worried about me. Sooo, why are you worried about me? It’s been two days. I’m fine. Hell, I was fine yesterday, when you insisted I stay in bed all day. Now, I’m even better than fine. I feel awesome!”

Shannon moved to sit beside him on the large Saddleback Leather sofa. Kellan lifted up his left arm and she nestled in close. He pointed the remote with his free hand. “Click that at your own risk, husband,” she murmured.

He shot her a sideways grin. “And what are you going to do about it?”

He felt power flow into her and Shannon’s eyes came to life. She smiled sweetly. “Do you think that television’s warranty covers Soulborn fire melting it from the inside?” Shannon showed her teeth, then lilted, “because I’m betting it doesn’t. Shall we put it to the test?”

Kellan set down the remote. “Babe, this is not fair. I’m just trying to catch up, and I wouldn’t have had to if you didn’t break the rules.”

The Soulborn affected genuine surprise. “Rules, what rules have I broken now, Kellan Thorne?”

He gestured at the screen. “You watched this episode of The Witcher without me. It’s on our watch-together list and you watched it when we were, decidedly, not-together. You broke the rules. Now, because I’m so magnanimous, I didn’t give you crap about it.” He held up a finger. “However, I will not have my enjoyment delayed any further. Begone woman, or stay and watch it with me, but interrupt me no more.”

“And what makes you think I’ve seen it?” she asked. “The little red line isn’t on the show, Kellan. It hasn’t been watched if there isn’t the little red line.”

“Such a surprising attention to twenty-first century detail you’ve developed, my thirteenth century love,” snickered Kellan. “Are you saying you have not watched this episode of The Witcher? This episode which happens to have been touted for its shirtless Henry Cavill bathtub scene.”

Shannon’s innocent expression became more pronounced. “Why would I have?”

“Not a denial,” replied Kellan while pointing at the Soulborn, “but I’ll answer your obfuscating query.”

“Obfus-whatsis?” Shannon’s nose flared, “Don’t start throwing those SIT words at me. You always use bigger words than are needed when trying to make me look foolish.”

Kellan twisted on the couch, and locked eyes with Shannon. “I have never, nor will I ever, use SIT words to make you look foolish.” She smiled. “But, I might…occasionally…in fact, very rarely…use SAT words to make you look foolish. You know, because one is a Scholastic Aptitude Test, SAT, and one is a term for what we’re doing on this couch.” Tiny wisps of green energy began to radiate from Shannon’s exposed skin and he watched her jaw tighten with barely controlled frustration.

Kellan spun off the couch and stood to face her. “Look, I don’t give a crap if you drool over Cavill in the tub. Hell, he’s hot. I drooled a little. I don’t even mind that you snuck off and saw it with Juliet and Meghan at that hellspawn’s condo.” He paused a beat. “Well, I do mind a little that you two were corrupting Juliet.”

“We were not,” sputtered Shannon, “Juliet was the one who said she wished Glenn had a chest like—” Kellan smirked. “I hate you Kellan Thorne,” grumbled Shannon. “I hate your magic brain, and I hate when you play at being Sherlock Holmes most of all. I hate you. I mean it. I really do.” He leaned down to kiss her, but her eyes flared and she slammed him hard in the chest. 

Kellan flew upward and back. A portal opened behind him, just before he crashed into the television. Kellan vanished, the portal closed, and a second later Shannon felt lips kissing her neck from behind the couch. Kellan affected a raspy voice and asked, “Why, so serious?” He hopped over the couch back and sat staring at her.

“You are a little boy, Kellan Thorne,” she said while failing to maintain her dour expression.

“All men are,” he said, “but why are you so frustrated with this particular little boy, at this particular moment?”

She sighed. “Because you’re stupid.”

“I’ve been stupid before and you didn’t get like this,” he countered.

“Fine, I’ve held my tongue until now because you were healing, but Kellan, I had to carry you home, unconscious, just two nights ago.” Kellan nodded in understanding, then slowly extended a hand toward Shannon’s face. “No,” she said, “you don’t get to be galant!” A tear slipped down her left cheek and Kellan gently wiped it away with his thumb. “Well, shite, I hate my damnable eyes.”

“I love them,” he said, “but what have I done to make them leak this time?”

She slumped against the couch’s armrest. “Have you not seen a mirror, Kellan?” In response, he rapidly scrubbed at one stubbled cheek. “Well,” said Shannon, “if you had taken the time to look in one, you’d have seen how much more violet you have in those eyes of yours.”

Kellan pinched up his face. “Is that what this is about? Babe, I’ve got that Creation stuff well under control. Don’t you worry about that.”

“You didn’t see yourself, Kellan. I did. You sucked in Chaos from Legion’s aspects as if it were nothing. It was like what Maurius did in the workroom.” She reached out and took the Sentinel’s hands in her own. “You destroyed an archdemon of the first fall, Kellan. You did it here, on Earth, and you didn’t even know his true name.” She shivered. “We weren’t meant for that kind of power, Kellan. We just weren’t.”

“Says who?” he asked.

“Lucifer for one,” she replied.

“Lucifer,” scoffed the Sentinel, “like he’s a reliable source. He’s the reason we ended up being there in the first place. He probably planned the whole thing.”

“No, he didn’t,” she said and squeezed Kellan’s hands three times. “He was shaken by it, that’s for true. He also thought it was reckless and dangerous. He really thought it, Kellan. I can tell the difference.” The Sentinel looked down for a moment and Shannon pressed her case. “If it meant nothing, why did you collapse unconscious for the better part of a day? You weren’t drained of power. I checked. You weren’t hurt and healing. I checked.”

He sighed. “Okay, fine.” She stared at him, waiting. “Okay, fine, I’ll be more careful.”

“No, you won’t do it again. Promise me,” she said.

“I can’t do that, Shan. If it means saving you or someone else…” he paused. “I’ll do what I have to do.” He saw her nose begin to redden, then hastened to add, “but I’ll be a lot more careful. I’ve been cavalier about it until now. I admit it, but I won’t be going forward. I can promise you that.” She nodded and he leaned forward to kiss her nose. “So, Rudolph, may I now watch the rest of my Witcher episode?”

She sniffed. “You may not.”

“What?” he exclaimed laughing, “and why the hell not?”

“Because it’s pub night, husband. I wasn’t going to bring it up because I was being considerate.” She pointed at the screen, “but if you are well enough to crack wise, make portals, and ogle Yennefer’s boobs, you’re well enough to fulfill your pub’ly duties with your wife.”

Kellan pursed his lips. “Is it pub night already?” She nodded and grinned. “Huh,” he said, “well ok, a deals a deal, but, for the record, I was not ogling Yennefer’s breasts.” Shannon arched an eyebrow, and Kellan shot her an imperious look. “I was admiring them.”

She snorted. “Fine, just like Juliet was admiring Garalt’s arse in those tight leather pants of his.” Kellan grimaced and shook his head. Shannon gave his leg a slap. “Hurry up then. Get dressed. The Pub I’ve picked out has very strange hours, and if its doors are once locked to us, we may not get another chance.”

“What kind of Scottish dive are you dragging me to this time?” grumbled Kellan as he headed to the bedroom.

“You’ll just have to wait and find out,” she laughed.
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“Didn’t you come in with her?” asked the waitress as she set down a napkin emblazoned with the words The King Lud Pub, then gestured toward the bar.

Kellan reached for the pint glass she held, glanced at the server’s name tag and nodded. “Thanks Niamh…yeah, that’s my wife, Shannon.”

The waitress chuckled. “You just butchered my name. It’s pronounced Neeve.”

Kellan frowned. “Neeve? Only the Scots could get Neeve from something spelled Niamh.” He inclined his head. “My apologies, Niamh. I hope you can forgive the slight.”

She laughed. “That depends on the tip you leave.” The waitress shot another look to the bar, then frowned at Kellan. “Well, I know those lads beside her, and the big one, Aenghus, he really has a thing for gingers. I’m telling you, he’s about to get very handsy.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” replied Kellan as he took a pull from his mug. “But, you see, Shannon and I have this agreement and it was hard won after several years of marriage. We don’t insult each other by leaping to unwanted defenses. Honestly, this was more her thing than mine. I have no problem with people leaping to my defense whether I ask or not.” Kellan winked conspiratorially at the waitress, “But if my lovely bride was going to force me to watch her get punched in the face, I wanted to force her to watch me get stabbed or whatnot.”

“Stabbed?” cried Niamh in surprise, but Kellan waved away her concern.

“It doesn’t happen that often, and the rule is we can each jump in if the other is actually in serious trouble, but otherwise, yeah, we have to wait until asked.”

Niamh shook her head and looked back at the bar, then asked, “What is she doing at the bar anyway? I would have brought her a pint too.”

“Oh it’s not that,” replied Kellan, “She’s trying to flirt some pub mix out of the bartender.”

“Flirt some…but the pub mix is free?”

“I’ve told her that about a million times, but she refuses to believe me, so insists on chatting them up and…oh, wait, the big guy just grabbed her ass.” Kellan sighed, “Aenghus was it? He’s gonna lose that hand for sure.”

Shannon spun around and glared at the large man. She reached up and pinched at his thick red beard. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” growled Shannon. “Is that how your mother taught a fine Highland lad to treat a lass? Now, apologize, buy my husband and me another pint and we’ll say no more about it.”

“Husband?” laughed Aenghus with a glance to his two friends. “What husband? I don’t see any—”

“Just there, then,” said Shannon and pointed to Kellan.

The young Sentinel waved at the three highland men, then glanced up at the bemused waitress and said, “She’s getting irritated now. I recognize the look. That’s really the best part of these little Scottish pub crawls.” Kellan noticed Niamh’s confusion and added, “that my wife’s irritated at someone who’s not me.”

“Husband,” lilted Shannon, “the boys here say you are a coward for not protecting your woman. What about that? Are you going to defend my honor, then?”

Kellan barked a laugh. “Babe, it seems like mine is the honor being impugned, but I would be happy to defend you.” He grinned. “Is that what you’d like, my love?”

“No, I’m fine. I was just checking.”

“Ok, let me know if you change your mind,” said Kellan. He gestured to one of the chairs at his table, but Niamh shook her head. “You see,” he said, “my wife is real old school highland Scottish, and every once in a while she just has to come home and pick a fight.”

“So, this is home?” asked Niamh. “I’ve never seen you two in the The King Lud before. Whereabouts do you live? There aren’t so many pubs in Creigneuk that you’d have missed this one.”

“Nope, never been here before,” replied Kellan absently as he kept watching Shannon. “We live in the States…Atlanta.” The Sentinel completely missed Niamh’s look of surprise as he continued. “Yeah, so I used to try and talk her out of these little jaunts, but—” he shrugged, “We’ve been married for almost five years. In that time, I’ve learned a thing or three. Occasionally, it’s simply better to let her have some Scottish fun and blow off steam. Besides, I’m going to make her rewatch the first three seasons of West World, along with the Dune remake when it comes out, so it’s about even.”

Motion to his left, drew Kellan’s attention from the bar. An elderly man stood beside his table. “Do you know this lad, Niamh?” the man asked. She shook her head and he looked down at Kellan. “I saw you push out a chair, but if you don’t know Niamh, I figure you must be in need of some company.”

Kellan arched a questioning eyebrow at the server and she laughed. “This is Charles Wells,” said Niamh.

The man extended a calloused hand. “Charlie to my friends.”

Kellan smiled. “Am I your friend?”

Charlie gave the Sentinel a wink. “Buy me a dram or a pint and we’ll be thick as thieves.”

Kellan barked a laugh, then tapped the chair with his foot. “Why not both?”

Charlie settled into the offered chair and slapped the table with a hand. “Why not both!” he said with a deep laugh. “Niamh, my love, I’ll have a pint of brown and a dram of highland malt, if you please.”

“Aye, Charlie. Coming right up. What about you, Kellan, will you be wanting a dram to go with that beer of yours?”

Kellan shrugged. “I dunno. Highland malt sounds pretty vague.”

Charlie waved at the server. “You go and fetch us four drams, Niamh.” She left and Kellan gave his new friend an amused smile. The old man leaned in conspiratorially, and said, “The beer is passable, but the whiskey is made by fairy folk and aged in endless twilight.” He laid a finger to his lips, then shook his head. “Shhh, it’s a secret.”

The Sentinel whispered back, “Your secret is safe with me, Charlie, I’ll never tell.”

The old man frowned. “You don’t fool me, lad. I know city folk when I see them, and city folk don’t believe in Fae.” He patted the Sentinel’s hand. “That’s all right though, I’ve seen the King and Queen of Fae tilt a glass with their son within these very walls. I believe in them enough for the both of us.”

Kellan had only been partially listening as he continued to watch things deteriorate between Shannon and her erstwhile suitors. Charles’ last words caused the Sentinel to peer at the old man and ask, “You saw the King and Queen of Fae, Charlie? Here?”

Charles sat straight up in his chair, gave Kellan a curt nod, and said, “I did at that. Oberon and Titania themselves. They stood right over—” The old man broke off and shot a concerned look from Shannon to Kellan. He pointed at the Soulborn, and said, “You shouldn’t let your lass get mixed up with the likes of those.”

Kellan glanced left to find Aenghus standing directly in front of Shannon like a towering mountain with his two, slightly smaller, dark-haired companions surrounding her on either side. He could hear the laughter in Shannon’s voice as she called out, “The boys here just said that if I wanted a real man, I should go home with one of them.”

“Seems unbalanced, my love,” Kellan replied, “why not give them a fighting chance and go home with all three?”

Charles’ eyes widened in alarm, but Shannon laughed again and yelled across the room. “I’ll ask.”

“Lad,” Charles whispered, “I first came to The King Lud after my sweet Mary passed on in ’41. In that time, I’ve seen three men cross Prince Aenghus’ path and none lived to tell of it. Heed me, boy. Your lass has a sharp tongue and that burr of hers is not gonna save her. Take her in hand and leave before it’s too late.”

Kellan shrugged. “She’ll be fine, but what’s a burr?”

“It’s how the lass speaks, can you not hear her lad? Her tongue sings with Highland spirit.”

“Her brogue,” corrected Kellan.

“I know what I’m about boy,” chuckled Charles, “the maid rolls her Rs like a river water against rocks. That’s a burr I tell you.”

Kellan started to argue the point when a crash sounded from across the bar. A glass shattered to the ground, spraying beer against the floor. Aenghus gripped Shannon by the shoulders and effortlessly lifted her into the air. He set her down on the bar, then waggled a thick finger in her face. While this was happening, Aenghus’ compatriots closed on Kellan and Charles, just as Niamh returned with their drinks. “Oh by stars and stone,” she exclaimed, then moved to step in front of the two dark-haired Scots. “No, no,” she said, “Daga…Lugh…stop right there. Prince Aenghus may have foolishly stirred this pot, but there’s no need for you lads to make it boil over. Just go back to your seats and leave the nice American to his drink.”

“No,” growled Daga, “step aside, Niamh.” He glanced at Charles and his expression softened slightly. “Charlie, you should go back to your table. The prince wouldn’t want you getting caught up in all this.” Before either Niamh or Charles could react an even louder crash sounded from behind Daga and Lugh. They turned to find Aenghus sprawled on the floor with the shattered remains of a table beneath him. 

Shannon straddled the man with her left knee pressed against his chest. Her face was completely obscured by a curtain of red hair.

Kellan rested a hand on Charles’ shoulder as he stood and tried to peer between Daga and Lugh. “Shan,” he yelled, “I think you’ve made your point. Now why don’t you—” the Sentinel paused and cocked his head as if hearing a distant sound, then narrowed his eyes at the men in front of him. Streamers of fine amber mist circled lazily around the two. They focused on Kellan with eyes that burned like molten amber. “Frak,” he grumbled, “what are the odds?” Kellan glanced at Niamh, and frowned as his eyes locked with hers. 

She gave him an apologetic shrug, then took a step back, eyes glowing with the same amber fire as did the others. “Bad luck for you both, I’m afraid,” she said, “Your lass should have just let Prince Aenghus grab her arse a bit and be done. He never takes it too far, but now she’s made him look weak so I fear it will end in blood.”

“Oh, I tried to warn you, lad,” cried Charles. “The Fae have a fearful pride. I tried to warn you,” he said again, then shook his head. “There’s only one way this ends…he’ll kill you both for true.”

“What? No he won’t,” sputtered Kellan. “That’s ridiculous. Charlie, what did you mean by only one way this ends? Who says? What idiot came up with death as a resolution for someone grabbing my wife’s ass?”

Niamh showed her teeth as amber mist formed around her. Kellan blinked, and the mist coalesced into delicate wings that flexed twice. She floated several feet into the air. “That would be me, I’m afraid.”

Kellan sighed, “Of course it would, and who are you, exactly?”

Niamh stared at him, confused by his apparent nonchalance. She said, “I am Ceartas, a Fae of the Twilight Court.”

“Twilight Court,” murmured Kellan half to himself, then said more loudly, “I’ve never heard of the Twilight Court.”

She laughed. “Of course you haven’t, mortal man. We Fae have little truck with your kith and kin.”

“Little truck,” sputtered Kellan, then pointed at Charles. “He’s been coming here since 1941 apparently.” The Sentinel’s brow furrowed. “Wait a minute. Charlie when were you born?”

“1876,” said the old Scot.

Kellan stared at him. “That was one hundred forty-five years ago?”

“Charlie’s a special case,” said Ceartas with a gentle smile. “His mortal life was ending and Prince Aenghus offered him sanctuary within his court.” She narrowed her eyes at Kellan, “You have no such protections.”

Kellan stepped back as Lugh and Daga reached for him over the table. “Well, you might just want to rethink things a bit. If this Twilight court of yours was such a big deal, I would think Oberon or Titania might have mentioned it when last Shannon or I visited them.”

Ceartas’ eyes widened in surprise and she opened her mouth to speak when another crack sounded from down the bar. Shannon had been flung backward to slam against a bottle laden wall. Kellan winced as several previously full bottles shattered against the hardwood floor. Shannon’s eyes burst to life and runes ran down her outstretched hands. Kellan read the symbols plainly and saw how his wife shifted gravity around her. The Soulborn hung suspended for a moment, then placed both feet firmly against the wall and shoved.

Shannon shot like an arrow toward the surprised Aenghus. The Fae prince broke apart into tiny motes of amber light as she struck him, then reformed a moment later. Shannon extended both hands to absorb her momentum, curled into a ball and then rolled back onto her feet. She spun to face Aenghus, eyes glowing and a fierce grin on her face.

“Shan,” yelled Kellan, “I don’t think you’ve been completely honest with me about this particular pub crawl. This place seems—Frak!” Kellan ducked as twin axes streaked toward his head from different directions. He reached inward and power flooded the young Sentinel. It coursed into his legs. Kellan braced himself, then kicked at the intervening table. Charles watched in shock as it flew up to strike both Daga and Lugh. The two Fae stumbled backward, buying Kellan precious seconds of respite.

A gleaming longsword formed in his hand from green mist and Kellan held it up in a warding gesture. He took another step back to ensure Daga, Lugh, and Ceartas were all clearly in his field of view. Daga slammed down his axe, cleaving the table in two, and pushed it aside. Ceartas held up her hands, then yelled, “Fae of the Twilight court. I am Justice, and I say cease!” She flexed her wings and interposed herself between Kellan and the enraged Fae. The young Sentinel looked over Ceartas’ shoulder and winked at Lugh. He bellowed a Gaelic curse and hurled his axe, but Ceartas’ hand shot up and snatched it from the air scant inches from Kellan’s face. She stared at the Sentinel in complete disbelief. “How did you know I would stop him?” she asked.

Kellan was about to answer when a burst of wind whistled from the other side of the room. Aenghus bent low trying to force his way forward while Shannon faced him with both hands cupped toward the Fae prince. Kellan shook his head, then returned his focus to Ceartas. “Names given freely have power. Someone gave you yours, Ceartas. Your name means just what you said, Justice. As I said, I’ve never heard of the Twilight Court any more than I’ve heard of Prince Aenghus, but I’m sure both have something to do with Oberon and Titania’s rather unconventional marriage. However, I don’t think—” Kellan’s words were interrupted by a blue-green flash that lit up the dim barroom, followed by the telltale crack of thunder. Several small clouds surrounded Aenghus and tongues of lightning struck him, leaving numerous wounds that all leaked amber light.

“I want that soup, you Fae bastard,” yelled Shannon, “and I’ll have it freely from your own cauldron.”

Daga, Lugh, and Ceartas all froze for the barest of seconds, then turned toward the continuing conflict between Aenghus and Shannon. “She seeks the Cauldron of Plenty,” said the male Fae.

“And if she prevails, he must provide it,” whispered Ceartas. She gestured sharply to Daga and Lugh. The two Fae shared a disgusted look, then pulled out chairs and sat with Charles between them. The Justice Fairy narrowed her eyes, stalked toward Kellan, and growled, “I have heard of the Sentinel of Order. The warnings given by both King Oberon and Queen Titania speak volumes.” She suddenly seemed uncertain, then asked, “You are he, correct?”

Kellan lifted his sword and it shrank to form an intricately carved dagger. He pointed toward his glowing eyes and said, “Guilty as charged. It’s the eyes, isn’t it? They always give me away.”

She huffed, “Neither Oberon nor Titania made mention of eyes, only arrogance and disregard for all propriety.”

“What?” sputtered Kellan, “Your Prince grabbed my wife’s ass, so she’s clearly in the process of kicking his. If anyone showed disregard for—” Shannon suddenly cried out in pain as light shone behind Aenghus and shadows leaped up beside her at his command. One shadow detached itself from the floor. A second later, what looked like a clenched fist struck her in the jaw. Shannon’s head snapped sideways and she sailed into the air. The Soulborn crashed down to shatter the table beside Kellan. Blood dripped from her mouth and her eyes flashed with what Kellan knew as an attempt to use Ordered power to heal and rejuvenate. 

He immediately moved toward her, but Shannon held up a hand. “No!” she yelled. “You promised.”

“I didn’t promise to let you get your ginger head crushed in by Zelda’s fraking Twilight Prince. Husband privilege. I don’t care that you started it, which you clearly did. I’m going to finish it,” he growled.

Shannon staggered to her feet and lashed out a hand toward Aenghus. He immediately fell to one knee as a gravity bubble enclosed him. Shannon’s eyes dimmed to their natural brown and Kellan sighed. “Now you’re out of sparkles, my love, which means it’s my turn to—”

“No, I’ll come to you. Do not move, husband. I’ve come this far. I need to finish it.”

“She is correct, Sentinel of Order,” said Ceartas, “the scales of Justice are weighed in favor of your lady. Our Prince made the first transgression and she responded in kind. Should she prevail without assistance, her boon must be honored.”

Kellan stared at the Justice fairy incredulously for a beat, then said, “I really hate the Fae sometimes. Your bloody rules have rules and there’s no way to—” He whipped around to find Shannon’s hand gripping his leg, just above the ankle. Power flooded from him and her eyes gleamed so brightly that the pupils faded from view.

Shannon rolled onto her back just as the shimmering gravity bubble surrounding Aenghus faded. The Twilight prince started running forward. As he did so, a gleaming spear appeared from amber mist. Aenghus leaped into the air and Kellan drew from his river of power to form a shield around Shannon. Before he could do so, he heard her mind touch his. No, husband, trust me even as I trusted you with the Burden of Chaos. Kellan released his grip on the power with a rage filled yell and watched impotently as Aenghus began to sail down toward Shannon, his spear angled at her chest.

Runes flashed down her arms so quickly that Kellan couldn’t see their meaning. Four dark clouds formed. Lightning streaked down from all four to simultaneously strike the Prince. He cried out in pain, and his spear fell free. Shannon grinned, then extended a hand toward the Fae. A portal rotated beneath her. She fell through the wooden floor only to appear a second later in midair. The Soulborn twisted, snatched Aenghus’ spear before it could vanish, and increased the gravity around herself. She fell with crushing force onto Aenghus’s back. The floorboards splintered beneath the two as they crashed to the ground. Shannon rested the tip of Aenghus’s spear against the back of his neck and said quietly, “Prince Aenghus of the Twilight court, in the sight of Justice, I claim my boon, or your life. The choice is yours.”







Chapter 9
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A Cauldron of Plenty




Daga slammed a massive crystalline mug on the table and iridescent blue liquid sloshed over its lip to patter against the wood. The Fae warrior smiled broadly and gestured to the drink.

“What is it?” asked Kellan.

“Essence of Twilight,” replied Lugh.

Kellan glanced past them both to where Shannon, Ceartas, and Aenghus stood in a tight cluster. He picked up the mug and stared over its rim for a second, then said, “You know I can’t be poisoned, right?” Both Fae shook their heads, and Kellan sighed before taking a tentative sip. He gave Charles an affirming nod, then took a longer drink.

Daga placed his beefy forearms on the table and leaned forward to whisper conspiratorially, “You knew about the Prince’s love of those touched by fire, yes?”

“Of course he did,” spat Lugh, then fixed Kellan with an intense stare. “How did you know the lass could best him? I’ve never seen it done.”

“Nor I,” agreed Daga.

“Craziest thing I’ve ever seen,” said Charles.

The two Fae stared at the old man, then laughed.

“Something funny?” asked Charles.

Daga put an arm around him and said, “Yes, mortal, something is funny. You are funny. When I say I’ve never seen a thing or…” he pointed to Lugh, “he says he’s never seen a thing, well, that means something. You first visited Aenghus’s court less than one hundred years ago.”

“And then only rarely,” added Lugh.

Daga slammed his mug to emphasize the other Fae’s point, then mussed Charles’ hair affectionately. “You’ve only been with us regularly since, when, Lugh?”

The other Fae took a long pull from his mug and shrugged noncommittally.

“1960,” murmured Charles. The two Fae stared at the old man with blank expressions.

“That’s about sixty years ago,” offered Kellan, then turned to Charles. “Time doesn’t work the same way for the fair folk. Sixty years to them can be like sixty days to us, there’s just no telling. Their point, Charlie, is that you’re a youngster. The fact that you haven’t seen anyone kick Aenghus’ royal Fae ass like my Highlander just did, well, it means jack and shit to them.” Kellan dragged the back of his hand against his mouth and focused on the Fae while they nodded in agreement, “As for you two idiots, what the hell are you talking about? I didn’t even know there was a Twilight court, let alone that it owned a bloody pub near Creigneuk. As for your prince having a fondness for redheads…” Kellan grinned. “Who doesn’t?”

The two Fae shared an incredulous look and Daga said, “We are not near Creigneuk. In truth, we are not even in the mortal world. We are in Fae, Kellan Thorne. You are the Sentinel of Order. Surely you sensed that this building’s threshold is crafted of empowered stone that was quarried from the Craigh at Inverness.”

Kellan took another long swallow and felt a soft buzzing begin to flow upward from his booted feet. “I sensed nothing,” he said definitively.

“Did you use a portal to traverse the realms then?” asked Lugh.

“Nope,” replied the Sentinel.

“Then you must have crossed using the threshold,” insisted Lugh. “How?” 

Kellan shrugged. “I know,” began Daga, “you’ve been through the stones before, that’s it isn’t it? Any mortal can enter Fae through the stones, so long as they possess a gem and hold desire in their heart.” He squinted at Kellan. “You are still mostly mortal, are you not?”

Lugh snickered at his friend, “Don’t be stupid, Daga. Mortals can only pass through stones at the circle itself and the Twilight threshold would only part if it recognized him or the Prince gave leave as he did with Charlie. The Sentinel would had to have passed through the circle proper for it to know him at all.” Lugh broke off and laid a hand on Kellan’s own. “Sentinel of Order, tell my idiot brother the truth. You’ve passed through the stones before, haven’t you?”

Kellan shook off the hand and lifted his mug. He pointed it toward Shannon. “She’s been through the bloody stones, mate, not me.”

“But,” stammered Daga, “She’s just a woman. A mortal woman.”

“She’s not completely mortal,” slurred Kellan, “but she is completely woman. Believe me, I’ve noticed that.” The Sentinel raised his free hand, and pressed a finger to his lips. He made a shushing sound. “Shhh, listen. Here’s some friendly advice. Don’t ever say just a woman to my little fire wolf.” He laughed. “She doesn’t like it.”

Daga shared a curious look with the other Fae, then asked, “What did she do, when you said it?”

Kellan stared at the Fae for several long seconds, then laughed again. “I’ve never said it. Why would I? No, last time, I think it was some kobold shaman. She snapped his staff and stuffed part of it up his ass.” The Sentinel peered over his mug. “Kobolds are so dumb.”

Lugh pulled the mug from Kellan’s hand. He pointed at himself. “Sentinel, look at my eyes. What could your woman have possibly done to empower a passage through the Craigh?”

Kellan squinted as if trying to focus and said, “A demon pushed her through the stones and she ended up walled up in a…wall.” He grinned at the Fae, “I got her out though.” Kellan’s smile fell away as he stared down the bar to where the two Fae and Shannon had been talking. “Hey, put her down!” he yelled, then staggered to his feet.

Aenghus held Shannon a foot off the ground with one hand gripping her by the neck. Her eyes flashed once, then dimmed to their normal brown and the prince gave a mirthless laugh. “I reject your boon, Shannon McLeod. More than that, I take your life as my own.”

Ceartas looked distressed as she placed a restraining hand on Aenghus’s arm. “My prince, by what reasoning do you reject the Soulborn’s boon?” She glanced nervously at Daga and Lugh who both stared back with concerned expressions. “All who are present here saw her bid you yield. All saw you do so.”

Aenghus gestured violently toward Kellan, “He assisted her!”

“He did no such thing,” croaked Shannon, “I defeat—” Her voice cut off as the Fae prince tightened his grip on her throat.

Kellan leaned one arm on the bar and took several shallow breaths. “I said…put her, the frak, down!”

“Or what?” growled Aenghus, “You can barely stand.”

“Last chance,” said Kellan, “She kicked your ass fair and square. If you make me waste the most awesome buzz I’ve had in five years, I’m going to be very unhappy with you, Prince of Twilight.” 

Kellan rested his head momentarily on the cool wood as Aenghus motioned to the warrior Fae. “If the Sentinel finds the strength to lift his head, kill him.” The two took several steps away from Kellan, then crossed their arms defiantly. “Do as I command!” yelled Aenghus. Neither Daga nor Lugh moved. Instead they both slowly pointed to Kellan and spoke as one, “I yield.”

“Excellent decision,” said Kellan, all traces of intoxication gone from his speech. He turned blazing green eyes on the Fae prince, who tightened his grip further. Shannon scratched at her throat as her eyes sought Kellan’s. He saw the first hint of panic behind those eyes and shook his head. Distantly, the Sentinel thought he could hear the roar of crowds shouting for blood. He shook his head again. “I don’t know what Oberon or Titania told you about me,” growled Kellan, “but I’m not entirely the same man now as when I met them.” 

His eyes dimmed, and Aenghus smiled, “So, it seems you are the one to yield then Sentinel of—”

“Oh no,” cried Ceartas.

Kellan’s eyes burst with amber fire and he twisted an open hand toward the prince. Shannon collapsed to the ground, sucking in air. She looked up and her face paled. “Kellan, what are you doing?”

He smiled down at her, “Isn’t it obvious, my love? I’m saving you.”

She stood and reached out to him. “Well, thanks for that, husband. Very galant of you, but I’m saved now, so why don’t we just toddle off.”

Kellan shook his head. “Can’t toddle off just yet. I believe the prince has a debt to pay, don’t you Aenghus?”

The Fae continued to stare at the stump of his left arm where wisps of amber light still flowed from what used to be his hand. He looked at Kellan and mouthed something, but all that came out was a single word, “How?”

Kellan cocked his head as he began to close his right hand into a fist. “You are a creature born of Universal power, Prince Aenghus and we stand in a realm fueled by the same.” The Sentinel’s voice lowered to a menacing timbre as he continued, “Perhaps it was foolish to antagonize someone who can channel that power to whatever ends he sees fit.” Kellan closed his fist, then drew it toward his chest. “ You, and all those within your Twilight realm, are fuel. I could burn you up like—”

“Sentinel of Order, please!” cried Ceartas. She interposed herself between Aenghus and Kellan even as a golden silhouette of the prince began to lift out from his body. The Justice fairy fell to her knees and clasped her hands in supplication. “My prince is the only natural born child of Oberon and Titania. His birth gave rise to all of Twilight and his death would mean its end as well. He is rash and intemperate, but not evil. Please, Sentinel of Order, allow him to make amends to you and your Soulborn.” Kellan seemed unmoved and Ceartas became more frantic. “Sparing him will result in a debt to both the King and Queen of Fae. A debt I swear they would repay without hesitation.” Ceartas shivered as Aenghus’s body collapsed beside her and began to blacken.

“Kellan,” said Shannon softly, “this is not our way. You are no longer in the arena. This is not Rome. I believe some affects of the Twilight ale linger on. You did not hold Order long enough to burn it off.”

“Yes,” said Daga warily, “after euphoria comes a warlike lack of inhibitions. This is what—”

Kellan narrowed his eyes at the Fae, and Daga shuddered, then fell silent. His body began to leak wisps of amber just as Aenghus’ had minutes before.

The Sentinel shook his head, “I don’t believe any of you. Fae are tricksy things and not to be trusted.”

“But you believe me,” said Shannon. She reached up to cup Kellan’s face in her hands, then placed a soft kiss on his lips.

He nodded. “Of course I believe you, but maybe…” he seemed to struggle for words, “…maybe they have glamored you to say that—”

“Go to Nurisha, husband. She cannot be glamored. She will tell you the truth. Go to her now!”

Kellan closed his eyes on the Twilight world of Fae and opened them on his inner world. Lush, verdant, grasses extended outward to right and left. In front of him lay a roiling river of liquid emerald and on it stood Nurisha’s gleaming form. He walked to join her, knowing the river of power would support him. “You are not yourself, my Sentinel. I tried to warn you, but you would not listen. How many times have I told you that your impulsiveness would be the death of us?”

He frowned at her. “I am not a child, Nurisha so do not treat me as—”

She reached up and touched his temple. Both their eyes came to light and she said, “If you do not wish to be treated as a child, my Sentinel, then I suggest you cease acting like one.”

Kellan blinked several times and slowly looked around. “Uh, hey Nurisha, what’s…what’s going on?”

“I removed all traces of the Twilight Ale in which you so freely imbibed. Don’t you remember how you came to be here?”

Kellan furrowed his brow. “Well, I remember getting really pissed off and—” his eyes widened. “Wait, that wasn’t a delusion?”

Nurisha shook her head.

“A waking dream?” Kellan asked wanly.

“I’m afraid not, my Sentinel. You may have killed the Prince of Twilight Fae and are currently killing one of his body guards. I suggest you try to reverse what you have done to the first and cease what you are doing to the second.”

Kellan pointed at her. “Fine, but some of this is your fault.”

“What?” She cried as ribbons of green energy rose from the river to undulate around her. “In what way is any of this my fault?”

“You said I couldn’t be poisoned. You said the Ordered power would always return me to the state I was when I accepted it, well, unless I was dead.”

Nurisha moved hands to hips and stomped one bare foot in a fashion that reminded Kellan far too much of Shannon. “Impulsive and reckless, my Sentinel. That is what you are and what I have warned you not to be. To that I will now add unobservant. What I have said is that you cannot be poisoned…to death.”

“But I can’t get drunk and that’s what—”

“You cannot stay intoxicated,” corrected Nurisha, “ You can get intoxicated, briefly. Apparently, Twilight Ale is significantly stronger than mundane spirits. Perhaps you should have considered that?”

Kellan sighed, “Yeah, probably right, but it was such a great feeling, and Shannon was negotiating for that cauldron of—hey, what was that all about?”

“I’m sure I do not know, my Sentinel. Perhaps you should ask your wife.”

Kellan sniffed. “I will.”

“Good.”

“It is good,” he said defiantly.

“I know it is,” she replied, “I just said it was, but even with time dilated as it is, the Prince draws ever closer to death. I believe, my Sentinel, that you should return to the waking world and make right what has gone wrong.”
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Kellan blinked and saw the intense blue light from his eyes reflecting off the polished bar railing.

“He’s channeling both Ordered and Universal energies,” said Shannon in a calm voice, “just give him a moment.”

The Sentinel felt the waves of complementary power course through him as he reached down to touch Aenghus’ blackening body. It rushed from him and into the prince. Instantly, his color returned and a moment later Aenghus’ eyes fluttered open. Kellan reached down, grasped the prince’s new formed hand, and hoisted him up. 

The two stared at each other for several long moments before Ceartas nudged the prince. “I believe you owe the Soulborn a vial drawn from the Cauldron of Plenty.” 

Aenghus gave her a reluctant nod, then gestured toward the bar. Amber mist coalesced into what looked like a small, cast iron, cauldron. The prince reached for a ladle that lay within it when Shannon said, “Two vials, if you please.”

Aenghus’s eyes slipped off the cauldron to fix on the Soulborn. “Two?” he said, “such a boon is unheard of. This is the Cauldron of Plenty, there is no need for two.”

“One for me and one for my husband,” she said pleasantly. “Had you yielded at the outset, only one would be owed. As things stand, I believe you were defeated by both of us, so clearly you must pay both.” Ceartas gave her prince an almost imperceptible nod of encouragement and he grumbled something unintelligible. A moment later Aenghus held out two vials that glowed with a dull golden light. Shannon stared at them for several seconds, then smiled. “The words, if you please.”

A deep rumble escaped the prince, but he said, “From my hand, freely given.” Shannon accepted one vial then nodded to Kellan. The prince turned to a somewhat bemused Sentinel, repeated the phrase, and dropped the second vial into his hand. He glared first at Shannon, then Kellan. “I believe our business here is concluded. I’ll thank you to not return to Twilight unless invited.”

“Not…a…problem,” said Kellan. 

He turned to find Charles Wells standing right beside him. The old man’s face split into a fierce grin. He reached out, grabbed Kellan’s hand and pumped it enthusiastically. “Now that was truly something to behold. I’ve seen some mighty amazing things in my time, but this takes the cake.”

Kellan gave him a forced smile. “Charlie, I lost control and I’m not proud of it.” The Sentinel felt everyone’s eyes on him. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “You shouldn’t stay here. We aren’t meant for this.”

“I know,” Charles replied, “That’s what I realized while watching you—” he gestured to Shannon, “fight for her. Kellan, I fought in the Great War at fifteen years old. I worked steel that now rests on the ocean floor with Titanic. I met the love of my life in 1913 and lost her in ’41.” The old man looked around, eyes glistening. “I always kept her close.” He tapped his chest. “Right here. She stayed with me in spirit, my Mary, but when my time came, I was afraid. I wasn’t afraid of dying. I was afraid of losing her, the memory of her, so I’ve been hiding among the fair folk ever since.”

“Oh Charlie,” said Kellan, “you don’t have to be afraid, you won’t lose the memory of her, that I can tell you for true.”

“If I leave here, will she be waiting for me?” he asked.

Kellan nodded. “I believe she will. I don’t know she will, but I believe it. There’s too much order to the universe, Charlie, for something like your love of Mary to simply vanish. In my experience, nothing is ever truly lost.”

“Then I want to go, Kellan. I want to leave this place.”

Ceartas placed a hand on Kellan’s arm, and said, “He cannot pass over the threshold from our realm to yours, Sentinel. His mortal flesh has turned to dust while in our realm. There is naught left to cross over.”

Kellan’s eyes blazed to life and he extended his hand. A portal rotated into place. Shannon watched as its center became transparent. She looked questioningly at Kellan who said, “That’s the closest I can get you to her. It’s where everything began.”

The Fae stared with wonder at the workroom. To their eyes it was not barren and lifeless, but rather swirled with all the potential inherent to creation. Daga and Lugh stepped close to the old man, and each shook his hand solemnly. Next, Prince Aenghus came forward. “You have been good company, for a mortal. I will miss you, but believe this is the path you are now meant to travel. Be sure though, because you will not again see the realm of Twilight.”

Charles gave the prince a curt nod. “I’m sure, and I thank you for your gracious hospitality.” He walked up to Shannon, then moved to kiss her cheek, “May I?”

She smiled, “I’d be damned insulted if a fine Scot such as yourself took leave of me without doing so.”

The old man laughed, imparted his kiss, then turned to Kellan. “Sentinel of Order is it? I’ve no idea what that is, but I thank you just the same.”

Kellan inclined his head, “The honor was mine, Mr. Wells. Give that wife of yours a kiss from me when you see her.”

“I’ll do that,” he replied with a smile, then stepped through the portal and vanished from sight.

Silence fell on the small group as the portal winked out. Without another word, Kellan reached for Shannon’s hand. She intwined her fingers with his and they strode toward the ornate door that served as a portal between the Twilight and mortal realms.

He leaned over and whispered, “By the way, my love, don’t think you pulled the wool over my eyes on this one. I know you manipulated me into this bar. I also know you manipulated Prince Anus there into almost killing you, which then manipulated me into almost killing him. You did all that for two vials of Fae Cup-o-soup. Oh yeah, you’re gonna fess up about it too. Just you wait until I get you home.”

Shannon rested her hand on the door’s knob and paused to look up at Kellan. She smiled at him wolfishly. “And if I don’t fess up, what’ll you do, husband? Bend me to your will? Well then, I may just have to stay silent as a skinks.”

“Oh for the love of God,” grumbled Kellan. He grabbed her hand and turned the knob, “You have a one track mind, Highlander. Also, skinks is wrong. It’s silent as a sphinx, not skinks. A skink is a shiny lizard.”







Chapter 10
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A Girl at the Door




Cara leaped on the bed, causing both Kellan and Shannon to wake with a start. The young dire wolf quickly licked both their faces, then spun in a circle, and let out a long, rumbling, vocalization. Shannon slammed her head back against her pillow so hard that a curtain of red hair flew up to partially cover her face.

Kellan yawned. He stared into Cara’s expressive golden eyes. “What’s got you all excited, boy?”

Girl here…girl here! projected Cara excitedly. Open door for girl. Kellan yawned again, then started to roll over on his side. Girl at door! projected Cara so loudly that Kellan winced.

“What is it?” grumbled Shannon. “Let me sleep. I’ve had my jaw broken by a demon and nearly strangled by a Fae bast—” Her voice trailed off.

Girl!

Kellan’s eyes burst to life and he whirled on Cara. The wolf sat on his haunches. His mouth dropped open into a doggy grin and he projected more softly, at door, Dad.

Kellan bent forward until he was eye level with Cara and said, “Look, I’m exhausted from last night, but I know all you can think about is—”

Girl at door!

Kellan inhaled deeply. “Yes, Juliet is at the door. However, I’m not wearing pants, and am barely awake. So, my brave, beautiful, Cara, I suggest you open the door yourself, before I lose my temper and bonk you on the nose.”

Kellan rose and turned to walk into the bathroom. Door locked. No thumbs.

“Figure it out, Cara,” lilted Kellan. “You are a clever boy. There’s a spare key in my office valet tray. Use it.”

The Sentinel slammed his bathroom door. Cara stared at it for several seconds, then padded out of the bedroom. He walked into Kellan’s home office, hopped onto the desk chair and scanned his desk. Cara nosed aside several items and gripped a set of keys from the leather valet tray. He hopped down, and walked to the front door, keys jangling from his mouth. The dire wolf stared at the door for several seconds as his eyes began to glow. He crouched, then leaped, phasing through the thick American oak.

Juliet was just about to knock again when Cara passed through the door to her left. She let out a surprised squeak and jumped back. The young woman teetered on the edge of the stoop. She started to fall into the hedges that ringed the front of Kellan and Shannon’s house. Cara spat out the key and bit down on Juliet’s belt. She windmilled her arms, then looked down to meet the dire wolf’s eyes. He mewled, then took several steps back, pulling Juliet with him. Once she regained her footing, Juliet crouched down and scratched Cara behind his ears.

“Thanks fur ball,” she said, “those holly bushes are like daggers. Is anyone home?” Cara nodded, then pawed at the keys he’d dropped minutes before. “Oh,” began Juliet, “can I use these?” The dire wolf nodded again. “Cool.” She picked up the keys, wiped them several times on her jeans and unlocked the door.

“Kellan…Shannon…hellooo?” called Juliet.

“I’m in the bathroom,” came Kellan’s muffled voice. “Highlander, are you awake yet?”

“How could I not be, you daft man, with you and Cara making such a racket. I’m putting on some clothes.” The Soulborn’s voice became louder as she said, “Juliet, I’ll be right out. Be a sweet lass and make some coffee, please.”

“Sure thing, Shan. I’m on it!”
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Shannon accepted the mug of steaming coffee. She gave a warm smile to Juliet, then lifted it and inhaled deeply. “Dude coffee?” she asked.

“Yep, I found Kellan’s emergency bag of Bones White Russian coffee hidden behind the filters. He needs to order more. You should tell him.”

“Tell him what?” grumbled Kellan as he wandered toward the kitchen with Cara trailing behind.

Juliet squinted at the dire wolf. “I thought he was in here with us.”

“He was…” began Shannon.

“…then he wasn’t,” finished Kellan. “Imagine a toddler who can phase through walls, that’s Cara. He dragged me out of the bathroom.”

Juliet handed a second mug to the Sentinel, then cocked her head. “Looks like someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed. What’s with you, Mr. Grumpy?”

Kellan set down his mug on the breakfast bar and pointed two fingers toward his eyes. Juliet just shook her head. Kellan’s frown deepened and he pointed more emphatically.

“Still not seeing anything, boss,” lilted Juliet. “You do know that you didn’t turn on your peepers?’’The young woman’s mouth fell slightly open, and she added, “Oh, no, were you trying to turn them on and couldn’t?”

“No, little sister,” said Shannon while patting Juliet’s hand. “Kellan channeled a bunch of Creation a couple nights ago and—”

“Creation!” yelled Juliet. “Kel, why would you do that? Were you stealing more souls? Why would you need to steal souls?” Juliet lifted a hand to her mouth in fear. “Are people losing their souls now and you need to replace them? Kel, is my soul going to get stolen? You tell me right now, because I do not want my soul stolen. I also don’t want it replaced by an equally stolen soul. Kellan Thorne, I want to keep my original soul right where it is. Is that clear?”

The Sentinel sighed, said nothing, then turned to Shannon and blinked. “Juliet, it’s nothing like that,” said Shannon reassuringly. “Kellan was just heroically saving his wife and Lucifer.”

Juliet let out a breath. “Oh, in that case…wait, what? Why was he saving Lucifer…again?”

“Great question,” murmured Kellan, then took another sip of coffee.

“That was not the reason we were there,” answered Shannon.

Kellan furrowed his brow. “Bullcrap. That was, too, why we were there. The devil sent his satanic version of a Hogwarts owl, tricked Shannon and me into showing up, and then nearly got her killed by the demon, Legion. Somehow in defusing that colossal mess, I ended up combining Order and Chaos, then channeling it.”

“Oh my God,” exclaimed Juliet, “a legion of demons. How many is that? I don’t remember from history class. How many soldiers were in a roman legion?”

“Five thousand,” answered Kellan, “but it was literally Legion, not a Legion.”

Juliet shook her head. “I’m lost.”

“It doesn’t matter!” yelled Kellan, then pointed emphatically to his eyes for the third time. “This matters.”

“Legion was the name of the demon, Juliet,” said Shannon evenly. “He was a strange one to be sure. He traveled with what looked like mirrored versions of himself. Kellan drained the mirrors of Chaos and then he and Nurisha converted it to Creation. That’s what caused the changes in his eyes.”

“Come over here, Kel,” commanded Juliet. “I still don’t see what…oh…oh…oh that’s not good at all.”

“Ow, damn it,” complained Kellan as Juliet pulled her finger back. “This isn’t a damn three stooges skit, you just poked me in the bloody eye.”

“I’m sorry,” cried Juliet. “I was just trying to open your eye a bit more and you moved.”

“So it’s my fault?” yelled Kellan. “This day has gotten off to a banner fraking start.” He pointed at Shannon, then added, “I’ll tell you that for nothing.” The Soulborn gave him an approving wink. Kellan squinted at her, then turned to Juliet. “Hey, shouldn’t you be keeping our bookstore afloat? Why are you even here?”

“It’s Monday, Kel, the shop’s closed Monday. And I’m here because things are afoot. Sentinel’y things. Chaos Sentinel’y things to be exact. Mircalla asked me to ask you to go to Eden as soon as possible.”

“Eden? Why?”

“Well,” began Juliet, “it seems that a certain Sentinel of Order promised a certain Sentinel of Chaos that he would help train her. Now, you may not know this about Maggie, but she’s not the most patient of people.”

“Everyone knows that,” snorted Shannon, “What idiot wouldn’t know that?”

“Babe,” began Kellan, “that’s Juliet’s way of saying I should have been tending to Maggie.”

“What? You haven’t been training her? You told me just the other day you were going to the pub to train.”

“That’s a euphemism,” scoffed Kellan, “I was meeting James for some beers. You know…beer training. Lifting twelve ounce curls.”

“All those times, you were at the pub, instead of training poor Maggie?”

“Stop, you two. I will not get dragged in the middle of one of your banter-fights. Maggie is trying stuff on her own and she’s been blowing things up. Apparently, Eden fixes itself or something every few days. If it didn’t, Mircalla says the whole place would be in ruins. Anyway, Kel, your goddaughter is starting to piss people off and they are blaming you.”

“Me,” said Kellan, “How the frak is this my fault?”

“Everything is your fault, Kellan,” huffed Juliet, “but in this case, it really is. You promised to train her. You didn’t. Crap is blowing up. Your fault.”

Before Kellan could respond, a click came from the front door and it swung inward to admit James Clinton. “Hey, just the people I wanted to see.”

“Dude,” yelled Kellan, “how many times have I asked you not to just bluetooth your way into my bloody house? One of these days you’re gonna catch me with my balls hanging out or something.”

“Eww,” said Juliet and wrinkled her nose at Shannon. The Soulborn just shrugged.

“Like I’d even be able to see your junk from here. What God gave you in memory storage he took away below the belt.” James’s grin shifted to a petulant frown half a second later, “Hey, that was grade A, brotastic humor right there.”

“We’re kinda in the middle of something, James,” sighed Juliet.

“Why is she using that mother voice on me, Kel? What did you do, because she only uses that voice when you’ve done something.” He pointed at the Sentinel. “Not cool for you to get me wrapped up into whatever it is you didn’t do.”

“What?” sputtered Kellan, “You aren’t even supposed to be here. Besides, I’ve done everything I’m supposed to have done.”

“No you have not,” corrected Shannon. “What about helping Maggie like you promised?”

“Oh, that...yeah, well, that is something I sort of haven’t done yet, but I was getting to it.”

James shrugged. “Good, you go do that. I’ll install the emitters while you’re in Eden, or wherever that vampire girl has gone off to.”

Kellan nodded, “Okay, fine.” He glared first at Juliet, then Shannon, “Is it all right with miladies if I finish my coffee before—wait, what emitters?”

James had already moved to one corner of the living room and was perched precariously on the couch’s armrest. He began drilling into the plaster wall, but yelled back over his shoulder. “The emitter emitters…I told you about this. I’ve been evicted from the DARPA condo and they have to be somewhere.”

“You never told me crap about this,” yelled Kellan as he crossed the room.

“I did too, dude.”

“No, you told me, James,” said Shannon somewhat sheepishly, “and I forgot to tell Kellan about it.”

The Sentinel turned. “Well, what the hell are these emitters going to, uh, emit?”

“Jarvis,” mumbled James around a mouthful of screws. He spat the rest in the palm of one hand, then added, “I’ve removed all the emitters from my condo and I’m installing them here.”

Kellan shook his head in bemusement. “And why the hell would you do that?”

“So Jarvis has a home to wander around in, of course,” answered Shannon. James gave a yep, that, gesture, then popped the screws back into his mouth.

Kellan rubbed his temples as he felt a headache beginning to assert itself. “Highlander, why would we want Jarvis wandering about, unchecked?”

“Well, he needs a home, Kellan. He’s our friend and I won’t allow a friend to be homeless.”

“Babe, he’s not homeless. He’s got a virtual mansion. I’ve seen it. His bedroom is like four times the size of ours. He’s got a kingsized bed which I’m sure he uses for God knows what with Nurisha.”

“That may be his house, Kellan Thorne, but one’s home is entirely different. A home is where the heart rests, and the heart rests with family. We are Jarvis’ family are we not?”

She paused and Kellan felt the weight of three pairs of eyes as they all focused on him. “Well, of course he’s family, but—”

James jumped down, then slapped Kellan on the shoulder. “Don’t worry vanilla douche, once Naomi and I get settled in our new digs, I’ll be equipping it with emitters too. I imagine Jarvis will spend most of his quasi-physical time there. You know, because he likes me more, and I’m far more hospitable than you.”

Kellan gave his friend a flat expression, “Yeah, and when will that be?”

“Soon, I expect, well, assuming she agrees to marry me. If not, both Jarvis and I may be living with you.”

“Oh my god,” screamed Juliet, “talk about burying the lede. James, you asked Naomi to marry you?”

“When did you ask her?” asked Shannon. “Why didn’t I know about this?”

A satisfied smile spread across Kellan’s face as his friend stepped back and raised both hands defensively toward the women. “Hold on, ladies. I haven’t asked anyone, anything. I just decided that I’m going to.”

“When?” they asked together.

“On my way over here,” replied James, “but that doesn’t seem very important. Yeah, I was walking up the street and thought, you know, I’m gonna do it. I love her and I’m going to ask her.” James paused as he took in the identical expressions on Shannon and Juliet’s faces. He turned to Kellan. “Why are they looking at me like that?”

“Because O’douche of fine chocolate, they wanted to know when you were going to ask her, not when you decided to ask her.”

“Oh…later today, at the chapel in Calloway Gardens.”

“Oooo,” said Juliet and Shannon together.

“Yeah,” said James, “I’m taking her to dinner at Little Alley after, which reminds me. Kel, can I have another of those gold coins you have hidden around?”

The Sentinel arched an eyebrow. “What did you do with the last one I gave you?”

“I spent it, what do you think?”

“On what?” cried Kellan, “No, I don’t want to know.” He slipped two fingers behind his belt and pulled out a coin, then held it up. “I hope you are taking these to different dealers.”

James plucked it from Kellan’s hand. “Of course I am. Remember, I’m the smart one. You are the remember’y one. Besides, this is the last time I’m going to need your reluctant largesse.” James looked smug. “I’ve got a new job.”

“Really…where?” asked Kellan dubiously.

“Howard Technologies,” replied James in an imperious tone while pointing two fingers at his face. “Oh yeah, this guy is going to be head of AI. I’ll be working for Doctor Damien Howard himself. Supposedly he’s got some kind of covert project going on.”

“If it’s covert, how come you know about it?” asked Juliet.

“Well, I don’t know what it is, just that it’s something he wouldn’t tell me about until I was onboard.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” said Kellan waving his hands. “Are you telling me that you’ve actually met Damien Howard, the billionaire recluse Damien Howard. The Damien Howard that people have barely seen or heard from since, what, 2004?”

“Yep, that’s the one. I guess I’m special. Anyway, I start next week, so I’ll be rolling in cash and won’t need your temporally hijacked coins.”

Kellan gave his friend an impressive frown and was about to say something when Shannon asked, “Who’s Damien Howard?”

Before James could respond, the Sentinel said, “No, stop. You can fanboy about Howard after I’m gone. In the meantime—” Kellan reached up, squished his friend’s cheeks together and gave him quick kiss. “I’m happy for you, brotha! I’m distraught for her, but I am happy for you.” As Kellan pulled back, James made several spitting sounds, like an angry cat, while both Shannon and Juliet just shook their heads. “Okay,” declared Kellan. “I’m off. Apparently, my vampiric Sentinel pseudo goddaughter is blowing up the garden of Eden, so…yeah that’s my fault too.”

Kellan lashed out a hand and a portal to the Ethiopian church, that served as Eden’s first gate, immediately rotated into view. Shannon slipped around it and gave him a kiss, then ran her fingers through his hair. “Be careful sweetie, and try not to be too long.”

He shrugged, “Won’t matter. I’ll just time-shift back. I’ll definitely be back before dinner. Sound good?” She nodded. He exchanged a wave with Juliet, then jumped through. 

The Sentinel was about to dismiss his portal when James yelled after him. At first, Kellan thought the worry he detected in James’ tone was the result of it passing through the spatial portal, however, the lines on his friend’s face told a different story. “Kel,” James asked, “what happened to your eyes?”

The Sentinel sighed. “I’m fine,” he said, “Gotta go. Ask the Highlander.”










Chapter 11
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A Chaotic Sentinel




“Sentinel of Order, Eden greets you, enter and be welcome,” boomed the gate’s guardian.

Kellan snapped his fingers and pointed at the massive angel, then reached for Eden’s second gate. “Headin’ on in, Deckard. How are things?”

He was about to step through the now open gate when the angel uncharacteristically replied, “Eden burns, Sentinel of Order. Chaos has been unleashed within, and Eden burns.”

Kellan paused. He looked at the guardian, while still gripping that gate’s ornate handle. “Deckard?” he said, “Dude, those are the most words you have ever strung together since…well…ever.”

“Eden burns. Chaos unleashed.”

The Sentinel nodded, “Okay, that’s more like it. Don’t you worry, my angelic friend, I’m sure it’s not as bad as all that. I’ll get it sorted.” Kellan made to move through the open gate again, when the angel spoke.

“You are Deckard’s friend.”

“Yes,” said Kellan slowly, “I am your friend.”

“Deckard is sad.”

The Sentinel sighed, then turned fully to face the guardian with his back propping open the second gate. “Why are you sad?” he asked.

“Eden burns because of friend-Kellan.”

“Me? What the hell did I do?”

The guardian cocked his head, confused. “Hell? No, the Accuser from Hell did not burn Eden. Friend-Kellan caused—”

The Sentinel waved a hand in frustration. “Figure of speech, Deckard. Why is this my fault?”

“Kellan Thorne destroyed first Sentinel of Chaos. Kellan Thorne became second Sentinel of Chaos. Margaret Karnstein took burden of Chaos. Margaret Karnstein burns Eden. Kellan Thorne’s fault.”

The Sentinel stared at the guardian and felt his lips draw to a line. “Dude, you have been talking with Meghan again, I can tell.” He waved a hand. “No, I don’t want to hear it. I doubt Eden is even on fire. I’m going in. I’ll see what’s what, then I’ll fix it.” Kellan walked through the gate and vanished. Just before it closed, the Sentinel’s head and shoulders reappeared. He pointed at the guardian. “Okay, so it is on fire, but it’s still not my fault, and I’ll still fix it.”
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Kellan frowned as he took in the destruction. All around him, deep channels had been burned through the lush foliage. He squatted down a few inches, extended a hand, and sighted along it.

That does look about right, came Nurisha’s melodic voice. I suspect Maggie has been attempting to channel in the softest place she could find. There was a pause then the incarnation of Ordered power added, Since no one had taken the time to train her properly.

“Don’t start with me,” grumbled Kellan. “It’s not like I was juggling bananas these last few months.” He began to move in the direction from which all the destructive channels seemed to emanate. “Besides, Maggie made one, vague, request for help, and that was months ago. She never followed-up.”

She’s a child, Kellan.

“She’s in her twenties,” he countered.

She appears that way and has a preternatural wisdom beyond her years, but she is not yet even five years old. Before Kellan could respond, Nurisha added, and she has her mother’s pride.

“Ok, that’s a fair point,” said Kellan as he stepped over several timbers that lay smoking across his path.

“Maggie, no!” yelled Mircalla.

“Oh, crap,” said Kellan, his eyes wide.

The Sentinel of Chaos hovered some fifty feet in the air, while centered on a lake that adjoined one of Eden’s expansive meadows. Her mother stood, looking panicked, on the nearby shore. Several runic circles began popping all around the vampire queen as various council members of Havilah made hasty exits.

Kellan lashed out his hand and watched as two portals opened, one next to him, the other beside Mircalla. He stepped through the one nearest him. The vampire queen turned her eyes on Kellan. He dismissed both portals and smiled. She did not return the expression.

“This is your fault, Sentinel of Order,” the queen hissed.

“Yeah, so I’ve been told,” sighed Kellan. He pointed to Margaret. “How long has this been going on?”

“Which part?” asked Mircalla dryly.

“Uh, the burning everything part.”

“That is new this week, Kellan. Last week most of the trees were split asunder by chains of lightning. The week before that was better. Shards of ice do less damage.”

Kellan nodded. “Has she been reading stuff?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” said the queen. “Maggie is not much of a reader. She has been on her phone more than usual. She said she was learning about the laws of thermodynamics. She started to explain it to me, but I was busy and, quite honestly, not much interested.”

“Well, that explains it,” said Kellan, and his eyes burst to life. The ground around him began to tremble slightly as the Sentinel joined his will to that of Gaia and rose into the air.

“Explains what?” asked Mircalla.

“Oh, Maggie’s made a small fusion reaction. It’s a star. You know, like the sun?”

The vampire queen’s eyes grew wide.

“It’s not a big one,” offered Kellan, “but it’s a good thing everyone took off. I doubt she can keep it balanced which means—”

“I know what it means, Sentinel of Order.”

“Goodie. So, maybe you should leave, too.”

“Sunlight cannot harm us in Eden, and I am not leaving my daughter,” she yelled as Kellan streaked toward the Sentinel of Chaos.

“I’m not worried about the sunlight,” he called back, “more the devastating heat of a star going nova.”

If Mircalla responded, Kellan didn’t hear. He approached Margaret as the young woman hovered in midair. Her long black hair whipped around her, and she turned to face Kellan. Margaret’s eyes glowed a brilliant crimson. She narrowed them at the Sentinel.

Kellan drew near, but stopped as he began to feel their opposing forces start to act on each other. He smiled. “Hey Maggie…whatcha doin’?”

A sheen of sweat covered her face and her hands trembled as Chaotic power enclosed a pulsing sphere. “Hi Kellan,” she huffed. “I think I really screwed up. I thought I was getting better so wanted to try something harder.”

Kellan nodded. “Yeah, well you succeeded. Where did you even get the idea to create, let alone sustain, a mass-based fusion reaction?”

“Is that really important now?” she cried. “Help me!”

“I’m working on that,” said Kellan calmly, “at least part of my brain is working it. That part of me is debating itself. Half thinks you’ve finally managed to create the no-win scenario, which is impressive in its own right.”

“Great, is this the same broken part of you that kept mumbling Start Trek references when you were possessed by Zagan?”

“Yeah, that’s them. In case you were wondering, the Kirk part of my brain thinks I should let your mini-sun go nova.”

“For the love of God, why?” yelled Margaret as she strained against the growing energy.

Kellan shrugged. “That part of me likes really big explosions. I’m ignoring him. He also forgot you were my goddaughter and made some inappropriate observations.”

Margaret glanced down at her partially shredded shirt and jeans, then flared her nose at Kellan. “I know,” he explained and raised both hands in a defensive gesture. “Kirk-me is all ID. I can’t control what he says. Take it as a compliment that we’ll never talk about ever again.”

“I can’t hold it!” she screamed.

“It’s going to be okay, Maggie. I’ve figured out what to do, well, Spock-Kellan did. We’re going to let it explode.”

“What? No! Mother’s too close,” cried Margaret.

“It’ll be ok,” said Kellan again, “I’m going to create a shield bubble around the explosion then do stuff to the radiation.”

“Stuff?” said Margaret between clenched teeth.

“Too much to explain,” replied Kellan, then said, “Is Gaia’s gift to your Father fully expressed within you? I mean, you can do more than just hover, right?” The Sentinel of Chaos nodded. “Ok, cool. Keep your ill-conceived nuclear bomb contained as best you can, take a deep breath, then dive beneath the surface.”

“I don’t need to take a deep breath. I’m still a vampire, Kellan. Breathing is just cosmetic. How far down do I need to go?”

“All the way, Maggie. Once you are at the bottom, release your hold on the power, and get the hell out of there before the sphere explodes.”

“But what will—”

“Margaret Karnstein!” yelled Kellan, “Get down there now! My shielding could trap you otherwise.” The Sentinel saw that Margaret didn’t fully understand, but she streaked downward. The water parted beneath her and she disappeared.

Kellan dove after her while gesturing with his right hand. Several golden runes formed from amber light, then flashed in rapid succession. An emerald shield manifested around Kellan as he broke the surface. He quickly followed a string of bubbles that had been created by the water’s contact with Margaret’s fusion sphere. After several seconds, he saw a telltale glow that made it clear he had found her. As he approached, the young Sentinel of Chaos locked her eyes on Kellan’s own. She seemed hesitant but Kellan pointed emphatically toward the surface.

She nodded, then mouthed the words, I’m sorry. Her eyes dimmed and she released her hold on the Chaotic power that had been containing the sphere. The crimson glow disappeared, and Margaret shot toward the surface. Kellan spared a quick glance upward, then drew deep from his river of power. A massive wave of emerald light expanded outward with Kellan at its center. He heard Nurisha’s words echoing in his mind as she said, Maggie is safe, my Sentinel. I will now expand your shield to encompassed the whole of Eden’s lake. Be warned, it will be stretched too thin to effectively contain the amount of energy that will be released.

The sphere exploded and Kellan bent time to a crawl. He watched as the Chaotic power rapidly converted into mundane radiation. It struck his rune empowered personal shielding and arced around him. Kellan projected his thoughts inward, Nurisha, help me constrict the Ordered shielding. Condense the radiation toward me so I can then alter its elements and make them inert. Do you think you can give me enough time to—

Her voice filled his mind and conveyed an unexpected mix of both intensity and humor. I think I understand what needs to be done, My Sentinel, but thank you for explaining it so clearly.

“Stow it, Green Goddess,” snarked Kellan. “Manipulating radioactive isotopes is much harder than it looks. I’m piecing together half listened to lectures from biology and physics classes I took over ten years ago. Now, constrict the outer shield so it collapses around me.”

Kellan continued to hold both hands, palms facing outward. He did a slow pirouette while trying to scan in all directions. After several seconds, he saw the emerald glow of his outer shield begin to approach. Between that point and himself, Eden’s lake roiled with radiation. Kellan tried to bend time further, but felt his power begin to wane. Not going to be able to do this piecemeal, he thought, as his mind raced through even more eidetic memories.

“Stop,” yelled the Sentinel. His voice could not project beyond the bounds of his small underwater cocoon, but Nurisha knew the directive was meant for her. The emerald sphere ceased moving and he felt her thoughts touch his questioningly. “It’s close enough. I need to do three very difficult things all at once. How much Ordered power do I have?”

The river is at about one-fifth capacity, she replied.

“Crap, that’s not going to be enough.”

I understand your intent, my Sentinel. Trust me. I believe all will be well.

“What part of, ‘not enough,’ was confusing you, Nurisha?”

What part of ‘trust me,’ confuses you? She retorted.

“Damn it, stop pretending to be Meghan, and tell me!” he yelled.

If I tell you, what I believe will occur, might not occur. You must act in faith. Trust me and trust yourself.

“Fraaackkk,” growled Kellan, then drained his river of power. He gestured rapidly and several familiar golden runes appeared then broke apart. As they did so, all the water between Kellan and the outer shield vanished, leaving a perfect layer of highly radioactive vacuum. Step one, complete, he thought then added, step two, speed up time a whole lot within the radioactive vacuum. Kellan felt power rush from him like a geyser. Nothing required as much power as temporal manipulations. “Gonna…have to…talk with Lily about that…next year,” said Kellan as he strained with the effort required to keep time sped up.

Lily Martinez was the young girl who Kellan briefly met after she had accepted the Mantle of Time. Lily had told him they would meet again in two years. Until then, Kellan supposed he was on his own from a temporal perspective.

You are quite right, projected Nurisha. Either Lily or Aevum could have effortlessly done what you are now attempting. However, the radiation is decreasing.

“Not fast enough,” he groaned, “the naturally occurring, sulfate-reducing, bacteria is thriving once I removed the oxygen. I can see it converting the radiation, but I’m not going to have enough Ordered power to—” Nurisha called to the Sentinel, and Kellan felt his inner world come into focus. She stood several paces in front of the large boulder that rested in the center of Kellan’s river of power. A thin stream of liquid emerald swirled around her bare feet. Runes pulsed on her naked form. With each pulse, what little remained of the power sank into her. After the third pulse, the riverbed was dry.

Kellan could still sense the waking world and knew the bacteria had not yet finished their work. He groaned, “Game over man.” Nurisha did not collapse to the ground as she had on many previous occasions when Kellan had expended all available Ordered power. This time she remained standing, her pupiless eyes fixed on his. “Why are you smiling like that?” Kellan asked as suspicion and hope warred for dominion within the Sentinel.

“Because, dear Kellan, I wanted you to witness something. It has happened only three times before, but I knew we were close to a fourth. Channel me, my Sentinel. Channel me to your purpose, and it will be so.”

“But,” began Kellan haltingly, “there’s nothing to—”

“Channel me!” She yelled.

Kellan did. Nurisha threw back her head and opened her arms as if in submission. The dry riverbed cracked down its center with a deafening boom. His entire inner world rocked as if by an earthquake. To his left, Kellan saw the Emissary’s mysterious egg shaped object roll out from its concealing grasses. “Is that it?” he yelled above the noise. “Are you somehow going to convert that Alien-face-hugger egg into Ordered power? I imagine that would piss off the Emissary, which suits me just—”

“No, Kellan Thorne, that abomination is not of Order and its time has not yet come. Secure it quickly. Do not allow it to touch me or the river.”

The Sentinel moved toward the egg as it wobbled forward. He stopped its motion with a foot, then turned back to Nurisha and said, “River of power…more like river of dust with a giant crack.”

“Oh ye of little faith,” she chuckled, then took three backward steps and hopped onto her boulder. “Didn’t Raphael tell you, my Sentinel, that only with strain and at the point of failure does true progress come?” 

Kellan’s eyes widened as he heard the archangel’s words resonate in his mind, Your power will grow with use if you strain beyond what feels comfortable, like a muscle grows. However, be cautious, because too much power carries risks even as does too little. 

Molten emerald burst through the long fissure. It widened, becoming several feet across, as Ordered power shot into the air. The ground rumbled and Kellan felt his mouth drop open. He watched the distant bank recede until it almost disappeared from view. Over the years, he had remarked about how the river, which served as a representation of his power, had grown in breadth and depth.

“But you never saw it happen, my Sentinel,” finished Nurisha. “Seeing it is my gift to you. Now go, and finish your work.”

The waking world snapped back into focus and Kellan bent time more than ever he had before. Within the sliver of radioactive vacuum, seconds became years, years became decades, and decades became centuries. The radiation from Margaret’s nova faded as millions of bacteria converted the unstable metals to inert structures.

Finally, Kellan dropped all his shields simultaneously, and focused his thoughts. He pictured Mircalla and Margaret Karnstein standing anxiously by the lake, then lashed out his hand. Far beneath the surface of Eden’s lake, a brilliant green portal rotated into view. Through it, Kellan could see both women. They held hands as they anxiously watched the placid surface. The Sentinel smiled, stepped through the portal, and yelled, “Boo!”







Chapter 12
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A Path from the Past




Mircalla’s nose flared with telltale annoyance, then her lips quirked up slightly. Kellan frantically formed a shield, and fell to one knee. The queen looked down at him, arched an eyebrow, then glanced at her daughter. Margaret’s face was set in a fierce scowl. She did not seem entirely connected to the moment as her eyes blazed like fiery rubies. Crimson runes ran down both Margaret’s arms and cords of power lanced outward at Kellan.

The Sentinel’s shield angled in front of him like an emerald half dome. He locked eyes with the vampire queen as white cracks began to form across it. “What is she doing?” yelled Kellan.

“It appears,” began Mircalla imperiously, “that the Sentinel of Chaos is attempting to turn you into a pillar of incandescent ash.”

“Okay,” he grunted, “Why is she doing that and why won’t she stop?”

“I suspect the why has something to do with someone startling her by yelling, Boo!”

“Are you kidding me? So being turned into a pillar of ash is my fault, too?” cried Kellan.

“Yes,” replied Mircalla, “it most certainly is. Now, would you like me to distract my daughter before your shielding fails? I imagine you have little reserves left after containing whatever it was you just contained.”

“An exploding mini-sun,” he huffed, “but yeah, distracting her would be good.”

“Will you be saying boo again anytime soon, Sentinel of Order?”

More cracks spidered their way across his entire shield and Kellan ground his teeth. “No! No more Boo.”

Mircalla reached over and gave Margaret’s right ear a hard flick. Instantly her eyes dimmed. She whirled on the queen. “Mother!” yelled Margaret, “What the hell? I hate when you do that. I’m not a child any—” She broke off as her peripheral vision caught Kellan’s upward motion. The two Sentinels stared at each other for the span of several heartbeats. Kellan’s shielding hung in the air, looking like a ruined stained glass window. A second later, it shattered to the ground and puffed away. Margaret barked a laugh and pointed. “What happened to you?” Her expression changed to one of confusion. “Wait, I thought you were…in the lake.”

Kellan sighed and pointed back. “You happened to me, Maggie. Seriously, you need to get a handle on that Chaotic mojo of yours.” He looked down and saw several rents in his shirt where tongues of power had breached his shielding and burned it away. “Aw, damn it to hell, I loved this shirt.” He pulled at it. “I got this from the Supernatural dudes when they saw I had a 1967 Impala and called her baby.”

Margaret’s face had lost all its color. She turned to Mircalla, eyes wide in fear. “Did it happen again?” Her mother nodded, then embraced the young Sentinel.

“It’s okay,” she soothed as Margaret melted into the hug.

Kellan stopped patting his shirt and walked over. “Uh, what’s going on?”

“Maggie has been losing time. Not often, but sometimes when she exerts herself too much or…” the vampire queen scowled at Kellan, “or when startled by, for example, someone opening a portal behind her and yelling, Boo!”

Margaret pushed back from her mother. She turned to face Kellan. He noted absently that both Karnstein women wore the same exact disapproving expression. “Well,” he began, “in retrospect, I’ll grant you that it wasn’t one of my better moves, but how was I supposed to know?” Their faces remained frozen except for both pairs of eyes which narrowed slightly. “Fine!” huffed Kellan, “I shouldn’t have done it. Let’s just call it even for the shirt.”

Margaret’s eyes began to glow. “Even? Let’s call it even? You have got to be—”

Mircalla’s voice snapped like a whip. “Enough, Maggie! And you, Sentinel of Order, it is long past time you fulfill your promise to take Maggie to the workroom for training. I fear the Chaotic energy within her has begun to reorganize itself.”

Kellan swallowed. “Reorganize? What’s that mean?” He closed the distance between them and whispered, “Zagan? Is it—”

“No,” replied Margaret, shaking her head. “Nothing with sentience, at least not yet.”

Kellan nodded before she could continue. “But, we don’t need even the beginning of that to happen. Maggie, why didn’t you call me about this? Hell, why didn’t you portal to me?”

“Sentinel of Order!” yelled Mircalla, “My daughter has been trying to reach you for weeks. You never responded.”

Confusion shadowed the Sentinel’s face as he stared back at the vampire queen. Margaret squeezed her mother’s hand, drawing Mircalla’s attention. “Mother,” she began, “I think you might have gotten that a bit wrong.” Kellan huffed, then gestured emphatically in Mircalla’s direction. 

The queen inclined her head toward Margaret and her voice took on an icy tone, “A bit wrong? Margaret Karnstein, did you lie to me?”

“No,” came the too quick response.

“Then, Daughter, how might I have gotten it a bit wrong?”

Kellan snickered softly as Margaret seemed to shrink beneath her mother’s baleful gaze. She suddenly looked far more a chastised teen than the world’s most powerful vampire and Sentinel of Chaos. Margaret glared at Kellan for a split second before looking back at her mother. “Well, you asked if Kellan had answered my requests for help.”

Mircalla nodded. “And you said he had not. I don’t see how that could be misconstrued unless—” The queen gave a heavy sigh. “You never asked for help, did you Maggie?”

“No, she did not!” yelled Kellan. “See, vindication. I am completely innocent.”

Both women fixed their gaze on him and spoke as one, “Boo.”

“Okay, fair point, maybe not complete vindication. I say we just put this whole unfortunate incident behind us. I’m here now and nothing’s really the worse for wear.”

Mircalla made an expansive gesture. Only a few feet of water remained within Eden’s lake, and wisps of steam still circled above it. All around them the garden’s foliage lay burned and ruined. Only the distant Bonmalum tree with its oddly glowing violet leaves seemed untouched by the carnage. Kellan chuckled, “Minor problem. How long until the garden resets?”

“Two days,” replied Mircalla cooly.

Kellan waved a hand. “That’s nothing. I had a pipe burst in my house a couple years ago. Took over two months to get all those walls patched up. So—”

“How incredibly interesting, Sentinel of Order,” interrupted Mircalla, “but perhaps you could regale me with your plumbing misfortunes at a later date. I believe a better use of both yours and my daughter’s time would be some discipline gained within Creation’s workroom.”

Kellan pursed his lips. “Yep, totally agree.” He turned to Margaret. “Ok, rip open a portal and let’s go.”

The young Sentinel’s eyes grew wide. “I can’t do that.”

“Sure you can,” replied Kellan. He lashed out a hand and an emerald oval rotated into view. Beyond it lay the workroom’s barren landscape. Margaret took a step toward it, but stopped a second later when the portal winked out. She looked questioningly at Kellan. “If I can do it, you can do it. So…do it.”

“You are being an asshole again,” hissed Margaret.

“Language, Daughter,” whispered her mother.

“I am not,” countered Kellan. “The workroom can sometimes take on different realities depending on who portals in.” He chuckled, “When I first went there, my disbelief in everything occurring to me was so great, that I temporarily turned the whole workroom into a big white nothing. I almost peed myself. In fact, Micah had to come save me before I had either a stroke or a heart attack. You’re much more grounded in celestial realities than I was, so none of that will happen to you. Still, if I go first, the workroom will make subtle changes to accommodate my preconceptions. It will be my reality and you’ll have to adjust to it. That won’t be good. If you open the portal, it will be your reality, Maggie.”

“I’ve tried to make stable portals before. I just can’t do it. Why don’t you—” 

Kellan cut her off and channeled again. As the portal formed, he extended an arm. “Look at the runes, Maggie.” She stared at the emerald green enochian symbols that pulsed down Kellan’s arm. 

Her eyebrows raised in surprise. “Is it that simple?”

He nodded. “Portals are surprisingly easy, at least the spatial ones are. The temporal ones are a bitch, but we’ll not be messing with those today. For now, look at the runes running down my arm, and focus your intent on Creation’s workroom.”

“But I don’t know where it is,” she said.

Kellan laughed. “Neither do I. I don’t even think it’s in our universe. Doesn’t really matter. Give it a try, but let me get back a bit. I don’t want our powers interacting.” Kellan walked several paces away, then gave Margaret an encouraging smile. She took a deep breath and extended her right hand. Her eyes burst to life. Runes ran down her arm in a pattern that almost matched Kellan’s own. Nothing happened. She shot him a panicked look. “You almost had it,” he said encouragingly then opened his own portal again. “Your last rune was off a bit. You kind of tried to create an ice portal, which, while cool, doesn’t really exist.” He dismissed his portal. “Give it another try.”

Margaret gestured again. Her brow knitted in concentration and a brilliant beam of crimson light split the air just in front of her. A second later it rotated to form a large oval. She shot Kellan a triumphant smile but he frowned at her. “What?” she asked. “What did I do wrong?”

He shook his head. “Nothing, Maggie. I’ve just never seen that part of the workroom or maybe that part never existed until you made your portal.” He shrugged. “It’s a mystery. Don’t worry about it. Hop on through.”

She took a step toward the portal then stopped. “Aren’t you coming?”

He laughed, “Through a portal created by the Sentinel of Chaos? No, I think I’ll make my own. Don’t worry. I can use you as a beacon. I’ll be right there. I promise.”

Margaret looked at her mother who lifted her chin slightly and smiled. “Go on now, Maggie. I am so very proud of you.”

The Sentinel of Chaos’ face split into a grin, she squared her shoulders and jumped through the portal. It vanished a second later.

“Well, I best be going,” said Kellan. “My padawan awaits.”

Mircalla leaned in for what Kellan thought was going to be a parting kiss on the cheek. He got that, but also a soft whisper. “Sentinel of Order, bring my daughter back in one piece.”

“Why do I get the sense that there’s an implied or else in your statement?” he asked.

The vampire queen gave him an innocuous smile, and said, “Because, despite outward appearances, Kellan Thorne, you are no fool. Now go. Train my daughter.”
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Kellan pursed his lips. The workroom terrain seemed unfamiliar. He expected this, but still found it a bit unsettling. Every other time he’d been here, his portal opened between the ancient throne and bench that both rested on an outcropping high above the surrounding area. Even now, he could see it far in the distance as the workroom’s suffused light reflected violet from the massive tree he’d created after destroying Asmodeus. The Sentinel was about to dismiss his portal, when Margaret called out for him to stop.

She walked closer, but still kept a safe distance since Kellan continued to channel Ordered power into the active portal. Mircalla focused on her daughter expectantly. “Mother,” said Margaret, “I need you to do something for me. It’s important and I should have taken care of it before leaving.” She glanced at Kellan, then added, “but I didn’t know we were coming here today.”

Mircalla smiled in an uncharacteristically warm fashion. “Of course, Maggie. What is it?”

Margaret pulled something from her pocket and tossed it through the open portal. As it passed through the boundary, the object veered off at an odd angle. The vampire queen’s hand blurred, and snatched it from the air. She stared at the mobile phone, then raised a questioning eyebrow. “Why give me your phone?” asked her mother.

Margaret’s eyes darted toward Kellan for the barest of seconds, and she sighed. “Nicolae will be texting me and if I don’t respond he’s going to worry.”

Kellan watched as Mircalla instantly shifted from caring mother to vampire queen and High Councilor of Havilah. “Why would he worry, Daughter?”

“I might have told him about Eden’s cycles,” she replied softly.

“Oh boy,” murmured Kellan, then took several steps to the side and began to examine a completely uninteresting rock.

“You might have?” asked Mircalla.

“Fine, Mother. I did tell him, and if I don’t respond he’ll be afraid I got caught in a reset.”

“What do you want me to do about it?” asked her mother, and Kellan could almost feel the frost in the queen’s voice.

“When he texts, just tell him that I’ve gone training with Kellan.” Margaret paused, then added, “That’s all, Mother. Nothing else, and don’t go reading any of our old messages either.”

“You think I would invade your privacy in such a way?” scoffed Mircalla.

Kellan looked up from his stone examination and said, “I sure as hell would, which is why Juliet never lets me get near her phone.”

“Well, I am not you, Sentinel of Order,” snapped Mircalla, then tilted the phone toward Margaret. “It’s locked. How can I—”

“You already programed the facial recognition to unlock for you, Mother,” interrupted Margaret. The queen stared back, her face reflecting indignation. “I can see how many faces are programed to open it,” snickered Margaret, then added, “it’s in the settings, you know, the button that looks like a gear.” The young Sentinel showed her teeth, “or don’t you know how to use iPhone settings?”

“Busted,” said Kellan with a soft chuckle, but sobered when Margaret pointed at him. “And since my mother, the queen, can’t even find the settings, I’m assuming she had help, godfather.” 

Kellan had already begun forming his most innocent expression when Mircalla said, “Fine, I will let Nicolae know you are safe.” The queen narrowed her eyes. “We will discuss this at length when you return.”

“I didn’t tell him how to get to Eden, just that—”

“When…you…return,” snapped Mircalla, then focused on Kellan. “Sentinel of Order, I believe your portal is no longer needed.”

Kellan rose, affected a sloppy salute, and dismissed the portal. He grinned at the young Sentinel of Chaos. “Who’s Nicolae? Is he your boyyyfriend?”

“Shut up, Kellan,” huffed Margaret, then turned to walk away.

“I will not. I’m your godfather, Maggie. You just called me that. I have responsibilities here. Besides, you’re not even six years old yet.” He watched as she stopped walking. He felt the Chaotic energies gather. Margaret turned, then shook her head as she took in Kellan’s amused expression.

“You are an ass,” she said but couldn’t keep a smile from crossing her face.

Kellan laughed, “Guilty as charged, but seriously, who’s Nicolae?”

Margaret didn’t respond at first. Instead, she stared at the rocky ground, then knelt to draw a finger through the fine dust that lay there. She looked up at Kellan. “Where do you think these lead?”

Kellan focused on where she’d been pointing. “I don’t see anything, and don’t change the subject. Who is Nicolae? Where did you meet him? I promised Ah’Anon—”

“The footprints, Kellan. The ones you are too distracted to see.” She pointed again. “They head off in that direction.” Kellan drew his mouth to a line and shrugged. “Oh my God,” hissed Margaret, “You won’t answer me until I tell you about Nicolae, will you? Now, who is six years old?” She ground her teeth a moment, then said, “Fine! Nicolae is one of the ancients. He was born in the fifteenth century.” Kellan’s eyes widened in recognition and Margaret laughed. “Yes, Godfather, he is that Nicolae. The day walker who can bathe in holy water and wear a crucifix. Imagine my surprise, when he brought you up. Oh my, did he have you on a pedestal.” She grinned mischievously. “I told him some things. He’s far less impressed now.”

Kellan frowned. “Thanks.” The Sentinel shook his head in wonder, then whispered mostly to himself, “Nicolae from Vlad’s court. What are the odds?” Several seconds passed, then Kellan gave Margaret a wink. “He’s super cute. Kind of like a young, sandy blonde, Tom Welling.”

The young Sentinel waggled a finger at Kellan. “First, he’s taken and second, Meghan says you think every handsome young man looks like Tom Welling. Now—” she pointed at the ground for a third time. “The footprints…what are your thoughts?”

Kellan shrugged. “I still don’t see them.”

“What?” She cleared away all the loose dust. “They are right there, and they head around that bend in the rock.”

Kellan smiled indulgently. “Well, we are here for training, so, let’s start training. What do the footprints look like? Are they depressions in stone or do they look like something on the surface?”

Margaret knelt down and ran her hand along the stoney ground. Her eyebrows raised. “Neither, it’s almost as if they are floating slightly above the ground. When I put my hand flush to the stone, the prints are still visible. See?” 

 She looked up, Kellan shook his head. “Still can’t see them, Maggie. What color are they?”

“They’re red, but what does that—ohhhh.”

“Yes,” echoed Kellan, “Ohhhh. I’ve seen things like that here before. Raphael says that archangels can sometimes leave residue in this place, so it follows their opposites would as well. It’s pretty rare, but I’ve seen some green glowing bare footprints at least five or six times before. I’ve stopped paying attention, they never lead to anything interesting. Now, we should start with you learning to control fire.”

“These look like shoe or sandal prints. Actually, a lot of them are scuffed like the person was limping or being dragged.” She stood and walked several paces away, then crouched down again. “Besides, I thought you said fallen angels didn’t like coming here because—”

Kellan walked over and knelt beside the young Sentinel. “—because they only have what power they bring with them,” he finished. She nodded and Kellan said, “Release your hold on the power and guide my hand to where you saw the foot prints, then step back a few feet.” She did and a second later his eyes began to glow with emerald fire.

“See anything?” she asked. Kellan didn’t respond, but his eyes dimmed for a moment then burst to life again, this time glowing amber. He sucked in a breath. “What is it?” yelled Margaret. “What do you see?”

Kellan fixed her with a gaze so intense that the young Sentinel of Chaos took several unconscious steps back. “Not an archdemon. The prints were made by something touched by Chaos, but infused with Universal power. There’s only one creature like that who could have made its way to the workroom. The Emissary,” growled Kellan. “It was here, and it wasn’t alone.”







Chapter 13

[image: ]

A Statue of Amber




“Can we follow the tracks now?” asked Margaret hopefully.

“No!” said Kellan. “From what I could tell, they’ve been here forever, and you still haven’t finished your fire practice.” Kellan pointed to a small pile of stones he had stacked in a rough pyramid. “Vaporize those and we’ll play Fred and Velma with your mysterious Emissary tracks.”

Margaret’s eyes began to glow and she extended a hand toward the pile of rocks. Kellan felt the Chaotic energies gather, then jumped back in alarm as a thick cord of power lanced from Margaret’s palm. It struck the target which exploded into superheated white ash that slowly floated back to the stony ground. Margaret wobbled, then fell to one knee. She extended a hand to brace herself as drops of blood tinged sweat pattered against the dry stone. Kellan walked up beside her and whistled softly. “Not bad, young padawan.” He glanced at the elapsed time on his watch. A little less than four hours had gone by since they entered the workroom. Kellan gave her another appreciative nod. “Not bad at all.”

“Thanks,” she rasped. “I think I’m going to throw up now.”

Kellan shrugged. “Oddly, control and nausea seem to be positively correlated, at least initially.” Margaret glanced up at him, and he added, “The correlation fades over time, then actually becomes inversely related. Meaning, now if I just go blasting half-cocked…that makes me feel sick. Weird huh?”

“I do know what positive and negative correlation means, Godfather. That’s not why I gave you the look.”

“Oh? Then—”

“I was just wondering if you had fallen into another one of your Spock-Kirk fantasies, hence, the look.” Margaret lifted a hand and Kellan hauled her to her feet. She took a deep, cleansing breath that seemed to steady her, then said, “I’d just never heard you use the words correlation and inverse in the same sentence so—”

Kellan interrupted her. “First, they are not fantasies. They are mental constructs that help me figure stuff out. Second, I wasn’t using that construct just now because I didn’t need to figure anything out. Do you know why I didn’t need to figure anything out, Maggie?” The young Sentinel shook her head noncommittally. “It’s because…I’m the Master. You are the apprentice.” He waved his hands back and forth. “Got it? Master…Apprentice. Now, I was about to compliment you.” She brightened, but it faded as Kellan pointed a judgmental finger at her. “But maybe you don’t want to hear what you did right because you’ve already mastered everything.”

Margaret sighed. “No. I haven’t. Tell me.” Kellan cocked his head, but said nothing. “Please, tell me,” she said.

Kellan grinned. “Ok, so the reason you nearly puked was because the plasmatic fire you unleashed created an effect you weren’t fully prepared to have caused.” Margaret’s shoulders slumped in disappointment, but Kellan squeezed them enthusiastically. “No, no, that’s my fault. I honestly didn’t think you would be able to do it so didn’t bother to prepare you properly.” He noted her confused expression and nodded in understanding. “Ok, I’m going to give you a foundational Sentinel Master Class in thirty-seconds. Ready?” Margaret’s lips quirked up in a wry grin and she nodded.

“The more you understand some aspect of creation, the more you can affect it. Creation has laws. Some laws can be bent, others can be broken. Knowing which are which can be tricky.”

“Like when Shannon warned John Lennon about his would be assassin?” she asked.

“His actual assassin, but yeah, that’s a great example of a law that should not be broken. Fixed points in Time. Don’t mess with them.”

“And the Second Garden?”

Kellan gave an involuntary shudder as memories flashed though his mind. “The Second Garden is one of nine foundational fixed points. Mess with those and boo-fraking-oom. Creation unravels. When the Cabal tried doing that three years or so ago, they thought it would simply undo the war in Heaven. Wrong. It would have undone everything including the gate that protects us from Perditor’s direct influence. If those Cabalist bastards had succeeded, we’d be toast. Fortunately, that didn’t happen,” he waved a hand. “Because all this is connected.”

“You and me?” she asked.

Kellan nodded. “Everything, Maggie. I’m convinced it’s all tied together. Seramai actively taking up his Mantle again. Meghan manifesting as the most powerful Nephilim ever born with a soul.” He pointed at the young Sentinel of Chaos. “Don’t tell her I said that. Now where was I? Oh, yeah, Oren becoming Merlin, you getting a soul and source blood from the shattered mantle of blood sacrifice. I could go on.”

Margaret’s eyes widened as implications raced through her mind. “You taking up the burden of Chaos?”

Kellan nodded, then cupped her face affectionately. “And you shattering that selfsame Mantle.” The Sentinel’s eyes lost focus for a moment. He snapped his fingers. “That explains the plasmatic fire.”

“You lost me,” she said.

“Zagan is gone, but some of what he learned from me must have been preserved within the shattered Mantle you took in.”

“Like muscle memory,” she murmured.

“Yes, exactly like that,” said Kellan. “That’s why you puked.”

“Almost puked,” she corrected but Kellan ignored her.

He began pacing. “You did a thing you shouldn’t have been able to do because you didn’t fully understand how to do it. That disconsonance caused the nausea…it’s like a Universal safety switch that tries to keep us from doing epically stupid crap.” Kellan pointed into the distance. “When I first came here, I nearly self-immolated because I held the fullness of Order within me all at once.” Kellan shook his head and chuckled. “Totally freaked Micah out. Anyway, I fully understood plasmatic fire, so when I released it—”

“No nausea,” Margaret finished.

“Nope,” said Kellan, “I just vaporized a giant pillar, then passed out for the better part of a day.” He gestured to the path where Margaret first found the Emissary’s footprints. “Well, a deal’s a deal. Do you still see the Chaotic tinged footprints?”

Margaret walked over to the path and walked along it with Kellan trailing close behind. After a little way, she stopped. “They seem to disappear into that side of the wall,” she said.

“What do you mean by disappear into?” asked Kellan. “You mean they just stop here?”

Margaret shook her head. “You could channel Universal power again, and see for yourself. No, I mean they literally disappear into that wall.” She pointed. “I can see half a footprint. It’s like the wall is covering up the other half.”

“Maybe…it’s a secret passage,” said Kellan.

“Very funny,” said Margaret dryly, then paused when Kellan just stared at her. “You’re serious?” He shrugged. “Well, how do we open it then?” He shrugged again. “Is this a test?” Kellan smiled and shrugged a third time. “You are an ass,” sighed Margaret. Kellan gave her an enthusiastic thumbs up sign. The young Sentinel of Chaos took a step back from the wall and gestured to Kellan. He moved several paces away. Margaret’s eyes burst to life and the enochian runes of plasmatic fire ran down her arms.

Kellan nodded approvingly as she released the power in a torrent. It struck the wall, then billowed outward. Like the small stones before, white ash began to float around them. When it settled, a dark, downward sloping passage appeared. Her eyes traced the path as it continued its downward spiral. She turned to Kellan. 

He grinned. “How do you feel? Gonna puke?”

She shook her head. “No, I actually feel pretty good.” 

“Because this time you understood what you were doing and intended it to happen,” said Kellan. “Now, what has this taught you, my young padawan?”

She furrowed her brow. “That the more I understand a thing, the more I can control it?”

Kellan pinched up his face. “Well yeah, but more important than that, this should have taught you…” he paused for effect, “that I am an awesome teacher.”

Margaret rolled her eyes, then pointed to the ground. “Do you still see the prints?”

The Sentinel channeled a trickle of Universal power. “Yep,” he said, “the Emissary must have had contact with some pretty powerful Chaotic energies to leave prints you could see. Every time I’ve encountered him, it’s been almost pure Universal power. Something’s different this time. Maybe it has something to do with the drag marks that are accompanying the Emissary’s prints. Whatever he’s dragging must have been well, and truly, marked by Chaos. Bottom line, we’re still on the right track for…something.” Kellan gave Margaret an encouraging smile as he walked past her. “Come along, my fierce young padawan and pay close heed. Your master Jedi is going to explain how to manipulate the foundational elements of Fire, Wind, Water, and Earth without losing your lunch.”

Margaret came into step beside him and Kellan noted her smirk. He arched a questioning eyebrow and she chuckled. “You do know those aren’t really elements, right?”

“Yes, Maggie, I know they aren’t elements, but I’ll tell you what my master told me.” Kellan’s voice took on a gravely tone, and he said, “Do you want me to show you how to control elemental forces or not?”

Margaret gave a snort, then linked her arm in Kellan’s. She looked up at him, eyes glinting with mischief, and said, “Oh please, master Jedi, unlock the mysteries of the elements for your humble apprentice.”
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“Ow!” yelled Margaret. She pulled back her fist and shook her hand. Her knuckles were covered with blood. 

Kellan frowned at her. “Well, that was stupid. Why did you punch it?” He gestured at the crystalline sphere that lay before them. “The damn thing looks like it’s made of diamond…and you thought punching it would be a good idea?”

“I thought,” growled Margaret, “that this was another teachable moment and you would…” she gestured toward it, “dissolve it or something.”

“It’s not a clogged pipe, Maggie. It’s a barrier established by some malevolent, void-between-worlds, Emissary for the very Incarnation of Destruction.” He shrugged. “I have no idea how to get through the thing, but at least we can scratch punching it off the list.”

She glared at him, then winced and shook her hand again. “Damn, I should have healed already. What the hell?”

Kellan stared at her a moment, then said, “I didn’t see you channel healing.”

“No, just my natural healing abilities should have taken care of it. I am still a vampire. I hardly ever use Chaotic power to heal.”

“Well, maybe now you should try,” snarked Kellan, “but not yet, let me put some distance between—” His warning came too late as Margaret’s eyes burst to life. Kellan’s own power reacted, flooding him. The air crackled as a barrier formed between the two Sentinels. “Margaret Karnstein,” yelled Kellan, “How many times have I told you, don’t go all Red Sonja when I’m within arms length?”

“Sorry,” said the young Sentinel with an apologetic wince, “I’ll try and—” she broke off and cocked her head. “Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?” asked Kellan.

“That hum. It sounds like electrical current.” They both turned their eyes toward the massive crystal. “It’s coming from that,” she said grinning. Margaret raised a hand and tapped at the energy barrier separating her from Kellan. Violet lines radiated across the barrier in all directions. As one of the lines drew near the crystal, a wisp of Creative power detached itself from the barrier and struck the crystal’s surface. A thin crack formed deep within the facets. 

Kellan squinted at the inclusion, then raised his hand until it was positioned just opposite hers. He met Margaret’s eyes. “Three…” she nodded and he continued, “two…one!” They slammed their hands hard and both felt power rush to reinforce the energy barrier that separated Order from Chaos. Power crackled all around them as tongues of violet creative energy struck the crystal again and again.

Finally, Margaret slumped, eyes dimming. “I can’t,” she huffed, “I just can’t anymore.” Kellan released his hold on the power and steadied the young Sentinel of Chaos. She bent over, her hands resting on her thighs, and took several long breaths. “How…” she took another breath, “How much power did you have left?”

Kellan shook his head. “Doesn’t matter, Maggie.”

She shrugged him off and stood. “Don’t patronize me. How much?”

“More than half,” he said.

“Well, shit,” grumbled Margaret, “I thought we were supposed to be balanced.”

Kellan snorted, “If that were the case, Maurius wouldn’t have totally kicked my ass the first several times we threw down. No, Maggie, we are equal in opportunity not outcomes. I’ve been doing this a lot longer. Besides…”

“Besides what?” she said, then her gaze followed Kellan’s sideways tilt of the head. She stared at the formerly impenetrable barrier, and grinned. “What do you think it means?”

Kellan gestured toward the faceted crystal, which now displayed countless deep fissures coursing through it. He gave a low chuckle. “I think it means…you should try punching it again.”
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“Damn it, Maggie, stay back,” groused Kellan.

“Sorry,” she said for at least the tenth time since entering the workroom, “It’s hard to know when you are about to stop. I could go first for a while if you want.”

“No, my going first isn’t the problem. You bumping into me while I’m channeling glow globes so we can see, is the problem. Just keep enough distance between us so you don’t keep causing our proximity alarms to go Defcon 5.”

“Can I make a suggestion?” she asked.

Kellan stopped, then turned to face her. “I don’t know,” he replied, “can you?”

She stared at him for several seconds, then blinked. “Really, Godfather? We are what feels like hundreds of feet beneath the surface of some pocket universe and you want to correct my grammar?” Kellan showed his teeth. “I don’t know how Shannon puts up with you, I really don’t.”

Kellan shrugged. “She gives as good as she gets.”

Margaret shook her head. “I find that hard to believe, but whatever. Allow me to rephrase my last question. May I make a suggestion?”

“Of course you may,” replied Kellan magnanimously.

The young Sentinel of Chaos dragged a hand down her face, then asked, “Don’t you have any magic Universal runes you could form to create light? Then, we wouldn’t need to practice, you know, Sentinel social distancing.” Kellan gave her a blank stare. A second later Margaret started laughing. “You didn’t think of that, did you?”

“I absolutely did not think of that, Miss Karnstein, and it is an excellent suggestion. Please stand by.” Kellan’s eyes dimmed and they were plunged into complete darkness. Seconds later a bright golden line appeared to float in the air, followed by another, and another. The lines rapidly formed a glowing rune that broke apart. The two Sentinels were bathed in a warm bubble of light. Kellan smiled as Margaret stepped up beside him. “Sentinel social distancing?” he asked. “How very 2020 of you, Maggie.” She grinned and Kellan shook his head. “2020 was a dumpster fire and I hated it. Now, come on, let’s see how deep this rabbit hole goes.”
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“Kellan,” said Margaret. “Kellan, hold on a minute please.” He stopped and turned to face her. “How long have we been walking? I was exhausted before and now…” her voice cracked, “…and now I feel like I’m going to collapse, so you win, okay?”

He walked back up the descending tunnel and stared at the young Sentinel of Chaos. “I win? What are you talking about?”

“You’re stronger and have a better constitution than me. All hail the patriarchy. You win.”

Kellan sighed. “Patriarchy? Have you been hanging around Draugluin again?”

“Some,” she answered defensively, “he was helping me get better at shifting. All I could do was the mist but he taught me other forms.”

“Great, he’s good at that. Pretty much everything else, he just lifts his leg and pees on. Maggie, Draug actually calls himself the Patriarch. What were you thinking taking your sense of self-worth from that hairy alpha-dude?” He saw the uncertainty in her eyes and smiled. “Who is your mother?”

“Mircalla,” she whispered.

“And who is Mircalla?”

“Queen of the Vampires…”

“And…” prompted Kellan

“High Councilor of Havilah,” she finished.

“Yeah she is. I’ve seen your mom make the Angel of Death almost pee himself. Do you think Sera and I compete with Meghan and Shannon?”

“You always do,” said Margaret.

Kellan paused. “Okay, that’s true, but do we actually try to prove anything, or do we just do it because we enjoy pissing off the ones we love?”

“That?” replied Margaret questioningly.

“Yes, that!” laughed Kellan, then clapped the young Sentinel on her shoulder. “Maggie, you aren’t weak and tired because you’re a girl. You are weak and tired because you are stupid.” He grinned. “Feel better?”

“No,” she growled, “surprisingly, I do not.”

Kellan lifted his arm and tapped the face of his watch. He glanced over at Margaret. “It’s mostly rubbish in here, because…well, because, pocket universe.” He twisted his wrist so she could see the numbers changing. “But the stopwatch works. Time doesn’t flow here, Maggie, but time is relative so we still feel like it does.”

She squinted at the watch, then shook her head. “There is no way we have only been in here three hours and forty minutes.”

He nodded. “You are correct, my padawan. We have been in here thirty-four hours.”

Margaret’s eyes widened at the implication, then narrowed again. “Okay, so why aren’t you tired and weak?”

“Because, I’m not stupid.” Kellan saw her lips draw to a line, and he laughed. “Heal yourself, Maggie.”

“Heal myself, but I’m not—” she broke off and saw the grin spread across Kellan’s face. He took several steps back. Her eyes burst to life as she began channeling. Margaret sucked in a breath and shivered. “Cold! Cold…cold..cold.” Her teeth chattered.

“Yeah, you waited too long, so it’s like diving naked into a half frozen lake.”

“I…I’ve never felt c-cold before.” Her voice grew softer. “I don’t like it.” Kellan shrugged as her eyes dimmed.

He stepped closer. “Feel better now?”

Margaret poked Kellan in the chest. “Yes, I do, but I’m not the one who is stupid. My master is stupid.”

Kellan had already turned and was trotting down the incline again. He called back over his shoulder. “No he’s not, he just wanted to leave a lasting impression. But, I’m glad you, at least, recognize me as Master.” Margaret’s reply reverberated off the tunnel walls. “Language, Maggie. Watch that language or I’ll tell your mother.” Kellan snickered to himself as the young Sentinel of Chaos made another string of anatomically improbable suggestions.

Kellan stopped and she bumped into him, then curled partway around. Margaret was about to loose more invectives when he pointed and said, “I believe we have arrived at our destination.”

She followed his gaze and saw the tunnel open into a large, rough-hewn cavern. “What is it?” she asked.

“Not sure, but it is identical to the cavern the Cabal used to open their dark portals to the Second Garden.”

“Similar or identical?” she asked.

Kellan fixed her with an intensity she’d not seen since their arrival. “Identical.”

“That can’t be good,” she murmured.

“No, it can’t,” he replied, then nodded to the cavern’s center. “Whatever that thing is, it’s exactly where the altar was placed by the Cabal.”

“It’s a statue,” said Margaret. Kellan flinched, thinking she had embraced her power. She smirked up at him, then laid a finger to her temple. “Vampire eyes. I see better than cats…no sparkles required.”

The two slowly walked into the cavern and stopped at its center. They stared at the figure for several seconds in silence. It appeared to be a woman carved from a single block of flawless amber. She seemed of an age with Margaret except around the eyes. Those eyes held no lines, but conveyed a sense of having seen ages pass. Finally, Margaret said, “I’ve never seen anything so beautifully detailed.” She reached out and gently touched the figure’s cheek, then pulled back. “It’s warm. Honestly, this surpasses even Michelangelo. Who do you think carved it…and why place it here?” Kellan rubbed at his face, but didn’t respond. He just kept shaking his head and staring into the figure’s unmoving eyes. “Okay, you look worried,” said Margaret. “You know how I complain that you don’t take anything seriously?” Kellan nodded absently as if only half hearing her. “Well,” she said, “this is worse. Why does that statue worry you?”

The Sentinel closed his eyes for several seconds, then took a long, cleansing breath. “I’m ok,” he whispered. “This is ok. This is good actually.”

“Definitely not helping,” mumbled Margaret, “In fact, definitely making things immeasurably more scary.”

“This wasn’t carved and she is not a statue,” said Kellan softly. He turned to Margaret and asked, “Do you not see it?” The young Sentinel shook her head. Kellan gestured and a rune formed behind his finger. Margaret recognized it as an illusory rune. It broke apart and, as it did, black wings sprouted from the statue’s back. “The wings are just illusions, but now do you see it?”

“Oh my god,” cried Margaret. She held a hand to her mouth as blood tinged tears began to stain her cheek. “That looks like Meghan. Why does that look like Meghan? What do you mean it’s not a statue? Kellan, tell me that is not Meghan.”

“It’s not Meghan,” said Kellan, as words from the Gospel of Judas were drawn by his eidetic mind with perfect clarity. Kellan spoke so softly that even Margaret’s preternatural hearing could barely make it out, “Breathe life to stone and the heart of Chaos will become ripe for redemption.”

“What—” she asked.

Kellan’s voice took on a dangerous edge. “It’s Aibreann.”

“Well, what do you want to do, haul her out of here like a sack of potatoes?” asked Margaret.

Kellan ran a finger along the statue’s cheek. “No, I’m sure if we try to move her, something bad will happen. Hell, for all I know, she’s fused to the floor. We might crack the woman in half trying to move her.” Kellan pointed at Margaret, “I do not want to break Satan’s wife in half.” The Sentinel shook his head. “No, I need to figure out what’s next, but if I’m going to breathe life to her, I’m pretty sure it needs to be done here.”

“You could bring Lucifer here,” she suggested.

Kellan blinked. “And have him see Aibreann looking like Medusa’s handmaid? Maggie, have you seen Lucifer pissed off? Who knows what he might do. He could go nuclear and ignite some kind of cosmic throw down with—”

Fear shadowed Margaret’s face and she glanced furtively around the cavern. “The Emissary…”

“Yeah, him. Listen, that orange glowing bastard cannot know we found her,” snapped Kellan. He turned and gripped the frightened young Sentinel by her shoulders. “You can tell no-one, Maggie, not even your mother. No-one. If the Emissary discovers—”

Margaret took several steps away from Kellan and lashed out her hand. A crimson portal rotated into view. She stared into Kellan’s eyes and he saw the determination there. “No-one will know.” She pointed at him. “Do not stay in this place, Godfather.”

Kellan took several paces back from both Aibreann and Margaret. His eyes began to glow and Kellan’s own portal opened. “Don’t worry. I’m right behind you. There’s someone I need to talk to about all this. Too many coincidental threads make for a tangled skein, Maggie, and I know just the gals to unravel it.”







Chapter 14
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A Question of Fate




“I really have no idea what you could be referring to Sentinel of Order.”

Kellan frowned at the elegant dark haired woman as she lounged on a richly embroidered chase. “That’s some Grade A bullshit right there, Lachesis,” grumbled Kellan.

The old woman to her left let out a dry cackle and Gaia’s middle aspect glared at her. “Don’t give me the stink eye, daughter,” laughed Atropos. “I told you it wouldn’t work. He’s not impressed with us, are you, young pup?”

Kellan opened his mouth to respond when shimmering amber mist formed several feet in front of him. As his eyes were drawn to it, the mist became a curtain of softly falling golden rain. A silhouetted female figure appeared behind the curtain, then stepped through it toward the Sentinel. The woman ran her fingers through long blonde hair that appeared a shade or two darker than Kellan remembered. She twisted the hair and streams of molten amber dripped down and around her breasts. Kellan watched as the liquid continued its travels down her well toned stomach and beyond. “He seems impressed with me,” said the young woman. “I’m up here Sentinel of Order,” she added with a casual gesture toward her face.

“Uh, hi Clotho,” said Kellan as his mind reached for traction. “Nice to see your—” she arched an eyebrow playfully. “I mean it’s nice to see you. You, Clotho. It’s nice to see you. Could please…something…please…Could you put something on please, like a tarp, or maybe a burka?”

She laughed as billowing clouds coalesced around her. When they faded, Clotho’s hair appeared dry and back to its familiar honey-blonde color. “Is this better?” she asked.

Kellan averted his eyes from the gossamer nothingness that drew, rather than diverted, attention. “No. Somehow, that’s actually worse.”

“Pity,” she said, “I really have absolutely nothing else to wear.” She settled in a throne-like chair made of thornless budding roses, then slowly crossed her legs.

Atropos cackled again. “I remember when I could befuddle a man like that, although I must admit, she does it better than ever I did.” The eldest aspect gestured to Lachesis, who wore a disapproving frown, then added, “She certainly does it better than you.”

“I blame the Internet,” murmured Lachesis, then fixed her gaze on Kellan. “What brings you to Gaia’s court, Sentinel of Order? How can she be of service?”

“Someone keeps pulling my strings,” began Kellan, “and since you three are mistresses of threads, I decided to come here.”

“Mistress of the Threads,” cackled Atropos, “how droll.” The eldest aspect gestured with one hand and thick vines sprang from the grass covered audience chamber. They rapidly formed an imposing chair covered with outward facing thorns. “If you are going to spin a yarn, Sentinel of Order, I’ll not have you looming over us like that. Here, in Gaia’s court, men do not loom. They sit.”

“Or kneel,” purred Clotho. She shifted suggestively on her throne. “Would you like to kneel before me, Sentinel?”

“Fuck,” growled Kellan, mostly to himself.

Clothos leaned forward. “Why Kellan, what a suggestion, and after years of having neglected our court.” She ran a finger along her lower lip. “Still…”

“That was not a suggestion,” sighed Kellan. “I was channeling my internal Geralt of Rivia.” He examined the chair beside him, then frowned at Atropos. “Maybe I should have named you Queen of Thorns rather than a Mistress of Threads.”

“I am neither, young pup,” said the eldest aspect, “I am she who cuts, and besides, the Queen of Thorns is a person of fiction while I am decidedly not.”

“And yet you make for him a chair as imposing as the fictional Iron Throne,” grumbled Lachesis.

Clotho shook her head. “Mother, please do not go there again, especially in front of our honored guest.” Clotho fixed her amber flecked eyes on Kellan, and whispered aloud, “Mother, did not like how that show ended and is impatient for the author to write a different one.”

Kellan settled himself carefully onto the chair, then said absently, “Oh, that’s not going to happen.” He smiled at having avoided skewering himself on the dozens of thorns and looked up. 

Lachesis scowled at him. “What do you mean by, that’s not going to happen?” she asked icily.

Kellan raised both hands defensively. “Hey now, don’t blame me Shaylee. That’s Lucifer’s doing.”

Her eyes narrowed dangerously. “What is?”

Kellan sighed. “Books not getting finished. The Devil’s found a few really popular stories and has arranged for tons of cash to be thrown at their creators. The authors either never finish the stories or, in my opinion worse, they get made into movies that suck.”

“What an asshole,” murmured Clotho.

“Well, he is Satan,” offered Kellan, then brightened. “You know, he almost did that to the Bladerunner sequel, Bladerunner 2049, but Shannon convinced him to leave it alone.” He chuckled, “Somehow the crazy Highlander got it into her head that I might have lost my shit if the Devil messed with my favorite movie of all time.” Kellan paused a moment, eyes losing focus, then added, “Now that I think about it though, she might have been right. Anyway, where were we?”

“You, came to us, Sentinel of Order,” snapped Lachesis, “and I’ll thank you to not refer to me again as Shaylee while we are in formal settings.”

Kellan looked confused. “You called her Shaylee,” said Clotho, “You know, the name given her by Lamia and Taliesin.”

“I know where she got the name, Clotho,” said Kellan, “I’m one of Amy’s best friends. I’m the one who got her a soul.”

“For which I’m eternally grateful,” said Lachesis, then added, “and that is the only reason your hasty audience request was granted. However, even that goodwill has its limits.” Her voice rose and took on a supernaturally resonant quality. “Come to the point!” she intoned.

The air warped around all four of them, charged with Universal energies. Kellan blinked. “The point, yes, of course. My point. So, I was training Maggie in Creation’s workroom and—”

“Belatedly training,” corrected Lachesis sourly.

Kellan paused and smiled. “A matter of opinion, but for the sake of your mother, I’ll stipulate I was a bit remiss in that area. Anyway, I was training Maggie in Creation’s workroom and—”

“You found Aibreann trapped in amber,” finished Atropos.

Kellan frowned. “Are you three going to keep doing that? If you are, we can just jump to the end where you tell me what I came here to find out?”

“We see the skein, thread, and tapestry, Sentinel of Order,” began Lachesis.

“But not the pattern entire,” finished Clotho. She winked at Kellan, “I’m afraid you will need to give voice to your heart’s desire.”

He watched her mouth quirk up as Kellan silently counted to himself. When he’d gotten to ten, the Sentinel quietly said, “My heart’s desire is to know if, when, and how, to restore Aibreann to life.”

Atropos swept out her hand and the air parted to Kellan’s left. Through it he saw Micah talking to a younger version of Kellan. The elder Sentinel said, “Everything you see here I formed from the creative energy in this place and everything you see here, you can manipulate in the real world, but you can never create even the smallest spark of life nor reignite life’s flame if it is ever extinguished.”

The vision ended and Kellan inhaled deeply. “So, she’s not dead, and I’d be restoring her, but not to life.”

Atropos nodded. “Her thread has never been cut by me or any who came before.”

“I spun out Aibreann’s thread when I was she,” said Lachesis with a nod toward Clotho.

Atropos lifted a hand. Amber mist coalesced to form a pair of gleaming scissors. “And I am poised to cut that thread, but if something forestalls my hand, your path will become clearer.”

“My path?” said Kellan, “Which path is that, exactly? How about you just assume I’m a dull-witted child and speak more plainly.”

Lachesis rose from her throne of blossoms and thorns. She walked to the Sentinel. He stood and she smiled for the first time since he had arrived. “My brother will speak with you soon, Kellan Thorne. Mark him well for the end draws nigh. He will give you guidance, but the direct path cannot be taken, nor will plain speech serve us well. Over seventy years ago, Creation intervened with a thread that my mother has since cut. His intervention kept open the narrow path Perditor seeks now to close.”

Kellan’s brow furrowed, “But I thought God couldn’t—”

Lachesis smiled. “Creation bends the rules but never breaks them, Sentinel of Order. His intervention was subtle and sealed off from prying eyes. In addition, the man whose life He touched had freewill throughout.”

“So I need to go back in time seventy years and meet someone who was, quite literally, touched by God? Does this twentieth century prophet have a name?”

Clotho rose to join Lachesis, and pressed a finger to Kellan’s lips. “We dare not speak his name for as my mother has told you, the end draws near. If Perditor should hear of Creation’s designs, the narrow path would surely close.”

“My brother will tell you the name, Sentinel of Order, for he now exists in a dilated shard of time which is beyond Perditor’s ability to pierce. As I said, mark him well.”

Kellan let out a frustrated sigh. “Do you guys have any conception of how much I hate this cloak and dagger, mystical, bullshit? How about giving me one straight answer…just for shits and giggles.” Clotho held out her hands and an ornate chest formed there. It looked similar to the one in which he’d seen his life’s thread before. “I don’t want to look at my thread again,” he grumbled.

Atropos hobbled over, gave Kellan a soft slap on the side of his head, and said, “It’s not that kind of chest. It’s a reliquary.” She pointed to the box. “Within the chest rests what you’ll need to rouse Aibreann. To know the objects within is to know how Creation touched the threads that wound around them.”

Kellan reached for the box but Clotho pulled back slightly. “No,” she said, “it is not to be opened now. I merely show it to you as a portent of what’s to come.” Clotho balanced the chest on one hand, then extended the other. She opened her right palm.

Kellan squinted at the small object that lay there. “Is that an acorn?” he asked. “Why do I want an acorn?” He looked up. “It’s a magic acorn isn’t it?”

Clotho smiled at the Sentinel. “Channel Ordered power into this seed and you will join a waking dream. The dream will lead you to the soul touched by Creation.” Kellan extended his hand and Clotho placed the seed in it. She curled his fingers around the acorn and locked eyes with Kellan. “You wanted a straight answer, Sentinel of Order?” He nodded hesitantly, noting a shift in her demeanor. “Very well,” she said. “I still remember who I was before taking up the Mantle of Spinning. That young mortal woman whispers to me even now for she will always be with, and a part of, me. It is she who now grants you this boon.”

“Ok,” said Kellan evenly, “I’m ready. What does she have to say?”

“Well,” began Clotho, “if you want a straight answer, you must know the question. The question is what happens if you do not rouse Aibreann. The straight answer that my mortal self provides is…we are all well, and truly, fucked.”

Lachesis and Atropos both nodded solemnly, though Kellan thought he detected a hint of mirth within the eldest aspect. Clotho brightened, “But how about a less straight answer to the question of what happens if you do rouse her?”

“Something good I hope?” asked Kellan.

“Two things good,” answered Clotho with a grin. “One you think you know, and one you have no clue about, but since I spin new threads of life, I know.”

“And we’re back to riddles,” sighed Kellan. “Ok, fine, thanks ladies. It’s been…not a pleasure.” The Sentinel stretched out a hand and watched as a portal opened between Gaia’s domain and his home. Kellan gave the three aspects an exaggerated bow, spread his arms in a flourish, and said, “I can see myself out.”

When he looked up, the three had merged into their combined form that looked like the Rankin-Bass Mother Nature puppet. “Please pass along our apologies to James and Naomi for missing their engagement dinner. Creation tugs on your thread this night, Sentinel of Order. Ignore Him at our peril.”

Kellan pointed at Cara who stared at him through the open portal. “You stay there,” he said, and the dire wolf cocked his head, as Kellan turned to face Gaia. “James is my best friend, and I’m not going to skip out on his dinner. You have no idea how long it’s taken the idiot to—” Kellan paused, then narrowed his eyes suspiciously, “Wait a minute, how do you know James? He’s just a mortal.”

“Most people are,” intoned Gaia with amusement, “but James Clinton’s mortal thread has become entangled with ones that are decidedly not. Fare well, Sentinel of Order.”

Gaia and her thrones faded from the green expanse a moment later while Kellan continued to yell questions.

You come home now? projected Cara. Kellan faced the dire wolf, still annoyed at having his flurry of questions ignored. I miss you, added Cara as his tail thumped against the hardwoods. No-hair friend and yellow hair friend just arrive outside. You come home now?

Kellan couldn’t help but laugh. “I want to be you in my next life, beautiful boy, and yes, I come now.” Kellan stepped through the portal just as a loud clunk came from his front door.

“You’re early,” yelled the Sentinel, “and I reset the bluetooth lock, so you can’t just walk in.”

“Open the door, idiot,” came James’ muffled baritone.

Kellan ignored him and breezed past Shannon as she exited their bedroom. “Thanks for the kiss hello,” she said sarcastically. He turned and saw her mischievous smile. “The bloom is off the rose, then, husband?”

He chuckled. “Never, but James—” as if in response several bangs came from the front door. “—is at the gate, so to speak, and I need to get changed for dinner.”

She frowned slightly. “You seem frustrated. Something happen with Maggie?”

Kellan started to shake his head, then pinched up his face. “Well, yeah, but that’s not what has me frustrated. I’ll fill you in after dinner, but some stuff happened with Maggie and I went to Gaia for some help.”

The Soulborn chuckled, “and how did that go?”

Pound…Pound…Pound “Kellan, you are being an asshole. My fiance and I are going to leave without you.”

Shannon’s nose flared. “Shut it James, I’m coming. Keep your shoes on.”

Pants, thought Kellan and opened his mouth to correct her. He closed it again, a second later and said, “My visit went about as expected. Clotho kept yanking my chain.” He was about to say more, but just shook his head and headed into the bedroom.

Shannon unlocked the door as she called after Kellan. “That’s not the only thing the little spinning harlot wants to yank, husband.”







Chapter 15
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A Graceful Intervention




James hopped through the open portal and immediately turned. He smiled at Naomi, whose eyes had grown large as saucers. Kellan snickered softly. “Maybe she thought we were full of crap.”

Naomi took a step forward, and extended a finger toward the portal. Its surface seemed to wobble at her touch, like the surface of a pond held vertical. She looked over at Kellan and Shannon, and shook her head. “Some part of me was hoping you were. Maybe you had contacts treated with luminescent gel, used slight of hand, or maybe magician’s flash paper.” She swallowed, then turned back to James. He extended a welcoming hand, and she said, “But if I step through that and end up somewhere else, really somewhere else, then everything you’ve told me is real.” Naomi felt butterflies dance within her, but squared her shoulders. “So, James Clinton, you are asking me to leave behind a life built on rational thought and science. You want me to step out in faith through a magic portal, and take your hand.”

“Worse than that,” he said slowly, “I’ve asked you to marry me, and you said yes.” Kellan watched as his old friend steeled himself, then added, “but it’s not too late. I won’t hold you to—”

Naomi stepped through the portal, brushed James’ hand aside, and wrapped her arms around him. “Shut up and kiss your fiancé, Dr. Clinton.” He did.

Kellan sighed and glanced at his watch. “How long have they been at it, babe? It feels like hours. I’m not sure they’re going to survive. I mean, it looks like the Kraken taking down a ship, and I’m not sure which of them is the Kraken.”

“It’s been less than ten seconds,” she replied drily, “and I remember when you would happily spend hours dragging down my ship. Such is life I suppose. The magic does wane after a time.”

Kellan pinched up his face, “Oh, do shut up, Highlander. If I recall correctly, a certain Soulborn lady got well and truly ravished just—”

“It’s gone,” said Naomi, as she stared down the Atlanta alley where the Sentinel's portal had been.

“Oh look, they’re done,” Kellan said smiling.

“For now, vanilla douche,” grumbled James, then turned to Naomi and said, “Both he and Shannon can summon and dismiss such portals at will. Pretty cool, huh?”

She spun around, a wistful expression on her face. “Magic.”

“Actually,” said Kellan, “You may be disappointed, but pretty much everything I can do has a basis in some pretty advanced science. James, actually understands it far more than me. Thermo and temporal dynamics, that kind of thing.”

Shannon groaned, “Don’t get me started on the Timey Wimey stuff.” She circled her arm around Naomi and said, “I still can’t form a stable temporal portal to save my life. Kellan’s stupid brain holds on to everything and that helps him use tackiton particles to rip time.”

The men fell into step on either side. Kellan laughed. “Don’t listen to her, Naomi. She could make a temporal portal if she really tried. Of course, the first step would be to pronounce the damn particles right. It’s tachyon, babe, not tackiton. Tackiton is something you do with a tail, and a donkey.”

James gently detached Naomi from Shannon and slipped between them as the four left the alley. They turned onto Peachtree Street. James leaned in and fake whispered, “Please promise me we will never endlessly bicker like those two.”

Naomi interlaced her fingers with his and gave James’ hand a squeeze. “It’s bantering, not bickering, and if we are very, very lucky, we’ll become half as good at it. Isn't that right Shannon? Shannon?”

The Soulborn had stopped several paces behind them and was doing her best to block any fellow pedestrians from getting a look at Kellan. He extended a hand against the brick wall of a shop they were walking past to brace himself, and stared across the street. His eyes were blazing green but every second or two the circle of violet in his irises would pulse.

“Is that normal?” asked Naomi, “I…I mean for him?”

“It is decidedly not normal,” answered James as he hurried to Shannon’s side.

“Kellan,” she said, “what is it?”

“Something…something in the cathedral.” He grabbed Shannon by the shoulders and she could see his eyes begin to fill. “I need to go there. I’ve only felt it once before. I need—” Kellan took a step off the curb and James grabbed him by the jacket collar and pulled him back. A car horn split the night as it swerved away from them, and into the middle lane, nearly sideswiping another vehicle.

“Dude, what the hell?” yelled James. “You nearly got yourself pureed by that car.”

Kellan seemed to have come partially back to himself. He shook his head and stared at his friends. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

“We’ll go with you,” said James.

“No,” barked Kellan, far more harshly than he intended. James and Naomi both shrank back at the force of his statement. “No,” he said again, this time more softly. Kellan reached out and gripped his friend briefly on the shoulder. “It’s Sentinel shit, James. I’m sorry for screwing up your engagement dinner. Can you two still, at least, try and enjoy it?”

James opened his mouth to object, but Naomi stepped in and kissed Kellan softly on the cheek. “Of course we can. What kind of wife will I be if I can't tell when James needs to do something for his best friend?” She locked her eyes on James, and said, “Right now, that best friend needs us to go to Nicholai’s Roof and have a glorious engagement dinner, so that’s just what we will do.”

Naomi leaned in, and Shannon mirrored the gesture. The Soulborn whispered, “Thank you.” Naomi smiled, but then gave a purposeful nod toward the cathedral. Shannon turned and watched as Kellan dodged an oncoming car, then hopped onto the far sidewalk.

She let out a string of gaelic curses and her eyes burst to life. With a final glance toward James and Naomi, the Soulborn blurred across the street.
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Kellan reached for the massive oak and iron doors that led into the cathedral. He started to open them, when a hand slammed them closed again. He turned to face the Soulborn. “I—” he began, but she held up her free hand.

“No, save it, husband. If I can keep from boxing your damned ears for being so bloody daft, you can keep your explanations 'til later. Somethings got your hackles all up and you’ll not be going in there without me or—” she pulled him in for a quick kiss, “—with me spouting words of anger. I love you.”

His brow furrowed. “I love you too, but there’s nothing dangerous inside. Quite the opposite, actually. It feels—”

“More famous last words have never been spoken, Kellan Caufield Thorne, but if we’re going to get killed by something the opposite of dangerous, I just wanted you to know I loved you.”

Shannon curled her fingers around the thick iron handle and pulled. The two walked into the cathedral’s dimly lit narthex. Kellan began walking faster. Shannon had to jog to keep up with his longer stride. They passed through another set of doors and into the main sanctuary.

“This way,” said Kellan urgently as he turned left. They walked behind the last row of pews until he reached a small single door with a plaque next to it. He stopped and looked at Shannon.

She ran her fingers along the plaque and asked, “What is an…adoration…chapel?” She turned back to him and her eyes widened. Shannon reached out and gently rested a hand on his neck. “Your heart feels like the galloping of a racing horse. What is it?”

He turned back to the door. “Don’t you see it, Shan? You’re holding the power, same as me. Don’t you see it?”

“I see nothing, Kellan, and you’re scaring me.” He set his hand against the one she’d placed by his neck. She watched the violet that ringed his pupil pulse. As it did so, brilliant light burst from every crack around the chapel door. It was as if a violet sun burned within the room and the small door could barely contain its light. “What…what is it, Kellan?”

He stared at her. “Something…wonderful!” 

Shannon walked beside him as they entered the room. It was a small chapel, barely large enough to hold the four rows of pews. The door clicked shut behind them, but neither noticed.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” whispered Shannon, “they don’t look like Raphael at all.”

Kellan stared at the six massive angels who stood armored and erect, white wings folded tightly down their backs. They were arrayed, three each, down both sides of the chapel. All six stared intently at the cloth covered altar positioned toward the far end of the small room. “No, no they don’t look like Raphael,” he murmured, “more like a cross between Michael, Eden’s guardian, and very focused US Marines.” The Sentinel traced his eyes around the room again. This time he focused on the golden monstrance resting atop the altar and the seventh, even larger, angel who stood behind it. Kellan was familiar with the glass and metal receptacle from the few years he and Meghan attended Catholic school together.

Shannon picked up his thoughts and whispered, “So, you’ve seen it before, then?”

“The monstrance? Yes, but not like this, Highlander,” He pointed. “Normally, those little metal starbursts surrounding the glass don’t actually shoot beams of violet energy all over the place. If they did, I assure you, Meghan and I would have paid a lot more attention in Mass.”

Aside from the angels, the chapel was empty except for two women seated in the first pew. Both sat quietly, but close enough that it was clear they were together. A moment later, the woman on the right rose, and turned toward the door. Her eyes were red with spent tears. She saw Kellan and Shannon standing toward the back and paused. The woman appeared to be in her middle years. She wiped at one cheek, then walked toward them.

Kellan stepped aside to allow her to leave, but as she started to pass, he touched her shoulder. “Excuse me, ma’am, I don’t mean to intrude, but is there anything we can do to help you or your friend?”

The woman smiled. “It’s Susan, and thank you. She’s my niece, but no, I appreciate the offer. We’ll be okay. I just need a breath of air is all.” Kellan nodded and the woman brushed past, then paused. She turned and said, “Actually, there is one thing you could do. Since I assume you came here for the same reasons we did, would you mind sitting near my niece? I’d rather her not be alone, even for a few minutes.”

“Of course,” replied Shannon, “we’d be happy to.”

Susan smiled, “Thank you. You have such a lovely accent. I always wanted to go to Scotland. Anyway, I’ll just be a few minutes…thank you both.”

The door clicked shut and Kellan made his way down the narrow aisle to the first pew. The angels never moved. “Do they know we’re here?” whispered Shannon. “Why aren’t they looking at us?”

Kellan slipped into the first pew and projected his reply, Shan, I have no idea. Maybe they have more important things to think about than us. The young woman looked up as Kellan slid near her. “Hi, your Aunt asked us to keep you company for a few minutes. Is that all right?”

The young woman smiled. “That’s very nice of you. Aunt Susan knows I hate being alone. It’s silly, I know.” She brightened slightly, then asked, “Are you here to pray for someone?”

Kellan smiled, but shook his head. “No, I’m afraid my prayers don’t seem to get through.”

She laughed softly, “Of course they do, but if you feel that way, why did you come?”

The Sentinel glanced around the room and noted how the seventh angel had shifted its attention to him. “Uh, well, it’s complicated. Why don’t you tell me why you’re here, instead?”

The young woman nodded. “I have diabetes, the bad kind.” She gestured to her waist. “I have a pump, but it’s not working as well as it should.”

Kellan nodded as his thoughts turned to Henry Muir, who had accepted the Mantel of Thor. “I knew someone else who had the same condition. Things got better for him. Hopefully they will for you too. Is that what you’re praying for...to get better?”

She shook her head. “No, I’m here for my mom. She’s always so worried for me. I know she checks on me in the middle of the night to make sure I’m ok. She’s so tired. I just want her to get some peace. That’s what I’m praying for—” she broke off. “I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

“Kellan, my name is Kellan, and this is my wife Shannon.” The Soulborn leaned forward and gave the girl an encouraging smile.

The young woman extended her hand, “Well, it’s nice to meet you Kellan. I’m Grace.”

The Sentinel stared at her a moment in silence. “Your name is Grace?” She nodded and he smiled. “Of course it is.” Kellan looked toward the altar and saw the one angel’s eyes narrow slightly in his direction. He seemed disapproving, but, Kellan reasoned, that was par for the course given his angelic interactions. He accepted Grace’s hand in his, bent time, and closed his eyes.

Nurisha sat crosswise on her rock, pupiless eyes burning into Kellan as he stood on the far bank. She spoke, and despite the apparent distance, her words seemed to come from just in front of him.

“You can do this thing, my Sentinel,” she said.

“But you are going to tell me how reckless and stupid it is, right?” he asked.

She sighed. “I have learned such efforts are a waste of breath, assuming I had breath to waste. However, I will say, if you take this upon yourself, it is no small thing. It will not be as it was when you took on Meghan Daugherty’s wounds. Wounds heal. This will linger in you, my Sentinel. Such is the nature of sacrifice. Such is the essence of agape.” He nodded and she gave him a knowing smile. It seemed equal part sad and accepting. Nurisha rose to stand upon her rock. She raised her arms and emerald power twisted up from the river to flow into her hands.

“Go, then, my young and foolish Sentinel. Channel me to your purpose, and by your will, I make it so!”

Kellan opened his eyes and felt Shannon tense as Ordered power coursed into Grace. She stiffened and tried to pull back her hand, but Kellan maintained his grip. He felt the power course back into him. He completed the circuit twice, then three times. Finally, after the fourth time, his power returned without the slightest trace of the dreaded disease. He released Grace’s hand. Her eyes fluttered, then closed. She slumped against the pew’s side rest, and Kellan felt his own fear rise up.

“Peace be with you, Sentinel of Order. She only sleeps.”

“Holy Shite,” gasped Shannon, then covered her mouth.

The angel glanced disapprovingly at her, then returned his focus to the Sentinel. He shook his head. “I have heard of you Kellan Thorne, but never thought to see your foolishness first hand.”

“Yeah, well, now you can tell all your mates you've experienced it first…first…oh, man, I feel really bad.”

“Do know who I am?” asked the angel.

Kellan swallowed and tried to catch his breath. “No, but I’m sure you are about to tell me. I assume you aren’t like the six statue angels over there, are you?”

“No, I am for Grace, and you have presumed a great deal.”

“Why are you here?” Kellan asked, head swimming, “Was she going to—” He broke off, stared at the sleeping girl, then tried again. “Was she going to die?”

“You are all going to die,” said the angel without a trace of humor. “This human has epitomized the quality defined by her very name. It has been my honor and duty to ensure she was never alone in this valley of tears. You have taken from her a crucible not unlike your own Crucible of Order. You have disrupted her path, as you have disrupted so many things, Sentinel of Order.”

Kellan began to shiver and Shannon pulled him close. “I did warn Micah that I was a bad choice. I do stupid stuff some times, but this isn’t one of those times. So, let me invite you to shove that crucible of diabetes straight up your angelic—” Kellan coughed, then double over.

Shannon looked up and saw the faintest smile trace across the angel’s face. He nodded, then turned and opened the monstrance. The guardian removed the host and held it in both hands. As he did so, all six angels shifted their gaze to follow it. “I have heard Raphael complain about your reckless choices on more than one occasion. I have heard Michael complain about them on nearly every occasion. However, on this occasion, your foolish propensity to leap without regard for consequence, has kept open the narrow path conceived by our Father.”

The guardian angel extended his hands toward Kellan. “Only in this place, at this time, could I give to you that which will be required. Seek the Eternal Soldier and bathe your hands in his penitential blood. Once done, take this blessed sacrament and place it within a bellows that roars. It will breathe life to stone and the heart of Chaos will become ripe for redemption.”

Kellan's eyes widened in alarm at the angel’s final words. The same words he’d first read in the gospel of Judas over three years ago. The same words he spoke within Creation’s workroom earlier that very day. Kellan’s mind drank them in again, this time directly from an angel’s lips. He frowned, still not understanding their meaning any more than when he first read them. Kellan extended a shaky hand. The guardian angel reverently placed the host into a silver pyx, clicked it shut, and closed the Sentinel's fingers around it.

“Agape is the essence of sacrifice,” intoned the six angels together.

“Sacrifice is the essence of love,” whispered the guardian, then inclined his head. “Raphael was not wrong to choose you, Sentinel of Order. You are who is needed as Destruction nears. Do not stray from the narrow path.”

The chapel filled with a blinding white light and when it faded, only Grace’s guardian remained.

Shannon took the silver case from Kellan’s shaking hand. He groaned, then pitched forward. “We’re getting you home, you beautiful, daft, insufferable man.” She slipped an arm around his waist and hoisted him into a standing position.

“I don’t feel so good,” he moaned.

“Man or Sentinel, you are all babies when ill,” Shannon grumbled, then stopped as Grace’s aunt opened the chapel door.

“Oh…oh, are you all right?” Susan asked, concerned.

Kellan’s face was slick with sweat and he tried to smile, but his constant shivers made it look more like a grimace. “I’m great,” he groaned, “never better. Just some bad salmon mousse, I think.”

“Salmon what?” asked Susan.

“Never mind him," said Shannon. "I'll see he gets into a warm bed. You go tend to Grace.”

Susan looked past the two and watched as Grace turned to face her. The young woman rose and a strange look crossed her face. Susan hastened to her niece and asked, “Are you okay?”

Kellan smiled through the pain even though he couldn’t hear Grace’s response. The door clicked shut behind him, and Shannon quickly looked around. She lashed out her hand. The portal rotated into view and Kellan sighed at the sight of his bedroom beyond.

“Come on now,” said Shannon as she half carried him through the portal. “Let’s get you into bed.”







Chapter 16
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A Doctor for Shannon




Shannon looked up as Juliet quietly slipped into her bedroom. “Thanks for coming over, Juliet,” said the Soulborn.

“No problem,” replied Juliet. She noted the worry in Shannon’s eyes and said, “I’m sure he’ll be fine.” Shannon didn’t look up, but continued to gently run her fingers through Kellan’s hair as he slept. Juliet tried a different approach. “In fact, I’ve seen him a lot worse than that. So have you, Shannon.”

The Soulborn lay beside Kellan on their bed. She propped herself up with one arm then used the other to slide back the covers from his chest. “I’ve not seen this before, little sister.”

Juliet leaned close, and her eyes widened. “What’s that?” she asked.

Shannon slipped her fingers over the black and purple bruise that ran along Kellan’s side. She gently pressed just above where it disappeared into the waistband of his boxers. He groaned and a milky brown liquid seeped between her fingers.

Juliet covered her nose and mouth. “That’s what I smelled! What is that?”

Shannon shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Could it be a ghoul?” Juliet asked in alarm. “It looks like what you said happens if someone is infected with ghoul death bile. Remember, Oren-Merlin got bit and Kellan—” The young woman broke off as Shannon’s eyes fixed on hers.

“I was there, Juliet. I do recall it.” The Soulborn unconsciously touched her lips, then whispered, “It was the first time he kissed me.”

Juliet shook her head. “Okay, I don’t know what other…firsts might have been involved with that particular timey wimey adventure, but please do your remembering when I’m not around.”

“It was just a kiss,” huffed Shannon, “and I was just as pure of heart at twenty as you are now.”

“I wager a fair bit less so,” muttered Juliet under her breath.

Shannon smirked. “Wager all you want, little sister. I’ll even make a wager of my own. Young master Glen is just waiting for a crack in your resolve, then whoosh in he’ll go in for the conquest.”

“He’s not like that,” sniffed Juliet.

“He is if he’s a man,” replied Shannon.

“Glen’s had plenty of opportunities to try and whoosh, Shannon. He’s never—”

“Glenn whooshed,” murmured Kellan and both women froze. Juliet made a pinched face at Shannon. The Soulborn stroked Kellan’s hair and whispered for him to go back to sleep.

Once his breathing deepened, the Soulborn sighed and said, “It’s not ghoul death bile. The daft man healed someone and…” she gestured to his wound, “this is the result.” Shannon gently wiped the area with a tissue, then put the sheets back in place.

Juliet shook her head in confusion. “I don’t get it. He’s healed people before.”

Shannon shrugged. “Apparently, this was some kind of chronic condition. Dia Beasties, I think. I’ve never heard of a beastie called that, and don’t know what it does to someone, but it sounds horrible.”

“Diabetes,” corrected Juliet, then looked at Kellan. “It’s when your body can’t regulate its sugar levels.” She noticed the frustrated look on Shannon’s face and moved to sit next to her on the bed. “It’s ok Shan,” said Juliet. “You can’t know everything that the twenty-first century has figured out. I mean, it’s not like diabetes comes up in every-day conversations. Back in your time, they thought it was a kidney problem because it made urine taste sweet.”

Shannon looked up sharply, “The sweet sickness. Everyone dies from that.” She glared at Kellan. “You are so stupid sometimes, and I’m twice as stupid for loving someone who is just so stupid.”

Juliet rested a hand on Shannon’s shoulder. “I think he’ll be fine, Shan. That thing around his side is not a symptom of diabetes. You know how this empathic healing of his works. It’s some kind of celestial give and take.” She pointed toward Kellan’s waist. “That’s where someone would have an insulin pump installed. I think Kellan’s wound there is just the Universe’s way of balancing things out.”

Shannon sighed. “Well the Universe can just—”

A door slammed in the distance. Cara had been dozing beside the bed, but leaped to his feet at the sound. He sniffed the air, then made a happy warbling sound. The dire wolf shot Shannon a quick look, then ran headlong toward the bedroom door. He phased through it and disappeared.

“You expecting someone?” asked Juliet.

“Yes, and I’m not looking forward to it. It’s Meghan.”

Juliet laughed. “You two. You realize you love each other, right? You act like two brothers, which is weird. Some day, I expect to see you two competing on who can write their name in snow with the largest letters.”

“It’s not her I’m not looking forward to,” snarked Shannon. “It’s where we are going. She’s taking me to the doctor…the women’s doctor.”

“Ohhhh,” said Juliet with equal parts understanding and compassion, “fertility stuff.”

Shannon nodded but placed a finger on her lips. She gave a pointed glance to Kellan. “Who knows if the man’s magic brain works when he’s sleeping. I can never be sure.”

“You didn’t tell him?” whisper-hissed Juliet. “Shannon, you can’t just—”

The bedroom door opened, interrupting Juliet, and Meghan said, “C’mon Red. Stop mooning over the nerd, he’ll be fine.”

Shannon slid off the bed, glared at the Nephlim, and said, “You have no idea what’s even wrong with him.”

Meghan shrugged. “Don’t have to. He’s not dead, so, he’ll be fine.”

Shannon sighed heavily. “You could have knocked instead of just barging in here.” 

Meghan gestured to Kellan. “He hardly ever knocks at my place. Are you ready?”

“Yes I’m ready,” huffed Shannon, “I’ll meet you out front in a minute. Just let me get my shoes.”

Meghan held up a hand. “No, don’t go out that way. My bike’s parked on the side.”

Shannon stopped half way to the closet and turned. “Your bike? You mean that motor bike thing? Kellan says you’re going to kill yourself on it. Why aren’t we going in your car?”

“Because I don’t have a car right now, that’s why,” replied Meghan, “and what’s with the twenty questions? If you must know, I was trying to teach Sera to drive and…things didn’t go so well. Anyway, I don’t have a car right now, okay. You’re the one that said you didn’t want to go alone. Do you want the fucking ride or not?”

“Yes, I want the ride,” replied Shannon in a resigned tone.

“Okay, good,” said Meghan, then put her arm around Shannon. “Red, you’re gonna love it. What was the name of that horse you had?”

“Frasier,” said Shannon wistfully. “He was such a good lad.”

“Right, Fraiser. Just think of my bike as being an Iron-Frasier.” Meghan shook her head at the Soulborn. “Trust me, Red, my bike will be a lot more comfortable than what that doc puts between those highland legs of yours.” Meghan shivered. “Just make sure she warms that shit up first, right Juliet?” The younger woman didn’t reply, but if looks could kill, Meghan would have been dead on the floor.

Juliet rose and gave Shannon a hug. “It’s gonna be fine, Shan. I’m sure it will be, but you really need to tell Kellan what’s going on. He has a right to know.”

The Soulborn disappeared into her closet and Meghan arched an eyebrow at Juliet. “He has a right to know what?”

Juliet shook her head. “You need to talk with her, and not in your normal devil-bitch mode either. She needs a friend to talk to and she won’t start the conversation, so—”

“Hey, I am her friend,” said Meghan defensively.

“I know, but sometimes you two get all caught up in the who’s better thing. I’m telling you, she needs to talk with someone, and she’s not going to talk with me about it. I’m her,” Juliet made air quotes, “little sister. So, it needs to be—”

“Ok I’m ready,” said Shannon. She narrowed her eyes at the two other women. “What were you talking about?”

“Nothing,” they said together. Shannon frowned.

“C’mon Red, we need to go or you’ll be late,” said Meghan. “I’ll keep the bike on both wheels for you. It’ll be fine.”
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Shannon walked up to the receptionist and waited for her to look up. “Hello, I’m Shannon Thorne. I’m here to see Doctor Williams.”

“Hi Shannon. I really like your accent. Is that Irish?” asked the receptionist.

“No, Scottish actually.”

“Oh, well it’s very pretty. Sometimes I wish I had an accent, but I’m just plain ol’ American.” Shannon stared at the woman quietly for several seconds after which the receptionist glanced at her monitor. “Okay, I’ve got you checked in, but we’re running a few minutes late. Please have a seat and a nurse will come to take you back as soon as the doctor is free.”

Shannon didn’t move. Finally, Meghan came over, tugged on her arm, and gave a half-smile to the receptionist. “C’mon Shannon, we’ll just sit over here.” She led her to a corner of the waiting room and pointed to one of the chairs. “Sit.” Shannon did.

“I don’t understand,” said the Soulborn, “I thought I had an appointment. Juliet said, you have to have an appointment, and then they see you at that time.” She pointed at Meghan, “You said if we were late, they might not see me, but we’re not late. Why can they be late and I can’t?”

Meghan sighed, “Because they are doctors and we aren’t, Red. I don’t make the rules. If I did, all men would be forced to work out and not wear shirts.”

Shannon quirked a smile, “Yes, that would be nice.”

“Damn straight it would, and all doctors would see you at your appointed time. Unfortunately, no one voted me queen-bitch of the universe so we’ll just have to make do with fat men and late doctors.” Several seconds passed in silence, then Meghan said, “So, why are we here exactly?”

Shannon sighed. “Juliet put you up to this, didn’t she?”

Meghan pursed her lips. “Yes. How did you know?”

“You’re being nice.”

“I’m always nice.”

“You’re always a bitch to me, just like I am to you.”

Meghan nodded, “Ok, fair point, but we always have each other’s backs when things get real. Something’s real, and I want to help, Shannon. Spill it.”

“I want the doctor to tell me if she sees anything that’s keeping me from having a bairn.”

“Because of what Raphael and Lucifer said?” asked Meghan. Shannon nodded and the nephilim lowered her voice to a whisper. “Shan, I thought they said it was because you and Kellan were outside, you know,” she pointed upwards, “His sight. No sight, no soul, no baby.”

“I know,” replied Shannon, “but apparently I had some physical problems too, because of an earlier tussle, back in Glen Ferry.”

“A tussle?” asked Meghan.

“Fine, several tussles,” allowed Shannon. “I’d been stabbed a bit and shot once with an arrow.” She pointed to her waist, “around that area. A druid told me I couldn’t bear any children because of the scarring, but she healed me, so that part should be fine. I just want to make sure that’s all it was.” 

“All?” sputtered Meghan, “that seems like a pretty big fucking problem on its own, but what about the no-soul problem?”

“I’m working on that one. Lucifer promised to help me.”

Meghan grabbed her friend’s leg. “Ok, Shannon, stop right there. No sane person ever says the words, Lucifer promised to help me. Let me ask you a very simple question. Have you lost your fucking mind?”

“No, I have not!” hissed Shannon, “but I will have a bairn with the man, even if I have to burn the world to do it.”

Meghan was taken aback by the force of Shannon’s response and decided to change tactics. “Okay Red, okay, but unless you want to make the evening news, I suggest you turn down those peepers of yours. You look like a member of the damned Green Lantern corps.”

Shannon took a deep breath and her eyes dimmed. “Meghan, I have everything under control. I’ve found a way to temporarily separate Kellan from his Mantle of Order which would also free me at the same time.”

“Really?” asked Meghan, “and how exactly did you do that?”

“Well, I haven’t done it yet,” corrected Shannon.

“Fine,” sighed Meghan, “How will you do it?”

“I’ll mix up a potion,” replied the Soulborn.

“A potion,” repeated Meghan dubiously. “And who gave you the recipe for this…potion?”

“Lucifer,” said Shannon quietly.

Meghan pinched her eyes closed for several seconds, then hissed, “Forgive me for repeating myself, but have you lost your fucking mind? Who knows what that potion might do. It could kill one or both of you.”

“It won’t,” countered Shannon.

“You don’t know that.”

“I do, because I made a trade with him, and despite everything else, Lucifer cannot, or will not, lie.”

“What did you give him, Shannon McLeod? Did you bury something at a crossroads and give him your stupid highland soul?”

Shannon squinted at the Nephilim. “No, I just promised that I’d give Kellan a few nudges.”

“Nudges?”

“Yes nudges, you infernal harlot,” said Shannon. “You know, so Kellan won’t forget about finding this Aibreann of Lucifer’s. You should want that, too.”

Meghan frowned in confusion. “Why would I give two shits about some medieval whore Lucifer was banging? Who’s she to me?”

The Soulborn cursed herself inwardly, then sighed. “No reason, I suppose. I just thought you might care if reuniting him with her made the Devil less…Devilish.” 

“I don’t give a shit one way or the other, Shannon. What I do give a shit about, is whether Kellan is cool with this or not. I mean has he actually—” Meghan broke off and ran a hand down her face. “Oh, now I see it. Juliet said you needed to tell Kellan something. This is it, isn’t it? You’re literally making deals with the Devil to get you a baby and you haven’t told your husband. Holy shit, Shannon, maybe you should change your name to Rosemary, because this, right here, is a fuck up of epic proportions, and that’s coming from me. I mean, I screw things up, but this…this is Biblical level stupidity.”

Shannon rolled her eyes. “You’re making it out to be worse than it is. I’ll just give Kellan the potion the next time we, you know, and we’ll have a bairn. It’s as simple as that.”

Meghan smirked. “Simple, huh? And you’ve come to this conclusion based on your vast thirteenth century knowledge of ovulation and fertilization?”

“I know things, Meghan Daugherty,” said Shannon. “The best time to make a bairn is two weeks after your moon’s blood passes.”

“Moon’s blood? Yeah, you are right on top of things, Shan. Look I don’t bring this up because, banter aside, I love you, but you’re a chick from 1280 Scotland whose mom died before you went through puberty. I’m sure daddy McCleod was all sorts of help telling you what’s fucking what.” Shannon looked down. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Let me ask you, how long does this potion last, assuming it doesn’t kill you outright?”

“Lucifer said it lasts twelve hours.”

“Uh huh, so I assume you would give Kellan this stuff when you’re sure you are ovulating.” Shannon swallowed. “You do know how to confirm ovulation, don’t you, Shannon?” Meghan feigned surprise, “Oh, you don’t? Well, then I’m sure you know that, even if there’s a highland egg ready and waiting, it can take days for it to be fertilized.” Meghan held up a finger, “And that’s with a normal man, but given Kellan’s sense of direction, who knows which way his boys would even swim.”

Both Shannon’s eyes and nose began to redden, and Meghan felt her anger cool. She took the Soulborn’s hands in her own and said, “Look, I’ll help, but you have to promise to tell Kellan. I know he wants a kid with you, but you guys have to talk about it, and I’m sick of being in the middle.”

Shannon looked up and Meghan winced. “What do you mean, middle?”

“Damn it,” muttered Meghan, then said, “The nerd thinks God hit the smite button on his boys so they can’t swim.”

“He thinks it’s his fault?” asked Shannon. Meghan nodded. “And he told you, but not me?”

“Oh no, you don’t get to even start going there,” growled Meghan. “Last I checked, Kellan hasn’t made a deal with Satan or had some Druidic witch cast spells on his balls.”

Shannon chuckled despite herself, “I suppose you’re right at that.”

“Fucking right, I’m right,” laughed Meghan, “Now, do you want my help or not?” The Soulborn nodded. “And you promise to talk this through with Kellan before spiking his bourbon with your devil’s brew?” She nodded again. “Ok, then here’s what you ask the Doc once she’s given you the once over.”







Chapter 17
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A Price to Pay




Kellan sat up with a start, saw the circle of rough standing stones, and groaned. He stared at the rectangular bed of flowers growing in the circle’s center, but nothing happened. The Sentinel felt his jaw tighten in frustration. He rose, then walked to the wildflowers and stared down. “I’m not going to do it,” he stated petulantly. “I know you are waiting for me to do it, but four times is three too many.”

He peered into the distance and noted how the horizon held its first promise of dawn, but little more. Kellan squinted. Everything seemed frozen in place. Clouds did not move, no breeze stirred the flowers at his feet, and a distant bird hung suspended by unflapping wings.

Kellan glared at the flowers. “You are going to make me say it, aren’t you? Oren, you really suck.” The Sentinel waited for several more seconds then gave a resigned sigh. “Fine, you win,” Kellan grumbled. He affected a clearly contrived tone of surprise. “Oh my, look at this strange place! Whatever could it be? This must be a dream.”

Instantly Kellan felt his hair touched by wind, noted the bird continue on its journey, and the flowerbed begin to crack open. As had happened before, a twenty-something Oren broke through the loose soil, and rose to stand among the flowers. He stared at Kellan for several seconds, then said, “You think this is a dream, Sentinel of Order?” Kellan nodded, then made a rotating gesture with both hands, urging Oren to continue. “It is certainly a dream to some,” said the young wizard, then threw up his hands dramatically, “but it is a nightmare to others!” As soon as Oren had spoken, he froze in place. The world around them did likewise, and Kellan felt his brow furrow. He poked the wizard with a finger, but his body had no give to it.

Well, this is weird, thought Kellan. He looked around at the dreamworld which remained still as stone. The Sentinel squinted into Oren’s eyes but saw no flicker of life. Kellan began to consider his previous dream encounters with the dead wizard. Images and sounds played through his mind in perfect clarity. Kellan was almost finished watching the third cycle, when his eyes widened with presumed understanding. He snapped his fingers in front of Oren’s face. Nothing. He said, “Merlin, I need you!” Nothing. He yelled, “Merlin, Perditor is about to destroy the world. Help me!” Still nothing. A smile played about the Sentinel’s lips, and he stared into the wizard’s unseeing eyes.

“You’re afraid this construct might have been compromised aren’t you?” asked Kellan, but knew he would get no reply. “You’re afraid I might not be me, just like I thought you were me the first time we met in this place.” The Sentinel sighed. “Shit must have gotten very real indeed for you to add this layer of security, my old friend, but I’ll play along.” Kellan walked back to the circle’s edge and turned. He raised his voice. “This is a scene from Excalibur.”

Oren’s eyes shifted to Kellan and he smiled. Within seconds, the young man had vanished, leaving in his place an aged wizard. Merlin gripped his staff, and closed the distance between Kellan and himself. “I was, indeed, beginning to wonder if you were truly you,” said Merlin.

“I’m me,” replied Kellan and extended his hand.

Merlin released his staff. It obediently hung in place while the old wizard reached out and wrapped Kellan’s hands in both of his. “We are in the end game now, my old friend,” said Merlin. “No precaution is too great to take. If Perditor were to hear us, the narrow path would vanish.”

Kellan grinned. “How do you know Perditor isn’t a fan of John Boorman’s Excalibur?”

The old wizard shook his head and gave a deep sigh. “You remain an idiot, Kellan Thorne, but I still love you and have missed you.” Merlin shot an anxious glance toward the lightening sky. “Now, I assume you have obtained the lion’s mouth bellows and a consecrated host with which to power it. I was fearful neither Raphael nor Michael would aid you in obtaining the host.”

Kellan held up a hand. “Slow down there, Oren. Raphael and Michael have both been ignoring me and I have no idea what the hell a lion’s mouth bellows might be.”

Merlin grasped his staff, then took two steps back. Fear shadowed the old wizard’s face. “You don’t have them?”

“Well, I have the host, but that’s it.”

“How do you know it’s consecrated?” asked Merlin. Kellan shrugged, then explained how Grace’s guardian angel had given it to him. The wizard shook his head. “I’m sorry Kellan, that is just not good enough. You have only one chance to get this right. I must distract Perditor at the moment you use the bellows. He will not be fooled twice. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to distract a being who exists across multiple time lines?” Kellan opened his mouth, but Merlin cut off the Sentinel before he could even speak. “No! No you do not. We need to be sure. Only a consecrated host can power the bellows.”

The Sentinel frowned. “Why would Grace’s angel give me an unconsecrated host? I mean, that has to be about as useful as a giant, round, Saltine cracker. Besides, the angel called it a blessed sacrament, so he wasn’t thinking Saltine. He also told me I had to seek the Eternal Soldier and bathe my hands in his penitential blood.” Kellan wrinkled his nose. “I have to tell you, Oren, that last bit sounds particularly creepy.”

Merlin stared back at Kellan in confusion. “Eternal soldier? I have no idea who that might be.”

“Oh,” said Kellan casually, “that part is easy. It’s Pullo. I just have to find him. I’m sure he’s soldiering around somewhere. I’m going to have Seramai help me. That’s not the problem. The problem is this bellows thing you mentioned. The angel referred to it as well. He said, take this blessed sacrament and place it within a bellows that roars. It will breathe life to stone and the heart of Chaos will become ripe for redemption.” 

Merlin nodded as he stroked his long, white beard. “Yes, those words were prophesied by Lucifer in his gospel of Judas. Yes, that makes sense.” Merlin laughed. “Oh my, that makes so much sense.” The wizard did a little circular jig as if dancing around his own staff. He drew up to Kellan and squeezed the Sentinel with one hand. “Forgive me for asking, because sometimes I get things out of order, but does the name Aibreann mean anything to you?”

“Yes, Merlin,” began Kellan dryly, “In fact—”

“Good, good,” interrupted the wizard. “Now, I’m sure it will be obvious where in Lewis’ bellows you must place the consecrated host.” He pointed at Kellan and made a washing motion with both hands. “But before you use the bellows, be sure to get your hands good and covered with…Pullo’s, yes Pullo’s, penitential blood.” Merlin tugged at his beard a moment, then said, “Of course none of that matters until you’ve found where the Emissary has hidden Aibreann.”

“Yeah, well, about that—” said Kellan.

“Stop breaking my train of thought,” grumbled Merlin, then added, “You must make finding Aibreann your top priority. I wish I could help you with this, but all I know is that she is neither dead, nor on Earth. Assuming you can find her, the bellows will restore her to life. The addition of Pullo’s blood will protect her from death…at least for a time.” The wizard grinned, but it faded away a moment later as he took in Kellan’s expression. “What?”

“I’ve already found Aibreann,” said Kellan.

“You have?”

“Yes, I was trying to tell you that.”

“Wonderful, Kellan! Oh, that is so wonderful. Where is she?”

“Creation’s workroom. She looks like she got in a fight with Medusa and lost.”

Merlin stroked his beard again. “Creation’s workroom. I suppose that makes sense, since it exists as its own pocket universe. Still, it complicates things because—” Merlin glanced again at the horizon, then hastily drew a complex rune. The glowing amber figure rotated slowly in the air for several seconds, then broke apart. “Did you see that?” asked the wizard. Kellan nodded. “Excellent, that travel rune will take you and the Sentinel of Chaos directly to Aibreann at the appropriate time.”

Kellan squinted at the old wizard. “I thought you said, you didn’t know where she was? How did you just make me a spatial and temporal travel rune?”

Merlin gave Kellan a slightly disappointed sigh. “We share a dream state, Kellan. I know what you know.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” murmured the Sentinel.

Merlin gave a short laugh, then said, “My travel rune will direct you to a place long ago in a universe far far away.” Kellan grimaced, but Merlin ignored the expression. Instead, he squeezed Kellan’s arm and said, “You should wake now. We need risk no more time here.”

“Dude, you need to take a Xanax and listen to what I’ve been trying to say,” yelled Kellan. “I have absolutely no bloody idea who Lewis is, or what a lion’s head bellows might be. I also can’t just wake now because I suspect my body is suffering from a deadly case of untreated diabetes.”

Merlin stared at the Sentinel for several seconds as Kellan’s outburst sunk in. He said, “That is impossible Kellan. You are immune from viral, bacterial, and even metabolic disease.” The wizard shook his head. “No, I’m sorry, you simply cannot have diabetes.”

“Great,” snarked Kellan, “I’ll pass that along to my pancreas and the angel who told me it would happen.”

“Angel?” asked Merlin, “which angel?”

“He didn’t give me his name. I think he is a guardian angel. Look, I was in this chapel and I empathically linked with a young girl who—”

“No, Kellan,” groaned Merlin, “you did not do that. Tell me you were not stupid enough to heal someone with a chronic autoimmune disease.”

“I most certainly was,” countered Kellan quickly, then realized exactly what he had said. The Sentinel held up a hand forestalling Merlin’s next outburst. “Look, I don’t know about you, Oren, but angels don’t go around handing out consecrated hosts at Walmart. He did that for me because of what I did for Grace. Heck, for all I know that’s part of why the angel was there, why I was there, or both.” Kellan shook his head in frustration. “Sometimes I feel like this little Sentinel-mouse whose cheese keeps getting moved. Anyway, I’m not going to debate this. You should have seen the place…violet creative energy splattering all over like some Etsy tie-dye t-shirt shop.”

Merlin rubbed at his temples. “Fine, Kellan. Tell me again what the angel said to you and be precise.”

The Sentinel sighed, then repeated the words, Take this consecrated host, and place it within a bellows that roars. It will breath life to stone and the heart of Chaos will become ripe for redemption.

Merlin nodded, cast another furtive glance to the brightening horizon, and said, “My time is almost done, Kellan. The bellows was freely given to Lewis by Creation himself and, as such, you must also acquire it freely.”

Kellan pinched up his face in confusion. “Again, Lewis who?” The Sentinel held up a finger. “Wait, we’re both talking about a fireplace bellows, right? The mundane little wood and leather thingy that you use to stoke up coals.”

“This one is far from mundane, Kellan,” said Merlin dryly.

“Well, no shit,” countered the Sentinel, “because God gave this one as, what, some kind of Bar mitzvah present? Who gives a bellows as a present?”

“Apparently He does,” said Merlin, “but it was not a present. Creation lost a bet when—” Kellan barked a laugh. Merlin glared at him, then continued. “Creation lost a bet when playing chess with C.S. Lewis, some seventy odd years ago. I’ve long thought the lion’s head tip of the bellows served as inspiration for Lewis’ The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe.”

“Lewis? You see, Oren, this is why you would make a horrible dungeon master,” sighed Kellan. “I thought Lewis was some dude’s first name. How was I supposed to know you were referring to the C.S. Lewis.” He shook his head, “I’m finding this all very hard to believe.”

“I don’t care,” snapped Merlin, “You have been alive less than forty years, while I have seen more than twenty times as many. God likes chess. He’s played it with several mortals. He’s played it with Lucifer.”

Kellan waved a hand. “Fine, He likes chess. That wasn’t the part I found incredulous. What I have a hard time groking is that Creation Himself could lose a bloody game of chess.”

“Obviously, He intended to lose, Kellan,” said the wizard in a tone that left little doubt as to the Sentinel’s abject stupidity. “You must acquire that bellows and use it to restore Aibreann.”

Kellan gave the wizard a thoughtful frown, then shrugged. “Actually, that should be pretty easy. The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, was published on—” The Sentinel’s eyes lost focus for several beats, and said “—October 16, 1950. All I need to do is go back in time and—”

“No, Kellan,” interrupted Merlin. “You cannot steal it.”

“I wasn’t going to steal it,” huffed Kellan.

“You cannot gain it by guile or subterfuge, either,” said the wizard.

“Oh,” replied Kellan somewhat chagrined, “I was going to use some guile.” He flashed his teeth, “What’s wrong with guile?”

Merlin began to fade as sunlight spilled over the horizon. “Seek the lion’s head bellows in your own time, Sentinel of Order. In…your…own…time.”
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“How’s he doing?” asked Juliet. “He seems better.”

Ariel crouched down until she was eye-level with the young woman. She smiled warmly at Juliet and rolled her shoulders. Dark brown wings contracted, then folded tightly down her back. “He is better,” said Ariel.

Juliet gave a sigh of relief. “What happened to him? I thought he couldn’t catch diseases?”

“He cannot,” interjected Michael. The angel of wrath and protection stalked to a far corner of the room and shook his head. “Our Father gifted him with perfect health. Such is the way of Order. Disease is of Chaos, so cannot touch him.”

Juliet gave a derisive sniff, then pointed at Kellan. Michael’s eyes began to glow slightly and he narrowed them at her. Juliet shrank back, but Ariel placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder as she rose to glare at Michael. “Do not frighten the girl, because you made a mistake. She knows nothing of what Kellan has done to place him in this state.”

“He healed someone who was very sick,” said Raphael. Juliet hopped on the bed beside Kellan. She looked questioningly at the angel, who replied to her unspoken question. “My brother Michael is correct about disease being of Chaos. Kellan brought disorder upon himself when he took from Grace the burden of her disease.”

“He’s healed people before,” said Juliet quietly and placed a hand on Kellan’s forehead. “It’s never affected him like this.”

“He was particularly reckless this time,” grumbled Michael. “He was warned by a guardian. He was even warned by the very incarnation of Order, and yet he persisted with his folly.”

“I think what he did was marvelous,” offered Ariel. She fixed her gaze on Michael. “And I do not suggest you critique Kellan’s behavior too harshly, He, Who Is Like God. If you were foolish enough to do so, which would you find more reckless, Kellan’s actions toward that young woman, Grace, or his actions in helping you save me from the previous Sentinel of Chaos?”

Michael lowered his eyes, but said nothing. “In case you were wondering, Juliet,” began Raphael, “He, Who Is Like God, is Michael’s more formal name. Ariel tends to use it when he displeases her. It is quite similar to when the Soulborn refers to Kellan as, Kellan Caufield Thorne. In my experience, such expressions lead inexorably to regret on the part of those to whom they are directed.”

“Quite right, brother,” said Ariel, “but to your question, Juliet. Before the war in heaven, Chaos was not in the world and neither was there disease or death. Lucifer’s fall brought Chaos down with him and the world was changed in that instant. Now Creation requires both Order and Chaos.” She shrugged. “Some of us believe the change was planned, others do not.”

“Planned…” murmured Kellan.

“What?” exclaimed all three angels.

“Hey Boss,” whispered Juliet, “Welcome back to the land of the living. How do you feel?”

“Like crap,” he replied, then gave her a wan smile, “but a lot less like crap than before. Uh, Juliet, why are there three angels in my bedroom? Did you bring them here?”

She laughed. “Me? Don’t be ridiculous. Cara brought them.”

Kellan chuckled, then grabbed his side, and groaned. “Yeah, of course. It’s ridiculous that you would summon angels. My dog, well, that makes so much more sense.”

“We were not summoned, Sentinel of Order,” rumbled Michael.

“Cara is infused with Ordered power,” said Raphael. “He was able to project a message to me. It was I who requested Michael and Ariel attend you.”

Kellan pushed himself up and Juliet folded a pillow behind him. He smiled at her, then nodded at Michael. “Well, thanks for that.”

“Oh, he would not come, Kellan,” corrected Raphael. “I did ask him, but my brother said your life was not at risk, and that you needed to learn from your continued follies rather than repeat them.”

Kellan turned toward Ariel. Her lips quirked up ever-so-slightly, and he laughed. “You made him come, didn’t you?”

“Made is a strong word, Sentinel of Order. I think encouraged is more accurate.”

Michael grumbled from one corner of the room. “I believe the Sentinel has the right of this one, because I truly did not wish to—”

Ariel made a soft shushing sound, and pointed to the bed. Kellan had, once again, fallen asleep.







Chapter 18

[image: ]

An Angelic Intervention




Kellan’s eyes fluttered opened. He blinked twice, then screamed. “Sentinel Kellan,” said Jarvis in his clipped British accent, “Sentinel Kellan, are you in distress? The Lady Juliet asked me to keep a close watch on you and—”

Kellan pushed both hands into the air above his chest and thrashed them around as if batting away gnats. Jarvis’ holographic form wavered when the Sentinel’s hands passed through it, then solidified again. Kellan sighed. He pushed his head deeper into his pillow, and tried to bend its edges over his face.

“Who screamed?” yelled Juliet, as she slid into the bedroom on socked feet. Kellan squeezed the pillow edges against his ears. Juliet screamed a split second later. The pillow helped…a little. Juliet placed one hand over her rapidly beating heart, and yelled, “Jarvis, what the hell do you think you are doing?”

The AI hologram continued to hover horizontally over the bed, scant inches from Kellan’s supine form. His head swiveled in a slightly unnatural movement as he focused on the young woman. “Why, I am doing as requested, Lady Juliet. Did you not ask me to keep as close a watch as possible on Kellan for any signs of his waking?” Juliet frowned, but Jarvis continued on. “Well, that is exactly the request I am endeavoring to fulfill.”

Kellan released his grip on the pillow and let both hands slap the bed. He glared at Jarvis, then pointed toward Juliet. “Go stand over there somewhere, and never do that horizontal hover thing again.” He pursed his lips, pushed himself up to a seated position, and asked, “Where’s Shannon?”

Jarvis materialized beside Juliet who moved a little to her right as he did so. “Meghan Daugherty came by about an hour ago to give the Soulborn a ride to the doctor.”

“Doctor? What happened? Why is Shannon going to a doctor? Is she all right?” Kellan started to get out of bed, then stopped and glanced at Juliet. He lifted the sheets, sighed, and lowered them again. The young woman wrinkled her nose. Kellan shrugged, then watched as she walked to the bathroom and turned her back on him. The Sentinel slipped out of bed, and walked through Jarvis on his way into the nearby closet.

“Shannon is fine,” called Juliet. “It’s just routine.”

Kellan pulled on a pair of boxers, slipped on a TARDIS emblazoned t-shirt, and started shrugging into a pair of exceptionally worn jeans. He was still pulling them fully up when his awkward, sideways, hopping motion carried him back into the bedroom. Juliet snickered at him. “Having trouble? Jeans a little tight?”

Kellan sneered. “No, they are not a little tight. I’ve been exactly the same size and weight for the past five years, as you well know, little miss thang.”

She shrugged. “I dunno. They say marriage makes a man, well, a bit soft. Are you getting a bit soft, Uncle Kellan?”

“Shut up, Juliet,” lilted Kellan, “and don’t try and distract me. I’m undistractable!” 

Juliet laughed, paused, then cough-laughed again, “Oh, you were serious?”

Kellan narrowed his eyes. “Yes, and now tell me what kind of routine stuff requires my wife to go to a doctor without me.”

“I just don’t recall, Kel,” replied Juliet innocently.

“Oh, may I be of some assistance here, Lady Juliet?” asked Jarvis. Kellan smirked as she tried unsuccessfully to keep an even expression. The Sentinel turned to Jarvis and made a clear please-go-on gesture. “From what Captain Daugherty said to Shannon, I believe she was taking the Soulborn to a doctor of gynecology.”

Juliet sputtered, “Pfft, Jarvis, you are such a kidder. Did Shannon mention gynecology? I certainly didn’t hear her say the word gynecology.”

Kellan felt his nose flare as he pointed to the young woman. “You…zip it. Jarvis, did anyone talk about what kind of doctor or why Shannon needed to go?”

“No, Sentinel Kellan.” From behind Kellan, Juliet gestured outwardly with both hands, then drew one of them across her lips in a zipping fashion. Jarvis furrowed his brow at her display, then added, “But, something the Captain said made me assume that a gynecologist was their destination.”

“You know what they say about assuming,” interjected Juliet.

“You are zipped,” growled Kellan. He pointed at Jarvis. “What percentage confidence do you have in your assumption?”

“Ninety six percent with a plus or minus three percent variance.”

Kellan nodded, “That’s a whole lot of confidence, Jarvis. Tell me exactly what you heard Meghan say.”

“Of course, Sentinel Kellan,” said Jarvis, then began to relate the earlier interaction between Meghan and Shannon. “C’mon Red. Stop mooning over the nerd, he’ll be fine.” Jarvis shifted his position as if acting out a scene. “No, don’t go out that way. My bike’s parked on the side…Because I don’t have a car right now, that’s why. What’s with the twenty-fucking questions? If you must know, I was trying to teach Sera to drive and…things didn’t go so well. Anyway, I don’t have a fucking car right now, okay. You’re the one that said you didn’t want to go alone. Do you want the ride or not?…Okay, good.” Jarvis made a slapping motion as if patting an invisible person. “Red, you’re gonna love it. What was the name of that horse you had?…Right, Fraiser? Just think of my bike as being an Iron-Frasier.” Jarvis shook his head at Kellan. “Trust me, Red, my bike will be a lot more comfortable than what that doc puts between those highland legs of yours.” Jarvis shivered. “Just make sure she warms that shit up first, right Juliet?”

Jarvis stopped and smiled, clearly pleased with his performance. Juliet had lowered her face into the palm of one hand. Kellan just shook his head for a moment before Jarvis said, “Given the available information, I assumed the only medical doctor who would place something between—”

“I got it, Jarvis,” interrupted Kellan, then stalked over to Juliet. He reached up and parted her fingers, then crouched to stare into her eyes. “Hi.”

“Hi,” she replied softly, tone miserable.

“Um, why is my wife going to the gynecologist? Why am I not with her? And why is she so freaked out about going that she’d rather have Meghan Hells Angel Daugherty with her, rather than you?”

Juliet had shrunk back into the corner where Kellan’s bathroom met bedroom. She winced slightly. “Would you like those answered in order, boss?”

“Please,” he replied.

“Well, how can I put this in a way that will make sense to you…”

“Use small words,” said Kellan evenly, then took a couple steps back. He sat on his bed expectantly.

Juliet sighed. “She’s going to the gyno to make sure all her, uh, plumbing is up to code…so to speak. You know, like how I had to get the shop’s electrical wiring all—” 

“I think I got it,” said Kellan dryly. “Continue.”

“You aren’t there because she had already made the appointment and you’re really sick.”

“Do I look really sick?” asked Kellan.

“Well, you’ve been asleep for two days. You still look a bit like a tuberculosis patient, and some kind of disgusting stuff is staining that new shirt you put on,” she replied.

Kellan ran a hand across his forehead. His fingers came back damp. He lifted his shirt and stared at the large dark wound on his left side, just above the waist. It wasn’t an open wound, but pain shot through him when he probed it with a finger. Kellan gritted his teeth and pinched at the purple flesh. What looked like blood and water seeped from the wound. He was about to squeeze again when a voice echoed through his mind.

That will not help, my Sentinel, projected Nurisha. I did warn you that taking such a malady upon yourself would not quickly heal. You sacrificed for Grace and all such sacrifice comes at a price. Laughter tinkled through his mind and continued, I know your next question, and my answer is, I don’t know how long. I suspect as long as is necessary for Order to be restored. All disease is of Chaos, my Sentinel, and you took it within you. I love you dearly for doing so, but the bill comes due. A moment later, her tone shifted noticeably. Please tell Jarvis he looks dashing, and that I wish there were emitters to give me form as well. Farewell, my Sentinel. I must leave you for a time, but call and I will come.

Her presence faded from his mind and Kellan’s shoulders slumped. He looked up at Jarvis. “Nurisha says you look dashing.”

“She did?” he asked, grinning.

“Yeah, she also mentioned wishing she had emitters, which reminded me that I wasn’t wearing my contacts. It also reminded me that I hate James.”

“Boss,” said Juliet softly. She walked over to him and helped lean him back against the pillows. “You really don’t look very good.” She lifted the covers and helped Kellan get his legs beneath them.

He reached out and caught her hand in his. “Why Meghan?”

Juliet sighed. “Because, you big idiot, I may be a know-it-all, but some things…I don’t know…at all.” She curtsied with a flourish. “I am a pristine flower that no man has yet plucked.”

Kellan snorted, “Yeah, that’s good news for Glenn’s continued existence.”

“Go to sleep,” huffed Juliet. “I have the watch.”

Kellan’s eyes started to close, then snapped open. “Wait, I need you guys to do something.”

Jarvis started to float off the floor, but Kellan glared at him. “Dude! Gravity. Pretend it affects you and stop creeping me out.”

“I’m sorry, Sentinel Kellan. I just became excited. I very much enjoy when you give me autonomous tasks to perform. And now,” he gestured to Juliet, “I am given a task to perform with the Lady Juliet. This is a very happy day indeed.”

Kellan closed his eyes again. “That’s awesome, Jarvis, really, but I need you guys to Google CS Lewis. Find out about his estate. Who got what and where is it. I’m looking for…” he yawned. “I’m looking for a fireplace bellows with the face of a Lion.”
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Softly murmured voices drifted into Kellan’s awareness. He ignored them, choosing instead to focus on the surf as it foamed up around his bare feet. He dug his toes into damp sand and gazed out toward the horizon. Twin suns lay low in the distance. He watched as the smaller one moved to touch the line where ocean met sky. Kellan turned and smiled at Shannon. She smiled back from several feet away. The Soulborn appeared mostly submerged between the gently rolling ocean waves. She bobbed with the tide several times, then took a breath, and vanished beneath the water. A second or two later, she burst through the surface, scattering droplets of water in a shower around her. Kellan felt his smile broaden and pulse quicken. Each drop seemed to momentarily hang in the air reflecting late afternoon light, then fell, like so many diamonds, to rejoin the ocean waters. Shannon ran her fingers through her loose curling dark red hair, and tossed her head back. She squeezed out most of the water then twisted. The Soulborn straightened and pulled the long mane of auburn forward where it lay casually across her left shoulder. 

Shannon laughed at Kellan’s expression. “It’s a good thing Da isn’t here to see you undressing me with those glowing eyes of yours, Kellan Thorne.”

“Not much there to undress, Highlander,” chuckled Kellan. “I hope you got a discount on that bikini given how little fabric is involved.” He grinned. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”

She had sloshed her way beside him and gave Kellan a quick peck on the cheek. “That’s a woman’s mission in life, I suppose,” Shannon said wryly, “keeping a man from complaining.”

He slipped his arm around her waist. Shannon arched an eyebrow questioningly. Kellan pulled her close. She gave a sharp exhalation and smiled. “What exactly is the meaning of—?” she began, but was cut off as Kellan pressed his lips to hers. Shannon seemed to resist a moment then enthusiastically returned his embrace. Kellan moved a hand up from her waist and cupped her breast. She froze. Kellan opened his eyes to see hers staring back. A second later she shoved him, then slapped his face so hard, he thought one of his molars might have shifted.

“Frak me!” yelled Kellan as he rubbed his reddened cheek.

Shannon narrowed her eyes as fury shadowed her face. “There will be none of that, either, Kellan Thorne. What kind of woman do you take me for? I’m not some harlot you can have your way with. I’m a McLeod woman and McLeod women do not do what you just suggested.”

“What are you going on about, Highlander? Since when are you prudish about—”

“Prudish!” she yelled, “McLeod women are not prudish either, Kellan Thorne. Make an honest woman of me why don’t you, and I’ll show you who’s prudish. You! That’s who’ll be prudish.”

Kellan glanced out to sea. Only one sun remained above the horizon. His gaze traced left where a new celestial object began to appear within the darkening sky. He pursed his lips, then pointed at it. “Two suns and something that looks like Saturn hanging in the sky, doesn’t that strike you as odd?”

“Do not try and change the subject,” growled Shannon.

The Sentinel smirked at her. “Fine, how about this for keeping on the subject. Would you let your husband lovingly touch your breast through that wisp of fabric?”

She sneered back, “If I were here with my husband, Kellan Thorne, I wouldn’t bother wearing any fabric.”

Kellan nodded, as his mind wandered for several seconds, then said, “Well, we’ve been married for more than three years, you daft Highlander.” She didn’t move or respond. “Did you hear what I just said?” he asked. Still nothing. Kellan started to walk toward her when three large shadows fell across him. He looked up, but saw nothing. A moment later he heard the voices again. Where they were unintelligible murmurings before, now the voices sounded crisp and resonant.

“This Sentinel manages to find conflict even within a dream we craft for his benefit. He is such an annoying mortal.”

“Michael?” asked Kellan confused.

“We owe that annoying mortal much, do we not, Michael?” came a female voice. “Beyond that, I did warn you not to use this memory to craft the dream. His reaction was quite predictable.”

“Ariel?” asked Kellan, then said, “Hey, wait a minute. What’s going on—”

“The Soulborn’s reaction was similarly predictable,” offered yet a third voice. “I believe you erred by not giving her simulacrum memories of having married Kellan.”

Michael responded, and Kellan noted how his tone had shifted from annoyance to frustration. “Thank you, Raphael, but I was unaware that the responsibility for this dream construct lay with me alone. Gabriel is far more adept with dreams, as you well know.”

“Hello,” yelled Kellan at the sky. “Guys, I can hear you. Can you hear me? I’d like to wake up now, please.”

“We should rouse him,” said Raphael, seemingly oblivious to Kellan’s identical request. “I think we’ve purged as much of the taint as we dare for now.”

“Fraking angels, am I right?” grumbled Kellan, then gestured to Shannon. She remained still as before, not even blinking. “They screwed up some pathetic attempt at inception-healing. I mean, could they have a least put me someplace with one sun and a moon?” Shannon began to fade from view. Kellan sighed. “Of course they couldn’t.” He stared up at the three sets of winged shadows and shook a fist. “You realize that if you made her with memories of our marriage, this dream would have been a whole lot more fun!”

[image: ]

Shannon sat on the edge of their bed and scratched Cara affectionately behind the ears. He rested his muzzle in her lap with his eyes closed and occasionally made contented grunts. “Well, you deserve this, and more, you good lad. Thank you.” The Soulborn smiled at Raphael, Michael and Ariel. “And thank you three, as well. I appreciate you coming back again to help my daft man.”

All three angels inclined their heads, one did so reluctantly, and Shannon chuckled. “Some day, Michael, you will have that stick permanently removed from your celestial arse.” The Soulborn glanced at Juliet, questioningly.

The young woman nodded and replied in a whisper, “Yep, you used it the right way, while still making it feel somehow very wrong.”

Shannon waved away Juliet’s concern and picked up a piece of paper covered in Juliet’s handwriting. “So, who is this CS Lewis, and what’s an Aslan Blowy Thing?”

“He was a great apologist for our Father,” intoned Michael. “His life’s path was straight and true…unlike others.”

Kellan frowned and opened his mouth to respond, but Shannon placed a finger on his lips. “Husband, please do not say what you were about to say in front of either Juliet or the other archangels.” 

He sighed, interlaced his fingers behind his head, and said, “Lewis was an author. Apparently, God played a game of chess with him at some point and threw the match.”

Michael’s face darkened and he growled, “Our Father does not throw—” Ariel extended a dark wing. She playfully laid it across the archangel’s mouth. Michael’s eyes shifted to her, but Ariel’s expression held mirth rather than anger.

“Anyhoo,” continued Kellan. “After throwing the match, God gifted Lewis with a fireplace bellows. It has a lions head at the tip. So, it is a lion’s head bellows.” The Sentinel gave Juliet a pointed look, “It is not an Aslan Blowy Thing.”

Shannon nodded. “And this bellows is something we need? Why?”

“Remember what I told you about finding Aibreann?” asked Kellan.

Before Shannon could respond, all three angels stiffened at the mention of her name. “We should leave,” said Ariel.

“I agree,” said Michael.

“Without a doubt,” added Raphael. A second later three portals split the air and they each stepped through.

“Wow!” said Juliet.

“Talk about clearing a room,” chuckled Kellan. He nudged Shannon with an arm and she slid off the bed. He followed her, stretched, and nodded. “Yep, I definitely feel less crappy. Those angels did some good work. Honestly, I’m surprised they agreed to it.” He reached up and held Shannon’s face with both hands, then gave her a quick kiss. She pulled back. “What?” he asked.

“Go brush your teeth. You have…Chaos disease breath.”

“Nice,” grumbled Kellan, but moved past her toward the bathroom. 

He had just put toothpaste on the brush when Shannon called after him. “What about the bellows? You never said.”

“Do you want me to talk, or do you want me to brush?”

“Brush!” she yelled, “but think about why we need the bellows.”

He did and felt her excited response fill his mind. Kellan rinsed his mouth, then poked his head out. “We need to see Meghan and Sera before checking out the Lewis museum. Do you know where she is?”

“She just dropped me off and was heading home. Which reminds me.”

“Hmm?”

“I want a motorcycle.”

Kellan laughed as he walked back into the bedroom. He slipped an arm around her waist, pulled her close, and kissed her. Juliet made a stinky face, spun on her heels and left the room. “Better?” asked Kellan.

“Much.”

“Excellent. Now, I assume you want a motorcycle because it’s like riding an Iron-Frasier, right?”

Shannon snorted. “That’s just what Meghan said.” Her eyes went wide. “How did you know—”

Kellan smiled. “How did I know what Meghan said before she gave you a ride to a gynecological appointment you never told me about?”

The Soulborn drew her lips to a line and gave Kellan a guilty look. “Yes, how did you know about that?”

“Jarvis,” he replied.

The AI hologram instantly shimmered into view. “Hello, Sentinel Kellan. You called for me? How may I be of service? Oh, hello Soulborn. It’s very nice to see you. How was your doctor appointment? Everything ship shape and Bristol fashion?” 

Shannon’s lips curled into a dangerous snarl. “Hello, Jarvis Templeton, it is very nice to see you too.”

The AI cocked his head, then turned to Kellan. “She used my entire name, should I assume that I am about to be reprimanded?”

“That, my friend, is a good assumption.” Kellan pretended to pat the hologram on the shoulder, then followed after Juliet.







Chapter 19
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A Path to War




Shannon chewed her lower lip, then glanced to her left. Kellan didn’t look over. She knew he felt her stare, but kept his eyes firmly fixed on the road ahead. Well, she thought, if he’s not going to ask me, I’m just fine with that. She lifted the seat lever and leaned the Impala’s passenger seat back several clicks. I’m just going to take these boots off and relax. The daft man can simply stew in his own juices for all I care. Shannon crossed her bare feet on the Impala’s dash and began making smudge marks on the windshield with her big toes.

“You know,” said Kellan, “instead of inventing some internal reality where you’re completely right, you could just tell me what’s going on.” Shannon stopped moving her feet, but didn’t look over. “You forgot to block your thoughts, Highlander.”

Did I? she projected. “Perhaps, I meant for you to hear them.”

“No, I’m pretty sure you didn’t,” answered Kellan, which earned him a creative string of gaelic curses.

“How much did you hear?” she asked, accusingly.

He glanced over and chuckled, “Everything! You just aren’t very good at concealing thoughts, Shan. Personally, instead of getting pissed about it…which you are about to do…take it as a compliment.”

“Take it as a compliment, you say?” He nodded, “And how should I do that, Kellan Thorne?”

He shrugged. “You just aren’t a devious person, so it doesn’t occur to you.”

“But you block your thoughts from me,” she countered.

“Because I am a devious person,” he laughed.

Shannon lowered her feet and swiveled to face Kellan. “I don’t think I like that. Devious people are bad.”

“No they aren’t,” countered Kellan. “You like James Bond, right?”

“Most of them,” she replied, “except the one who rolled his Rs.”

Kellan nodded. “Timothy Dalton. Yeah, he sucked, but you liked the others.” She nodded. “Well, 007 was as devious as they come. He was just a good kind of devious, like me. I’m like James Bond.”

“You are an idiot,” she said, but couldn’t keep the amusement from her voice. Shannon sighed, “Well, if I am so bad at blocking thoughts, you already know why I was at the doctor.”

“No I do not, Mrs. Thorne,” said Kellan. “I never eavesdrop on important stuff unless it’s life threatening. Whatever you were doing there wasn’t life threatening, so I unpoked my nose from within your mind.”

“You are insufferable. You know that, don’t you?”

“I do, ma’am, I definitely do.”

Silence stretched between them for several minutes. Only the low rumble of the Impala’s engine and occasional squeaks or pops from the car’s antique frame served to disrupt it. Finally, Shannon said, “I wanted to see if we could have children.” Kellan nodded, but said nothing. She let out a sigh. “Well, the doctor said everything looked fine. Of course that shrill harpy, Meghan, said she wasn’t surprised because I had hips that would let me birth a toddler.” Kellan snorted and Shannon continued. “She explained how to tell when the best time might be to, well, you know.”

Kellan spared a quick glance from the road. “Huh? Meghan told you when we should have sex? That’s weird.”

“No, Kellan, the doctor told me when we should have a go. Not for nothing, husband, but I really hate that modern way of talking about it.”

“Uh, you lost me. The modern way of talking about what?”

“Sex, you daft man.” She lowered her voice and affected an American accent. “Want to have sex? We had sex.” Shannon wrinkled her nose, and sighed. “This world of yours really does takes the magic out of so much, Kellan.”

The Sentinel pulled off the highway and onto a local midtown road, then stopped at a red light. He looked over. “Well, you can count on me to you-know whenever or wherever is required. I am here to serve.”

Shannon rolled her eyes, then narrowed them a moment later. “Why are you taking this so well? You should be angry at me for sneaking about. Something is definitely—”

“I had myself checked out over three months ago, babe,” said Kellan. The light turned green and he accelerated onto Dunwoody Place Road.

“You what?” sputtered Shannon. “You went to a gynecologist too? What did she say?”

Kellan barked a laugh. “No, I did not go to a gynecologist. If I had, she probably would have said, Mr. Thorne, you have a penis. Please leave my office immediately.” Sensing Shannon’s confusion mixed with a growing sense of frustration, Kellan added, “Gynecologists are doctors for women stuff only, Shan.”

“Oh,” she murmured, then asked, “What are doctors for men?”

He shrugged. “We don’t have any. I mean there are doctors who work on broken penises, I suppose, but they are usually urologists and they help women too. Apparently men don’t deserve their own doctors or we just don’t care. Anyway, we’re losing the thread here. I went to my regular doc and he checked out Mike and his two dependents.”

Shannon chuckled. “Mike. Such a silly name for a penis. But why did you think to have Mike examined?”

“Because I’ve never knocked you up, babe. I thought maybe my boys couldn’t swim or God blinded them. You know my sense of direction, maybe God had nothing to do with it and they just got lost or something.”

She stared at him, face reflecting confusion. “Your…boys? Meghan mentioned that this morning, but I was too nervous about the doctor to ask. What are—”

Kellan pulled into the visitor parking at Meghan’s condo and cut the engine. He undid his seatbelt and turned. The Sentinel extended a hand and Shannon placed hers in his. “We can delve into modern biology another day if you want, but suffice it to say that I just assumed the problem was mine, not yours. When my doc said it wasn’t me, I just figured I’d let it go. If we’re meant to have a kid, we will.

Shannon sighed. “But what if it is me?”

“It isn’t you,” replied Kellan. “You got it checked. It’s not you.”

“But you didn’t know that,” she insisted, “Why didn’t you—”

“Because,” interrupted Kellan, “I know you, Highlander. You’ve adapted to the twenty-first century better than I ever could have to the thirteenth.” He tapped her nose affectionately, then added, “You may take the girl out of Glenn Ferry, but you’ll never take the Glenn Ferry out of the girl. If you found out we couldn’t have a kid because of something with your biology, you would have blamed yourself.” He shrugged. “I didn’t want that. You also would have felt you let me down. I didn’t want that either. Finally, you would have thought yourself less than you are, and I couldn’t ever be the cause of that.”

Shannon’s nose began to redden and she pinched her lips together, then pointed at Kellan. “Sometimes, you are not completely daft.” She sniffed and wiped at an eye. “Do you know that, Mr. Sentinel?”

He smiled at her and kissed her nose. “I’ll try not to let it go to my head, Rudolph. Now, c’mon, I need to talk with Meghan and Sera.”
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Kellan opened the door to the lobby of Meghan’s condo building and almost bowled over a small woman with nearly white hair. “Kellan Caufield Thorne,” she said, her voice tinged with disappointment. “What is the meaning of this behavior?”

Kellan stepped aside as Shannon entered to stand next to the elderly woman. The Soulborn’s lips quirked up, ever so slightly, but Kellan’s attention remained on the woman. “Uh,” he stammered, “Mrs. Taballareo. What are you doing here?”

“I live here, Kellan,” she replied crisply, “Where else should I be? You know I live here, and unless something has changed, you remember everything.”

“No, I remember you live here, and I still remember everything.” He gave her a wan smile, “Especially every one of your classes. They…were so…inspiring.”

“Uh huh,” she said while clearly conveying her disbelief. “Apparently you managed to forget the courtesy of holding the door for your wife, or not mowing down retired, middle-aged, school teachers.”

Kellan squinted at her, and his eyes lost focus for a second. “Wait, you were born June 13th, 1938. Mrs. Taballareo. You’re eighty-three. I’m not sure I’d call that middle aged.”

“It’s rude to mention a lady’s age, Kellan. Besides, I plan to live past one hundred sixty, which means I’m middle aged. Now, apologize to Shannon and let me by.”

Kellan looked past his old teacher and watched as the Soulborn gave him a go on then nod. “Seriously, I’m more chivalrous than ninety percent of the dudes out there,” said Kellan defensively, “but I don’t open one door, and…hey…what happened to feminism anyway?”

“I never asked for any of it, husband,” snickered Shannon, “I’ve always felt quite liberated myself, but perhaps you’ve never noticed.” She showed her teeth.

“Whatever,” grumbled Kellan, then executed a flourishing bow in Shannon’s direction. “Forgive me milady, I will endeavor to do better henceforth.”

Shannon rolled her eyes and the old school teacher gave Kellan a playful slap then scooted past him. As she did so, she said, “You are still full of shit, Kellan, and I’ve told you a dozen times, please…call me Mia.” The Sentinel just stared as the door started to close, but Shannon called after the school teacher. Mia turned. “Yes dear, what is it?”

“You didn’t happen to see Meghan Daugherty here about, did you? We’re looking for her, and her mobile has been going right to voice mail.”

“As a matter of fact, I saw her just a few minutes ago. She’s on the roof.”

Kellan pinched up his face. “The roof? What the fu-heck is she doing on the roof? For that matter, what were you doing on the roof?”

“I was measuring my coffin, Kellan,” she snarked. “There’s a small carpentry shop up there for those of us over eighty. We can make them ourselves and save social security money for important things like birth control and bourbon.” Kellan’s eyes widened even as his jaw dropped open. Shannon gave a loud snort, then covered her mouth and shook several more times. Mia sighed. “I have a rooftop garden, Kellan, and was picking the last of my tomatoes. As for Meghan, I believe she’s trying to catch some sun.” The teacher pointed at Shannon who suddenly looked serious and, oddly, guilty. “I told her too much sun is bad for you, but she just laughed and said something about being made for the heat.” Mia paused as a mischievous grin played across her lined face. “Are you going up to see her now?”

“Uh, yeah,” replied Kellan, “Why do you ask?”

“Oh nothing,” chuckled Mia, “nothing at all. I’m sure you three will have a lovely chat.” The teacher turned to go, then paused and pointed at Kellan “There is one thing that I better warn you about. In addition to the tomatoes, there are some melons in my garden. A couple of them are quite ripe, but keep your hands off them, understand?”

Kellan’s brow furrowed in confusion and he glanced at Shannon, who shrugged. “Sure Mrs—uh, Mia. I don’t even like melon that much. I’m more of a grapefruit guy.”

Mia stared at him a second and started laughing. “That’s a good one, Kellan. Bye now. Bye to you too, Shannon.” She waved at the Soulborn. “You always look so beautiful. I hope he knows how lucky he is to have you.”

Shannon smiled awkwardly for a moment, then gave an even more awkward half curtsey, but Mia had already spun through the door and disappeared. Kellan squinted at her as the two headed toward the elevators. “What was that, Highlander? I’ve seen better curtsies from New Orleans drag queens.”

“Shut it, you,” growled Shannon. “She startled me is all. I’m not used to people I don’t know saying nice things to me, so curtsey when I get nervous.” Kellan snickered and she punched his arm. “You’re stupid.”

The elevator door swished open and he spun, then kissed her nose. “You’re beautiful and I’m lucky to have you.” She stared at him long enough for the doors to start closing. He tapped the safety bar with a foot and they sprung back open. Shannon slowly entered the elevator while keeping her eyes firmly fixed on Kellan’s. “Nothing to say?” he chuckled, then mashed the roof access button.

“What are you up to, Kellan Thorne? I know that wily look.”

The doors closed and indicator lights began counting up. Kellan smiled. “The only thing I’m up to, my love is—” He slipped an ancient roman coin from his pocket to show Shannon, “—finding out whether Sera or Meghan know how I can find one Pullo Rufian Longinus.”







Chapter 20
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A Rooftop Nephilim




Kellan shaded his eyes as they left the dim interior of the condominium’s roof access hallway. The ground was composed of loose asphalt gravel and crunched under his and Shannon’s feet as they walked. He looked around, but didn’t immediately see Meghan or anything of note. To his left, there were several massive air conditioning fans doing their best to cool the building from Atlanta’s mid-fall heat. Just to the right lay several large wooden rectangles. Each was filled with dark, rich looking soil, and a wide variety of plants. Shannon walked over to Mia’s rooftop garden, crouched down, and gently lifted a pea pod with two fingers. She glanced at Kellan who smiled. “No, I don’t think she’ll mind, Highlander. It’s one pod of snow peas. Enjoy yourself.” Shannon snapped the ripe vegetable from its vine and popped it in her mouth.

She crunched it happily as she rose, then scanned the garden. “I don’t see any melons. Do you think someone stole them?”

“I don’t care,” grumbled Kellan. “You know I hate melon…it’s too sweet. Now, do you see Meg anywhere?”

Shannon craned her neck to look down the far side of the roof. She pointed and said, “I see feet,” then started walking. Kellan fell into step beside the Soulborn. He quickly saw what Shannon had been pointing at. Two bare feet and a bit of lower leg seemed to protrude from beyond a large electrical box of some kind. They circled around the green metal device to find Meghan Daugherty lounging on a towel covered chase.

She had been turned toward the afternoon sun, with her face tilted down, reading. She held a large, hardback book with both hands as it rested on her stomach. Meghan looked up when Kellan and Shannon’s shadows fell over her. She lowered the book, shot a quick glance to Kellan, then smiled broadly at the Soulborn. “Hi Red, what’s the good word? It would have been nice if you had called rather than just barge in, but whatever.”

“Kellan did call,” growled Shannon, “several times.”

“Huh,” said Meghan, “I must have left my cell in the condo.” She squinted at Kellan. “Sorry about that, nerdboy. How many times did you call?”

“Uh…what?” Kellan asked. He locked eyes with Meghan. “What was the question?”

The nephilim’s grin widened and asphalt gravel crunched loudly as Shannon ground her booted foot. “Ya know,” began Meghan, “your husband seems a bit distracted.” She took a deep breath and lay her book down the rest of the way. “Any idea why that might be…Red?”

Shannon jabbed Kellan with an elbow while giving the former Marine a sour look. “Yes, I might have some idea, you demonic tart.” The Soulborn rounded on Kellan who smiled wanly as she lilted, “I thought you didn’t like melons, husband.”

“Well…” he began.

 Shannon waggled a finger, but couldn’t keep the smile from her voice. “No, best you guard that tongue of yours and call to mind what the teacher said.”

Kellan snickered while stealing another sideways glance at Meghan. “Keep my hands off the two ripe melons?”

“Yes!” yelled Shannon.

Meghan burst into laugher. “Mia told you that? Holy shit, that’s hysterical, but I shouldn’t be surprised. She was up here about a half hour ago, saw me reading and said, I miss having tits like that!” Meghan reached for an athletic t-shirt that lay just beside the chase. She shrugged it on then scissored her legs to straddle the chair. “Is that better, Mrs. Thorne?” she asked with a sardonic smile.

“Yes,” replied Shannon.

Kellan averted his gaze as Meghan pretended to straighten the shirt by deliberately tugging on the thin fabric. “Actually, babe, that might be worse, but I am willing to endure it. You know, because the fate of the world could be in the balance.”

Shannon rolled her eyes again and motioned to Kellan. “Well, go on then,” she sighed. “We came here for a reason. Ask her.”

“Ask me what?” Kellan fished out the gold coin Pullo had given him. He tossed it to Meghan. “Thanks,” she said, “Is this just for showing you my boobs, because I could—”

“Judas!” hissed Shannon, “Cool that devil blood of yours. Do I go sniffing after Seramai?”

“Nooo,” drawled Meghan, “but he wouldn’t be interested in you anyway. Remember, redheads were considered barbarians back when Sera was human, and there’s still a fair bit of ancient Rome in my handsome god of war. Besides, the nerd here is fun to torment. Tormenting you is just icing on the cake.”

“The coin, Meg,” said Kellan, “do you sense anything strange from the coin?”

She shrugged. “Not offhand.” Meghan was about to toss it back, when Kellan asked her to really examine it. “You want me to go full manifest on this thing?” she asked.

“That is why we are here, Meghan Daugherty. Not for either your harpy’s tongue or whore’s teats.”

“Not teats, babe,” corrected Kellan, “Tits. Remember, that’s why we call her Tits Mcgee, because of the—”

“I think she gets it, Kel,” said Meghan. “Ok, give me a second.” The nephilim slid off the chaise and stood. She bent her neck left, then right, with soft cracks accompanying each movement. Meghan took a deep breath and her eyes began to gleam amber. She rolled her shoulders. Massive black wings formed from golden mist and she flexed them, causing her to rise a foot into the air. She gripped the coin tightly and cocked her head. “I’m getting something, but nothing clear, just a few flashes.” The wings puffed away and Meghan dropped softly to the rooftop. She handed Kellan the coin. “Where’d you get it?”

“Pullo,” he sighed. “Actually, I gave him a bag full of them, but he tossed this one back. He seemed to think it would help me find him if ever I needed to.”

Meghan pinched up her face. “Well, what did he say, exactly?”

Kellan’s eyes lost focus as the exchange played through his memory with perfect clarity. “He said, If ever you have need of me, I pray Mars will cause our paths to cross.”

“Well, there you have it,” said Meghan, “Sera should be able to find your little Roman soldier tout suite.”

Kellan slapped his forehead. “Mars…holy crap, I am so stupid.”

“Great, then I must be even more stupid than you, Kellan Thorne, because I still don’t see how that coin is going to get us to Pullo.”

As if in response, the air began to crackle and a bright blue circle formed just to their right. Runes began spinning around the circumference and all three unconsciously raised hands to shield their eyes. A moment later a brilliant blue light flashed and hot air washed over them.

“Well what'll ya know,” said Meghan, “there’s my big beefy Martian, now.” She took a step toward the god of war as he rose from what Kellan called his Terminator pose. 

His eyes burned amber and his face was set in a scowl. “Meghan Conagan Daugherty!” he boomed.

“Uh oh,” she whispered then placed a coy finger to her chin, “looks like daddy’s angry with me.”

“Megggannn,” he yelled again, “did you provide advanced weaponry to Uighur Muslims in China?”

Meghan looked thoughtful. “You mean the ones being reeducated in Xinjiang camps?”

“Yes, those,” growled Ares.

She shrugged, “Never heard of ‘em. Now, lover, the Sentinel of Nerder has a problem and he thinks you might know a thing or two.” She picked up her towel and slung it over her shoulder. “Let’s head down and see if you can help.” She patted Ares' chest affectionately. “Once we have them sorted and on their way—” Meghan pitched up her voice slightly, “—I promise…you can try and punish me all you want for allegedly being a bad girl who supplied machine guns to Chinese detainees.”
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"I cannot believe you are siding with her on this, Sentinel of Order," grumbled Ares.

Kellan accepted the bottle of Innis & Gunn beer from him and said, "Dude, I'm not taking anyone's side. Not yours. Not hers. Certainly not the Chinese." He took a long swig from the bottle, then tilted it toward Meghan. "That said, I will grant you, the Chinese appear to be pretty douchy in this regard." Kellan squinted at the women as they spoke softly, their heads close together. "What are they doing?"

"Hmm," murmured Ares, still miffed at the lack of support he'd received from both Kellan and Shannon. "Oh, I have no idea. They are constantly plotting against one, or both of us. It's what they do."

"I suppose, but—“

“So, what does he think?” called Shannon from across the room.

“Huh, oh, so are you two done kibitzing over there? Will you now deign to grace us with your feminine presence?” huffed Kellan.

Shannon arched a questioning eyebrow at Meghan, who walked into the kitchen with her. “The nerd is channeling his Jewish half, Red. Kibitzing is Yiddish for talking. It also means that both our boys haven’t gotten around to discussing the godly cracker you pinched from the cathedral.”

“I was getting to it,” said Kellan defensively, then gestured to Ares. “However, Seramai wanted my opinion on a few things, and I didn’t want to be rude.”

“Really?” snorted Meghan. “Let me save you some time, oh godly one. Yes, I flapped my way into that detainment camp at least half-a-dozen times with several automatic weapons and a metric shit-ton of ammo. Satisfied? Now, you don’t have to badger Kellan or Shannon to take your side, which I’m sure you were just now doing.”

“They are already on my side!” yelled Ares.

“No we aren’t,” replied Kellan and Shannon together, then looked at each other.

“I’m neutral,” said Kellan.

Shannon pointed at Meghan. “I’m on her side.”

“Thanks, Red.”

The Soulborn nodded. “Don’t mention it, Hellspawn.”

Ares drained his beer, then threw the bottle across the kitchen where it followed a perfect arc into their blue recycling bin.

“Nice shot,” murmured Kellan, but Ares ignored him.

“Meghan,” the god rumbled, “do you realize that dropping advance weaponry into a population of otherwise unarmed prisoners might upset an exiting conflict’s balance?”

“I should fucking hope so, Sera. Those boxes were heavy and I can’t make magic travel circles. I had to hoof that shit the long way.”

Ares’ face turned red, and Kellan could almost hear his molars creak as the god ground his teeth. Shannon stepped between them placing a hand on each of their chests. “You two work that out later. Right now, Kellan needs help tracking down Pullo Longinus.”

“Yeah,” agreed Meghan, then added, “show him the cracker, Kel.”

The Sentinel reached into a small leather satchel he had previously set on the kitchen counter. He pulled out the circular silver case given him by Grace’s guardian angel. It had a red cross inlayed on the cover. He set it on the counter with a click then frowned at Meghan. “We went to the same Catholic school, Meg. Do you remember anything from your time there? It’s not a cracker.”

The nephilim smiled wickedly, “I remember inviting a certain nerd beneath the bleachers.” She winked at Shannon who just shook her head. “What I don’t remember is any God cracker having stopped you from joining me.”

Kellan inhaled deeply, then winced and pressed a hand to his side. “Kel?” asked Meghan in alarm, “What is it? Are you still hurt? I thought your Sentinel’iness constantly healed you?”

Shannon started to move toward him, but Kellan waved her back. “I’m fine. It’s just a twinge, a little celestial reminder that there ain’t no such thing as a free lunch. It’ll pass.” Kellan straightened, then pressed a small clasp on the case. Its lid snapped open to reveal the consecrated host he had been given in the chapel. Ares peered at it for several seconds then met Kellan’s eyes. “Well?” asked the Sentinel.

Ares shrugged. “It looks like a cracker.”

Kellan clicked the lid down with far more force than was needed and shoved it back into the leather satchel. He pointed at Shannon. “See, what did I tell you? I knew he wouldn’t be able to tell.”

The Soulborn shrugged. “It was worth a try, Kellan. I mean, he is a god, after all.”

Meghan barked a laugh. “No he’s not, Shannon. Trust me, I know every nook and cranny of him. There’s nothing godly hiding in there anywhere. In fact, he’s even less godly than Kellan.” Meghan gripped the back counter, hopped up, and kicked out with both legs several times. “He’s just Emperor Trajan who lucked out and got infused by the Mantle of War.”

“Just lucked out!” roared Ares. “There is nothing just about being an emperor of Rome and the Mantle of War sought me out. It was not luck. Of all men living, my valkyrie, the mantle chose me.”

Meghan leaned back, kicked out her feet again, and pointed her toes at Ares. “And I completely agree with you, lover. You were the best man for the job.” She grinned.

“I’m surprised they haven’t killed each other by now,” said Kellan to no one in particular, then patted Ares’ arm. “Look, if past is prologue, I’m only going to have one shot at something, and it will likely be stupidly dangerous.” He tapped the satchel. “Apparently, for me to have any chance of success, I need some of Pullo’s blood.”

Ares glanced at the satchel. “For the cracker?”

Kellan’s eyes began to glow and he growled, “No, you idiot. I’m supposed to coat my hands with his blood before using the bellows. And, for the last time, it is not a cracker!”

Shannon placed a hand on Ares’ shoulder, and said, “Can you help us find Pullo? Kellan believes he’s the one the guardian angel spoke of. Apparently, Pullo’s blood has been infused with raw creation. That’s why he cannot die.”

Ares nodded thoughtfully. “He is the Eternal Soldier. If he does not seek conflict, it finds him.”

“Great,” said Kellan, “then can you please use some Ares mojo, track him down, and project that location to me?”

“It doesn’t work like Google maps, Kellan,” replied Ares, and Meghan nodded appreciatively at his modern reference. “There are countless conflicts happening around the globe at any moment. He could be anywhere. I would need something from which—”

Kellan flipped his gold coin into the air. Ares reflexively snatched it in mid flight. He stared at it a moment and his eyes began to glow. “Was…was Pullo being crucified when he held this coin? There is a powerful imprint on it.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Sera,” said Kellan. “How the hell could he hold a coin if he was being crucified. I took him down first, then gave him the coin.”

Meghan lowered her face in her palm for several seconds, then sighed at Shannon. The Soulborn held up a finger. “No, don’t start. Ares is just as bad, and smells worse.”

The men ignored the exchange. Ares gripped the coin tightly and closed his eyes. Amber light leaked out between his fingers for several seconds, then he handed it back to Kellan. “Concentrate on the coin, Sentinel of Order. Do you sense the location I embedded within it?” Kellan did, then nodded. “Good,” said Ares, “I suggest you depart as soon as possible. Pullo seldom remains in one place for very long.”

The Sentinel slipped the coin into a pocket, shouldered the satchel, and extended one hand to Shannon. She accepted it. “Ready, Highlander?”

She smiled. “Always. Where and when are we going?”

“The when,” he said, “is right now. No time travel required. The where is Afghanistan.” He lashed out a hand and a beam of emerald light split the room. It expanded into a distance portal through which a clear, star filled sky could be seen.

“Watch out for werewolves!” shouted Meghan, as Sentinel and Soulborn leaped through.







Chapter 21
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An Eternal Soldier




Shannon slipped her hand in Kellan’s and squeezed it three times in rapid succession. Juliet’s mother, Rachel Herrick, had taught him the gesture years ago. It had been in her family for generations, and served as a simple code that could be passed silently from one member to another. Three squeezes. Three words. He projected his response to Shannon. I love you, too, Highlander. Between the two of them, it had an additional meaning. Kellan steeled himself for what he knew would come next. Power rushed from him in a torrent as enochian runes ran down his arm and up Shannon’s. He felt her tremble and wisps of Ordered power began to radiate from her skin like water steaming from a hot road.

Sentinel and Soulborn had learned the hard way, that if Shannon took too much power, too quickly, bad things could happen. This was especially true if she made the connection without Kellan first being aware of her intent. Over the years, they had adapted the Herrick’s secret family code to take on this second meaning. It worked well, keeping him grounded in the moment while also enabling her to accept a veritable torrent of power.

Shannon released his hand, breaking the link. Her eyes glowed a brilliant green. She smiled as he looked at her, then shook her head mockingly. “Husband, you have a one track mind.”

“It’s not my fault,” he replied, “When you get all glow’y like that, my mind wanders,” he pointed at her. “And, look who’s talking,” he snickered. “Your libido could power a small city.” He grinned, “I just worry about where they’d run the cables.”

She frowned. “Kellan Thorne, you are an—”

He held a finger to her lips, cutting her off. They hadn’t moved from where the two exited Kellan’s distance portal. Given that, he counted on its perception-dampening properties to conceal them from immediate detection. Still, Kellan thought, better to be safe than sorry. “Since the portal opened here,” he whispered, “Pullo must be nearby. I just hope the idiot hasn’t gotten himself nailed to another tree.”

A second later, both Sentinel and Soulborn froze as two large hands gripped their shoulders. Kellan first glanced at Shannon, then the hands. He felt Ordered power fill him, but released it a moment later, as a deep baritone voice rumbled from behind them. “The idiot has managed to avoid being crucified for almost two thousand years, but he appreciates your concern.”

Shannon spun around and opened her arms. “Pullo!”

He smiled and accepted her embrace. “It has been a long time, but you still look lovely.”

She gave his chest a playful slap, “I should hope so, you silly Roman. I just saw you a wee bit ago.”

The former gladiator arched an eyebrow at Kellan, who extended his hand. Pullo grasped it warmly. Kellan said, “You’ve made it to 2021 the long way around my friend. For us, it’s been less than a week since I had to rescue you.”

Pullo gripped Kellan’s shoulders in an affectionate embrace and lifted him several inches off the ground. He laughed. “You did not rescue me, Kellan Thorne. I would have been fine.”

“Longinus, you would not have been fine. Put me down, and when did you become so freakishly strong?”

Pullo shrugged. “It was a gradual thing. I suspect my strength grows in a manner similar to that of Vampires. As the years pass, their power increases, so too has mine. While they are infused with Universal power, the source of my condition—” he sighed, “—is quite different, as you both know.” A shadow seemed to pass across Pullo’s face, but his smile dispelled it a moment later. “Come,” he said, “My teams are nearby. We have good food and a secure location in which to discuss whatever it is that caused you to seek me out after so many years.”

“Who’s with you?” asked Shannon.

“The rest of my team,” he said simply.

“Same ol’ Pullo,” snickered Kellan. “Ok, what team is that?”

“I am leading a small United States Special Forces assault team. We have ongoing operations in this area.”

“Well, that’s cool,” said Kellan. “Special forces, huh. What is it, Seal Team Six?”

Pullo’s eyes widened. “DEVGRU, but yes. How did you know that, Sentinel of Order?”

Kellan returned the expression. “I was joking, Pullo. Are you telling me, that the real-life Seal Team Six is camped somewhere around here?”

He nodded. “Some of it. In the caves, just below that rise, but you make us sound like cub scouts. Kellan, Seals do not camp. We dig in. When I served with the Swiss, a couple hundred years ago I would have said biwacht. With the French, bivouac. Back in the Holy Roman Empire it was—” Pullo broke off and squinted at Kellan. The soldier turned to Shannon. “What is he doing?”

“That’s his I’ve stopped listening to you face,” she replied. “His mind went off to do something it thinks is more important right now. Kellan thinks it’s less rude than actually telling someone he isn’t interested in what they have to say.”

“Well, he’s wrong,” huffed Pullo.

“I know,” agreed Shannon, then snapped her fingers in front of Kellan’s face.

“Yeah, Seal Team Six,” said Kellan, “Very cool, dude, but I’m not surprised. You are the eternal soldier after all.”

“Don’t try to get on my good side now, Sentinel of Order,” said Pullo dryly.

“When did you develop a good side?” joked Kellan, then grabbed Pullo by the arm. “Hey, how did you know we were here? The portal usually masks us unless we leave the area where it opened, which we didn’t.”

Pullo gestured to the small leather satchel Kellan wore crosswise. “Whatever you have in there, shines like a beacon. A few minutes ago, I looked up and a small beam of violet light cut through the roof of our cave. I left my men and headed toward it. I had just crested the rise when your portal opened and you two stepped through.” He squinted at the satchel. “It got a lot brighter after that, but it’s still shooting a violet beam of light directly at my feet.” Pullo made a slow circle around Kellan and Shannon. He nodded as if confirming a previous notion. “See how it follows me, always streaming from that satchel directly to me?”

The Sentinel and Soulborn shared a look as unspoken words passed between them. Shannon shook her head. “Pullo, we don’t see anything like what you’re describing.”

Longinus furrowed his brow. “What do you have in there, Kellan?” In response, the Sentinel slipped a hand into the satchel and removed the metallic case he’d received from Grace’s angel. He handed it to Shannon then took several steps to the side. Pullo pointed at the pyx. “It’s definitely coming from that,” he said, squinting. “I’ve seen receptacles like that before, but not for a very long time.”

“Not much of a church goer, I take it,” said Kellan as he retrieved the pyx and put it back inside his satchel.

“No, Sentinel of Order. Christian churches make me feel…uncomfortable.” He pointed at the satchel. “Just as that makes me feel the same. It reminds me of—” Pullo broke off and raised a hand toward Kellan. “Oh no, no, Kellan Thorne. What have you gotten me mixed up in this time? It has been decades since I’ve suffered anything worse than knife wounds or machine gun fire. I do not wish to reacquaint myself with the pain visited on me the last two times you darkened my path.”

“What are you talking about, dude? I haven’t seen you since ancient Rome.” He pointed. “And that wasn’t my fault. You got yourself crucified without any help from me.”

“You are conveniently forgetting the Jornada del Muerto desert in 1945. How could you forget that?” spat Pullo. “I’m telling you Kellan, that one really put the Nazarene’s words to the test. I thought I had Him, but no. As it turned out, all I had was pain.”

“That hasn’t happened for us yet,” whispered Shannon, then held up a hand. “Don’t say any more.” She gave Longinus a warm smile, then added, “Spoilers.”

His eyes widened. “That’s what you said in the desert before—” Both Kellan and Shannon pressed their hands against their ears and hummed. Pullo closed his mouth and waited. Once they’d lowered their hands he said, “Fine, I won’t say anything about the—” he watched Kellan’s hand flinch back toward his head, and laughed at the Sentinel. “About whatever happened there. Still, I remember you telling me about traveling through time. You spoke freely of it when we shared the sands together. What was it you said, paradoxes work themselves out?”

“For the most part,” finished Kellan. “I said they work themselves out for the most part. That also depends on whether or not it’s a fixed point in time.” He sighed. “The Jornada del Muerto desert in 1945. Frak me, that’s one hell of a fixed point. What on earth was I doing there? No, don’t tell me, that was rhetorical.”

“Are you going to tell me?” asked Shannon.

“That’s where the United States set off the first nuclear bomb. They called it Trinity. More than that, we don’t want to know, Highlander. We must have been there and somehow got Pullo vaporized, but that’s not today’s problem. Look, Pullo, I have a wizard friend of mine who warned me we are getting close to some cusp event that’s been building for millennia. I know I’m going to be meeting up with the Mantle of Time next year. If my wizard friend is right, there won’t be much time for, uh, Time to heal from a paradox created by you giving me foreknowledge.” Kellan pointed, “So don’t do it.”

“Merlin told you that?” asked Pullo. “I thought he was dead.”

“He is dead, but that doesn’t stop him from talking with me. Wait, you know Merlin? How do you know Merlin?”

Longinus chuckled. “Come with me, Sentinel of Order…Soulborn. You interrupted my dinner and it’s my favorite, MRE Menu 19. I’ll fill you in as we walk, but remember, I came the long way around to 2021. Oren and I have shared many a scrape.”

Kellan fell into step beside the soldier and Shannon murmured, “What is MRE Menu 19?”

“Huh, oh,” said Kellan, “Assuming the 2019 menu, that would be…” his eyes darted back and forth for a moment, “Ooo, grilled beef patty with, jalapeno pepper jack, au gratin potatoes, chocolate chunk oatmeal cookie, and M&M’s with Peanuts.”

Pullo shook his head without looking over. “And that, Shannon Thorne, is why your husband never knows where he is at any given time or place.”
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“Damn Pullo, when you said cave, I was thinking some dreary place covered in bat guano.” The Sentinel turned in a slow circle. “The only bat that would make its home here, is The Batman.”

Someone snorted to his right, and Kellan glanced toward the sound. Four other Seals stood arrayed several feet away, where the open cave began to narrow toward its exit. They wore combat battle armor and all appeared to be casually leaning against the cave wall. Kellan mentally noted the word appeared. He spent enough time with Meghan Daugherty to know that when Marines looked casual, they were mostly just deciding whether to rip your throat out. He imagined the same was true for Navy Seals, times ten.

The cave, itself, looked to have been partially manmade. The initial entry tunnel seemed naturally formed and narrow. As they continued in, it broadened into a relatively large cavern, with five small pod shaped niches carved into its walls. Within each pod lay what looked like personal gear.

Pullo settled into one of several folding chairs. “We’ve been using this particular cave system for about three years now,” he said, as if reading Kellan’s thoughts. “Several squads have rotated through, but we’ve been here about a year.”

“Fourteen months, two weeks, four days,” corrected one of the Seals.

Pullo picked up the MRE package that had been resting next to his chair and grinned back at the woman who’d spoken. “Not that you’re counting, right, Bobrovski? Are my tender ministrations running thin with you?”

The woman gave a half-hearted snort and shook her head. “I’d say your ministrations have been anything but tender, Chief, but no. My problem is with the local color. They are stupid and brutal.”

“Yeah,” said one of the other Seals as he jabbed a third with his elbow, “Bobrovski prefers her terrorists to be smart and gentle.”

“You are a laugh riot, Billy,” she replied then slipped a tactical dagger from a thigh sheath. “I prefer them smart and brutal. That way, I get to take them out, feel good about it, and still enjoy a challenge. Besides, I get my fill of stupid just by being around you.”

“It’s like we are in a room full of Meghans,” said Shannon quietly.

“They are a room full of Meghans,” replied Kellan evenly, then focused on the one Seal who stood furthest away and had said nothing. The Sentinel waved a hand toward the group of special operators, and spoke a bit louder, “but I’m betting Meghan would be much better at the performance art we just witnessed.”

Tension swept through the cave like an icy wind. All four Seals subtly shifted their weight in a manner Kellan knew all too well. Pullo glanced up from where he continued to massage his MRE heating pack, and gave the Sentinel a wink. “Go on Mr. Holmes,” said the Roman, “regale us with your deductive prowess.”

Kellan shrugged. “If you insist, mon frer.” He took a step away from Pullo and toward where the Seals had clustered to form a semi-circle that blocked the cave exit. He made sure his movements were slow, deliberate, and that his hands remained visible. Kellan pointed at Pullo. “You are in command of two assault fire teams.” He squinted at the four Seals. “I’m thinking team one is Bobrovski, and Thompson. Team two is Miller and Holden.” The Sentinel saw how Thompson’s eyes flickered over to the woman. “Yep, now I’m positive.” He pointed at Thompson. “Billy, do you play poker?” The Seal didn’t respond. Kellan said, “You do, and you shouldn’t. You are bad at it.” Bobrovski’s lips didn’t quirk up but Kellan noted how her facial muscles tensed slightly before she forcibly relaxed them.

The Sentinel turned back to Pullo, who had just taken a large bite of his burger, and said, “I’m thinking you are a Chief Petty Officer. That’s an E-7, if I recall correctly.”

“You recall everything correctly,” mumbled Pullo from around a mouthful of burger.

“Senior Chief,” corrected Miller. Kellan grinned as two of the Seals glared at Miller, and Holden shook his head at his teammate.

“And they respect you, Pullo, which they should. If they didn’t respect you, Petty Officer Miller there wouldn’t have jumped so quickly to your defense when I mistakenly demoted you to Chief.”

“Probably not,” agreed Pullo.

“Now, Holden there,” continued Kellan, “He’s the most senior. I’m guessing an E-6, Petty officer first class. Thomson and Miller…they are both E-5s. Bobrovski, there, she’s the most junior at, hmm, E-4, Petty officer third class.” This time her face did show emotion and Kellan raised both hands in a calming gesture. “Relax Petty Officer Bobrovski, I didn’t even know that any women had yet made it through Seal training. I’m betting you took a rash of shit getting here and won’t stay junior for long.” Kellan paused as Bobrovski’s eyes slipped off his and caught Pullo’s. The Roman gave a slight nod.

The Seal slipped her tactical knife back in its sheath, and said, “Women didn’t make it through, one woman did. I’m her and I’ll be an E-6, while Thomson and Miller are still jerking each other off.”

“If it weren’t for the blond hair, I swear she could be Meghan’s sister,” said Shannon.

“Who the fuck is this Meghan, they keep talking about, Chief? Ain’t nobody like me, but me.”

Pullo was dipping his oatmeal cookie in what looked like coffee, but glanced up and said, “Unless I miss my guess, they’re referring to Captain Meghan Daugherty.”

“The medivac jarhead?” asked Holden.

Pullo nodded. “Never met her myself, but she was choppering injured Marines out of these hills while you four were figuring out who to take to prom.”

“That right?” asked Bobrovski. “You know Meghan Daugherty? The Meghan Daugherty who got shredded by werewolves in Sanmagan province then came back to fuck them all up years later….that Meghan Daugherty?”

“They know about werewolves, Kellan,” lilted Shannon.

“I do have ears, Highlander,” replied the Sentinel.

Pullo gestured from Kellan to Bobrovski, then popped the last bit of cookie in his mouth. “He’s the one who was with her when they took out Sargon.”

All four Seals shared a look, and Holden said, “But Chief, if that’s true, then—”

Pullo stood and clapped Kellan on the shoulder, “Yep, he’s the damned Sentinel of Order.”

“My head hurts,” whispered Shannon.

Kellan pointed to Holden, “Now, don’t you feel guilty for moving into the rear kill position while your mates were trying to distract us with their piss-poor banter?”

Holden sucked air through his teeth, then spat. “Not at all. What I would have felt bad about is wasting good ammunition. From what the Chief’s said, shooting you is a losing proposition.”

“The Chief has an exceptionally big mouth,” laughed Kellan.

“Noted, sir,” replied Holden.

Kellan extended a hand. “Kellan Thorne. Nice to meet you Mr. Holden, but don’t call me sir. Kellan’s fine.”

“Honored to meet you, Kellan. I’m David.” He looked past the Sentinel and inclined his head to Pullo. “Chief, you want to make the intros?”

The Roman waved aside the question. “You’re on a roll Holden, keep it going.”

Holden gestured to Miller and Thompson. “Those rather vacant looking gentlemen are Petty officers second class James Miller and William Thompson.”

Miller inclined his head slightly, but otherwise remained unmoving. William extended his hand. “Billy,” he said, “and I have to tell you, this is totally awesome. Honestly, I thought the Chief was just bullshitting us with the whole Sentinel of Order thing but—”

“I’m Kat,” interrupted Bobrovski, as she pushed in front of Thompson. She cocked her head and gave the Sentinel a crooked smile. “I thought you would be taller.”

“Thanks,” replied Kellan, “Given that you look and hold yourself like a taller, blonder, Meghan Daugherty, you’re just how I thought you’d be…a bitch.”

Silence descended on them as Kat’s eyes narrowed dangerously. Kellan kept his face even, lips slightly curved. The two stared at each other for several seconds, then Kat said. “Again, with the Meghan Daugherty. Let me ask you this, Kellan Thorne, Sentinel of Order. How would the vaunted Captain Daugherty react to being called a bitch?” Kellan smiled as Bobrovski’s feet shifted slightly. Her hand blurred and half a second later, Kat held her tactical dagger next to Kellan’s throat. He glanced down, then locked eyes with the Seal. She swallowed unconsciously, but said, “Your glowing eyes on me versus my MK3 against your carotid. I’d rather be me.”

Kellan barked a laugh, “Meghan would have reacted just like you, which is, of course, why your knife isn’t actually against my throat.” He saw her eyes widen, first questioningly and then in alarm as he jerked his neck against the blade. Ripples of green energy extended around the knife’s edge as Kellan’s shield flexed beneath it.

The Sentinel kept his eyes on Kat and lifted his right hand. She glanced at the open palm. Green mist gathered just above it, and a gleaming longsword fell into his waiting hand. He gripped it and the sword shrank into its Bilbo Baggins Sting form. He pointed its tip at her tactical knife, which she now held casually by her side. “You call that a knife?” he asked in a horribly mangled Australian accent, then flashed his Sentinel’s dagger, “This is a knife!”

Pullo chortled from behind them. “You are too clever by half, Kellan Thorne. Everyone on my team is under twenty-five years old, with Kat being the youngest. They are not going to appreciate your Crocodile Dundee reference.”

For her part, Kat seemed to have already lost interest in Kellan’s display. She brushed past him and stopped in front of Shannon. The Seal stood about half a head taller. She nodded thoughtfully as her gaze washed over the Soulborn, from head to toe. “So you must be Shannon McLeod, the Soulborn of Order.”

“Aye,” replied Shannon, “but it’s Shannon McLeod Thorne now. I married the daft man, so I’m pretty well stuck with him.”

Kat smirked, then pointed at Shannon’s chest. “I really like those. Where did you get them?”

Shannon’s eyes glinted with an emotion Kellan knew all too well. “These,” she said, her brogue deepening, “nice of you to notice.”

“I wish I had them,” sighed Kat.

“Well, I’ve had them ever since I was a lass of fourteen,” replied the Soulborn.

“Really, that young?” said Kat in a surprised voice, “Would you mind if I…touched one of them?”

Kellan shook his head as his peripheral vision picked up slight movements from the young Seals behind him. Pullo winked, and the Sentinel gave an inward sigh. “I don’t see why not,” replied Shannon, “It seems we’re all friends here and friends do share. Please, be my guest.”

Kat slowly reached out her right hand and Shannon arched her back slightly. The Seal’s hand slowly slid along the reinforced armor covering Shannon’s left breast. At the last moment, Kat’s fingers twisted and she spun around to face her fellow Seals. All three jumped back with a start. She pointed at them with Shannon’s throwing dagger.

“What did you think I was talking about, you hormonal idiots?” She lowered the dagger toward their waists and gestured. “One of these days, those worms of yours are going to distract you to death.”

“Truer words have never been spoken,” snickered Shannon, then added, “But men have been that way since at least twelve-eighty, so I think they are a lost cause.”

Kat flipped the dagger over her shoulder without looking. Shannon snatched it from the air and slid it back into a barely noticeable sheath in her chest armor.

The young Seal stared at the other soldiers as a wry smile played across her lips. “What did you think I was talking about?” Her voice shifted again. “I love my boys, but they really are fucking idiots. Do you like tea?”

Shannon nodded. “I love tea.”

“It’s my one personal item. I’ll heat us up some by my rack.” Kat stopped and glared at her fellow Seals. “And by rack, I mean where I sleep, not my tits.”

Shannon laughed and the two walked over to the right side of the cave where they settled into one of the niches.

“What just happened?” asked Billy.

“We got schooled,” sighed Holden, “and rightly so. We took our eyes off the ball.”

“To be fair, fellas,” offered Kellan, “if balls had been involved, I doubt you would have had the same issue.”

Pullo slapped the Sentinel hard on the shoulder. “Very amusing!” He eyed his men, “and equally educating, I think. However, I assume there was a pressing reason for your visit. Shall we get to it, then?” Kellan nodded. Pullo turned to his Seals and said, “Holden, you and Miller secure the entrance. Thompson, you run a circuit through our perimeter defenses.” The two younger Seals immediately picked up their weapons and gear, then headed for the cave entrance.

Holden glanced toward the two women. “What about Bobrovski? She's gonna be pissed if we leave her behind, especially after what you promised her.”

The Roman chuckled. "I remember exactly what I promised her and the greatest chance she'll have for CQB is right in this cave."

The fireteam leader's brow furrowed. "Chief? You expecting trouble?”

Pullo pointed at Kellan. “That right there, Petty officer Holden, that is trouble incarnate.”






















Chapter 22
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A Demon of the First Fall




Pullo rocked back until the front legs of his folding chair lifted from the ground. The remaining two legs wobbled dangerously, but the Roman ignored it. “So, what do you have in store for me this time, Sentinel of Order? I’m not blind and I have seen Druidic defensive glyphs before. Why were you and the Soulborn decorating my cave with them? ” His voice remained even and didn’t hold even the slightest hint of rebuke. Kellan shook his head uncomprehendingly. Pullo laughed and leaned forward. The chair clunked back to Earth as he lowered his voice to a whisper. “We’ve cleared out all the rogue Weres that Draugluin warned us about and never needed defensive glyphs to protect us. By-the-way, remind me not to piss that guy off. He takes that whole obedience to alpha thing to a whole new level.”

“Don’t piss off Draugluin,” said Kellan dryly, then asked, “How the hell do you know about Draugluin? For that matter, why do your men know about Lycanthropes and Sentinels at all?”

Pullo shrugged. “I met Draugluin centuries ago. As for my men, not much to that. About six months ago we got into a pretty hairy situation, and one of our team was hit pretty badly. Bobrovski blamed herself.”

“Hmm,” grunted Kellan. He glanced over at Kat and Shannon. They had exchanged knives and seemed to be giving each other instruction of some kind. “Well, did she screw up?”

The Roman shook his head. “No, but she might have been able to prevent it, which is not the same thing. Anyway, he lived, but, as I said, she blamed herself. A little blame is good, a lot of blame will cause you to compensate. Compensation can make you do some epically stupid things.” Pullo didn’t wait for the obvious question, but said, “A few weeks later, we’re clearing a village of supposed hostiles. We didn’t find anyone, and were about to hoof it back here, when some asshole in an explosive vest comes out from between two buildings. Bobrovski is closest, and before this guy’s finger can even think about twitching, he’s got one of her daggers sprouting from his right eye. So, down he goes, and all’s good with the world, right? Wrong, because that asshole had a live grenade, in his hand, with the pin pulled. He falls down. The grenade rolls out, and my entire team is in the kill zone. Kat stares at me for a split second, and I saw it, Kellan. I’ve seen it hundreds of times in other soldiers. She figured this was her way to make the other thing right. So, the stupid kid, jumps on the grenade.”

Kellan looked over again. Now both women were grinning at each other and comparing scars. He sighed. “It must have been a long fuse.”

“Fortunately for her it was,” said Pullo. “But as you’ve already guessed, I pulled her off that grenade and threw myself on it.”

Kellan grunted something vaguely affirming, then asked, “How’d that play out?”

Pullo took a long pull from his canteen and sighed. “I woke up in a bodybag.” He pointed to one of the niches. “Right over there.” Kellan laughed and Pullo arched an eyebrow. “What the hell do you find funny, Sentinel of Order?”

“Oh stop it, Pullo. Be offended by someone who doesn’t know you. I’m just picturing you sitting up in that body bag and the kids all pissing themselves.”

“Seals do not piss themselves, Kellan. In fact, Kat insisted she carry my bloody carcass all the way back here without the other’s help. I weigh 265 Kellan, maybe a little less with some of my parts blown off. Anyway, you are right about one thing. I’m laying in that dark bag thinking what the hell do I do now?”

“And?” asked Kellan.

“And I slid my knife down as much of the bag as I could, so it would just fall away when I sat up, which I did.”

“And?” asked Kellan again.

Pullo grinned, “Kat shot me, but fortunately it didn’t hit anything vital.”

“Maybe your unexpected resurrection affected her aim,” snickered Kellan.

“Exactly what I said,” laughed Pullo, “She claims the round struck exactly as planned, so she could,” Pullo made air quotes, “interrogate my zombie ass later.” He shrugged. “I’m letting her keep that illusion. I saw the fear in her eyes, and don’t think any less of her for it. Anyway, after rising from the dead, I figured the easiest thing to do was just come clean about everything.” Pullo gave a halfhearted sigh. “Ever since that night, we’ve added our own supernatural missions to the mundane ones that are handed down from on high.”

Kellan smirked. “Saving people, hunting things, that’s your little Seal family business?”

Pullo squinted at the Sentinel. “You are doing that thing you do, aren’t you?” Kellan gave the Roman an innocuous smile. “Yes,” said Pullo, “that is exactly what you are doing. The problem with your little references is that I don’t have much leisure time. So, whatever clever television or movie your overladen brain brought to the fore, is completely lost on me.”

“It was Supernatural,” murmured Kellan.

“Don’t care,” countered Pullo. “Never saw it. Never heard of it. In fact the last movie I saw was Bladerunner and that was just because you chatter about it endlessly whenever our paths cross.”

Kellan nodded. “The sequel was damn good.”

“There was a sequel?” asked Pullo.

Kellan furrowed his brow. “Yes, it came out a couple years ago. Bladerunner 2049.” Pullo shook his head. “When did you see Bladerunner?” asked the Sentinel.

The Roman shrugged. “I saw it when it came out.”

“When it came out—” sputtered Kellan. “In 1989? You haven’t seen a movie since 1989?”

The Sentinel never got to hear Pullo’s reply because Kat squatted down beside them. Shannon stood by her side with one hand resting casually on the Seal’s shoulder. “She’s amazing,” gushed Shannon.

Kellan’s eyes traced from Kat, back to his wife, and he snarked, “Great, are you asking if we can keep her? I dunno, Cara might be jealous. Is she housebroken?”

“No, she is decidedly not housebroken,” snarked Kat, then slapped Pullo’s thigh. “So, did you give them the blood they were after?”

Pullo tilted his head slightly and stared at Kellan. “I was getting to it,” said the Sentinel defensively. “I thought you hadn’t seen me for centuries, dude. Am I an asshole for wanting to warm up the relationship a bit before—”

“Why do you need my blood, Sentinel of Order?” rumbled Pullo.

Kellan opened his mouth to explain, but Kat spoke first. “The Incarnation of Destruction had its Emissary abduct Lucifer’s wife, Aibreann O’Dochartaigh, after she had his baby. The baby is Meghan Daugherty’s great, great grandmother and Shannon’s great grandniece. Aibreann got turned into a statue. If Shannon and Kellan don’t get her back on the board, we’re all screwed. They need your blood to help bring her back, Chief.”

Pullo closed his eyes and took a long, measured breath. After he let it out, the Roman opened his eyes and said, “You want to combine my blood with—” he gestured to the satchel, “that?”

Kellan winced. “Don’t be ridiculous. This isn’t some kind of black mass. I just need to take a little blood with me so I can wash my hands with it later.”

Pullo frowned. “Yes, that does sound much better.”

“It is better,” said Kellan, “Now, is the satchel still glowing?”

“Yes,” grumbled Pullo, “which is unsettling because I generally only see that violet energy when dying or coming back from having been killed. It’s my least favorite color, Kellan.”

The Sentinel opened his pack and removed the pyx. He thumbed the small release lever and its lid snapped open to reveal the large disk of unleavened wheat flour. Pullo squinted, then averted his gaze. “None of you see that,” he asked, “even now?” All three shook their heads. The Roman gave a dejected sigh. “Almost two thousand years. You’d think I would have earned parole by now.”

Kellan held out the pyx, and patted Pullo a couple times on the knee. He spoke slowly as if to a slow child, “Next time, don’t put your spear through the heart of someone who claims to be the incarnate Word of God. Just a thought…”

Kat and Shannon gave almost identical snorts, then shared a glance. The young Seal held her tactical dagger out to Pullo who accepted it. He stared at Kellan as if in anticipation of something. “What?” asked the Sentinel.

“I thought you didn’t want me to put my blood on the host,” said Pullo.

Kellan clicked the pyx closed and slipped it back into the satchel. “I don’t.”

“Then what am I going to bleed into?” grumbled the Roman.

“Oh, I can help with that,” offered Shannon, then slipped a small vial from her belt pocket.

“Why do you have that?” asked Kat, Pullo, and Kellan at the same time.

Shannon froze for a second, then said, “What do you mean, why do I have it? You should always carry around a few empty vials.” She sputtered. “Everyone knows that. Now, do you want it or not?”

Kellan took the glass bottle from her hand. With a final glare at the Sentinel, Pullo dragged the blade across his palm, then made a fist over the open vial. A thin stream of scarlet quickly filled the small bottle. Kellan inserted the stopper, and gave the Roman a curt nod.

Pullo pulled his hand away, but Kat immediately reached for it. She stared at his palm. No trace of the wound remained. She shook her head. “Not fucking fair,” she murmured.

“Honestly,” began Shannon, “I told you earlier. You don’t want what Pullo’s got. You really—”

Kat held up a hand and Shannon broke off. The Seal pressed a finger against her right ear. Pullo’s eyes widened and he jumped up. The Roman pointed to Kellan’s satchel. “It has stopped glowing, Sentinel of Order. Whatever you needed to do, it has been accomplished. I suggest you leave…now!”

“What is it?” asked Shannon.

Kat rose and began rapidly assembling an array of lethal gear. She paused for the barest of seconds and said, “Hostiles. Unnatural ones.”

“Weres?” asked Pullo, as he began gearing up as well.

“Doesn’t sound like it. Initial engagement ineffective. Miller says they have no fire supremacy and tried drawing them away without success. He’s not making a lot of sense, though Chief. Something about glowing red doors opening up all around the cave system.”

Kellan and Shannon shared a look. “Damn,” said Kellan. “Pullo, those are Chaotic energy portals. That means Demons, and God knows what other nasties they convinced to help out, are on their way.”

The Roman nodded. “I’ve seen them before, but never fought any. We’ll be fine. You should leave and breathe life into that statue of yours.”

Kellan lashed out a hand and a portal began to rotate into view. Kat stared at it for a second, then looked away to continue her preparations. He shoved the empowered host into his satchel as the portal locked into place.

“Kel?” asked Juliet, “What the hell, Kel? How many times have I said, no portals in the shop.”

“Sorry Juliet,” said Kellan, “Couldn’t be helped. Only have a second.” He slipped the vial of blood into the satchel and tossed it through the portal. Juliet snatched it from the air.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“A consecrated host I was given by a guardian angel and a vial of the blood from a two thousand year old roman who stabbed Jesus with a spear and is now immortal.”

Juliet glanced at the satchel. “Oh. What do I do with it?”

“Have Meghan take it to Eden, and give it to Maggie. Tell her to keep it safe. Gotta go.”

“Wait!” cried Juliet. “Why didn’t you just bring it to Maggie, yourself….or to Meghan for that matter. Damn it Kellan, I have a date tonight.”

Shannon drew close to Kellan and laid an affectionate hand along his cheek. Her eyes blazed to life. “Because, little sister, your darling Uncle Kellan has brought a murder of demons to the door of some new friends and we’ll not be letting them fight alone. Isn’t that right, husband?”

Kellan felt the weight of both Pullo and Kat’s eyes on him. He grinned. “Damn straight, Highlander. Juliet, you know I’ve warded the book shop, it’s the only safe place I could send it. Call Meghan…now!”

The portal winked out, and Kat began walking toward the cave entrance with Pullo beside her. “The boys are almost here and, apparently, Hell’s coming with them.”

Pullo’s voice held a hint of ritual as he asked, “What’s that mean to you, Bobrovski?”

The Seal gave him a wink and said, “Not a thing Chief.”

“Why is that?” he asked.

“Because Seals are tempered in the hottest Hell, then quenched in the coldest ocean. Hooyah! Time to fuck up some demons!”
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Kat stared at the pulsing runes that ringed the cave’s entrance, then extended back into gloom. “I’m assuming that is a bad sign?” she asked.

Shannon turned glowing green eyes on the younger woman. “Aye, ’tis. The glyphs we placed earlier should mask us for a bit and prevent any of the demonic bastards from portaling in.”

“I sense a but in there,” said Kat dryly.

“But, the runes only have what power we initially imbued them with,” replied Kellan. “They were just meant as a temporary measure. Hell, I was hoping, for once, that my natural paranoia was just that, paranoia.”

“Hope is not a strategy,” snickered Pullo, “It was wise of you to take precautions. Apologies for what I said earlier. It actually is very good to see you, my old friend.”

Kellan shrugged off the comment, but asked, "Will you reconsider my portaling all of us out of here? I've put your team in danger by—“

“—By pursuing your destiny, Sentinel of Order, and keeping open the narrow path I’ve heard tell of throughout the centuries. No, if we leave now, they will follow, or worse, they will discover the empowered host’s true location before it can be secured by Margaret Karnstein and the Council of Havilah.”

A moment later, Holden, Miller, and Thompson all sprinted around the cave’s entrance. They pulled up short and stared at Kellan and Shannon. Glowing green runes ran down their arms and slowly pulsed. The returning Seals locked eyes with Pullo, who nodded at Holden.

The Seal replied to Pullo’s unvoiced question. “Nothing worked on them, Chief. Conventional, silver, and even incendiary rounds had no effect. They seemed to bleed, but their blood evaporated like dark smoke, and the wounds healed up almost as fast as we could make them.”

“We can help with that,” said Shannon. She extended her hand, and several threads of Ordered power moved toward the men. They flinched back, but Pullo raised a hand, forestalling them from any other action. The emerald threads encircled their weapons, and pulsed several times. Shannon’s eyes dimmed. “I’ve infused your weapons and armor with something that will hurt them. It will also provide some minor protections for you.”

“I could use some of that,” said Kat. Kellan placed a hand on the Seal’s shoulder. She shivered as a wave of green mist washed over, and through her. “What the hell is that?” she exclaimed.

“Ordered power,” said Kellan, “It won’t last, but will allow all your weapons to be effective against them while it does.” She shook her head, uncomprehendingly and he added, “Think of it like demon kryptonite.”

Shannon reached over and touched Kellan’s hand. Her eyes burst to life as the power filled her. Kat pointed at the Soulborn and asked, “Can I do that?”

Before Kellan could reply, three blood-red portals rotated into view just beyond the cave’s entrance. Two winged demons flew toward them, one from the left, the other right. A third demon, larger than the others but without wings, ran from the center portal. The cave entrance exploded with emerald light as the three struck what had been an invisible barrier.

Their impact with the Ordered energy threw the demons back several feet. They seemed momentarily stunned as they struggled to regain their footing. Pullo’s eyes swept over his team. “Steady, we’ve been through worse and with less support.”

“That sounds less than half right, Chief,” said Holden sarcastically.

“I second that,” added Miller, “The Weres…I mean they are just men underneath it all, but these…are they really—”

“Fallen angels, yeah, they are,” said Kellan. The Sentinel took a step forward as the three demons approached again, this time more slowly. “Hi guys,” said the Sentinel, “fancy meeting you here.” The wingless demon reached toward him and a tongue of green fire lanced out from the barrier to strike its hand. The demon grimaced and stepped back. “Pretty neat, huh?” said Kellan. “I’ve added some tricks. This shield has teeth. Why don’t we all just call it a day and go our separate ways?”

“Give us the empowered sacrament and we will let the humans live,” said the wingless demon.

Kellan glanced at Shannon, who shrugged. He turned back to the demon and squinted at it. “Huh,” he said. “You three are nameless, aren’t you? No offense, but you have that slow-witted air about you.” None of them responded. Kellan made a shooing motion and spoke very slowly. “Go away, now. Or I will kill you.”

“Legion and Ornias will come,” said one of the winged demons. “You cannot stand against them.” 

“Actually, I don’t believe Legion will be joining the party,” corrected Kellan. “Look at my eyes. See the violet? That’s what’s left of Legion.” As he spoke, Kellan heard Shannon’s voice within his mind, Do not, try that trick again, husband. Raphael and Michael both said, very bad things will happen if you become too infused with Creative energy and—

“Yeah, I know, angels cannot lie,” said Kellan out loud. He sighed as Pullo and the Seals looked over at him, “Damn it.” He shook his head and pointed at the demons. “Look, Legion is dead. I killed him. I haven’t met Ornias, but why don’t you check-in with Lucifer, and tell him everyone in this cave is under my personal protection. Your big boss has promised that—”

“We no longer serve, Lucifer,” said the winged nameless. “Legion and Ornias will be lifted up and made Gods in the world that comes after this. We will be given names.”

“Hold on, who fed you that bit of nonsense?” asked Kellan.

“Perditor,” replied all three demons as one, then the wingless pointed at Kellan, “You will open the gate to this world and it will burn. Legion and Ornias will be given new worlds and we will be given names.”

“Kellan Thorne,” said Pullo, “I do not believe these creatures fully comprehend the situation, unless…are you sure this Legion of whom you speak is truly dead?”

“I’m sure,” said Shannon emphatically. “Kellan nearly got his daft self killed in the process, so his magic brain may not remember the details, but my, less magic one, does. Legion is dead.”

Three more portals opened behind the demons and from each stepped another fallen. “Well, shoot,” grumbled Kellan as five of the demons inclined their heads to the sixth, who stood several feet taller than the others.

The nameless parted as the taller demon approached. His eyes gleamed with crimson fire and he had long hair that fell in thick cords down his shoulders and back. Like with most other demons, his skin was comprised of interlocking scales. Boney protrusions extended from the demon’s shoulders, knees, and elbows in a manner reminiscent of Asmodeus. The demon smiled and his lips parted to reveal two rows of sharply pointed teeth.

Shannon sucked in a breath and the Seals shifted uneasily. The demon came so close that the barrier lashed out. The tendrils of Ordered power struck the demon’s chest, but didn’t leave a wound. “Sentinel of Order,” intoned the creature.

Kellan inclined his head. “You must be Ornias, archdemon from the Testament of Solomon.”

“Just so,” said the demon.

Kellan gestured to the nameless. “Your flunkies said you aren’t part of team Lucifer anymore. Does he know that, ‘cause, I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t like it?”

“What this world’s High Prince of Chaos likes, or does not, is no longer of concern to me. I have lifted my eyes to a larger prize.” He looked past Kellan and into the cave. “Give me the sacrament, Sentinel of Order.”

Kellan grinned. “Come and get it.”

Pullo shook his head and glanced at Shannon. She gave the Roman a weak, almost apologetic, smile. Pullo reached over his left shoulder and the sound of ripping velcro echoed in the narrow cave entrance. He removed an ancient gladius from the sheath hidden beneath his body armor. Shannon extended her hand toward the weapon and it glowed with Ordered power. He nodded to her. “Your husband remains foolish.”

“Truer words…” she sighed.

“Your barrier will fail, Sentinel of Order,” said Ornias evenly, “and if you force me to wait, I will return the favor by killing everyone within. Be reasonable, Kellan Thorne. Allow me safe passage. Give me the sacrament. Perditor is sure to reward you when you open the gate to this world. He has promised me a universe to rule.” The archdemon smiled, “Just imagine what he will do for you.”

Kellan smirked. “He’s not going to do anything for me, because I’m not going to open a can of tuna for that destructive jackass, let alone a gate to this world.” Ornias’ smile curved into a snarl and he struck the barrier hard with a closed fist. Cracks grew throughout, giving it the appearance of stained glass. A second later they sealed themselves and the barrier returned to its previous transparency.

“I can keep this up all day,” snickered Kellan.

“Because you’ve reinforced your shield with Universal power?” chuckled Ornias mirthlessly. “Do you think me a fool, Sentinel of Order? I am a prince of the first fall. I have parlayed with the Incarnation of Destruction himself.” The archdemon gestured and a portal rotated into view. “Come forth, La’ryazon. Your master has need of you.” 

Immediately, a stunningly beautiful female with pale blue skin emerged from the crimson portal. Her long, white, hair fell like a sheet to beneath her waist. She wore a gossamer fabric that seemed to shift as if it were a living thing. Countless rings, bracelets, and other jewelry adorned her body as she knelt before Ornias. “Your servant obeys. Have you decided on your last wish, my Master?”

“Frak,” murmured Kellan. Pullo looked over, questioningly. “He’s bound a djinn,” said the Sentinel.

Shannon shook her head, and said, “Even a djinn’s wish fulfillment cannot disrupt the Mantle of Order, Ornias.” 

“Quite true, Soulborn,” replied the demon, “ but that is not what I wish her to do, is it Kellan Thorne? Will you yield or shall I take what I want by force?”

Kellan took another step forward and felt his skin tingle as it barely brushed the invisible barrier. “You know what I did to Legion,” he said in a low voice, “Are you sure you want to risk that happening to you?”

Ornias, likewise stepped forward. He completely ignored the continual tongues of Ordered power that lashed him from head to foot. He locked eyes with Kellan, and said, “I would risk everything to be quit of this world. I would bathe in oceans of innocent blood to be raised up as a god rather than remain cast down as I am. Let. Me. In!”

Kellan stepped back and turned his gaze on La’ryazon. She shook her head and tears welled in her eyes. “I cannot disobey, Sentinel of Order. He has bound me to his will and has one wish remaining.” Ornias gave her a cold smile, and she spat at the ground. “One wish I owe you. One wish you will receive. I will then be unbound, Ornias of the first fall. Many times Focalor has spoken to me of Kellan Thorne. I know him to be an honorable man, so mark me. If you force my bound hand to strike him, once unbound, I will use that same hand to strike you.”

Ornias scoffed. “Your power means nothing to me except when used within bound wish fulfillment. Send your djinn runes against me if you wish, it will make no difference.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “La’ryazon, Djinn of Earth, I wish that you remove all Universal power from this barrier.”

The djinn stiffened. She spoke without emotion and with the air of ritual. “I will do as you command, my Master. This is your third and final wish. Once completed, I will no longer be bound to your service. Do you wish this to be so?”

Ornias made a flourishing bow in Kellan’s direction, then said, “I do.”

“Frak,” said Kellan again as La’ryazon’s eyes burned with amber light. She gestured faster than eyes could follow and a complex glyph formed in the air. It flew forward and struck the barrier. Kellan, reached out his hand and opened himself up to all the raw power that flowed between worlds. It came haltingly, like drawing something thick through a straw. “I can’t hold it,” yelled Kellan. “Get ready, we only have seconds, before it fails.”

Shannon slipped twin daggers into her hands and channeled a portion of her borrowed power. Shimmering defensive ovals formed around both her and Kellan. Pullo slapped the flat side of the ancient gladius against his chest and yelled, “Seals Attend!” He felt their eyes on him and saw the fear that lurked silently beneath the training. “Who will rend these demon’s flesh, and drink their life’s blood dry?”

In less than a heartbeat, the Seals replied as one, “ST6!”

“Who will grind their bones to dust?”

The voices grew louder, and more confident. “ST6!”

Pullo’s voice matched their own and said, “Until none draw breath to recount the tale. Who are we?”

“ST6!”

“I can’t hear you!”

“ST6!”

Pullo’s voice boomed as he repeated the question, “Who are we?!”

Their final reply reverberated, as much an answer as a battle cry, “ST6!”

Two of the lesser demons launched themselves at the barrier. Kellan stumbled backward, breaking his connection as cracks formed across the cave’s entrance. For a single instant of frozen time, the barrier looked like a crazed stained glass window, then it shattered and demons ran among them.







Chapter 23
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A Demonic Fight




Kat screamed with both fear and frustration as a fiery plume streaked toward her. The Seal’s Order infused blade remained lodged in the neck of a lifeless demon. It slumped against her. She grunted with effort and dragged its body as a shield between herself and Ornias’ attack. Fire licked around the corpse and her armored gloves began to melt. Seconds later a blast of cold air whipped around her from behind. She lost her grip on the demon’s corpse and it flew toward the cave entrance, taking much of the fire with it. Shannon knelt beside the Seal. Kat shared a grateful smile with the Soulborn as her eyes dimmed to their natural brown. Shannon yelled, “Sparkles!” and frantically searched the carnage for Kellan, but didn’t see him. Ornias ripped a jagged chunk from the rough hewn cave wall and channeled Chaotic power into it. Flames surrounded the rock and the archdemon drew back. He hurled the near molten boulder at the two women.

A portal opened directly in front of them. Kellan leaped out, and crouched in a sideways stance, his right arm toward Ornias. A complex weave of Ordered power extended in that direction and the boulder froze in mid-flight. Heat began to radiate from the nearby walls as the boulder, first stopped glowing, then formed a casing of frost.

“Kellan,” said the Soulborn, “Kellan, it’s too much! You canna—”

“Hush, woman, I’m bending the laws of thermodynamics and gravity…simultaneously…just…a bit…” The boulder reversed its direction, and flew back toward Ornias. Dozens of gleaming amber runes began to rotate around the boulder and frost covered earthen daggers extended from it.

“I did warn you, not to make an enemy of me, Fallen of Solomon,” hissed La’ryazon. “I am the high Djinn of Earth and am unbound. I will see you go to the earth, though you were never a part of it.”

 Kellan shook his left hand at Shannon who grasped it. Energy filled her. She drank deep from his river of power until cracks began to form along her arms, leaking emerald light.

She shunted the excess Ordered power into her legs and uncoiled like a spring. The Soulborn sailed over their heads, twisted, and kicked off the cavern ceiling, to land behind Ornias. Two lesser demons converged on her and she spun, hands a blur. Daggers sprouted from four demon eyes and Chaotic energy wafted upward from their corpses. She saw Kellan eye the power from several feet away and projected her thoughts, No! Leave it! She felt his resistance and her tone shifted to one of pleading. Kellan, please, we can do this without Creation. It will consume you. The Sentinel felt the crimson power calling to him. He reached out to touch it. He knew that power, and it knew him. He wanted it.

I could scour this cave clean with a thought, projected Kellan. I could fuse it into Creation and be done with all of them.

Kellan… she begged …please…don’t.

He felt Ornias pull on the untethered power and the two locked eyes as Chaos rippled between them. Kellan released his hold with a growl of frustration. Thick cords of crimson energy rushed into the archdemon and the air warped around him. Kellan grabbed hold of Kat’s body armor and shunted a massive burst of power into both it, and her weapons. She shivered, then drew her mouth to a line. He gave her a curt nod, and launched himself at Ornias.

The Sentinel was only dimly aware of the battle’s outer bands. He knew La’ryazon, Pullo, and his Seals must have been contending with the cohort of lesser demons because Ornias was left unattended. A good thing thought Kellan, since the archdemon seemed already to be kicking their collective asses, and that was without any additional support. Blood ran freely down the Soulborn’s face where one of Ornias’ bony protrusions had raked a cheek. Her hair was, likewise, caked with drying blood, but her voice seemed clear in his mind.

Mind your footing, husband, and not my face. He used no channeled power to make the wounds…they’ll be gone by morning.

Kellan barked a laugh at her unexpected optimism, then yelled, “I like your scars, Highlander, but, good to know. I wasn’t even sure we were going to be around in the morning.” 

“You won’t be,” said Ornias evenly and struck the Sentinel hard in the face. Pale spikes extended from the archdemon’s fist toward Kellan’s eyes. He saw Ornias’ lips curl up in triumph and his forked tongue ran over the two rows of teeth as if actually tasting imminent victory. All four spikes shattered against Kellan’s shielding, but the archdemon barely noticed. He had managed to get his hand around the Sentinel’s throat and lifted him from the floor. Black clouds formed all around them and green tinged lightning buried itself into Ornias from Shannon’s attack. Charred bits of flesh flew from the demon, but still he squeezed. Kellan reached inward, and drained all the remaining power, leaving the riverbed dry. Nurisha was nowhere to be found and he channeled his remaining strength in a final blast. A burst of heated air rushed past them and out the cave as frost formed around the Sentinel. He arched violently and ice projectiles shot outward tearing through Ornias. Kellan’s vision began to darken. Shannon screamed in Gaelic and he saw her slam a dagger up and between Ornias’ ribs. The archdemon struck her with the back of his right hand and she flew out of Kellan’s narrowing field of vision.

Everything grew darker. Kellan’s world shrank to a tiny pinprick of light. He couldn’t breathe. His lungs felt like they were on fire and he began to fall. Pain slipped away. Worry fell away with it. He felt peaceful and calm. Maybe this won’t be so bad, he thought, if this is dying then—

Pain blossomed in his mind. Kellan felt shards of stone tear into his knees as he fell to the ground. Light shone all around him as his vision cleared. Ornias loomed over the Sentinel, his face frozen in a look of victory. Kellan blinked and his eyes traced down to where a gleaming spear protruded from the archdemon’s chest. The spear twisted twice, then disappeared. Ornias slumped sideways to fall dead on the floor. Kellan squinted, eyes trying to adjust to the silhouetted figure before him. Massive wings spread outward like a canopy that blocked out much of the moon and starlight.

“Mich—Michael?” he asked.

“Oh, don’t be stupid, baby Sentinel,” came a familiar voice. “I do hate stupid. You got yourself into this mess by your own free will. That goodie two-wings, Michael, would never interfere with—” Lucifer elongated his words “free will.” He reached down and hauled Kellan up to his feet, then grinned, “but I would.”

Kellan shook his head. “You…saved me?”

Lucifer laughed. “A byproduct, I assure you.” The Devil kicked at Ornias’ corpse. “He pissed me off. I mean really, who does he think he is? Well, he’s not thinking anything now, is he? He’s dead, baby Sentinel, and I took all his mojo too. I am feeling good and mighty, well, mighty anyway. The good part is relative.” Lucifer slammed the butt of his spear on the ground. Cracks radiated all around it. He turned in a slow circle, then smiled when he came back around to Kellan. “Looks like I have an audience. I do love a good audience.”

Kellan sighed. He slumped against the cool cave wall, and said, “I know you do.” Shannon sank down beside him and interlaced her arm with his.

She looked up at the Devil and said, “That’s Pullo Longinus and those are—”

Lucifer pointed at the Roman with his spear and said, “Oh, I know you Longinus. You’ve made lots of trouble for both me and yourself. How’s immortality treating you?”

“Fuck off,” grumbled Pullo, then stumbled over to tend his Seals.

Lucifer crouched down in front of Kellan, and whispered, “Such disrespect. I should kill him you know, but honestly, what would be the point?” He snickered, “The little Roman would just keep coming back.”

Kellan sighed. “How did you manage to kill Ornias?”

“Hmm?”

“Kill…Ornias…how?” murmured Shannon. Kellan nodded beside her.

“Chaos cannot harm Chaos,” he said.

“Oh, you do slay me, baby Sentinel,” said Lucifer, standing. “I didn’t kill him with Chaos. I killed him with this.” He brandished the gleaming spear.

Kellan shook his head. “Isn’t that your summoned spear—”

“Oh no, baby Sentinel. This isn’t my spear at all. This was Gavreel’s spear. He was Father’s archangel of Peace, and the first to die in the Creation war.” Lucifer sighed. “The first to fall, yet was unfallen, if you understand my meaning. I saved it, as an ironic momento. You know, because Peace was killed by war? Oh well, I thought it amusing at the time…kept it in a little display case.” He spun the spear and pointed it at Kellan. “You just never know when you might need an archangel spear to keep one of your former allies in line.” He gave a last glance at Ornias. “Or make them dead. Anyway, my work here is done. Don’t go telling people I came to save you, baby Sentinel. That would be a lie and it’s wrong to lie. You know that, so don’t do it.”

Kellan nodded. “Got it…and thanks.”

Lucifer’s perpetual smile fell away and he glared down at the Sentinel, eyes beginning to luminesce. “Really, don’t thank me. Find Aibreann. She’s the only reason I intervened at all.” Kellan felt his blood run cold. A second later Lucifer’s genial affect returned. He smiled, and said, “Well, then, off I pop. Things to do…Chaos to seed.” He lashed out his hand and a brilliant beam of red light split the air. A moment later, he was gone.
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Kellan dabbed at Shannon’s cheek with a piece of medicated gauze. He could feel the Ordered power within her as she created a healing feedback loop. Nurisha had told him, on many occasions, how deft the Soulborn was at manipulating her borrowed power. What she lacked in raw force, she made up for with a precise control that never ceased to amaze him. He leaned closer and squinted at the deep gash that ran down the right side of her face. Within the wound Kellan saw thin tendrils of emerald light that seemed to be knitting up skin and muscle.

“Stop clucking over me, you daft man,” said Shannon, but her words held no heat. “You’re just worried the right side of my face will have a scar to match the left. I already told you—”

“Shut it, you,” interrupted Kellan softly. “I’m just looking at how close you came to losing that eye.” He leaned back onto his haunches and stared at her. “That asshole’s bone spike pierced your lower lid. Another inch and he’d have plucked out your eye like a ripe grape.” He frowned at her. “Do try to be more careful. You know we can’t grow new eyes, organs, limbs, or—”

“I’m well aware,” she said with a smile and tapped his nose, “but your concern is appreciated and,” she leaned close to whisper in his ear, “—very attractive.”

Kellan gave a snort of amusement, but before he could respond, Pullo’s shadow fell over them both. Kellan rose to face the Roman, who extended a hand. Kellan accepted the gesture and Pullo gripped him warmly about the wrist, then nodded. “Thank you for staying, Sentinel of Order.”

Kellan’s brow furrowed. “Why are you sounding all formal and respectful, Pullo? It doesn’t suit you.”

The Roman grunted something unintelligible, then asked, “Where’s the blue woman?”

“La’ryazon? She took off.”

“I wanted to thank her as well,” said Pullo sullenly. “Without her aid…” He shook his head, letting the words hang in the air.

“She knows,” said Kellan, “but you have to understand, being bound like she was…it’s a horrible violation.” Pullo seemed unsatisfied. “I’ll be sure to let La’ryazon know what you said. Now, tell me, how’s your team?”

“Alive,” he replied, then glanced back to the makeshift triage area near the cave’s rear living space. “Thompson is the worst. Gut wound. We can’t fix him up here, so I’ve called in a chopper to medivac him out. Holden and Miller managed to come through with only minor lacerations. Bobrovski had some kind of black iron spike driven straight through her shoulder.”

Kellan nodded. “Yeah, she took that one for me. Good thing too. It’s demonic runed alloy. Really nasty stuff to anyone infused with Ordered power. I got hit with it once before and nearly died.”

“Actually,” interjected Shannon, “from what I recall, you did die…twice.” She flashed a smile and pursed her lips, “but then I revived you with a kiss.”

“Is that true?” asked Pullo.

“No,” huffed Kellan, “well, mostly not true. It’s a little bit true.” Shannon’s grin widened, and Kellan scowled at her. “Leave off, Highlander. You’re distracting me. Pullo, I could try to heal Kat if she—” The Soulborn rose quickly to her feet, wobbled, then reached for the cave wall. Kellan caught her first. “What are you trying to do?” He asked. She looked pale. “Sit back down, before you throw up on me.”

She shrugged off the Sentinel’s hand and glared. “McLeod women do not throw up, Kellan Thorne.” She wobbled again, and he smirked at her. “I’m sitting, you insufferable man.”

He watched her settle into one of the camp chairs. “That’s better,” said Kellan, “and, for the record, I’ve seen you throw up plenty.”

“Twice,” she corrected. “Once from alcohol, and once from oysters…lots of alcohol and very bad oysters. Never from a little scuffle.” Shannon pointed at him. “And you are not healing anyone, except yourself, unless—”

“Kat will be fine,” said Pullo. “By rights, she should be flown out with Thompson, but she refused. The iron came out clean and I stitched her up, not that much stitching was needed. The…demonic runed alloy…seemed to cauterize the wound on its way in.”

“Yeah, it does that,” said Kellan absently as he stared across the cave to where Holden and Miller worked to arrange Thompson on a stretcher. The Sentinel frowned. “Pullo, I’m really sorry about this. If I thought my coming here would have unleashed a literal hell, I’d have brought some help.”

The ancient Roman clapped Kellan on the shoulder. “Maybe we were that backup, Sentinel of Order. As for unleashing hell…honestly, what did you think would happen?” Kellan shrugged. Pullo narrowed his eyes and sighed. “You really are so very young, aren’t you? Sometimes I forget just how young. Maybe it’s because we met many centuries ago that I sometimes forget how different our paths have been.” Kellan opened his mouth to object but Pullo raised a hand. “No, now is the time for listening, my young Sentinel. When last you saw me, I was naive and you worldly. Kellan, that was lifetimes ago for me. I am over two thousand years old and each of them, hard earned. Mark me well. My life cannot end until I, again, meet Creation’s incarnate self.”

“I’m well aware of that, Pullo,” said Kellan in a slightly defensive tone. “As I recall, I was the one who told you.”

The Roman inhaled deeply, then said, “You are still talking and not listening. Do you know what happened the last time I died?”

“You mean when the Seals bagged you up?” asked Kellan. Pullo nodded and the Sentinel gave him a half-hearted shrug. “I assume you got the standard, Soldier, you are content…blah blah blah speech you always get.”

“No,” said the Roman, “I haven’t heard that for two centuries now.”

The Sentinel glanced over and caught Shannon’s eye. She shook her head and reached out her hand to Kellan. He helped her up, then whispered, “Ok, then what have you heard?”

Pullo closed his eyes and spoke in a reverential tone Kellan had never heard him use, “Soldier, you are content with what you are. Then that you shall remain until we meet again. Take heart, Eternal Soldier, that day draws near.”

Shannon’s eyes widened with wonder but Kellan seemed far less impressed. “Dude, that could mean anything. Saints and sinners have been parsing language like that for millennia. Besides, you said it has already been two centuries since that last line was added so—”

“Still you speak without listening, Sentinel,” intoned Pullo. “I was not finished. This last time, just six months ago, the voice said, Take heart, Eternal Soldier, your day of deliverance is at hand.”

“Jesus Christ,” muttered Kellan.

“Yes, I believe it was,” chuckled Pullo, then clapped Kellan again on the shoulder. “So, Sentinel of Order, was I surprised our paths again intertwined? No. Was I surprised you sought my blood to help, Breathe life to stone? Yes. Given all I just mentioned, was I surprised perdition’s maw spewed forth against us? Not…at…all.” He smiled. “That said, I would like the pleasure of another hellish attack to be indefinitely postponed, so—” The Roman gestured expansively.

Kellan laughed. “Yeah, we’re going, you dumb block of Italian wood.” The Sentinel slipped his left arm around Shannon and gestured with his right. Instantly, the cave’s gloom was pushed back by a beam of emerald light that quickly rotated into a distance portal.

The Seals stopped what they were doing and turned toward the Sentinel. Thompson grimaced as he tried to prop himself up, then Holden reached over and helped the wounded Seal. Kellan paused. The portal wavered behind him as if anxious for him to enter. He stared at the four warriors who had enjoined his battle without complaint or hesitation.

Shannon felt his thoughts and wriggled out from his supporting embrace. She nodded at him and Kellan gestured rapidly with one hand until four identical golden runes hovered in mid air. They streaked toward the Seals and buried themselves, one each, into their automatic weapons. Shannon drained her borrowed power, eyes dimming, and sent four thick cords of Ordered power into the still glowing weapons. The runes seemed to drink up the emerald power, then faded into the gunmetal. Sentinel and Soulborn shared a glance, and Kellan said, “I think you’ll find those work better against whatever nasty things Pullo Longinus puts in your path. It should last quite a while. Thanks and wield them well.”

“Hooyah,” shouted the Seals as Shannon and Kellan stepped through the portal.







Chapter 24
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A Question for Aslan




Kellan tilted his head to the left and drew his finger along the bottom of Shannon’s bare foot. She drew it back, laughing. “Stop, tickling me. The water’s getting cold. I want to warm it up and make more bubbles.”

She extended her foot again. Kellan flinched, causing her to draw it back again. Her nose flared and it was his turn to laugh. “Go ahead, Highlander, I’ll not tickle your, oh so sensitive, foot.” She gripped the hot water knob with her toes and deftly twisted it to the left. Water poured into the large, cast iron, slipper tub, and Kellan waved his hands beneath the surface to circulate it around. He frowned and Shannon arched an eyebrow questioningly. He grinned at her. “The bubbles were almost gone and now they’re back.” His voice pitched lower. “I like it when the bubbles vanish. The local scenery becomes so much more interesting.” He gripped her thighs and pulled. Water sloshed over all sides of the tub and Shannon gave a playful squeak as she slid toward him.

She wrapped her hands behind Kellan’s neck and kissed him. She pulled back after a moment. “That was for being my brave and handsome Sentinel.” She leaned forward. Kellan assumed he was about to receive another kiss, but Shannon bit his lip instead.

“Ow!”

“That,” she said, “was for almost sucking in that demon’s Chaotic power.” She leaned in again, giving him a soft, even longer kiss than before.

“And what was that for?” he asked smiling.

“That was for truly not caring about my face getting scarred again.”

“Huh?” asked Kellan. He reached up and wiped an errant strand of bubbles from her cheek. “Babe, there is no scar, well, except that old enochian letter A, which we both know—”

She snorted, “Yes, stands for awesome.” She shook her head. “I’m done defending you to Meghan and Juliet. You are most definitely a nerd.”

Kellan leaned back against the sloping tub and interlaced his fingers behind his head. “Guilty as charged ma’am, and you would have it no other way.”

“True enough, husband,” she lilted, “and I must admit, this relaxing hot bath makes the tussle with Pullo seem worth it.”

Kellan barked a laugh. “Well, next time, how about we keep the two hour tub soak, and skip the Afghani demon fight?”

Shannon slid to her end of the tub and gently tapped Kellan’s nose with her big toe. “That sounds like an excellent idea.”

“Sentinel Kellan,” said Jarvis as he materialized just inside the bathroom door. “I believe I have found the item you are seeking. As luck would have it, the bellows is part of—” The AI broke off and glanced first to Shannon and then back to Kellan. “Your expressions are conveying a complex number of emotions simultaneously.”

“And what might they be, Jarvis?” asked Shannon in a tone, Kellan noted happily, was not directed at him.

Jarvis cocked his head sightly, “Incredulity, annoyance, and mild surprise, would be the most prominent emotions I’ve discerned.”

“Good,” said Shannon, “And why might we be feeling that way?” Jarvis froze for almost two seconds, then he covered his eyes with one hand. “Ah,” said Shannon with a chuckle, “you figured it out, didn’t you?”

“I am terribly sorry,” replied Jarvis, “but in reality, this is Kellan’s fault.”

“What?” exclaimed the Sentinel.

“Yes, you made it perfectly clear after our last encounter, that I should never enter the bathroom while you were, and I am quoting here, Pooping. I confirmed that neither of you were engaged in any poop-related activities before activating my emitters.”

“Why are there emitters in our bathroom, Kellan?” asked Shannon.

“An excellent question, Soulborn.” replied Jarvis, “Why indeed? If your Sentinel had not wished me to enter this facility, then no emitters should have been installed.”

“No way,” exclaimed Kellan, “This is not going to get turned around on me. James installed that stuff. I had nothing to do with it. I’m out of this. Shan, you give Jarvis whatever restrictions you want going forward, but I’ll not be blamed for today’s peeping tommery.”

“Fine, I will,” she said mildly, then gestured to Jarvis. “So, you found the C.S. Lewis bellows?”

“I did indeed, Soulborn, however it may be difficult to retrieve. It is part of his estate but has a rather unique requirement for the bequeath to be fulfilled. Records indicate that four others have tried to satisfy Lewis’ will with respect to this item. All have failed. I can review the details with you both now if you—”

“No, we’ve been soaking long enough. I’m starting to wrinkle up like a prune,” said Shannon. Kellan nodded agreement and she added, “We’ll get out, then you can fill us in, okay?”

“Excellent,” replied Jarvis with a smile. The AI lowered his hand, and stared at them for several seconds. Finally, his brow furrowed. “Those same emotions are crossing your faces as before. What…oh…oh, I should leave so you can exit the—”

“Yes, you should,” said Shannon evenly. Jarvis vanished and she gave Kellan an amused smile.

The Sentinel shrugged, “I think it was an innocent mistake. He’s just not that into you, babe. He’s all about the green Orion chick that lives in my head.” A second later Kellan sputtered as a wave of soapy water splashed across his face.
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“Oxford?” asked Shannon. Jarvis nodded. “I remember Da talking about Oxford. One of his brothers went to work there as a blacksmith and ferrier. To hear Da tell it, the place was quite grand, but that much of what they taught wouldn’t get grain milled or fields plowed.”

Kellan murmured something from behind her and she turned to face him. He had just slipped two pizzas into the oven. “What?” he asked.

“You grunted,” she said, unconsciously moving hands to hips, “and it was your I just noticed something grunt.”

“I did?”

“You did,” replied both Jarvis and Shannon together.

“Oh,” said Kellan with a shrug, “I was just thinking that you know more about Oxford than I do, which is a rare treat because I usually…” Jarvis began shaking his head and Kellan noticed a smirk spread across Shannon’s face. The Sentinel’s tone lowered as he gave a resigned sigh, “…because I usually know more about things than you.”

The Soulborn affected a Bowie’esqe accent and said, “In this one instance, I didn’t know more than Kellan’s Shannon. That happens so rarely. I do love not knowing things.”

Kellan frowned. “You’re comparing me to Satan?”

She shrugged. “If the horns fit…”

“Satan wouldn’t make you pizza,” chuckled Kellan.

She undid one of the buttons of her shirt, leaned both arms on the breakfast bar, and grinned up at Kellan. “Depends on what I was wearing when I asked,” she purred.

Cara had been quietly sitting just outside Kellan’s little home office, his expressive eyes tracing back and forth, from Sentinel to Soulborn. Soulborn right, he projected.

Kellan frowned at the dire wolf. “Nobody asked you.”

Cara’s mouth dropped open in his familiar doggy grin. I know, but Soulborn right. Sentinel wrong.

Shannon moved to crouch near the dire wolf and kissed his muzzle. He licked her face. “You are such a smart lad, Cara.” She fake whispered, “Smarter than him.”

Kellan sighed. “Whatever. Jarvis, what’s the deal with the bequeath restriction?”

“Ah, yes,” said the AI, “It is quite straight forward actually. The bellows was placed in trust with Oxford University upon Lewis’ death. It is contained within a reliquary purported to have been carved in the thirteenth century.”

“A great many fine things came out of that century,” interjected Shannon.

“Like you, Highlander?” chuckled Kellan, but she didn’t respond, and the Sentinel gave Jarvis a nod to continue.

“Lewis’ will requires that both his executor and Oxford’s current historian certify any purported heirs’ right to the chest and its contents. The rightful heir must first offer a phrase specified in the will and only known to the executor. Assuming the executor is satisfied with the offered phrase, the potential heir must then present a reliquary key to the Oxford historian. If the historian believes the key to be genuine, then that same historian will make one attempt to unlock the box. If it unlocks, ownership of all within will immediately pass to whomever spoke the phrase and presented the key.”

Shannon had gone into the kitchen and clicked on the oven light. She squinted at the half-baked pizza then turned to Jarvis. “So, this bellows-whatsit, is in the box, then?”

“No one knows for sure,” replied Jarvis. “It has never been opened.”

“Then how—” began Kellan, but stopped when Jarvis made a sweeping gesture with one hand. Instantly a large chest rotated in the air between them. Kellan pursed his lips. “Uh, when did you start being able to create 3D wikipedia entries in my living room?”

Jarvis shrugged awkwardly, “It is easier to project a three dimensional representation of a box than of myself, Kellan. Obviously, the emitters installed by James permit both.”

“Yes, Kellan, obviously,” chuckled Shannon, then opened the oven. She sighed and closed it again.

Jarvis twisted his hands then spread them apart. The chest turned so its top edge faced Kellan, then the image zoomed in on a plaque secured to its lid.

“Aslan’s Breath,” read Kellan.

Jarvis nodded. “You asked the Lady Juliet and me to search for a bellows owned by Lewis that had a lion’s head tip. In his famous work, The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe, C.S. Lewis created a lion character named Aslan. Juliet referred to an Aslan blowy thing earlier. I used all that information and found…” Jarvis gestured to the box, “Aslan’s Breath.”

Kellan nodded appreciatively. “Nice job, Jarvis. Looks like we’re off to Oxford.”

“Not before I eat this pizza we are not,” sputtered Shannon. “If time is pressing, you can just take us back a few hours, but I’m eating the pizza.”

“I don’t think there’s a huge rush, Highlander,” said Kellan, “but we won’t be ripping time. Oren was very specific about that. We’ll just portal over to England and get the bellows.”

“Do you plan to steal it?” asked Jarvis.

“No,” replied Kellan defensively.

The AI froze a moment, then said, “I was not making a value judgement, Sentinel Kellan. However, if I were, it seems a bit of thievery is a small price to pay in service to an entire universe.”

“Oren said I can’t steal it,” said Kellan evenly.

“Ah, so you have the key?” asked Jarvis. No one spoke for several long seconds, and the AI nodded in apparent understanding, “You do not have the key.”

“I do not have the key,” agreed Kellan. The Sentinel considered a moment, then asked, “where was this reliquary before Lewis got it?”

Jarvis froze again for several seconds, then said, “Interesting. The reliquary was housed in St. Mary the Virgin church at Oxford. It was installed in 1261 and went missing in 1275. The reliquary was not mentioned again until Lewis’ death in 1963.” Jarvis’ eyebrows rose in surprise. “Kellan, Shannon was born in 1261.”

“Yep, and?” asked the Sentinel.

“And you first met me in 1275,” added Shannon.

“Also yep,” sighed Kellan.

“Do you think that might be a coincidence?” asked Jarvis.

Kellan shook his head and laughed, “Nope.” He turned to Shannon. “Is that pizza almost done? Apparently even though I need to open Lewis’ box in 2021, we first need to pick up a key from 1275.”







Chapter 25
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A Gift from Gaia




Kellan leaned against one of the cathedral’s polished marble pillars. He tilted his head back and took several deep breaths as his eyes traced their way up the nearest archway. He felt the familiar torrent of Ordered power as it rushed from him and into the still open temporal portal. Time, being a foundational element to all creation, hated having holes torn in it. In his early years as the Sentinel of Order, Kellan had reveled in his various time travels. If a few moments of nausea was the price to acquire ancient Macallan scotch or an original Van Gogh, he had been happy to pay it. However, since the Shannon-initiated, John Lennon incident, he’d been much more discriminating in selecting his time-traveling activities. Recently meeting Aevum, the last Mantle of Time and his successor, Lily, only served to make Kellan even more conscious of his actions.

He released his hold on the power and, even through closed eyelids, he saw the world dim as his portal collapsed in on itself. Kellan blinked. His eyes adjusted to the cathedral’s candlelit interior, and he saw Shannon take a step toward him. She paused, reached into her tunic and tugged on a leather thong. The Soulborn smiled as she held the locket for Kellan to see. It flashed twice and a ring of light completed three circuits around its edge. “Well, look at that,” she said, “by the time we leave, I bet it will be completely full again.” Her smile fell away as she focused on Kellan. “Feeling sick?”

He nodded. “A bit. It’s nothing, just Time trying to rip my soul to shreds for poking holes in it.”

Shannon shook her head. “I think it’s a bit more than that.” She drew her hand across his cheek and rubbed her fingers together. “You’re clammy.”

He shrugged, “This is your native time, not mine, otherwise you’d be clammy too. Hell, you nearly exploded into a pile of bloody mush when we found Pullo in Rome.”

She looked around absently, then whispered, “True, but my soul is tethered, yours is not.” Shannon rose up on her toes and kissed him. She felt his initial surprise fall away as he returned it. The Soulborn slowly lowered her hand from behind Kellan’s head and pressed gently against his waist. He pulled back with a grimace of pain.

“No fair,” Kellan said.

“I thought the angels healed you?” she grumbled.

He peaked out from the alcove in which the portal opened. The cathedral was completely empty and most of the candles had burned down to guttering stubs. “They did heal me,” Kellan said with a sigh, “mostly. It’s a lot better. Nurisha says I’ve got three more days to go, as best she can tell.”

“Nurisha?” asked Shannon, “She’s back? Where has that emerald nymph been off to? I’d like to box her damned ears.”

Kellan stepped into the nave. Shannon followed. “She’s not physically back, but is close enough for me to hear her voice. Still, she wouldn’t tell me where she’s been,” said the Sentinel, then added, “and I didn’t press her. Well, I did press her…a little, but then I let it go. Something has her pretty upset. She asked that I trust her, so I am.” Kellan saw Shannon’s dubious expression and said, “She said that what upset her is not certain, but that if she tells me it would become certain.”

“The bad thing?” asked Shannon. Kellan nodded. “And you’re just fine not knowing?” He shrugged and she shook her head. “Sometimes I wish I could be you, Kellan Thorne, because for me, the not knowing would be worse than whatever the knowing would bring.”

He approached the altar and gestured for Shannon to go around the other side. Kellan sniffed. “I’m far less okay with it than you think I am, Highlander. Believe me, I tried to wheedle it out of her. She’s not even telling Jarvis, so you know it’s some seriously bad stuff. Anyway, fire up the peepers and help me move this altar. It must weigh a couple tons.”

A soft green glow surrounded both Sentinel and Soulborn as they embraced the Ordered power within them. “On three,” said Kellan. “One…two…”

“How do you know it’s even under here?” interrupted Shannon.

“Because that’s where they put relics, babe. The little chest is a reliquary of Saint Mary. This is the Church of Saint Mary.” He nodded at the massive slab of marble. “That’s the altar of the Church of St. Mary. Now will you help me lift the damn thing?”

“I was just asking,” she murmured under her breath as the two of them strained against the altar.

“Push,” he growled. “Holy cow, whoever built this thing didn’t want anyone moving it.” They had lifted the altar almost a foot off the ground, but four large pylons extended beneath it and into the cathedral’s floor.

“I see a niche near the center,” she said. “There’s something in it. I think it’s the chest.”

“Okay, let’s get under the altar slab and lift it a bit…okay it’s free. It’s free. Move it to the left and set it down on its pylons. No, Shan, my left.”

“Sparkles are almost gone,” she said in a frantic whisper. A second later the entire cathedral rang with the sound of the altar’s thud. Shannon cringed. “Sorry…they gave out.”

Kellan glanced quickly around, but all was quiet. He noted how a tile beneath one of the altar’s pylons had cracked. Shannon gave him a weak smile that made Kellan chuckle. “Don’t worry about it Highlander, they’ll chalk it up to a miracle or something. Besides, when’s the next time anyone is going to lift this thing? Never, or as close to never for it not to matter.” He moved to the niche, pulled the chest from its resting place, and placed it on the altar. Kellan tried to lift the lid, but it remained closed. “Locked,” he whispered, then looked over at Shannon.

She waggled a thick gilded key at him and said, “It was in the niche, beneath the chest. Let’s put everything back and portal home before someone catches us, Kellan.”

He held out a hand. “I want to at least test it. What if it’s a key to something else?”

“Why in the seven hells would someone hide a different key beneath a chest and two tons of altar, you daft man?”

“Just give me the key, babe. Please.” She shook her head but handed it to him anyway. Kellan slipped it in the chest’s locking mechanism and turned. It clicked. He heard Shannon murmur an I told you so, but ignored her. Kellan lifted the lid and peered inside. His eyes burst to life. “Wow, that thing is chockablock full of Creative power.”

Shannon bumped into him and craned her neck to see what he was looking at. She frowned. “It looks like a bit of rag.”

Kellan rolled his eyes. “It’s thirteen hundred years old.”

The Soulborn pursed her lips, “Well it still looks like a bit of rag, what’s it supposed to be?”

“A fragment from the garment Mary wore when I first saw her,” said a deep resonant voice. Kellan and Shannon froze, their eyes locked on each other as the voice asked, “Are you planning to steal this holy relic, Sentinel of Order?”

Kellan turned. “Oh boy,” he said. “You are a big one, aren’t you?” The angel continued staring at the Sentinel, his blazing green eyes fixed firmly on Kellan’s own. “Got a name?”

“Yes,” replied the angel.

“We should go,” whispered Shannon. “He is bigger than all the angels I’ve seen but Deckard.”

“Care to share that name?” asked Kellan of the angel, “I’m just trying to be polite here.” He extended a hand. “I’m Kellan Thorne.”

The angel didn’t move, but replied in a disapproving tone, “I know who you are, and you know my name. I ask you again, Sentinel of Order, do you plan to steal this relic?”

Kellan pulled back his hand. “Of course not. Don’t be silly, Gabriel. I just need to take the key.”

“Why?” asked the angel.

“To unlock the chest,” replied Kellan.

“But it is already unlocked,” said Gabriel. “You just unlocked it.” The archangel narrowed his eyes. “Why do you need a key to an unlocked chest you do not plan to steal?”

You are making him angry,” whispered Shannon.

Gabriel shifted his gaze to her and she shrank back. “I am not angry, Soulborn of Order. If I were angry, you would most certainly know.”

Kellan stepped toward the archangel and slowly lifted both hands. “Look, I need the key to unlock the chest again in the year 2021.”

Gabriel’s eyes seemed to lose focus as if he were staring through Kellan rather than at him. A second later they widened in apparent understanding. “You seek Aslan’s Breath, the gift my Father will give to C.S. Lewis.” It was a statement not a question. Gabriel’s expression changed again. He looked first at Kellan and then pointed at Shannon, “and you seek to unlock the guff.” Shannon blanched, but before either she or Kellan could react, the archangel said, “you must leave, now. The mortals have already risen for morning prayers. They will be here soon.”

Kellan nodded. “Okay, we’ll just put—”

“No, I will do it,” said Gabriel. He gently closed the chest lid. They heard its lock engage and the archangel placed it in the niche. He then turned and lifted the massive altar with one hand. Kellan and Shannon stared up at him, dumbstruck. Gabriel cocked his head. “Excuse me.” he said and they both scrambled out of his way. He aligned the pylons and slowly lowered the altar in place. “Now, return to your own time, Sentinel of Order. Retrieve Aslan’s Breath. The lion’s head bellows will rest on these holy garments when next you see this reliquary. Go now, Sentinel of Order, and keep open the narrow path.”

Kellan’s eyes blazed to life and a portal rotated into place. Cara padded into view. The dire wolf stared through the open portal, his golden eyes settling on Gabriel. Angel…very big, projected Cara.

“Yeah, yeah, he’s big. We noticed,” grumbled the Sentinel as Shannon hopped through. Kellan followed her, but turned and asked, “Hey, how is a twentieth century bellows going to get into that thirteenth century box?”

Gabriel gave him an innocuous smile, “Miraculous things can be done with faith the size of a mustard seed. I wonder what marvels might be unlocked by the seed of an oak? Goodbye Sentinel of Order.” The archangel stretched out his hand and collapsed Kellan’s portal.
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Kellan rolled Gaia’s acorn-like seed between his fingers. He had been absently rocking back and forth in one of his deck’s chairs with his feet braced on the table when Shannon came out to join him. She set a tray on the outdoor table and frowned at Kellan’s feet as the Sentinel continued to rock. She narrowed her eyes at him, but he didn’t seem to notice. Shannon stared at him a moment longer then followed his sightline into the star-filled night sky. “What are you looking at?” she asked.

“Mars,” he replied.

Shannon blanched. “Kellan, please tell me we are not going to that awful red planet again.”

The Sentinel lifted his feet from the table, rocked forward and spun a quarter turn to the left. “Huh?”

Shannon gave a vague upward gesture. “Seramai’s god-planet, Mars.”

“Oh,” He closed one eye and sighted along an outstretched arm. “It’s right there. It’s the orange one.”

Shannon’s nose flared. “You weren’t listening to me were you?”

Kellan gave her a weak smile. “I was thinking.” His eyes moved to the tray. “Whatcha got there, Highlander? It looks…frosty.”

She grinned. “Do you remember a few weeks ago when I loaded up on sparkles and helped Juliet move into her new house?”

“Vaguely. Wasn’t I supposed to help?”

“You were,” she confirmed, “but you had a long night. You’d only just fallen asleep, which is probably why your magic brain doesn’t remember.” He shrugged and she continued. “Mircalla…the vampire coven in—”

“Oh...Washington State,” he finished with a snap of his fingers. “Yeah, what a mess that was. It’s no wonder I passed out after that debacle. Maggie nearly started a forest fire. Making that happen in the Pacific Northwest…” Kellan shook his head. “That’s quite a feat.”

“Such a man. So oblivious,” snickered Shannon.

Kellan sighed. “What? What did I do, or not do, this time?”

“Training Kellan,” said Shannon. “Mircalla was trying to show you how much Maggie needed your help with training.”

Kellan frowned. “By burning down the Pacific Northwest?”

“By showing how much our goddaughter needed it,” huffed the Soulborn.

Kellan put his feet back on the table. “I don’t get it. If she felt that way, why didn’t she just tell me? For that matter, why didn’t Maggie?” He shook his head. “Nope, has to be something else because they both reminded me about the training stuff a week or so later. Hell, Shan, that’s why Maggie and I were in the workroom. That’s how we found the stonified Aibreann.”

“Why didn’t they just tell you?” asked Shannon, in a tone so sweet that Kellan squinted as he accepted the tall, ice filled, glass. “They had both been hinting at it for weeks, perhaps months.”

“Hinting,” said Kellan as he took a sip. “Mmm, this is good. Gin and tonic?”

“Juliet’s special recipe,” replied Shannon, “and yes, hinting. Fortunately for you…” The soulborn knocked Kellan’s feet from the table with a sweep of one arm. “…I told them you don’t respond well to hints.” Kellan nodded in agreement as he took another long pull from the glass. “I told them that they should treat you as if requesting something from a block of wood.”

Kellan held Gaia’s seed pinched between thumb and fingers. He pointed at the Soulborn. “Two things, Highlander. First, excellent advice. Second, even undead women are weird. You guys just baffle me.”

She plucked the seed from his hand and pursed her lips at it. “As you baffle us, husband, as you baffle us.” She saw his brow furrow with worry and sat down next to him. “What?” she asked.

“You don’t think he’s going to try and live with her, do you?”

Shannon shook her head uncomprehendingly. “Her who? Mircalla? No…Maggie? Are you talking about Nicolae and Maggie? Don’t be ridiculous, Kellan. Maggie’s not leaving her mother’s Austrian palace anytime soon. I know I wouldn’t.”

Kellan pinched up his face. “Not Maggie…Juliet. Maggie’s a grown woman. She can do what she wants. I’m talking about Glenn trying to move in with Juliet. I think he’s growing less afraid of me, which is not good. I will still Weeping Angel his asian ass back to the 1940s and let him live to death.”

“You’ll do no such thing, and you’re daft to even think that way. Maggie is but four years old. Juliet is about one score older.” She watched Kellan’s expression change as his mind grappled with the concept and laughed. She leaned forward and kissed his nose. “I know, my beautiful man, she will always be a little niece to you, but she’s not. She’ll be wanting bairns of her own before long, and from what I recall, you do know how they’re made.”

“He better put a ring on it,” growled Kellan dangerously.

Shannon ignored him and tapped the table with Gaia’s seed. “What are we going to do with this, then?”

“Plant it,” said Kellan. He took it back from her, drained the rest of his drink and stood. He gestured to their small backyard. “Any particular place, you’d like a magical Earth-Mantle tree to grow?”

“We talked about putting an apple tree in both those back corners,” she replied and rose to join him. Shannon scampered down the deck stairs and toward the right corner of the yard. “How about here?”

Kellan walked to her, channeled a trickle of power to make his voice resonate, and replied, “As you wish.”

“Why thank you, farm-boy Wesley,” she said playfully. Shannon’s hand glowed with Ordered power, and she snatched the seed from Kellan. She executed a quick curtsey, and drove Gaia’s seed into the moist earth. Shannon rose and placed a hand flat against her own chest. She took a step back, contrived fear shadowing her face. “But perhaps, you are not my farm-boy. Perhaps, you are—” She paused dramatically while Kellan bit his lip to keep from laughing, “the Dread…Pirate…Roberts.”

Kellan slow clapped and Shannon gave him an exaggerated curtsey. He pointed at her. “I was right about that movie, wasn’t I? I told you that you’d love it. Everyone loves it.”

A cracking sound drew their attention and both Sentinel and Soulborn stepped back as a thin shoot grew up from where Shannon planted the seed. It widened rapidly as bark formed around the thickening trunk. In less than a minute the sapling had grown into a large, mature, tree. Seconds later, one of the branches bent down with the weight of a single, pear-shaped, golden fruit.

Shannon eyed it. “What did Gaia say about that?”

“Not much,” replied the Sentinel as he plucked it from the tree. Kellan rubbed the fruit several times against his shirt and brought it to his mouth.

“So, you’re just going to eat it?” asked Shannon dryly. Kellan shrugged. “Which one of them gave it to you? Was it Clotho?”

“No, it was not Clotho,” snarked Kellan, “and she is a nice, young, girl.”

“She’s a nigh-immortal whore-slut who wants to bed my husband. Now, which aspect of Gaia was it?”

He sighed. “None…all…ugh…It was their plump, Rankin-Bass, Mother Nature form.”

“Oh,” said Shannon, somewhat mollified, “She’s always been very trustworthy. What’s the pear supposed to do?”

“I already told you...no idea,” replied Kellan. “In fact, I thought that seed might just turn back into the chest Clotho showed me.”

“She’s always showing you her chest,” murmured Shannon.

“Ha…ha…ha,” fake-laughed Kellan, “You are a riot, Alice, a real laugh riot.” He frowned at Shannon, then said, “I thought the seed might just turn back into the box Clotho showed me." He shook his head. “Of course, that would have been too easy. Now I’m guessing the Gaia fruit’s going to take me on some magical mystery tour of that day God played chess with C.S. Lewis.”

The Soulborn grunted something unintelligible, then made a vaguely affirming gesture in his direction. “You could have a bite, too,” offered Kellan.

“No,” she grumbled, “I best not. Gaia made it for you, not me.” She brightened, “Besides which, what if eating it turns you into a newt?”

Kellan barked a laugh and leaned forward to give his wife a quick kiss. “If it does, will you make sure I…” he affected a bad British accent, “get bettah?”

“Definitely! I don’t exactly know what a newt is, but I’m quite sure it isn’t something I want in my bed.”

“Then I’ll do my best to remain dashingly handsome and human, my love.” Kellan took a large bite from the fruit. His eyes widened as the world stretched around him. He saw concern shadow Shannon’s face, but then it was lost in the distance as he was pulled through time.







Chapter 26
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An Apologist's Game




“Mr. Lewis, is this chair open?” The voice held a resonant quality that brought Kellan up short. He paused for the barest of moments, then turned toward the sound, and took in the scene around him. A dozen small tables stood scattered across an expansive cobblestone patio. Chessboards rested on many of them. In the distance, the Sentinel spied numerous vintage cars driving by. The man who had just spoken stood beside the nearest table, his back to Kellan. 

A middle-aged man with thinning hair looked up and smiled. “Yes, it’s open,” he said. “but you have me at a disadvantage, sir. Have we met?”

“Not in person,” said the other. He settled into the offered chair, made an opening move, and added, “But I am an admirer of your writing.”

The Sentinel circled around to one side of the table and eyed both players in turn. Kellan focused first on the man opposite Lewis as he grasped the author’s offered hand and shook it warmly. Kellan had seen that face several times before, but it looked different now. The hair and beard were shorter while also being completely white. The welcoming smile seemed the same as when Kellan had seen it in previous visions. A thought occurred to him and the Sentinel reached for one of the chess pieces. His hand passed through the small carved figure.

“Huh,” said Kellan, “I guess I’ve been cast as the ghost of Christmas past.” He snickered. “Am I just a shadow then?”

Lewis moved one of his knights and took a white pawn off the board. He kept his eyes focused on the board, but asked, “I’ve never seen you here before. Are you just visiting?”

Kellan felt his stomach twist as God glanced to the right. His eyes momentarily glowed with an inner violet fire as they fixed on the Sentinel and He replied, “Yes.”

Kellan swallowed, then asked, “Can you see me?” He motioned to C.S. Lewis who still had not raised his eyes from the board. “Were you answering him, or me?”

The corners of those violet eyes wrinkled with silent humor and God, again, said, “Yes.”

“Ohh boy,” whispered Kellan.

Lewis looked up, oblivious to the exchange, and said, “I thought so. I can always tell the visitors. What brings you to London then Mr.—” The author paused, then added, “How odd. I don’t believe I’ve asked your name. My apologies, sir. How should I address you?”

“Some find my name a bit hard to pronounce and you left your bishop exposed, Mr. Lewis. But to your question, my friends just call me Abba.”

The author frowned as his bishop was removed from the board. He glanced up. “Abba, what an interesting nickname. Are you aware what it means?” Lewis immediately shook his head. “Apologies again, I’m sure you do. In any case, since you’re obviously not one to stand on formality, please call me Jack.”

“Jack it is then. Your move, Jack.”

“Oh, so it is,” Lewis hummed to himself for a minute or two, then slid his rook three spaces to the left.

“Do you ever wager on these games?” asked God.

“Subtle,” murmured Kellan, and blanched when the eyes flashed violet and sought his own. The Sentinel closed his mouth, and made a zipping motion with thumb and forefinger.

“Wager?” laughed C.S. Lewis, “I should say not. Truth be told, I’m not the most proficient of players.” He leaned forward and spoke in a low whisper. “Several of those around us are actually masters at the game. I won’t be offended if you would rather—”

“No,” interrupted God, his voice soft and filled with quiet laughter. “I’m not suggesting that kind of wager.” He lifted an object and set it to one side of the table. It was about two feet long and wrapped in a linen cloth. “I need someone to accept a duty of care for this item. I believe you to be the best man for that job, Jack. If you win the game, I will leave it in your charge, but I will also give you something else as a token of my appreciation.”

Lewis watched as one of his defensive pawns was taken, and frowned. He responded with his Queen’s knight, then said, “What is it you would like me to keep safe for you, and why?”

God leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially. His eyes flicked momentarily to Kellan as the Sentinel bent close as well. “It’s a secret, Jack, and you must choose to accept my wager of your own free will. If you win, you’ll know what’s beneath the cloth. If you lose, it won’t really matter, now will it?”

Lewis castled his King and locked eyes with his opponent. Kellan watched as the author and apologist weighed his answer. Finally, he smiled, and extended his hand again. “I have a good feeling about you, Abba. I accept.”

Kellan let out a loud breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding, and reached for a nearby chair. Like the chess piece earlier, his hand passed through it. “Great,” he muttered to himself, “apparently I get to just stand here and watch for the next hour or so.”

“Jack?” said God, “Did you know that the human body was not designed to sit for long periods of time?” The author glanced up from his pieces quizzically, but said nothing. “It’s true,” God continued, as his lips quirked up slightly, “standing is very good for one’s health.”

Lewis nodded in partial understanding, then said, “I didn’t know that, but over the years I’ve found standing to be quite helpful in developing patience as well.” 

God executed his own castle maneuver and said, “How interesting. Patience is quite the virtue, how has standing led you to be more patient?”

“It’s actually not all that interesting,” grinned the author. “You may have heard there was a war on, recently.”

God returned the expression. “I do believe some people mentioned it to me.”

“Well,” continued Lewis, “we had lines for nearly everything…butter, eggs, flour, many other things. My friends and I were always in queue for something. At first, I was frustrated, but then I realized that I should be grateful that a line for such things existed at all. I started conversing with those who queued with me and heard some of the most inspirational stories. I started taking notes and used many of those stories in my writing during the war.” Lewis winked, then took a knight with his bishop. He said, “Anyway, I learned patience. Were it not for those lines, I might never have written the stories. I think, perhaps in some small way, those stories I shared helped others during very trying times.” 

“I’m sure of it,” said God, then moved his Queen forward.

Kellan watched as the two continued to play for the better part of an hour. Finally, C.S. Lewis slid his rook to his opponent’s back line, and said, “I believe that is mate, Abba.”

God nodded. “It most certainly is.” He tapped his King and the carved piece fell over, then rocked back and forth several times. He smiled and lifted the bundle, then gently unwrapped it.

Lewis leaned forward with anticipation, then his brow furrowed. “What is it?”

“A bellows.”

The author pursed his lips. “You mean, for stoking a fire? It seems rather ornate.” He squinted at the bellows. “Is that tip a lion’s head? Its mouth is closed, how does the air come out?”

God lifted the bellows and gripped the two intricately carved handles. He pulled them apart and the leather between them expanded. A second later he reversed the motion. As he did so, the lion’s muzzle curved to reveal long incisors. Its mouth opened and C.S. Lewis rocked back in astonishment as a monstrously loud roar exploded around them. He quickly glanced around, but no one had taken any notice. All the men continued their games as if nothing had occurred.

“Holy shit!” yelled Kellan, then clamped a hand over his mouth.

God gave no sign at having heard the Sentinel, but held the bellows out toward Lewis. The author hesitantly extended both hands, and said, “I…don’t understand.”

“You will,” God replied, “but remember, by accepting this, you are accepting a duty of care. Will you?”

Lewis nodded. “I accept the duty of care,” then felt the bellows settle into his outstretched hands. He froze in place, hands gripping the object. His eyes flickered back and forth as if seeing something no one else could see. His lips moved, but no words came out. After several long seconds, the author closed his eyes. He took a deep breath. When he opened them again, tears welled within. Lewis stared at the lion’s head bellows, then across the table. He inclined his head, and whispered, “Aslan’s Breath?”

God smiled as an ornate chest formed from violet mist. He set it on the chess board and lifted its lid. “Seems like you have the makings of some great stories, Jack. I have a hunch they will prove to be quite popular.”

The author rewrapped the bellows and gently set it in the chest. He closed the lid, then looked up. “Everything I just saw…all the people impacted by my words. My books. The films. Is all that real?” 

“It will be,” said God.

Lewis stared at the chest, and ran his hand along its length. “And Aslan’s Breath will it keep open the narrow path you just showed me?”

Kellan took a step back as Creation’s violet eyes swept toward him, then back to Lewis. God said, “I tell you the truth. Without your tales of Screwtape, Lions, Witches, and Wardrobes, your legacy would not endure. If your legacy did not endure, my Sentinel would be unable to use Aslan’s Breath to save one whose life may yet bring the first fallen to redemption.”

C.S. Lewis sighed. “One last thing, for my own sanity. Abba is not your name is it? You are He, are you not? Please, tell me at least that much.”

Kellan felt the world swirl about him. The figures began to fade from his awareness. As they did so, Kellan heard the response like a distant whisper. “I AM.”
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“Boo!” shouted Kellan. He laughed as Shannon jumped back in alarm. Her eyes narrowed and he held up both hands while continuing to chuckle. “Relax, Highlander, you are just an easy target. How long were you peering at me from a hair’s breadth away?”

“Not long,” she huffed, “but long enough to wonder what was going on in that daft mind of yours. What happened? Do you know how to get the bellows?”

Kellan nodded. “I think so. They both repeated a specific phrase and I’m betting it’s the one Jarvis referred to earlier.”

“Did someone mention my name?” asked the AI as he materialized next to Shannon.

“How many emitters did James install?” grumbled Kellan, “and why did he put one in the back yard?”

“Eleven emitters, Sentinel Kellan,” replied Jarvis crisply, then added, “Oh and there are two in the back yard, not one. As for why…because I like the backyard. It’s quite tranquil, so I asked James to make sure I could traverse the grounds.”

“Traverse the—” sputtered Kellan as he looked around. “Dude, this isn’t Biltmore Estate. It’s a pretty modest backyard, and can’t you just minecraft yourself a palatial garden in that virtual world of yours?” He watched as both Jarvis and Shannon shook their heads with almost identical expressions. “What?” he asked.

“This is real, Kellan,” explained Jarvis. “Of course I could make as expansive a virtual reality as I wished, but it would be just that, virtual. The real world has a texture to it, a vitality if you will. No simulation can match reality.”

Kellan shrugged, then made a sweeping gesture. “Some people say all this is just a simulation.”

Jarvis shook his head. “Some people are fools, Kellan. I suggest you not count yourself among them.”

The Sentinel frowned, then rounded on Shannon. “And why are you looking so smug?”

“Because, my darling husband, I never even plugged in a toaster before coming here at twenty-eight years old, and even I know we aren’t living in some computer simulation.”

“Whatever,” he grumbled. “Are you ready to go?” She arched an eyebrow. “Back to Oxford,” said Kellan, then looked at his watch. “It’s about ten at night there now, so I’ll kick us forward twelve hours. It’s a tiny jump so hopefully it won’t mess with my stomach too much.” He grinned, “We could get bangers and mash after retrieving the bellows.”

Shannon sidled up to Kellan and placed a hand on his chest. He immediately became suspicious, but she ignored it. “I know how you don’t like making Time upset, so I asked Jarvis to find us a nice place to spend the evening. We could still have breakfast in the morning so you’ll get your bangers, but we’d also have a nice romantic evening together as well.” She smiled up at him. “Wouldn’t that be nice?”

“Uh, sure, but where did you have in mind for us to—”

“The Museum Hotel Oxford,” interrupted Jarvis. He spread his hands and several large images began to rotate around them as he continued, “The Hotel is a beguiling 10 bedroom hideaway, located in the heart of historic Oxford, the building dates back to 1594 & houses numerous unique features. The Museum Hotel Oxford embraces the latest technology while also respecting the historic charm of hand quarried stone fire places and an elegantly carved spiral staircase. This latter element leads to our most exclusive and romantic rooms.”

“Jarvis, you sound like a brochure,” said Kellan.

“I am reading from the hotel’s brochure,” confirmed the AI.

Shannon patted Kellan’s chest again. He looked down and she winked at him. “Our most romantic rooms,” she repeated huskily and raised her eyebrows several times.

Kellan laughed. “You don’t have to convince me, Highlander. I’m in. Jarvis, did you happen to find out if they have any rooms available?”

“You are already booked in their Executive Double Deluxe Room,” said the AI. “The Executive Double Deluxe Room provides our most opulent environment including a king sized bed, private bath with rainfall shower…”

“Which we will enjoy,” interjected Shannon.

“A forty inch 4K television,” continued Jarvis.

“Which we will not even turn on,” whispered the Soulborn.

“And complementary access to the executive lounges,” concluded the AI.

The Sentinel nodded appreciatively. “Well, never let it be said that Kellan Caufield Thorne stands in the way of his wife’s well hatched plan. Let’s pack up and portal our way to Oxford.”

Shannon raised up on toes and kissed him. Kellan felt power flood into her and she stepped back, eyes blazing with life. She shot him a wily look and said, “speaking of portals…catch.”

Kellan looked up just in time to see a portal expand overhead. Two leather bags fell toward him and he snatched both from the air before either hit the ground. He stared from the bags to Shannon, shook his head, and asked, “How?”

“I packed earlier,” she said then gestured toward the house. “They were sitting next to the couch, so I just opened a portal underneath them.”

A sound came from above and all three of them looked up to see a furry face staring down from Shannon’s still open portal. Kellan couldn’t help but laugh as Cara cocked his head questioningly. Where you go? he projected.

Kellan’s eyes burst to life and he extended a hand. “Apparently, we are going to England,” said the Sentinel. “You be a good boy and take care of Jarvis while we’re gone, okay?”

I come? questioned Cara.

“No, my sweet boy, but we’ll be home in the morning.”

When?

“She just told you,” said Kellan, “In the morning, that means before noon.”

The dire wolf leaped through the open portal and landed deftly between Sentinel and Soulborn. He sat on his haunches, expressive eyes locked on Shannon hopefully. I come?

Kellan shook his head. “What a piece of work he is. Don’t let him manipulate you, babe. He knows you’re a soft touch and have a weakness for fur babies.”

She knelt down before Cara and he licked her face. “It was a valiant effort,” she whispered, “but I am going to stay in a sixteenth century inn with a very large bed.” She scratched his ears. “There are a few things I enjoy even more than you. No, you will not starve, Cara. I’ve left you plenty of food. No, I don’t think that will happen, but If anything does attack us, I promise we’ll open a portal for you to come help.” She looked up. “Isn’t that right, Kellan?”

He frowned. “I’m sitting here with an open portal right now. I know I make it look easy, but it’s really not.” He saw her nose flare. “Fine. Cara, you big baby, if we catch sight of any monsters, you’ll be the second one to know. Now, do we have your permission to leave?”

The dire wolf gave an ambiguous snort then padded back toward the house. Kellan sighed and pointed at Jarvis. “He’s your responsibility. Don’t let him burn down the house or anything.”

The AI smiled. “You can count on me, Sentinel Kellan. All will be well. I have already added both Game of Thrones and Togo to your HBO watch list. They should provide ample entertainment for Cara whilst you and the Soulborn are in England.”

Before Kellan could respond, Shannon called to him from the other side of his portal. He looked up to see her pointing at something. Her voice wavered as it passed through. “Hurry up, you daft man. I can already tell I’m going to love this Inn. Look, it’s almost as old as I am.”

He leaped through and eyed the stone wall beside her. “1594,” he said, “that wall is a whole lot younger than you, Highlander.” She frowned and he kissed her cheek as the portal winked out. “It’s younger, but you are far better built, my love.”







Chapter 27
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A Lion's Head Bellows




Kellan glanced at his watch for the third time just before he and Shannon passed through the twin oaken doors that led into Oxford’s antiquity building.

“We’re not late,” she lilted.

“We’re almost late,” he grumbled while looking for some means to access the second floor. Kellan caught sight of a distant set of spiraling stairs and pointed.

Shannon kept pace as they crossed the expansive first floor. “Almost is not late, husband. Besides, I’m sure Jarvis could just hackle his way into whatever he needed, and adjust our appointment.”

“It’s hack, not hackle,” corrected Kellan. “Hackle is what I have up because you wouldn’t get out of the shower for thirty minutes.”

“It’s your fault.” she said, then whispered, “You made me sweaty.” Kellan glared at her as he started taking the stairs two at a time. “Besides, I really like the way it felt like rain.”

“We have a better shower at home,” he called back over his shoulder, then added, “I’m not waiting for you.”

Shannon caught up to Kellan a few seconds later. He stood in the center of a crisscrossing hallway with a perplexed look on his face. The Soulborn slid her hand through his hair and gave it a gentle tug. “Poor magic-brained Sentinel. Remembers everything and can rip holes in time, but never knows where he is in either time or space.” She saw his jaw clench in frustration and laughed. “This way.”

He followed her, but asked, “How do you know? I’m aware my sense of direction is crap compared to yours, but you’ve never been here before so couldn’t—”

“I looked at the map when we walked in,” she said, then pointed at a door to their right. She affected a slightly mechanical voice, “Sentinel Kellan, we have arrived at our destination, Room 217, Oxford University Antiquities Building, Oxford, England.”

Kellan moved past her and turned the knob. She smiled as he leaned close and opened the door. “I hate you, Mrs. Thorne.”
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Several minutes later, Kellan tapped his watch and sighed. Shannon glanced over. “Don’t say it,” he warned.

“I’m not saying anything, well, except that we were on time and they are late.”

He sighed again. “They don’t want to talk to us, Shan. The best outcome for them is that we’re quacks like everyone else whose ever tried to claim the chest. So, their best case scenario is that we’re a waste of time.” Shannon wrinkled her nose in the manner she did when trying to puzzle something out, and Kellan said, “The worst case scenario is that we’re not a waste of time.”

She nodded, “And they lose their box. Surely they wouldn’t make us wait just because—” She broke off as a door opened and two bespectacled men entered the room. They both wore frowns and neither made any attempt at a greeting. Instead the tall, thin man with sparse hair and skin like parchment seated himself behind the desk. The other man, who was round and bald, loomed to the first man’s right. He glowered at Kellan and Shannon as they sat in the room’s two guest chairs.

“I am Archibald Smythe, Director of Curation” said the seated man, “and this is Richard Cardiff, executor of the C.S. Lewis estate.”

“Nice to meet you both,” said Kellan. He was rewarded with near simultaneous grunts from the men. “Yes, well, this is my wife Shannon and I am—”

“We know who you are, Mr. Thorne,” intoned Cardiff, “Your man, Templeton is it, included your bonafides in his electronic communication.”

Kellan smiled. “Yes, Jarvis is quite efficient.”

“So it seems,” said Smythe, “but perhaps you could explain how he managed to secure this meeting without having first gone through proper channels?”

Kellan made a show of staring at Shannon, who shook her head and affected her most innocent expression. He turned back to the men, shrugged, and said, “I’m quite sure we couldn’t say, Mr. Smythe. The ways of Jarvis can be most inscrutable. He is a master of electronic communications, you might even say a ghost in the machine.” Kellan chuckled, but both men remained stone faced.

“Perhaps you would be so kind as to state your specific intentions,” said Cardiff.

“Didn’t Jarvis make that clear in his e-mail?” asked Kellan.

“It is a requirement of the Lewis Estate, Mr. Thorne. I need you to state, specifically, your intentions.”

“Specifically?” asked Kellan. He felt Shannon bang her knee against his leg in a clear attempt to get him to stop playing around.

“Yes, Mr. Thorne, specifically,” sighed Cardiff.

“Very well, specifically, I am here to take possession of Mr. Lewis’ reliquary chest,” said Kellan.

Richard nodded, then replied by saying, “And in doing so, what can we expect of you, Mr. Thorne?”

Kellan smiled as C.S. Lewis’ words appeared in his mind’s eye. “You can expect me to accept the duty of care.”

Cardiff’s eyes widened in alarm and the two men shared a silent, but tense, exchange. “Where did you hear those words?” asked Richard.

“Is answering that question a requirement of the estate as well?” asked Kellan pleasantly. He didn’t wait for a response but instead fished in his pocket a moment then held up the ancient key. “If not, I’d ask that you bring out the chest so that Mr. Smythe might confirm my inheritance.” The Sentinel set the key gently on the desk, then stared up at Richard Cardiff.

After several long moments the large man slipped a handkerchief from his pocket, wiped sweat from his brow, and said, “Of course, I’ll only be a few minutes, Mr. Thorne.”

“No rush,” said Kellan, “we don’t have any pressing engagements, do we Shannon?”

She gave an outward sigh, but projected a colorful response to Kellan, then said, “Pressing engagements? None that I recall, however Cara will be expecting us before too long.”

The door clicked behind the executor as he left and Smythe said, “Cara? Who is she?”

“He,” replied Kellan and Shannon together, then Kellan added, “He’s our dog. His full name is Caraid Uasal.”

“He’s more of a wolf,” corrected Shannon, “but I suppose that makes no difference. He’s a good lad…just gets a touch ornery if we’re gone too long.”

“Caraid Uasal, that’s Scots Gaelic isn’t it?” asked Smythe while displaying his first sign of interest since having entered the room.

“Aye, it is,” replied Shannon, “Do you speak it, sir?”

“I do,” he said, “well, a bit. My mother spoke it fluently, but mostly just used it to curse at my father.”

Shannon laughed, “Sounds like my Da, William McLeod, of Glen Ferry.”

The curator nodded amiably, then his brow furrowed in thought and Kellan projected, now you’ve done it, Highlander.

“Your father was from Glen Ferry, Scotland?” He shook his head, “But Glen Ferry was—”

“Annexed by Alexander II in 1282 and made part of Berwick,” said Shannon, “Oh, I know, but Da and all those before him would have none of it.” She smiled, “And I’m nothing if not my father’s daughter.”

Smythe chuckled and Kellan projected, Nice save. He felt her response, and reached over to give her hand a squeeze.

A moment later there came a soft tapping from the door. The curator rose and opened it. Richard Cardiff stood just beyond, holding a large chest. He’d clearly been tapping the door with his shoe. The rotund man shuffled his way into the room and placed the chest on a table near the window. He huffed, then once again wiped his face and pate with his handkerchief.

Archibald Smythe circled around his desk and motioned for Kellan and Shannon to join him by the table. He saw Cardiff staring at the key and said, “I’ve already examined it Dickie. The key is genuine.”

“This is impossible,” whispered the executor.

“No, but it is astonishing,” replied Smythe, then inserted the ancient key. He took a deep breath and turned it. A loud click sounded and the chest’s lid rose a fraction of an inch. “Dear God,” said the curator as he removed the key and handed it back to Kellan.

The Sentinel shook his head. “The key and chest are yours as is the original relic within. Only the bellows is meant for me.”

The two men shared confused looks, then Cardiff said, “The estate never listed what was in the chest, only that it was to be held in trust until a pass phrase and key were presented. No one knows what is inside. In fact, it is one of the greatest mysteries surrounding C.S. Lewis.”

Kellan smiled. “Would you like to see?”

Smythe and Cardiff nearly fell over each other with their enthusiastic responses. Kellan lifted the lid and the two men stared wide-eyed at the wood, leather, and metal bellows as it rested upon what looked like a linen rag.

“Aslan’s Breath,” said Smythe, reading the etched plaque fixed to the bellows. He stared at Cardiff questioningly. “I don’t understand, Dickie, that plaque is engraved with the same words as the one on the lid. You told me C.S. Lewis always maintained that this chest was sealed before he wrote his tales of Narnia.”

Cardiff shook his head in confusion. “It was or, at least, he said it was.”

“Then how could he have named the lion in his books after this?” asked the curator.

“A mystery I’m afraid you must ponder without us,” said Kellan. “As Shannon mentioned before, we have an ornery pup who will tear things up just to spite us if we’re gone too long.” He reached to take the bellows, then paused and locked eyes with Smythe. “Don’t forget what I told you about the chest. Only the bellows is mine. What it rests on, is just as precious. Take good care of it.”

The curator squinted at the chest. “It looks like just some homespun linen. As I understand it, the chest vanished from the Church of Saint Mary in the late thirteenth century. Are you telling me that the cloth is not from that era?”

Kellan reached over and squeezed the man’s shoulder. “That is exactly what I’m telling you, Mr. Smythe. That chest was created for the cloth within. It was placed beneath the altar of St. Mary’s at its founding.” He winked at the curator. “I think you would do well to have it examined by those who are familiar with first century, middle eastern, textiles.”

The Sentinel gently withdrew the bellows, and was about to place it in his leather satchel, when Shannon’s concern radiated through him. Yeah, I heard it too, he projected. As soon as my fingers touched the bellows, the bloody thing started going off in my head. We better get out of here before we bring some unwelcome attention on this place, like we did with Pullo.

Kellan felt Shannon’s hand brush his own and power rushed from him. He saw how she averted her gaze from the two men as Kellan offered a hasty goodbye.

The door to 217 had barely closed behind them when she grabbed his arm and growled, “What the hell was that, Kellan Thorne?”

He quickly glanced around to make sure the floor was empty, then Kellan’s eyes blazed to life and a portal rotated into view. “Well, my love, judging from who had been guarding that chest when we first found it, I’d say that sound we just heard and felt in every fiber of our being, was Gabriel blowing his bloody horn.”

She shook her head, “But, why?”

He shrugged, “He’s an angel so I’d normally say who knows, but since he’s an archangel, I’ll amend that to, we’ll never know…until it’s too late.” 

“So helpful,” she said under her breath.

Kellan nodded to the open portal and Shannon jumped through. He gave one last glance around, then followed.







Chapter 28
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An End of Days




Just as Kellan’s portal closed behind him, another beam of emerald light split the air between his couch and front door. He glanced at Shannon and sighed. “Seriously, can we not have five minutes to ourselves? I’ve had to take a dump for several hours and I’m about to explode.”

She pinched up her face, then shook her head. “Thank you. Thank you for reminding me that the courting days of our marriage are well, and truly, behind us.”

Before Kellan could defend himself, Cara phased through the bedroom door and jumped up to playfully nip at his chin. The dire wolf did the same with Shannon, spun around three times, then sat facing the portal as it rotated in. Raphael coming, he projected.

“How the hell do you know that?” grumbled Kellan.

“Kellan Thorne, I’ll thank you not to lash out at my sweet boy because you’ve decided to shout your need to take a dump from the ramparts.” The Sentinel stared at her in bemused silence for a beat. She smiled. “Go, take care of your business. Cara and I will greet the archangel charged with all human intercession while you are otherwise engaged.”

“Ok, I will,” he said.

“Good,” she replied.

“Greetings Sentinel and Soulborn,” began Raphael. “Gabriel has sounded his horn for the first time in millennia, and Michael blames you. I, however, have…Kellan? Sentinel?” The archangel turned to Shannon. “Where is he going?”

She just sighed. “He’ll be back soon…maybe not soon, exactly. He’ll be back. In the meantime, what’s this about Gabriel’s horn?”
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“Well, I, for one, am feeling a whole lot better,” said Kellan as he walked into the living room. He paused, expecting some kind of barb from Shannon, but instead two Soulborn, two angelic, and two dire wolf eyes fixed on his own. Raphael and Shannon both wore serious expressions of concern. Cara did not. 

His mouth dropped open and he projected, I love you…missed you. The dire wolf padded over and flopped down at Kellan’s feet. Rub belly?

The Sentinel knelt down and began running his hands along Cara’s exposed belly. He looked up and said, “Okay, why the long faces, is it serious, and is it my fault?”

Raphael stared at Kellan for several seconds, then said, “Gabriel’s horn heralds the end of days for this world. I find that serious, and it is, most certainly, your fault.”

Kellan watched as Shannon drained a glass she’d been holding. “Is there any more iced tea left? I’ll pour myself some, then Clarence can explain why he’s being so doom and gloom today.”

“It’s not tea,” replied Shannon, then lifted a bottle from behind the kitchen’s breakfast bar.

Kellan squinted at her, then glanced at his watch. “It’s like two in the afternoon, Highlander.”

She refilled her glass. “Apparently, my dearest husband, it’s also half past Armageddon and a quarter ’til then end of the world.” She took another drink.

The Sentinel walked over and straddled one of the barstools next to Raphael. He reached across the breakfast bar for Shannon’s glass, but she pulled it away with a smile. “I’ll get you one, but you really need to hear what Raphy has to say to fully appreciate the need for very old scotch, very early in the afternoon.” She gave Kellan a wink, then swayed toward their liquor cabinet in search of a second glass.

Kellan gave the archangel a perplexed look. “Raphy?”

Raphael shrugged, “I believe she intended it to be the diminutive of my public name.”

“Yeah, I got that far on my own,” said Kellan with a smirk, “but why now? She’s the respectful one.”

“I do not believe she meant any disrespect, Sentinel of Order, nor did I take any. I suspect our impending destruction has created additional familiarity. In point of fact, I quite enjoy having a…nickname. Nickname?” he asked, seeking confirmation.

“Yeah, it’s a nickname, but let’s circle back to our impending destruction for a tick. When you guys, angels I mean, talk about impending things, be that wonderful or calamitous, impending often seems to mean hundreds or thousands of years.” Shannon returned with his glass and filled it halfway with scotch. He shot her a quick smile then turned back to Raphael. “I mean, it’s been, what, over two thousand years now and half the world is still waiting for Jesus.” The Sentinel tilted his glass to Raphael, then added, “And He said he’d be right back.”

The archangel shook his head, “That is not what He said, and it is quite beside the point. This world has less than six months before the Incarnation of Destruction voids it of all life.”

“And that’s when I took my first drink,” snickered Shannon.

Kellan eyed her, but asked Raphael, “Okay, that sucks and we’ll deal with it in a minute, but how exactly is it my fault?”

Raphael seemed taken aback by the question. “You jest so often, Kellan, and mortal humor still sometimes eludes me. Are you being serious?”

“Yes, dude, I tend to take proclamations of doom from archangels seriously.”

Raphael shook his head slightly then held up a hand and uncurled a finger. “One, you saved Lucifer in the First Garden after his encounter with Perditor’s Emissary.”

Kellan pointed to Shannon, “That was her fault.”

“You saved him, Sentinel,” corrected the archangel flatly.

“She told me…” Kellan paused, “Okay, I’ll grant you that one is partly my fault. However, if I had let Lucifer die, Maggie would have exploded in a shower of Chaotic energy. Are you telling me that would have been good?”

“No, it would have been bad, eventually,” replied the archangel. Kellan made a there-you-go gesture, but Raphael added, “However, it would have delayed Perditor’s ability to breach the gate our Father erected to protect this world.” He uncurled a second finger. “Two, you agreed to seek out Aibreann O’Dochartaigh, who Perditor’s Emissary had removed from this world centuries ago.”

“And that’s bad?” asked Kellan, becoming more confused by the moment.

“No, that is good,” replied Raphael, “however, in doing so you disturbed the artifact of Creation known as Aslan’s Breath.”

“And that’s bad,” said Kellan.

“No,” corrected Raphael, “that also is good for it is the only means to breathe life back into she who could lead the Morning Star to redemption.”

Kellan felt his jaw creak, and turned to Shannon, “Did you cover this with him?”

The Soulborn nodded and lifted her glass, “I started my second drink just about at the point you are now.”

Kellan took a long pull from his own glass. “Okay, let me restate where we are. It’s both good and bad that I saved Lucifer and Maggie. It’s good I agreed to find Aibreann and it’s also good that I retrieved the bellows thing.”

“Aslan’s Breath,” confirmed Raphael, “Yes, I believe you have those three points correct, Sentinel.”

Kellan smiled and placed both hands on Raphael’s shoulders. The archangel smiled back as the Sentinel asked, “Please take this next question in the spirit with which it is asked my old feathered friend.” Raphael nodded amiably. Kellan took a deep breath, and said, “Then how the hell is the world ending and why is it my bloody fault!”

Raphael blinked. “Oh, I thought that was obvious. Aslan’s Breath is an artifact made by Creation’s own hands. Its use alone keeps open the narrow path that yet exists for this world to avoid the Incarnation of Destruction’s intent. That artifact was crafted at the beginning of time and never knew the touch of either Order or Chaos until you removed it from its reliquary today. That action, Kellan, sent ripples throughout the entire spiritual realm of this world and others. Perditor fears you, Sentinel of Order. He has now focused all his energies on breaching the gate of this universe. He will now, even more actively, use those who follow him in this world to destroy you, or your allies.”

Kellan considered this a moment then asked, “Could this be related to what happened with Legion a few days ago?”

Raphael nodded. “A pale shadow of what is to come. Legion was coopted by Perditor because if Lucifer were destroyed, Aibreann would no longer be of consequence.”

Kellan took another drink, then pursed his lips in thought. “So, I’m more dangerous to Perditor’s plan than Lucifer, the High Prince of Chaos and first fallen of all angels?”

“Undoubtedly,” said Raphael, “but it is not Perditor’s plan. It is his intent. Perditor does not plan. He is destruction and destruction is based on intent rather than planning.”

Kellan waved away the distinction and grinned. “I’m more dangerous than Lucifer. I can’t wait to tell him that. Shan, he’s going to totally—” The Sentinel broke off as his wife slowly shook her head incredulously. “Why the hell not? He’s always sneaking peaks at you in the buff and calling me baby Sentinel. Now I have something over him and you are telling me—”

“Kellan,” she slurred, “you beautiful, daft, man.” She pointed past him at the floor. “Do you see that gouge in the hardwoods that so pissed you off? That was where Old Scratch drove a gleaming red spear next to my head when I pushed things too far.” She shook her head one too many times, then swayed a bit. “He’s almost as old as creation, so, please, just retrieve his girlfriend without getting either of us killed or the world destroyed.” She slammed her glass on the counter and pointed at him. “That’s my advice to you, mister Sentinel.”

Kellan eyed the bottle next to her. “How full was that?”

She stared at it dully, but Raphael said, “The bottle was full. She opened it after I began explaining the situation.”

“What a waste of good scotch,” murmured Kellan, then to Shannon, “You are going to channel that drunkenness away. You know that, right?” Shannon grinned at him and slowly extended a middle finger.

He sighed, then turned to the archangel. “So, do you have any good news to impart or is it just, Smoke ‘em if you got ‘em. We’ve got six months?”

Raphael brightened. “I thought I had already imparted good news. Did you not hear me properly?”

“Dude, you said the world was ending and it was my fault. How is that good news?”

“Because, Sentinel of Order, the world is ending because you have kept open the path that could prevent such an ending.”

“I’m confused,” slurred Shannon.

“Me too, babe and I’m half a bottle behind you. Raphael, can you speak in simple, non prophetic terms…please?”

“I thought I was speaking simply, but allow me to try again. I do not know everything that lays along the narrow path my Father has devised to thwart Perditor’s intent for His creation. However, I do know that the First Fallen, Aibreann O’Dochartaigh, their progeny, and yours, must all choose to play their roles. If such roles are played to perfection, Creation may yet prevail.”

“My progeny?” asked Kellan. “I don’t have any progeny.” He looked at Shannon who had frozen in place, glass halfway to her mouth. “Unless there’s something you aren’t telling me, Highlander. Was that hotel magic or something? Shan, you on the nest?”

“No, Sentinel, the Soulborn is not with child. As I have said, you two cannot conceive since you are outside my Father’s sight. Shannon, being who she is, has not accepted this and I believe may have actually found a way around that impediment. Michael believes her choice to be reckless and dangerous, but I found it most ingenious. Still, my brother is correct that it could easily result in your deaths.”

Kellan turned to Shannon. “Well, Highlander, you look like a young Scottish lass whose father just caught her canoodling with some boy in the hayloft.”

“I—” she stammered, then glared at Raphael. “You!” she yelled.

The archangel’s eyes widened in alarm. “You did not tell Kellan?”

The Sentinel smiled, “Relax Raphael. Maybe my lovely bride’s child-conception plan that might lead to our deaths, just slipped her mind. I’m sure she would have brought it up eventually…Raphy.”

“I do not think that is likely, Sentinel,” replied the archangel. “Shannon was quite upset. She spewed profanity at me and directly attacked Lucifer over this issue. It seems unlikely to have, as you say, slipped her mind.”

“Sarcasm,” said Kellan dryly, then pointed at Shannon. “You, Highlander, fire up those drunken brown eyes of yours and burn off the alcohol.”

“But,” began Shannon.

“Now,” growled Kellan. She glanced down but he could see the emerald light seeping out beneath both lashes and tears. The Sentinel faced Raphael. “And you, Clarence, need to leave because I’m pretty pissed at you too.”

“But Sentinel,” said Raphael in a slow, confused, cadence, “what did I do that has upset you?”

Kellan’s eyes flashed and he drew an intricate golden glyph in the air. Raphael stared at it in wonder. “Kellan, that is a runic dispelling glyph.” The archangel clasped his hands together, and smiled. “I am so very impressed with you. Such glyphs are quite difficult to make. I am curious though, why craft something that forces angelic beings from Earth’s plane?”

Kellan smiled but it did not touch his eyes. “Oh, I dunno. I just thought it might be handy in case a certain archangel didn’t hightail it out of here in the next three seconds…two…”

Raphael’s portal opened faster than Kellan had ever seen. “One,” he said, as the angelic portal winked out, leaving Sentinel and Soulborn alone.

Kellan ran his hand down his face, then lifted his glass and drained it. He sighed. “Ok, Shannon, spill it. Spill all of it.”
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Shannon padded back into the living room wearing shorts and a cropped t-shirt. Her bare feet slapped against the hardwoods as she walked over to their leather couch and sat down heavily next to Kellan. She put her feet up on the old wood and iron-banded chest that served as their coffee table. Kellan glanced over at her, then put his feet up as well. “You changed?”

She shrugged. “Atlanta isn’t Oxford and you know I don’t like the heat.” She held out three glass vials, two from the Twilight Fae, and one Kellan had not seen before.

He eyed them. “That’s all of it?” She nodded. He took one of the vials from her and peered at the dark brown liquid within. Kellan frowned. “Fairy soup and Satan blood? This was your plan, Highlander? Just how long have you been working on this?”

“Ever since that damned angel Raphael told me I couldn’t have any bairns.”

Kellan waggled the flask. “Raphael isn’t the damned angel, Lucifer is.”

She drew her mouth to a line. “I am not in a joking mood.” Her nose reddened a bit and she said, “You think this is funny, do you?”

The Sentinel sighed. “No, but I decided on humor rather than anger. Would you prefer the latter?”

She looked down. “No.”

Kellan set the flask on the chest and turned to face Shannon. “You lied to me. We never lie to each other.”

“I didn’t lie,” she protested, “I just didn’t tell you.”

Kellan shook his head. “You’re smarter than that, babe. A lie of omission is still a lie. Why didn’t you tell me that my Sentinel’s Mantle prevented us from having kids…and that you found some boneheaded Scot way around the whole thing?”

“Why didn’t you tell me…” her face crinkled in momentary concentration before spitting out, “…that you thought your boys couldn’t swim? Meghan said they were likely…directionally challenged…just like you.” She pointed at Kellan. “And you never said a word until a couple days ago when we were in the car together.”

Kellan’s eyes widened and he ground his teeth. “I’m gonna kill Meghan. Shan, do you even know what boys either of us were referring to?”

The Soulborn stared at him for several seconds, then shook her head. Kellan snickered and her eyes narrowed. “All right, I know. I’m just a stupid thirteenth century lass. Our bairns would likely be at least half stupid, so maybe it’s best we don’t have any.”

“Stop,” said Kellan softly. “You are wicked smart. Any kid would be lucky to have half your brains and even a quarter of your bravery. Let me explain what Meghan was talking about.”

After several minutes, Shannon leaned back into one corner of the couch and folded her legs beneath her. “Like tiny tadpoles you say?” He nodded. “I have to tell you, Kellan, I think I liked things a bit more shrouded in mystery. Still, at least now I understand what you said before about how it can sometimes be the man’s fault.”

Kellan laughed, “I think fault’s probably not the best word, but yeah, statistically speaking, it’s only a woman’s issue about one-third of the time. The rest of the time either our boys don’t swim or there’s some other issue unrelated to gender.”

She glared at him. “Do you know how many women in my time blame themselves or, worse, their daft husbands blame them?”

Kellan held up both hands placatingly, “Ho now. First, not my fault and second, let’s not lose sight of the big picture here. You tricked me. I phased us into the Twilight realm of Fae.” He pointed at her. “You started a brawl. You persuaded me to save Satan,” Kellan lifted two fingers, “twice, and then planned to mix his blood into Fae Cup-o-Soup. Which, I presume, you were going to trick me into drinking before using me for sex.”

Shannon sniffed. “Fair points all, husband, and I’m sorry. I certainly understand why that would upset you.”

“Being used for sex?” asked Kellan, “actually, I’m pretty much fine with that part.”

She stared at him, then said, “No, I meant the whole—” Kellan’s lips quirked up. She eyed him. “You’re poking fun again, aren’t you?”

The Sentinel reached up, held Shannon’s face in his hands, then kissed her. The Soulborn’s brows knitted in confusion. “Look Highlander, I get what you did and why you did it. In fact, it’s a very you thing to do. God says you can’t have a baby…you say, well screw Him, I’ll show the Creator of the universe what’s what. Do I have that about right?”

“Maybe,” she whispered.

Kellan grunted. “Personally, I would have just hoped God got distracted by something on Netflix, and we’d slip a kid through without him noticing.” She rolled her eyes at him, but he continued a second later. “What upsets me, is that you didn’t trust me enough to include me in your insane, heretical, and, quite possibly, deadly plan. So, now all I get to do is participate in it after the fact.”

“I just knew you would try and talk me out of it because it was insane and—” she broke off and locked eyes with Kellan. 

He made a rolling gesture with one hand, “And?”

“You just said that all you get to do now is participate.”

He nodded, “I did just say that, yes.”

Shannon’s eyes widened with a mix of excitement and wonder. “You mean you’ll drink it and try to—”

Kellan pointed both fingers at his face, “God’s unchecked hand on the world, right here. If He had wanted someone to avoid the insane, the heretical, and the potentially deadly, He would have stuck with Micah.” Kellan rose from the couch and extended a hand. He pulled her up and grinned.

She laughed despite herself. “What is that wily look about, Kellan Thorne?”

“There’s nothing wily about it. I just figured that since we now have all this out in the open, we best not waste any time. I mean who knows how long that Fae Cup-o-Satan will keep.”

She flared her nose and gave his hand a playful slap. “It’s Fae, Kellan. It will last forever and stop giving it new names. Besides, Meghan had me ask some very specific questions when I met with the doctor. Apparently, your twenty-first century has taken much of the fun out of making a bairn.” She pulled her phone from a back pocket, swiped several times, then turned it to face Kellan.

“What’s that?” he asked squinting.

She put her free hand on her hip and said, “That’s when you need to drink the potion and your boys need to swim, husband.”

He looked from Shannon to her phone and back again. “That’s just a few days from now.”

A knowing smile crept across her face, “So it is, and what’s the matter with that?”

“Well, if we’re only going to get one shot at this, no pun intended, don’t you think we should, you know, train for the event?” Kellan raised his brows several times.

Shannon managed to suppress a smile, and said, “I am so lucky to have such a smart and diligent husband.” 

Kellan grinned. “You are, Mrs. Thorne. You really, really are.”







Chapter 29
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A Dark Wizard




“What time is it?” asked Shannon, her voice still heavy with sleep.

“A little after ten in the morning,” replied Kellan, as he sat on the side of their bed, lacing up his sneakers.

“Ugh,” she groaned, “what time did we go to bed?”

Kellan shot her a sideways glance. “Go to bed or get to sleep?”

She rolled her eyes. “Shut up. I’m still sleepy, Kellan.”

He stood, turned, and placed a quick kiss amidst curtains of unruly red hair. “Go back to sleep. I made some coffee to take with me. The timer will keep it hot for another couple hours.”

“Huh?” she asked groggily, “Where are you going?”

“Need to talk with Maggie about this whole Aibreann thing. It’s gonna be hairy de-statuefying her and extracting what will then be a living mortal from Creation’s workroom.”

Shannon leaned up. “I’ll come with—”

Kellan pushed her back down. “No. Sleep. I just need to kick around a few ideas with her. We aren’t doing anything yet. Besides, when we do go after Satan’s Sleeping Beauty, I’m pretty sure we’re going to need all the help we can get, so rest up while you can.”

Shannon sank into her pillows. “Ok, but where are you going?”

“Romania. Maggie’s there with her new boyfriend. I might need his help too and he owes me so—” Kellan shrugged. “Anyway, I’m wearing my Jarvis contacts so activate him here if you need something while I’m out. Maggie and I are going to reconvene in Eden later, just meet us there, ok?”

“Eden,” she murmured then began to softly snore. 

Kellan stared at her for another couple seconds, then lashed out a hand. As the portal rotated into place, he whispered, “Cara, come on boy.” A second later, the dire wolf phased through the bedroom door and yipped hopefully. “Yep, you are coming with,” chuckled Kellan. “Do you need to pack anything?” Cara snorted and projected images to Kellan. The Sentinel feigned shock, “Wherever did you learn such salty language?” Images of Kellan, Shannon, and Meghan flowed seconds later. Kellan laughed and hopped through the portal with Cara half a step behind.
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Putrid blood and bile splashed across Kellan’s face as the portal winked out behind him. He spat and his stomach roiled from both the smell and taste. Rune empowered glyphs shot past either side of him and a djinn seemed to stare right through the Sentinel.

What the fluff? projected Cara. The young dire wolf crouched low. His hackles rose, claws extended, and Kellan saw Ordered power begin to radiate from his fur.

“Don’t move, Cara,” yelled the Sentinel, as two more djinn streaked past. “The portal’s perception filter is cloaking us. Let me try and figure what the hell is going—”

Maggie hurt. Smell blood. Cara protect. The dire wolf leaped just as a skinwalker drew near. His jaws clamped around the thin creature’s neck. There was no crunch of bones, for there were no bones to crunch, but the skinwalker’s head fell from its body, which then collapsed in a puddle of ooze.

Kellan’s skin tingled as he felt a massive flow of Universal energy gather nearby. Seconds later a voice he did not recognize rolled across the sloping field in which he found himself.

“Leave the others,” it boomed, “Kill the Sentinel of Order!”

Wonderful, thought Kellan. He bent time and spun around while erecting a shield. Across the field, Kellan saw Margaret Karnstein standing back-to-back with a young man who wore somewhat anachronistic garb. Her clothes were torn and numerous wounds seeped blood. The telltale sign of several skinwalker corpses oozed around their feet, along with several, still moving, ghoul bodies.

“What the absolute fu—” began Kellan, when he was rocked from behind and pitched forward onto the damp, rocky earth. He rolled over to find a ghoul’s dead eyes scant inches from his own. Kellan reached up and a gleaming dagger formed from green mist. He jammed it into the creatures jaw, up through its gaping mouth, and into what brain may have been left. The ghoul shuddered, then green fire burst from its eyes. Kellan pushed it to the side and struggled to a crouch.

Three djinn glyphs struck Kellan’s shielding in rapid succession. The first unraveled, as did the second, but left white cracks behind. The third, struck the Sentinel’s weakened shield, causing it to shatter into motes of emerald light. “Kellan,” screamed Margaret, “to your right!”

Instinctively, the Sentinel raised his hand defensively, but the empowered glyph was already streaking toward him. He saw a Chaotic shield begin to take form but its proximity to Kellan caused it to unravel. He heard her curse with equal parts anger and fear, as they both realized it was all too little, too late. The Sentinel’s mind clicked through perfectly stored runic glyphs and he heard that dispassionate Spock side of himself say, That is a djinn elemental summoning glyph. Chances are greater than eighty percent that if it strikes you without protection, you will be immolated.

Kellan desperately tried to bend time further while keeping his slowly forming shield outside the time dilation. He knew it was not going to be enough. Glyphs were fast.

A fragment of Kellan’s mind began thinking, I wonder how fast they really are. I mean they clearly don’t travel faster than light, nothing does, but I don’t think they even travel as fast as sound. Still, they are really fast. I should have timed one of mine so that I could be better prepared when—

Black and gray blurred past Kellan’s field of vision and fire billowed all around him. The scent of burning hair filled his nose. Cara howled and Kellan felt his blood run cold.

“No!” he cried, eyes stinging from the heat. “Cara! Cara, no!” Kellan’s shield finished forming, the heat dissipated, and he blinked away tears. Cara looked back at him. Patches of fur had been burned away leaving blistered skin across much of his right side. His nose weeped blood where the black skin had sloughed off. The dire wolf took an unsteady step toward Kellan then collapsed. The Sentinel knelt down, dimly aware of far less powerful glyphs unraveling against the emerald dome he’d formed around the two them. Kellan reached out a tentative hand and Cara licked it.

Kellan too slow. Cara faster. Cara protect. Cara do good?

Kellan didn’t know where to place his hands at first but said, “You are fast, and brave, and true Cara. And, yes, you did good, so very good.” Tears streaked Kellan’s face as he gently touched the dire wolf’s muzzle with one finger. As he did so, Cara’s expressive brown eyes sparkled with emerald flecks. He lifted his hand and they dimmed back to their natural brown. Kellan replaced his hand. “Will this help?” he asked.

“Kellan!” yelled Margaret. Her voice seemed somehow distant. Whether it was because of his shielding, time dilations, or some other reason, the Sentinel didn’t know. “Kellan,” she yelled again, “more are coming. Nicolae and I cannot stop them and my portals unravel. Kellan!”

Cara lifted his head. His eyes blazed with life, as power flowed from Kellan and into the dire wolf. It felt familiar and different at the same time. Shannon drew from the Sentinel, but with Cara, it was Kellan who had to force power into the young wolf.

My Sentinel, came a voice within him and Kellan choked off an angry cry.

“Nurisha, where have you been!” he yelled.

Preparing was her cryptic reply, but I am here now as I will always be when your need is greatest.

“I’ve fed him from the stream, but can’t heal him,” growled Kellan. “If I heal him, I wound myself and I won’t be able to help Maggie. If I don’t heal him—”

You need not heal him, my Sentinel, just give him the means to do so. He is a son of Lupa, she who walked beside the first man. She and her kind were created to always walk by man’s side. You need not show such as they the essence of agape, my Sentinel. They are the essence of agape. They love. They protect. They sacrifice. In service to such noble things, the miraculous can happen.

Kellan felt Cara’s tongue on his outstretched hand. He watched as Ordered power burned brightly within the wolf. Charred flesh healed. New fur grew, and the dire wolf rose to stand beside the Sentinel.

“What?” asked Kellan, confused. “You’ve grown, Cara. You’re—”

Stronger projected the dire wolf, then moved his head, breaking the connection to Kellan’s half-drained river of Ordered power. Enough. Cara strong! The dire wolf quickly looked around, then tilted his head back and howled. A wave of Ordered power radiated outward, pushing back djinn, unraveling glyphs, and turning nearby skinwalkers to putrid goo. Cara lowered his head and affected an almost human look of satisfaction. The entire immediate area had been cleared of threats.

“Holy shit,” huffed Margaret as she pulled up beside Kellan. The Sentinel of Chaos released her power and extended her hand to Kellan. “What the hell was that?” The Sentinel shook his head and she grinned at the dire wolf. “Well, it looks like someone just leveled up.”

Cara made several vocalizations. Kellan stared at the wolf for a second, then said, “Fine, if you are so strong and mighty now, Caraid Uasal, I’ll just go back to my warm bed and even warmer wife.” Margaret gave Kellan a questioningly look. “Cara is being a little shit. He just keeps saying how strong he is, so I told him I was happy to let him take care of whatever the heck you’ve gotten yourself into and I would go home.”

Margaret frowned. “He just saved our collective asses so can be as much of a shit as he wants. In terms of the other, I’ll tell you what I’ve gotten myself into when it’s not still trying to kill me.” She pointed at Kellan, “For the record, all these nasty things are trying to kill me because of you.” She gestured to the East. “Nicolae says the djinn and undead are controlled by a dark wizard. They are coming from that direction.”

Kellan sighted along her arm and saw dozens of creatures running toward them. Beyond, on a slightly more distant rise, he could see cords of Universal power flowing into something he could not make out.

“It’s a necromancer, Sentinel,” said Nicolae.

Kellan turned to the young looking man and sighed. “So, you are the vampire who’s dating my goddaughter?” he asked.

Margaret shook her head in disbelief, but Nicolae smiled. “It’s good to see you too, Kellan.”

The Sentinel’s eyes traced past Nicolae and up the nearby path that led to a medieval castle. “What, are you a prince now?”

“For centuries,” replied Nicolae, “but no one remembers, which, as you might expect, is better for everyone. I—” he made air quotes, “inherited it from my family.”

“Assuming that horde doesn’t kill us, you can interrogate my boyfriend later, Kellan,” grumbled Margaret, “but I’m not Juliet, so don’t think you can tell me what to do. I have a mother, and she’s more than enough.”

Nicolae shot Margaret a look and Kellan smirked. “You didn’t know you were her boyfriend, huh? Don’t feel bad, kid, we are usually the last ones to know.”

“I’m almost six hundred years older than you, Kellan,” replied Nicolae, “but thanks.”

“You are both morons,” cried Margaret, “Portals won’t open from here. They keep unraveling. We are trapped and those things will be on us in minutes.”

“I can think and make humorous observations simultaneously, Maggie,” said Kellan. “Either the djinn glyphs or the ambient Universal power is what’s causing your portals to fail.”

“Then you make one, damn it!” growled the Sentinel of Chaos.

Kellan’s eyes flashed and he extended one hand. A streak of green split the air, rotated, then broke apart. “You might be surprised to hear it, but I did think of that,” he said, “even though you couldn’t use an Ordered portal had I been able to make one.”

“So, we’re stuck here?” she yelled. “Well, that’s just perfect.” Margaret squinted at Kellan. “When I saw you portal in, I figured you weren’t affected by…” She just waved a hand in a generally eastern direction.

“It was a trap, obviously,” Kellan said. “That is also why Shannon has been unable to join us.”

“She’s tried?” asked Margaret.

“Oh, yeah,” replied Kellan. He pursed his lips. “I’m actually not sure who she’s more scared for, me or Cara.”

The dire wolf had been sitting on his haunches, calmly staring at the encroaching line of creatures. He turned his head toward Kellan, and projected, Soulborn love Cara. Cara Soulborn’s sweet boy.

Kellan ignored him. “Maggie, let me just say that Shannon is so pissed I can actually hear the Gaelic curses in my head despite her being thousands of miles away. That never happens. She’s epically scared and pissed.”

“It’s not the djinn. It’s the necromancer,” offered Nicolae.

“What is?” asked Kellan.

“The reason portals aren’t working here. He’s the one disrupting your portals. The necromancer can also control all these creatures because each one is infused with Universal energy. If I wasn’t as old as I am, he would have control of me too. I can feel him pressing on my mind, even now.”

“Universal energy,” murmured Kellan, half to himself as he squinted into the distance. “So, he’s a wizard. A human or nephilim attuned to—”

Margaret grabbed Kellan and spun him toward her. “Necromancer, not wizard. He manipulates universal energy to raise the dead and control those animated by such ambient power. Mother told me about them. The council executes anyone convicted of necromancy.” He noted the look of near panic as her eyes lost focus a moment, then fixed on him. “My power is gone. It’s gone, Kellan! Just a trickle is bubbling up into the lakebed. What are we going—”

The Sentinel reached up and gently laid his hands along her arms, gauged the distance of the approaching creatures, and said, “It will return, Maggie. Just remember what we practiced in the Workroom. You and Nicolae stay here. Cara and I will blunt their attack.”

“But you can’t—” she began.

“We can, and if we end up in trouble, you’ll have power to spare by then. I promise. We’ll be fine until your power has replenished enough to help.”

Kellan lying to Maggie? projected Cara questioningly. Many bad things coming. Many. The dire wolf tilted his head as if staring at something in the night sky. Soulborn once say ‘something wicked this way come.’ Cara sense strong wicked coming. Not now, but soon.

Before Kellan could react to Cara, another voice filled his mind, causing him to clench his jaw in frustration.

That is what took me away from you, my Sentinel. I sought to heal cracks in the gate to our universe, but it was folly. There are too many and Ordered power has no effect on them. The gate remains closed and neither Perditor nor his Emissary may enter, but they whisper offers of power to those who will ally with them.

“That would have been helpful to know,” Kellan growled, and saw a shadow of confusion fall across both Margaret and Nicolae’s faces. He waved it aside. “Too many voices in my head sometimes.” The Sentinel drew deeply from his river of power, eyes bursting to life. He pointed to the two vampires. “Keep each other safe.”

Cara closed ranks beside Kellan. The dire wolf’s head now rose just above the Sentinel’s waist. Kellan rested his hand there and the two felt power as it coursed between them. Images flashed through Kellan’s eidetic mind with perfect clarity. Lupa nudging a wobbly puppy toward him. The pup latching onto his arm, binding Cara to Kellan for all time. Never since that day, more than two years ago, had the Sentinel felt what he was now feeling. The wild, unbridled Universal energy that flowed through Lupa’s entire line had been woven together in perfect symmetry with his own Ordered power. They shared a moment of unified intent as Kellan looked down to meet Cara’s gleaming eyes. The dire wolf’s lips curled back in what others might have thought to be a snarl. Kellan knew different. The Sentinel returned his noble friend’s smile and the two broke into a run, matching each other, stride for stride.







Chapter 30
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A Noble Friend




Kellan spun in a tight circle as his Sentinel’s sword cleaved through four djinn glyphs that converged on him. They puffed away. He bound his intent to Gaia’s will and leaped into the air. Several pillars of water, fire, and spinning air lay scattered beneath him. Each marked the grave of a djinn. A dozen ghoul corpses continued to scratch about in the rocky dirt while half again as many lay perfectly still. The entire area seemed covered with glistening slime from the countless skinwalkers he and Cara had dispatched.

Still, more were coming, a seemingly endless horde summoned by the dark wizard. This necromancer is really starting to piss me off, thought Kellan. At least he hasn’t replaced any of the djinn. Still, four left is more than I’d—

Kellan whipped his body to the side as a gout of fire lanced upward from the ground. He could almost smell the air burning, then it was gone. Kellan dropped to the ground beside Cara. The dire wolf quickly pawed at a small pillar of orange flame, that marked where he had dispatched the fire djinn. “Nice job,” said Kellan enthusiastically. “Now we only have three more of the blue bastards to deal with.” The Sentinel pulled on one of Cara’s ears in the manner he loved so much.

A thought crossed Kellan’s mind and he drew half of his remaining power into himself. The sky darkened as flat-bottomed clouds blotted out the starlight. The air crackled with accumulated energy and Kellan willed its release. Wind and lightning swirled around the two as if in some choreographed dance of elemental power. Frozen forms appeared to writhe in the night as each bolt of lightning created a strobe effect all around them.

Kellan knelt beside Cara and said, “If I lure them in, can you do that outward howl-attack thing you did before?” The dire wolf stared at the Sentinel with a very human look of disbelief in his eyes.

No, projected Cara along with several other images.

Kellan sighed, “Well, when you put it that way, yes, I do think you would have already done it again if you could. No, I do not think you were simply trying to be dramatic. Look, it just occurred to me so I asked, okay? It seemed like a reasonable question.”

The wind started to die down and Cara projected several more images. Kellan nodded with understanding. “Well, you blew away an entire cohort of baddies, so it certainly looked like an attack to me. How was I supposed to know it happened when you leveled-up?” Cara let out a low growl. “What do you mean that’s not accurate? Get mad at Maggie not me. She said leveled-up. I didn’t. Fine, if we’re alive later, you can tell her. Enough. I don’t want my last words to be about something stupid and this—”

“Sentinel Kellan. Sentinel Kellan, are you there?”

“Jarvis? You’re breaking up. I’m a bit busy right now so—”

“Sentinel Kellan, there is tremendous electromagnetic interference in your area. I have had to retask several satellites to manage even this level of communication. I don’t mind saying that doing so was exceptionally difficult for me and, of course, would have been impossible for any—”

“Jarvis,” interrupted Kellan.

“Yes? I am here,” replied the AI.

“Do any of those satellites have lasers?”

There was a several second pause, then Jarvis responded. “Why, no Sentinel Kellan, they are communication satellites. Why would they—”

“How about ghoul killing missiles?”

Jarvis’ voice took on an emotionless quality, “No, the satellites do not have any ghoul-killing missiles either.”

Kellan checked his reserves and noted he had less than a quarter remaining. The sky above had begun clearing. He and Cara took off in slightly different directions, but still toward the small hill that Margaret had identified earlier.

“Shannon wanted me to tell you that she cannot make a stable portal to your location. She is quite upset.”

Kellan deflected two djinn glyphs, as he continued up the hill, then said, “Please tell my lovely wife that I’m terribly sorry for any distress she might be suffering while safe in Roswell.”

“Very good, Sentinel Kellan, one moment.”

“Jarvis!”

“Yes?”

“You weren’t actually going to tell her that, were you?”

“Of course.”

Kellan’s summoned weapon cleaved a skinwalker into three gelatinous blobs, and he growled, “Why would you do that, Jarvis?”

“Because you asked me to,” replied the confused AI, then added, “Now Shannon would like to know how many ghouls you are fighting.”

“Lots, Jarvis, along with a bunch of skinwalkers, and a few djinn.”

“Thank you for such a helpful response,” said Jarvis sarcastically, “but may I access your optical data to more accurately assess the tactical situation?” Kellan gave his mental assent and felt his contacts energize further as the AI began to assimilate information directly from his optic nerve. “Three djinn remain in your immediate vicinity, but they do not represent the greatest danger.”

As if in response, a djinn materialized from a spray of water just to Kellan’s left and rapidly drew a glyph. It streaked toward the Sentinel and he frantically created a partial rune of his own. The two empowered glyphs collided, merged, and the reformed symbol streaked back towards its original creator. The glyph struck the water djinn full in the chest and erupted in flame and steam. Seconds later a small, bubbling fountain, was all that remained.

Kellan gave a grunt of surprise, then muttered, “I’m actually kind of shocked that worked. Jarvis, make a note that elemental glyphs can be altered in addition to being destroyed. I need to poke into that with Focalor.”

“Noted, Sentinel Kellan, however, based on my current analysis, you will not likely survive to, as you say, poke into that.”

Cara projected a frantic warning and Kellan quickly erected a shield behind himself. He spun just in time to see a ghoul’s razor sharp talons rake against it with a shower of emerald sparks. The Sentinel thrust his hand toward the creature. Green mist formed around his hand and a dagger settled there. He dismissed the shield and drove the gleaming weapon into one of the undead’s milky white eyes. It froze in place, then green fire shot out the other eye and its mouth. Kellan pulled back and watched as the ghoul collapsed to the ground. It twitched once, then became still.

Cara bounded up to him a moment later. The dire wolf was definitely the worse for wear. Several patches of fur had been burned away, though not as badly as before. Blood streaked his gray and black face, but Kellan couldn’t be sure if it was Cara’s, his foes, or both. The Sentinel glanced quickly around for immediate danger. Seeing none, he quickly scratched Cara behind the ears and said, “Jarvis, tell Shannon that we’re doing ok and I don’t think she will be able to make it here until we’ve dispatched Doctor Strange’s evil cousin up there.”

“You are not doing fine at all, Sentinel Kellan. In point of fact, you are doing quite the opposite of fine. Your adversary is being fed a virtually unlimited amount of Universal energy through one of the many fissures Nurisha mentioned earlier. This necromancer, as you call him, is channeling that power to animate both ghouls and skinwalkers. He can continue to do so until such Universal power is exhausted, which, by my estimates, it will not be. You must sever him from its source before your own reserves are expended.”

Kellan quickly looked inward and found Nurisha standing within his river of power. It swept past her, but only rose halfway up her calfs.

Jarvis materialized beside him and Nurisha smiled at the AI. He blushed and gave a subtle half-wave. “Oh for the love of all that’s holy, you two…really. Cara and I are about to be snuffed out and you want to take the time to flirt?”

“Time barely flows here, as you well know, my Sentinel,” admonished Nurisha.

“Indeed,” added Jarvis, “Beyond that, it has been quite some time since I have seen Nurisha. I believe my response was appropriately reserved given your current circumstance.”

Nurisha stepped onto the bank and brushed a hand affectionately across Jarvis’ cheek then turned her pupiless eyes on Kellan. “The rules governing our universe begin to shatter, my Sentinel. I have seen it. If you are to survive, you must, likewise, break that which has been unbreakable.”

Kellan sighed. “Last I checked, just about every angel I’ve ever encountered has thought me to be the poster child for reckless fools.”

She nodded. “Thought you to be is the operative phrase, Kellan. I’m afraid your recklessness has not been keeping up with the times. Ordered power alone will not prove sufficient and your ability to gather Universal could not possibly compete with what is being made available to your adversary.”

“Well, those are my options, Nurisha, so I either make them work, or we’re all screwed.”

She shook her head. “You have a third option. Let me show you where I have been and what I have seen.” Nurisha reached up and placed a finger aside Kellan’s temple. His inner world shattered like broken glass spinning in all directions. He watched as she rose from Earth’s blue sphere to wind her way among each planet in the solar system.

He saw her leave its familiar planets behind and head off into the vast cosmos. She moved through spinning galaxies at the speed of thought, pausing again and again to explore different planets. As she did so, Kellan began to see patterns emerge.

Yes, my Sentinel, you are correct. They were each exoplanets capable of sustaining life. The universe teams with it. I have traversed the darkness of creation and found countless worlds where such life exists. In each such world I saw Creation’s hand, but in none of these did both Order and Chaos exist separately. Only here, on this world, on this Earth, did I find it to be so. Only here did either Order or Chaos attain personality or individuality, because only here did you exist, my Sentinel.

Kellan watched as Nurisha stood on the beach of some distant world. Twin moons cast a crimson glow all around her from the system’s red giant star. Emerald tears streaked her cheeks as she looked up at the night sky. Again, her voice came to him.

I am alone in all the universe. I cannot convey to you the breadth of creation or its complexities. I do not pretend to understand either, myself. However, in all that, I am alone. Each sentient being is unique, but not alone. I do not say this out of sadness, although I am sad. I say it because, in all the universe, Creation has set His eyes on but one blue jewel that gleams amidst the darkness. His narrow path begins and ends with Earth.

Kellan shuddered as the vision faded. Nurisha cupped his face in her hands. “I traveled past every world to where the farthest, faintest particle now exists. I found the gate Creation has set around this universe, Kellan Thorne. Beyond it I sensed the wild Universal power in the void between worlds. I touched the gate but did not try to cross for fear that, if I did, all that I am would cease to exist.”

Nurisha lifted up on her toes and kissed Kellan’s forehead. When she pulled back he saw more tears filling her eyes. “The gate is failing, my Sentinel. Cracks have formed, far too numerous to seal, if sealing were even possible.” She shivered. “Through those fissures I sensed a hunger in the darkness. The gate will fail. Perditor and His Emissary will come. All will end, unless you prevent it from becoming so.” She made a vaguely outward gesture. “This necromancer is nothing. He is merely some human, attuned to Universal energies, who has succumbed to Perditor’s empty promises whispered through cracks in the gate.”

Kellan shook his head. “That necromancer doesn’t feel like nothing, and if he’s nothing, we’re in big trouble. According to you two, that nothing is kicking my ass.”

“Because you play by old rules that no longer apply, my Sentinel. That is what I need you to understand and believe. Order and Chaos exist only here for a reason. Order was renewed in you for a reason. Your Soulborn exists for a reason. I exist for a reason. Maurius and Zagan existed for a reason and the Incarnation of Chaos was shattered…for a reason.” Nurisha glanced to the side as if seeing something hidden from Kellan. She whispered, “Cara exists for a reason.” Her eyes locked on the Sentinel’s own and she said, “Go find the reason!”
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Kellan stumbled forward as the world around him reasserted itself. He would have fallen, but was pushed upright by two large paws. The Sentinel blinked and found himself staring into Cara’s softly glowing eyes. The dire wolf stood on his hind legs and licked Kellan’s face. “I’m okay,” whispered the Sentinel, then chuckled. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. I know I may not look it, but I am.” The dire wolf shifted his weight, fell back to all fours and tensed as if to run. Kellan grabbed the scruff of his neck. Cara looked up questioningly. “I’ve been encouraged to break some rules. How do you feel about doing something I’ve been expressly warned not to do?” The dire wolf huffed something vaguely affirming.

Kellan glared at the cords of Universal power that were twisting around the, now nearby, hill. “Jarvis!”

“I am here and I am prepared to do something you’ve been expressly warned not to do. How may I help?”

“I need you to call Maggie on her cell phone,” said Kellan, then frowned when Jarvis didn’t respond. “Did you get that?” asked the Sentinel.

“I did receive your message, but am a bit taken aback. I thought I might be of more direct assistance than simply calling a toddler.”

“I’ll be sure to tell Maggie you called her that,” snarked Kellan. “In the meantime, I need you to convey to the world’s most powerful vampire, and Sentinel of Chaos, that I need her to look for my signal, then drain whatever power she’s accumulated in one focused burst toward me.”

Jarvis sounded alarmed. “You want Margaret to attack you?”

“You were not listening,” lilted Kellan, “toward me, Jarvis, not at me. That is a very important distinction, please don’t lose it in translation, because I will not be defending against an attack. If she directs all that power at me rather than toward me, I’ll likely get accidentally dead.” The dire wolf huffed and shook his head. “Exactly right, Cara” said Kellan, “I agree. I don’t want to be dead either.”

“I have delivered the message, Sentinel Kellan. Margaret understands the distinction and awaits my conveyance of your signal. May I ask what that signal will be, just so I do not miss it?”

Kellan drained all his remaining reserves and began channeling them in layers upon layers of shielding. “You won’t miss it, Jarvis. I imagine I’ll probably shriek for help like a little girl or something.” The Sentinel locked eyes with Cara. “Keep pace with me. We’re going to cut the head off this snake.” The dire wolf yipped in response and the two began running together. Djinn glyphs, skinwalker scythes, and ghoul claws raked at them, slowly peeling away Kellan’s shielding. As the ground began sloping upward, Kellan yelled, “When we get halfway up the hill, I want you to go on without me.” Dozens of images flowed from Cara, all conveying the same message…no, not leaving best friend…Cara protect.

“You’ll do what you’re told for once, Caraid Uasal,” Kellan said. “I need you to trust me. The best way you can protect me is to go on without me. Get to that necromancer and take him out. I’m going to clear the path for you, like you did for me earlier.” More worried images flowed into Kellan’s mind. “No, Cara, this is the only way. You either trust me or you don’t.”

A single image. The dire wolf standing beside Kellan, both surveying a distant battle field. Cara trust.

“Go!” yelled Kellan, and spun around. Cara burst out from the Sentinel’s protective shielding and his claws dug into the rocky ground as he propelled himself up the hill. Kellan thought he might actually piss himself as dozens of creatures converged on him from every direction. “Now Jarvis!” he screamed. In some quiet corner of his mind, Kellan marveled at how much he actually did sound like a scared little girl.

A thick cord of Chaotic energy burst from the valley below. Kellan felt his stomach twist as he poured what remained of his shielding back into its river bank. He immediately drained it again, momentarily noting how Nurisha stood upon her rock, chin raised. She’s braver than I am, he thought. Here we go, time to level up!

Chaos ripped through him and Kellan met it with all his remaining Ordered power. The two opposing forces began to repel each other, but Kellan gritted his teeth and visualized himself with Micah those many years ago.

He heard his master’s words as Micah stood beside him. In this place, you can do the miraculous if you only have the will.

“Not just there, my old friend,” whispered Kellan, as he steeled his will. Time froze and in his mind’s eye Kellan saw images of stars at the very instant they were born from darkness. Violet power exploded outward in an increasing sphere consuming everything around him. It drank in the ambient Universal energies animating his attackers and converted them to raw Creation. The power continued to build within him and Kellan heard himself laugh at how good it felt. Ghouls and skinwalkers fell like cordwood, then burned in violet flame. He watched as Cara continued toward the lone figure atop the hill, then noted all the Universal power flowing into the necromancer. I wonder, thought Kellan, and he felt himself reach for it. The amber power began to bend toward him.

Stop! It was Nurisha’s voice. Release what you hold and seek no more. Kellan rejected the thought outright and felt a hunger as the power continued to bend toward him. My Sentinel, it is not for you. Release it now or all that you love will perish. Now is not the time. You approach a line you must not cross. Not now.

Kellan felt himself continue to trudge up the hill as waves of Creative power blossomed around him. It would be so easy to reach the top, drink in all that amber light, destroy the necromancer and—. He paused, thinking, —and what? Kellan shook his head as if trying to clear a violent dream. “No, I don’t want this. This is not me,” he cried.

Release it, my Sentinel.

Kellan closed his eyes and emptied himself. The power vanished and he wobbled as it left. He took another uncertain step and saw two figures before him.

The man looked decidedly unremarkable. He wore clothes similar to Kellan’s own, although seemingly of better quality. The necromancer appeared to be in his late middle years with salt and pepper hair, olive skin, and thin lips that were set in a line. His eyes glowed a brilliant amber.

He gave a mirthless laugh. “Your power seems to have left you, Kellan Thorne.”

“I gave it away,” replied Kellan dully. “It…wasn’t for me, at least not now.”

The necromancer shook his head. “Well, Sentinel of Order, I don’t think you will have a later.” He glanced down at the dire wolf at his side and asked, “Will he?”

Cara looked at the necromancer and then at Kellan. The Sentinel’s heart sank. The dire wolf stared at him dully, eyes glowing a dim amber. Kellan saw no recognition in them. The necromancer took a couple steps forward and smiled. “Oh I know all about you, Sentinel of Order. I know about your Soulborn. I even know about Caraid Uasal and his mother, Lupa. You see, they are infused with Universal power and—” the necromancer smirked, “I control the living and the dead infused with such energies.” Kellan held up a hand, but nothing happened. “You have no power,” growled the necromancer, “and I will not give you time to gain it back. Caraid Uasal!” shouted the necromancer, “Kill!”

The dire wolf leaped forward. He phased directly through the necromancer with teeth bared, then stopped a foot in front of Kellan, who just stared in confusion.

“Cara?” Kellan asked.

The dire wolf tilted his head down and opened his mouth. Something large, dark, and wet fell against the rocky floor. The severed heart pulsed twice, then fell still.

Kellan looked past the dire wolf to the necromancer, who collapsed a moment later, a gaping wound in his chest. The Sentinel knelt down before his friend and felt the wolf’s warm tongue lap at his face. Images flowed and Kellan snickered through tears of gratitude. “You’re right, names given freely have power. He probably shouldn’t have used the full name I gave you. Doing so broke his control, didn’t it?”

The dire wolf tilted his head back and howled. Caraid Uasal. Cara protect.

Kellan wrapped his arms around the dire wolf’s neck, kissed his muzzle, and whispered. “Caraid Uasal, noble friend, indeed.”
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Soil crunched and Cara lifted his head to look past Kellan. His tail wagged and the Sentinel turned in time to see Nicolae crest the hill. He held Margaret cradled in his arms, her head lulling against the vampire’s chest. Kellan noted how Nicolae’s nose twitched as his eyes moved to where the necromancer’s heart lay in a small pool of blood. Kellan stepped forward to block Nicolae’s view and his brow furrowed with concern.

“Maggie’s fine, or will be after some rest,” said the vampire, in response to Kellan’s unvoiced question. “She emptied herself for you, Sentinel of Order.” His tone hinted at reproach or anger.

 Kellan couldn’t tell which, and didn’t much care either. He held out his hands, then said, “I’ll get her home.” 

Maggie’s eyes fluttered open when the vampire shifted her to Kellan. “Nico,” she murmured, “Nico, did we—”

He brushed a lock of black hair back from her face, and kissed the young woman’s forehead. “We did,” he whispered.

“So, Kellan is—”

“The one holding you,” added the Sentinel. “You must have drained yourself bone dry, Maggie.”

“Bone…dry…” she said, her voice trailing off at the end.

Kellan smiled warmly at the younger Karnstein, then looked up. His eyes traced past Nicolae and noted how the eastern horizon had begun to take on color. He nodded at the lightening sky. “Unless you’ve learned to day-walk in the last six hundred years, I suggest you make your way into that nifty castle of yours.”

Nicolae nodded unconsciously, but kept his eyes firmly fixed on Margaret as she shifted in Kellan’s arms. “I told you,” said the Sentinel, “I’ll get her home, but if you let the sun turn you into a pillar of flame, I’ll have to deal with a pissed off Karnstein.” Kellan chuckled. “The only thing worse than that, is a pissed off Daugherty, and I don’t need either.”

Nicolae started to turn away, then paused. “How did you do it?”

Kellan arched an eyebrow. “Really? Dude, the sun is—”

“Not rising for several minutes yet,” broke in Nicolae. “You keep forgetting that I am over six hundred years older than you, Sentinel of Order. I know the sun well, and it knows me.”

“Fine,” huffed Kellan, “play the age card, but if you think that swirling ball of fused hydrogen and helium knows you, then you’re still the dumb kid I met on a fifteenth century battlefield.”

“I was speaking metaphorically, and you are deflecting. I deserve better.”

Kellan sighed. “It really wasn’t a big deal.”

Nicolae pointed at Kellan’s face. “You don’t look human now, and you did an hour ago, well mostly.” The Sentinel pinched up his face in confusion, and Nicolae said. “Your eyes, Kellan. They held a ring of violet before, but against what I know to be their natural blue, it was not immediately noticeable. Now, there is but a sliver of blue amongst the violet. Humans do not have violet eyes, Kellan Thorne. What did you do?”

Sentinel Kellan, said Jarvis, I can adjust the prismatic effect of your contacts so your irises appear normal. Would you like me to do this?

“Yes,” said the Sentinel.

“Yes? Yes, what?” asked Nicolae. Kellan’s eyes blazed to life briefly, then faded. The vampire cocked his head, then stared at the Sentinel with open suspicion.

Kellan smiled. “It’s really nothing, just a temporary effect of fusing Order and Chaos.”

“Margaret didn’t seem to think it was nothing. She was desperately afraid for you. She said that Creative energies caused irreversible changes. Both her mother, our queen, and the Soulborn believe this to be so.”

Kellan pursed his lips. “How do you know what Mircalla or Shannon believe?”

“Margaret told me.”

The Sentinel offered his most genuine smile and said, “Nicolae, you keep telling me how old you are, but after all those years, have you not learned that the women worry too much?”

The vampire stared at Kellan for several beats, then burst out laughing. “The women? I believe the women would have quite an interesting reaction to that statement.” He waggled a finger, “That is if you were foolish enough to make it in their presence, which I know you are not.” Before Kellan could object, Nicolae turned to face the eastern horizon just as the sun peaked above it. He leaned forward and kissed Margaret again, then locked eyes with Kellan. “Keep your secrets, Sentinel of Order, but do not think me a fool for I am not. Keep also your promise to see my Maggie safely to Eden.”

“I will,” said Kellan.

“Good, and if it is not too much trouble, please provide me a means of travel tomorrow evening. I do not have Margaret’s gift of flight and wish to join her in Eden. Perhaps you or the Soulborn could open a portal?” He glanced again at the horizon, then added, “Or Ares a circle?”

“I’ll figure out something. We’ll get you there when she wakes up. It’s the least I can do.”

Nicolae nodded, “Yes, it really is, but thank you nonetheless.” Before Kellan could respond, the vampire blurred and was gone.

Fast projected Cara.

“No shit,” said Kellan, and the dire wolf projected another series of images.

Kellan shook his head. “No, all vampires are not that fast. They all develop different goodies as they get older. Apparently, Nicolae’s gift is super-speed.”

Cara snorted, then let out an extended whine along with another series of images.

“Ok, I’m doing it,” said Kellan. He balanced Margaret’s weight against his left shoulder and gestured. An emerald beam split the twilight and rotated into place. Through it, the Sentinel could see Eden’s guardian raise his head and look at them. “Let’s go Cara,” huffed Kellan, “even with sparkle enhanced muscles, Maggie’s starting to get heavy.”

Cara leaped through, then bounded up to the guardian angel. Kellan followed.

“Hey Deckard, be a good guardian and open up the gate will you? I’ve got my hands full.”

“Sentinel of Order,” intoned the angel, “Eden greets you, enter and be welcome.”

“Yeah, thanks, but I can’t enter because I’ve got an unconscious vampire Sentinel of Chaos on my arms. Can you open the gate?”

“Deckard has never opened the gate,” said the angel.

“Ok, but can you?”

“I do not know,” he said, then looked pointedly at Cara.

“Deckard,” huffed Kellan, “Maggie’s really getting heavy and Cara doesn’t have opposable thumbs so he isn’t opening anything. Please just open the bloody gate, pretty please.”

The ground rumbled as the massive angel walked past Kellan and Cara. He reached down and grasped the ornate gate’s handle, then pulled. It opened easily. The guardian’s face split into a grin. “I opened the gate. Deckard can open Eden’s gate.”

Kellan brushed past him and said, “You sure did, and good on you, mate. Thanks.”

Cara leaped past the Sentinel and disappeared into the wooded garden, but not before projecting another series of images as the gate closed behind them. Kellan ground his teeth, then yelled after the dire wolf. “No, I don’t know what teaching him to open the gate will mean, but thanks for giving me something else to worry about. Dogs are a man’s best friend, my ass.” Kellan raised his voice. “I know you can hear me. It’s bullshit, Cara! Bull-fraking-shit.”

The Sentinel laughed despite himself as his mind rang with the distant response. Cara son of Lupa. Cara dire wolf. Cara not dog.







Chapter 31
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A Garden Party




Mircalla slipped out of her tent as Kellan approached, carrying Margaret. Outwardly, she retained an air of aloofness, but the Sentinel knew better. Over the past five years his eidetic mind had drunk in countless facial and bodily movements from dozens of interactions with the vampire queen. Mircalla Karnstein was terrified and that took some doing.

“Maggie’s fine,” Kellan called and saw the queen give an involuntary swallow. “If she’s like me, she’ll probably sleep until late tonight or tomorrow.” He snickered, “which means she’ll probably be up ordering everyone about in half that time.” Mircalla nodded and gave a quick, perfunctory, smile. Kellan sighed. “Calla, I said she’ll be fine. Now, be a good queen and move the flap out of my way so I can get her inside.” She did, and Kellan ducked into the tent.

The Sentinel paused as Mircalla joined him. “Holy crap,” said Kellan, “when did you get the upgrade, and where do you want me to put her?”

“Her room is upstairs, first door on the right,” said the queen.

Kellan started heading for an ornate staircase, when a deep voice boomed from his left. “What do you think of it, Sentinel of Order?”

Kellan glanced over and saw Ares poke his head over the back of a large couch that faced an even larger projection television set. “I think, Sera, that you are really pushing the boundaries of what’s considered a tent. This thing is half bigger-on-the-inside TARDIS and half Hermione Granger escape tent.”

Another head poked over the couch back, this one belonged to Meghan Daugherty. “Don’t bitch, nerd boy. I had Sera upgrade your tent too. Not as much as this one, because you aren’t a queen. It’s pretty amazing, though. For the record, Sera didn’t think he could conjure something this nice either, because he’s limited to war related stuff. I thought differently.” Kellan had started up the stairs, but she called up after him. “You see, I’ve been watching you bumble around these past five years. You’ve broken or bent just about every rule you were given, so I was pretty sure as long as Sera thought this was a tent, it would be a tent. So, if it weren’t for your constant bumbling—”

“Yeah, I get it, Meg, thanks. Right now I’m going to bumble Maggie into her bed so she can rest up.”

“Okay,” said Meghan, her voice muffled by the couch, “Oh, and Shannon should be here any second. I’ll tell her you’ve taken Maggie to bed.”

Kellan heard the mirth in the nephilim’s voice, but decided it wasn’t worth the effort to reply. Instead, he shifted the sleeping Sentinel of Chaos, twisted the knob to her room, and slipped inside. He looked around and couldn’t keep himself from smiling. The room was huge, with a large canopied four-poster bed at one end. To the other side lay a second door, which Kellan assumed went to an equally improbable adjoining bath. Fortunately, the bed was unmade so he gently laid Margaret on the crisp, white, sheets, then pulled another sheet and thin comforter over the sleeping woman. 

Maggie’s eyes fluttered open. She seemed to stare right through Kellan, but called his name, and said, “Where are…”

“You’re home, Maggie. Just rest.”

She struggled to sit up, eyes becoming wild, “Nico? Where is Nico?”

Kellan pressed her back, and kissed her forehead. “Your handsome Wallachian prince is sleeping the day away in his fancy castle. We’ll fetch him once you wake.” A contented smile crossed her face and she snuggled deeper into her pillow. Seconds later, the Sentinel of Chaos’ breathing deepened and she was fast asleep.

Kellan turned toward the exit, then paused when he caught sight of Margaret’s computer desk. He walked over to it and crouched down. “Spoiled rotten,” he muttered, as he stared enviously at the Mac Pro and matching display. He glanced at the bed, then back to the softly purring computer. “I wonder if they let it get eaten by Eden’s cycles,” he whispered, then nodded to himself. A sly grin crossed Kellan’s face and he whispered, “If they do, I know someone who may just have to sneak in and pinch this fine piece of computing equipment before everything goes poof.”
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“Eden’s cycle has just begun, Sentinel,” said Mircalla before adding, “and this is its twelve day cycle so we have over ten days before the next reset. Why do you ask?”

“Oh no reason,” replied Kellan innocently.

“He wants to steal Maggie’s PC before everything poofs away, don’t you, nerd-boy?” asked Meghan, laughing.

Am I bugged or something, thought Kellan anxiously, then narrowed his eyes at Meghan. “It’s a Mac Pro with matching XDR display, not a PC. If you didn’t have devil-blood you’d know that,” corrected Kellan.

Meghan crossed her booted feet and leaned against the wall. “So you noticed it? The PC. You noticed it sitting there like a gleaming jewel, you just had to have.” A catlike grin spread across her face, “then you turned into a jealous geek.”

“No!”

“Stop poking the bear, my Valkyrie,” intoned Ares. “Kellan knows everything within my conjured tents remain within them when the tents are dispelled.” He locked eyes on the Sentinel meaningfully, “He also knows that all such items return when such tents are next conjured. Isn’t that right Sentinel of Order?”

“Pfft,” sputtered Kellan indignantly, “Of course. Everyone knows that.”

“You two are full of shit,” muttered Meghan, then said, “Why don’t you just buy one, Kellan? Aren’t you worth a few million by now with all that gold and time traveling?”

“He has no idea, you hell spawned harpy,” came a lilting Scottish brogue. Kellan spun around toward what he assumed was Mircalla’s kitchen and found Shannon grinning at him. 

He grinned back. “Whatcha got there, Highlander?”

She lifted the tall glass and took a sip of its orange contents. “It’s a…” her lips pinched slightly, “…a mi-mo-sa. Mircalla has them in her fridge.” The vampire queen breezed into the room with her own glass.

Kellan stared at it a second, made a sour face, then asked, “What’s that?”

“Why, it’s a bloody mary, of course. What else would it be, Sentinel of Order?”

“Do you want one?”

“That depends,” replied Kellan warily, and noted how Mircalla arched an eyebrow playfully. 

She laughed. “I already took the liberty. One bloody mary. No blood, all mary.”

Seconds later, a young Fae swept into the room with several glasses on a large tray.

“Tansi!” yelled Kellan, and saw her brighten at the sounding of her name. “What are you doing here?”

“Hello sweet Kellan, I have here your drink. Please accept it now and with fair Shannon you may clink.”

“We Scots do not clink,” said the Soulborn with mock seriousness, “We give a hearty…slàinte!”

Tansi flitted around the room handing out the rest of her glasses, then Shannon lifted hers again. This time there was a chorus, Slàinte!

The Soulborn sidled up to Kellan and whispered in his ear, “You scared me to death, I’ll tell you that for nothing.”

He kept his voice low, but said, “You didn’t look very scared with that mimosa in hand.”

She sighed, “Do you not know me at all, Kellan Thorne, even after all these years? The hellspawn over there was just waiting for me to go all weak in the knees for fear of you.” She took a drink from her glass, “Well, I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.”

Kellan chuckled. “You realize that’s orange juice and champagne. You can’t throw it back like it’s scotch and look all tough.”

She kissed him. “I can do as I please, dear husband, have you learned nothing of women?”

Before Kellan could respond, a sharp clap sounded and all eyes turned to Mircalla.

“So,” she began, her tone imperious, “it seems we have two weighty issues with which to wrestle.” She raised a finger, “First, Margaret informed me that she and the Sentinel of Order must return to Creation’s workroom and rouse Aibreann O’Dochartaigh. While my daughter sleeps, I would like to know, Kellan Thorne, what danger that represents.” She raised a second finger, “Two, after that has been accomplished, we must develop our plan to protect both Sentinel and Soulborn while they are severed from their respective powers and seek to conceive their child.”

Kellan spat bloody mary onto what looked to be an exceptionally expensive silk rug. Shannon gave him a weak smile. “They wheedled it out of me,” she said defensively.

“Hardly,” interjected Mircalla, “but that makes no difference to our willingness to help. Come all, join me in the dining room. We will plan together.”
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Ares slammed his hand against the table, and several glasses bounced slightly before being snatched by their owners. “We’ve been at this for hours and I still do not like this approach at all,” boomed the god of war. 

He eyed Meghan for support but she sighed. “I don’t like it either, lover, but the nerd has, at least, incorporated some of our advice, and his plan makes sense.”

“Thanks,” said Kellan dryly, then added, “but the foundation of it isn’t even my plan. It’s Oren’s plan. Well, at least most of it is his.” The Sentinel frowned in frustration, “It’s likely the dead bastard could have told me where Aibreann was rather than being so bloody cryptic, but he obviously chose not to.” Kellan swept a hand to encompass everyone around Mircalla’s dining table. “I’m telling you guys, be very happy you don’t have Merlin’s force-ghost stalking your dreams. He’s a pain in the ass.”

“I’m sure he’s doing the best he can,” said Shannon. “He is dead after all.”

“Sure, use that excuse,” murmured Kellan under his breath, then louder, “Look, truth be told, I don’t like this plan either. I’d rather go into the workroom loaded for bear, but I’m not sure any of you would survive the trip.”

“We didn’t die the last time,” growled Meghan.

“Some of us did,” corrected Mircalla icily, then stared pointedly at the nephilim. It takes some doing to make Meghan Daugherty squirm but the vampire queen’s baleful gaze did just that. Silence descended on the small gathering as everyone’s thoughts went to both Ah’Anon and Merlin.

Meghan shook her head. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

“No you were not,” snapped Mircalla, “but it is not for my husband’s memory that I grow frustrated with this line of discussion. The Sentinel has already made plain the dangers of our accompanying him. To discount that is folly and hubris. I won’t have it.” She managed to glare at Ares, Meghan, and Shannon simultaneously, then added, “I won’t have it from any of you.”

Ares frowned. “You cannot bully me, Countess. My valkyrie is correct. We fought well within the workroom prior to the Sentinel acquiring a wizard’s soul. Our losses, while tragic, were not because of where we engaged.”

“Seramai, you weren’t there long,” said Kellan. Ares made to object but the Sentinel shook his head. “No, listen this time. All of you were in very close proximity to an open portal that joined the workroom to…” he waved a hand, “here. Even with that open portal, I could barely sense any Universal energy, let alone channel it well.”

“Merlin could,” said Ares petulantly.

“Yes, Merlin could,” replied Kellan, “Merlin was also a nephilim and the most powerful wizard of all time.”

Ares stood and banged his fist on the table again. “And I am the god of war!”

Kellan rose as well, then said, “You are Trajan, thirteenth emperor of Rome. You are human and the only reason you are not dust is because the Mantle of War lives within you. Mantles are a thing of this universe, but the workroom is not. You go there without an open portal, and the link to this universe will close. You will die, Sera.” He pointed at Mircalla. “She is animated by Universal power leaking into our universe from the Void between worlds. Does it function the same way in God’s workroom? Hell if I know, but I bet not.”

“Bah, I’ll hear no more of this or your theory that this workroom is the first universe created by God and Perditor. You have provided no proof, Sentinel of Order. None at all.”

“What kind of proof would you like?” came a voice from the other room. Everyone froze for a second then turned toward the voice. Lucifer had poked his head around the corner of the room and grinned. “Hello, children. Don’t fret, daddy’s here to help end this pointless quarrel. The baby Sentinel is correct.” Lucifer sauntered in, grabbed an apple from the table’s fruit bowl, then sat in one of the empty chairs. He leaned back and crossed his feet on the table. Mircalla glared at the Devil. He smiled back. “Are you admiring my shoes, Countess? I don’t blame you. Aren’t they just the bees knees?” Kellan shook his head and chuckled under his breath. “What?” asked Lucifer.

“No one says bees knees, dude. I think you’ve been spending too much time in your Downton Abbey hellscape.”

“No, it’s not that,” replied the Devil around a mouthful of apple, “I was just watching The Great Gatsby and you know how these things affect me Kellan, I’m of the world and the world changes me. I think I’ll bring back bees knees. It’s just the bomb.”

“Now you are mixing—” Kellan shook his head as he saw the glint in Lucifer’s eyes. “You’re just trying to piss me off aren’t you?”

He nodded and pointed to himself with the apple, “Satan…and I’d say I was doing more than just trying.”

“Why are you here, in my home?” asked Mircalla, in a tone that hushed everyone in the room.

Several seconds passed with nothing but the sound of Lucifer crunching on his apple. Finally he said, “This isn’t your home, Countess. In point of fact, it is not supposed to be anyone’s home. It’s supposed to be locked and empty. You are just an animated corpse squatting in Father’s garden.”

The queen’s eyes narrowed and the amber flecks that marked her as vampire began to gleam more brightly. “How did you manage to get in here, Old Scratch?” asked Shannon, in a desperate attempt to prevent Mircalla from exploding. “Why didn’t Deckard stop you?”

“Hmm?” asked Lucifer, then held up his apple core. “Where would you like me to stick this, Countess?” Kellan groaned and the Devil winked at him. “Too easy? Oh well, then I’ll just tidy it up myself.” Flame burst around his hand, and the core vanished in a puff of steam and ash. “Now, what was it you were asking, Kellan’s Shannon? Oh, yes, how did I get in?” He pushed back from the table until his chair rocked dangerously on only two legs. “I walked in.”

Kellan sat down and began rubbing his temples while Ares reseated himself as well. Shannon took a deep breath. “Why did Deckard let you walk in?”

“His name is not Deckard,” said the Devil. “I was there when he was made. He has no name.”

“Well, he has one now,” spat Shannon. “I gave it to him and he accepted it. Names given freely have power, even you know that.”

“Oh, even me,” laughed Lucifer, then his lips drew to a line. “I’ll have you know that I was the first to discover that, well, apart from Father, of course, but He doesn’t count. Anyway, this conversation is boring and I do hate boring.” The Devil leaned forward, causing the front legs of his chair to thump hard against the floor. He rested his hands on the table and smiled at Shannon. “As for the guardian, I threw a ball of metaphorical twine and watched the giant dunderhead chase after it. I then walked in, just like I said.” He pointed at Shannon. “I never lie. You should know that by now.”

“Why…are…you…here?” asked Mircalla, in a clipped tone designed to clearly convey her aggravation.

“Because, my dear dead queen, I don’t want you lot chasing in after Kellan, getting more dead and distracting him from retrieving Aibreann.” Lucifer noted the looks of surprise on everyone’s faces and laughed. “Oh did you little apes think you could keep her location a secret…from me? Oh that is funny.”

Kellan smirked at the Devil and said, “Well, this ape found her when you couldn’t for, golly, it must be four hundred years. Or has it been longer than that?”

Lucifer’s smile faded away as he said, “Longer. Much longer.”

Kellan nodded thoughtfully, “Well, now that you know where she is, why don’t you just go get her yourself?”

“You know why, Kellan,” said Lucifer with forced calm.

“Right, you can’t enter the workroom without God’s tacit approval. After all, it is his and Perditor’s private little universe isn’t it.”

“Indeed.”

Kellan snapped his fingers. “Hey, I have an idea, why don’t I just open a portal for you and let you in. That would solve all our problems, wouldn’t it?”

“Kellan,” said Lucifer quietly, “I do not like this side of you.”

The Sentinel locked eyes with him. “Well, that’s not an answer is it? No, it is not. The answer is that only Maggie and I can go there because,” he waved at the others, “all my friends would die and you would be noticed.”

“I would, most certainly, be noticed,” agreed Lucifer.

“So, once again, I seem to be performing a service for the High Prince of Chaos,” intoned Kellan. “Lucky you.”

“Well,” began Lucifer, “If it helps, I do appreciate it.”

“It does not help, Satan, and the only reason I am doing it is because I trust Oren and he says you need Aibreann back if” Kellan made air quotes, “the narrow path is to remain open. So, I’m going to risk my life…again. Maggie is going to risk her life…again.” Kellan pointed. “For you!”

Lucifer grinned. “Thank you, very nice of you two. When will you be going? Soon I hope.”

Kellan ground his teeth so hard that his jaw creaked and Shannon laid a hand on his arm. “Husband, did you actually expect to make him feel guilty or contrite?”

The Sentinel sighed, shook his head, and said, “No, I guess not.” Kellan made a point of addressing Mircalla rather than Lucifer. “Calla, if you don’t want Maggie to go, I’ll find another way.”

The vampire queen shook her head. “She is a grown woman. She is also the most powerful living vampire, and the Sentinel of Chaos. Her choices are her own. I wish it were otherwise, but it is not. When will you go?”

Kellan slouched in his chair. “I’m not sure. Oren said he would send us a sign because he was going to have to distract Perditor from detecting Maggie’s and my arrival.”

“How’s he going to do that, while also being dead, Kel?” asked Meghan.

The Sentinel shrugged. “It’s Merlin crap, Meghan. I don’t understand even half of what he does. Apparently dead in this universe isn’t dead everywhere or some crap. We’re also supposedly entering the workroom a long time in the past.”

“So, perhaps the wizard isn’t even dead yet,” said Ares.

“Oh he’s definitely not dead at our destination’s time,” said Kellan and Ares looked smug, “but he also won’t have been born yet, either,” finished Kellan. Everyone stared at him. He shrugged. “We’re talking a looong time ago.”

“How long?” asked Shannon. “You never mentioned this.”

“I don’t actually know, Highlander. Oren said dawn of time for whatever that’s worth. He taught me a rune in his dreamscape and he said it would target my portal to the right time and place for his distraction to work while also allowing Maggie to layer her portal onto mine.” 

The Soulborn gave an unhappy whistle, “Oren sure keeps coming up with new ways to frustrate me, I’ll tell you that for nothing. Still, it sounds like impressive magic.”

“It’s probably a good thing he’s dead,” said Lucifer absently, then added, “Kellan, I’m bored again. You truly have no idea when you might be going?”

“No,” sneered the Sentinel, “I don’t, but he said we’d see the sign from Eden and then laughed when I asked what would happen if we missed it.”

“Uh oh,” sighed Shannon, “I suspect we are in for some Oren amusement from beyond the grave.”

“Yes, my love, I believe you are right about that. Maggie will need to be ready when it happens so we’ll—”

“Ready when what happens?” said a voice, still heavy with sleep. Seven pairs of eyes washed over Margaret Karnstein as she padded into the dining room wearing oversized pajamas. She frowned at the fruit bowl, moved several pieces around with a finger, then said, “Where’s my apple? I saved it from the last cycle. The three day cycles make the best apples.” She put her hands on her hips in a fashion so reminiscent of Shannon that the Soulborn had to repress a grin. Margaret stared at her. “Did you eat my apple, godmother?”

Shannon shook her head, then raised a hand to point accusingly at Lucifer. Margaret turned and saw five other hands all doing the same. 

She glared at the Devil. He smiled back and said, “What? It was delicious.”







Chapter 32
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A Joining of Sentinels




Eden rumbled again, as the last of them exited Mircalla’s tent. Seconds later the ground split open and a sixth rough hewn stone rose to join five others. Lucifer leaned casually against one of the external support pillars to Mircalla’s tent. He smirked at Kellan. “Baby Sentinel, I don’t say this very often because, well, because it’s hardly ever true. But this time it is true, so I will say it. You are absolutely correct, one really doesn’t see that every day.”

“Thanks,” replied Kellan dryly as the rumbling subsided. They had missed the first five stones emerging because Meghan had started spewing profanity about Mircalla having miscalculated Eden’s reset. When none of them had blinked out of existence, the vampire queen led them all quickly from her tent. They had emerged just in time to see a circular patch of grass start belching forth henge-stones. 

Now, with the sixth still rocking slightly, Margaret asked, “What do you think it means?”

Lucifer waved both hands in a vaguely mysterious fashion, and said, “It’s a siiignnn.”

“It looks like a henge from back home,” offered Shannon.

Kellan sighed. “It’s Oren, doing something dramatically Merlin’esqe.”

“Is it finished?” asked Meghan. She turned to Ares. “Do you think it’s finished?” 

He gave her a casual shrug. “I know nothing of wizards. They annoy me.”

Shannon stumbled into Kellan as the ground rumbled again, this time even more violently than before. A large area of earth cracked open. Two massive granite pillars with a cross beam of identical stone began to rise from the broken ground. When they finished moving, the three stones formed what looked like a large doorway. Enochian runes began to glow along both vertical pillars and the top beam they supported.

Lucifer laughed, while Kellan, Shannon, and Margaret groaned in unison. “What?” asked Meghan, clearly annoyed.

The Devil pointed at the glowing amber letters. “Daughter, you really must learn to read our native language.” He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, then added, “If not for yourself, think of me. Your illiteracy speaks badly of my influence on your education.”

“Your influence,” she growled, “is by definition, bad. What does it say?”

“Here lies Merlin, greatest wizard of all time,” answered Kellan.

“One does have to admire the high opinion he holds of himself,” said Lucifer. He cocked his head thoughtfully as the area between the pillars became cloudy, then added, “I wonder, could I have misjudged him?”

A faint voice came to them from the stones. “Wonder no more, Star of the Morning, you most certainly did.”

The mist the between pillars faded to reveal a nightime scene. Merlin faced them, an innocuous smile on his face. He wore his blue wizard’s robe and held a gnarled staff in his right hand. Shannon launched herself toward the stones. A grin split her face and she opened her arms wide in greeting. “Stop!” boomed the wizard. Shannon immediately pulled up short. “Stop,” he said again, this time more gently, then gestured with his staff. “You cannot come to me without becoming as I am.”

“You mean?” she asked, one hand covering her mouth.

“Dead,” said Kellan, then pointed. “That place, where he is, it looks just like where Oren stalks my dreams.”

“I do not stalk,” said Merlin flatly, “but you are correct. I built these stones shortly after piercing the veil of time and traveling back before my birth.”

“What?” sputtered Kellan, “How did you—”

Merlin held up a hand. “No, Kellan, we do not have time for what I know will be an endless string of questions.” The wizard pointed to his left where the star-filled horizon had already begun to color with a coming dawn. “As before, we only have until the first rays of sun strike the stones. Mark me Kellan Thorne, Sentinel of Order. Mark me Margaret Karnstein, Sentinel of Chaos. I labored on these stones for a year and one day. During each of those three hundred sixty-six days, I bathed in the dragon’s breath. I used his power to enchant these stones, then sent them from the world to return when they could make straight your path to—” the wizard paused and pointed at Lucifer, “—his redemption.”

The Devil gave a derisive snort, “That is one hell of a narrow path, but I applaud you for showmanship. Bravo, dead-wizard, brav—”

“His redemption!” shouted Merlin. Every stone seemed to reflect the words creating an echo so loud that they all placed hands to ears. After the echo finally faded, Merlin continued more softly, “When I built these stones, I did not know where or when they would lead. They have been enchanted to take you to the one place and time where both Sentinels of Creation needed to be. Only now that we have met so many times, Kellan, do I know both place and time. The place is Creation’s first universe, what you call the workroom. The time is an age before the multiverse began. Creation and Destruction will both be there, as will Destruction’s Emissary. You have thrice before bested Perditor’s Emissary or battled him to a draw…in New Orleans, in Eden, and finally on Mars itself. Do not attempt such a thing this time, Kellan Thorne, or all will be lost. Show restraint and, in doing so, sound judgment.” Merlin lifted his staff and pointed first to Kellan and then Margaret. “Sentinels of Order and Chaos, each of you must layer your portals atop the other. Be sure to hold no destination in mind. Once you have cleared your thoughts, form both Ordered and Chaotic portals upon this one of stone that I’ve infused with Universal power. Pass through, and find Aibreann O’Dochartaigh.” Lucifer stiffened at the sound of her name, then looked around in a surprisingly self-conscious fashion. “Against all odds, she is the key to Creation’s narrow path. I have arranged a distraction because if Perditor were to discover you, he would collapse the portal linking that universe and time to this one. You three would be trapped, the narrow path would close, the gate to this universe would fail, and Destruction would claim it as he has claimed all others before ours.”

Kellan felt Chaotic energies gather and glanced to his right. Margaret stood, eyes ablaze and face set in a fierce expression. She looked quite formidable despite, Kellan thought, her still wearing the whimsical sponge bob pajamas he’d bought for her.

“Not yet, Maggie,” said Kellan. She eyed him and he turned to face Merlin. “Timing is everything, isn’t it Oren?” His old friend smiled and nodded. “As the first rays of dawn strike the stones then?”

Merlin nodded. “I will die, yet again, in this place of frozen time. At that moment, Sentinels of Order and Chaos, join your will and take another step in safeguarding our universe from Destruction.”

“Kellan?” He turned and saw the fear in Shannon’s eyes. Her nose had reddened, but the Soulborn’s eyes remained dry. “I’m well and truly scared.” She shook her head. “I don’t like this at all. I should be going with you. I still can. Please let—”

“No,” said Merlin, “Only those whose souls are untethered could survive.” Shannon lifted her hand and felt the locket beneath her clothes, but Merlin shook his head. “Billions of years, Shannon. Billions. Time would rend your soul before you could take your first breath. Sentinels alone can make this journey.” He smiled. “Why do you think Creation made them with souls immune to Time?”

“Father didn’t make the Sentinel of Chaos, I did,” said Lucifer, his tone petulant. “He had nothing to do with my Sentinel’s immunity from Time.”

“Didn’t He?” chuckled Merlin.

“No, He did not,” insisted the Devil. “A Sentinel of Chaos would not exist were it not for me. Once He decided to imbue some hairless ape with Ordered power, I—”

“Did exactly as He knew you would, Morning Star, and all in service to this universe’s survival and your reclamation.”

Lucifer seemed about to make further objections when Shannon pushed him aside. She grabbed a fistful of Kellan’s hair in each hand and pulled him in for a kiss. After several long moments she pushed him back. He saw her jaw working and knew she kept back tears by sheer force of will.

“We’ll be fine,” he said smiling. “Don’t you fret, Highlander. Maggie and I will hop through the special portal, we’ll use Aslan’s Breath and—” Kellan paused, then pinched at his lips.

Shannon eyed him and asked, “What is it?”

He waved her off. “I’m forgetting something,” said Kellan. “I’m forgetting something. What am I forgetting? What am I—”

“This, nerd-boy,” said Meghan, “you are forgetting this.” He looked up just in time to see a leather satchel arc its way toward him. He snatched it from the air and shook his head in astonishment.

“Holy crap, I almost forgot, Aslan’s Breath.” He caught Margaret’s eye. “That would have been really bad.” She nodded.

Mircalla’s voice cracked like a whip, “It’s time. Look, dawn comes to Merlin’s stones.” The vampire queen grabbed Margaret in a fierce embrace and whispered something to her daughter who nodded twice in response.

Merlin continued to fade, as Kellan had seen him do on so many previous occasions, then the stones flashed once and became dull.

Margaret thrust out her right hand, eyes ablaze, and chaotic power coursed into the stone gateway. Kellan took several steps away from her, then did the same. He felt the two forces resisting each other, then glanced at Margaret. The younger woman’s face had already developed a sheen of sweat.

“I’m not sure if I can hold it,” she cried.

“You can,” yelled Kellan, as he heaved his own hand forward. “It’s almost merging. I can feel—”

The stone gate shattered into fine gray dust that twinkled as violet light reflected off its countless particles.

Silence washed over the glade for several heartbeats, then Shannon said, “It’s like what He made in Fingal’s Cave. You and Margaret just formed a Creation portal.”

Lucifer lifted a hand toward the glowing violet oval, and said, “He’s there. I feel Him. It is so…warm.”

Kellan’s eyes dimmed. He held out his right hand to Margaret. Her eyes did likewise and she grasped his offered hand tightly. They locked eyes in a moment of shared insight and commitment.

A second later, both Sentinels vanished through the portal and into Creation’s universe. 







Chapter 33
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A Rescue




Kellan felt his stomach lurch as he held Margaret’s hair back. She threw up, groaned, then threw up again. The young Sentinel of Chaos panted several times, dragged the back of her hand across her face, then looked over her shoulder at Kellan. He saw a mixture of fear, determination, and anger warring for dominion. Anger won. She moved his hand, then rolled onto her back. The cool grass felt good against her neck. She stared up at the cloudless sky and watched as several flocks of birds flew by overhead. “What the hell was that?” she asked.

Kellan sat down beside her, took several deep breaths, and scanned the immediate area. “That, my dear Maggie, is time-travel. Fun, huh?”

“I’m never doing it again,” she groaned, then rolled onto one side and looked at him. “You do this for scotch?”

“And paintings,” Kellan corrected, “but it’s never this bad. In fact, if you just travel a little ways back, you hardly feel it at all.” He stood and extended a hand to her. “But, anything over a hundred years and yeah, it makes you want to puke. Sometimes I do, even now.” She accepted his hand and allowed Kellan to haul her up. He grinned at her. “Your blood puke almost did me in this time.”

She frowned. “Thanks, that makes me feel so much better.” Margaret looked around. “Where are we?”

Kellan nodded at the question, and said, “Remember the spot you portaled us to before?” She nodded. “Well, from what I can tell, this is the same place, just a few billion years earlier.” Kellan pointed. “See that hill over there, and the ridge? That’s the path we took last time.”

Margaret squinted into the distance, “I don’t think you’re right.” She shook her head, “Everything looks completely different and you have no sense of direction. Everyone knows that.”

“I’m not arguing the point, Maggie,” said Kellan defensively, “but even I can recognize landmarks. Obviously things look different, but I’m positive we are where I say we are. Who knows exactly how many years into the past we just went. Remember, Oren said the workroom is its own universe, a universe completely separate from our own. Time does not flow from one to the other.” He sighed. “Even within this place time acts strangely. I don’t know why I still find that surprising. Time itself was created here. Temporal dynamics aside, something definitely happened to this place, that’s for sure.” He bent down and grabbed a handful of grass, then tilted his palm to Margaret. “Life.”

She shrugged. “Yeah, so?”

Kellan pinched up his face. “What do you mean, so? I’ve never seen any signs of life here. Micah said life could not exist here. Maggie, we just saw birds flying around in the sky. Birds.”

She moved to crouch beside him and plucked several blades from his hand. “Wait, I thought I just happened to portal us into a desolate area before. Are you telling me, the entire workroom was barren?” Kellan nodded and Margaret took in her surroundings with an entirely new perspective. She stared at Kellan. “What do you think happened?”

“Well,” he began, then broke off, eyes widening in alarm.

“I feel it too,” said Margaret, “What do we do?”

Kellan leaped to his feet and pointed to a dense stand of nearby trees. “Over there, quickly!” The two Sentinels sprinted for the welcoming cover. “Faster, Maggie!” Kellan yelled over his shoulder, then reached back with one hand while not slowing his gate. He felt her hand in his, channeled a burst of Ordered power into his legs, then pushed off hard with his next step. The two careened into gloom as the oddly diffused light of the workroom became blocked by the tree canopy. They crouched behind the trunk of what looked like a massive oak tree and looked back toward the winding ridge.

Margaret grimaced and squeezed her hands hard against her cheeks. “How were you able to channel Ordered power while we were touching each other? I don’t like it,” she said, “It feels wrong. We shouldn’t be here, Kellan. We shouldn’t—”

“I think it has something to do with the incoming mojo we just sensed,” said Kellan. “It must be seriously messing with the rules governing creation. Trust me, Maggie, I don’t like it any more than you do, but the fact that we feel we shouldn’t be here is probably proof that we absolutely should be. Now give me your hand and don’t channel anything.” She did. He felt her hand tremble, then gave it a reassuring squeeze.

“Is it a panic attack?” she cried, “I’ve never had a panic attack. Kellan, it’s getting worse. What do you think it is?”

“I think,” he began, “you are having a, very human’esque, freak out. Welcome to the party, pal.”

The air sizzled nearby, then a resounding crack echoed all around them. A billowing portal rotated into view along the level ground leading to the nearby ridge. Its edges wavered with amber and red tendrils. Seconds later, an indistinct form stepped through and appeared to survey the immediate area. Kellan and Margaret crouched closer together, barely peering out beyond the massive tree’s curving trunk.

Another sizzle and crack sounded. This time a violet tinged portal appeared and a second figure, far more distinct than the first, stepped through.

“Frrrack me,” whispered Kellan.

“Is that?” asked Margaret in a breathless voice.

“Yeah and I might be reassessing the whole, we should be here thing.”

In the distance, Creation and Destruction seemed to be having an intense disagreement.

“What do you think they’re saying?” asked Margaret.

Kellan shrugged. “No idea, but I could make a glyph that would let us hear.”

“Then do it.” 

“Well,” said Kellan, “they might notice, then who the hell knows what happens next.”

“They seem pretty involved with each other right now,” countered Margaret, “and look around them. The air is actually crackling with power. Your little snoop glyph is going to be white noise compared to that.”

“Famous last words,” mumbled Kellan as he drew his finger through the air, forming a complex glyph.

It broke apart and distant words became easily understood. “…but why Perditor? This makes no sense. We agreed, this universe would persist,” said Creation.

“And so it will,” replied the other, “but I never agreed…” Preditor made an expansive gesture, “…to all this.”

“This?” asked Creation, “but this is life. This is where I form it, test it, change it…perfect it.”

“But you don’t change it,” said Perditor, “you let it change itself, without intent. It disquiets me. I do not like it. I will not suffer it to remain here.” Destruction made an aggressive pointing gesture to the other, then said, “I agreed this universe would persist for all time, but I did not agree that it would persist…with life. You have set it all in motion. I see the constructs of Time and Physics. I applaud their complexity, balance, and symmetry, but do not forget that all this exists because I did not immediately oppose you. That which you create, I must be allowed to destroy. You agreed to this.”

“I agreed without fully knowing how bringing forth such life would change me. I thought I was unchanging, but while the essence of who I am does not change, I find my mind has. I see countless lives all burning with a fragment of me within them. I see their free will unfolding to create complex weaves of endless beauty.”

“And equally endless horrors,” added Perditor.

Creation nodded, “That may be, but creation is change and I am Creation.”

“What are you implying?” asked Perditor, his voice taking on an even more dangerous edge.

“I have decided to oppose you,” said Creation so quietly that even Kellan’s runic glyph barely picked up the words.

“Oh shit,” he and Margaret said together.

Perditor shook his head. “You do not want to do that. You really do not want to do that.”

Surprisingly, Creation laughed, then said, “You have no idea what I want, so do not delude yourself, Perditor. I created Time so it holds nothing back from me. I see it all.”

“And time brings all things to an end, so I see as well,” growled Destruction. “You rail against pride, yet you are filled with it. Do you still think me that ignorant and indistinct force I was when we first made this compact? I see your machinations. I know what you are trying in each of your living universes. If you break our compact, it will destroy you,” said Perditor. “Surely, you must know this.”

Creation nodded and Kellan could hear a hint of humor in his voice as he said, “You confuse pride with love, Perditor, but I cannot begin to teach you the distinction. As for our compact, I will not break it, but I will create those who do.”

“You cannot!” yelled Perditor.

“In some yet distant age, I already have,” countered God.

Perditor froze for several beats then his form wavered like a thundercloud amidst a raging storm. “I see what you’ve done, Creation. It will not stand. I will not allow it. Each universe will die at my hand, just as this one dies…now!”

“Uh oh. Get down!” hissed Kellan, then pushed Margaret flat against the ground. Waves of unstructured power that felt like nothing either Sentinel had ever experienced washed over and around them. It was so vast that their minds had difficulty grasping the enormity of it. The very air seemed to burn, but there was no heat. In seconds, the power vanished. It was replaced first by a deafening silence, and then a cacophony of pops and cracks.

All around them the world had gone brown and gray. Every living tree, blade of grass, or insect became fossilized. Another pop sounded just to their right. Margaret reached out to pick up what had fallen from somewhere above. She held it out for Kellan to see, her eyes bright with unshed tears. A large stone bird lay shattered in her palm.

A silence fell across Creation’s workroom. The silence was so deep and dark that it felt like a crushing weight had begun pressing down on the two Sentinels as they lay huddled against the lifeless tree. A moment later that silence was temporarily broken by a crack as a stone branch broke off from somewhere high above. It crashed to the ground where, like the bird, it shattered along with countless blades of stone grass.

“This is how it happened,” whispered Margaret. “This is why the workroom is so barren in our time.” Her voice became hard and she glared into the distance. “He did this.”

“And Time did the rest,” added Kellan, then dragged a hand down his face. “Rain and wind remain. Over the eons they scrubbed this place clean.”

“It’s what he wants to do to us, isn’t it?” asked Margaret. “This Incarnation of Destruction wants to kill Earth like he did this place.”

Kellan shook his head. “Not just Earth, Maggie. Every world in our entire universe, and not just our universe but every living one within what I’ve seen is a vast multiverse.”

Margaret sank down against the stone trunk. “Then we’ve already lost.”

Kellan laid his hand against her cheek and she focused on him. “No, not yet. Creation is clever, to say the least. Each universe is born safe from Perditor. He’s barred from each by some kind of…I don’t know…some kind of creation-gate. I think somehow each universe gets a chance to keep its gate perpetually shut, but I don’t think any have ever succeeded in doing so.” He nodded. “That’s the narrow path I keep hearing about, Maggie. This narrow path to us keeping the gate to our universe secure against any final act of destruction.” He grabbed Margaret by the shoulders and she saw the wild hope in Kellan’s eyes. “This is why we are here.” He rocked back and covered his mouth with a hand. “Holy shit!”

“What? Holy shit what?” cried Margaret.

Kellan squeezed his eyes shut and pressed on his temples. “I can’t. It’s too much. I just can’t process it all right now.” He pointed a hand toward the two figures, “Creation…God…whatever you want to call him. That dude’s been playing a long fraking game. I always wondered why Raphael helped Micah make that one temporal portal. Just one round trip then never again.” Margaret stared back blankly, and he nodded at her. “The portal that led Micah to Prince Vlad. My old master could never rip time. Raphael only helped him the once, and would never tell me why. Now I see it. Without that portal, Micah couldn’t have mortally wounded Dracula. I wouldn’t have gone back in time to save him. Oberon would not have empowered the Mortis stone. Maggie, there would have been no source blood from the Mantle of Blood Sacrifice.”

Margaret blanched. “Without that blood, I would have—”

“Died, yeah, and I would still be the Sentinel of Chaos.” Kellan grimaced, then made a conscious effort to stop the cascade of implications from running through his mind. “I think my head might actually explode if I keep this up, but Micah, me, Shannon, Order, Chaos, you…even Lucifer…we’ve all been given a chance, a hope, a way to—” Kellan paused a second, then whispered, “Lucifer and Aibreann?”

“What about them?” asked Margaret, but Kellan silenced her with a hand and motioned toward the Incarnations who had continued speaking.

“…is what I will do to all you have created once each gate falls. Even now, my Emissary moves to block your most recent attempt. Did you think you could hide it from me? Did you think bifurcating yourself into Order and Chaos would confuse me?”

God did not answer but looked to Perditor’s left as amber fissures formed around the Incarnation of Destruction. Seconds later, the familiar form of his Emissary clawed its way upward with one hand, then dragged a second figure with the other. It was a woman with long dark hair. Kellan couldn’t make out her features from where they hid, but didn’t need to. It was Aibreann O’Dochartaigh and she was terrified. The young woman thrashed about but was held firm by Destruction’s Emissary. Perditor glared at Creation, and said, “I saw your most beloved, the one you call Morning Star. I saw him betray you.” The Incarnation of Destruction gestured to Aibreann. “And yet you think this insignificant speck, this ephemeral spark of life, could make any difference? You think because she loves your betrayer, that somehow she will help secure the gate…from me? Impossible.”

“Unlikely,” corrected God.

“Impossible!” yelled Perditor, “Your fallen would need to become that which he was before his betrayal, and she is the only means for that to occur. I have ripped her from the world and displaced her in time. She will never be found.”

“You mean to kill her, then?” asked Creation.

Perditor laughed. “No, that would free the fragment of yourself, that soul you prize so highly. You really must think me a fool, brother. No, were I to kill her, you might just place that soul in another.”

“Could he do that?” whispered Margaret.

“I imagine He could do pretty much whatever He wanted,” replied Kellan, then shook his head, “But just because He could, doesn’t mean He would. I just don’t see it.” Margaret started to ask another question, but Kellan pointed back to where Creation and Destruction continued to speak.

 Perditor gestured violently toward Aibreann, and said, “Your fallen would see that soul in another as easily as I see the fragment of you burning in her even now. I have untethered that fragment so Time cannot rend her soul. She will live, but not exist.” He gestured to the Emissary. “Take her to the place I’ve prepared and do as I’ve instructed you.”

Margaret tensed. “We’ve got to stop them.” She looked over and saw Kellan staring stone faced as the Emissary continued to drag Aibreann along the ridge. “Kellan, did you hear me? We’ve got to—”

“We’re going to,” he growled, “but unless you think we’re a match for UberThanos over there, I think we need to bide our time until the distraction.”

“Distraction?” she hissed, “Merlin’s distraction? Maybe he wasn’t able to—”

Kellan pointed. “Listen and watch.”

“I am not your brother,” said Creation. “We are antithetical. I know you hate me, Perditor, but I do not hate you. I simply oppose you.”

“Like your fallen opposed you,” spat Destruction. “You are a fool to make one such as he a part of your design.”

God shook his head. “You think I care so little for those I create that them betraying me would make a difference? I see beyond betrayal and to redemption.”

Before Perditor could respond, a loud caw echoed across the barren landscape. The Incarnation of Destruction turned toward the sound. A large black Raven sat perched on the stone branch of a nearby petrified tree. It cocked its head, and cawed again. “What is this?” growled Perditor. “What have you done?”

“I couldn’t really say,” replied Creation, as the raven leaped from its branch. The air around the bird began to warp and Kellan’s mouth dropped open in wonder. Hundreds of intricate and interlocking runic glyphs spun around each other in perfect harmony. The Sentinel knew, if he were given a thousand years, he could never have created something like that. He knew only one person who ever could. The runes broke apart, a tear formed in the otherwise blue sky, and the raven passed through.

Perditor’s form stretched outward toward the still open rift. “This is not over, Creation. I see what you are trying to do. Giving a soul to that wizard so he could persist beyond death will make no difference. He will not escape me a second time.”

The rift closed, leaving God standing alone. He slowly turned and faced a distant stand of trees, smiled, then lashed out a hand.

As the violet portal faded from view, Kellan turned to Margaret and said, “That distraction. Oren and his ravens. Even dead, the dude’s got style.” He rose and stared down at the dumbstruck young Sentinel. “Come on, Maggie, we’re up.”







Chapter 34
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A Breath of Life




Margaret joined Kellan on the narrow ridge. She looked up at the large hill, then back toward the copse where they’d been hiding. Two sets of footprints were clearly visible where the fine petrified blades of grass had been crushed by their passing. She turned worried eyes to him. “Do you think Perditor will be back?”

Kellan shook his head. “Doubtful, he has no reason to return. Besides, I’m betting Oren is leading the destructive bastard on a merry chase. Remember, being dead has some advantages. He’s like Nurisha now, or Zagan was, well not the evil part, but non-corporeal.” The Sentinel knelt down, broke off a single blade of fossilized grass and examined it. He looked at Margaret and added, “He can travel at the speed of thought, and, I assume, can also do so within the void.” Kellan chuckled.

“What’s so funny?” asked Margaret, smiling despite her obvious confusion.

Kellan waved her over as he rose. “Nothing. I was just picturing old, white-haired, Merlin zipping around the cosmos and pissing off Perditor. Still, no sense tempting fate, let’s circle around this petrified hill and get into the cavern where we found Aibreann before.”

The two started walking again. The stony grass slowed their pace as it caused them to slip if each footfall wasn’t made heavily enough to crush the blades. They were halfway around the first leg of the ridge when Margaret stopped. She rested a hand on Kellan’s arm and he arched an eyebrow questioningly. “What about the Emissary? Do you think he will be there?” Her voice lowered. “Maybe he’ll be there guarding her.”

Kellan shrugged and started walking again. “I doubt it. He has no reason to stay either, although…I guess he may have no reason to leave. Regardless, I’m not too worried about the blobby orange menace.” Margaret felt Chaotic power rush into her, and with her next step, she bumped into an invisible barrier. The air rippled with green and red energy. Kellan smiled at her, eyes glowing, and said, “If he’s there, we take him out.”

Margaret put her hands on her hips and scowled. “That wasn’t so easy last time, and he knows our tactics now, which will make it even less easy. Do I have to remind you, Sentinel, that both Ordered and Chaotic power have limited effect on him?”

Kellan pressed his hand toward her and violet cracks ran out from where his hand touched the barrier. “We have access to another power, that seemed to prove rather effective.”

Margaret shook her head. “Have you lost your mind? Who’s going to channel that? I know I’m not, and you sure as hell aren’t.”

Kellan looked confused. “Why aren’t I? It’s no big deal, Maggie.” He spread out his hands. “I’ve gotten a lot better at it. It’s like my body has learned to recognize Creative energy the way it has Chaotic. I’m even able to do it without putting Nurisha at risk. We’ll be fine.” His eyes dimmed and the barrier vanished. Kellan motioned them forward, and murmured, “I kinda wish the Emissary is there because—”

“You want an excuse to channel Creative power,” said Margaret.

“No,” replied Kellan defensively. “Why would you say that?”

“Because,” growled Margaret, “no one who has their head screwed on actually wants to run into the right-hand monster to the very Incarnation of Destruction!”

Kellan sighed. “Well, then maybe my head’s not screwed on that tightly.” He gestured to their left and said, “Wasn’t the path down into the cavern right here?”

“No, we have two more switch back turns to make,” replied Margaret, then added, “You really do have no sense of direction, and I’m not going to let you change the subject.”

Kellan resumed the careful placement of his feet, then said, “I didn’t know we were on a subject.”

“Argh,” huffed the younger Sentinel, “You did too know and you need to stop playing around with Creation!”

Kellan stared at her, and asked, “Do you mean Creation, the person or creation, the power, because I’ve never played around with—”

“Either!” yelled an exasperated Margaret, “but speaking of your flippant use of creative energy, what’s been Shannon’s reaction to your eyes?”

Kellan froze. “What are you talking about?”

She pointed. “Your eyes, those round blobs you see out of. The ones that used to be blue and now are almost entirely violet. What did Shannon say about them?”

“Jarvis,” yelled Kellan, “come on dude, you were supposed to keep color correcting my eyes.” He waited. Nothing happened. “Jarvis?” A half-second later, Kellan lowered his face into one palm. “I’m an idiot.”

“No argument from me,” said Margaret imperiously, then drew her lips to a line. “What did you have Jarvis do? Was he hiding the evidence of your burgeoning creation-addiction?”

“Hey!” spat Kellan, “You’re what, five years old? Don’t lecture me. I wasn’t hiding anything. You were passed out in Nicolae’s arms when Jarvis suggested it.” Kellan shrugged, “I just didn’t want to worry anyone, but now that we’re in a kind of pocket universe, I suppose Jarvis’ contacts are no-work’o.”

Margaret shook her head. “Mother says that if you have to cover up an action, it’s probably not an action you should be doing in the first place.”

“Great,” mumbled Kellan, “more queenly wisdom from the Countess who used to rip people’s throats out and drink them dry.”

“That was a long time ago, Sentinel of Order,” said Margaret icily. “I’m just pointing out that if you are trying to hide this, even from Shannon, then—”

“Okay, I get it! Stop hectoring me. You win, already. No violet mojo unless someone’s gonna die. Happy now?”

Margaret’s lips barely quirked up. “I’d say content rather than happy, but you just passed the entrance to the path below.” The young Sentinel stared at where the ridge wall curved inward. “Oh, and I just realized that none of the defenses we encountered the last time have been active.”

“And you’re complaining?” asked Kellan.

“No, Godfather. I am observing.”

The Sentinel brushed past her and took a step into the sloping passage. “I don’t sense any active defenses here either. My guess is that Perditor caught wind of something later in time and set those protections as a result. Remember, we’re just an hour or so into Aibreann’s abduction and he’s busy chasing Oren.” Kellan pinched up his face.

“What?” asked Margaret, “I hate when you make that thinking face. It usually means something bad is about to happen.”

“Yeah, and it might be. This particular thinking face means we should hurry. I really don’t want to run into Perditor or any of his traps if we can avoid it. There isn’t any razor-stone grass in here, so let’s hoof it to the cavern.” Margaret nodded her agreement and the two broke into a run, each keeping pace with the other.
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“The Emissary’s already turned her to stone,” said Margaret, as the two stared at Aibreann.

“Amber actually, but what did you expect?” mused Kellan. He squinted at the young Irishwoman’s still form. “You know, it’s odd that the Emissary would use amber. I mean amber is actually just fossilized tree sap, but where would you get amber here. It would have made more sense if she had been turned to stone.” Kellan glanced to his right and found Margaret glaring at him. “What?” he asked.

“I just don’t understand how she puts up with you.” said the young Sentinel.

Kellan’s brow furrowed. “Who?”

“Who the hell do you—never mind. I curse more around you in a day, than I do around anyone else in a year. You are a terrible godfather. Now, can we wake Aibreann up, and get out of here?” Kellan slipped the leather satchel from his shoulder and rested it on the cavern floor. He first removed the bellows and set it gently beside the leather pack. Margaret crouched down beside it, and leaned close, but didn’t touch. Next, Kellan removed a metal case. “What’s that?” asked Margaret warily.

“Hmm, it’s called a pyx. Catholics use it to transport consecrated hosts. I got it from an angel in…never mind…long story.” Margaret stood and took several steps back. “What are you doing?” asked Kellan.

She averted her eyes and pointed at the pyx. “If that’s truly what you said it is, then I want to keep a distance. I am still a vampire, Kellan. Vampires are animated by Universal power. We are disordered by nature and we do not interact well with faith-based objects associated with Creation.”

Kellan considered this, then gave a short grunt. “Huh, never thought about that, but Maggie, I have no idea what you are. You’re definitely not a run-of-the-mill vampire. You can day walk. You barely drink blood.” He shook his head. “And you’re the fracking Sentinel of Chaos. I think you’ll be fine, but cover your eyes, just in case.” Kellan tripped the clasp and the pyx clicked open. He tilted it toward Margaret as she peered between splayed fingers. “Well?” he asked. She lowered her hands and closed the distance between them. “See?” said Kellan with a grin, “You didn’t burn up, explode, or anything. Now, if you would grab the bellows, we can get this show on the road.”

Margaret’s hands trembled slightly and rotated the lion’s head bellows to where its circular indentation faced Kellan. He held the pale wafer in both hands and locked eyes with her. “What’s going to happen?” she asked.

“I really don’t know,” he replied, then tilted the host from side to side. “Maggie, you ready?”

“No, but I’m not going to get more ready. Go on, do it.” Kellan nodded and moved his hands forward as Margaret cringed. The host was pulled from Kellan’s fingers at the last moment and snapped into the indentation as if by magnetic attraction. “Oh, wow! It flew out of your fingers on its own,” yelled Margaret.

“That is so bloody cool!” exclaimed Kellan, and closed both hands around the bellows. The lion’s head turned glowing violet eyes to focus first on Margaret, then Kellan. “Hello?” said Kellan hesitantly. The lion’s mouth opened to reveal sharp incisors but it made no sound.

“Was it supposed to say something?” asked Margaret nervously.

“No, but it looked right at me, Maggie.”

“It looked at me first,” she hissed, “and it’s freaking me out. Use it and let’s get the hell out of here, already.” Kellan handed her the bellows. She accepted it, but asked, “Why are you giving this to me? You don’t actually think I’m going to—”

“No,” said Kellan, “just hang on a minute. There’s something I have to do before using it.” He pulled the small vial of Pullo’s blood from a pocket and flicked off the stopper.

Margaret’s nose flared slightly. “That’s blood. Why do you have a vial of blood, Kellan? Whose blood is it?”

The Sentinel poured the contents into his left palm and was about to rub his hands together when he noted streaks of violet swirling amongst the red. Kellan looked at Margaret and said, “It’s Pullo’s blood, and before you ask, he gave it to me. He’s immortal and supposedly if I use the bellows with his blood on my hands it will impart that protection to Aibreann for a time. Apparently, Merlin was concerned that we’d thaw her out just in time for someone to shoot her in the face or something.”

Kellan turned his open hands toward Margaret. She handed him the bellows. He gripped the levers in both hands and watched as the wood glowed for several seconds. Kellan shifted his grip, first with one hand, then the other. He glanced at Margaret.

“I don’t smell the blood anymore,” she said.

He nodded. “Yeah, it’s gone. The bellows kind of absorbed it. That has to be a good sign, right?” She smiled hopefully, then Kellan walked directly in front of Aibreann. He inhaled deeply, then slowly let it out. “Okay, Aslan, do your thing. God I hope this works.” Kellan pushed the bellows’ levers together.

A deep roar burst from the lion’s mouth and quickly rose to a deafening level. Kellan winced in pain and Margaret covered her ears. The sound was raw and elemental. He could hear rolling thunder and driving winds in the lion’s voice as Aslan breathed life back into Aibreann.

The young woman blinked. Her eyes focused on Kellan and he saw fear in them. The rest of her body remained frozen in amber, but began to take on living color in the same way her face had only a moment before. “Aibreann,” said Kellan softly, “It’s going to be okay. We are friends of…of Lucien. We’re going to take you to him.” Life had returned as far as her shoulders and she nodded in understanding.

“Thank you,” she whispered, voice thick with the tongue of her native island.

“Kellan!” yelled Margaret. “We need to get out of here, like right now!”

The Sentinel followed to where she pointed and saw golden fissures forming all around them. “The Emissary,” he growled. “It must have felt her being restored. Damn it all to hell!” 

Aibreann turned her own panicked gaze to the ground which had begun to crack open. Her jaw clenched. “Don’t let it take me again,” she said defiantly. “Kill me and my soul will be free. It didn’t want that. Kill me and I will find Lucien in the next life.”

“Yeah, I’m not sure it works that way,” said Kellan, “and we’re not going to try and find out. Also, I’m definitely not telling, uh, Lucien that I killed you.” The Sentinel’s eyes burst to life and he drew deep. His muscles burned with power. He lifted Aibreann effortlessly off the ground. “Come on, Maggie, let’s get the hell outta Dodge. Watch my back. As soon as we clear the cavern, I want you to channel a metric shit-ton of Chaotic power into the passage ceiling. Collapse it behind us.”

“Will that stop the Emissary?” cried Margaret, but Kellan was already moving.

“It should slow it down at least,” he called over his shoulder. “Then we’ll portal out of here and the Emissary can’t follow because the gate to our universe may be cracked, but Nurisha says there’s no more open fissures for it to use.”

“He’s through!” yelled Margaret, “Oh my God, Kellan, I can feel power coming off him in waves.” Her voice held more determination than fear this time, and Kellan felt the tension that occurred whenever Chaotic energies were channeled near him.

Oh, she’s building up a head of steam, that’s for sure, he thought to himself.

“This is for Aevum, you destructive asshole!” screamed Margaret. An instant later the entire passage rumbled as tons of rock fell down behind them. 

Dust billowed around Kellan like a cloud as he emerged on the ridge. Aibreann clung to him, but he looked down to find her bare feet completely restored to life. He shifted her weight and she looked into his eyes. Kellan smiled then gently set her down.

Margaret pulled up beside them a moment later, covered in fine brown dust. Kellan put both hands on either side of her face and kissed her forehead. She smiled up at him. He laughed, then pitched up his voice in a forced impersonation of her, “…you destructive asshole!”

She sniffed, “Well he is.” Her smile fell away, “and I don’t think those rocks are going to stop him long.”

“Definitely not,” agreed Kellan. He stepped back to put some distance between them. His eyes began to glow, and he lashed out his hand. Half-a-second later, an emerald portal rotated to his left. “I’ll take Aibreann with me. Maggie, summon a portal and go on your own. I want to make sure you are out and safe.”

Margaret nodded then her own eyes burst to life. She concentrated and a beam of crimson light formed, then rotated into a portal. She was about to jump through when Kellan screamed for her to stop. She pulled up just before her portal and looked at him questioningly.

Kellan dismissed his own then pointed at the glowing red oval. “Where’s that taking you? We’re supposed to be meeting up at Eden’s second gate.”

She gave him a patronizing frown. “I know that, Godfather. I’m not stupid. That’s where it is taking me.” Margaret turned back toward her portal and squinted. “That’s strange.” Beyond its glowing border, there was nothing but inky blackness.

The ground rumbled and all three turned toward the partially collapsed passage. “He’s coming for me,” whispered Aibreann.

“Maggie, this is my fault. I’m the one who was supposed to be training you. Never run through a portal without looking.” He pointed at it. “That’s just a distance portal, and we’re a few billion years too early for Earth, let alone Eden, to even be there.” 

Her eyes widened in realization. “I almost—”

“Portaled into empty space,” finished Kellan, “but let’s not focus on that. Focus on present day, and try again.”

Her portal vanished and another began to reform, then unraveled. Two more times she tried as the rumbles from the passage grew ever louder. “I can’t do it,” she cried. “We’ve never done time-portals. Go without me. Get Aibreann to Eden.”

“That’s not going to happen, Maggie. Release your power.” She did. He walked over to her and said, “Listen to me very carefully. Shannon can’t normally make temporal portals either, but she has ripped time to find me. So, I want you to focus on your Mother. Focus on her and just her. Portal to her.”

Blood tinged tears had begun to form in Margaret’s eyes. She shook her head. “Mother is in Eden. Portals can’t form there. You know that.” A cloud of dust puffed out from the passage and the young Sentinel of Chaos shook her head. “You need to go, or all this is for nothing. Micah had an archangels help. Shannon portaled to you because her heart is tied to you. Everyone tied to my heart is in the one place we can’t go.”

Kellan sighed with relief, stepped back, and shook his head. “Not everyone, Maggie. Try thinking about that handsome ancient Wallachian prince of yours. I bet your portal will cooperate.”

Margaret’s face barely had time to reflect her understanding before she lashed out a hand. Massive ribbons of Chaotic power flowed from the young Sentinel as a temporal portal began rotating. “Go quickly,” Kellan yelled, “It takes lots of juice!” Half a beat later, the portal locked in place, through it stood a very surprised Nicolae framed by a window looking out on a nighttime sky. Margaret leaped through. Kellan just had time enough to see Nicolae wrap her in his arms before the portal collapsed.

The Sentinel ducked as rocks shot out from the wall, followed by a glowing clawed hand. Kellan circled one arm around Aibreann’s waist while pushing out with the other. She stared into his brightly glowing eyes and he smiled reassuringly. “Next stop, twenty-first century, second-gate of Eden. Hang tight, Mrs. O’Dochartaigh, this is going to feel pretty strange.”







Chapter 35
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A Guardian's Dilemma




Aibreann stumbled as she exited the portal. Kellan’s feet got tangled up with hers and the two of them pitched forward onto the thick turf. The Sentinel quickly rolled onto his back and stared at the still open portal. He pushed himself into a seated position, then watched as a shower of rocky debris shot across his field of view. A heartbeat later, the Emissary shouldered his way onto the ridge. It turned toward Kellan. He shivered despite himself when the voidal eyes locked on his own.

“What are you doing?” shouted Aibreann. “Close it, close it, close it.” She scuttled backward like a crab as fear radiated from her face. The young Irishwoman kept her eyes on the Emissary as her hand quested within the grass for a weapon, any weapon.

The massive glowing amber creature lumbered toward them, picking up speed as it did so. Kellan felt a rush of adrenalin. He slowly raised his right hand with its middle finger extended. Surprisingly, the creature seemed to understand Kellan’s meaning. Its misshapen face contorted with rage and it launched itself at the portal. The Sentinel grinned as Nurisha’s words came back to him with perfect clarity, I touched the gate but did not try to cross for fear that if I did, all that I am would cease to exist.

The Emissary passed through Kellan’s portal, then froze in place. The Sentinel rose. He turned and extended a hand to Aibreann. The young woman accepted it and Kellan pulled her up beside him. “What did you do?” she asked.

“Me?” chuckled Kellan, “Why nothing at all. What stopped the amber asshole in his tracks is way above my pay grade.” He noted her confused expression, then said, “Our world is protected by a, uh, think of it as a wall of sorts. There were a few secret tunnels under it, but the portcullis is locked. Well, those secret tunnels have been filled in and if you try to sneak through the portcullis or over the wall…” Kellan gave the Emissary’s misshapen face a light tap with one finger, then said, “You get Thanos dusted.” Instantly, the Emissary began flaking apart. In the span of three heartbeats, nothing remained but a fine scattering of ash among the thick grasses.

Aibreann kicked at a particularly dense area and watched as a puff of ash rose, then wafted away. She turned hard eyes to Kellan and asked, “Is it dead?”

“Sorry to disappoint you, but probably not.” He saw her expression darken, then said, “Hey, maybe I’m just being pessimistic. Sure, he could be dead, so let’s go with that.” Kellan saw Aibreann’s expression change as her eyes focused on something above, and to the left of the Sentinel.

Kellan and Aibreann became cloaked in shadow as a large figure blotted out the sun. The Sentinel turned around and stared up at the guardian’s brightly glowing eyes. “Hey Deckard, what’s up?”

The massive angel looked troubled. He stared for a moment at Aibreann. “Human?”

The young woman seemed as if she was about to respond, when Kellan stepped in front of her and said, “Well, you should know, Deckard, shouldn’t you? I mean if she were human she wouldn’t be allowed in the garden, now would she?”

“No humans in Eden,” agreed the angel solemnly.

“Exactly,” said Kellan, “but she is joining me in the garden, so obviously she can’t be human.”

The guardian bent close. Aibreann shrank back under his intense gaze. “She has soul like yours, Sentinel of Order. Not tethered, she can’t be Sentinel. She has no Ordered power. She has no Chaotic power. She can’t be Sentinel, but soul untethered.”

Kellan saw his opening, and gave the angel’s hip a friendly slap, as the guardian rose to an upright position. “It’s untethered, Deckard, because Aibreann here is not human.”

The angel’s lips quirked up with understanding, then a broad smile spread across his face. He pointed at the young woman. “You are not human.”

Aibreann saw Kellan’s expression and immediately answered, “No, no I am not. I am Aibreann O’Dochartaigh, wife to Lucien O’Dochartaigh and—” Kellan nodded encouragingly, “—and I am not human.”

“Not human,” repeated the guardian, then slapped Kellan on the back so hard he pitched into Aibreann. The Sentinel righted himself, then noted the large sphere in the angel’s hand. He pointed at it. “What’s that, Deckard?”

The guardian looked at the sphere and then lowered his gaze to the ground. “First fallen trick Deckard. Serpent in Garden. Sentinel of Order give tricky thing back to Lucifer?” The angel held out his hand and Kellan accepted the object.

He turned it around in his hands, then sighed at the large ball of colorful yarn. “What did he do?” asked Kellan.

“The Accuser lied to Deckard!” boomed the angel.

“Lucifer does not lie,” said Aibreann, then covered her mouth with a hand.

“How you know?” asked the angel suspiciously.

“I told her,” lied Kellan, then added, “She’s right, though. He probably tricked you somehow.”

“Deckard not tricked,” said the angel defensively.

Kellan smiled up at him. “It’s okay, he’s very tricksy, kind of like a malevolent hobbit. He’s tricked me before, and Deckard, you just admitted he tricked you, not two seconds ago. You can’t lie either, so let me ask you directly, did Lucifer trick you?”

The massive angel opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again, then let out an expansive sigh. “Deckard tricked. Satan say colored ball allow him into Eden. Deckard say no! Satan say yes. Deckard say no. Satan say—”

“I get it,” soothed Kellan, “just tell me what happened next.”

“Ball fall out of Accuser’s hands, roll past Deckard. Satan say—” The angel shifted into an emotionless imitation of Lucifer, “—oh no, my ball has fallen. If that stupid angel goes after it, what will I do?” He shifted back into his normal, slow staccato, “So, Deckard run after magic ball.”

Kellan pinched the tip of his nose. “I think I get it. While you were chasing after the ball, Lucifer opened the second gate, and went into Eden.”

The guardian pointed at Kellan. “Yes, then Accuser say, See, I told you my ball was magic.” The angel held out his hand and Kellan gave him back the ball of yarn. “Is ball magic? Accuser did get into Eden, so ball must be magic.”

Kellan gave the angel a warm smile and said, “The ball is either magic or you allowed Lucifer into Eden.”

“Deckard not let Accuser in!” he yelled.

“Of course not,” chuckled Kellan, “So…”

“Ball is magic,” said the angel.

“Must be,” agreed Kellan, “but you’ve got it now so no one else can use it to get in, right?” The guardian gave a slow nod. “So, we should destroy the magic ball, right?” Another nod. “Cool,” said Kellan, “throw it in the air.” The angel did. Just as the ball completed its upward arc, it was consumed in green tinged plasmatic fire. Motes of dust floated down around them. “No more magic ball,” said Kellan with a smile.

The massive guardian angel returned the expression. “You good friend to Deckard.” A second later his expression turned formal and he moved toward the second gate. Deckard reached over his left shoulder, and gripped the sword sheathed across his back. He made an expansive gesture toward the gate, then knelt to the ground. It rumbled slightly as his weight came to rest. “Sentinel of Order,” intoned the guardian, “Eden greets you. Enter and be welcome.” His eyes flicked to Aibreann. “Not human friend of Kellan, Eden greets you. Enter and be welcome.”
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Kellan tapped at his watch. It lit up, but displayed nonsensical characters and numbers. He sighed in frustration at having not swapped out his Apple Watch for the TAG Heuer Shannon had bought him last Christmas. He preferred all the high-tech goodness of his smart watch for a daily driver, but not when time travel was involved. He glanced up to check on Aibreann. She continued to walk from tree to tree, examining leaves and tasting various fruits. He left her alone, even Meghan had acted similarly her first time in Eden. 

Kellan let his mind recall the happy Christmas memory, when Shannon had presented him with the watch. He smiled as her words and image played like a well loved movie.

Yes, Kellan Thorne, the clerk did look at me strangely. So what? It’s not like I was there to impress the daft man. I was there to buy a watch. Why should I care one whit what he thought of me? That watch is guaranteed to work deep in the ocean, high in the sky, and even on Seramai’s evil red planet. The Sentinel chuckled to himself as he replayed her response to his time travel question. Well, I expect so, husband, but no, I did not ask if it would be affected by traveling to Ancient Rome or Glen Ferry. It’s full of gears, gems, and whatnot. I don’t see why Time would give a shite about it. Now stop asking questions and tell me if you like it.

Kellan nodded absently as if responding. He, of course, loved the watch and it had proven a stalwart companion, even having deflected a bullet on one occasion. That took some explaining, thought Kellan, still got it repaired under warranty. Of course, I didn’t mention the whole bullet thing. Then again, I didn’t mention being on Mars to Apple and they refused to fix my old watch anyway. Of course, it did look like the OLED screen had been exploded from the inside, which I suppose it had and—

“Well?” asked Aibreann.

Kellan blinked several times. Then pressed his back hard against a tree. The Irishwoman stood a hair’s breath from him. Uh oh, thought Kellan, I think she’s been talking to me. “Well, what?” he asked. “Are you done looking around? I really want to get to the others before they notice that we’ve arrived. That reminds me, I should try and project a message to Shannon.” A half-second later he changed his mind, “No, that’s a bad idea. She might say something if I just pop in her head. I should call. Yeah, definitely calling would be better.” He pulled the cellphone from his back pocket and pressed the power button. It began to boot up. Kellan noticed Aibreann staring at him intently. He held up the device. “I turned it off so it wouldn’t freak out when we went back in time to get you from the workroom.”

She squinted at him. “Are you going to answer my question?”

Kellan smiled. “Of course, what is it?”

He saw annoyance flash across her face, but she took a breath and controlled it. “You dress strangely. You call this place Eden. I do not know what…” she pointed at the phone, “…that is, and you just now mentioned traveling through time. What time is this? Who are you? Is this truly Eden, and where is my Lucien?”

Kellan swallowed. “Those are all pretty good questions.”

She smiled, but it did not touch her eyes as she said, “Thank you. I trust your answers will be equally good.”

“Uh, well. I’m Kellan Thorne,” He gave a half bow with flourish, “Sentinel of Order, at your service. It’s the year 2021, anno domini. In 2021 my clothes are normal and yours are strange. This is, indeed, Eden…The Eden.” Kellan lifted the phone just as it finished booting. “This is an iPhone that my friend Jarvis hacked to work with satellites, because Eden has crap for coverage.” He waggled the phone. “Now, I’m now going to use it to call my wife, Shannon, who is with your Lucien right now.”

Kellan tapped an icon, then held up a finger when Aibreann opened her mouth to speak. “Hey, babe. Are you alone? Can you get alone? Okay, good. Walk there and just listen for a sec. Asking questions is not listening, my love,” lilted Kellan, “but yes, we’re safe and home. Well, I am. Maggie is in Romania I think. Yes, Romania. With Nicolae. Are you alone, now because I don’t need Mircalla— Okay good. Long story on the Maggie thing, but she’s fine. I have Aibreann. Yes, she’s right here next to me. We’re heading to the glade, now. I don’t know exactly. I’d guess we got here maybe fifteen minutes ago. Yeah, she did the whole staring at trees and eating fruit thing, but seems done now. Okay, what’s Satan up to?” In his peripheral vision, Kellan saw Aibreann tense at the question.

He gave her a wan smile, and whispered, “Sorry, it’s, uh, just a joke we play with each other. Lucien calls me a baby and I call him Satan. Don’t worry about—”

“I know who and what he is,” said Aibreann dryly.

Kellan let out an expansive breath. “Oh, thank God,” then into the phone, “Yeah, she knows. So this is going to be a lot easier than we expected.”

“But Lucien does not know that I know,” continued Aibreann.

Kellan gave Aibreann a flat expression, then spoke into his phone. “Shan, strike a lot from my last comment. The Devil is in the dark. He doesn’t know she knows.” Kellan laughed. “Nice one, Highlander. That may be the first time anyone ever used the words typical male, to describe Satan. Anyway, we’re maybe ten minutes out from the glade, assuming Aibreann doesn’t stop to smell the roses and such. Okay, you prepare things. We’ll see you soon. Yeah, I’m glad I’m not dead too. Love you…bye.”

Kellan slipped the phone back into his pocket, then furrowed his brow at Aibreann. She stood with both arms crossed just beneath her breasts and a frown on her face. “What?” asked Kellan.

She sighed. “Where is Merlin?”

Kellan’s eyes widened in surprise. “You knew Merlin?”

“Of course I know him. He’s the one who warned me that Destruction’s Emissary would spirit me from the world if I did not give up my Lucien.”

“Wow,” said Kellan, impressed, “it’s no wonder Lucifer is stuck on you.”

She cocked her head. “Is he though? You said we are now in the year of our lord, two thousand twenty-one. If that is true, it has been over seven hundred years. Surely Lucien’s thoughts of me would have softened in that time or,” Kellan saw hope bloom in her eyes, “was he asleep this whole time too? For me it is as if no time has passed. Is that what happened with—” Aibreann saw Kellan’s expression and shook her head, “He has not slept. Of course he hasn’t. Why would he have?”

“No,” replied Kellan, “but trust me, he’s plenty stuck on you, Aibreann. He had a kid with you, for God’s sake.” The Sentinel pinched up his face. “Actually, I’m not sure that phrase works here, but he did have a kid with you. He’s never done that again. I’m also pretty sure he’d burn entire continents to ash if they stood between him and you, so there’s that, too.” Kellan pointed at the young woman. “Another very good reason why we should get going. I really don’t want him thinking that I’m holding you up.”

Aibreann didn’t move. She lifted her chin and said, “I’m going nowhere until I’ve spoken with Merlin. I do not know you, Kellan Thorne.” She narrowed her eyes at the Sentinel. “This could all be an elaborate deception. Pretend to save me from the Emissary in order to win my trust. I am not so naive as that.”

“You have got to be kidding me right now!” yelled Kellan, and the woman took a step backward. “I’ve heard some bullshit Infowars conspiracy theories before, but yours honestly takes the cake. Look, I risked my life to thaw you out. I’ve also been suffering with some diabetes-induced healing hangover for over a week. My goddaughter, the cute dark haired badass who collapsed the tunnel to buy us time, yeah she almost got killed too. Why? To trick you? Trick you out of what, may I ask? What special thirteenth century goodie do you have that I fraking want.”

“His name,” she said, “and I’ll not give it to you. Others have tried. They failed. You will fail too.”

Kellan shook his head in confusion. “Whose name, Merlin’s name? I know Merlin’s name. It’s Oren. There, can we go now?”

It was Aibreann’s turn to look confused. “Who is Oren? No, Lucien’s name.” She lowered her voice, then whispered, “Lucifer’s given name.”

Kellan’s eyes widened in recognition. “Wait, what? Lucifer told you his one, true, name?” She nodded and the Sentinel shook his head in negation. “Bullshit. I’ve heard angel’s names.” He tapped his temple. “I have two of them rattling around in there right now and wish I didn’t. They take up a lot of space and there’s no way you could remember it.”

“It was a gift,” she said, “He gave it to me the day our daughter was born.” Aibreann extended two fingers of her right hand toward Kellan, and said, “Lucien laid his fingers beside my temple while I nursed our child. I’ll never forget his words. He said, ‘This is the name my Father gave me and none but He and I have ever heard it spoken until now. What He gave to me then, I give to you now. Before today, that name was my most precious thing, but that is no longer the truth. It has been supplanted by you and Laoise, my…’”

“Radiant girl,” finished Aibreann and Kellan together. She gave him a surprised look and Kellan shrugged. “I read a book of ancient Irish-Gaelic girl names and meanings once.”

She nodded at this, then her expression hardened. “Merlin showed me Lucien’s true nature from within Druidic stones, so I knew to whom my husband referred when he spoke of his Father. As a child I was visited by Fae, and invited to dance with them by moonlight. I’ve drunk wine with Titania and listened to Oberon weave tales of days long past. They told me I had a destiny, but gave no hints as to what that destiny might be. However, one thing I do know, Kellan Thorne, Sentinel of Order. I am not a woman to be trifled with. Where is Merlin?”

“He’s dead,” sighed the Sentinel. “He died almost three years ago, Aibreann.”

The young woman stared stone faced at Kellan, but he saw tears begin to fill her eyes. He raised a hand in a calming gesture. “Look, I get it. You have trust issues. I don’t blame you. Hell, you gave birth to a nephilm and were turned into a Madame Tussauds Fossil. I’d be leary too, but if you grant me just the slightest bit of grace, I know you’ll recognize the truth when faced with it.”

She looked far from convinced, but said, “It seems I have little choice, but to trust you, Sentinel of Order.” Aibreann swept out a hand. “Take me to this glade of which you spoke. Truth will win out. It always does.”







Chapter 36
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A Reunion




“What’s that?” asked Aibreann, as she and Kellan skirted the area where Eden’s glade met the lakeshore.

The Sentinel had already angled for the path that led to where Ares’ elaborate tents had been summoned. He turned and saw Aibreann staring intently at the elaborately carved wooden box that levitated several feet off the ground. “Oh, don’t touch that,” he yelled, then hurried to her side.

Her lips curved down. Kellan saw her jaw tense in a decidedly Meghan’esq fashion. He squinted at her. “Okay, that face you’re making is weirdly familiar and is freaking me out just a bit. Do you happen to have a different angry face you could use?”

Her expression evened out and she gestured toward the levitating box. “Fine,” huffed Kellan, “It contains an artifact that, when activated, shows you a vision. Happy? Good. Come on, let’s go. For someone who is—”

Aibreann stretched her fingers toward an indentation in the box’s side. It fuzzed and her hand slipped inside, fingers questing. Kellan reached out in alarm and tried to pull her free, but his hand struck an invisible barrier. He reached out again, this time with more force, and saw thin violet spider veins extend from where he struck the shield. “Aibreann, can you hear me?” called Kellan, “Don’t touch anything in that box. You won’t like what—” The Sentinel broke off and grabbed his head with both hands. 

Shannon’s voice screamed in his mind. Kellan! What did you do? Lucifer is coming. He’s furious Kellan!

Before the Sentinel could even lower his hands, a large shadow covered him. He looked up. Dark wings beat slowly as two blazing red eyes bore into Kellan’s own. Lucifer floated mere feet from him and in a fully manifested form Kellan had never seen before. Delicate interlocking scales covered all his exposed skin. Two imposing horns spiraled up from his temples and his feet were replaced with cloven hooves. The wings became still, and Lucifer dropped to the ground.

Kellan? projected a panicked Shannon, We’re almost there. Are you all right?

I think I may have peed a little, he sent back.

“What is the meaning of this!” boomed Lucifer. Kellan leaned back as waves of heat buffeted him. “I saw her. I saw Aibreann watching me while Father lectured me from his damnable bench. Where is she? What have you done, Sentinel of Order? How could you let her see me like that? Speak!”

Okay, thought Kellan, he didn’t call me baby Sentinel, which means we are not fraking around here. Don’t be a smart ass Kellan. Do not be a smart ass. “Dude, don’t order me around, I just risked my life to—”

Ribbons of Chaotic energy wrapped themselves around Lucifer and he screamed, “Hairless ape! I will not let you turn her against me.”

Kellan’s internal monologue chastised him as he hastily erected a shield. I said don’t be a smart ass so what did you go and do? thought Kellan. He didn’t have time to actually answer himself because the full force of Lucifer’s empowered blow crashed against him. The Sentinel flew backward and hit the ground hard. His shielding showed dozens of white-green cracks. The fallen angel flexed his wings once and arced toward Kellan’s supine form. The Sentinel reached inward to reinforce his shielding when a blast of raw Ordered power struck Lucifer in the side. He careened into the ground just to the left of where Kellan lay. Lucifer rose in a fury as the red glow around him intensified.

“What the hell do you think you are doing, Old Scratch!” yelled Shannon. “Leave off my husband. The daft man has been literally moving heaven and Earth for your devilish hide.” She pointed at Lucifer, then growled, “and you promised never to raise a hand against him or those he loved.”

“That compact was rendered void when he threatened to use Aibreann against me, Soulborn.”

“I did no such thing,” groaned Kellan as he regained his feet. “And I think you cracked one of my ribs.”

“Bring her to me!” he yelled. The air warped as power washed over both Kellan and Shannon. In his peripheral vision the Sentinel saw Mircalla, Ares, and Meghan stop several feet away. They gaped despite themselves. 

Apparently, thought Kellan, I’m not the only one that’s never seen Satan au naturale. The Sentinel pointed to where Aibreann stood motionless beside Havilah’s binding box. “She’s right there, Lucifer. Aibreann is standing right fraking there.”

The Devil whirled in the direction Kellan indicated. His eyes quickly swept the area, then focused back on the Sentinel. It didn’t seem possible to Kellan, but Lucifer actually managed to get even angrier. “Now you mock me?”

Kellan shook his head. “What are you talking about? She’s there. I’m looking right at her.”

“The Sentinel speaks truly,” said Mircalla, “but what we all see, you cannot. Look to me, Morning Star.” The vampire queen raised her staff and swung it hard at Aibreann. Like had happened with Kellan’s hand before, Mircalla’s staff struck the invisible barrier. Her blow caused dozens of violet tendrils to radiate from the point of impact.

Lucifer’s eyes widened in surprise. “What is that? I saw…for a moment, I saw—”

“Aibreann has begun the binding ritual,” said Mircalla “and until she completes it, none of us has the power to interfere. She is experiencing the moment Creation brought peace to the world. Do you remember? He created a dove in the shadow of your enmity.”

Lucifer’s visage changed, his wings vanished, and he returned to his more mundane Bowie’esq size. He pointed at Meghan. “Daughter, explain. You have done this thing…this…binding?” She nodded. The Devil sighed. “I once saw you even as I just now saw Aibreann, but they were memories. I have three sets of memories from that day, with Father. One where none watched, one where you watched, and, now, one where my Aibreann watched.”

“The binding ritual shatters all realities in order to place those who perform it at the moment Creation brought forth Peace,” said Mircalla softly. “Only at that one moment can someone be bound to it. All of us have been there. All of us have seen you, Lucifer. Your back always faces us. Most importantly, none in the vision ever acknowledged our existence before Kellan and Meghan. Neither God or His Devil ever gave an indication we were more than silent, invisible, shadows.”

“But if she sees me there,” began Lucifer, “then she will discover what I am.” Power began to whip around him again as his anger rose. “If she discovers what I am—”

“I will still love you,” came a voice to his right. Instantly the gathered Chaotic energy vanished. Aibreann took a hesitant step toward Lucifer. She smiled at him and held out her hands. “I have known your true nature since that day you lost sight of me in the stones. Merlin showed me and warned me that if I bore your child the Emissary of Destruction would take me from this world.”

Meghan stepped forward and Aibreann turned to face her. The former Marine shook her head. “I’ve heard of certain traits skipping some generations and being prominent in others, but this is ridiculous.”

“Yeah, more than a passing resemblance, huh,” said Kellan.

Aibreann smiled at Meghan. “It is a bit disconcerting, like looking into a living mirror. We must be kin, but how?”

“My name is Meghan Daugherty and you are my great-great-grandmother, or at least I think you are. Maybe great-great-great…grandmother. Hard to know for sure because our bloodline is a bit…” she paused a moment, then added, “different. Nephilim lifespans can be quite long, but regardless of how many generations it’s been, both you and your daughter, Laoise are my ancestors.” The former Marine’s voice caught in her throat as she said, “It’s really great to finally meet the matriarch of our family, even though she looks younger and hotter than me.” Confusion flashed across Aibreann’s face for the briefest of moments then she stepped forward and opened her arms. Meghan seemed frozen for a second, but Ares gave her a gentle nudge and she moved into the offered embrace. Finally they stepped back from each other. Aibreann’s gaze fell on Shannon, and she said, “You have the look of my father in you. He is Donal McLeod. Are you his descendent as Meghan is mine?”

“Sister actually,” replied Shannon. She gestured to Kellan. “We were with Donal and your mother, Anna, when you were a wee thing still in her belly.”

“How—” began Aibreann.

Kellan and Shannon interrupted her. “Timey Wimey, Wibbly Wobbly.” Kellan added, “Don’t try figuring it out. It’ll just give you a headache.” He turned to Lucifer. “Should I assume you are done trying to kill me for the day?”

The Devil gave him a decidedly unapologetic grin. “It seems, baby Sentinel, that my social calendar has become full for the foreseeable future. I’m afraid your death will have to be indefinitely postponed.”

“Delightful,” said Kellan dryly. “Why don’t you take your lovely bride on a tour of Downton Abbey. I’m going to find a clean pair of jeans, take a nap, then retrieve my goddaughter and her boyfriend from Romania.”

Aibreann had closed the distance between her and Lucifer. The two hesitantly joined hands and she turned to Kellan. “Downton Abbey? What is a Downton Abbey?”

The Sentinel laughed. “Oh you’ll like it.” He winked at the Devil, “It’s a hell of a place.”
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Kellan felt another wave of gloriously delicious happiness flow through him. He pushed himself deeper into the cushions of his chapped leather couch and crossed his feet on the antique wooden chest that served as his coffee table. Shannon plopped down beside him and offered a squat glass, half full of amber liquid. A large sphere of ice slowly rotated within. Kellan accepted the glass, lifted it to his nose and inhaled. He smiled. He knew that smell, there was no mistaking it. Bourbon, and not just any bourbon. He took a sip and felt the liquid glide over his tongue as various taste buds sent urgent messages of delight to his brain. This was Cooper’s Daughter Black Walnut Bourbon. Kellan lifted his arm and Shannon snuggled close. He let his mind drift. “Highlander, did I ever tell you about this bourbon?” He felt her head shake slightly. “It’s from a place in upstate New York called Olde York Farm and—”

“Is it a farm?” she asked in a voice muffled by Kellan’s shoulder.

“No, Highlander, it’s an auto parts store. They just named it Olde York Farm to confuse people.”

“Sorry,” she said, “your stories make me sleepy, but I’m listening now…continue…there’s a farm in York.”

“In New York State, yes and—”

“But it’s called Olde York?”

“Yes.”

“So, the Olde York Farm is in New York?”

“Shannon!”

“Fine, I’m not going to say anything else, but this is why I fall asleep. Your stories are always so confusing.”

Kellan took a deep, calming breath, then said, “So, these two women, Sophie and Louise, founded a distillery called Cooper’s Daughter which is pretty cool by itself because most distilleries are started by dudes. The name is also cool because—”

“Their da was a cooper,” finished Shannon. “Have you met me, husband, I’m a Scot. We know all about spirits and barrels.”

He chuckled. “Oh I know you do, Highlander. Anyway, they make the barrels, age the bourbon, and then finish them in other barrels that were used to hold black walnut syrup.”

Shannon shifted her position so her head lay on Kellan’s lap. “Which is where that hint of sweetness comes from,” she said.

He tapped her nose with the bottom of his glass. “Exactly right, my love.”

She wiped away several drops of condensation left from the glass, wriggled herself closer, and murmured, “that was a good story, Kellan. You hardly rambled at…”

Shannon’s voice trailed off and her breathing deepened.

“I don’t ramble,” Kellan said softly. “If I rambled, I would have mentioned that Louise is one of two feminized names for Louis, the other being Louisa. And if I were rambling, I would have further explained that Louisa is the anglicized version of the Irish Gaelic Laoise, which just happens to be the name of Aibreann and Lucifer’s nephilim daughter.” Kellan ran his fingers through Shannon’s thick red hair and she shifted in her sleep. “But, I did not mention any of that, because A, I do not ramble, and B, there is absolutely zero relevance between a fourteenth century nephilim named Laoise and a twenty-first century distillery owner named Louise.”

“Where’s Maggie?” asked Shannon, in a voice that didn’t hold the slightest trace of sleep.

“Maggie?” sputtered Kellan, confused both by Shannon’s sudden wakefulness and the change in topic. Shannon’s hair morphed from its rich dark auburn to jet black and her skin paled to a porcelain white. She stared up at Kellan with eyes that glowed with amber flecks. The tips of delicate fangs peaked out from deep red lips. “Mircalla?” asked Kellan in surprise.

“Where…is…my…daughter?” yelled the vampire queen.

Kellan’s eyes flew open, his dream banished. He looked around momentarily disoriented by the rustic surroundings. While his tent certainly was large and lavish by camp standards, it didn’t hold a candle to the opulence Ares had provided Mircalla. The vampire queen stared down at Kellan with an imperious air. “Sentinel of Order, I do not care one whit in regards to whatever cooper’s daughter you were murmuring about in your sleep. Your dreams are your own, but—”

Shannon had been sleeping beside Kellan. She rolled over and blinked at the vampire queen. “What?” she slurred, voice thick with sleep. “After the homecoming I gave you last night, you best not be dreaming of anyone’s daughter but William McLeod’s.” Shannon gave a languid wave of one hand. “Mircalla, you have my permission to remove his head.”

Kellan found himself counting to ten in order to forestall a string of profanity from exploding. He pushed himself up, bent a pillow to support his back, then gave the vampire a mirthless smile. “Would you mind repeating that? I was having a most delightful dream about bourbon until some undead monarch decided it was critically important to wake me up!”

“Maggie is not answering her phone,” growled Mircalla.

“How is that my fault? She’s your daughter.”

“You left her with that…boy,” hissed Mircalla.

Kellan sighed. “That boy is nearly three hundred years older than you, Calla.”

“Which makes it even worse,” she said, then pointed at the Sentinel. “You were supposed to bring her back to Eden.”

“I told you last night that she couldn’t make the temporal portal because you were inside Eden’s second gate. The only other connection she had was to Nicolae. Would you rather she had stayed trapped a few billion years in the past or devoured by Destruction’s Emissary?” Kellan shrugged, “The way I see it, this is really your fault. You should have—” He saw the flecks of amber burn brighter within the queen’s irises and swallowed.

“Off with his head,” murmured Shannon.

“Ok, I’m getting up,” huffed Kellan. “I’ll portal to Maggie and bring her and Nicolae here directly.”

“That would be best,” said Mircalla icily. “That girl is going to be the death of me and that is quite the statement in, and of, itself. What could she be doing that’s kept her so preoccupied?”

Shannon snickered softly as she dozed and Kellan plopped a second pillow over the back of her head. He gave Mircalla a weak smile. “I have no idea what she could be doing, but unless you want the Kellan Thorne full monte show, I suggest you give me a minute to get dressed, then I’ll portal off.”

Mircalla gave the Sentinel a long, appraising, look. He felt the vampire’s glamor begin to infuse his thinking, then it was gone. She arched an eyebrow and smiled. “Tempting, Sentinel, but right now I’d rather have my daughter home and safe.” With that, she turned and swept out of the room.







Chapter 37
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A Bairn for Shannon




“You are insane,” grumbled Margaret, as Eden’s second gate shut behind them. “That angel let me pass because of you. He’s always going to require me to have an escort.”

“Always is a long time, Maggie,” said Kellan, then lifted a branch for her to duck under. He released it a second later and smirked as it slapped Nicolae in the face. She glared at the Sentinel. “What?” Kellan said with expertly feigned innocence, “It slipped.” He then muttered under his breath about Mircalla doing far worse to the Wallachian prince.

Margaret shot an apologetic glance in Nicolae’s direction but he just gave her a gentle smile and she increased her pace to match Kellan. “Listen, you,” she said, “I don’t know what your perpetually adolescent brain has conjured up, but Nicolae has always been a perfect gentleman with me.” She shot him a quick backward glance, then added, “a bit too perfect, if you ask me.” Margaret bumped Kellan’s shoulder with her own. “Like so many things, Godfather, that is your fault too.”

The Sentinel paused. He stared down at Margaret a second, then gestured to Nicolae. The prince obediently remained several paces back. Kellan sighed. “I know, I’m going to regret this, but you have no idea how tired I am of being blamed for everything that happens in my, admittedly freaky, circle of friends. So, go ahead, please explain to me how your six hundred year old boyfriend’s apparent lack of advances could possibly be my fault?”

Margaret smiled at Kellan in a manner so exactly like her mother, that he knew he had already lost whatever argument he might be involved in. “Nicolae,” she lilted, “please join us, perhaps you will be able to clear something up.” The vampire prince drew next to them, and Margaret said, “Kellan and I have a bet.”

“About me?” Nicolae asked in amusement.

“Yes,” replied Margaret. “What is your most prized possession?”

The prince didn’t hesitate. He reached into one pocket and lifted a silver crucifix attacked to a string of onyx beads. The rosary was roughly formed, clearly worn from both use and age, but also showed not the lightest trace of tarnish. Kellan’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Is that…”

“Yes, Sentinel of Order, it is the very same rosary I carried when we first met. I could not bear the sight of it, let alone feel its touch. You prayed over me and called down God’s grace. You dispelled from me all the evil Prince Vlad had infected me with the night he made me vampire. I promised you I would conduct myself in a manner fitting such a gift as you gave me that night. I hope, at least in some small way, I have earned the grace you showed me those many years ago.”

“Uh…” stammered Kellan, “I didn’t really call down any—”

“Thank you Nicolae,” interrupted Margaret. She leaned over to kiss the prince on his lips, but he turned slightly. She paused for the briefest of moments, then brushed her lips against his cheek. Margaret smiled at him. “Now, if you’ll give us just a sec, I just want to finish up with my Godfather.” Nicolae retreated several paces, and Margaret glared up at Kellan. “See!”

Kellan shrugged. “I didn’t see anything, except a nice respectful boy who’s only fault is thinking too highly of me.”

“He’s not a boy,” hissed Margaret, “and your little calling down grace trick has made him nearly as Catholic as an ordained priest. Which can put a real damper on date night, I’ll tell you that for nothing.” Kellan barked a laugh, and Margaret narrowed her eyes. “Do I amuse you, Godfather?”

He sobered. “No, it’s just cute to hear you use that line. Shannon has clearly infected you.” Margaret flared her nose. Kellan pointed at her. “Yeah, that too. It’s adorable.”

“Great,” she smirked, “Do you know what’s not adorable? That the only man who is not entirely freaked out by my being both a source-blood vampire and the Sentinel of Chaos, is also a 600 year old virgin prince who intends to stay that way until he marries someone.”

Kellan glanced toward Nicolae and nodded with new found appreciation. “That is damn impressive. Your mother may actually end up liking him.”

“Ugh,” growled Margaret in frustration, “I don’t care one whit what Mother likes.”

“Yes you do,”

Margaret sighed. “Well, maybe a little, but what I really care about right now is that Deckard of yours.” She pitched her voice lower in a poorly affected imitation of the guardian. “The angel said, ‘Maurius, Sentinel of Chaos, you attacked friends of Deckard. You may not pass.’ Does that seem like something he’s going to get over? The slow witted giant thinks I’m Maurius, who, if you don’t recall, is both dead and a guy. I’m neither.”

“Well, you’re kinda dead,” snickered Kellan.

“Ha…ha…ha,” replied Margaret mirthlessly, then said, “No, I’m not even kind of dead.” She grabbed the Sentinel by the arm and pressed his hand to her chest.

Kellan looked down as she inhaled deeply causing the thin fabric of her tank styled t-shirt to stretch. He tried to pull his hand away, but she gripped it tighter. “Uh, what are you doing?” Kellan asked.

“Proving a point,” she replied frowning. “Do you feel that?”

Nicolae had drawn up beside them, an innocuous expression on his face. “I don’t feel anything,” said Kellan, pulling again. He shook his head at the Wallachian vampire, and repeated himself even more quickly, “I’m not feeling anything.” Nicolae merely arched an eyebrow.

“Oh for God’s sake, you are both idiots,” exclaimed Margaret. “My heartbeat. Do you feel my heartbeat?”

She released her grip and Kellan quickly pulled his hand away, then shook it as if he’d been stung. “Yeah, I felt your heartbeat, Maggie. I could also have taken your pulse on either your neck or wrist.” He pointed at her. “If I didn’t know you before the whole burden of chaos thing happened, I’d think you were being corrupted by having been infused by it.”

She smiled sweetly, “But since you have known me since birth…”

“…I know it’s just you being you,” Kellan snarked. He pointed at her again. “So stop.”

The Sentinel started moving again with Nicolae and Margaret on either side as he walked. “I just wanted to make a point,” said Margaret. “I’m clearly not dead or a guy if just feeling my heartbeat makes even my Godfather go all wobbly in the knees.”

“I wasn’t wobbly, Margaret Karnstein. There was no wobble. All I’m saying is that Deckard has a simple mind. He sees the Mantle of Chaos within you and doesn’t understand anything else. Next time we come through the second gate, the two of us can invest however much time is required for Eden’s guardian to realize you are not evil, not dead, not Maurius, and not human, ok?” They broke free of the tree cover and stepped onto the thick meadow grass that comprised Eden’s glade. 

Mircalla stood several paces in front of them. She lifted her chin in a regal fashion and fixed her gaze on Kellan. “Sentinel of Order, thank you for conveying my daughter safely to me.”

Kellan furrowed his brow. “Uh, no worries, Calla. Other than Deckard giving us a bit of—”

“You may withdraw, Sentinel. I would have words with Margaret.”

“Oookay, then,” said Kellan, drawing out the word. “I’ll just head to the tents and—”

“You may take this other with you,” said the queen.

Kellan locked eyes with Nicolae for a second, then tilted his head toward the glade. “Nico, did you just notice a drop in temperature? Come on, there’s some folks I want you to meet and…” The Sentinel felt his skin begin to tingle as Margaret stared at her mother with softly glowing red eyes. “…and I think Maggie has something she wants to discuss with her mom.”

“He must bind himself before meeting anyone, Sentinel of Order. See that he does,” said Mircalla frostily.

“Bind myself?” asked Nicolae softly as the two began walking.

“Yeah, it’s a non-aggression pact kind of thing. You won’t like it, but it’s physically harmless.”

“What about mentally?” asked the vampire.

Kellan gave Nicolae an apologetic smile, “Can’t tell you anything else, mate…rules and tradition.” The Sentinel pulled up beside the levitating box. “This artifact has been getting quite the workout.” He gestured to the carved indentation. “When you’re ready, just put your hand in there.”

[image: ]

Ares and Kellan looked up from their umpteenth Mortal Kombat battle, watched as Margaret and Mircalla entered the living area, then went back to their game. Shannon and Meghan had been tag teaming Nicolae with dozens of intrusive questions that neither Kellan or Ares wanted to be a part of.

“He’s actually held up quite well,” whispered the god of war. “Better than I expected, given how protective my valkyrie is of young Maggie.”

As Kellan’s Raiden character performed a fatality move on Ares’ SubZero, the Sentinel chuckled, “Your valkyrie is the spawn of Satan with marginally better sexual restraint. Shannon is the one that Nicolae has to worry about if he and Maggie have been knocking boots.” Kellan set down his controller and flexed his fingers. “Between you and me, Sera, I have reason to believe our young Wallachian prince has more self control than my four year old goddaughter.”

Ares set down his own controller and looked over to where all the women were now gathered around Nicolae. “She does not look four years old to me, Sentinel of Order.”

“Don’t be gross dude. That’s my goddaughter you’re lech’ing over.”

Ares shrugged. “I am not…lech’ing. Margaret is a beautiful, nubile, woman.” He grinned, “and she’s not my goddaughter.”

“Sera!” shouted Meghan, and Ares immediately looked guilty. He relaxed a moment later when she added, “Come on, now that everyone’s here, we’re going to figure out how to protect the Nerd and Shannon while they make a baby.”

Ares blinked several times, then turned to Kellan. “What exactly do you and the Soulborn do that requires protection from the Council of Havilah? Perhaps you might consider something less…rigorous?”

Kellan frowned at the god. “Sera, shut the frak up will you? I have no idea what they’re talking about.” He saw Ares’ dubious expression, then stood and added, “Well, I don’t, but I’m definitely going to find out…right now.” 
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“This sounds like one of the worst ideas I’ve ever heard,” said Ares. “Broadcasting one’s weakened condition to adversaries is complete lunacy. Why would you do that, Soulborn?”

She looked at Kellan who had been rubbing his eyes for what seemed like the hundredth time. He felt her gaze on him and waved a tired hand. “I’m with you all the way on this, Highlander, you know that, but he’s right. They are gonna kill us.”

“That’s why we’re discussing it,” said Meghan, as if explaining calculus to a monkey. “We’re discussing it so they don’t kill you.”

“And the they in this situation refers to those Universal energy attuned beings who have also aligned themselves with Perditor or his Emissary?” asked Nicolae.

“Someone please remind me why he is here,” said Mircalla.

Margaret sucked in a breath, then said, “Nicolae is here, mother, because I love him and I want him here. If you prefer, we could both leave.”

Before the queen could respond, Meghan said, “No, you can’t leave. Shannon’s love potion number nine is going to sever Kellan from the Mantle of Order. You’ll be the only Sentinel. I need you as part of the team guarding the perimeter around their house. You and your mother can discuss your dating habits all you want…after Kellan gets his mojo back.” She pointed at Mircalla, “Sera and I are in charge of security and we need all the help we can get. Nicolae owes Kellan his life and is a damn powerful vamp besides. I’m not turning away his offer of help because you have a stick up your ass any more than I’m going to turn down Draugluin because he may piss on the rugs.”

“I’ve been here less than thirty minutes and already, you insult me,” said the Were Patriarch. “I do not piss on rugs. I piss outdoors, generally on trees…bushes when no trees are available. Not rugs, nephilim.” Draugluin waggled a finger, “Never rugs.”

Shannon laid a hand on Nicolae’s arm. “We both appreciate your offer to help, don’t we Kellan?” He nodded. “To your question, Nicolae, we suspect those you mentioned will likely see the removal of Kellan’s Mantle for what it is, a moment of weakness. Lucifer warned me that all those attuned to Order, Chaos, or Universal energies will feel the imbalance. Now, Old Scratch promised that none of those loyal to him would attack us.”

“I’m not sure how much that means anymore,” interjected Kellan, “Lucifer seems to have lost some of his street cred. I mean, look what happened a few days ago with Legion. I think we have to assume at least some major demons will try and take us out regardless of what Lucifer thinks.”

“I agree,” boomed Ares, then slammed his hand on the table. “But so what? We will surround the Sentinel’s pathetically small house and form a phalanx through which none of them may pass. We will be Spartans at Thermopylae!”

“Sera, the Spartans all died at Thermopylae,” said Kellan, but the god of war seemed not to hear.

Ares raised a closed fist and yelled, “Kellan will be as Leonidas for whom we fight!”

Meghan laid her hand on Ares’ own, and whispered, “Also dead…let’s move on from the Spartan example, okay, lover?” She turned to Shannon. “When are we doing this, Red?”

Shannon gave the nephilim a half smile. “According to the doctor you took me to and…” she glanced around the table anxiously, “…and based on what she had me…look out for…we’re either going to do this tomorrow or wait another month if you’re not ready.”

“We’ll be ready,” said Meghan confidently.

“What if I’m not ready?” muttered Kellan, mostly to himself.

“Shut up, Kellan,” lilted Meghan, then shot him a mischievous grin, “from what Red says, you’re always ready.”

The Sentinel drew his lips to a line and stared at Shannon. She winced under the weight of his gaze and mouthed sorry.

“I assume,” interjected Mircalla, “that you have all the necessary components for this potion of yours, Soulborn?”

Shannon nodded. “Not much to it, really. The base liquid is from the Fae Twilight Court’s cauldron of plenty and Lucifer’s blood provides the cada…cada.”

“Catalyst,” offered Kellan.

“Yes,” said Shannon with a smile, “Lucifer’s blood provides the…catalyst.”

“What could possibly go wrong?” mused the Sentinel. “We’re literally going to drink magic fairy soup with a splash of Satan blood to rip Order’s mantle from me.”

“Are you not committed to this course of action, Sentinel of Order?” asked Ares.

Kellan felt the weight of everyone’s eyes, but none more than Shannon’s. He gave a soft chuckle, then rose and walked to stand behind her. Kellan put his hands on her shoulders, bent, and kissed the top of her head. “I’ve never been more committed to anything, but let’s not delude ourselves here. Creation has rules and we mean to break a big one.” He pointed at Meghan. “I watched an archangel get tossed head over heels like a rag doll when he tried to interfere with me saving your life.” Kellan held up two fingers. “I watched two archangels stopped cold when they tried to prevent me from killing Asmodeus. There’s a rule against them interfering with free will. They tried to break it, and got their celestial asses handed to them.” Silence descended on the small gathering. It remained for several seconds until Kellan broke it. “Again, I’m not saying this because of a lack of commitment. Quite the contrary, but let’s be clear. This is a big fraking deal. Sentinels cannot have kids. Having kids is co-creation, and apparently that’s a no-go zone for Sentinels.”

Shannon reached up and grasped Kellan’s right hand as it still rested on her shoulder. She looked back at him and he saw the tears in her eyes. “It’s not too late,” she said. “We need not do this. If you think it’s too dangerous, or if you don’t want—”

She stopped as Kellan leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Highlander, I don’t care how dangerous it is.” He swept his gaze across the room, “and that should scare the crap out of every one of you.” He pointed at Draugluin, “Everyone knows you have the self restraint of a Siberian Husky.” Ares laughed, but Kellan rounded on him. “And you, Seramai, you’d like nothing better than for us to set off some cataclysmic universal conflict. Meghan, you’d do anything for Shannon. Don’t even deny how much you love her.” The nephilim shot a quick glance to Shannon, then lowered her gaze. Kellan gave a mirthless laugh, “In Nicolae, we have a vampire whose life I saved. In Mircalla, the sovereign whose daughter literally has a soul because of me. And of course, there’s Maggie, who would not even exist had I not empathically healed her mother and father’s necrotic flesh.” Kellan raised both hands and yelled, “You are all compromised. You’re not thinking clearly.”

He moved around the table, rested his hands on the back of his chair, then shook his head. “I’m not chastising you. I’m blessed to have such friends, but you can’t look to me for restraint, not this time.” He stared across the table and locked eyes with Shannon. “Not this time,” he said again. “Not with her. Lucifer said he would burn the world just to find Aibreann again. Don’t, for a second, think me less capable of doing the same.” He pointed across the table and watched the tears streak Shannon’s cheeks. “Our souls were knitted together even though our bodies were born centuries apart. I do not know where she ends and I begin. Now, to that you say, she and I can fuse those souls and bring forth another? We can create someone who is neither me, nor her, but both?” Kellan tilted his head back and laughed uncontrollably. “And you expect me to show restraint, to care about unintended consequences?” His voice lowered in both tone and volume, “Not this time, my friends. This time you’ll have to raise your hands and restrain me if we’re going to change course.”

Kellan slumped into his chair and sighed, heedless of the many pairs of eyes that rested upon him. “Kellan Thorne,” said Ares, “I will not raise my hand in restraint.” He slammed the table again. “Will anyone here do so?” Seconds ticked by and no one moved. The god of war nodded. “Good. This is good. We are committed.” Amber mist gathered around him, then condensed to form Roman armor as he stood. Ares lifted his right hand far above his head. He flexed his fingers several times and a gleaming red gladius appeared. Air whipped about the tents enclosure, and the god pointed first to Kellen, then his Soulborn. “I could not see you on the red planet when last I said these words, Sentinel of Order. I am honored to say them again in your presence. All that Ares has to give is now yours.” He brandished his gladius, then yelled, “Cry havoc, and let slip the dogs of war!”







Chapter 38
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An Evening of Joy




Juliet knocked again, waited, then tripped the latch to Kellan’s front door. Light and sound immediately spilled out into the cool evening air. “Wow,” she said softly, “now that’s not something you see every day.” The young woman slipped inside and closed the door behind her. No-one seemed to notice her having entered and she took a moment to enjoy the pure lunacy that was her life.

Meghan appeared to be involved in some kind of faux conflict with Draugluin. The nephilim’s black wings were on full display as she repeatedly struck at the Were Patriarch. For his part, Draugluin had morphed into his lycanthropic form, halfway between man and wolf. His long onyx talons raked at Meghan’s equally black wings. Each time one would strike the other, an almost metallic clang sounded and rose above the conversational noise.

Margaret stood to one side, hands outstretched with tongues of flame rotating over one, while ice daggers did likewise over the other. Juliet recognized the exercise from when Kellan had first become a Sentinel. She smiled at how adept Margaret had become at mastering the delicate maneuver. Each time flame and ice met to puff into steam, Tansi would clap. Each time she clapped, translucent wings would appear from her shoulder blades, and the fae floated up several feet. Lamia laughed as Tansi said something Juliet knew must have been both child-like and poetic. All the while, Mircalla stood farther back in the kitchen, watching her daughter with an unreadable expression. The vampire queen’s eyes shifted suddenly to lock with Juliet’s own. She blurred and was at the door a half-second later.

“Why are you here?” asked Mircalla. “You should not be.”

“Uh,” stammered Juliet, then made an awkward curtsy. “I’m sorry your…majestic queenness. I was just walking home.” She gestured to Kellan’s large front window. The blinds were partially closed, but the curtains were open. “I saw a bunch of people and was curious. Kel hates crowds so—”

The queen nodded and placed a comforting hand on Juliet’s cheek. “I’m sorry, child,” she said, “I did not mean to frighten you. In truth, it is for you that I was frightened.” She slid past the younger woman, closed the curtains, then returned. “This is not the night for a visit, I’m afraid. It will not be safe for you. You should go.”

“What’s going on? Is Kel in trouble?”

Mircalla chuckled. “When is Kellan not in trouble?”

Juliet grinned. “Fair point. Let me ask it this way, is Kellan in more trouble than usual?”

The queen nodded. “Both he and the Soulborn will be in grave danger this night.” She sighed and looked back at the jovial gathering, then added, “In fact, tonight they are both willingly placing themselves in what may be the gravest danger of their lives.”

Juliet’s brow furrowed, “Then why hasn’t someone talked them out of it? I mean if it can be avoided why not just—” The young woman broke off as she caught sight of Kellan and Shannon coming in through the back door. They were laughing together, Kellan had his arm around her waist, and he leaned in to speak directly into the Soulborn’s ear. Shannon twisted out of his grip, shot him a wolfish smile, then shook her head and pointed to the kitchen clock. The Sentinel pressed both hands to his heart in an affected performance of disappointment. A couple seconds later, Kellan snuck up behind Meghan, and playfully flicked her ear.

Mircalla had been watching as Juliet drank in the scene, then said, “I think you know why, don’t you, child?”

Juliet gave a barely noticeable nod, then turned worried eyes to the vampire. “Are they going to be okay?”

“I do not know,” replied Mircalla, “but their course is set and we are all determined to keep them safe.” She placed a hand on Juliet’s shoulder and smiled. “Know this. If any harm comes to Sentinel or Soulborn, it will be because all those you see here have already perished in their defense.”

Juliet shrugged off the hand and scowled at the queen, previous fear forgotten in the moment. “Thanks, Mircalla,” chided Juliet, “that makes me feel a whole lot better. I’ll just totter off to bed now, and get a good night’s sleep.”

“Excellent,” said the queen, completely oblivious to Juliet’s sarcasm. “However, you do have enough time to wish them well. Astronomical twilight gives way to night at exactly 8:47 tonight. Be sure you are gone from this place before then.”

Juliet indicated her understanding then started weaving her way toward the kitchen. She had made it about half way through the small living room when her way became blocked. She looked up to find Ares staring down at her, a broad grin on his bearded face.

“Hi Sera,” she said, “I’m trying to get over to Kellan and—”

“Is this not the best night, little one!” boomed the god as he waved expansively. “Look at the assemblage. Fae, djinn, gods, and demons all here for a common cause. I tell you, Juliet Herrick, I have never seen its like.”

The young woman raised up on toes and sniffed. “Are you drunk, Sera?”

“Gods do not get drunk,” he replied haughtily, then reached for the nearby couch arm to stabilize himself.

“Clearly not,” she said dryly, “but have you been drinking?”

“Only to excess,” he laughed. “One always drinks before war and we shall have a war tonight such that if bards still existed, they would spin songs to make angels weep.” Ares’ face clouded a moment as if just recalling something. “Angels,” he said looking around, “we have no angels. That is disappointing, but not surprising. Such sticklers.” He focused on Juliet as if just seeing her. “You should not be here. Kellan will be upset if you were killed. You are quite weak and fragile so it is likely you would die quickly.” He waved a hand. “Begone!”

Juliet sighed. “I’m going as soon as I get past you and say hello to Kel and Shannon.” Ares stepped aside. She started to move past him, then paused. “Sera?” she began questioningly. The god of war arched an eyebrow in response and she continued, “I know you aren’t drunk or anything, because of the whole gods don’t get drunk thing, but hypothetically speaking, how effective would you be if you were trying to fight drunk?”

Ares wavered slightly and gripped the couch more tightly, then said. “It is a good question. Hypothetically speaking?” Juliet nodded. “Well, hypothetically speaking, close quarters conflict causes the Mantle within me to manifest more strongly. It removes any and all deleterious toxins, enhances healing, many things. When conflict arises, the god of war is always ready.”

Juliet reached up and patted his burly chest. “Good to know, Sera, thanks.” She saw Kellan and Shannon exit the back door and hastened after them, while Ares, once again, proclaimed his sobriety.

Juliet found Sentinel and Soulborn sitting alone by their fire pit, chairs pulled closely together. Cara lay sprawled just in front of them, his head between paws and expressive eyes darting between the two. As she walked toward them, the dire wolf rose, stretched, and made a mewling sound. Kellan and Shannon turned and smiled at her approach. The Sentinel waved at her, and said, “Hey Juliet, what do you hear?”

The young woman stopped as emotions threatened to swamp her previous resolve to keep their exchange light. She swallowed hard, then grinned and said, “Nothing but the rain, boss.”

Kellan gestured to one of the empty chairs. “Then grab your gun and bring in the cat.”

Juliet pointed at the Sentinel with thumb extended up, and replied, “Boom, boom, boom!”

Shannon recognized their exchange from a recent Battlestar Galactica marathon they’d shared with Juliet. The Soulborn said, “No offense, Juliet, but wouldn’t Meghan be more the Starbuck lass than you?” 

“No offense taken,” replied the young woman, then added, “however, Meghan Daugherty wouldn’t know Starbuck from a Starbucks, so…” She let the words trail off.

Kellan tried to nudge a chair toward Juliet, but Cara intervened. He bounded over and leaped up, placing two massive paws to either side of her head. He licked her face until she started giggling and pushed him off. Cara sat on his haunches, mouth dropping open into an exaggerated doggy grin. Juliet tugged on his ears in the manner he liked so much, and called over to Kellan. “He’s huge. How did that happen?”

“He leveled up fighting a necromancer in Transylvania,” said Kellan.

“That’s not true, Juliet. Don’t listen to the daft man,” said Shannon with a laugh, then motioned to one of the open chairs.

Juliet sat and Cara placed his head in her lap, eyes hopeful. She began scratching behind his ears, then asked, “So, if he didn’t level up fighting a necromancer,” began Juliet with a sneer toward Kellan, “how did he get so much bigger?”

Shannon shot a confused look, first to Kellan, then to Juliet. “Oh, my sweet boy did do that,” she said. “He chewed that evil bastard’s heart right out of his chest and saved Kellan.” Juliet’s eyes widened and Cara huffed at her because she’d stopped scratching.

“You just told me it wasn’t true, Shan,” said Juliet incredulously.

“The Transylvania bit wasn’t true,” replied Shannon. “It was Romania, but Kellan never knows where he is, so I’m not surprised, but I suspect he just wanted to make the whole thing sound a bit more dramatic.”

The Sentinel leaned over and kissed Shannon’s cheek. “You know me so well, mo anama.”

Juliet shook her head and muttered, “Because fighting necromancers and having sentient wolves ripping hearts from chests isn’t dramatic enough.”

“What?” asked Kellan and Shannon together.

“Nothing. Not important.”

Kellan looked at his watch. “Hey it’s after 8:30, you really shouldn’t be—”

“I know, Kel,” huffed Juliet. “Everyone’s made me quite aware that I’m mortal, weak, and gonna die if I hang out here. I’m going. I just wanted to…” she shrugged, “…you know, wish you guys well, I guess. I mean it’s weird because I know what you’re planning to do tonight which, quite frankly, is kinda gross because its you, Kel. Then again, it’s also really cool, so I’m conflicted.”

“Sorry,” they said together.

“Please stop doing that. You know I don’t like when you do that talking together thing.”

Kellan and Shannon shared a look, then said, “Okay.”

Juliet barked a laugh. “I hate you both almost as much as I love you. Please stay safe. Mircalla looks worried and Sera looks happy. Those two things combined, means this is a very dangerous night.”

“More for them than us,” said Kellan softly. “I actually feel pretty guilty about the whole thing, but” he gestured toward the house, “they all refused to be dissuaded.”

“You shouldn’t have tried to dissuade them, husband,” chastised Shannon.

Kellan sighed. “The Highlander thinks I diminished their offered sacrifice or some such medieval bullcrap by—”

“She’s right,” said Juliet. “You can’t be the only one to put your life on the line for others, Kel. Speaking of which, have you heard from Raphael, Michael, or Ariel?”

“No,” replied Kellan, “but, truth be told, I didn’t expect to. Raphael made clear to both of us that he couldn’t support our decision.” The Sentinel gave a mirthless chuckle. “Michael said we were sullying the honor given us when we were chosen to be Sentinel and Soulborn.”

Juliet’s lips quirked up and she said, “That does sound like him.”

“He’s nothing if not consistent,” added Shannon, “but I was a bit surprised that Ariel didn’t come.”

Kellan slipped his hand in hers, then asked, “And what would have happened if she got hurt protecting us? Do you think Michael could stay away?” The Sentinel shook his head. “No, Ariel didn’t want to put Michael in the position where he would have to choose between defending her in battle and doing what he believes to be right. I respect her choice.”

The two women nodded, but Juliet said, “Kel, maybe you should accept the decision of those who are here with the same grace you’ve accepted those who are not.” She pointed at the house. “They love you both and want to be here to protect you from…from whatever you’re about to do.”

“I’ve made a potion to sever Kellan from his Mantle,” said Shannon, then took a sip of wine.

Juliet blinked several times. “I thought that would kill him?” she asked.

“Oh, it would under normal circumstances,” agreed Shannon, “that’s why the potion.”

“Do I want to know what’s in it?”

Kellan shook his head, but Shannon said, “Fae broth and Lucifer’s blood.”

Juliet pinched up her face and Kellan said, “Yeah, I’m not looking forward to it. I assume it’s going to taste like ass and I know it’s going to send a come kill Kellan and Shannon bat signal through the entire spiritual realm.”

“That’s why the phalanx of friends,” Juliet said softly. “Kel, they are going to reverse Harry Potter you.”

The Sentinel stared at her for several seconds as his eyes lost focus. Shannon looked at him. “Which movie is it?” she asked.

“Seven, part one,” replied Juliet.

Shannon nodded. “If he’s replaying them in order, this might take a few min—”

“Oh, very cool,” interrupted Kellan. “You’re right. They are doing a reverse Harry on me. Is it weird that just saying it out loud makes me feel better?”

“Definitely,” said Juliet.

“What’s a reverse Harry?” asked Shannon.

Juliet looked over at the Soulborn. “You’ve seen all the movies, right?” She nodded. “Okay, it’s when Harry comes of age and finally leaves the Dursley’s house. His enemies gather to kill him before he can safely get to the Weasley’s home.”

“I remember,” said Shannon, “his owl died.”

Kellan squinted at her. “Babe, Madeye Moody died.”

“I know,” she said defensively, “but I really liked the owl. He was so cute and fluffy.” She saw Juliet and Kellan’s expression, hardened her voice, then added, “Hedwig was also very loyal.”

The younger woman nodded. “She was that, but my point is that Harry’s friends got him safely away from that house. Your friends are going to keep you safe at yours.”

Kellan rubbed at his eyes. “None of them better get killed like Madeye.”

“Or Hedwig,” added Shannon.

“Or Hedwig,” conceded the Sentinel. He glanced at his watch and let out a low curse. “We’ve got to take this nasty thing at exactly the moment astronomical twilight ends, which is ten minutes from now.” Kellan stood and his eyes burst to life. Power gathered around him and he lashed out a hand. Ribbons of emerald energy flowed from his open hand as enochian runes flashed down his arms. The night air was split by a beam of white-green light that rotated into an open portal. It locked in place and Juliet looked through to see her parent’s front yard. Kellan smiled. “I figured you might want to hang with them tonight rather than be alone at your own place.”

Juliet nodded and felt her eyes begin to burn, but forced down the tears before they could flow. She got up and the three formed a tiny circle as they hugged each other. A furry face shoved its way among them and licked at Kellan and Shannon’s cheek. Juliet laughed despite herself then released them and stepped through the open portal. She turned. “Good luck, you two. I love you!”

Kellan and Shannon each raised a hand. “We love you, too!” The portal winked out, and Juliet Herrick stared at the open patch of yard. She heard the front door open and saw her parents framed by the foyer light. Juliet walked toward them as tears streamed down her face.










Chapter 39
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A Phalanx of Friends




“We got you,” said Meghan. “We’ll see you at oh nine hundred tomorrow, when all this shit is over.” The former Marine reached for the handle to Kellan’s front door, but he placed his own against it.

Focalor, Kali, and half-a-dozen others had already taken positions around Kellan’s house. He smiled at Meghan, Ares, Mircalla, and Margaret. “We do not have time for one of your poignant monologues,” said Mircalla. The queen’s eyes slipped off Kellan’s to where Shannon was preparing something in the kitchen. 

The Soulborn looked up and yelled, “Five minutes.”

“Ok, no monologue, poignant or otherwise,” said Kellan. “Just this. Thank you. I’ll never forget this.”

Meghan rose up and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank us in the morning, nerd.”

Ares extended a hand, which Kellan gripped enthusiastically. “No thanks are needed Sentinel of Order, we are friends are we not?” The god of war released Kellan’s hand, then added “However, since you felt the need to offer such thanks, it is good you did so now.” He laughed. “We could all be dead by morning.”

Margaret shouldered her way in front of Ares while managing to join the other two women in glaring at the god. For his part, Ares seemed confused at their sudden displeasure with him. “Stay safe, Godfather,” said Margaret, “See you on the other side.”

“Thanks, young padawan. With you out there, how could we be otherwise?”

“As touching as this is,” interrupted Mircalla, “we are closing the door now and will be applying defensive glyphs because yours would not survive the severing. I will see you in the morning, Sentinel of Order.” Kellan’s brows rose in surprise and the queen gave him a genuine laugh, such as he’d never heard from her before. “Oh, my very young Sentinel, you made it possible for my Ah’Anon and I to bring life from death. Did you think I would let a little thing like the sun stop me from defending you two until the severing is undone? I have been anointed with the same salve I gave Ah’anon the first day he met you. Fear not, the sun will prove no danger to me this day.” She pulled on the door and Kellan stepped back. Just before it clicked shut, Mircalla whispered, “Have faith, all will be well.”

A moment later, the Sentinel felt both Chaotic and Universal energies being applied to the door. He turned to face Shannon. Past her, the windows to their backyard all glowed with empowered glyphs. There even seemed to be a soft red and amber glow emanating from the hall that led to Kellan’s office and their bedroom.

Shannon walked up holding two earthenware mugs with the words Saddleback Leather Co. hand stamped on each. She saw his expression and shook her head. “You truly are a daft man. The potion won’t hurt your precious mugs, but I was told it had to be contained in a vessel made by human hands, not machines.”

“I wasn’t worried about that,” scoffed Kellan. Shannon handed him a mug and smirked. He sighed. “Well, they are first editions, and Dave changed the designs. You can’t get them any—”

“I know," she said, then pointed at the oven's digital clock. The light blue numbers glowed back at them, 8:45. Shannon locked eyes with her husband and said, “Last chance. We drink this, there’s no going back.”

Kellan’s eyes burst to life. He cupped her face with his left hand and said, “Why, in heaven’s name would I want to go back? Now, you said I have to hold every drop of Ordered power right?” She nodded. “Well, I should be able to do that for about a minute before I explode into bitesized Kellan bits, so I hope this Devil-Fae brew of yours works.” The Sentinel glanced from Shannon, and said, “Jarvis, are you ready?”

The AI materialized to his right. “I am ready, Sentinel Kellan. The contacts are fully energized, however, they will cease to function once you are severed from your power.” Kellan gave Jarvis a curt nod of understanding, and the AI continued. “Very well. Once you have summoned the fullness of your power, I will project a facsimile of Nurisha to join us. I will serve as a conduit between you both so communication will be possible throughout the process. She will need to secure herself and be fully aware of when you imbibe. Do you have any questions, Sentinel Kellan?”

He didn’t respond, but instead took a step back as enochian runes ran down his arms. Kellan’s eyes glowed so brightly that his violet-tinged irises seemed to disappear into the whites of his eyes. Cracks formed all along his face, hands, and arms. Each of them leaked wisps of emerald light.

The air between Shannon and Jarvis sparkled for a moment. Nurisha stood among them. She looked around in wonder, then stepped toward Kellan. “My Sentinel,” she said softly. “My Sentinel, the power burns you.” Glowing tears filled her pupiless eyes and she reached up to touch his face. “I am so sorry. Such pain. I wish it could—”

“I’m okay,” said Kellan through gritted teeth. “Do I have all you within me? It feels like I do, but I can’t lose concentration to check.”

She nodded. “You hold the fullness of me within you. The riverbed is dry.”

“You’ll be okay, right?” he asked, shuddering. “You promised me you would be okay.”

“I will be fine,” soothed Nurisha. “I can maintain my sense of self for the twelve hours you are severed from the Mantle of Order.” She smiled. “The winds of oblivion will blow, but I will cling to the rock on which you called me from darkness.”

“Ten seconds,” said Jarvis.

“You’ll be there, waiting for me when I come back. Promise me again, Nurisha. You’ll wait for me.”

“Always and forever, my Sentinel.”

“Time,” said Jarvis.

Kellan and Shannon locked eyes with each other, lifted their cups, and drank.
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For a single heartbeat, nothing happened, then Kellan’s eyes dimmed and it felt like his whole body had been bathed in cool water. Nurisha and Jarvis both vanished. Kellan took a step toward Shannon, and stumbled as his legs started to give way. She caught him and they clung to each other for several seconds. “Did it work?” he asked.

“I don’t feel any different,” she said, then gripped his hand. Her brow furrowed, and she shook her head. “I can’t draw power from you.” Her eyes suddenly looked fearful. “Kellan, I can’t feel you either. Think something to me.” He did, and she shook her head again. “Nothing!” Shannon’s nose began to redden and her eyes filled. “This is horrible. It’s so quiet.” Her voice took on a hint a panic. “What was I thinking? This is my fault. This is—”

Kellan caught her up in a tight embrace and held her as she trembled. He kissed her neck, then whispered in her ear. “It’s not a mistake mo anama. We knew this was likely to happen.”

Shannon sniffed, drew a hand across her eyes, and leaned back from him. She took a long shuddering breath, then let it out. “You’re right. You’re right. It’s just…knowing a thing isn’t the same as living a thing. I’ll be okay.” She focused on Kellan. “What about you?”

He smiled. “Fortunately, you freaked out one millisecond before I would have, so I had to be strong and gallant. Thanks for that.” Kellan tapped at his temple. “Still as stone in there. No power. No river. No Nurisha.” He opened his arms. “I’m just plain old Kellan Thorne again, well except now I have a whole wife and only half a book store.”

She stared at him for several seconds then gave a snort and covered her nose. “You are such a daft man. Why on Earth do I love you so?”

“Because I’m adorable?” he asked. 

She shook her head. “No, I don’t believe that’s it.”

“Well, maybe it’s because—” The house rocked as if in a mild earthquake and the two stared at each other. “You felt that, right?” asked Kellan. Before Shannon could respond, the entire living room glowed as light blazed outside the front window. Kellan moved toward it, but Shannon caught his hand in hers. He looked at her.

“I know you’re scared for them,” she said softly. “I am too, but there’s nothing either of us can do. Tonight, you are just a man, Kellan.” She pulled him toward her. “And I am just a woman.”

“And the cops are just going to break down my door,” he said, “It sounds like a war zone out there.”

She kissed him. “Focalor has surrounded the entire house with something to make people not notice.”

“Perception glyphs?” he asked. 

She kissed him again, this time longer. “That sounds like what he said. I wasn’t really paying attention. Focalor promised no one would notice.”

The house rocked again, this time from the back. “Well, I’m noticing,” murmured Kellan around another of Shannon’s soft kisses, “and it is more than a little distract—”

She slipped the fingers of both hands through his hair and pulled Kellan in for a deeper kiss. He felt her passion rising and it held its own power as it flowed into him. Finally she broke the kiss and stared deeply into Kellan’s eyes. With his disguising contacts no longer functioning, they were nearly all violet with only the slightest circle of blue. “Kellan Caufield Thorne. You were mine before you were born, and I will be yours after I’m dust.”

Light exploded from a back window, but all Kellan saw was how it reflected off Shannon’s hair as it framed her face. He opened his arms and she leaped into his embrace. Even without Ordered power to enhance his strength, Kellan moved effortlessly down their hallway. Shannon whispered into his ear and Kellan laughed, then both of them stared at their bed.

Cara turned from where he’d been growling at the bedroom window. Instantly, his expression changed to one of friendly greeting. The dire wolf’s eyes shifted from Kellan to Shannon, then back again. Without another sound, he quietly leaped from the bed and padded from the bedroom. They watched as Cara turned, gripped the doorknob in his mouth, then slowly backed up until the door clicked shut.

Shannon buried her face into Kellan’s neck and started shaking with laughter. A second later she squeaked as he tossed her on the bed. Shannon bounced once, then opened her arms and Kellan went to her.
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A Promise of Destruction




Kellan’s eyes flew open as he was jolted awake by something he couldn’t recall. He looked to his right and saw Shannon sound asleep beneath a mound of unruly red hair. All he could see was her nose peaking out from among the curls. Kellan gave a cursory glance to the bedroom window, and noted how soft morning light filtered in between the wooden blinds. He tapped his nightstand and a watch illuminated in its charging stand. 7:55 am. Kellan yawned, then snuggled closer to Shannon and closed his eyes.

A second later, the bedroom resounded with a loud crack. Kellan’s mind immediately recognized it as the same sound that had awakened him minutes before. Plaster dust drifted down from the ceiling. The Sentinel pushed himself into a sitting position and squinted at the ceiling fan mounted above their bed. It swayed slightly. As he was staring at it, the entire house shook, and the ceiling fan broke free of its mount.

On instinct, Kellan lifted his right hand and tried to channel Ordered power to form a shield. Nothing happened. The fan tore from the ceiling. It bounced once as thin electrical wires drew taught.

“What’s hap—,” murmured Shannon sleepily, then let out a cry of alarm as Kellan slipped an arm under her, pulled her tight, then rolled the two of them off the bed. They fell in a heap onto the hardwood floor. Half a second later the fan’s wires gave way, and it crashed onto the bed. Kellan twisted his neck to see the large hole left behind along with a few errant wisps from burning insulation. He felt a soft tap on his neck. Kellan turned to look at Shannon.

She smiled up at him. “Not exactly how I planned to start the morning, but,” she wriggled beneath him, “If you are planning to remain laying there—” Kellan rolled off and started to circle around their bed. Shannon realized he was heading toward the bedroom window and leaped up. She skittered across the bed, barely avoiding the remains of the fan, and grabbed Kellan’s arm as he reached for the window blinds. “Stop!” she yelled. He gave her a frustrated sigh. “Stop,” she said again, this time more softly. “We both promised…no looking.”

Kellan pointed angrily at the window. “They could be dying out there, Shan.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” she replied, “They are my friends, too.”

Kellan squinted at her. “Why are you being so calm? I’m the calm one. You are the angry one.”

She arched an eyebrow at him, leaned forward, and traced her fingers across Kellan’s chest in a walking motion. “Maybe I am turning over a new leaf. Maybe I’m going to be the calm one from now on. In fact, I could calmly move that fan out of the way and—”

Kellan gave a snort of laughter. “You are incorrigible.” She slipped a lock of hair behind one ear and blinked at him. “No!” he said, gesturing at Shannon, from head to toe. “I’m walking out of here right now before I become entranced by…by all that.” He gave a final reluctant glance toward the window, then headed for the bedroom door. He felt Shannon’s eyes follow, but didn’t look back. “Don’t pout, Highlander. I can feel your pout. Trust me, we gave it our all. Now, we have to have faith.” Kellan walked into his closet and pulled on a pair of boxers and shorts. He quickly scanned Shannon’s side of the closet and selected her favorite pair of summer pajamas. She had pushed the ceiling fan to one side of the bed and was lounging against the headboard. “I’m still not looking,” he lilted as he exited the closet and threw her pajamas toward the bed. “Put those on, behave yourself, and I’ll make coffee. We have less than an hour til this potion of yours wears off and I want to be ready to check on everyone as soon as it does.”

Several minutes later, Kellan was pouring hot coffee into two mugs, when Cara swiped at his leg with a paw. The Sentinel looked down. “What?” Cara made several vocalizations, but Kellan shook his head. “Sorry, you may have been able to keep your magic mojo, but without mine, I can’t hear you.” Kellan tapped his temple, then shook his head again. “Do you understand?” Cara nodded, mewled again, then moved his head toward the living room. Kellan, looked in that direction. Shannon was curled up in her favorite chair by the empty fireplace. She seemed to be staring off into the middle distance. Kellan circled around the breakfast bar with two cups of coffee.

He lifted them both in her direction, and said, “Dude coffee.” She shook her head slightly as if clearing an errant thought and smiled at his reference to their favorite Bones Coffee Company favor, White Russian. The coffee bag had a skeleton on the label stylized to look like Jeff “the Dude” Lebowski from one of their favorite movies, The Big Lebowski. Kellan furrowed his brow. “Something wrong?” The front door rattled in its frame and he sighed, “other than the obvious I mean?”

She lifted a hand to her mouth, then cocked her head as if trying to puzzle something out. Shannon frowned, then shook her head again. “I don’t know. Something just feels—” She stopped, then lifted a hand and pointed to Kellan’s left. “What’s that?”

He turned. The air, several feet in front of Shannon, and about a foot down from the ceiling, had begun to warp. “Uh…I don’t know,” Kellan replied, then set the mugs on the breakfast bar. “Maybe one of the glyphs failed, and something is trying to portal in.” He moved to place himself defensively between the distortion and Shannon. Kellan squinted. “It doesn’t seem red or amber. In fact, it kind of looks—” A violet line of light appeared, then spun clockwise until it formed a small, wavering oval. “That looks like…” he began.

“…a Creation portal,” she finished, “Did you?”

“How could I?” he said, pointing to his eyes, “No sparkles. Besides, that thing is violet. I can’t open Creation portals.”

She nodded and pushed herself deeper in the chair. “I thought maybe because your eyes had changed.” She saw his expression. “Just because I didn’t say anything doesn’t mean I didn’t notice, Kellan, even with you and Jarvis trying to conceal things. How daft do you have to—”

The tiny portal flashed once and Kellan jumped to completely block it from Shannon. “It’s rotated and locked,” he said, while frantically looking around for something that could be used as a weapon or shield. Tiny motes of violet light danced and swirled within the portal, like fireflies on a dark summer night. Shannon craned her neck to see around Kellan, and asked, “What is it?”

“I’m not sure, but it reminds me of…oh crap!” he yelled as one of the violet fireflies burst out from the portal. It streaked to the side, but stopped when Kellan jumped to block its path. It hovered for a moment, pulsing, then streaked right. Kellan leaped over an ottoman to block it. He shot a quick glance to the kitchen clock, 8:37 am “Next time it moves, you should run for the bathroom,” said Kellan. “I’ll try and block whatever it is until the damned potion wears off at 8:47.” 

The Sentinel felt Shannon’s hands on his shoulders. She gently, but intentionally, pushed him aside. “What are you doing?” he asked. “We have no idea what that thing is. Just because it’s of Creation, doesn’t mean—”

“Step aside,” she whispered. He turned and saw the absolute certainty in her eyes. “Step aside,” she said again, then nodded.

“But…”

“I’ll be fine…better than fine.” 

The Sentinel felt his stomach twist into tight knots as he glared at the tiny pulsing light. With what felt like an extreme effort of will, Kellan did one of the hardest things he’d ever done. He stepped aside.

The violet light instantly streaked forward and buried itself into Shannon. She arched her back as if in pain and sucked in a breath. Kellan cried out and moved toward her but she held up a hand. “I’m all right. I’m all right. It didn’t hurt me. It felt like—”

Shannon’s words were drowned out as Kellan’s house shook from all sides. Ares crashed through the living room window, covered in blood. Streamers of amber light leaked from countless wounds. He struggled to his feet, just as Kellan’s front door was torn from its frame and flew to shatter against the breakfast bar. A massive demon squeezed into the house, its curving horns scraped the ceiling as it did so. Blazing red eyes swept the room. It focused on Shannon and turned toward her. Kellan grabbed a jagged shard from the remains of the front door and stood between her and the demon.

It lifted one taloned hand and red mist gathered to form a barbed mace. The demon drew back, then swung its mace at Kellan. He held up his improvised weapon in a desperate attempt to deflect a blow, that did not fall. The demon howled in both rage and pain as Cara clamped onto its wrist. The dire wolf’s entire body glowed with Ordered power. The demon tried to shake him free, but Cara’s incisors extended, and pierced the demon’s scaled flesh. The dire wolf gave a feral growl, twisted his head violently and tore off the demon’s hand. A heartbeat later, the creature arched its back as jagged black feathers pierced its chest from behind. Another razor sharp wing appeared over the demon’s shoulder, swung horizontally, and cleaved its head clean from its shoulders. It collapsed to the floor amidst black blood that hissed and puffed away.

Meghan Daugherty knelt before Kellan, breathing heavily. She rose, eyes burning with amber fire, and massive black wings extending from her shoulders. Her body armor lay in ruins and her face bore countless minor wounds. She stared at Kellan as he brandished his improvised weapon. She smiled at him. “Nice stick, Kel.”

Before the Sentinel could react, Margaret ran through the open doorway and skidded to a stop. Like Meghan, she was covered in dozens of wounds, but she ignored both her injuries, and Kellan. “I can’t stop him, Meghan,” cried Margaret, her voice near panic. “Focalor’s down. Mother’s still fighting but she’s so weak. I’ve tried everything, but I’m almost useless. Chaos can’t hurt Chaos. What is that thing!”

Ares staggered over the couch and spat blood onto the floor. He saw Kellan staring at him, wide eyed, and said, “Sentinel of Order, how was your night?” He clapped Kellan on the shoulder. “Good I hope.” The god of war glanced at the bloody spittle. “Oh, apologies about the floor.”

“Sera,” hissed Meghan, “what can we do to stop that thing? We were doing so well, why did it come now?”

Ares shook his head. “I do not know, my valkyrie. Something must have changed to warrant its sudden arrival, but all we can do now is die well. It is a prince of the first fall. Perhaps if Lucifer was here and inclined to restrain him…”

“I do not answer to the High Prince of Chaos any longer.” Everyone froze and turned toward the voice. It came from somewhere outside. A moment later the light that had been streaming in through the ruined doorway was blocked. The doorframe cracked, and a darkened form shouldered its way into the house.

“Asmodeus,” said Kellan and Shannon, their voices joined in both disbelief and horror.

The demon eyed them. “No, I am not Asmodeus. We fell together and became twins of a sort. I am Baphomet.” He pointed a taloned finger at Kellan. “You killed my fallen brother and I would have killed you long ago, but Lucifer forbade it. Today, I exact vengeance for a debt long owed, Sentinel of Order.” He stepped forward, but both Meghan and Ares barred his path. The demon’s eyes brightened and a massive spear formed in his open hand.

“Stop,” yelled Kellan. “Let them be. I’m the one you want. I have no power. I have no way to defend myself. Kill me and be done with it.”

“No!” screamed Shannon, then moved toward the three of them.

“Maggie, stop her!” said Kellan. The Sentinel of Chaos froze for the briefest of moments. Her eyes blazed to life and a burst of wind caught Shannon up and threw her into the chair.

“Kellan!” yelled the Soulborn, “No!”

The Sentinel pointed at Margaret, “Whatever happens, you keep her there.”

Margaret shook her head as if wanting to deny Kellan’s demand, but clenched her teeth and said, “I will.”

“Touching,” said Baphomet, then thrust his hands outward catching both Ares and Meghan in the chest. Both flew sideways to slam into opposing walls. Cara stepped between the demon and Kellan. The dire wolf’s teeth were bared and a low rolling growl emanated from deep within him. Baphomet pulled the spear back, but stopped when Kellan gripped Cara by the scruff. The dire wolf turned, eyes instantly going soft as they met Kellan’s own. “It’s okay,” whispered the Sentinel. “I’ll be fine. You just take care of Shannon. Promise me you’ll take—”

Kellan broke off as the Demon started laughing. “You are such a fool, Kellan Thorne. What pain is there for you in death? I could kill you where you stand. I could kill you all, but I won’t. I have laid waste to dozens of my former brothers and consumed their power as my own. I’ve been promised godhood if only I do one simple thing for the Incarnation of Destruction.” Baphomet leaped over Kellan and threw his spear at Shannon. “All I need do is kill the Soulborn of Order.”
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A Plan Fulfilled




Kellan watched in horror as the gleaming crimson spear drove toward Shannon’s exposed chest. Time seemed to slow. He screamed in both warning and fear. Kellan reached inward for his power, but found nothing but darkness.

Shannon reflexively held up her hand to ward off a blow she knew could not be stopped. As she did so, the air began to warp in front of her. A sliver of emerald light drove from ceiling to floor, then rotated and locked in place. Baphomet’s spear flew through the open portal and was snatched from the air by a silver gauntleted hand.

Ordered power crackled around the portals edge as an armored figure stepped through. Ribbons of emerald wreathed his head and enochian runes ran down his arms. He held the pulsing spear in both hands then slammed its shaft against a raised knee. It shattered, leaking motes of crimson light. “Soulborn of Order,” yelled the angel, “I will defend you in battle. I will protect you from this fallen brother’s wickedness and snares.” Michael gripped the broken spear pieces in one hand, then threw them at Baphomet. They puffed into red mist as the archangel strode forward. “I rebuke you who would harm the most innocent of my Father’s creations. The soul within her is mine to safeguard.” A gleaming shield and sword formed in Michael’s hands. “I will cast you down!”

Archdemon and archangel threw themselves at each other, but seemed evenly matched. For every blow Michael struck, the demon did as well. Razor sharp talons raked against formerly pristine armor until both it and scaled flesh lay torn. It seemed like hours, but mere minutes had passed since Michael’s arrival. Kellan had managed to circle around the combatting angels to reach Shannon. For the first time since he’d met her, she seemed frozen with fear. Kellan pulled her, gently at first, then more urgently. Finally, she came free of the chair and he urged her toward Margaret. “Portal her away from here,” yelled the Sentinel. “Anywhere but here.”

Kellan felt the familiar tingle of Chaotic power being channeled as Margaret began to form a portal. Shannon had been facing away from him and toward the conflict. She cried out, “Michael, no!”

Kellan turned and his blood ran cold. Baphomet’s spear had impaled the archangel’s shoulder, pinning him to Shannon’s chair. The demon staggered back, Michael’s sword buried in his stomach. It puffed away into emerald motes and dark blood began pouring from the wound. Baphomet’s eyes flashed and chaotic power lashed at the wound, cauterizing it. Michael thrashed against the spear but he was held fast.

“This ends now,” growled the demon. His eyes fixed on Shannon. “I do not know how you summoned him to your side without causing his fall from grace for interfering with free will, and I do not care. My path to godhood runs through you and I will have it.”

Red mist gathered around Baphomet’s hand. The spear pinning Michael vanished, then reformed within the demon’s two fisted grip. He drove it toward Shannon. Kellan pushed her to the ground and spun to face the demon. The Sentinel lifted his hands defensively as his eidetic mind nudged him about something he saw but did not note. The kitchen clock…8:47am.

Kellan’s world shattered. He fell inward to darkness, then emerald fire blossomed around him. Nurisha lay prostrate on the dry riverbed, legs outstretched and fingers clutching her rock, as if being blown in a storm. Her eyes met Kellan’s and she relaxed her grip, slumping against the rock.

She smiled at the Sentinel and said, “It was a near thing, my Sentinel. The winds of oblivion blew hard, but I did not let them take me. I promised I would be here when you returned, and so I am.” She cocked her head. “My Soulborn…”

“Needs us,” completed Kellan.

Nurisha lifted her arms and the riverbed cracked wide. Torrents of liquid power flowed up in a single instant. The distant banks rose even higher to accommodate the massive energy. Nurisha rose with it. She clenched her fists and sheet lightning arced across the dark starless sky. She looked down at Kellan, pupiless eyes blazing bright. Nurisha smiled. “If the Soulborn has need of us, my Sentinel, we should render aid.”

Kellan’s eyes burst to life and violet sparks exploded around him as Baphomet’s spear shattered against his shielding. The demon took a step back, clearly not believing his eyes, then his face contorted with rage. Another spear formed and he rushed forward. Kellan’s Sentinel sword manifested. He parried the blow, then raked the blade against Baphomet’s exposed chest. The scales remained intact. Kellan twisted his grip, willed his sword into a dagger, then thrust it upward into the demon’s ribs. It struck hard, then shattered in Kellan’s hand.

“You cannot kill me!” yelled the demon. “You do not know my name. You have not stolen any of Creation’s power with which to burn me.” Baphomet spun his spear one-handed. “You are an up-jumped hairless ape. Now I’ll destroy you, as well as the Soulborn, and become as God.”

The demon pulled back his arm, then froze. Green fire shot from his eyes and a massive silver sword drove outward from his chest. Michael leaned over the demon’s shoulder, twisted his sword, and growled, “I cast you down.” The archangel fell forward as the demon broke apart into motes of dark red dust. Kellan caught Michael around the shoulder and waist, then lowered him gently to the ground.

Shannon crouched beside him as everyone gathered around the stricken archangel. The Soulborn brushed a lock of black hair back from his face. She leaned down and kissed his forehead. “Thank you. Thank you, but how are you not fallen?”

Michael reached up with a shaking hand and touched her waist. “I always protect the most vulnerable. It is for them I am strongest and most unrestrained…even by the freewill of foolish parents.”

His eyes closed, a faint smile on his lips, and Margaret called out, “Chaotic portal forming.”

“Ordered one, too,” said Kellan.

Twin portals rotated near the ruined entrance to Kellan’s house. Raphael and Ariel stepped out, looked at each other, looked at the house, then both shook their heads. They immediately made their way to where Michael lay. Raphael smiled. “He seems happy,” said the archangel.

Ariel nodded. “He does at that.”

“This is a real treat for him,” confirmed Raphael, “but I suspect he will not admit it. He was so angry with them last night.”

Ariel knelt beside Michael and lifted him into her arms. She nodded to Kellan and Shannon, shifted Michael’s weight, and said, “Because they bent the rules. You know how he is.”

“Hey,” interjected Kellan, “you can see us, right? You do know there are very concerned hairless apes all around you right now, don’t you?”

Raphael stared at the Sentinel for several beats, then said, “Yes, Sentinel of Order, why would we not be able to see you?”

“Well,” began Shannon as she rose to face them, “It’s just that you are talking like we aren’t here.” Her voice lowered and caught in her throat as she asked, “Is Michael…dying?”

Ariel and Raphael shared a look and he asked, “Is that a joke?”

“No, I don’t think so,” replied Ariel, “they seem too concerned for it to have been asked in jest.” The fallen angel smiled at Shannon. “Fear not, Soulborn of Order, Michael is the General of High Heaven. He will be fine.” She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial level, “I won’t tell him you asked, because he would be insulted.”

Raphael moved to take Michael from Ariel’s arms. She released him with obvious reluctance. “Where I go, you cannot follow,” said Raphael and she nodded.

Portals formed behind both angels and they walked toward them. As one Ariel and Raphael turned. They inclined their heads toward Shannon. “Be of good cheer, Soulborn of Order,” said Raphael, “against all odds, principalities, and powers, life grows within you.”

Both portals flashed once and the angels were gone.
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A Promise from Hell




James stepped gingerly over several pieces of what used to be Kellan’s favorite door. “This place is a disaster! What the hell happened, and how did it not make the news?”

Juliet peeked over the arm of a chair, and said, “James Clinton, you are a pompous ass. Either be helpful or kindly piss the frak off.”

He huffed. “Well, I can see someone woke up on the wrong side of bed this morning.”

“Hey Juliet, do you recognize this?” asked Margaret, as she entered the living room.

Juliet squinted, then said, “Yeah, I think it’s part of the fan, maybe the light shade? I don’t know for sure. Just throw it on the pile out back.”

Margaret nodded, then noticed James eyeing her. “Can I help you with something?” she asked.

James’ voice took on a more resonant tone, and he replied, “Well, I certainly hope so. Have we met?”

“Engaged,” lilted Juliet, in a muffled tone from beneath the shattered living room window.

James winced. “Sorry, I’m an old pig learning new tricks. I didn’t mean—”

Margaret smirked at him. “Yes you did, but you are not my type.”

“Oh really,” snickered James. “And just what is your type?” Margaret’s eyes burst to life and she smiled wide enough for her fangs to noticeably protrude. James stepped back in alarm, nearly tripping over some debris. “Holy shit!”

“Yes, holy shit, indeed,” chuckled Margaret. “Perhaps you understand better the type I was referring to.” The glow faded from her eyes and she said, “For the record, my father was Egyptian, I have an immortal boyfriend, and I’m really not interested in dalliances with engaged mortal men.”

She spun on her heels and headed out the back door while James sputtered, “Hey, I said it was a mistake. I’m not interested in dalliances either.” His voice trailed off, “I’m just used to flirting a lot.”

Juliet rose with a dustpan full of broken glass, dumped it into a nearby trash bag, and said, “You’re gonna have to get over that, and quickly, before Naomi puts your balls in a mason jar and pickles them.” The young woman waggled a finger. “From what Shannon’s told me, that girl, she doesn’t play.”

“Who doesn’t play?” asked Draugluin, as he passed Margaret coming in from the back yard.

“His fiancé,” replied Juliet absently, then lifted the trash bag over her shoulder and headed down the hallway.

Draugluin narrowed his eyes at James. “And who are you?”

“I’m Kellan’s best friend, that’s who. I am also the guy who’s getting real tired of not knowing what the hell is going on around here. Where’s Kellan? Wait, forget that a second, who they hell are you, Mr. Beard?”

The Were Patriarch closed the distance between them as his features began to elongate and his eyes took on an amber hue. “Who am I, little mortal?” he growled.

“Leave him alone, Draug, he’s family,” came a voice from his left.

“Shannon,” sighed James, “Thank God. What the absolute hell is going on? Your house. It’s completely trashed. It’s also filled with monsters.”

The Soulborn patted Draugluin on the shoulder, mouthed it’s ok, then kissed James on the cheek and gave him a hug. “Kellan and I were stripped of Ordered power last night and some beasties tried to kill us.” She smiled up at the Patriarch. “Our friends spent the night protecting us, but as you can see, there was some…collapsable damage.”

“Collateral damage, Red,” came a voice from further in the house.

Shannon drew her lips to a line and huffed through her nose. “Thank you Meghan,” she lilted, “I always appreciate your correcting my English.”

“Anytime. I got you,” came the muffled response.

Shannon lowered her voice to a whisper, “She nearly got killed saving our lives…so I’m being extra nice to her. She knows that, of course, so is being extra bitchy to see how far she can push me before I explode.” Shannon crossed her arms. “I’m not going to give that hell spawn the satisfaction.”

James’ eyes slipped off Shannon and he swallowed as a tall woman with amber flecked eyes seemed to suddenly appear beside the Soulborn. “My protection from the sun is all but gone, Shannon. Would you be so kind as to open a portal to the second gate?” Mircalla’s eyes fixed on James. “Ahh,” said the queen with a smile that, as with her daughter, revealed the tips of delicate fangs. “the James Clinton. It is nice to see you again. Kellan continues to speak of you often.” Mircalla stared at him for several seconds in silence.

“She’s a queen,” whispered Shannon. “Don’t just stand there.”

“Huh,” said James, then affected an awkward bow. “Oh, uh, it is very nice to see you again as well, your, uh, Majesty? If it is not rude to ask, what exactly are you queen of?”

“Vampires,” answered Shannon, with barely contained laughter. “She’s also the High Councilor of Havilah.”

James’ eyes widened in recognition. “Those are the dudes Kellan fought with to end the Cabal, aren’t they?”

“Yes, Mr. Clinton,” answered Mircalla, her voice imperious, “We are those dudes.” She shook her head, then turned to Shannon. “Soulborn, if you please?”

“Of course, Calla.” Shannon’s eyes burst to life and she extended a hand. The ordered portal rotated into view. James stared as the opening cleared.

He pointed at the massive winged creature who turned to look at them. “What the hell is that?” he asked.

“Oh, that’s just Deckard,” said Shannon. The Soulborn waved. “Hi Deckard.” 

The angel smiled back and boomed, “Soulborn of Order, Eden greets you. Enter and—”

“No Deckard, I’m not coming there,” interrupted Shannon. “This portal is for Mircalla.” The vampire queen stepped toward the portal, but Shannon reached out to touch her arm. The queen paused, then accepted Shannon’s tight embrace. “I will never be able to thank you.”

Mircalla placed a long, delicate finger, under Shannon’s chin, then gave her a soft kiss. “And you will never have to, Shannon Thorne. My child lives because of your husband.” She moved her hand to rest on Shannon’s waist. “May yours bring you as much joy.” She smiled, then added, “and slightly less frustration.” Without another word, Mircalla stepped through the portal and it winked out.

James stared at Shannon so long that the Soulborn had to smile. “Something on your mind, James?” she asked.

“Um…Shannon, are you?”

“Knocked up?” asked Meghan as she entered the room carrying the ruined ceiling fan. “Yeah, and I bet with those hips she’s gonna get as big as a house!” Shannon took a deep breath, as the nephilim continued. “Hey, Sera, take this will you?” The god of war had just walked through the kitchen’s rear entrance.

“What shall I do with it?” he asked, accepting the twisted metal and broken wood.

“Just put it on the pile. Kel’s gonna plasmatic fire it or some shit.” Ares shrugged, then turned and left. Meghan walked over to James and gave him a hug. “Kel’s gonna be so happy to see you. He should be back soon. Oh, congrats on the engagement, by-the-way. Naomi is a great catch. Kind of stupid for choosing you, but still.”

“Thanks Meg,” said James dryly. He shook his head in disbelief, then pulled Shannon into a tight embrace. When he finally released her, she laughed at the broad grin on his face. “A kid? Really? You’re sure?”

Before Shannon could respond, Meghan barked a laugh. “We’re pretty fucking sure. Some royal demon tried to kill her. Michael the archangel showed up, a bit too dramatically for my taste, but showed up and kicked the demon’s ass, and all because Kel and the slut here knocked boots all night.”

Shannon’s nose flared, but she said, “It really was kind of a miracle.”

“What’s a miracle, Red, is that Kellan’s boys managed to swim in the right direction and fast.” She started to turn, but added, “they must have had tiny Evinrude engines strapped on their little tails.” 

“She’s in rare form,” said James, as the nephilim left through the back door.

“I hate her,” sighed Shannon.

“Yeah, I can see that,” snickered James, “but where’s Kel?”

“Oh, he’s getting a new front door,” replied Shannon.

James covered his mouth with a hand. “Oh, shit, I almost forgot about that, what with all the monsters in your house and all. Kellan was always yelling about us slamming that Revolutionary War door of his. So, it can’t be fixed?”

Shannon frowned, then gestured to the backyard. “The largest part left is about…” she held her hands a foot apart, “…this big.”

“Damn, that must have really pissed him off. So, where’d he go, Home Depot or some custom door place?”

Shannon didn’t answer but suddenly looked past James. She reached out and moved him a few feet to the left. “Not Home Depot,” she chuckled. “He’s coming home now.”

The air crackled and emerald sparks began dancing in a rough oval. Seconds later, the outline firmed and a line streaked down directly in front of James and Shannon. It rotated, then expanded to meet the outline as the portal locked in place.

Shannon stared through the open portal and shook her head. James’ mouth hung open as Kellan raced toward them, eyes glowing, and holding a huge door resting on his head. “Get out of the way! Get…out…of…the way!” he yelled.

“Are those people chasing him?” asked James.

Shannon sighed. “So it seems.”

“They look really pissed,” observed James.

“I suspect they are,” she said. “If someone stole your door, you’d be pissed too.”

They each stepped to one side as Kellan leaped through his portal. It closed behind him and he dropped the door with a thud.

Kellan grinned at James. “Chocolate Douche! What are you doing here?”

“I came by, to make sure you would save the date for my wedding, Vanilla Douche. I wanted you to be my best man, but that was before I realized you were a notorious, time traveling door thief.” James looked his friend over from top to bottom, then added, “You look ridiculous and where did you get those clothes anyway?”

“Huh?” said Kellan, looking down at his cravate, waistcoat, stockings, and buckled shoes. “Oh, that.” He shimmered a moment and the anachronistic clothing was replaced by his contemporary jeans and tee shirt. “That was just an illusion. Draugluin showed Shannon how to do it.” He smiled at the Soulborn, “and she taught me.”

“Draugluin?” asked James shaking his head.

“The werewolf who almost ate you for insulting him,” said Shannon helpfully. 

James nodded, then asked, “So, where did you steal the door?”

“I didn’t steal it dude. I gave the owner a bar of gold worth enough for half an Inn.”

“Then who the hell was chasing you?”

Kellan sighed. “Loyalists. It was my fault. When I paid for the door, someone said something about having paid enough to ransom King George. Before I could stop myself, I said, ‘yeah, screw that guy.”

“They took offense to that, did they?” chuckled Shannon.

“They did indeed, my love,” laughed Kellan, “but I got my door.” He grinned at Shannon. “It’s from the Green Dragon Tavern. The Green Dragon!”

Both she and James shook their heads. Kellan gave her a quick kiss. “You have a reasonable excuse.” He pointed at James. “You are an idiot. The Green Dragon Tavern is the public house where the Sons of Liberty met. It’s quite literally the birthplace of America’s revolution!” The Sentinel rubbed his fingers along the wood. “It dates back to before 1676.” Kellan looked up. “You know the whole place was demolished in 1832 to make way for a warehouse of all things.” He grinned. “But I saved the door. Sam Adams walked through this door…John Hancock.” Kellan’s eyes took on a wild look. “The Boston Tea Party was planned there and Paul Revere was sent to that very inn from Lexington on his famous ride.”

James pinched up his face, then turned to Shannon. “I think he may like that door even more than you or his soon-to-be kid.”

The Soulborn moved close to Kellan and squeezed. “I’m fairly certain that is not the case, James.”

James stared at them incredulously. “But all you have is an old door that’s not even straight. Your house is a veritable shit…hole! Doesn’t that bother you two?”

Kellan opened his mouth to respond, but Margaret peeked her head in through the back door and yelled, “Chaotic portal forming.”

“It’s probably Ariel,” said Shannon, “she promised to let us know how Michael was doing.”

Like before, the air began to crackle, this time just to the right of the fireplace. Kellan and Shannon shared a look. “Uh oh,” they said.

“Uh oh,” repeated James, “What do you mean uh oh?” The portal locked in place, and a lone figure stepped through. “Oh, hell no!” yelled James. “Vampire queens, wearwolves, some dude who thinks he’s Ares…enough. I’m not dealing with him too!”
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Lucifer ran his fingers through his tousled hair and smiled. “What have I ever done to him?”

“Well,” began Kellan, “You did threaten to kill him and his, now, fiancé at a dinner party.”

“I did?” asked Lucifer, as he hopped over the couch to stand beside them. He peered at James. “I don’t remember doing that.” He laughed. “But it does sound like me. What’s your name, little mortal?” James didn’t say anything and Lucifer turned to Kellan. “Can he speak or is he dumb in addition to, well, being dumb.” The Devil laughed again. “Did you get—”

“Yeah, I got it, very funny. This is James and he’s quite clever. He created Jarvis.”

Lucifer’s eyes widened. “Oh, I remember him now. He’s the one who lied to you about his IBM days. Pity he stopped that work, things were heading in the right direction there. Lots of Chaos in Artificial Intelligence. Still, lying to a friend, naughty, naughty.”

“Stop,” said Kellan, “that was over three years ago and water under the bridge. Why are you here?”

“Here?” asked Lucifer, “Why I’m here to help, Kellan. I’m a helper.”

“And my capacity for dealing with crazy shit has just reached its daily maximum,” said James. “I’m out, Kel. I love you.” He gave Shannon a quick kiss on the cheek. “I love you too, Mrs. Thorne. I’m also happy about the kid, if still confused, but I will catch you all later when the Devil, werewolves, and vampires are not cleaning up your house.” Kellan tried to respond, but James had already sprinted toward his car.

“He seems quite the nervous Nelly,” observed Lucifer, “Do whatever you think is right, baby Sentinel, but I wouldn’t have someone like him as a best friend.”

Kellan sighed. “Hey, Screwtape, could you stop with the evil, even for a few minutes?”

Lucifer was about to respond when Meghan barged in the room and shouldered Kellan out of the way. “Thanks for your help last night,” she hissed. “A bunch of us nearly got killed. Shannon really almost got killed, by one of your demons. Focalor got taken away to some magic djinn healing temple place I didn’t even know about. He still could die.” She tapped the Devil in the chest, “and you didn’t do fuck-all. Oh, which reminds me, how’s Aibreann, you know, the girl we all risked our lives to retrieve for you?”

Lucifer lost his perpetual grin and nodded at the nephilim. “You raise a fair point, daughter, but Baphomet was not one of mine, at least not any more.”

“Yeah,” growled Meghan, “because Michael wasted him. Your piece of demonic shit crumbled to dust right over there.”

“He was not mine before that,” clarified the Devil. “It appears I’m dealing with a bit of an insurrection. Half my angels have defected. This Incarnation of Destruction, Perditor, seems bound and determined to sow discord among my troops.” He sighed. “Nothing like the promise of godhood and one’s own universe to turn some heads. You’d think that knowing me for thousands of years would have taught the fools not to trust empty promises. Anyway, had I come here last night to actually align myself with Order, well, I’d have lost the other half.” Lucifer brightened a moment later. “There is some good news. Apparently, I now have a celestial bounty on my head. Whoever kills me gets to be a god in some Perditorian backwater universe or other.”

Kellan shook his head, “How is that good news?”

“Well, I’ve never had a bounty on my head, baby Sentinel. It certainly isn’t boring, and you know how I hate boring.”

“I think we all know that,” grumbled Meghan.

“Yes, well now that I see the state of your home, Kellan, I believe there is something I can do to help.”

The Sentinel shook his head in confusion. “I thought you just said—”

“Not directly help,” interrupted Lucifer. “Look, I’ll show you. Daughter, are any of those mostly worthless djinn still lazing about?”

Meghan ground her teeth. “Ulandur is still here. He’s encouraging the regrowth of several fruit trees that some bastard demons burned to stumps.”

“Excellent,” replied Lucifer, “go fetch him.”

Meghan’s eyes began to luminesce and Kellan thought he actually heard her molars creak as she turned and stalked from the room.

“What did I say this time?” asked the Devil.

Kellan ignored the question. “Where’s Aibreann?”

Lucifer suddenly tensed, “She’s somewhere safe. Why do you ask?”

“Because Maggie and I risked our lives to retrieve her for someone who, as expected, is showing absolutely no sign of appreciation.”

The Devil blinked several times and glanced to the right as Meghan led a thin, blue skinned, djinn with long white hair into the kitchen. Lucifer turned back to Kellan. “I do not respond well to being in anyone’s debt, let alone a mere human. I’ll admit my reaction to you in Eden could have been better.”

“I think that was an apology,” said Shannon softly.

Kellan responded with something unintelligible when Meghan and Ulandur drew near. “What do you want?” asked the djinn icily.

Lucifer pointed at him. “I want you to clean up this mess.”

Ulandur gave the Devil an incredulous look. “I can’t do that.”

“Can’t or won’t?” asked Lucifer.

After a moment’s pause, the djinn said, “Won’t.”

Lucifer grinned, then slapped Ulandur on the back. “Excellent, then you haven’t used your century’s gift?”

The djinn glared angrily at the Devil, clearly unhappy with his question. “No, I have not, Satan.”

Lucifer rubbed his hands together then clapped once. “You see, Kellan, I told you I came to help. Every djinn has the ability to grant one wish without encumbrance every hundred years. Of course djinn are selfish and stingy, so they rarely do so. Fortunately for you, baby Sentinel, Ulandur here falls into that category of djinn so he still has a gift to bequeath.”

Air had begun to stir around Ulandur, a clear indication of his growing anger. Kellan touched the djinn’s arm and said, “Don’t listen to him. You came to guard us when no one even asked. I don’t want to take a wish from you. Honestly, I have everything I want, and more, so—”

“Look at this place, Kellan,” laughed Lucifer. “It’s not even fit for a human. Just ask the djinn for his wish, then use it to clean things up, and it will be so.”

“Do not listen to the deceiver, Sentinel of Order,” intoned Ulandur. “It is true I have the power to bequeath a wish, but limited control over how the wish is fulfilled. You could wish for wealth, only to find it granted via the death of a loved one. No, I will not let you risk such a thing.”

Lucifer pushed the djinn aside. “This ignorant djinn speaks of unintended consequences. Such consequences are born of Chaos, Kellan, and so am I. Every unintended, catastrophic, result from djinn wish fulfillment is my doing!”

Kellan narrowed his eyes at the Devil. “You’re smiling. You realize that twisting someone’s wish like that is a horrible thing to do, right?”

He shrugged, “It’s a chaotic thing. Humans shouldn’t be wishing for things. Djinn wish fulfillment should not even be part of creation. I’m just leveling the field a bit.” Lucifer put his arm around Kellan. “My point is that I can give you the perfect words needed for there to be absolutely no unintended consequences from your wishing that your home be restored.”

“I don’t trust him,” said Meghan. Ares had joined the small group and nodded in agreement.

Shannon sighed. “Just because he said he can give the proper words, doesn’t mean he will.”

Kellan shrugged at the Devil. “Hard pass.”

Lucifer stared back for several seconds, then his eyes began to glow. “Kellan Caufield Thorne…” as he spoke, ribbons of crimson energy began to dance throughout the room. “I am the Morning Star. I saw the birth of creation and was the first to fall from grace.” As he spoke the ambient energy gathered around him like a shield. “If I speak falsely let this power consume me utterly. Visualize your desired outcome, repeat these words and all will be well. ‘I wish my intent be fulfilled, unaltered and uninfluenced, by the implicit will of Chaos.’”

Kellan looked around at his friends. They all seemed taken aback by Lucifer’s declaration. Ulandur said, “If he speaks falsely, Chaos will destroy him. Make your wish, Sentinel of Order”

Kellan took a deep breath, as images flashed through his mind in perfect clarity, then said, “I wish my intent be fulfilled, unaltered and uninfluenced, by the implicit will of Chaos.”

Ulandur’s long, white hair, began to blow as if from a gentle breeze. The wind grew stronger, swirling around them until it felt as if they were in a powerful gale. The djinn’s voice cut through the noise as if they stood in a quiet room. “I am Ulandur, High Djinn of Air, and by my will this wish is fulfilled!”

Throughout the house creaks, cracks, and crashes sounded. Shattered glass mended. Broken chairs became whole. Finally, the door Kellan brought from the Green Dragon rose from the floor, pivoted, then flew to the shattered frame, which secured itself to the thick oak.

Shannon looked around in amazement, then smiled at Kellan. “It’s perfect,” she said, then sprinted into their bedroom. She returned a moment later. “Everything is as it was.”

Kellan laughed, then said, “I certainly hope not, because I added a little something extra.” He walked over to the tall vintage chest that served as his liquor cabinet, and opened its doors. The Sentinel turned toward them, face splitting into a fierce grin. “Well, would you look at that, it’s full of every bloody bottle I could have ever…” he paused for affect and Meghan groaned softly, “…wished for.”







Chapter 43
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Epilogue




Cara padded softly into the bedroom and mewled. Kellan and Shannon lay snuggled under the sheets and a thin comforter. The Soulborn smiled. “Yes, you may join us, my sweet boy.”

The dire wolf crouched down and leaped all the way from the doorway to land deftly at the foot of their bed. He walked up, licked Kellan’s face, then turned and licked Shannon’s as well. Cara then nipped at the covers, and drew them down partway.

Kellan eyed him, and asked, “What are you doing?”

The dire wolf padded back to Shannon and nuzzled her belly. She laughed and scratched him behind the ears. “Yes, there’s a pup in there,” she said, then added, “but we don’t know it’s a boy.”

Cara turned around in a circle several times, then stared at Shannon. He projected a crystal clear image of a young boy with an unruly mop of red hair. Pup is boy.

The dire wolf then lay down with his soft muzzle resting on Shannon’s thighs, and his expressive golden eyes focused intently on her. She glanced at Kellan, who gave a slight shake of his head. Shannon leaned forward and asked, “What is it, Cara?”

Images flashed through both Sentinel and Soulborn. They shivered. Shannon turned to Kellan. “Who is Fenrir?”

“It’s norse mythology, babe. Fenrir is a wolf. According to those legends, he helps usher in Ragnarök…what we might call Armageddon…the end of all things. “ Kellan reached over and gave the dire wolf a soft flick on the ear. “Thank’s for that, Cara. Your bedtime story privileges have been permanently revoked.”

Cara huffed as he projected additional thoughts to Kellan and Shannon. The Soulborn turned fearful eyes to her husband. “A destructive force, in the form of a wolf, that batters down the gate to this world? That doesn’t sound like a story,” she said.

Kellan sat up and stared at the dire wolf. “No,” he said, “No it doesn’t. Cara, who told you that about Fenrir?”

A single image came back, Lupa.

Kellan swallowed. “Did she say how long until he breaks free?”

Images of golden leaves passing to snow covered fields flashed in a slow sequence. “This winter,” Shannon said in a barely discernible whisper, “that’s barely four months from now.” The Soulborn found Kellan’s hand with her own and held it tight. Her jaw clenched as the dire wolf projected a final string of images, and Shannon shook her head. “No, Cara, then we’ll stop it, just like we’ve stopped everything else.” She turned to Kellan, eyes filled with tears of both fear and anger.

He reached up to cup her face and kiss her. “We’ll stop it, Highlander. I’ll be damned if Perditor is going to prevent me from kissing baby toes, or blowing raspberries on little William’s belly til he squeals.” She stared at him as the violet of Kellan’s eyes became consumed by emerald fire. “As God is my witness, mo anama, I will not allow Perditor to breach this world.” With Kellan’s last word, the gathered power coalesced around Sentinel, Soulborn, and dire wolf. It lay on them like a warm blanket, then sank into each.

Shannon sighed, then gave Kellan a slight smile. “William?”

Kellan grinned. “After your Da, of course. If Cara says it’s a boy, then you can take it to the bank, Highlander. Besides, who else would we name him after, but the man who did raise you and did not burn me as a witch.” Kellan’s voice rose playfully, “But if you’d rather not name him after your Da…”

The Sentinel couldn’t finish because he found his mouth was stopped with her kiss.
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The end of Sentinels of Creation, Book Six: 

A Scion of Amber Light




Author's Note




I hope you have enjoyed A Scion of Amber Light. If you’re a connoisseur of my previous author's notes I think you will find this one a bit different, in that I’m going to riff on some current events in addition to book-related topics. With that in mind, here are the four: 



	How current events affect writing.

	The gracious gift of Dogs and Beer.

	The importance of history and historical characters in my writing.

	Shannon’s evolution as a character.






However, before we get to those topics, I first have to give a shout-out to my patrons.

As some of you may know, I have a Patreon page listed under my full name, Robert W. Ross, and there are currently thirteen tiers of support starting as low as one dollar. I recently had an extended dialogue with one reader on Facebook and, after several back-and-forths, he apologized for what he perceived as being an annoying amount of correspondence. Nothing could be farther from the truth because, as I told him, I view my readers and listeners as my patrons. Essentially, I work for you.

Each of you spend hard earned money to buy my books, e-books, or audiobooks. In return, I hope you get stories that both entertain and provoke thought. When I’m especially fortunate, one of you takes the time to write a review. I simply cannot overstate how important those reviews are.

Recently, another author friend of mine chastised me for not having a Patreon page. She had all sorts of good reasons why I was remiss in not having established one, ranging from providing sneak peeks of upcoming work, to sharing discussions about my particular alpha-reader approach.

Well, never let it be said that chastisement stands in the way of taking good advice. Hence, I did set up a Patreon page, and am very appreciative to all those who have chosen to support me there.

Starting with the Jarvis’ Secret Agent tier, I promised to add such supporters’ names to each author’s note along with providing them a number of other goodies. So, without further adieu, I’d like to give a big Sentinels of Creation shout-out to Daniel Seif, and Garrett Zeien for being one of Jarvis’ Secret Agents, to Keith Criswell for joining the Kellan’s Soulborn tier, and to Pete Wells for achieving the Tier of Immortal Power. Pete actually got to have a character added to the book you just read or listened to. I wonder if anyone can figure out which character that might have been. Give it a shot and let me know at my publisher’s website, spartamac.com. In the meantime, thank you, Daniel, Garrett, and Pete.




And now, back to the topics…




How Current Events Affect Writing

I’ll be opening the personal kimono a bit more than usual with this particular topic. As I tap out these words, it is June 12th, 2020. I almost hesitate to write what I’m thinking, because things can always get worse, but 2020 has been one dumpster fire of a year…and it’s only half over.

We’re still in the throws of a pandemic. There are peaceful protests which, as a lover of our Constitution, I like to see, however the reason for those protests is tragic. There is also rioting, looting, and my home city of Atlanta has been on fire which, as a lover of our Constitution, I do not like to see. It breaks my heart to see such division in our country, and I fear it will only deepen as we slog toward a presidential election in a few months.

Fortunately, dear reader, you live in my future. I pray days are brighter where you are.

Earlier today I had to edit my bio for this book and remove the reference to our family’s husky. Our beautiful sweet and gentle Tru Blue Baby Girl had a stroke last week and we had to say goodbye to her. I was driving to pick up her ashes this morning when the rear tire of my car caught a curb, and blew out the sidewall. Time to get out the jack and put on the spare…awesome.

Now there are many things to be thankful for as well. My mom is about to celebrate her 82nd birthday tomorrow, and she’s still sharp as a tack, even if she can’t figure out how to use Messages on her iPad. Oh, that reminds me, I now know what Hell would be like and why everyone should want to avoid it. Hell is trying to remotely explain to your 82 year old mother how to use an iPhone and iPad.

“Bobby…I don’t see a send button. There’s a send button? Where’s the send button? I don’t see it. Oh, there it is. What do I do?”

“Tap it, ma.”

“Tap it?”

“Yeah, tap it.”

“With what?”

“Your finger, just tap it.”

“You mean press it?”

“No, ma…just tap it.”

“What does tapping it mean? Is tapping different than pressing?”

“Yes, if you press too long, something else happens, that’s why you want to tap it.”

“So, I should press it now?”

*Sigh*




Anyway, tech support aside, I’m blessed to have her. Our family is healthy, you guys continue to enjoy Sentinels of Creation, and hopefully some of you have also crossed over to enjoy my new science fiction series, Paradigm 2045 as well.

That said, 2020 is still a dumpster fire and can just suck it. You might wonder whether these external forces affect my writing. They do. First, it’s nice to be able to escape into a world over which I have, at least, some control. I’ve covered in a previous author’s note that I’m far from omnipotent even when writing in world’s I’ve created. The characters take on lives of their own. Especially in later books, they sometimes refuse to do things I think they should do. Despite their occasional petulance, it’s very nice to spend time with them.

A Scion of Amber Light is, in some ways, a lot like 2020. There’s a sense of encroaching darkness and doom as Perditor comes ever closer to breaching the gate erected when our universe was first formed. However, amidst that fear, uncertainty, and doubt we see Shannon with her unwavering commitment to bringing a new life into the world. I’m not sure I could have written that juxtaposition between light and dark, life and death, creation and destruction as well without all the 2020 winds roaring about me.

I’ve often mentioned in these notes that authors are, for the most part, a bit cracked in the head. We take in the beauty, horror, and absurdities of the world and turn them into stories. Sadly, unlike the sword of Gryffindor, which only takes in that which makes it stronger, many of us take in the good, the bad, and the ugly.

Still, on balance, I hope you’ve found that A Scion of Amber Light did a good job of incorporating all those external factors in a way that made for an exciting story, of love and light amidst the darkness.







The Gracious Gift of Dogs and Beer

The short-bio at the end of A Power Renewed mentioned our two huskies. The bio at the end of the last two books mentioned one husky. Now, my bio does not mention huskies at all.

Both our sweet pups have crossed the rainbow bridge and I would be gravely remiss if I did not eulogize them a bit here.

Our first dog, TiVo, was named after the device, and we called him our Hi-Def Dawg, Mr. Dawg, Nugget and many loving things. Cara was patterned after Mr. Dawg and was a way for me to bring my beautiful TiVo back to visit with me. I often referred to him as an X-Dog, the next evolution in dogs. He was super dialed in to humans. You may have met his like before. Some dogs are, some are not. TiVo was just super dialed in. He learned to smile, which scared people, and he liked to high-five. His favorite thing in the world, next to snuggling with us, was beef jerky. He’d poke his nose through the blinds whenever we left the house and watched us until we disappeared around the bend. He always met us at the door when we returned home. One time we went on vacation without him, when we came home he was delighted to see us. Later that day, my wife and I were unpacking in our bedroom and TiVo came in. He made his TiVo noises to get our attention. When he was sure he had it, the little bastard leaned forward and emptied his bladder on our carpet. “That’s what you get for leaving me,” was the clear message. He was only eight when we lost him to cancer. We said goodbye in our living room with all his family around him. He loved all of us and was so happy to be getting so much attention. For him, it was the best day ever. I sometimes find it odd how his best day was one of my worst, but that’s how it is with dogs. We worry. They love. Their lives are simple. I think we could learn a lot from dogs.

Tru was as sweet as TiVo was mischievous. She was pure white and looked like Ghost from Game of Thrones, except for her derpy smile. She wasn’t into us nearly as much as TiVo. I would joke that we were TiVo’s humans and Tru was TiVo’s dog. She would love on us for about 15 minutes a day, then go about her business. That said, she didn’t have a mean bone in her body and was the dog everyone gravitated to because she was so beautiful. I suspect that pissed TiVo off. As I mentioned in the 2020 Can Suck It section above, we lost Tru just about a week before I’m writing this. She had a stroke around midnight and we stayed with her until morning when we could get a veterinary diagnosis. Thanks to COVID, she only had my wife and I to see her safely off, but she was so very Tru until the end…peaceful…loving…sweet.

So, you may be wondering what the heck I meant by this subheading: The Gracious Gift of Dogs and Beer. I have often joked that much of the spiritual world is hidden from our eyes and must be taken on faith. However, there are two very tangible gifts we’ve been given as proof there is, indeed, a God who loves us and wants us to be happy. What are those very tangible gifts? Yep, Dogs and Beer. 
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The Importance of History

Since you’ve just finished the sixth book in a series, and may also have read or listened to my science fiction series, Paradigm 2045, I think it’s a safe bet you’ve noticed how I use history and historical characters.

History is a long time. Lots of people and things have happened in history. Some of those things are quite interesting. I love tapping into those historical events, characters, and culture. First, in some small way, I feel that highlighting a few dark historical events or people might help us avoid repeating the same mistakes. There’s a reason why George Santayana’s words ring as true today, as they did when he first spoke them in 1905, Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.

That said, I think the reverse can be true as well with respect to positive things. Within these volumes you’ve been reintroduced to historical characters of myth and legend like Ares, Thor, The Fates, and Vlad Tempes. You got to hear the exact words spoken when The Beatles were introduced at that Scandinavian concert. Finally, whether you liked it or not, there were countless pop cultural references that you may, or may not, have recognized, ranging from Battlestar Galactica, in this book, to Doctor Who’s Girl in the Fireplace in Book 1.

All these bits of history, character, myth, and legend are bound together to form the world in which Kellan, Shannon, and all the others live.




Shannon’s Evolution as a Character

This topic is a bit of a teaser for what I think will be the main thrust of my last author’s note for Sentinels of Creation, the one that you’ll find at the end of Book 7: A Final Sacrifice. My current plan is for Book 2 of the Paradigm 2045 trilogy to be released in June of 2021 with A Final Sacrifice released in January of 2022. Here’s hoping.

Anyway, that Book 7 author’s note will likely revolve around my philosophical musings on ending the Sentinels of Creation series, but I don’t really want to think too much about that now.

This topic is all about Shannon and I’m going to share some dark secrets that have hitherto been locked in my mental vault. Do you guys remember when Shannon spat blood all over Kellan’s face because her soul was being shredded by having spent too much time outside her native timeline? That scene took place early on in Book 2, A Tale of Two Gardens. Well, according to my outline, Kellan was going to portal Shannon back to Glen Ferry only to have her die in his arms.

What the frak, you say?

Yup, that was…insert air quotes…the plan.

Well, as I’m sure you’ve figured out, Shannon ripped off a string of Gaelic curses, then spat them in my direction, right after spitting blood on Kellan. She then kicked me in the face. In short, Shannon refused to die. More accurately, she decided to live.

The distinction is important, because Shannon’s entire arc is about life. She chooses it at every turn. I honestly wish I could say that I planned it that way, but I didn’t. She first chose life for Kellan in that Atlanta alley, in Book 1. 

In Book 2, she chose life for herself that day in Glen Ferry while Time sought to rend her very soul. 

In Book 3, she chose life three times: for Maggie, for Lamia, and for Merlin. But wait, you say, Merlin died. True enough, but as the wizard himself said, death is not the opposite of life, destruction is. When Kellan procured, okay stole, a soul from the guff, Merlin still died, but he lives on, doesn’t he?

In Book 4, Shannon joins Kellan as he seeks the Mortis stone, which reinforces what Merlin already knew as a certainty. Death is not the end.

In Book 5, Shannon begins her greatest quest for life and, in doing so, helps save the life of even the one Kellan believes is least deserving of it, Lucifer. Raphael, himself, tells the Soulborn she will never bring life into the world. She refuses to accept this from the archangel with the same doggedness that she refused to accept her own death at my hands.

Finally, in Book 6, we see the convergent plots where Kellan seeks to bring life back to Aibreann while Shannon completes her quest to bring life to her and Kellan’s baby. Her commitment to life is so complete and infectious, that the very fabric of creation tears around her indomitable will.

What does Book 7 have in store? Well, I know and I hope you will find it a fitting conclusion to the Sentinels of Creation story. I write conclusion rather than ending because I’m not yet convinced this world of Order, Chaos, Angels, Demons, Creation, and Destruction is done for us. I’ve learned my lesson. I’m not in control.




Well, that’s it, another novel and author’s note in the can. Again, I hope you continue to enjoy Sentinels of Creation, in general, and next year’s Book 7, in particular. I will endeavor to do right by both you and the wonderful characters who inhabit this world you’ve so graciously taken the time to enter. As always, please feel free to contact me on Facebook, Instagram, or at Spartamac.com.








Sentinels of Creation will return next year for…




BOOK 7: A FINAL SACRIFICE




Author’s Bio




Robert W. Ross has spent the last thirty years spinning stories and user journeys into web, mobile, and social experiences for brands ranging from the obscure to the iconic.

He has both a passion for pop culture and a loathing to discuss himself in the third person. However, his wife convinced him that anyone who took the time to reach the last page of his book or the end of his audiobook, might want to know a little about the person who wrote it.

To that end, Robert’s influences include authors such as Robert A. Heinlein, Phillip Jose Farmer, and Brandon Sanderson. He has a deep and abiding love for all things Star Trek, Doctor Who, and Sponge Bob. While Robert can often make obscure TV, Book, and Movie references, he sadly lacks Kellan’s eidetic memory. He is quite sure the brain space taken up by all that trivia is directly responsible for his lacking any sense of direction.

Sentinels of Creation: A Scion of Amber Light is the sixth book in the series and Robert’s current plan includes one more Sentinels book to round out the initial arc. He is also considering one or two stand alone novels that would feature supporting characters from the main story arc. This is in response to a number of fans who have requested more details on both Shannon and Meghan.

As can be seen from these first six Sentinels books, Robert has great appreciation for strong female characters who can hold their own, have well formed thoughts, motivation, and are never relegated to simple plot devices.

He lives in Atlanta with his wife of over twenty years, their kids, and about 11 different Apple products.
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