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One
 
Mike Prior hated it when his girlfriend kicked his butt.
He stood in the middle of Sensei Jon's Dragon Dojo, his headgear causing the sweat to trickle down into his eyes. Across from him was a girl with auburn hair and a collection of piercings – three in each cartilage, a stud in her nose, and a barbell in her navel that only Mike knew about. Currently, she was bouncing on the balls of her feet, ready to pounce.
But she was still a few feet away, so Mike took a breather and readjusted his karate gi, which was falling off his—
Lightning quick, Laura leapt at him.
Mike tried to jerk out of the way, but his attempt at getting comfortable had cost him. Laura's foot collided with his solar plexus, and the wind left his lungs with a whoosh. He stumbled backwards, bare feet grasping for footing on the carpet, mind panicking over the lack of oxygen. Another kick came, this time aimed at his temple, but Mike recovered in time to duck underneath it. He swept out a leg to try and knock Laura off her feet, but she was too quick. In one fluid motion, she jumped over his ankle, grasped his outstretched arm, and flipped him onto his back.
Mike rolled left and handsprang to his feet. Cheering filled his ears. Laura took a shot at his torso, but he knocked it aside and countered with a similar jab. Then, after a few seconds of punch-counterpunch, Mike landed a shot on Laura’s stomach. She lurched forward, eyes squinted and mouth open in a stunned expression of pain.
Mike felt an immediate stab of regret.
This was just something she’d goaded him into, so the kids could see some real—
Just like that, he was on the floor. Laura slipped a foot inside Mike’s leg and pushed him backwards, landing Mike right on his back. She crouched down and held a fist-blade at his neck.
“Yield,” she said, breathing heavily.
Mike swore in his head. Story of my life…
The crowd erupted into boisterous applause. Mike glanced at the twenty-odd students who’d stuck around the dojo to watch the fight, all of them clapping and gesturing wildly.
He smirked. There hadn’t been a single eight-year-old pulling for him.
Laura removed her sparring gloves and offered a hand. Mike took it, noticing her sweaty palm, then rewrapped his karate gi and tightened his green belt. Laura did likewise. The two turned to each other, bowed, then did the same to the kids.
“Okay, everybody,” Laura called with a hint of swagger in her voice. “Same time next week…”
Mike let Laura’s wrap-up fade into the background as he made for his gym bag, muttering under his breath. He’d had her… but no, he had to hesitate like that… he shook his head. Four in a row! How could he lose four in a row to her?
“Excuse me, who’s in charge here?”
Mike turned to see a middle-aged man peering at him from behind a pointed nose and thin-rimmed glasses. He was wearing a three-piece suit, which must’ve been brutal in the July heat. Out of the corner of his eye, Mike saw Laura mouth the word "loser" and slide out of the way.
Are you kidding me? Mike thought. I will destroy you for this…
Resigned to his fate, Mike turned with hands on his hips, still breathing heavily. “That would be me.”
The guy looked Mike up and down, then raised an eyebrow. “And how old are you?”
“Uh, sorry, Jon Miller’s the sensei around here, he’ll be back tomorrow.”
“Just answer the question, kid.”
Mike blinked. Well. Somebody tied his Brooks Brothers a little too tight.
“I’m sixteen.”
“I see.” The man’s gaze swept the dojo. He looked bored. One of the karate students at the door called for him – Jamison, a sweet kid, if nothing more than a punching bag – but the man didn’t acknowledge. “And what’s your name?” he said to Mike while still looking backwards.
“Mike Prior. Is there anything you need me to—”
The guy snapped to attention. “Wait, what was that? What did you say your name was?”
“Uh, Michael Prior. Do I—”
“No, not at all,” the man said quickly, nodding and staring at Mike like he was a specimen or something. “Nice bout, kid.” And with that, the man turned and headed for the door, taking his son’s hand as he left.
Mike’s first thought was, okay, that was weird. But then something caught his eye. There was someone staring at him, through the window, from across the parking lot. Some dude in a t-shirt and shorts. Eyes squinted, mouth open, phone to his ear. As if he’d just found something he’d been looking for…
Mike froze.
Am I overacting right now?
The last time someone had looked at him like that, he’d been shopping with his mom at a mall in Baltimore. Ten minutes later, that same someone had tried to jump him in the men’s room. Mike smirked as he recalled the kick he’d sent to that guy’s crotch…
Then shuddered as he thought about the aftermath.
The car chase. The bullet holes.
The sudden, forced relocation…
He looked back at Laura, a knot in his stomach. He exhaled slowly, like Sensei Jon had taught him. Chill out, okay, nothing is happening. NOTHING IS HAPPENING.
He wiped the sweat off his forehead, then rubbed it on his karate gi. Nothing was happening. Right, okay. And the guys were supposed to come over later for video games, ice cream, and as many nachos as they could consume. Mike looked at the clock on the wall. They might even be there already, if Mom let them in. That would help him relax… besides, if he was still freaking out after that, well, at least he would know he needed to see a psych—
“Um… you okay?”
Mike turned to see Laura staring at him with that adorable scrunched-up face of hers.
“Yeah, yeah. Fine.”
Laura held up a keyring, then grinned. “Loser locks up.”
Mike took the keys absentmindedly. Keys. Loser locks up. Right. He looked back at the windowpane, his heartbeat racing.
The guy was gone.
Nothing is happening. Okay?
Mike took Laura’s hand when he finally caught up to her. She was the first girl he’d dated since moving to Queens a year ago. Not that he was interested in anybody else; Laura Stetson was by far the coolest girl he’d ever met. He shaded his eyes. The sun was going down, level to his line of sight, but the humidity was still out of control. It felt like he had a faucet inside his body, the way he was gushing sweat.
“You know, you could let me win once in a while,” Mike said as he flicked a rock out of his sandals.
“Nah, that wouldn’t be any fun.”
“Uh huh,” Mike mumbled. He sidestepped some guy who was casually ignoring his dog as it deposited a gift on the sidewalk. Classic Forest Hills. The only place in the world that smelled like car fumes and dog poo rolled into a single, gratifying cologne. Eau de Crap, it could be called.
“You okay, by the way?” Mike asked when he was safely out of the way of the poo. “I hit you pretty solid back there.”
“Yeah, totally fine.” Laura pushed her matted hair out of her face. “You hesitate too much, you know. Gonna lose you a lot of tournaments.”
Mike felt his face get hot. "Yeah, well, as long as I don't lose you over it, I think I'll be okay."
Laura stopped walking and dropped his hand. "You do remember who asked who out, right?"
You asked me. I remember. Took me two days to say yes, I was so freaked out by it. "Maybe," Mike allowed.
"Good. So stop being so paranoid."
Can't help it, babe. Part of the Mike Prior M-O.
Laura took his hand again, and the two walked hand-in-hand towards the intersection. Mike felt Laura’s thumb tickle his palm, and he smiled to himself. Good, she wasn’t mad—
A foghorn shattered Mike’s world. Mike jumped out of his skin as a yellow cab tore past them, its driver screaming something out the window.
Laura, who had one foot in the street, returned fire, inundating the cabbie with a slew of curses.
Mike glanced at the traffic light again.
They had a don’t-walk sign.
He stifled a laugh, then looked both ways as they crossed. He was much mellower about these things, probably a result of his time spent down south. Four months in Dallas, six in Atlanta, nine in Omaha… Laura, on the other hand, was a purebred New Yorker. Jaywalking was in her blood.
When they arrived at Laura’s house, Mike made sure to do the tickle-her-palm thing as she left. It was a little childish, to be honest – it almost felt like he was in fifth grade or something – but it was Laura’s thing, and it was cute. Mike waved at Laura’s mom as she opened the door, then headed for home.
Only after she was gone did he realize how badly his nerves were shot. Sure, in the past, he’d been dragged out of bowling alleys, movie theaters, even school buildings – but that was his mother’s obsession, not his. Always someone coming to get them. Gotta get out of here. Come on, let’s go, no calling your friends, there’s no time for that…
And with every attack of paranoia, there would be an immediate change of address.
Mike ground his teeth. Like there was ever any danger. What was his mom worried about, anyway? Okay fine, the Baltimore thing had been pretty nuts, the taxi had had a guy riding shotgun – literally – shooting at them with a sawed off—
No.
Mike squeezed the handle of his gym bag just a little as he stepped over a gnarled tree root. He was doing it again. Freaking out. Over nothing. Everything would be fine, and—
“Michael Prior?”
Mike snapped out of his daze and squinted into the sun. His breath caught. It was Jamison’s father, and the guy from across the street. They both wore sweatsuits now, and matching sunglasses, as if they belonged to the church running team or something.
Mike dropped his gym bag and balled his hands into fists.
The guy reached into his sweatshirt pocket. Mike cringed, but it wasn’t a weapon. It was a police badge that looked like it belonged to a Halloween costume. Which wasn’t much better.
“We’d like to ask you a few questions, Mister Prior. If you don’t mind.”
Mike licked his lips. The guy had met him in a dojo, right? He had to realize he knew karate… right? Which probably meant he had a weapon… a knife, or a gun…
The sound of car doors slamming made Mike turn around. Five more joggers climbed out of a parked taxicab and strode in their direction.
Ohmigod, ohmigod… think, Mike, think…
All of a sudden, Mike was grabbed from behind. He reacted as if it was second nature, judo-flipping his assailant over his back and onto the concrete. But the remaining men jumped him. One of the sweatsuits applied a full nelson. Mike tried to break out, but the guy who held him was too strong. The sun burned his skin, the pressure on his neck was incredible… Jamison’s father pulled something metal out of his pocket, something that glinted in the sunlight—
Then, somehow, one of the sweatsuits flew sideways, as if an invisible hook had jerked him away. The assailants jumped back, their heads swiveling. The full nelson was released and Mike was thrown to the ground. His face slammed against the exposed tree root, and he tasted blood. Mike wiped his mouth and looked up to see some guy wearing a leather outfit, complete with a totally unnecessary trench coat, fending off his attackers. The guy took out one sweatsuit, then two… he was unbelievable, twirling kyus  as fast as Sensei Jon, probably even faster.
Mike was so awestruck that it took him a second to realize, I should probably get out of here.
He grabbed his gym bag, put his head down, and ran. Hard. He peeled around the corner and headed for–
No, not home. That was stupid, someone might follow him.
He slammed on the brakes and make a right, heading for Queens Boulevard. The more people, the better. He ran until he came to a huge intersection.
Queens and Continental. Okay, okay… think, Mike, think!
Mike slid up against the wall of a Duane Reade. They couldn’t jump him here, not with so many people around. Could they? His insides churned like that kale and potato puree he’d thrown in the blender for his mom that morning. He thought about calling the police, but what exactly was he supposed to tell them? Yeah, see, I was attacked by seven guys in sweatsuits, and then this guy from The Matrix showed up and saved me… Sure, whatever. On the other hand, if someone was after him, the police could be worth talking to.
Mike punched 911 into his Nokia 3310 (Mom would never let him have a smartphone). But he stopped before hitting the silver dial key. The last thing he wanted was for his mother to find out something had happened. She would pack them up right away, dragging them off to another city without warning, no questions asked, making him leave Laura behind…
But if he was being followed, then he really needed help, or at least an escort home…
Aw, he could take care of himself, couldn’t he?
Not one-on-seven…
But that guy had showed up…
Yeah, but if he hadn’t, he’d be dead meat… literally…
But what about Laura…
Mike scowled.
Calling the police meant losing her.
And he was not ready to do that.
Mike stuffed his phone into his bag, checked to make sure he had the light, and started running towards the sanctuary of his fifth-story apartment.
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Miraculously, nothing happened on the way back, and Mike breathed a sigh of relief when he discovered that nobody was home, because he looked like he’d taken a beating in the octagon. His face was full of blood, his nose was bruised, and his knee had bled onto his karate pants. Mike chucked his bag in a corner and hurried into the shower. He thought about calling Laura, but he didn’t want to make her nervous. Besides, they were after him, not her.
If that even made any sense.
Mike let the scalding water run over him. His knee burned. It felt almost… purifying.  He’d been mugged, he’d made it out okay, and he was fine. Period, end of story. All he could do now was act normal around his mother, and hopefully this would all go away.
The guys came over around eight, and before he knew it, the pizza was gone, the ice cream had been cleared away, and the chips and dip were scattered around the garbage. Mom locked herself in her room, probably reading some sappy romance novel, and the most important time of the night arrived.
Game time.
The ruckus started about half an hour in, which was record time by Mike’s estimate. Underneath the TV was a Nintendo Classic – Mom had never let him get any decent video game system, but once they came out with a stay-at-home console that didn't connect to the internet, she okayed it – and Tank Ellsbury, the closest thing Mike had to a best friend in Queens, had just scored the go-ahead touchdown in their ultimate Tecmo Bowl tournament.
Except, in the celebration, a kid named Pete accidentally tripped over the controller wire, causing the game to freeze.
Guys immediately switched gears, screaming at the machine for being a piece of trash that wasn’t worth the plastic it was made from.
“Doesn’t matter, this game’s mine,” Tank crowed as Mike went over to restart the console. “Who’s next?”
“Not a chance, I had two minutes left to score,” Mike muttered as plopped himself back on the couch. The doorbell rang, which was weird, but Mike had more important things to focus on. “See who’s at the door, Petey?” He turned back to Tank. “Same teams, one half only.”
“Done. Five bucks you can’t come within a touchdown.”
“You're on,” Mike agreed, and the crowd responded in approval. Guys made their own side bets, all while pleading with Mike and Tank to come through.
Petey stepped gingerly back over the gamepad wires with a big cardboard box. He set it the dining room table.
“Hey, Petey, who delivered that package?” Mike said as Tank kicked off.
“I dunno, some guy in a UPS outfit. You want me to open it?”
“UPS?” Mike selected a running play. “At ten o’clock at—
Suddenly, Mike heard tearing cardboard, and a guttural snarl that couldn’t have come from anything human. Startled, he looked over at the package, which promptly ripped itself open to reveal a large, cat-like animal.
Except it wasn’t a cat.
Mike drew back in horror. The creature had a long snout, with small canine fangs. Its fur was half white and half black, and a horrible scar curled around its body, as if it had been cut in half and sewn back together. It had no tail. One eye bulged from its socket, much larger than the other.
And right now, it was cawing like a banshee.
“What is that?” Tank flung the controller against the wall and jumping away from the melee.
Out of nowhere, Mike’s mom burst into the room. “Get into the den, everybody!” Mike felt himself being pushed in the other direction. Before he could decide whether to go back and help his mom, he was behind a door with all his friends. He tugged on the doorknob, but it wouldn’t open.
Dammit! He’d had an opportunity to slip out, not to leave his Mom out there by herself. But he’d hesitated for one second, and that had cost him…
Mike pressed his ear to the wood, desperate to comprehend the sounds he heard. There was a soft thud, then a louder thud… Mom yelled something Mike didn’t understand… behind him somebody started wailing, which prompted a rush of “shut up already!” and other more exotic phrases. There was a whooshing sound, like a giant faucet being turned on… another thud, a human scream… a non-human scream, a curse…
And then, silence.
“Mom!” Mike pounded on the door, his stomach in his throat. He thrust a shoulder into the wood, but it didn’t give.
Then the door was wrenched open from the other side.
His mom stood there, panting, t-shirt torn, sweatpants ripped open on the left side. Crimson streaked down her leg. Scratches covered her face, and there was green and red paint caked her oily brown hair.
Mike stepped slowly into the living room, his mouth agape. The place reeked of smoke. Shards of glass lay scattered around the standing lamp. Another part of the wall was waterlogged, like someone had sprayed it with a fire hose. The couch was ripped to shreds, and the two metal folding chairs had been sawed in half. There were scorch marks on the wall, and the animal’s carcass laid in the corner, unmoving, a green pool of gook spreading on the carpet.
“Michael,” Mom said, wiping blood from her cheek, “We have to talk.”
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“There’s something you need to know about your ancestry.”
Mike’s gut was so hollow he almost didn’t hear his mom speak. Everything about this made him sick. They were seated in the kitchen, their usual talking spot, and Mom had made the standard, hot cocoa. All Mike’s friends had left, most running home without so much as a word. Not that Mike could blame them. He was just as freaked as they were.
Except he knew where this was going.
Anytime something crazy happened – like mini-sabretooth-tiger-tearing-apart-the-living-room crazy – Mom would always try to explain things.
Sometimes weird things happen in life, Michael.
Things we don’t understand.
Be careful, especially around people you don’t know.
Don’t trust anybody.
Stay away from strangers.
Don’t hang out with any girls you find strangely attractive.
As if he’d ever attempt something crazy like that.
But even worse than the conversation, Mike knew about the aftermath.
He would be leaving Queens.
And there wasn’t a thing he could do about it.
He’d gone through all the scenarios in his head while Mom was boiling the hot water. Tank might let him crash by his place, but for how long? He couldn’t stay by Laura, her dad was a tyrant when it came to boyfriends, that wasn’t even on the radar. Besides – could he really just refuse to go? And leave his mom by herself? Leave himself by himself?
Mike fingered the rim of his cracked Donald Duck mug and looked at his mom. She had cleaned herself up a bit, but her hair was still multicolored, and some of the wounds on her cheek were starting to bleed again.
“I haven’t told you this because… because I felt it was in your best interest. Please know that.”
“Not in the mood for a speech, Mom,” Mike snapped, a little more sharply than he intended. The moment he said it, he wished he could take it back. His mom was clearly hurting, although Mike wasn’t sure how bad. At the very least, the cuts on her face had to sting, and while the blood on her leg had been cleaned off, Mike could see the wound through the gaping hole in her sweatpants. He wondered if she needed stitches.
There was a palpable, tension-filled silence. Somehow, the smell of cocoa made him nauseous. He thought about telling her, just because … but that wouldn’t help matters…
Oh, why not… it’s not like things can get any worse…
“I was attacked, by the way. Before the party.”
Mom’s eyes widened. “What?”
Mike breathed in deeply. Remind me why you’re doing this again? Oh, yeah, because you’re a paranoid momma’s boy who can’t keep any secrets from her. Good luck with that, bro.
“Yeah. On the way back from the dojo, outside Pathmark. A bunch of guys in sweatsuits.”
“And you didn’t tell me?”
Mike looked away. “Um, I didn’t want you to worry?”
“Michael.” Mom slid a hand across the table.
Mike felt his mom take his hand, but he couldn’t bring himself to look at her.
“You didn’t want to move again,” she said plainly.
Gee, Mike thought. How’d you guess? The past year in Queens had been the best of his life. He had made a ton of friends at school, mostly because Tank had taken him under his wing. He had gotten good grades for the first time, even made the baseball team as a backup outfielder. After getting the summer job at the dojo and having Laura ask him out, Mike was beginning to think Queens was the greatest place on Earth. And now, he was going to have to leave.
Just like every other place.
But he didn’t want to talk about it, so he changed the subject.
“What was that thing, anyway?”
Mom took a sip of hot cocoa. “A Calebra.”
“A what?”
“That’s what they call it.”
“Who's 'they'?”
Now Mom played with her wedding band. The thing had never left her finger since Dad had died, more than ten years ago.
“Michael, our family comes from a lineage of Guardians, who protect the world from its own evils.”
“Dad was a cop? I thought you said he was—”
“A lawyer, I know.” Mom dabbed a wet compress to the cuts on her cheek, staining the towel in the process. “He wasn’t a cop, and he definitely wasn’t a lawyer.”
“Then what was—”
There was a sharp knock on the door. Mike jumped, but his mother didn’t even move. As if she was expecting it.
Mike put a hand out. “I’ll get it.”
That proved to be unnecessary. The door opened itself, despite the doorbolt. Mike didn’t even have time to think before a man wearing a full-leather outfit, complete with a double-buttoned vest and long trench coat, stepped into the room.
It was the same guy who had saved Mike a few hours earlier.
“I’ll need the names of all the kids who were here,” the man said immediately, looking from Mike to his mother and back again.
Mom nodded without looking at the guest. “Uh huh.”
The man surveyed the room for a few moments. “Your package did not contain a deathworm,” he said, just audible enough for Mike to hear.
A deathworm? Mike thought. Sounded like something from Star Trek, or Star Wars, or Star-whatever-tv-show-ripoff…
“A Calebra,” Mom said softly.
The man’s head snapped around. The guy studied the damage again, a little more intently this time, then stared at Mom. “And nobody was killed?”
“No.”      
The man’s jaw worked for a moment. Then he grunted, apparently satisfied. He reached into his overcoat. “This is for the boy.” Out came a wedding-invitation-sized envelope, bound together by fancy white lace.
Mike had noticed his mother’s lack of surprise – how could he not – but what happened next caught him totally off guard.
Mom jumped up and knocked the letter to the floor, as if it was on fire.
“Get that away from him,” she hissed, a poisonous look on her face.
The man removed his sunglasses slowly, deliberately, as if he thought he was on TV or something. Mike drew back, startled. The guy had a scar that slashed across his temple and into his cropped black hair, as if someone had caught a hook in his eye and yanked it backwards.       
“The Headmage is sending out early invitations,” the man said. When Mom didn’t respond, the man added, “In light of recent events.”
Mike waited for some sort of argument from his mother, but she gave no hint of recognition. If anything, she looked as confused as he did.
The man’s lips pouted. “You don’t know, do you.”
“You don’t exactly keep me informed, Seth.” Mom sat back down. Then she turned to Mike, as if just realizing he was there. “Mike, this is Seth Stockton. He’s… a friend of the family.”
Mike saw Stockton bristle at that description.
“There were… other attacks,” Stockton said, his jaw working. “On the other families.”
Mom said, “I will not send Michael to Windham. If you think—”
“They have the book, Sepulchra.”
Mom gasped. A hand flew to her mouth.
Sepulchra? Mike thought, his mind churning. Mom had always introduced herself as Sippy. That was her name, not… what was it? Sepulchra? What kind of name was that? Mike opened and closed his fist to try and get the blood pumping back into his brain, because either this was a dream, or he was losing his mind.
“The term begins tomorrow. The Headmage expects Michael to be there.”
Headmage? Mike thought. What was this, some kind of joke? Some kind of sick, Harry Potter meets Mortal Kombat meets whatever-the-heck-you-call-that-mutated-cat joke?
“Tomorrow? It’s the middle of July—”
“The Headmage expects Michael to attend,” Stockton repeated. He turned to leave.
“Seth.”
Mike turned to see his mom sink back into the kitchen chair. She looked drained, as if the fight had finally affected her. “The wounds on my leg. Please.”
Stockton’s eyes narrowed. “Heal them yourself,” he muttered, then vanished through the open doorway.
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Stockton climbed into his Jeep and slammed the door shut. He breathed in the fresh leather. Then he slammed his fist down on the steering wheel. Why did Sepulchra always have to be so… unnerving?
“Garzan,” he said into the voice-activated speakerphone.
A moment later, he heard a voice in the car. “This is Garzan.”
“I just left Sepulchra’s house.”
“And? Another worm?”
“A Calebra.”
A pause. “So it was the Brethren.”
Stockton pulled the Jeep out into the street. “Or a Slayer who picked up some black magic on the way.”
“Perhaps. What did she say?”
“She was not informed about the other attacks.”
The voice on the other end groaned. “Our list of allies grows thin, yet we alienate our own kind. The boy is coming, I trust?”
“Of course.”
“Good. Don’t worry, Seth. I’ll keep an eye on him.”
“As will I, Headmage. As will I.”
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Mike sat cross-legged on his bed, staring at a piece of parchment.
Your enrollment at Windham Manor has been approved. Please bring with you the following items…
Mike had half-expected to see a list of wizard gear or something, but the letter did not ask him to bring any books or schooling material. Just your sleepaway-camp basics: clothes, linens, toiletries. He shoved his mousy hair out of his face and rubbed his eyes. This was getting to be too much.
There was a soft knock at the door, and Mom came in with two Cokes. She handed one to Mike.
“Come on, let’s get you packed.”
Mike tossed the invitation in the garbage. “I’m not leaving, Mom.” He popped open the soda can, and the fizz bubbled against the drone of the air conditioner. He could probably live at Tank’s for two, maybe three months, or at least until school started. He would figure things out from there.
Mom sat on the bed. “Listen, sweety, I know you don’t want to move again. But Windham is a very good, uh, boarding school.”
Mike sighed. He would let her play this game for another minute, and then she’d find out how serious he was. “That Stockton guy isn’t going to kill any of my friends, is he?”
A smile escaped Mom’s lips. “Of course not. But they may not remember what happened when they wake up in the morning.” Then her face straightened. She rubbed the sweat on the soda can and stared at Mike’s Buzz Lightyear bedding.
“There’s a reason I’ve dragged you around the country for the last ten years. Our family is… hunted. For their power.” Mom paused. “I know it’s been a lousy way to grow up. I thought… I thought I was keeping you away from this. I thought if you were never trained, you’d never be sought after. But I guess our history has caught up with us, huh.”
Sure, Mom, whatever you say, Mike thought. He took a long, slurping drag on his coke. He had no idea what history she was referring to, and frankly, he didn’t really care. Maybe he should’ve been clearer with his previous statement.
“I’m not leaving Laura, Mom.”
“No, Mike, you have to.” Mom’s brow knotted. “Listen, Laura’s a great girl, but if the Book of Lineage is gone, then every Guardian family will be tracked until they’re…” Mom’s voice trailed off.
“They’re what, killed? Why would someone try to kill us, Mom?”
Instead of answering, Mom slipped off the bed and placed the soda on Mike’s desk. She opened one of his wooden drawers and started pairing socks together.
“Mom, I’m not going.”
She didn’t answer.
“I’m not going, Mom!”
Mom stopped packing and looked at her son. Her eyes were wet. “I wish there was another way, Michael. Can’t you see that?”
Mike threw his hands up. She was going to give him a guilt trip for this? He took another swig of his coke. For God’s sake.
“What exactly is this ‘Book of Lineage,’ anyway? Does it have my baby picture or something?”
Mom folded up a pair of pants. “Pictures, no. Names, locations, dates of birth. Family spells.”
Well, that made sense. Mike had been wondering what kind of hit squad didn’t have pictures of their targets, but if they’d just had this book to go on, then then they wouldn’t have—
Wait, what was that last thing?
“Did you say family spells?”
Mom took out some shorts and placed them on the floor.
“Hold on a second,” Mike said, the wheels turning in his head. “That guy Stockton said something about a headmage, and you’re talking about spells. What, is Windham a real life Hog—”
“Were you with her, Michael?”
“Huh?”
“Were you with her. Laura. When you were attacked.”
What did that have to do with anything? “What does—no, I was alone, I dropped her at…”
Mike’s voice trailed off.
The horrible realization came to him all at once.
“Would they really go after her?” Mike scrambled off his bed. Panic gripped his lungs, as if he’d been shoved underwater. “Where’s my phone, where’s my phone…”
“Michael, stop it, calm down.”
Mike fished frantically through his gym bag. Maybe he’d left it downstairs? He was almost out the door when his mom grabbed his arm.
“Michael, stop it! Listen to me. If you’re at Windham, out of their reach… Laura won’t matter to them.”
Mike stared at his mother, then threw her arm off. “So that’s it, then? That’s how you’re going to play it? You’re going to blackmail me?”
“Come on, Michael, that’s not what I’m trying to do.”
“Then what are you trying to do, other than ruin my life?”
Mom winced. She looked at him for a minute, then turned back to her drawer.
Mike lugged himself back towards his bed. I should never have told her… I should’ve just spent the night at Tank’s, or gone out to see a movie, or…
Mike collapsed onto the mattress.
Who was he kidding? He was screwed either way.
That was the most depressing part. Even if Mike had kept the ambush from his mom, the – Calebra, was it? – would’ve come to their house anyway. His mom still would’ve freaked, and the result would’ve been the same. Another immediate departure, same as this one.
Mike lifted the invitation out of the garbage. If Windham could protect him… and it would also keep Laura out of harm’s way…
“Where is this Windham place, anyway?”
“Western Massachusetts,” Mom said into the drawer.
Mike nodded absentmindedly. Of all the places his mom had dragged him, he had never been to New England. But it wasn’t even that far from New York. It was like, what, a three-hour drive? And if it was a private school, there would definitely be internet somewhere…
“So this is it, huh.”
Mom turned around, two knee-high socks in her hand. Mike made a mental note to get rid of those when she wasn’t looking.
“This is what, Michael?”
“This is it. The last place. We’re not going to move again after this, are we.” Mike said it more like a statement. How he knew this, he wasn’t sure. It just felt… real. Not like all the fake stuff Mom had ever said to justify all the relocating.
After a long moment, Mom said, “Yes, this is it.”
Mike bit his lip. He hated what he was about to say, but he swallowed and said it anyway. I swear, Mom, if you make me regret this…
“Fine. I’ll go.”
“Michael—”
“On one condition. Promise me you’ll come and get me on weekends. Every weekend. So I can see her.”
Mom wiped her face with her hand. She seemed to have calmed down a little. “If they let me, I’ll get you every Friday.”
“What does that mean, if they let you?” What was this place, some sort of teenage jail?
Mom didn’t answer. Instead, she moved over to his closet and started pulling down his t-shirts.
“Great,” Mike muttered. “How are we going to afford it, anyway?”
Mom picked her head up and peeled around, a sad smile on her face. She glided over to Mike and kissed him on the forehead. “Oh, you good, good boy. Your father would be so proud of you.” She brushed his hair back with a hand. “Windham is free of charge.”
Mike nearly choked on his soda. “Everything? Books, tuition, room and board – we don’t have to pay a thing?”
Mom nodded.
“So it’s a free teenage jail.”
Mom snorted, the way she did when she was stifling a laugh.
“Fantastic.” Mike set his coke down next to his bed. “Boarding school for the hunted. Can’t wait.”
But deny it all he could, Mike knew a small part of him really wanted to go. If Windham was free, and he’d never have to move again, and he’d get to see Laura on the weekends, and he could avoid getting her killed by whoever was hunting them – that part was still ridiculous, but whatever – maybe it wouldn’t be all that bad… and if the magic thing was real…
Oh come on, don’t be an idiot.
Mike rolled off his bed. He could’ve sworn his phone was… ah, there it was, underneath a shirt his mom had folded on the floor. He wondered how Laura would take the news that her boyfriend was moving to a private school. Would she even stay with him?
Mike felt his heart slide into his stomach. He picked up his cell, barely calmer than a guy about to ask his crush to the prom. How was he supposed to phrase this? Yeah, see, my house got attacked by a cat tripping on acid, and now I have to go to a teenage jail up in Massachusetts, even though I didn’t actually do anything… I get paroled on weekends, will you still go out with me?
Mike thumbed to Laura's contact info.
“Wait, Mike, don’t call her yet.”
“Huh?” Mike looked up. His mom was frowning at him.
“Can it wait until you get to Windham?” Mom asked.
“Why can’t I call her now?”
“It could put her at risk. If they’re watching us.”
“Who’s watching us, Mom?”
Mom didn’t answer.
“Fine,” Mike grumbled. He fired his cellphone at his pillow, nailing it right between Buzz’s eyes.
He’d play along.
For like an hour.
He turned back to his closet. Massachusetts, was it? Didn’t he have an old Red Sox t-shirt hanging around? Maybe that could buy him a friend or two. Although, it had backfired in Chicago, when he’d busted out a White Sox hat in a Cubs-crazy school…
Mike smirked, remembering the backlash. If that were the worst of his problems at Windham, he’d sign for it in blood right now.
 
 
 



Six
 
The ’98 Caravan rumbled through the hills, rolling up and down the tree-lined highways. Mike had the window down – the air conditioning was broken – and he was plugged into his old-school iPod. The one with the click-wheel.
The humidity was down, but for some reason, Mike was sweating. The invitation had asked Mike to arrive “before sunset” – as if they were afraid of vampires or something – and the burnt orange sky told him they were getting pretty close to that deadline. He’d learned that a good first impression was the determining factor in how the staff at a new school treated him, and he was hoping to make good on that trend here.
Besides, the sooner he got to Windham, the sooner he could call Laura.
He’d tried her several times late last night, after his mom had gone to bed, but she hadn’t picked up. Which worried him. The sooner he got in touch with her, the better. He’d explain what happened, she’d understand, and everything would sort itself out.
At least, he hoped.
Mom pulled off the highway and onto a series of back roads. After a bunch of twists and turns that made Mike feel like he was in a hang-glider, the old Dodge drove through a gate lined by two stone pillars. Each had a gargoyle perched on top, crouching in menacing fashion. Mike glanced at the statues but paid them no real attention. Instead he took out his earbuds and popped open his cell phone—
To find that he had no reception.
“No service? Are you kidding me, Mom?”
“No service?” Mom repeated, as if she was genuinely surprised. “Things must be worse than I thought …” Then, as if realizing Mike was still there, she said in a stronger voice, “I’m sure you’ll be able to call her once you’re inside.”      
Mike didn’t answer. Instead, he folded his arms over his chest and stared back out the window. If there’s no service inside, Mom, I swear to you I’m breaking out of this joint and hailing the next cab back to Queens. And you’ll have to figure out some way to pay for it.
The gravel road cut through a large expanse, with random oaks scattered across a neatly trimmed meadow as large as a football field. A wall of pine trees bordered the grounds on all sides, which rubbed Mike the wrong way. Like it was there to keep everybody locked inside.
Finally, after a minute or so, the van peeled around a tree-shrouded turn, and Mike got a look at his new home.
It looked more like a mansion than a boarding school. There were four rows of windows on the front of the building, each numbering more than twenty across. Marble pillars shot up from the embankment all the way to the roof, evenly spaced. Two tremendous wooden doors were slightly ajar. And on the roof, overlooking the estate, were several huge gargoyle statues, each a full-body illustration.
“What’s with the statue kick?” Mike said as the caravan ached forward.
Mom gave a wry smile but did not answer.
Mike’s attention turned to the wooden doors. The guy who had dropped off the invitation to school – Stockton, was it? – was standing there, greeting other kids who were about Mike’s age. His mouth was twisted into a frown, as if it was engraved like that.
“Who is that guy, and why is he such a jerk?”
Mom exhaled. She was drumming her fingers on the steering wheel, like she did when she got nervous. “I’m not sure of his position nowadays, to tell you the truth. I’m sure you’ll find out when you get inside.”
When the caravan reached the front of the line, Mike got out of the car and grabbed his gym bag and rolling suitcase. His mom hopped out of the driver’s seat and left the car running.
“I’ll be in touch,” Mike said as he gave his mom a hug.
Mom’s eyes were wet. “Be careful, Michael. Don’t trust—”
“Anyone, I know. You always say that.” All of a sudden, Mike felt something well up inside of him. He tried to give his mom a smile, but it came out as a scrunched-up frown, the kind that Kermit the Frog made when he was upset.
Mom smiled through the tears and reached an arm out to hug her son again. “Be a leader, Michael. Like you can be.” Then, without looking at Stockton or the building, she got in the van and drove away.
Mike stood there on the gravel, watching until the broken taillight disappeared through the firs, his emotions welling up inside. Trying his hardest not to cry, Mike realized they had never really been apart before. It had always been the two of them, no matter what, no matter where, with the Caravan as their safehouse and each other as a security blanket. Mike had always known that no matter how scary things got, his Mom would always be there.
Until now.
Mike took a deep breath. I can do this… it’s just another school transfer. I’m the king of school transfers.
He wiped an eye with his sleeve.
Right?
Mike slung his bag over his shoulder and picked up his suitcase. When he reached the top of the stairs, Mike gathered himself and looked up at the guy who had taken out like six or seven sweatsuits by himself.
“Thanks for helping me out yesterday. You know, with the fight.”
Stockton handed Mike a tiny envelope with a bulge the shape of a key. “Your room is on the third floor, to the right.”
“Oh, okay.” Mike grabbed the envelope and stuffed it in his jeans. “What’s your job here, by the way?”
Stockton looked straight ahead. “Welcome to Windham, Mister Prior.”
Okaaaay, Mike thought. On a scale of one to the least friendly receptions ever… He dislodged his gaze from Stockton’s pouting face, then. pulled on one of the wooden doors. When he stepped into the antechamber, his breath caught, and he let out a “whoa” without even meaning to.
The place was incredible. The ceiling stretched for what seemed like a mile upwards, ending in a glass dome that bathed the room in failing sunlight. The floor was decorated with glazed ceramic tiling, green and gold, laid out in a fancy hexagonal pattern. Two tremendous chandeliers hung to either side of the dome, and glass lanterns lined the walls. There were two winding marble staircases on either side. Above each staircase hung a sign carved out of ivory stone; the right said Gentlemen, the left Ladies.
Then he saw a smaller plaque, set into one of the marble pillars near the staircases. He moved closer to get a better look.
Any student caught in the dormitory of the opposite sex will be dismembered in the most excruciating of manners.
Mike snickered. At least they had a sense of humor here. Unlike that Stockton guy.
“Hey.”
Mike turned to see a boy about his height, wearing khaki shorts and an Abercrombie t-shirt. He had a knapsack slung over his shoulder. A sports bag dropped from his free hand. His hair was dark, but what really caught Mike’s attention were his eyes. They were different colors – one green, one blue.
The kid pointed to Mike’s chest. “All right, let’s go Sawx.” He dropped his bag and offered a hand. “Aaron Caulderon, nice to meet ‘ya.”
Mike took it, unable to move his gaze from Aaron’s eyes. “Mike Prior.”
Aaron smirked. “They’re just contacts. My mom said it’d scare people off, but whatever.” He grinned. “Where you from?”
“Uh, most recently?” Mike said, thinking maybe Aaron should’ve listened to his mother just this once. “Queens, New York.”
Aaron picked up his bag and headed towards the stairs. “Sharon, Mass. Moved around a lot?”
About as much as a priest touring the South, but I’ll spare you the details. “Yeah, you could say that.”
“Sounds like fun.”
You have no idea, Mike thought, and left it at that.
“So… it’s Mike, right?”
Mike nodded, wondering how much time had actually passed since he’d introduced himself. Two seconds? Three?
“What did you say your last name was again?”
Mike froze. The last time someone had asked him that, he’d ended up with a bloody nose from an attempted mugging.
“Uh, Prior.”
Aaron’s brow creased, and Mike felt his heartbeat race just a little. He let his suitcase go limp in his hand, in case he had to block…
“You know, my mom told me to look out for you. ‘Stay away from that kid, he’s trouble,’ or something like that.” Then Aaron grinned. “But like I said, I don’t listen to my mom all that much.” Aaron slapped Mike on the back. “Besides, you’re a Sawx fan, so how bad could you be?”
Mike brushed off the compliment, because mind was swimming. Caulderon? Had he met a family named Caulderon? He didn’t recognize Aaron, and he’d never been to Massachusetts before… how could Aaron’s mother have known anything about him, let alone that he was trouble?
Just then, a voice rang out from overhead. “All students please proceed to the Dining Hall. The dinner reception will begin shortly.”
“All right, let’s get to the grub!” Aaron slapped Mike on the shoulder again and headed towards the big “Dining Hall” sign that hung from the ceiling.
Mike cringed, thinking this guy Aaron was a little too slap-happy for his taste. Then he trudged after him, a single thought in his brain.      
What in the world is going on?
The Dining Hall smelled of barbecue, which was music to Mike's stomach. Ten or fifteen rectangular tables were set up across the room, each with a large number protruding from a bouquet of flowers.  There was a stage towards the front, and a dais with about fifteen or twenty chairs, all facing the auditorium. Chandeliers hung from the ceiling; not as ornate as the one in the Greeting Hall, but fancy nonetheless. Colorful banners were set up around the room. There were several entranceways recessed into the walls, oval arches stretched at least twenty feet high, with wooden doors that were closed at the moment.
Mike ended up sitting next to Aaron, simply because he had nowhere else to go. He dumped his stuff underneath the table and sat facing the stage.
“So what are we doing here, anyway?” Mike skimmed the crowd. Maybe a hundred, hundred and fifty students. All about his age, give or take two years. Most looked pretty comfortable, but a few of them seemed as new to this as he was—
Then he stopped. Aaron was staring at him like he had just asked him to marry his sister.
“What?” Mike said.
“Well,” Aaron said, an amused look on his face. “What do you mean?”
“You know, all this fancy French-chandelier stuff,” Mike said casually, trying to make it seem like he knew what he was talking about, even though he obviously didn’t. “What’s the deal with this place?”
Aaron studied him. “You really don’t know, do you.”
“Of course I… uh…” Mike shrugged. Guess I should own it. “Nope.”
Aaron laughed out loud, then slapped Mike on the shoulder yet again. “Just wait, buddy. You’ll see.”
Mike didn’t know what that meant, but his thoughts were interrupted by the startling sound of trumpets. The doors snapped open with a cinematic whoosh. In walked men and women in Stockton-like outfits, two per entrance. Mike guessed there were twenty or so in all. They stood by the archways with their arms crossed, like watchmen on duty. Mike’s heart skipped a beat. Why were they guarding the doors, if—
Holy shishkabob.
Mike’s apprehension melted away as people dressed as waiters came in, carrying enormous plates of food. There were different types of deli sandwiches, chicken wings, steak strips, meat on metal sticks, and an assortment of burgers and hot dogs. There was a roar of approval from the crowd. Mike dove right in, and soon he was one of a hundred teenagers stuffing their mouths.
Then Mike noticed a man walking silently onto the stage. He was also dressed like Stockton, complete with leather buttoned vest and black cape-coat. A strange necklace hung from his neck – a small teal stone supported by a thin gold band. The man’s white-brown hair was cropped short, and his face was clean-shaven. It seemed like he had an important announcement to make.
Mike leaned over to Aaron. “You don’t think he’s gonna pull out a sorting hat, do you?”
Aaron smothered a laugh, then buried himself in a hamburger. Mike wondered if the kid was being polite, or if he’d actually thought that was funny. Well, he’s eager to make friends, that’s for sure. At he’s not running the other way, so that's a start.
Suddenly, the man clapped his hands twice, creating a noise far louder than Mike expected. The room fell silent.
“Welcome to Windham Manor. My name is James Garzan, and I am the Headmage here at this school.”
So this is the guy Stockton was referring to. Mike snuck a peek in Stockton's direction. He was standing with his back on the far wall, arms crossed, staring out over the crowd, frown still tattooed on his mouth.
Almost like the scar that stretched from his eye to his ear.
“You are all part of a special lineage, a special tradition. I apologize for the haste in bringing you here, but we felt it was necessary to begin the school term as early as possible.” Garzan strolled up and down the stage, gesturing as he spoke. “The Guardians are an ancient guild, a pact formed long ago to protect the creatures of the night from enemies of the day. For those who may not understand…” Here Garzan looked intently at Mike, so that Mike felt goose bumps on his neck, “Perhaps a visual aide will help.”
Garzan touched the stone on his necklace. It lit up, as if it was battery powered. The chandeliers started shaking. Mike heard a loud thumping noise. Murmurs filled the hall.
Then the blood in his body stopped moving.
Onto the stage walked the most terrifying creature Mike had ever seen.
It was huge, at least twice Garzan’s size, and walked on its hind legs like a velociraptor. It had smooth grey skin, rippled by muscles up and down its legs and arms, and a long dinosaur tail. It wore a vest, like Garzan’s, and a custom-made pair of shorts that cut off in the middle of the thigh. The creature had piercing black eyes, gorilla-sized nostrils, and two vampiric fangs on either side of its mouth. A cape was clasped around its collarbone—wait, no, those were its wings, tied by some sort of skin on the tip. A necklace, similar to the one Garzan wore, hung around his neck.
The gargoyle stepped back and unleashed its wings, causing the crowd to cry out. They were enormous, stretching almost the full length of the stage.
“The gargoyles are real,” Mike whispered. The gargoyles were freaking real…
Beside him, he heard Aaron chuckle.
“Welcome to Windham,” the gargoyle said, its voice deep, as if it had emerged from a water well.
Gasps and cries rang out from amongst the girls. One girl screeched, “He talks!” Mike didn’t say anything, but that was probably because his voice was buried down in his stomach with the hot dogs. But he knew he was thinking the same thing as that girl.
This was not supposed to happen in real life.
“Flesh by night, stone by day," Garzan said amidst the uproar. "No doubt you noticed the statues on your way in.” Garzan put a hand up, and the commotion started to die down. He motioned to the creature towering over him. “This is Jakkus. He is the leader of the Gargoyle clan we protect here at Windham. While they roam at night, guarding us, we sleep comfortably, knowing that evil will have a hard time making its way into these walls. As they sleep during the day, we watch the premises. We provide for their safety, and they provide for ours.”
Garzan snapped his fingers. Mike looked in astonishment as parchment and pen appeared on the tables, one per place setting.
“At this time, we require each student to choose a major. Each department has its own strengths and weaknesses, so choose wisely. Choose something that speaks to your heart.”
There were six different possibilities written on the papyrus, each more exciting than the next:

And all of a sudden, Mike forgot about the gargoyle.
The magic thing is real, too…
“What looks good to you?” Aaron said as he held up his parchment. He had already circled Electrokinesis. “I always wanted to do the Zeus thing.”
In truth, Mike had no idea what to pick. He had never really thought of actually learning magic, and now that he was being offered it, he felt totally unprepared. He was almost waiting for his mom to jump out from behind the pillars and yell, “Surprise, you’re on insert-reality-TV-show-here!"
“Come on, you gonna be a Pyro or a Cryo?” Aaron said. “Those are the warrior guilds. Unless you like controlling electricity, or throwing a guy off a cliff from thirty feet away. Then maybe you want Electro, or Telekinesis. The last two are for wimps who can’t handle combat.”
A few of the teachers – Mike assumed the people dressed in leather were faculty – started coming around collecting papers. Students were now jabbering wildly about their choices, but the buzz in the room only served to add to Mike’s indecisiveness.
He narrowed it down to Electro and Cryo. He didn’t care which type of warrior he became, but he disliked fire – a house of theirs had burned down in Minneapolis – and he wanted to have at least one friend in his classes. Using that as the determining factor, Mike circled Electrokinesis just as one of the leather-clad teachers (that part was still hilarious, by the way – what was their day job, stunt-doubling for Batman) grabbed it away from him. Aaron hollered his approval.
“Thank you all for your speedy decisions,” Garzan said from the stage. Jakkus had disappeared, although Mike hadn’t remembered seeing him leave. Maybe he had just been engrossed in choosing a major. Which cracked him up. Most high school kids had to worry about passing Chem, making the football team, or who to ask out to the school dance. But here he was trying to figure out whether to be the Silver Surfer or the Human Torch. He shook his head. It was more than he was ready to believe. Although, he had just seen a real live gargoyle…
Garzan collected all the papers and stuffed them into a small machine, like a fax, over on the right of the stage. The machine made a loud screeching noise. Then it spit out another stack of parchment. Garzan grabbed those and handed them to his staff.
“We will now be passing out schedules, according to your majors. Please read them over carefully – room and class are written very clearly, so please be prompt. Classes start tomorrow. Best of luck.” With that announcement, Garzan strode off the stage in the direction he had come.
Mike noticed that Stockton was the staff member carrying the printed schedules down his aisle. When he finally arrived, he handed Mike his paper without making eye contact.
Still playing the cold shoulder game, I see?
Mike shook his head, then skimmed his schedule. He frowned, then read the paper again: 
 
MICHAEL THADDEUS PRIOR
 
	 9:00-9:45 
	 Tele 101 
	 Jorisch 

	 10:00-10:45 
	 Cryo 101 
	 Thaler 

	 11:00-11:45 
	 Pyro 101 
	 Punn 

	 12-12:45 
	 Electro 101 
	 Wright 

	 1:00-1:45 
	 Lunch 
	   

	 2:00-2:45 
	 Human-Gargoyle History 
	 Stockton 

	 3:00-3:45 
	 Homeroom 
	   

	 4:00-4:45 
	 Magical Detection 
	 Greyskull 

	 5:00-6:30 
	 Sparring 
	 Staff 


 
Aside from the fact that he had classes all day, Mike didn’t have any of the promised Electro classes on his schedule, aside from Electro 101.
What the…?
He got up from his chair and went over to Stockton, who was still handing out papers. “Uh, excuse me, Mr. Stockton? I think there’s a mistake with my schedule.”
Stockton whipped around as if he had been waiting for Mike to interrupt him. “First of all, Mister Prior, it’s Magus Stockton to you. Second, the Headmage felt that a special schedule would be most appropriate for Sepulchra’s son.” Stockton bent down and lowered his voice to a menacing tone. “Between you and me, I’d never have let you set foot in this place. So sit down, shut up, and be thankful you’re here.”
Mike opened his mouth, then closed it.
Stockton whisked away to finish distributing his schedules.
Once he was gone, Mike’s shock turned to fury. What did Stockton have against him, anyway? Just because he got ambushed on his way home and Stockton had to bail him out… no, it couldn’t be that, the guy couldn’t be that shallow… why shouldn’t he have been allowed in the school? What could he have possibly done an hour into his Windham career?
When he got back to the table, Mike realized he must’ve looked pissed off, because Aaron gave him a look that said, what gives?
“I got totally messed over.” Mike handed over the schedule.
Aaron skimmed the sheet. “What’s all this? All these intro courses – this wasn’t one of the choices!”
“Yeah, I know,” Mike said. “I’m not sure if I’m upset or not.” He glared at Stockton as The Magus completed handing out papers and strode out of the Hall.
Aaron said, “You don’t have to take Chem, or Math!” He showed Mike his Electrokinetics schedule, which included those classes, plus English. “I hate Math.”
But Mike didn’t hear him. He was too busy wondering what tiny detail he was missing here. What had his mom hidden from him? Why did he need a special schedule? Why didn’t he know anything about this place?
And why did Magus Stockton want to rip his heart out and feed it to a gargoyle for breakfast?
 
 
 
 



Seven
 
When Mike made his way up to his dormroom, his roommate had already arrived.
The place itself was pretty big, about the size of Mike’s dining room back home. Two beds were set up, each surrounded by a tall closet on one side and a compact, freshly-polished wood desk on the other. A door lay open on the right, showing the way into a private bathroom. Mike smelled cleaning spray. The beds were made, with two pillows and fresh linens spread out.
It was the nicest room he’d ever called his own, to be sure.
But that fact was completely lost on him as he took in the kid he'd be sharing it with.
He was short and scrawny, wearing glasses that were bigger than his face. Several posters of Shakespearian plays had been slapped on the wall by his bed, and physical copies of those books littered his floor space. Two tremendous plaid suitcases were open on the floor, and the kid was pulling out all sorts of checkered clothing and arranging them in his closet.
Who am I rooming with, Steve Urkel?
Mike took one look at the mess, one look at the kid, and then decided to make the most of a bad situation.
“Uh, hey."
The kid almost jumped off the floor.
"Mike Prior." Mike extended a hand down to where the kid was sitting.
“Ahhh… choo!” The kid sneezed into his palm, then grasped Mike’s hand before he could retract it. “Julius Brutus Alloway, nice to meet you, sir!”
Mike slid his fingers out and held them up like he was examining a bacteria slide. Come on, bro, seriously?
He hurried away to wash his hands. Well, as long as the kid didn’t snore...
When he came back from the bathroom, Mike saw Julius Brutus flipping through a several large books.
“What are those?” Mike asked, peeling off his t-shirt to get ready for a shower. He could think of no better way to relax than a steaming-hot massage.
“School supplies. They were in my closet. You have them too, sir, see for yourself.”
Mike smothered a laugh. He didn’t want to offend him on the first day, but this kid was something else.
He checked his closet, and sure enough, there were the requisite notebooks, pens, pencils. Mike's heart dropped; he had hoped to get some sort of device for his classes, something he could use to contact Laura. But instead, he had old-school supplies, down to the textbooks that looked like they came from the 1950's. Which was crazy – hadn’t he only decided on his major a few minutes ago? Although, decided wasn’t exactly the right word…
Mike’s thoughts came to a jarring halt.
What?
“Please, please, pleeeease,” Julius Brutus half-wailed as he scrambled back to his bed. He was typing furiously on what appeared to be an expensive laptop, although Mike didn't recognize the brand.
Mike just stood there with his shirt off, trying as best as he could to stay composed. If there was no internet, and no phone service…
“Nooooooooooooo!” Julius Brutus slammed the laptop screen so hard Mike thought it might break. “Inexcusable! How am I going to keep up my wildlife blog?” Julius Brutus stomped towards the door, muttering something about going to see the Headmage.
Mike felt an inferno starting to build inside of him.
No cellphone service, no internet… and no way for him to get in touch with Laura.
Unless this place had a land line, or some hard-wired internet in the library, his stay at Windham was going to be just another blip on the radar.
 
 
 
 



Eight
 
Mike expected to crash as soon as the lights went out in his dorm, but of course Julius Brutus snored like a madman, and Mike found himself awake way past midnight, reliving all of the craziness that had happened to him over the past day and a half.
When he finally did drift off to sleep, he ran into the worst nightmare of his life.
He stood on a mountaintop, in a courtyard that had been totally decimated. Half-broken obsidian pillars lay scattered around the terrace. There was an acrid smell, like when a stray cat had died in their garage in Baltimore. A huge fire in the middle of the courtyard launched smoke that spiraled into the night sky.
Mike clamped his nose shut. It looked like the fire was fueled by bodies—      
Gargoyles. They were gargoyle bodies.
Panic gripped him. Somehow, he knew it was a nightmare, but he couldn’t get out, as if someone was holding him down in the water, making him drown. He tried to force himself to wake, but it didn’t work.
Then, a face appeared in the flames.
His mother’s face.
“Michael,” she said, her features blurred by the heat. “There is a spy at Windham. Be wary. Of everyone you know.”
A hand appeared amidst the flames, reaching for his face.
Mike screamed.
And he jerked out of bed, drenched in cold sweat.
 
 
 
 



Nine
 
To Mike’s surprise, the classroom for Telekinesis 101 did not look like a seventh-century dungeon.
For some reason he’d expected some sort of gothic torture chamber with beakers with vinegar and vampire heads, but this place looked no different than his high school classroom in Queens. A standard teacher’s desk was set up in front of a whiteboard, with five rows of desks and chairs arranged neatly behind. The walls were painted beige, and a draft blew in from ventilation shafts overhead, carrying the slight odor of magic marker.
Mike grabbed a seat in the front, the dream still fresh in his mind. Be wary. Of everyone you know. He looked suspiciously at his new classmates for like two seconds before figuratively smacking himself upside the head.
There are no spies out to get you. You are an overtired, apprehensive, paranoid nutjob. Stop freaking out and try and make a friend or two. They’re not going to stab you between the ribs on the first day of school.
Just then, a short, squat woman entered the room, wearing a bright pink dress and an enormous blue-pearled necklace. Two chopsticks pierced the bun in her hair. Her cherry heels clacked against the floor.
Mike clamped his lips together.
Apparently not everyone in Windham wore leather.
“Welcome, oh, welcome everybody!” The woman clapped her hands together and beamed as she scanned the class. “Such a beautiful group, yes, wonderful!”
How much coffee could she have drunk to be this hyper at nine in the morning? Mike had to put a fist in front of his mouth to hide the smile.
Professor Happy-Go-Lucky – or, according to the schedule, Mrs. Holly Jorisch – did a short roll call. As she read off each name, she gave each student a gleaming smile.
Except for Mike.
When she got to his name, she stumbled a bit, as if shocked by what she was reading. She lifted her 50’s-style glasses to get a closer look at the sheet.
Oh, give me a break, you too?
When she seemed satisfied that the ink was not smudged in any way, she looked around the class tepidly and called in a squeakish voice, “Michael Prior?”
“Yeah," Mike said in a purposefully tired voice. How long was this going to go on for? "That’s me.”
Mrs. Jorisch’s gaze fell on Mike. She blinked a few times, then forced a wide smile. “Ahem, yes, well, welcome, Michael.”
She fumbled with the attendance sheet, and it fell to the floor. She bent down to pick it up, one hand on her hair as if to make sure it wouldn’t fall out.
Mike raised his hand. “Mrs. Jorisch?”
Mrs. Jorisch stood up abruptly. “Yes, Michael?” She looked like Mike had just asked her to step outside into a dark alley.
“Just something that’s been bothering me. Where are all the adults?”
“I’m… I’m sorry?” Mrs. Jorisch stuttered.
“I’ve just been thinking,” Mike said, totally aware that everybody was staring at him. But he’d wondered about this during the night, and she was the first teacher he’d seen since. “If we’re all here protecting gargoyles, shouldn’t there be, uh, older people too?”
“Oh!” Mrs. Jorisch’s shoulders sagged, as if this was not the question she’d been expecting. “Well, you see, Guardian children usually attend school from ages sixteen to twenty, as per the Pact of Alliance. After age twenty, they are given the choice to continue on in service as one of the faculty—” here Mrs. Jorisch inclined her head, Or return to normal life, without any responsibilities.” She gave a nervous smile. “Does that help?”
“Oh. Yeah, thanks.” Mike sat back into his chair, his mind still agitated. Why would she be so nervous around me? It’s not like I’ve broken any rules around here, have I?
“Lovely,” Mrs. Jorisch said. The relief on her face was evident as she returned to making her merry way through attendance. When she finished, Mrs. Jorisch slid the paper into a drawer and sat on the front of the teacher’s desk, her stubby legs swinging jovially.
“All right! I am so excited to be here with you, studying the wondrous magic of Telekinesis, hmm? It is a fine art, a delicate way to use nature and its powers in a healthy, productive environment…”
Mrs. Jorisch continued with a flowery discourse for about twenty minutes, most of which Mike spaced out for. When she finished her speech, she moved behind her desk, and clapped her hands.
Mike jumped as three objects appeared on his desk out of nowhere – a feather, a beaker, and a brick. He looked around to see that every desk in the room had them, including Mrs. Jorisch’s.
Okay, still not used to that...
“Let’s jump right into the fire, shall we? Well, actually, you can do that with Dr. Punn in Pyro.” Mrs. Jorisch giggled at her own apparent hilarity, which was good because the response from the rest of the room was less than deafening.
“But in a figurative sense, yes? We’re going to practice our own Telekinetic powers right away.”
Mike straightened in his seat.
Now that’s what I’m talking about.
“The first rule of Telekinesis, in all magic, really, is that you cannot create the desired force from out of nowhere. We Guardians cannot create elements in space. Rather, we manipulate them, raising or lowering their strength as we wish. To illustrate.” Mrs. Jorisch placed the brick down on the desk and grabbed the feather. “If I want to push this feather from my desk onto Dana’s” – Mrs. Jorisch motioned to the girl sitting in the front right corner – “I need a wind, or some sort of energy, to manipulate and push in her direction.”
Mrs. Jorsich thrust a hand forward like a chubby karate kid throwing an open-handed punch. “Energy is created when I push my arm forward. Whether it is the kinetic energy you use, or the tiny amount of wind that is produced, there is an element there for you to control.”
She lifted the feather in one hand, then released it. The feather swung back and forth, falling slowly to the ground. Mrs. Jorisch thrust out her other hand, and instantly the feather stopped. It hung in the air like it was suspended by invisible cables. Mrs. Jorisch twirled a finger. The feather proceeded to glide in Dana’s direction, not wavering in the slightest, until it dropped harmlessly onto the desktop.
The class burst into clapping approval. Mrs. Jorisch curtsied like an embarrassed schoolgirl. “Thank you, really, it was nothing.” She picked up the beaker. “We’ll start with the beaker, because it is more stable than the feather but lighter than the brick. This will show you how truly difficult it is at first. But don’t worry, you will be flinging this around in no time.”
Mike pushed the feather and brick over to the left of his desk, so that the beaker was sitting square on his notebook.
“Now, I want you all to focus. Don’t think about the beaker, we’ll work on that later. Think about harnessing the energy that is around you and using it for what your mind desires. That is the key. Take a moment, yes, think about what you want to do, get a clear picture in your mind… you want to use the energy to lift the beaker off the surface…”
Mike imagined controlling the wind, the energy, using it to move the beaker as he wished… it was absurd at first, imagining he could control the elements… use the energy, harness it… what did that even mean…
“Now, when you’re ready, create the energy and use it.”
Mike readied himself, backed up just a bit in his chair and held his hands in a karate stance. Just like he had done a million times, he thrust his arm forward like he was throwing an open punch—
And the beaker zoomed off the desk, directly at Mrs. Jorisch’s head.
She ducked out of the way at the last minute. The beaker smashed against the whiteboard and shattered into a million pieces.
Mrs. Jorisch’s eyes were wide, almost fearful, looking back and forth between Mike and the broken glass.
“I… I didn’t mean to…” Mike stammered, shocked at what he’d done. “Really, I swear…”
As Mike looked around the room, he noticed everyone else’s beaker hadn’t moved an inch.
And that the room was deathly silent.
Mrs. Jorisch composed herself. “Yes, well, that was excellent, Michael… ahem, for a first try.” She motioned to the entire class. “Why don’t we stick to the feather, hmm?”
And so it went for the rest of the morning. In each of Mike’s classes, it was explained that Guardians could not create elements from scratch. In Cryo, there had to be some liquid in the area. In Pyro, some fire, and in Electro, any sort of electricity. Each time, the class was asked to attempt something miniscule, and each time, Mike’s experiment blew up in his face. In Cryo, he froze a student’s desk. In Pyro, he created a new Rorschach painting on the wall. In Electro, Mike blew the fuse in the entire left wing of the mansion.
So he was relieved when it was time for his first non-magic class of the day – History. Maybe he could go half an hour without blowing anything up.
Mike wandered towards the back of the classroom, totally shaken up by his newfound “abilities,” if you could call them that. On the one hand, it was incredible to be so powerful. What teenager wouldn’t love to be able to explode a beaker from fifty feet away, or burn a hole in the wall just by thinking it? On the other hand, he was terrified of himself. This was all very new – scary new – and he was clearly not able to control it. It was completely possible – no, even likely – that he would hurt somebody by accident, simply because he had no idea how to keep his power under wraps. He had never been the best kid in any class – definitely not karate class, Laura had proven that much – and now he was the most powerful kid in his grade…
Mike shook his head, to try and shatter the panic inside. The therapists had encouraged him, when his mind started freaking out, to focus on more comforting things. For every day in the last two months, that had been one single thought.
Laura.
What was she doing now? Probably sleeping, Mike realized. She always liked to stay up late and sleep late. In a few hours, though, she’d head out for the dojo… and if she hadn’t been calling him until then, she’d definitely notice when he wasn’t there, and then she’d get worried…
Relax, you fool. You’ll find the office during Homeroom, make a call from the landline there. You’ll talk to her then, explain the situation…
And then hopefully she won’t dump you.
Mike’s stomach did a turn. He flipped over his notebook to check his schedule, to see who was teaching Hist—
Mike groaned out loud as His Royal Highness the Magus walked in right on time, cape-coat flowing behind him in majestic style.
Just when I thought the day couldn’t get any worse.
Stockton slammed a textbook down on the table, creating a bang that startled about half the county. “Open up to page two hundred and ninety three,” he said in a slow, menacing tone.
The stale air was filled with the sound of pages turning and students muttering to themselves. The kid sitting next to Mike muttered, “Heh, my book starts with page one.” a little too—
“That will be two hours’ detention,” Stockton interjected without missing a beat. “With me, in my office, writing an essay about why you should mind your manners around someone who can fry to your brain without so much as raising an index finger.”
The class instantly fell silent, like a rock band that’s had their speakers unplugged. Mike scribbled a reminder to himself on the first page of his notebook.
Do. Not. Speak in this class. EVER.
Stockton inhaled deeply, then turned his attention to the rest of the class. “Human-Gargoyle History, a subject no one wants to take and that everyone must know. What happened in the winter of the year 1682 in Wyvern, Scotland?”
No one so much as budged. Stockton scanned the class for a response, hands on hips. “Pathetic. You must know about your own history, your own lineage.” He broke into a mock scholarly tone. “By studying history, we are able to avoid the mistakes our ancestors made, blah blah blah—”
Stockton interrupted himself and raised a hand to the ceiling. A fluorescent bulb shattered, raining glass onto the floor. The electricity from inside the bulb shot down towards Stockton’s palm. It shimmered there, floating above his skin, as if it was a planet hovering in orbit. Stockton danced the orb between his hands like a juggler, then fired it
into the crowd.
Two kids jerked their heads away as the electricity collided with the wall in the back, creating an explosion and a small crater in the wall.
Mike gawked. The guy was insane! Certifiably and maniacally insane…
“That is why we must study our history,” Stockton said, pointing to the cratered wall and ignoring the open mouths of his students. “To know who we are, what our purpose is, and why we were put here in the first place. Without a greater purpose, we are all just marionettes, waiting for our strings to be pulled by somebody more powerful than ourselves.” Stockton motioned with his fingers. “But if we know what we’re here for, we can live life to its fullest, with a sense of purpose.
“Now, someone scan page two-ninety-three and tell me what happened in the year 1682 in Wyvern, Scotland.”
There was a hurried rustling of pages. After a few moments, some girl in the front raised her hand. “The betrayal of Rafael.”
“Points to the fastest reader,” Stockton said without recognizing the student. “In 1682, the course of Human-Gargoyle relations changed. Up until that point, the alliance between the clans had been steadfast. But then something happened, something that altered the history of our clan and its Gargoyle protectsia.” The last word rolled off Stockton’s tongue.
“A war broke out between the gargoyles and the Vampiric Legion, which at that time was comprised of vampires, werewolves, and human magicians that are today called the Black Brethren.” Stockton walked back and forth at the front of the class, hands folded on his stomach, occasionally rolling a wrist as he spoke. “Naturally, the Guardians came to the gargoyles’ aid. The Guardian clans fought together, protecting each other. And until a certain point in the war, they had all but vanquished the Vampiric host.
“A betrayer emerged.” Here Stockton’s voice grew cold. Almost… personal.
“A warrior from our clan betrayed the Guardians, causing most of the gargoyles to be destroyed. The same creatures he swore to protect, those who guarded his life while he slept… he did not see fit to return such favors.” Stockton looked at the class, his eyes ablaze. Mike realized the whole room was perfectly silent. And not because of detention-boy. They were hanging on Stockton’s every word.
“Thankfully, Rafael was caught before he could murder even more of our people. He had been sequestering himself in a village near Connacht, along the River Shannon, without the knowledge of the townspeople. His magical experiments caused some to take notice, and eventually word spread to us. He was taken to Wyvern Castle and kept under magical lock and key until the end of the war. Thankfully, due in part to the fact that it was so late in the campaign, the Gargoyle-Guardian alliance was able to turn back the Vampiric hordes.” Stockton exhaled, taking a break from his intense monologue. “But so much had already been lost.”
A redhead across the row from Mike raised a hand. Surprisingly, Stockton acknowledged her.
“What’d they do to him?”
Stockton’s mouth curled into a tiny smile. “The clans were presented with a most serious dilemma. Rafael’s fate was sealed, no doubt, but he came from the most powerful of all Guardian families. What if another member betrayed the clans again? To kill the entire family was madness; only one had committed the crime. Yet to keep them around, despite their great power, would cause terrible insult to the gargoyles, because of what those descendants represented.
“After a long meeting, the Guardian leaders came to a decision. Our clan was excommunicated from the rest of its brethren, and the name of our clan was forbidden to be spoken.” Stockton scanned the room. “We are outcasts, thanks to Rafael. We have no place amongst the Guardian legions.”
Mike was stunned. Excommunicated? Outcasts? They sure hadn’t put that on the glossy brochure.
“Rafael himself was executed, a murderer given the ultimate punishment before the entire Gargoyle nation. His family was banished from the Guardian lineage, never to be spoken to or heard from again.” Stockton’s voice cut off and his eyes narrowed.
“Until now.”
Mike shifted uncomfortably. Was that who was threatening the school? And the sweatsuits who had attacked him on his way home – were they Rafael’s family, too? Who knew how many offspring Rafael might have by now… and if they were the most powerful of the Guardian families, they might be able to cause serious trouble…
“A descendant of Rafael has been allowed entry into our school.” Stockton’s nostrils flared, scanning the room for effect.
Then they came to rest on Mike.
“Welcome to Windham, Mister Prior.”
 
 
 
 



Ten
 
Mike trudged out of History in a daze.
So that was it. He was descended from the most reviled person in Guardian history. That was why his mom had never told him about his past, why Mrs. Jorisch had freaked when she saw his name on the list, and why Mrs. Caulderon had told her son Aaron to stay away from him. And that was why Stockton hated him. He was the reason a whole clan of Guardians and Gargoyles had been cut off from their natural brothers and sisters.
Well, that cleared things up.
Except, it wasn’t him. It was an uber-great grandfather, some nut who played the traitor card for whatever the other side was offering him. Mike had nothing to do with it. And yet, Stockton clearly thought he did, as if he was responsible.
Which was plain old stupid.
“Listen, Mike, it’s not that bad,” Aaron tried as they walked through the halls. “So grandpa killed a few people. What’s the big deal?”
Julius Brutus, who was tagging along, squeaked, “He didn’t just kill a few people. He caused the whole clan to get cut off. We are alone because of him. Haven’t you read the chapter yet?”
“Well, when you put it that way,” Mike muttered. He shifted his textbooks from one arm to the other. He knew they were trying to help, but it wasn’t working. Besides, the way everyone else was looking at him, there wasn’t anything they could say. Stockton had outed him, and now Mike was getting evil-death stares from people he didn’t even know—
WHAM.
All of a sudden, Mike was on the floor, his books strewn everywhere.
“Hey, look where you’re going!”
Mike looked up to see a bulldozer of a kid standing over him. He wore khaki shorts and a black t-shirt that said “I Crush Nerds.” The boy’s fists were balled at his sides, and he was chomping on something – peanuts, maybe? – with spittle flying everywhere. On the guy’s arm hung a long-legged girl wearing a pink hoodie, a skirt that looked like a belt, and tall heels. She was chewing gum like she was from Southern California.
“Wait – aren’t you the Prior kid?”
And so it begins, Mike thought as he gathered himself up to full height. The guy wasn’t any taller than he was, but he was definitely a bit wider. And not because he had any love handles.
“Hey, you got a problem with my boy?” Aaron said as he stepped between Mike and the jerk.
“What if I do?” The jerk stepped right up to Aaron, despite his height disadvantage, but the girl on his arm pulled him back.
“Come on, Zachariah,” she said between gum bubbles.
“Forget it, man,” Mike said to Aaron. He checked his books, making sure he had all of them, and started to walk away.
“Hey, I was talking to you.”
The guy – Zachariah? – moved to block Mike’s way. Then he poked Mike in the chest.
Hard.
“My dad told me stories about your family. How they tortured Guardians for secrets, then destroyed Gargoyles while they slept.”
By now a crowd of people had gathered, probably hoping for a fight. Mike eyed the guy’s finger, which was still resting on his pectoral. It would be so easy to grab it, snap it back, and punch the kid in the face with the follow-through… Sensei Jon had just showed that to him like a week ago…
“Sorry,” Mike said. He brushed Zachariah’s finger off. He wasn’t going to start this. “Can’t do anything about some old guy from back in the day.”
Zachariah put his finger back on Mike’s chest, pushing even harder this time. “Neither can I. But I sure can do something about you.” He pushed his Leno-style chin outwards in a weird attempt to look intimidating. “Watch your back, pal. Something might happen if you’re not careful.” The kid spit at Mike’s feet, pieces of nut mixed with saliva. Then he grabbed his girl and walked away.
Mike inhaled. Very slowly. How often had Sensei Jon taught him about controlling his emotions, his anger…
“I cannot believe that guy,” Aaron seethed after the crowd of people started moving again. “Who does he think he is, anyway?”
“That’s Zachariah Zucker.” A girl came up from behind. She wore jeans and a white blouse. A knapsack was slung over her shoulder, and jet black hair fell past her neck. “Steph,” she said as she extended a hand to Mike.
Mike took her hand, then winced. Steph’s grip was surprisingly strong.
“Do you always do that?”
Steph smiled. “Only on first encounters.” She held his gaze for a second. “Zachariah’s in my Pyro class. I don’t know who his girlfriend is, although they seem perfect for each other.”
“Annabella Frost.” Aaron poked his head in. “She’s a Cryo major, she’s with me in Math class. If Zachariah’s as stupid as she is, they are perfect for each other.”
Mike shook his head, still rattled by what had just happened. He wasn't even twenty-four hours into his Windham career, and he was already trying to figure out alliances. Not unlike some of the other schools he'd been in, with all the preppy, cliquey kids.
Except there, the school bully won't fry you with a fireball to the head. Mike suppressed a laugh as he started back up the stairs.
“Sucked to be in History today, huh,” Steph said as she took the stairs two at a time. “Don’t listen to Stockton. History doesn’t determine who we are.”
“Thank you, Oprah,” Aaron muttered from behind, probably a little louder than he meant to. The three guys broke into laughter, and even Steph smiled a bit, although her cheeks were red.
“Don’t mind him, he’s socially challenged,” Mike said, throwing a thumb backwards. “What’s your major,” he asked, thinking he hadn’t noticed her in class.
“Medicine, although I somehow got stuck in Pyro and Sparring for the first week. Been trying to transfer out since I got here. Seems there’s some politics involved.”
“How so?”
Steph looked away. “Whatever, it’s fine.”
Okaaaay, Mike thought. “Where are you from?”
Steph sidestepped two students who were pushing and shoving on the stairwell. “Uh, moved around a lot.”
“Really? Me too, where were you last?”
At first Steph didn’t say anything, as if she was weighing whether to tell him or not. Then, “New York City.”
“Yeah? I was in Queens, for about a year or so. Love the city.”
“Mm hmm.” Steph stopped walking and looked at the ground, arms wrapped around her books, head tilted slightly. They were standing in the middle of the Greeting Hall, underneath the giant chandelier. “Listen, I’m over this way.” Steph motioned towards the girl’s staircase and smiled in a mischievous kind of way. “See you ‘round, kay?”
“Um, yeah, sure,” Mike said, not really sure what to make of this three-second rendezvous.
Steph winked. “Later, gorgeous.”
And with that, she turned and left.
Mike stared straight ahead, trying to process what had just happened. What in the world? Even Laura had never been that overtly obvious…
“Way to go, Romeo!” Julius Brutus said from behind.
“Wow, gorgeous?” Aaron commented. “That’s incredibly generous. I would’ve classified you as “mediocre-to-decent looking.”
“Thanks,” Mike muttered. There was something about her that bothered him. Not the flirting, that was obvious, but the way she seemed to be hiding something. Although, they had just met, so maybe he was just overreacting…
Mike rubbed his temples as he headed up the stairs. It was time for Homeroom.
He had a phone call to make.
 
 



Eleven
 
Aside from the fact that he didn’t blow anything up, Homeroom was a complete disaster.
Mike spent the entire period combing the mansion for something, anything that resembled an administrative office. He asked every teacher he saw, but no one so much as gave him the light of day. He found some private offices – Stockton’s, amongst others – but every single one of them had their lights off and door closed, and he wasn’t about to start walking into random offices an hour after being called a traitor in front of half the school. He tried the library, to see if there were some public computers with internet, but when he asked the librarian she put a finger to her lips and shook her head. By the time he looked at his watch, he had to run to class, frustrated and ready to scream.
But to his surprise, Magical Detection turned out to be the best period of the day. Mr. Greyskull’s articulate, smile-filled manner was a welcome break from Stockton’s scathing discourse, and just the topic alone made the class full of promise. Add that to the fact that Sparring was up next, and Magical Detection sped by quicker than an episode of the Simpsons.
Class was held in the basement, in a converted party room. Tables were pushed off against the walls, and a long carpet was rolled down the center. Several pillars lined the carpet on both sides, holding up the ceiling, and the smell of sweat was noticeable.
Mike slid his bag against one of the columns and took hold of who was in his class.
Zachariah Zucker and Annabella Frost were off on the right, keeping mostly to themselves. Aaron was talking with a group of four or five girls. Mike smiled to himself. The guy sure didn’t waste any time. Steph stood alone against the wall, arms folded and a scowl on her face, seemingly resigned to at least one period of Sparring before she could get out of it. Mike wanted to go over and talk to her, but his thoughts were interrupted.
The doors were thrown open, and the Sparring teacher strode into the room.
Mike almost choked on his gum.
It was Seth Stockton.
The Magus carried a cloth rucksack over his shoulder and a clipboard in his other hand. “Line up, everybody, single file on the carpet, facing me. Quickly!” Stockton dropped his gear and clapped his hands rapidly. “Come on, people, we don’t have all day.” The class hurried to comply. Stockton stood on the other side, hands on hips, ready to roll.
Mike’s eyes locked with Aaron’s. Aaron mouthed a swear word, and Mike chuckled grimly.
This was turning out to be a day for ages.
“Welcome to Sparring, a class some of you will enjoy and most of you will hate, depending on your ability to withstand pain and anguish.”
A few chuckles emerged from the students, but Stockton wasn’t smiling. “I’m sure you have all learned an attack or two on the first day of classes.” Stockton reached into his sack and pulled out an unlit torch, a bottle of mineral water, and a small contraption that looked like an open light bulb – without the glass – attached to a small base.
“I am not here to teach you a grade-one attack. Your other teachers, hopefully, have covered that. If the haven’t,” here Stockton’s mouth curled into a tiny smile, “Then you’ll be begging them to teach it to you tomorrow morning.
“The first thing we’re going to work on is our blocking. Very important, if you plan on surviving any sort of confrontation with, say, the Black Brethren. Now, everyone hold out a hand in front of you.”
Mike still didn’t really understand who the Black Brethren were – okay, they were the bad guys, intent on evil and world domination, fine – but he instinctively crouched into a karate stance and held out a hand. Next to him, Aaron did the same, bobbing up and down in mock intensity. Mike stifled a laugh.
“This is one of the spoken charms, different than anything you’ve learned yet. Until now, you were harnessing the elements around you. Very important, but not our task here.”
Stockton continued, but Mike spaced out for a minute. Wait a minute… they were going to spar magically? A pit of disappointment formed in his stomach. Karate sparring was something he was confident in, something he’d done before… but magical fighting, that was something different. Mike was slightly afraid – okay, more like overwhelmingly terrified – of his powers, and the thought of actually trying to hit someone with a fireball… his mind drifted back to the scorch marks he’d burned into the wall in Pyro 101 a few hours earlier. He realized he was freaking out again, but he couldn’t help it.
I can’t… it’s too dangerous…
Stockton himself crouched into a karate stance – different than Mike’s, more jujitsu-ey – and held out an arm. “Magena,” Stockton said, enunciating slowly.
A shimmering surface extended from the end of Stockton’s fist, silvery-blue, about as tall as a surfboard. Mike heard whispers emanate from his classmates.
“Now your turn. Enunciate slowly.”
Mike swallowed. He did as he was told, half expecting something to blow up. But just like Stockton had predicted, a glimmering light emerged from Mike’s fist, and it didn’t knock anybody off its feet. It just stayed there, illuminated, like he was holding a fat lightsaber that extended from his head to toe. Mike snuck a peek up and down the line. He was surprised to see that many of the students had succeeded, as well.
Maybe spoken spells were easier than the other magic. And less flammable.
“Excellent, but we’re going to need everyone to be able to shield themselves if we’re going to spar. Again!”
The class performed the shield another ten times, until every single member was holding an opaque oval shield. Mike thought they looked like a modernized Roman army, save for the spears and clumsy battle armor.
Stockton nodded as he looked up and down the ranks. “Well done, well done.” He looked at his watch. “And now, what you’ve all been waiting for.”
Mike tensed as Stockton grabbed a clipboard that could only hold the class list. He scanned it casually.
“Caulderon, Minor, you two are up first.”
Surprise registered on Aaron’s face. He glanced down the line, trying to spot Aaron’s opponent. A short kid with black hair and a thing for acne stepped out onto the carpet and awaited further instruction. Aaron did the same.
“Approach each other.” The two boys complied. “Knock fists, and step back fifteen paces.” Aaron and Minor did as they were told, then assumed ready positions.
“Now, listen carefully. To minimize injury on the first day of class, we are going to slow things up.”
Mike noticed the Magus's choice of words. Minimize. Not eliminate.
“Each student will have an opportunity to attack and defend. However, for now, we are going to give the defense five seconds to put up a shield first, before any type of attack.” Stockton smirked. “After five seconds, all bets are off.
“Minor, you’re attacking first.”
Stockton pulled out a match and went over to the torch, lighting it on fire and placing it in a small metal stand on the floor. He opened the bottle of water, then flicked a switch on the electric current, which turned on and buzzed like an angry hornet.
A red digital timer appeared on the pillar between the two combatants. It registered at 00:05.
“Begin.”
There was a small ding, and the clock started counting down. Aaron yelled “Magena,” and the shield appeared immediately.
Minor reared back, and electricity flew from the empty bulb to his fingertips. He pressed his arm forward and a bolt shot forth. The energy collided with Aaron’s shield and dissipated, causing Aaron to jolt backwards just a bit.
Cheering erupted from the gallery. Mike had to admit, both students were impressive; their spells had worked perfectly.
The boys switched roles, and Aaron produced even more powerful results. Minor was thrown backwards several steps by the electric impact on his shield.
“Notice,” Stockton said as the two boys left the carpet, “That Minor was pushed back by Caulderon’s attack. This will happen when one warrior is magically stronger than the next. This can be a result of several things – magical knowledge, clearer focus, or...” Stockton stared right at Mike. “Pure magical talent.”
There it was again, Stockton’s deliberate attempt at singling Mike out. What was this guy’s problem? Well, Mike knew his problem, but he just couldn’t understand why—
“Prior, Frost, you’re next.”
Mike started when he heard his name. He looked down the row of students. Then he realized who his opponent was.
Annabella Frost, Zachariah’s girlfriend.
Mike saw Zachariah whisper something in his girlfriend’s ear – probably something to the effect of “rearrange his face” – then gave her a peck on the cheek.
Annabella stepped onto the playing field, her mouth curled into a snarl. Mike did his best to look calm, but his heart was roaring like a caged lion.
This could not end well. He had one of two options. He could refuse to attack, which would make Stockton hate him even more, if such a thing were possible. Or, he could attack… and put Annabella in serious danger.
Unless, of course, this whole shield thing worked.
“Approach each other,” Stockton said.
Mike wanted to say something… explain that it was too dangerous, he couldn’t afford to put her in this kind of jeopardy on the first day… but the words stuck in his throat.
Annabella made a fake attempt at fist-knocking, then hurried back her allotted paces. Mike moved slower, his brain panicking.
Maybe she could hold her own. Maybe she was just as good as him. Maybe he was going to incinerate her …
“Mister Prior, you have five seconds to create your shield. Begin.”
The bell rang, but before Mike could get a word out, water flew from the bottle to Annabella’s hands, crystallized, and streaked in Mike’s direction.
Mike reacted on instinct alone. He jerked his head to the side and shielded his face with his forearm. He screamed, “Magena,” and extended his other arm, but he knew there was no way he could get it up in time—
He felt nothing.
The crowd “oooh”-ed, and murmuring filled the room.
“She tried—”
“Can you believe it?”
“That was a cheap-shot—”
Slowly, Mike realized what had happened. And his inhibition for attacking her melted away.
“Really?” he roared in Zachariah’s direction. “Using your girlfriend to ambush me? That’s how it’s going to be?”
"He didn't use me for anything," Annabella shot back.
Zachariah stepped forward, but Magus Stockton interjected.
“Mister Prior,” he said in a loud and commanding tone. The room fell silent.
Mike turned to Stockton and stepped back. His limbs shook, but he held himself back from saying anything. Best to let him handle it, Mike told himself. Yeah, that would be better; Stockton would call her out, send a message, punish her for breaking the rules...
But the Magus simply pursed his lips.
“Mister Prior,” he said, “It’s your turn.”
Mike bit his tongue. So that was it, huh.
Stockton was sending a message, all right. Loud and clear.
If the traitor gets jumped, don’t help him out.
Mike felt like putting an electric charge through his teacher’s face.
Let’s see what he has to say about
that.
Then Mike took a deep breath, Sensei Jon style. Obviously he couldn’t attack Stockton – aside from being completely irrational, it was also suicidal. Stockton would kill him – maybe even literally.
Okay, that was a crazy thought…
Either way, Mike had to put it out of his mind and focus on Annabella. Payback would come another time. He’d definitely get Zachariah in a sparring class sometime soon, and then he’d see who he was dealing with…
Mike considered which weapon he should use. It dawned on him that he was probably the only kid in the room who had a choice. Deciding quickly, Mike realized the least dangerous power to use was probably Telekinesis. He readied his mind and crouched into a stance.
“Miss Frost, your shield… begin!”
The bell rang, and the 00:05 seconds appeared on the pillar. Annabella thrust an arm forward and mumbled something Mike didn’t understand.
Nothing happened.
She said it again; something that sounded like “Magena,” but clearly not close enough. Flustered, she tried a third time, with the same result. Mike glanced at the clock, his heart pounding. 00:03, 00:02… Annabella now took a step back. Her eyes were wide. She stuttered through the spell… 00:01… the clock hit quadruple zeroes, and Mike heard a loud buzzing noise, like he was in an elevator that was forced to stay open too long.
To his own surprise, Mike didn’t fire.
Stockton screamed, “Prior, attack!”
But Mike’s muscles locked up. He couldn’t actually fire on her, she was helpless… firing into a shield to teach her a lesson was one thing, but slamming her with telekinesis without protection… with his uncontrolled power, that might actually kill her...
“What are you waiting for!” Stockton was irate. Zachariah was frantic, urging Annabella to jump out of the way. And Mike stood there, unmoving, the blood pulsing through his veins.
The buzzer rang even louder now, as if urging Mike to fire. Annabella stuttered, only now trying to restart her shield. Finally, Mike saw a gleam of silvery-blue across the carpet.
“Aaaarrggghhh!” Mike thrust a hand forward. A wave of clear energy shot out of his hand. Annabella flew backward as if she didn’t even have a shield up. She jerked off the carpet and slammed into the wall with a loud thud.
“No!” Mike said involuntarily, his hand still outstretched.
The crowd broke into pandemonium. Zachariah ran full speed towards his girlfriend, hollering at the top of his lungs to see if she was harmed. Mike stood there, shocked at what he had done.
Zachariah knelt over Annabella, then wheeled around and stared down Mike from across the room. “What the hell is wrong with you, Prior?”
Before Mike could respond, Zachariah fired a volley of flames in his direction. Mike threw up a shield as a reflex, and the flames dissipated harmlessly.
“You also going to cheap-shot me?” he yelled. He reached back to grab some fire, but the sound of Stockton’s voice caused him to stop.
“Prior! You are hereby suspended from Sparring until further notice.”
Mike wheeled around. “What?”
Stockton was standing there with his arms folded, expression unreadable.
“How does that work?” Mike yelled.
“You will attend all the classes, but stand on the side and not participate in the fighting until you learn how to control your own power. Furthermore, at the end of one week, you will meet with me in my office to discuss your reinstatement.”
“Are you serious?” Mike said, too furious to care whether this was a good idea. He pointed at Annabella and Zachariah. “She attacked me early, he attacked me late, and I’m the one getting the suspension?”
Aaron took a step forward. “Yeah, that’s not fair, they attacked Mike without—”
“Do not make me add you to the list, Mister Caulderon!” Stockton’s nostrils flared. “Mister Prior, if you open your mouth again, I will turn those lips of yours into a pair of garden slugs.”
Mike stared at Stockton, incensed. This was pure bigotry, racism, or whatever you called hatred for no friggin’ reason…
“Nothing to add?” Stockton sneered. “Pity.” He turned back to the class. “Levine, Stulberger, you’re up next.”
 
 
 
 



Twelve
 
Mike spent the rest of class seething, leaning on the far wall with his arms crossed. It was oddly comforting that during most contests, somebody usually ended up on their butt. But no one got suspended except for him, which only fueled his anger.
When the bell rang, Mike grabbed his knapsack and stormed out of the room. There was only one person in the world he wanted to talk to right now. Asking Stockton was out of the question, and all the other teachers had been avoiding him all day, so Mike decided to go straight to the top.
He found the Headmage in the Greeting Hall, talking to Mrs. Jorisch about something. Mike stuffed his hands in his pockets and waited from a comfortable distance, going over the potential conversation in his head. Several students walked past, giving him looks that said, ‘what gives?’ Mike ignored them, much like he had their looks after History class. They probably thought he was going to protest his suspension or something. Which would’ve been a good idea, if he didn’t have a more important request to make.
Mrs. Jorisch squeaked when she noticed Mike. Garzan turned around, then nodded to Mrs. Jorsich. She half-curtsied nervously and ran off towards the girls’ dorms.
“Mister Prior,” the Headmage said.
“Hi,” Mike said. He rubbed his neck and shifted his weight onto his other leg. “Um… is there any way I could make a phone call?”
Garzan’s face registered surprise. “I’m afraid there are no phones here, Mister Prior.”
Mike started to launch into his secondary arguments. Then he caught himself.
“No… phones?”
Garzan shrugged. He touched the gemstone on his necklace. “We don’t need them.”
“Oh.” Mike stared at the opal. “So I’m guessing there’s no internet, either,” Mike said, in case Julius Brutus had missed something. He knew the answer even as the words came out of his mouth.
“No, Mister Prior.”
“And my mom won’t be able to pick me up on weekends?” Mike clamped his mouth shut. He realized how childish it sounded as soon as he said it.
Chuckling, Garzan said, “Why would she need to do that?” He tilted his head slightly. “It is much safer for you here, trust me.”
“Oh,” Mike said, his cheeks hot. “Okay, then.”
Mike turned on his heels and headed straight for his room, a single thought in his brain.
I am out of here.
His mother had lied to him. She’d known she’d never be able to pick him up. She’d known there were no phones, no internet, no contact with the outside world.
And just like Rachel in Baltimore and all his friends in Minneapolis, she’d known there was no chance Mike would ever speak to Laura ever again.
Sorry, Mom, I’m done with this game.
Mike bit back a curse. His mother had betrayed him. She’d known what he wanted… and still hadn’t cared. She’d sent him away, like a delinquent, to a place he didn’t know, to people who hated him, away from the person he cared for most…
He’d been right. This was a teenage jail.
And he was about to break out.
 
 
 



Thirteen
 
Mike waited for nightfall, then stuffed a bunch of clothes in his knapsack and slung it over his shoulder. He left his suitcase and most of his stuff, not because he wanted to, but because he’d probably attract less attention that way.
He had thought it over the past few hours, and he’d realized Sensei Jon had taught him the perfect escape route. He had been giving a class about the history of ninjas, and he’d mentioned something about stealth.
People only notice something, the sensei had said, if they’re expecting to see something else.
Someone who acted completely normal, completely comfortable… that person wouldn’t stand out at all.
And that was how Mike was going to escape.
Right out the front door.
He headed down the hallway, confident in his plan. Sure enough, the few students who passed him didn’t pay him any attention. Mike smirked to himself as he made it to the front door and pushed it open—
Then he stopped. He saw the front lawn, the winding road, the granite steps…
And the gargoyles, shoving and pushing each other all over the grass.
Mike wanted to punch himself. He was so unbelievably thick… of course he couldn’t leave at night, not with the gargoyles watching… Idiot! If ever there was a time to kick his own butt…
But going back now meant losing Laura forever. He couldn’t leave during the day – there were classes going on, many of which were held in classrooms with windows that overlooked the lawn. Half the school would see him leaving. If he chose to leave around sunrise, well, there would definitely be Guardians awake then, guarding the premises; that was the most vulnerable time for Gargoyles, after all. And to leave at dusk meant skipping out during dinner, which might’ve been a good idea, but he’d have to time it just right, so the Gargoyles were sleeping and the staff wasn’t looking, and if Sparring ran late or he got detention or something…
No.
Mike put his head down and started to walk. It had to be now. Maybe the Gargoyles would ignore him. Or maybe he was insane for trying this…
He walked down the road, gravel crunching under his Sketchers. He preferred to stay in plain sight rather than to play hide and seek. He didn’t know how well a Gargoyle could detect other creatures, but if they had senses beyond those of a human – which was likely – sneaking past them was a no-go. Maybe if he looked relaxed, purposeful, they wouldn’t bother him. Mike tried to stay calm as possible. He heard the Gargoyles playing, laughing… paying no attention to him…
And then, silence.
Mike’s heart fluttered as he realized all the sounds had faded away. He risked a glance at the grass, only to see that there was nothing there.
All the Gargoyles were gone.
He barely had time to process before heard a whoosh and a thud. A huge mass of grey landed right in front of him, and the wind from the Gargoyle’s wings almost blew him off his feet.
It was Jakkus, if Mike remembered correctly. The Gargoyle he’d “met” during dinner last night. At least, he thought it was… he wasn’t sure how to tell the Gargoyles apart; they all looked like grey bat-wrestlers on steroids. But the creature was wearing the same outfit as Jakkus had – shorts to the knee, leather vest, and a necklace just like Garzan’s.
“Young Master Prior,” the Gargoyle grumbled.
Mike tried to stop himself from shaking. He tried his breathing technique, but for some reason, it wasn’t working.
“I am Jakkus, chieftain of my clan, brother to the Guardians stationed here.” Jakkus sniffed the air. He looked around, as if he expected someone else to be here. “You are alone?”
“I…” Mike’s words caught in his mouth. What was he supposed to tell him? Did Gargoyles have a lie detector thing among their powers? Mike’s eyes fell to the longsword on Jakkus’s hip. It occurred to Mike that lying to a Gargoyle might be the last mistake he’d ever make.
“Yeah, I’m alone.”
Jakkus made what seemed like a surprised face. “And… where are you going, alone?”
Mike took a deep breath. “I… I was leaving.”
“Leaving?” Jakkus repeated the word as if he didn’t understand its meaning. “Why would you be leaving?”
Mike hesitated. Telling the Gargoyle the truth was one thing. Spilling his guts to him was another.
Then, suddenly, the Gargoyle touched him. It was so sudden that Mike didn’t have a chance to back away. Jakkus put the tip of his wing on Mike’s head. Simultaneously, his necklace started to glow.
And before Mike had a chance to react, his world melted.
Instead of being on the Manor grounds, he was in the middle of a battlefield. There was fire everywhere. Blown out machinery littered the charcoaled ground. The world rumbled, as if there were bombs exploding nearby. And the screams… Mike looked down to see hundreds of bodies at his feet. They were yelling at him, screaming, clawing at him. He was on top of a small hill, and the bodies were crawling up the blackened soot.
Mike got a look at their faces. Garzan, Stockton… Aaron with his mismatched eyes, Julius Brutus… and even worse, Laura… and his mother…
Then, all of a sudden, Mike was back on the gravel road.
“This is the fate that awaits you, should you leave the grounds,” Jakkus said, folding his wings over his collarbone and behind his back. “Is this what you want, son of Rafael?” He didn’t seem to be saying it as an insult. He seemed to be saying it like, You have a choice, boy. Your grandfather’s path, or your own.
Except Mike wasn’t buying it. Was the Gargoyle really trying to guilt him into staying? With some crazy vision about the world dying, and him being responsible? No offense, but it was going to take more than some hocus pocus and the classic doom-of-the-world-prophecy to keep him away from his girlfriend.
“Listen, I have to go,” Mike said, still breathing heavily but getting over the intimidation factor.
Jakkus eyed him, and for one horrible second, Mike thought the Gargoyle might actually pick him up with his claws and fly him back to the Manor.
Then Jakkus stepped aside.
“So be it.”
More surprised than anything, Mike merely nodded. Then he gathered himself, adjusted the knapsack on his back, and walked straight ahead.
 
 
 



Fourteen
 
Mike finally got a hitchhike two hours into his trek, just when the anger and shock started to subside and fatigue started to set in. It was an old pickup truck, and even though the driver seemed twice as old as the vehicle, he seemed friendly enough. At least he was polite enough not to ask how Mike had come to be hitchhiking in the woods of Western Massachusetts. Soon Mike was dozing off, his head bobbing against the glass window.
He woke up when he realized they weren’t moving anymore. He sat up groggily, then glanced over at the wheel.
There was no one in the driver’s seat.
Mike bolted upright. They were on the side of the road, and as far as he could tell, and there was no one around.      Rain was falling softly, making it both hard to hear and even harder to see. Mike started freaking out again, thinking that this was the singularly worst idea he’d ever—
No, wait, there he was. The hood was up – Mike felt silly for not noticing that right away – and the guy was bent over the engine, fixing something. Mike felt obliged to go help him. He opened the door to step out of the vehicle.
Suddenly the forest filled with movement. Black figures surrounded the car, dancing out from behind the trees. Straight ahead a small orb of light appeared out of nowhere, growing in magnitude.
“Look out!” Mike yelled as he dove out of the truck. He tasted mud as he landed on his stomach, crawling desperately with his elbows while his arms covered his ears and head. Then the vehicle exploded, and he was flung against a massive tree trunk. Mike’s body collided with the wood at a painful speed.
Shrapnel rained down as if a missile had exploded overhead. Mike buried his head in his legs. Metal projectiles bruised his body. Mike yelped as pain shot through his ribs. Finally, when the metal rain stopped, Mike forced himself to stand, using the tree as leverage. He opened his eyes, and was shocked by what he saw.
Automobile remains lay all around. There were pieces of metal on fire, scattered around the blown-out chassis. The grass was black as coal, and small fires were everywhere.
Aside from all the dead bodies, it was an exact replica of the vision Jakkus had shown him.
Man, Mike thought grimly, that was quick.
Suddenly, Mike saw a figure dressed in black – complete with black mask – streaking towards him. He forgot about the pain in his side and held his fists up. The figure jump-kicked at him, but Mike slid out of the way. Incredibly, the guy landed softly against the tree trunk and bounded off, as if he was a panther or something. He rolled on the ground and popped into a crouched stance, then came at Mike with speed that seemed impossible. Mike blocked one punch, then another, but the third caught him on the stomach. He grunted, then quickly jerked out of the way of an anticipated uppercut that barely missed his chin.
Mike may have been cocky when it came to his karate skills, but he was not stupid. He realized the truth almost immediately.
I cannot win this fight.
Mike fell to the ground and threw out his leg, kicking his assailant in the shin. The guy tripped and fell, giving Mike the opening he needed. He rolled and got to his feet, then ran, splashing through the woods. He had no idea where he could run to, but he knew he had to get away—
All of a sudden, there was a shriek from behind, and a whoosh, which sounded familiar. Mike felt heat behind him, and peeked over his shoulder. His attacker was still running after him, but he was aflame. The guy stumbled and fell, screaming from behind his black mask.
Mike whirled to see a Guardian in uniform, surrounded by two more assassins. Mike’s first thought was to help him, but as the fight went on, Mike realized the Guardian didn’t need any help at all.
Rainwater streaked to the Guardian’s hands, then slammed one would-be attacker in the chest and knocked him backwards. Another assassin came from the side, but the Guardian stepped back and grabbed the outstretched arm, snapping it like a twig. The warrior screamed from behind his veil. The Guardian slipped behind the man – it seemed to be a man – and snapped his neck in one smooth motion.
Mike crept closer, now that the attackers’ focus was on his savior. He hid behind a tree, peeking out to try and see who it—
Mike’s breath caught.
It was the Headmage.
Another assassin approached from behind. Garzan slid to his knees. A knife stabbed at where his head had been. Garzan reached around and tripped the warrior onto his back. Mike stared incredulously as Garzan grasped the assassin’s wrist forced his knife into the man’s own chest.
Even more fighters swarmed as the Headmage got to his feet. One of them tried to attack from the front, but Garzan thrust a hand forward and the assassin flew back, his body crashing into an enormous tree. Another assassin came at Garzan from the side, but the Headmage grabbed the guy’s arm and flipped him downwards. Garzan stretched an arm to the sky and muttered something under his breath. Lightning crashed out of the clouds and connected with the assassin’s skull, creating a brilliant fire across his torso.
Holy moly, Mike thought. The Headmage was a badass!
The remaining warriors hesitated, looking from Garzan to his flaming adversary. Then they vanished almost as swiftly as they had appeared.
Almost immediately, Garzan started whirling all around. “Michael? Michael, are you still here?” There was a panic in the Headmage’s voice that made Mike realize this wasn’t some trick. He stepped out from behind the tree, and the two of them locked eyes.
“There you are.” The Headmage hurried in Mike’s direction. Mike was surprised to see an expression of relief – not anger – on Garzan’s face.
“Are you hurt?” the Headmage said as he approached.
All of a sudden the pain returned. Mike doubled over and grabbed his stomach, as if his temporary supply of adrenaline had just run out.
“Here,” Garzan said. He placed a hand on Mike’s ribs. Warmth filled Mike’s body. Then Garzan released him, and Mike realized he didn’t hurt anymore.
“How did…”
Garzan shook his head. “No time for that.” The Headmage held out a hand in the direction of the wreckage. For a second, Mike thought he was going to resurrect the pickup truck, but then Mike noticed a pair of headlights, just beyond the fire. There was an SUV there, lights on, engine still running.
Mike took a deep breath. Then he nodded, and stepped towards the waiting vehicle.
 
 
 
 



Fifteen
 
Mike peered out the passenger side window, gazing at trees that were half illuminated by the SUV’s brights. There had been five minutes of silence already, which felt like a lifetime, especially because Mike was waiting for an all-time scolding. He was thankful the Headmage had shown up, that was for sure, but miserable about the fact that he had to go back to Windham. He never should’ve taken that hitchhike – that old guy was probably dead because of him – and now he’d blown his one chance to escape. They’d probably keep a leash on him now, or confine him to his room. Add in the fact that he’d probably get detention for a year, and Mike would’ve rather been anywhere else in the world.
Yet when the Headmage broke the silence, it was not with an angry tone in his voice.
“Jakkus told me you wanted to see your girlfriend,” Garzan said as he guided the SUV through the forest road.
How did Jakkus know that? Mike surely hadn't told him that piece of information. “Okay, I get it. Gargoyles are not just big stone bats. Anything else I need to know?”
“Michael,” the Headmage said as he adjusted the speed of the windshield wipers. “Contact with your girlfriend will only serve to put her in danger.”
“But I thought—”
“That she’d be safe, once you were in Windham?”
Mike looked back out the window. Of course that was what he thought. His mom had said that to him.
Along with all the other lies.
“She will be. As long as you stay in Windham.”
Mike didn’t respond.
“I know it’s hard, Michael. But you’ve seen firsthand the danger we’re facing. This is the danger your girlfriend – Laura, is it – she will face it, too, if you keep up this façade. And she does not have any magical abilities to protect herself.”
“Why would they hurt her?” Mike half-complained. He felt himself getting angry again. “It’s not fair, why would they do this?”
“Why do evil people do evil things?” Garzan said in a voice that made it seem more complicated than it sounded.
“But why me? No one else got a Calebra, and no one else has to break up with their girlfriend!” Mike didn’t know if that was true, but he didn’t really care at the moment. “Why does this all have to happen to me?”
Garzan was silent for a minute. “I think you can answer that one yourself, Michael.”
“Because of Rafael? I don’t care that he was my great-grandfather, I’m not him!"
“I’m happy to hear that, Michael, but that’s not what they’re after.”
Mike took a deep breath, trying to keep himself together. He realized yelling at the guy who just saved his life would not help matters. “My mom mentioned something. About my family’s power.”
Garzan nodded. “That is what they seek. And it is my job, amongst others, to make sure they don’t get it.”
“By keeping me locked up?”
Garzan chuckled as he switched off the brights for an oncoming car. “No, Michael. By turning you into the most powerful force for good the world has ever seen.”
Mike didn’t know how to respond to that little nugget of information. He was already uncomfortable with his newfound yet uncontrollable power, and it sure didn’t seem like he was worth all the trouble. What would the bad guys steal, anyway – some kid who blew stuff up by just thinking about it? Stockton had said this war had been going on for centuries – surely the bad guys had other ways of detonating Guardian targets without needing to steal an actual Guardian kid…
“You’re not the only one they’re after, you know.”
Mike cocked an eyebrow. “I have cousins here at Windham?”
“No, Michael.”
“Then who…”
A terrified, confused sensation spread through Mike’s limbs, like he’d downed ten shots of cheap vodka in a row.
“Wait, my mom?”
“She was able to get away,” Garzan said softly. “But I do not know how long she will be able to hold out.”
      “Then get her here to Windham!” Mike said desperately. “Bring her here, protect her!”
“It’s not that simple, Michael.”
“Not that simple? Okay, I get it, I come from a family of traitors. But she’s not a traitor, I’m not a traitor—”
“Listen, Michael.” The Headmage paused to navigate a sharp turn in the forest road. “I know you don’t realize the severity of it all, but we are in the middle of a war with the Brethren. Our Guardians are not all here at Windham. They have other… tasks to perform.”
Mike thought of the dream he’d had the previous night, about how his mom was warning him about a spy in Windham. Could it be that his mom was doing Guardian spy work herself, somewhere else? He thought about telling Garzan about the dream, but for some reason, he didn’t think the Headmage would take him seriously, not after the stunt he’d pulled tonight.
“Who were those guys, anyway? Black Brethren?”
“Perhaps,” Garzan said absentmindedly, “Or maybe Slayers.”
“Slayers?” Mike echoed. “What are Slayers?”
Garzan pursed his lips and didn’t respond.
Of course, don’t tell me. They almost killed me, but it’s not like it might ever happen again. Mike looked back out his window. The trees passed rapidly, the headlights making it seem like the forest was five feet tall. Above that, everything was black. As if the forest held deep secrets, and was unwilling to let anyone see but a glimpse of what might be.
Kind of like how Mike’s life was unfolding.
“By the way,” the Headmage said as he pulled the SUV onto Windham’s driveway, “I’ve spoken to Magus Stockton about reinstating you into Sparring class. I know he has his methods of discipline, but I’m afraid we don't have time for you to miss a week of class.”
Mike didn’t say anything. He couldn’t tell if the Headmage was trying to do him a favor, or just making sure his potentially volatile secret weapon was up to snuff.
“All he asked is for you to visit him in his office, to request reinstatement personally. Meet him there tomorrow, just before your Sparring class. All right?”
Of course, Mike thought. He’d want me to grovel my way back into his good graces. Okay, I’ll go, but I’m not getting on my knees for him.
The SUV stopped in front of the entrance, and the Headmage got out. Mike followed and headed up the steps.
“Michael,” the Headmage said.
Mike turned to see the Headmage staring at him in the scariest way possible.
“Focus on your studies. Hone your abilities. You will need them sooner than you think.”
 



Sixteen
 
Mike headed for Stockton’s office as soon as Magical Detention was over the following afternoon, hoping to catch the Magus before he left for class. He’d thought about Laura all day. It took him many hours of sulking to realize that the only way he’d be able to see her was to become the biggest kick-ass Guardian the world had ever seen. The more powerful he was, the more he’d be able to protect her.
And to do that, he’d need all the practice he could get.
Plus – he didn’t admit this to anyone, but still – he was scared about the Headmage’s last words.
The ambush last night had freaked him out more than anything else in his entire life. And, being a pretty freaked-out kid in the first place, that was saying something.
It was one thing to hear about war, to see army footage on TV, or watch some movie with stuff blowing up. But to be in the middle of an actual fight, to smell the smoke and the burning flesh, to see the destruction, the fighting… the death, even if it was the bad guys kicking the can…
It was pretty messed up.
But it also focused him.
This was a real threat to his own life. To Mom, to Laura. Maybe even to his friends back in Queens. It seemed like they could all be in danger.
If he would somehow be able to counteract all that with his powers… well, there was no way he was going to turn that opportunity down.
Mike knocked on the frosted-glass window that said “Seth Stockton” in thick stenciled lettering and brushed the hair out of his eyes. He loathed Stockton for making him kiss up like this, but if this was how he was going get back in, so be it.
There was a “Come,” from the inside, so Mike turned the gold knob and pushed the door open.
The room was bigger than Mike expected. Photographs of Guardians in uniform lined the wall, the more recent portraits nearer to a window that overlooked the grounds. Two small chandeliers illuminated the room. A coat rack was set up next to the door, with a long leather jacket hanging on it. A filing cabinet marked “Windham Student Directory” was set against the wood paneling, and a rolling index was placed on top.
So they really don’t have computers here, after all. The Gargoyles can read people’s minds, but the Guardians can’t surf the internet. Hilarious.
Stockton was wearing a black button-down shirt and a necklace similar to the one Garzan had. He was seated at a mahogany desk, reading over a stack of papers. Mike’s eyes flitted to the scar that stretched across Stockton’s temple, and it occurred to him that whatever kind of injury it had been, it must’ve been insanely painful.
Stockton rapped the papers on the desk and placed them facedown.
“Mister Prior.”
“Hi, uh, Magus Stockton,” Mike said, recalling his teacher’s preference. He spoke carefully, but to the point. “I wanted to be reinstated into Sparring class. If that’s okay.”
Stockton glanced at his wristwatch and muttered, “Indeed.” He reclined, interlocking his fingers and placing them against his stomach. “Very well.”
“Very well” was not exactly response Mike was expecting. He lingered for a moment or two, causing an awkward silence.
“That’s it?” Mike said finally.
“Did I not answer your question?”
“Oh, uh, yeah. Okay, thanks then.”
Mike turned to leave. But before he could reach the door, Stockton said, “Mister Prior?”
Bracing for some kind of insult, Mike said, “Yeah?”
“Do you know why I suspended you?”
The question caught Mike off guard. He had been expecting an argument, a rejection of the Headmage’s orders, or something else to make him hate the Magus more than he already did. Instead, he had been met with a calm, collected… almost courteous professor.
“Uh, no, actually.”
Stockton snorted and placed his elbows on the table. “Of course not,” he said matter-of-factly, causing Mike to backtrack from his “courteous” assessment just a bit. Stockton rubbed his forehead, seemingly trying to pick which words to use. “Two things happened last night. Aside from you running away from school, of course.”
I didn’t…
oh, nevermind.  Mike let it be. He was more curious to hear what Stockton had to say.
“First, you deliberately disobeyed my instructions to attack when the bell rang. Second, you nearly decapitated a fellow student. Which of those reasons was the basis for your suspension?”
Mike thought “nearly decapitated” was a bit of a stretch, considering he'd seen Annabella today without so much as an arm in a sling. “I thought you did it because I couldn’t control my magic. Because I hurt her.”
Stockton shook his head. “If you think that I care whether or not Ms. Frost sprains a wrist, you are quite mistaken. Much worse has happened to Guardians in the past. A little toughening would do you people some good.”
Mike wondered what that meant, but he wasn’t about to interrupt His Highness the Magus.
Stockton blew out a frustrated breath. “You don’t understand, do you.”
Mike wavered. He thought about Jakkus and his mind-reading ability, and decided to take the high road.
“No, sir.”
The Magus eyed Mike, seemingly deciding whether he wanted to share this information with him. Finally he said, “I want my students to get hurt.”
“Excuse me?” Mike blurted out before he could control himself.
“You heard me," Stockton's eyes were piercing. "I want my students to get hurt. I want my students to feel like they’re on the battlefield. Because when you’re fighting, you don’t always have five seconds to form a shield. To tell you the truth, I was probably too generous; it should’ve been two or three.
“The whole reason we have a Sparring class is so that if you’re confronted with a fight – and I don’t mean four kids in the dining room trying to steal your lunch money, I mean a fight like you were in last night – so if you’re in a fight, you don’t wet yourself. If you’ve seen combat already, if you’ve learned what it means to procure spells on a dime, if you’ve felt what it means to get hit with a magical weapon, then you may survive. Without that, you might as well be a gargoyle at high noon.”
Mike was both horrified and fascinated at the same time. Stockton wanted his kids to get hurt… and that would prepare them for battle? He wasn’t if wasn’t sure if Stockton was crazy or brilliant, but he did know that these methods wouldn’t go over too well with the board of directors. If this place even had one.
“And in the second contest of the year, you backed off. You allowed Miss Frost to form a shield, however pathetic it was, anyway. You defeated the whole purpose of the lesson with your mercy, and I couldn’t have other kids doing that.”
Stockton regarded Mike with intensity. “We have to teach you to kill, Mister Prior. Because if you don’t, the Brethren certainly will.”
Mike stared at his teacher. Then he realized this was something he had been struggling with over the past day and a half, aside from all the homesickness, aside from all the frustration over his suspension, and aside from the fact that he missed Laura so much.
Part of him loved being the most powerful kid in class, even if he had no idea how or why his powers worked. But a bigger part of him was terrified. Scared he wouldn’t be able to control himself. Scared he’d get drawn into the same evil that Rafael had been drawn to. Scared he would hurt, or even kill someone.
Yet here was Stockton telling him it was okay. It was okay to unleash his power, so long as it was on his enemies. Which meant that the pleasure of letting go wasn’t all that terrible, and the need for control wasn’t all that good… Mike felt his head starting to spin. This was way too heavy. He’d hated the philosophy class he’d taken in Forest Hills High, and this was getting to be too much of a mind trip.
Stockton paused for a moment. “You think I’m insane.”
“You think?” The moment the words left his tongue, Mike bit down on his tongue. Hard. Stockton would cream him for that…
But then the Magus did something unexpected.
Stockton called Mike over with his index finger.
Mike swore to himself but approached the desk anyway, bracing for some kind of spell that would turn his head into a basketball.
Instead, Stockton rolled up his left sleeve to reveal a forearm and bicep that looked like it had spent too much time in a broiler. The skin was black, flaky, charcoaled beyond recognition. Only towards the shoulder did the skin start reverting to its normal color.
“Holy crap,” was all Mike could say.
Stockton pointed to the scar that stretched across his temple. “Souvenirs from the Black Brethren. To remind me that every day I live is a gift, and that every student I teach will die unless I am unforgiving in my methods.” Stockton glanced at his watch.
“And now, we have class.”
 
 
 



Seventeen
 
“Let’s welcome back Mister Prior into our sparring sessions,” Stockton said to those assembled.
Mike stood in line next to Aaron, a new energy coursing through his body. He was going to spar, to fight, to unleash his power… and it wasn’t a bad thing. Although… in all honesty, he still didn’t fully understand that part. He didn’t want to send anybody to the hospital. Sure, Stockton had given him the green light, but who was to say Stockton wasn’t just some lunatic, a teacher who’d get sent to prison if this was a normal—
Mike laughed inside.
Normal school?
Not exactly.
“Today, we are going to eliminate the five second rule. Students will be allowed to attack as soon as I give the signal. You can win either by knocking your opponent off their feet or forcing them off the carpet. So don’t lose your ground.
“For pure entertainment’s sake,” Stockton smirked as if he had planned this, “Let’s begin with Mister Prior and Mister Zucker.”
At first, Stockton's words didn't register. Then Mike realized who he was going to fight.
Oh, boy.
Zachariah must’ve been thinking the same thing, because he headed onto the carpet with a swagger. He was dressed in his “I Crush Nerds” t-shirt from yesterday, hemp necklace and baggy khakis. Mike wasn’t sure if the guy wore the same thing every day because he liked it, or because he was too lazy to wash it.
Either way, Mike felt his heart pumping. He knew he should feel bad for wanting to destroy Zachariah, but he just couldn’t help it. The feeling was exhilarating. Intoxicating, almost.
Stockton set up the torch, water bottle, and electricity conductor and motioned for the two to come together and knock fists.
Zachariah stepped forward but didn’t offer his fists at all. “After this is done, Prior, you’re gonna regret ever setting foot in this place.”
“I already do,” Mike muttered.
“Fifteen paces,” Stockton said sharply. “Both of you.”
Zachariah glowered as he backed up the necessary space. Mike backed up also, wondering where he was getting this shot of moxie from. He felt his blood raging, as if ready to burst out of his veins.
The feeling both thrilled and terrified him.
Stockton raised an arm in the air, then released it like a green racing flag.
“Begin!”
Mike created a shield at once, just in case Zachariah would attack first. Sure enough, Zachariah immediately let go a volley of flames. Mike blocked it easily. He countered with a thrust of telekinesis, which Zachariah caught with his shield. The attack made Zachariah stagger back a few steps. Mike fired again, and Zachariah fell back even further.
What was it that Stockton had said? I want my students to get hurt…
Mike felt a startling jolt of clarity.
Happy to oblige, Magus.
Zachariah fired again, but his shot went wide. Mike inched closer and poured it on, directing more wind and force at Zachariah. Mike advanced like a master who knew he couldn’t be touched, holding his shield carelessly at his side, bringing it up only when Zachariah got an attack off. But that was a rare occurrence – Zachariah was stumbling backwards, with both hands on his shield to try and prevent himself from falling too far off the carpet.
Mike fired telekinesis again, and again. It was amazing, to make Zachariah cower like that… Mike varied his attacks for effect, trying to scare Zachariah as much as he could. He was deaf to the world now, not caring what the other kids in the class were screaming or saying. He shot fire, electricity, telekinesis…
And as he attacked, Mike felt the adrenaline swelling inside him. Like a ball of power forming in his chest. It was startling at first, but then it warmed him, strengthened him.
And made him feel entirely drunk with power.
Mike diffused his shield – they had covered that yesterday – and fired with two hands now, with more intensity. He had no idea how he knew to do this, only that it felt incredible. The look on Zachariah’s face was priceless, cringing behind his shield as if he was terrif—
All of a sudden, a noise like an air raid siren pierced the air. Mike stopped his attack and grabbed his ears. He felt the ball of power in his gut dissipate.
Zachariah pounced, firing flames and running down the carpet. Mike reformed his shield up just in time, but Zachariah was almost on top of him…
“Stop, everybody stop!” Stockton screamed over the roar of the alarm.
Zachariah ignored the command. He reared back with a fist, Mike raised his arms to protect his face—
But no attack came.
Mike peered out from behind his forearms. Zachariah had been stopped in his tracks, as if he had been frozen in place. He was mid-jump, mouth open, hand curled into a fist and ready to strike. But he didn’t move. Didn’t even blink. He was a wax statue, hanging in midair.
Mike looked from Zachariah to the Magus. Stockton’s arm was outstretched in Zachariah’s direction. His brow was knotted, his expression furious.
“Everybody out, back to the dorms!” Stockton yelled at the students. “Leave your belongings!”
Stockton flicked his wrist casually, as if he was a king disinterested in his servant’s company. Zachariah’s body jerked backwards and slid all the way to the wall.
Mike’s first thought was, Ironic, that’s how Annabella looked when I nailed her yesterday.
Then the callousness of the thought set in, and Mike stared at Zachariah’s crumpled body, horrified.
Was he that cruel? Sure, Zachariah was a jerk to him. But was Mike so vicious as to be happy when Zachariah got hurt? Where was this coming from? He’d never been so insensitive in his life—
“Let’s go, move, move!” Stockton shouted.
Mike snapped out of his trance and bolted towards the exit. He’d have to figure out his newfound feelings later; especially that weird burst of power he’d felt during the fight with Zachariah. He burst up the three flights of stairs and into the Greeting Hall with the rest of his classmates. The alarm, increasing in volume, drowned out panicked voices and stampeding feet.
What is going on? It sounded like the building was under attack, but Mike didn’t see anything—
Suddenly, one of the wooden doors crashed in. A girl screamed, and the line of students broke for a moment to allow Mike a view of what had happened.
A body had crashed through, skidding across the polished floor and painting a streak of red behind it. She lay face-up on the floor, mouth open, body inert, legs twisted in an unnatural manner.
The woman wore a bright pink dress.
Which was now smeared with red paint.
Mike stared, unable to look away. Mrs. Jorisch? Was she…?
Somebody yelled from behind, “Keep moving!” and Mike broke out of his daze. He ran, fueled by fear. After an eternity, he reached the white comfort of the dorm hallways, threw the door to Room 303 and jumped onto his bed.
He pounded his fist on his pillow time and time again, as if he was trying to beat the stuffing out of it. That was his teacher… sprawled out like she was… he punched the pillow again, then threw it against the wall for good measure.
Mike peered out the window, trying to see something, anything. What was going on? Was the mansion under attack? By whom? Why would they strike in broad daylight? After a minute, Mike realized the obvious answer – anyone assaulting a stronghold protected by gargoyles would attack during the day, when the gargoyles were not a factor.
Garzan’s words echoed in Mike’s brain like a gong from a Japanese game show.
War is coming to Windham, sooner than you might think.
Mike peered out the window in the bathroom.
Dude sure wasn’t kidding around.
Now Mike noticed several figures retreating across the lawn, firing some sort of black goop behind them. They were dressed in black, but it was impossible to tell if they were the same uniforms as the assassins who’d attacked him. One of the shots caught the trunk of a large oak. Mike watched in horror as the weapon devoured the bark like it was an aerial swarm of wood-eating bugs. The tree fell in a matter of seconds.
Then the attackers were gone, and everything was still.
 
 
 
 



Eighteen
 
The alarm shut off a few moments later. Which was a relief, except for one thing.
There was no sign of Julius Brutus.
Mike paced around his room. He had been in Sparring class, Mike was sure of it. He noticed the wall clock.
Five thirty.
It had been almost an hour already.
He was about to go look for him when he heard a voice ring out from above, like he’d heard the first day of school.
“Please stay in your rooms until further notice. The dormitories have special charms and wards; it is safest for you there. Dinner will be brought to you in half an hour.”
Mike breathed deep, resigned to wait for his nerdy roommate. Two hours later, Mike found himself at wits end, mostly because he had almost nothing to do. He’d gone down to chill with Aaron, but he’d excused himself when Aaron’s roommate Toad had started talking about his girlfriend. That made Mike more than a little sick, so he’d come back to the room, hoping to find his roommate, but to no avail.
He was about to jump in the shower when the alarm went off again. It was after dusk now, the orange sky dotted by wispy clouds, turning to purple and then navy blue on the horizon. Mike counted forty, maybe fifty fighters in the darkness, much more than last time. They were spread out in flanks across the grass, bunched into companies of ten or so, approaching without any impedance whatsoever.
Where are the Guardians? Mike thought. Shouldn’t they be out there, making sure they don’t approach—
Then it hit him.
The Guardians didn’t fight at night.
The gargoyles did.
Craning his neck to look upward, Mike noticed the creatures, just sitting there on the roof. Overstepping the roof ledge was the shadowy likeness of wings and talons… moving, ever so slightly. Just perched there, watching, waiting for—
Screams cut off Mike’s train of thought. Most of the black army had stopped moving; some of them were shaking as if caught in some sort of invisible booby trap. It had caught only a few of them, but the ward had done enough to frighten the others and halt their advance.
Suddenly, the gargoyles swooped off the deck in full force.
They were huge, and they were fast.
The gargoyle mass descended upon their enemies like vultures at a coliseum. One grabbed some electrocuted attacker and climbed back into the air. The creature drew his sword and ran the guy through, then dropped him thirty feet below for good measure. Mike was shocked at the gargoyles’ raw speed – the guy wouldn’t have had a moment to react even if he had control of his limbs.
Another gargoyle swept up behind an unmoving target and beheaded him. A third picked up a fighter and tossed him up into the air for another gargoyle, who thrust his sword through him, as if it were a sport. Yet another pinned a fighter to the ground and promptly bit into him, scratching and clawing at his body.
If he was up close, Mike might’ve lost his appetite. Instead, he was captivated. These creatures were the most incredible warriors he had ever seen. They were massive, lightning quick, and they could fly…
The enemy began to retreat. The gargoyles, not content to let their prey leave unscathed, killed as many as they could before returning to their perch atop the mansion, presumably to scout for more trouble. Mike waited to see if there would be another attack, but the alarm shut off soon after.
Two thoughts raced through Mike’s head. The first, something like how many shades of awesome was that!, was the less important of the two.
Where was Julius Brutus? Was he okay? Mike didn’t really know the kid all that well, but he struck him as someone who could get very freaked out by this kind of thing, and maybe get himself into some serious trouble.
Mike stared longingly at the towel he’d left slung over the bathroom door, feeling the cold dampness of the air-conditioner-dried sweat on his body. He hated not showering, even for a day.
Then he shoved the thought of delaying his search aside.
If Julius Brutus needed help, and you waited because you felt gross…
Mike would never forgive himself.
He bounced off his bed. He had to tell someone, even if it was against the rules.
Praying he was right on this one, Mike yanked on the knob and bolted out the door.
 



Nineteen
 
Mike crept along the hallways of the mansion, trying to corral his nervousness. The lights were off, for some reason, which only served to feed his fear. Moonlight crept through the windows, and the paintings of vampires and gargoyles on the walls watched him with silent eyes. Mike avoided looking at them, as if that would cause the depicted creatures to jump out at him. He swallowed, trying to remove the lump in his throat.
Why wasn’t there anybody around?
Mike cleared off the first floor and ascended the dark marble steps two at a time. He had tried Stockton’s office already, but the lights had been off, so he decided to start at the bottom and work his way up. He started wondering where he would look if he didn’t find anyone in the hallways. Who knew how many rooms this place had—
Voices filled Mike’s ears, coming from the end of the hallway. The sound was muffled, like the conversation was taking place behind closed doors. Mike made his way past two ivory goddess statues and approached the source of the noise with the utmost caution.
“All my brothers are accounted for, Headmage.” It was a gargoyle’s voice, deep and throaty. “What of the Guardians?”
Mike approached the wooden door and shone the light on the nameplate. It said “James Robert Garzan, Headmagus” in scripted bold letters.
So this was Garzan’s office. Mike made of mental note of its location, just in case he would ever need to run here again.
“Aside from Mrs. Jorisch,” Garzan’s voice said softly, “We are all accounted for.”
The words hit Mike like one of Sensei Jon’s karate kicks. Aside for Mrs. Jorisch…
“I am grieving, Headmage. My brothers have already prepared the burial rite.”
No, Mike thought. His stomach coiled. It couldn’t be…
“Why would they attack at night?”
“I do not know, Jakkus.”
Jakkus growled. “Pure lunacy. Suicide. The Brethren know this. We are not new creatures to them. What could cause them to forfeit their lives in such a manner?”
“We are in agreement, Jakkus. It is most puzzling.”
Mike still couldn’t get over what he’d just heard. Mrs. Jorisch was dead…
“And what news from the Slayers?”
Mike’s ears perked up. Slayers? Garzan had mentioned something about Slayers in their car ride back, but he’d conspicuously failed to explain their meaning. The only reason Mike hadn’t prodded him at the time was because he’d felt so friggin’ miserable. Weren’t the Brethren the Guardians’ enemy? What in the world were Slayers?
Garzan sighed. “They believe we set up Kimmy’s murder as an excuse to renege on the treaty.”
Jakkus roared, and something smashed against a wall. “Of all the ludicrous things to say!”
“Indeed,” Garzan said, his voice still quiet. Apparently whatever Jakkus had broken hadn’t been that valuable, because the Headmage didn't seem to react. “That we would kill one of our own as predisposition for war—”
“A needless fight! We have common enemies, do they not realize this?”
Then the room went silent. A shiver ran through Mike’s body. Did they know he was outside? Jakkus could do some crazy things; this would hardly be his best trick. And the Headmage… he wasn’t exactly a slouch when it came to magical prowess, either…
Mike shook it off. Even if they did know he was outside, he was doing nothing wrong. He raised his fist to knock on the door.
“Could the attack have been about the boy?”
Mike’s heart skipped a beat.
Ordinarily, he didn't consider himself to be narcissistic. But if the past day or so proved anything…
They were probably talking about him.
“I am unsure, Jakkus.”
Jakkus snarled. “His blood runs afoul. His lineage is tainted.”
Well, that answered that question.
And it also answered how Jakkus felt about him. Which was curious, because it was Jakkus who’d basically said, “it’s your life to live” when Mike had been trying to run away.
“His lineage,” Garzan said, “But not his soul.”
Jakkus grunted. “I dislike his being here, Magus. Given a choice, I would have him leave.”
“I understand, my friend, but he has a good heart. Give him a chance.”
Jakkus made another noise that sounded like a snarl. “My brothers and sisters are dead because of him.”
“Not because of him, Jakkus. Because of Rafael—”
All of a sudden, Mike heard breathing in the dark. Intense, heavy breathing. Like a dog, only much larger.
And it was coming from behind him…
Mike’s blood froze. He heard a growl; a guttural, inhumane sound. He could not bring himself to turn around, even though his mind was screaming for him to run. He smelled the creature’s sweat, the stench of a dog who hadn't showered in a month,—
Then he forced himself to wheel around. A scream caught in his throat, and no sound came out.
He was staring at the face of a gargoyle. It was down on all fours, wings unleashed, eyes blood-red with no pupils, muscular jaw open, saliva dripping down two enormous fangs… and all not more than two feet away…
“Well, well,” said a voice from behind the beast. Stockton appeared, his lips taut with satisfaction. “A bit of eavesdropping, Mister Prior? Maybe I shouldn’t have reinstated you, after all.” Stockton’s mouth curled into a sneer. “Let’s see what the Headmage has to say about this.”
Before Mike could protest, Stockton raised an arm.
Mike was flung into the Headmage’s door, which opened on impact. He tumbled onto soft carpet, which burned his shins through his pajama pants.
He saw the Headmage jump up from behind his desk. Jakkus drew his sword in innate fashion.      Garzan looked from Mike to Stockton and back again, his ice-blue eyes sweeping a piercing gaze. “Explain yourself, Mister Prior,” he said in a quiet, harsh tone.
Mike scrambled to his feet, his attention locked on Jakkus’s broadsword. Oh, this is not good…
“Well, uh, you see…” He’d been so confident only a second ago… but now his nerves wreaked havoc on his brain cells, and his throat constricted. Maybe something to do with staring a gargoyle in the face, looking like he wanted to slice his head off…
Stockton said, “Perhaps the spy we have been looking for, Headmage.”
The spy? Mike thought. Oh, no… this had all gone terribly wrong…
Garzan looked Mike up and down. “I hope you have an explanation for this, Mister Prior. If you do, speak it now, for gargoyles are known to have much less patience than humans.” As if to reinforce that idea, the crouched gargoyle got up on his hind legs and drew his sword as well. He wasn’t as tall as Jakkus, but compared to Mike, he was enormous.
Sweat dripped from Mike’s forehead. He knew this looked bad. He had an excuse, but would they actually believe him? Everything Stockton had said about his great-grandfather Rafael rang in his mind. And the dream with his mom, warning him about a spy in Windham… Mike hardly thought sharing that piece of information would help him right now…
“I, uh, Julius Brutus, he’s my roommate—”
“Speak!” Stockton said, his expression cold and hostile. “Spit it out, Prior!”
Mike swallowed. “Julius Brutus Alloway is my roommate, and uh, he didn’t come back after Sparring class.”
Garzan’s expression changed almost immediately. His eyebrows raised, and his eyes widened. “He did not return at all?”
Mike shook his head, his nerves too frayed to speak again.
“Jakkus, Yaris, you know what to do.” Both gargoyles immediately sheathed their swords, clasped a fist on their breast, and ran out of the room.
“I’ll search the mansion,” Stockton said, immediately dropping his vendetta with Mike. He whisked away with a flap of leather, leaving Mike alone with the Headmage.
“Michael, listen to me. You are positive he did not return, even for a moment?”
Mike felt his heartbeat pounding. “I was in the room the whole time.”
“And he was not in another one of the dorm rooms?”
Mike hesitated. “I didn’t check all of them, but…”
Garzan crossed his arms and peered at his pupil.
Oh no, Mike thought. Why hadn’t he thought of that? Okay, Julius Brutus didn’t exactly seem like the type to have a ton of friends, but he should’ve definitely thought of that…
Garzan sighed. “No matter, we will search the premises anyhow. I am proud of your devotion to your comrades.” His tone shifted. “If you are indeed telling the truth.”
“I am, sir, really.” As if it could reinforce the point, Mike lifted the flashlight.
“Then get back to your room, quickly. I am not convinced the night’s danger has passed as of yet.” 
 



Twenty
 
Mike threw open the door to his room, breathing heavily. He keeled over and put his hands on knees.
Then he noticed the smell of Julius Brutus’s Sure-for-Men deodorant, as if he had just sprayed himself. Which caused him to look up.      
“You’re here?”
Julius Brutus was standing over his bed, towel around his skinny waist, hair sopping wet. He slipped on his white v-neck t-shirt – which was two sizes too big – and turned around. “Uh, yeah. Where’ve you been?”
“Out looking for you. Where were you, I’m going to kill you!”
Julius Brutus smiled sheepishly. “I was in the bathroom in the basement when the sirens rang out. Got locked in a stall.”
“You know the whole school is looking for you, right?”
“Really? Why would they be looking for me?”
“Because you didn’t… aaaarrrrgghhh!” Mike rubbed his temples. “Let me get this straight. You were locked in a bathroom for four hours?”
Julius Brutus shrugged. “The lock got caught.” He headed towards the bathroom, toothbrush in hand. “What’s going on, anyway?”
Mike threw up his arms and plopped down on the bed. He thought about walking back and telling the Headmage, but he decided against it. With his luck, they’d think he’d staged the whole thing. Somebody would be coming around the dorms soon enough; he’d tell the staff then.
Then he realized Julius Brutus didn’t know about Mrs. Jorisch.      
“Have a seat, JB,” Mike said quietly.
 
 



Twenty One
 
Mrs. Jorisch’s death was the topic at Windham for the next several days. The Dining Hall was draped in black, and there was a continuous spotlight on the far corner of the mansion lawn, where the Telekinesis teacher had been buried in a midnight staff-and-Gargoyle-only ceremony. Some of the girls made pink wristbands, but Mike wasn’t ready to wear one of those. Instead, somebody was passing out pink stickers, so Mike took one and put it on the binding of his Telekinesis: A Wondrous Magic book, thinking it to be a proper tribute. Professor Punn took over Telekinesis 101, but it just wasn’t the same.
As for the attack, everyone and their girlfriend seemed to have theories as to what had happened, especially Zachariah and Annabella. They seemed hell-bent on telling everyone how Michael Prior, descendant of Rafael, had somehow allowed the Black Brethren onto campus in order to destroy them all. According to Aaron, not too many people took Zachariah seriously, but Mike started to notice a few students treating him differently. A look in the other direction. A sharp word or two. Or just a general indifference. More than once, Mike had asked to see someone’s notes for a class, only to be turned down with an uncomfortable, “Uh, I don’t like to share my work,” or something like that. Mike knew he was getting the cold shoulder, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. He was fed up with people thinking he was a spy – just because his great-grandfather was one didn’t mean he had to follow suit – but he couldn’t think of a way to convince people otherwise.
And so when Mike arrived at his dorm room the next night to find a tiny yellow envelope taped to the door, with his name scribbled in rough handwriting on the outside, at first he thought someone was playing a prank on him.
Mike ripped it off the door, wondering who in the world could’ve sent him this. If it wasn’t a joke… maybe it was from a girl? His mind turned to Laura. He wondered where she was, what she was doing…
His heart fluttered as he tore open the telegram. It read:
 
Mr. Prior —
I would like to speak with you. Meet me at eleven PM, by the main gate to the campus. Come alone.
 
Headmage James Garzan
 
Mike flipped the card over, disappointed. Why did the Headmage want to meet him outside the campus? And why should he come alone? Mike smirked.
He might’ve been a little gullible, yes, but he wasn’t at all stupid.
 
 



Twenty Two
 
The Headmage’s office was closed, but Mike found Professor Punn outside of the Dining Room, and she directed him to the Sparring room. When Mike walked in, he saw the Headmage immediately. He was dressed in a navy blue karate gi with a black belt, with a white headband with Japanese markings around his forehead. His eyes were closed, and he was sitting cross-legged on the floor, absorbed in meditation.
Okay, not what I was expecting… but he’s still the Headmage… isn’t he? That’s not some imposter who’s lured me down here to kill me, right? Mike squinted at the man sitting on the floor. If it wasn’t the Headmage, it was an incredible replica, down to the stubbly goatee and the receding white hairline. He’s not going to pop up and attack you – is he? Of course he’s not. So calm the heck down.
Even though this whole thing still felt off…
“Sir?” Mike felt his nerves transmitting on high frequency. “I got this telegram, and—”
“Sit down, Michael,” the Headmage said, apparently not too absorbed as to ignore his surroundings.
Mike sat on the cold floor. “Listen, uh, sir… I found this note taped to my door, and—”
“Close your eyes, and we will begin.”
Mike opened his mouth to protest, then shut it. His eyelids flittered, loathing to leave the comfort of sight behind. This is a guy who saved your life. This guy is not going to hurt you. Repeat, he is not going to hurt you… Mike forced them shut.
“Do you feel anything?”
“Uh, no.”
“Do you sense anything? Any power, perhaps?”
Mike took a deep breath. He was about to say no again, but then he stopped. He did feel something – a surge of power in the room, humming at an almost inaudible level, only noticeable at the tiniest of decibels.
“It sounds like a bee, buzzing at my ear.”
“At a very low level, perhaps. That is your power, waiting to be called upon.”
Mike resisted the urge to open his eyes. “What about your power?”
“I have controlled it, so it is not noticeable. You may open your eyes now.”
Visual relief flooded Mike’s senses, as if he were a swimmer who’d just come up for air. When the room came back into focus, Garzan was already standing. “You have been out of control in your classes. I will help you master the power within you.”
“Like when I attacked Zachariah?” Mike said, thinking about the strange power surge he felt during his sparring match. It had felt so… awesome… if not slightly frightening…
“Yes. But before we work on that…” Garzan’s voice trailed off. The Headmage crouched into a praying-mantis stance. “Hit me.”
Mike scrambled to his feet. “Um, what?”
“You’ve been studying karate since you were a little boy, am I correct?”
      “Er… yes, but—”
“And you were a green belt at last notice, were you not?”
“Yeah, um how did you—”
“Then hit me. If you can.”
“Honestly, what does this have to do with—”
Mike didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence. Garzan advanced at him and almost poked his eye out with a pointed fist. Mike instinctively reached out and grabbed Garzan’s arm, pressing it against his side and twirling back with an elbow. Garzan avoided it and slipped his hand out of Mike’s grasp. He kicked Mike in the back of the knee, causing Mike to buckle. Mike caught his fall with two hands and shoved himself backwards, sending his feet into Garzan’s chest and knocking the Headmage off his feet.
What is going on!
Mike barely had time to think as Garzan launched his foot in the air, aimed at Mike’s chest. Mike caught his teacher’s outstretched leg and flung it to the side, again sending Garzan to the stone floor. Quick as a snake, Garzan’s foot kicked Mike’s ankle out from under him, and Mike joined Garzan on the marble. Garzan pounced but Mike rolled out of the way, jumping to his feet and retreating a few steps.
A light bulb shattered overhead and electricity flowed through Garzan’s arm. He fired at Mike, who got a shield up in time. Mike thrust an arm forward to blow Garzan away with telekinesis, but the Headmage blocked it in turn. Immediately Garzan threw out an arm of his own, so fast that Mike didn’t have a chance to react.
It felt like he had been punched in the gut by Floyd Mayweather. Mike flew backwards and skidded across the floor, gasping for air.
Garzan relaxed his body, clasped his hands together Japanese-style, and bowed.
Mike struggled to his feet and returned the gesture meekly. His ribs ached. “Again… what does that… have to do with… control?” He gasped for air between words.
“Nothing,” Garzan said, smoothing out his uniform. “How did it feel to get hit?”
Mike wiped sweat off his forehead with his t-shirt. What did Garzan expect him to say? Yeah, you know what, it was great, hit me again!
“I know what you’re thinking, Michael. But consider this. Perhaps if you experienced what Annabella and all the other students felt, you would take your studies more seriously?”
Mike stood with hands on hips. So Garzan had wanted to hit him. It reminded Mike of what Stockton had said back in his office. I want my students to get hurt. Mike was starting to wonder if that was company policy over here.
“You have tremendous power, Michael. But there is no need for you to use your full strength in a sparring class.”
“But Stockton said—”
Garzan cut him off with a wave. “I know what Stockton said, but let me explain. First off, a warrior who does not exercise caution in attacking leaves himself more vulnerable to counterattack. Any effort expended results in a smaller reservoir of power in reserve. Therefore, your defenses will be weaker. You need to learn to balance this.
“Second, telekinetic magic is not entirely based on the offensive. You may want to grasp a handle from across the hall instead of blowing the door off its hinges. Or you may want to light a fire on a candle instead of melting the wax with a blowtorch. And so forth.”
Mike rubbed his stomach. He had never thought about using his powers for things other than fighting. True, his teachers had never mentioned it, but Mike felt a little silly for not even imagining that sort of thing. He relaxed just a little.
“So the note you taped on the door…”
Garzan frowned. “What note?”
And… that’s what I thought. Mike handed the note over to the Headmage.
Garzan said nothing as he turned the telegram in his hand.
“Not from you, I’m guessing?” Mike asked.
“Not from me,” the Headmage muttered. “Although I did want to speak with you, about these lessons...” Garzan slipped the paper inside his karate gi and smiled in the most fake way possible. “I was hoping you had decided to seek me out, as well.”
“Yeah, uh, kinda, I guess.”
“Well, a fortuitous turn of events, in any case. Shall we begin?”
Mike really wanted to know what the Headmage was thinking, but he sensed Garzan wasn’t about to share.
“Okay,” Mike said. “I’ll play along.”
“Excellent. We will stick with Telekinesis for now, and move on to your other weapons as the weeks progress.” Garzan snapped a finger, and a plain wooden box appeared in the middle of the room. “Lift it.”
Mike jumped back just a bit, then shook his head. Yoda training Luke, anyone? Even after all these magic classes, he still wasn’t used to a human being creating something out of nothing. Which was probably okay, all things considered. He steadied himself, focused on the wood, then thrust an arm towards the container.
The box splintered into a thousand pieces.
Mike shielded his face as woodchips flew in all directions.
“No.” Garzan shook his head as wood dust settled on the floor. “Why did it break?”
It took all of Mike’s willpower not to answer I don’t know, you’re the Headmage! Instead, he lifted his hands in surprise and guessed, “I attacked it?”
“Precisely.” Garzan conjured another wooden box. “You must grasp the item in your mind, instead of using the telekinetic attack you have learned up until now. Think about the item in your head. Instead of throwing an arm out to strike, extend the arm to grab.”
Mike rolled the information around in his brain and focused on the wood. He concentrated on the box. He imagined lifting it without any physical effort, raising it into the air… then he nudged his right arm outwards.
The box lifted into the air ever so slightly. Mike felt a strong resistance on his bicep, as if he was lifting the box physically.
“Keep going,” Garzan encouraged.
Mike slowly sat the box back on the floor, then released it from his grip. He felt a relief, as if he had put down something with his bare hands.
“That’s wild,” Mike said. “Why aren’t we learning how to do that?”
Garzan’s mouth curled into a wry smile. “I would much prefer to have my students throwing fire than clicking the remote from across the room, wouldn’t you say?”
Mike spent the rest of his time learning how to limit his power output. Garzan explained how to lower his natural energy, to harness himself, by controlling the amount of external effort he put forth. A smaller thrust of the arm, for example, would result in a weaker attack. Throughout the lesson, Mike lit torches from across the wall, froze bottles of water, and extracted electricity from the hallway by guiding it into the Sparring room, then extinguished it upon its arrival.
Garzan never let on more than the lesson itself. He was methodical, focused on his teaching, letting nothing slip by without correction, but not once did he say anything about how Mike was progressing. It was a lack of warmth, no doubt, a lack of personality that Mike wished would’ve been there, but the lessons continued at a steady pace. It wasn’t an overwhelming deficiency in the Headmage, just something that Mike would’ve loved to be able to connect to.
As the session neared its second hour, Mike decided to bring up a topic he had been bothered by ever since he arrived at Windham. He was in the middle of a lesson involving a tub of water and the freezing and unfreezing of different liquids. As he began cooling the water in the plastic bowl, he said, “So we Guardians have magic within us?”
“Yes, but concentrate on your lesson.”
Mike adjusted the temperature of the water with a slight raise of the arm. “Just hear me out for a second. I felt a surge of power when I was fighting Zachariah. It was… amazing. Like, I wanted to unleash everything inside of me.”
The Headmage breathed deeply. “You do have that power, Michael. Now it is my job to teach you how to harness it.”
“So not everyone has that?”
Garzan shook his head. “No.”
“Just like… not everybody can do magic? Non-Guardians, I mean.”
“Correct. Only the Guardian lineage can perform such feats.”
“How did we get it? I mean, one day there was just some guy born with magical power?”
Garzan chuckled. “Of course not. We got it from the Gargoyles.”
Mike lost control for a minute, letting the temperature rise a little bit. “We did? I didn’t read that in any of the textbooks.”
The Headmage rubbed his forehead. “I thought Magus Stockton would’ve covered that at the beginning.” He paused for a moment. “No matter. When the Gargoyles realized their magical talents were useless during the day, they gave them to those who could use them all the time, provided those people swore to protect them.”
“The Guardian clans,” Mike said, his arm starting to shake a little as he transferred more power into the water.
“Yes. Most of the Gargoyles transferred exactly half of their power to their Guardians. One clan kept the entirety of their abilities for themselves, but that is not for now.”
“So who are the Black Brethren? Corrupted Guardians?”
Garzan did not respond immediately. Mike lowered the temperature below freezing, and he felt a small pop in his elbow – not the injury type, but as if a meter had gone off to tell him he had gotten back under the freezing mark.
“The Brethren are a society that has artificially implanted magic inside of them. They are lost souls, people with nothing left, who turn to abuse magic and its power. All of their spells affect others in perverted ways.”
“Really? Like what?”
“Mind control, physical infestations, things that are unpleasant to discuss and less pleasant to experience.”
After a few minutes the entire tub was a frozen block. Mike lowered his arm and observed his handiwork, knowing he would have to do it ten more times before Garzan would be satisfied. “Is that why the Calebra looked so weird? Like it had been torn apart and re-sewn.”
Garzan nodded. “It is a terrible thing, to insert power into something that cannot hold it. The Cat that attacked you was merely a victim. Its death ended its suffering.”
“Do they always hate us?” Mike asked. “Like, there’s always been constant war going on?”
“There are lulls in the fighting, no doubt,” the Headmage allowed. “War usually breaks out when some powerful sorcerer rounds up whatever Brethren he can find and builds an army.”
“And that’s what’s going on now? Somebody’s leading them?”
The Headmage didn’t answer.
“And what about the Slayers? Where does their magic come from?”
Garzan’s expression was stoic. Then he blinked, as if driving away a bad dream. He stepped away for a moment, hands on hips.
“Sir?”
The Headmage put a finger to his lips. He reached inside his karate gi, and touched his Amp. His head bowed, as if he was listening to a private phone call.
Then he turned to Mike.
“I must apologize, but we are needed elsewhere. Go shower, change, and meet me in my office in fifteen minutes.”
And just like that, the lesson was over.
 
 



Twenty Three
 
When Mike arrived at Garzan’s office, the door ajar and the lights were on, but the place was empty. Mike knocked on the open door anyway – one of the things his mother had always taught him, it was just good manners – then leaned on one of the bookshelves.
The Headmage’s office was totally different than Stockton’s, and actually pretty nice, now that Mike didn’t have a gargoyle threatening him with a sword. A blank canvas was pulled down over the eastern wall, hiding what looked like a map of the world. Several letters were arranged in a pile on the desk, along with quills that Mike thought to be impractical. The walls held columns and columns of stocked bookshelves. As if the library didn’t have enough already.
Suddenly, Mike heard people coming from the hallway. The Headmage strode in, followed by four students: Zachariah, Steph, and two girls Mike didn’t know.
Zachariah snorted. “Wait, what is he doing here?”
“Nice to see you too, pal,” Mike muttered. For some reason he went over to stand next to Steph, whose hair was damp as if she had just showered. Water trickled down her shoulder blades and through a black tank top. Mike smelled Herbal Essences. Fruit Fusions. The purple one.
His throat went dry.
Laura had been obsessed with the stuff.
“Sit down, all of you,” Garzan said, ignoring Zachariah’s remark. He made a motion with his wrist, and five chairs appeared from out of nowhere.
Mike jumped.
Then his cheeks went hot.
Got to get used to that, Mike thought as he ran a hand through his hair, trying to look cool and composed.
Garzan motioned at the door. It slammed shut with a bang.
“Nothing said in here may make its way out of this room, am I understood?”
Mike sat up straight. Well. That’s one way to get everybody’s attention.
“Good. Because of the recent attack on Windham, we have been forced into action.” The Headmage sat in the recliner chair behind his desk and pulled out what looked like a remote control.
Garzan clicked the remote at the blank screen that was covering the map. All of a sudden, a man’s picture appeared. He was Professor-X-bald, with beady, dark eyes. He wore a tan raincoat, flaps up, hiding part of his face. Mike noticed a scar running across his cheek.
“Jeremiah Trottingwood, of New York City. Makes a living as a licensed weapons dealer, although he is known to commission some unlicensed materials as well.”
Unlicensed materials… Somehow Mike didn’t think Garzan was talking about guns or drugs.
“Some would have him linked to the Black Brethren. What I want you to do is trail him for this evening. Our older students have been doing a good job of tracking his whereabouts, but we need fresh eyes, fresh faces. Spread out and track Mr. Trottingwood from his home tonight – he’s supposed to make some sort of delivery at midnight in Central Park. Follow him there, stay out of sight. Get pictures of what he’s selling and who he’s selling it to.”
Mike had no idea how to do this, but the other two girls he didn’t know were nodding their heads. Espionage majors, probably. But something was off about the whole thing. If they were just doing reconnaissance, what did they need Mike and Zachariah for—
Wait.
Did Garzan just say Central Park?
The image of Jeremiah Trottingwood disappeared. “For this mission, you will be accompanied by two gargoyles. They are not awake yet, but do not fear, they will make it to New York long before you do.”
Mike spaced out for a second. He was going to New York City… which meant they would be driving through, or close to, the borough known as Queens…
“You will communicate with these.” Garzan pulled out a drawer in his desk and removed two necklaces, exact copies of the one that he wore.
“These are called Amps. Mister Prior, Mister Zucker—” Mike snapped back to attention when he heard his name — “You are the team leaders.” Garzan handed a necklace to each of them. Zachariah accepted his eagerly, like a kid who’d gotten his Christmas present a week early. Mike slipped his over his head, the wheels in his mind turning, trying to formulate some sort of plan.
Garzan seemed not to notice. “To use them, just think of who you’d like to contact, and touch the stone.” The Headmage demonstrated by pressing his index finger and thumb around the turquoise rock.
Instantly, the stone lit up, and Mike heard a voice in his head.
You are the strongest, Michael. Be careful. They are under your protection.
Mike started. Had Garzan figured out what he was planning to do? Or was he just warning him in general?
He waited for more details, but the Headmage was not forthcoming. Instead, Garzan said, “Go change into something dark, something normal. And please, don’t mention any of this to your friends.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a set of keys.
“Does anyone here have a driver’s license?”
Mike grunted. His mom had given him driving lessons since he was thirteen, in case “they had to make a quick getaway” and she couldn’t drive. He could handle any car without a problem, even a stick, but somehow he didn’t think that counted.
Zachariah and one of the other girls raised their hands. Garzan said, “Who is older?”
“April,” said the girl.
“February,” said Zachariah, a gleam in his eye.
“The A6,” Garzan said. “And don’t get pulled over.” Garzan tossed the keys to Zachariah, who grasped them like they were the keys to his jail cell.
Garzan said something about “be careful” and “good luck,” but Mike barely heard him. The only thing he could think about was figuring out how this would go down.
Because he was hijacking this mission.
So he could go see his girlfriend.
 
 



Twenty Four
 
Three hours later, the Audi pulled into a parking spot across the street from the Trottingwood residence. He lived right on Fifth Avenue, opposite Central Park, between 94th and 95th street. It was after eleven pm, so the streets weren’t busy. Of course, being New York City, it was active enough for the car to look normal, but Mike was still fidgety. The drive had been incredibly awkward, and all he wanted to do was get out of the car, get done with the job, and get on to Laura’s house. No matter how late it might be.
He went over the plan in his head. It didn’t make sense for him to bail on them before the mission. First of all, he wasn’t into abandoning his friends, especially if there might be some sort of trouble. Not that Zachariah was a friend, but whatever – he couldn’t leave the three girls. Second, and more importantly, Mike was sure Zachariah would tell Garzan right away if he bailed. Which could lead to huge problems.
So it had to wait for the ride back. He’d brought what little money he had with him on the trip, and Mike figured he’d grab a MetroCard, jump on the subway, and deal with getting back to Windham afterwards. Yes, the last time he’d left, he’d almost gotten blown to smithereens, but that’d been right outside Windham. Somehow Mike didn’t think the Brethren were that good, to trace him over a hundred miles from Windham and ambush him in the subway.
At least, he hoped they weren’t.
After a few minutes, a bald thirty-something male exited the apartment in question. He wore navy spandex and a yellow biking helmet, and moved to unchain a bike that was tied to construction scaffolding.
“I got him.” Brandi, as one of the espionage majors had introduced herself, pulled out a small capsule from her jeans pocket. Mike recognized it as a homing device from his Magical Detection class.
“Is that a good idea?” Mike wondered aloud. “I mean, if he deals with the Brethren, maybe he knows a little magic?”
“Yeah, but how else are we going to track him?” Zachariah stuck his face in. “He bikes faster than we run. We can’t exactly drive this thing into Central Park.”
“Well, decide fast,” Steph said. “He’s about to go.”
Mike grimaced, but in truth, he knew he was stuck. He couldn’t think of another idea to track Trottingwood, and if he escaped, the whole mission would be a waste. Besides, if Trottingwood could detect magic, worst case scenario they would get out of there.      
“Fine, do it.”
Brandi got out of the car and threw the pellet into the air. She mumbled a few words under her breath. The homing device flew straight for Trottingwood’s bicycle, attaching itself to the back of his seat.
“Nice,” Mike muttered. “How do you track it?”
Brandi stuck her palm through the open window. It was illuminated with a map of the city. A little red dot traveled along it.
“That is wicked cool,” Zachariah said from over Mike’s shoulder.
Mike said, “Come on, get in. We’ll follow him in this thing as far as we can.” He patted the car’s exterior, and Brandi jumped back inside.
Trottingwood biked for almost thirty blocks. When he finally turned off Fifth Avenue, he turned past some horses and carriages on the side of the road and pulled onto a paved bike path that led into the park. Zachariah stowed the car a block away.
“You have one of those things on your hand, too?” Mike asked Marie Lu, the other espionage major.
She nodded, showing her palm.
“Good. You and Steph, come with me. Zachariah, you take Brandi and spread out in the other direction.”
“Hey, why do you get the healer?” Zachariah complained
.      Mike bit his tongue. I’m going to turn this kid over to Trottingwood if he argues with me one more time. Still, he just wanted to get the mission done with. “Fine. Steph, go with Zachariah.”
Steph frowned, then got out of the car with an annoyed look on her face.
Oh give me a break, Mike thought as he and Marie Lu headed for the bike path into the park. Don’t you start giving me crap for this, too. He didn’t even want to be here right now.
After a few minutes, the dot on Marie Lu’s palm slowed down. Trottingwood had stopped over by a lake. His bike was set against a lamppost, and he was sitting on one of the benches. If Trottingwood had detected the homing device on his bike, he didn’t act like it.
Nice to see you actually showed up, a voice said in Mike’s head. It’s Yaris, by the way, if you don’t remember. From outside the Headmage’s office.
Like I could ever forget, Mike thought in response. All things being equal, I’m glad you’re on our side.
Just don’t turn on us and everything will be fine.
Mike scowled as the necklace went dark. Why did everything have to be about Rafael?
Marie Lu, meanwhile, was busy setting up shop. She sent out four more capsules, each attached to a tree with a different vantage point of Trottingwood’s location. They were cameras, she explained, and they were the key to the whole mission. If they needed to, the Guardians could get out of there without any trouble and come back to retrieve the tiny medicinal-looking pellets at any time.
As soon as they were set up, Marie Lu hurried over to Mike. “Let’s get farther back. We can watch the show from anywhere.” They chose a patch of grass that was out of sight and sat down.
Both Guardians lay on the dirt, propped up on their elbows. Marie Lu made a squared motion with her index fingers, and instantly a screen appeared out of nowhere, split into fours, glistening in the black of the night. Mike marveled at the magic. They were pretty much out of sight, but even if someone did see them, they would be written off as two teenagers watching a movie on a tablet.
Each of the screens was a different camera angle, and Mike had to admit, the area was pretty well covered. Trottingwood sat impatiently, tapping one leg over the other, head constantly swiveling in either direction.
“Check it out.” Marie Lu pointed at the screen.
Trottingwood had stood up. He raised his arm over his head, as if he was saluting some dictator or something. Then the lampposts surrounding his position went dark simultaneously.
“Somebody doesn’t want to be seen,” Mike muttered.
It was harder to distinguish between the shadows now. Mike could still see Trottingwood clearly, but it was difficult to make out any other definitive objects. A bush ruffled, but Mike didn’t think—
No, there was a person there, hiding some ten or twenty feet behind Trottingwood’s position, watching him like a cat eyeing a pigeon. Mike squinted, trying to make out a face. The build was extremely familiar—
What is the Zucker kid doing? Yaris’s voice was frantic. I tried to speak to him, but he didn’t answer! He has an Amp, right?
Mike gasped.
The person behind the bush was Zachariah.
Mike touched his necklace. Zachariah, what the hell are you doing?
There was no response.
Zachariah!
I’m getting closer to the action, what does it look like I’m doing?
Get out of there you idiot, Marie Lu and Brandi have cameras all over this place. We came for surveillance only!
Yeah, I couldn’t see a thing on that projection of hers. I needed a closer look.
Mike couldn’t believe this was happening. What if Trottingwood saw him? Mike didn’t know how fast he could get there, or if he would be able to help at all. What if the Black Brethren were involved? Could Mike slow them down while Zachariah got away? Would any of them be able to get away?
Get out of there, Zachariah, the videos are for Garzan and Stockton, not us!
Mike was watching him on the screen, screaming in his mind for him to return. But Zachariah did not acknowledge him at all.
Suddenly, several figures appeared out of the trees some fifty yards away, at the far end of one of Marie Lu’s cameras. They walked purposefully towards Trottingwood, who noticed them and clearly relaxed his shoulders. Marie Lu twirled her fingers, and the video screen zoomed in with the fourth, most-accurately-placed camera.
The leader of the group grabbed Trottingwood’s hand and shook it vigorously. Trottingwood pulled out a small bag from his knapsack and presented it to his guests, who numbered nine in all. It was impossible to make out any features in the moonlight, but they were all tall and sturdy.
“Is there audio on this thing?” Mike asked.
“Give me a minute,” Marie Lu said, her forehead wrinkled. “I thought I configured it right.” She muttered a few charms and waved a finger back and forth. Then she touched Mike’s ear, and voices filled his head.
“There is only one?” the leader of the pack was saying, holding the package up to examine it. “Dementae will be displeased.”
Dementae? Mike mouthed to Marie Lu. She raised her palms as if to say, I have no idea.
“Yeah, well, if he knew what it took to get it, he’d be happy with only one.” It was Trottingwood’s voice; a squeaky, high-pitched, nervous tone. Not how Mike expected him to sound.
Mike squinted at the leader, as the camera had the best shot at his face. Was he a vampire? Black Brethren? A Slayer? Mike didn’t even know what a Slayer was, but he could guess. What did any of them look like? He assumed a vampire would have some sort of fangs coming out of his mouth, but then again, that was Hollywood talking…
The leader handed the bag behind him, and pulled out a cigarette. He lit it quickly and took a long drag. “One will suffice, Trottingwood. But do not disobey him again.”
“Yes, Sylvan.” Trottingwood wiped his brow with the back of his palm.
All of a sudden, Mike heard a ruffling noise, like someone was digging in the bushes to retrieve a lost item. The sound was not next to him, but coming from the magic in his ear. Mike was filled with a terrible sense of dread.
“Get us back to the other cameras. Quick!”
Marie Lu twirled her arms desperately, and the four screens appeared once again. In the lower left, Mike saw a struggle near the bush where Zachariah had been.
Then he saw two figures lift a body out from behind the shrubbery. They walked over towards the meeting party, holding Zachariah’s arms behind him like he was going to the gallows.
“Let’s go!” Mike jumped up and broke into a sprint towards the lake. He had no idea what he was going to do, but he had to save Zachariah. Even if he didn’t know who he was saving him from. Mike still had Marie Lu’s spell in his ears, so he listened intently as he ran. The lake was way too far… it was so dumb to have been so far back… but then again, he never thought he’d have to run right into the thick of things…
“What do we have here?” It was Sylvan’s voice.
“Some kid, hiding in the bushes.” Another voice, one that Mike didn’t recognize. “You think he’s a Slayer?”
“Nah, they’re not that stupid.” Then there was a pause, then Mike heard the smack of fist on flesh and the sound of air whooshing out of Zachariah’s mouth.
So these guys weren’t Slayers. And it sounded like they didn’t like them. Did that mean…
Mike stopped short of the lake, hid behind a tree, and assessed the situation. Had Steph and Brandi seen what had happened? Surely they were watching the cameras… but they weren’t warriors. Did they even know an attack? Steph might’ve known something from being in Sparring class, but had she spent any time practicing? She hadn’t fought yet, as far as Mike remembered, and even she had admitted she was interested in medicine, not fighting…
Which meant Mike was Zachariah’s only chance.
Mike looked around for something to use. All the electricity in the vicinity was gone, courtesy of Trottingwood’s spell. There was no fire, although there was plenty of water… maybe Mike could freeze all of them in an attempt to free up Zachariah so he could get away—
Out of nowhere, black figures ran past Mike and swarmed the party. Shouts rang out from Trottingwood and his guests, and Mike froze as impromptu battle commenced. It was a melee, without any way to tell who was who. One of the newcomers was locked in combat with Trottingwood, who seemed to know a pretty solid tai-chi, or whatever it was. Another fight was taking place closer to Mike’s position. He could see the flap of a ponytail kick into the air. The other one was a guy, and there was a ferociousness about how he was fighting, almost animalistic…
The girl ducked underneath an errant punch and thrust something into her opponent’s chest. Mike jerked back as the guy’s body burst into flame, then into ash, and was carried away by the night wind.
Mike gaped.
Then he forced his gaze back to Zachariah’s old location. It was impossible to tell who was who… everyone was in black…
Save for a stocky teenager who was dressed in khaki shorts and a black t-shirt.
Who was now lying on the ground, motionless.
“No!” Mike charged, not caring who or what he was fighting. He thrust a hand out at one figure, who flew backwards twenty feet. Another person charged at him, but Mike juked to the side and went telekinesis on him, too.
By now Zachariah had gotten up. Thank God, Mike thought. He’s not dead. But the kid was staring around like a boxer who’d taken one too many shots to the temple. He was grabbed from behind by Sylvan, who still had the cigarette in his mouth. Zachariah wrestled with him, Sylvan’s thick arms wrapped around his neck, trying to snap it in half.
“Get off of him!” Mike extended an arm in Sylvan’s direction, concentrating on the cigarette, not caring to harness his firepower. Then there was an explosion, and a huge fireball lit up Central Park.
“No!” Mike slammed on the brakes, shielding his face from the heat. He’d used too much power— 
Then to his utter relief, he saw a stout figure crawl out from underneath the fire, his t-shirt charred but not aflame. A tall, fiery body ran towards the lake, screaming, holding his face. He dove in head first. The intense heat of the blaze evaporated, replaced by a cloud of steam hovering above the water.
By now the fight started to subside. Several of Sylvan’s party began to retreat. Trottingwood was nowhere to be found. There were still a few of the newcomers chasing after Sylvan’s people, but—
Zachariah yelled, “Mike, behind you!”
Mike had no time to react. He was grabbed from behind and his head peeled backwards. Instinctively, Mike raised his arms to his neck. Sure enough, his assailant reached across with a blade, cutting at Mike’s skin. Mike grunted as he felt a sharp pain, and warm liquid ran down his forearm. He tried to slip out, but he was forced to one knee, as if the guy knew what was coming.
“Back off, or he dies.” It was his captor’s voice. A woman’s voice. Talking to Zachariah.
Zachariah raised his trembling hands. By now there were at least five or six others who had joined the woman, and they were starting to surround the two Guardians.
Where are the others? Mike thought, his arm burning. A mix of perfume and sweat clogged his senses. Marie Lu, Brandi? At least Steph? They had to know what was happening, right? And what about…
Mike slid a pinky out from his curled fist and touched it to his chest.
Yaris! Get the hell down here, what are you waiting for?
Mike heard a grunt, then a loud growl in his mind. I did not realize you were in there! The voice shut off.
The woman had since released some of the pressure on Mike’s neck. But she was still holding him firm to the ground, and keeping the knife ready underneath his wrists.
“Who are you?” she said to Zachariah. “What are you doing here?”
The woman’s voice seemed insanely familiar. Mike wracked his brains, trying to remember… was it one of the teachers at Windham? It kind of sounded like Professor Punn… but that made no sense at all…
Just then, two enormous creatures dove out of the sky, like missiles fired from an aircraft. They tackled two of the black fighters with enormous impact and pinned them to the ground. The gargoyles unsheathed their swords and raised them with murderous intent in their eyes.
Mike yelled, “Yaris, no!” The creature hesitated, then turned to look at Mike. His eyes were blood red, without pupils, a telltale sign of his fury. But even Mike could recognize the fear in them when they took hold of Mike’s position.
“Name your terms.” Yaris dropped his sword. It clanged on the concrete.
But instead of a response, something unexpected happened. The pressure from the knife subsided, and Mike was released.
“Mike?”
It took Mike a moment to turn around. When he finally did, his world stopped. His jaw fell open, as if there were no muscles in his mouth to hold it closed. His brain turned to putty, and he forgot all about the gash in his arm.
He was staring at Laura Stetson.
“Laura?”
“Mike?”
The two stared at each other for a minute, frozen in place.
“You’re a Guardian?”
“You’re a… Slayer?”
“But you’re not…” Laura’s eyes kept looking Mike up and down, as if she was missing something. “But where’s your uniform, your patch?”
“Huh?”
“What is going on here?” Yaris bellowed. He took two steps in Laura’s direction.
“You know her?” Zachariah said.
“Well, duh,” Laura sniffed, sheathing her knife in a sleeve that wrapped tight around her hips. Her white tank-top, partially hidden underneath the jean jacket she always wore, came up above her belly-button.
I guess everyone can see the barbel piercing now, huh?
Laura bit her lip. “You didn’t call, you didn’t say goodbye... you just left. And this is why?”
“No, it’s not… I mean, I wasn’t… Come on, it’s only been a few days, I’ve been trying to call—”
“Only a few days?” Laura said, the pain on her face clear enough. “You’re a Guardian, Mike! How am I supposed to date—”
Just then, Marie Lu, Brandi, and Steph came running in from over the hill on the left. They stopped short when they reached the embankment, heads on a swivel between all the parties involved.
“Where were you guys?” Zachariah said, clearly upset that only Mike had come to his defense.
“We couldn’t make out any faces,” Steph explained, her eyes flittering between Mike and Laura. “We didn’t want to charge in here without an idea of who to hit. Who is this?”
“Uh, this is Laura.” Mike fidgeted. His arm was starting to ache. “My…”
“Friend,” Laura finished quickly.
Mike stared at her. The word hung in the air between them, like a guillotine about to crash.
“Is that so.” Steph took a step in Laura’s direction.
Yaris interjected his enormous grey body between Steph and Laura, his wings almost knocking Mike over in the process. “Why did you attack us,” he demanded of Laura.
“First of all,” Laura said, hands on hips, “You were interfering in our business. The Guardians have no jurisdiction when it comes to the vampire hordes.” Laura spoke like she was making an announcement from the White House. Like she had been doing this for years.
“Second of all,” her tone grew cold, “You know of the history between Guardians and Slayers.”
Yaris howled at the night. “Would you prefer to fight vampires alongside the Guardians, or fight both of us by yourselves?”
“If I may interrupt,” Mike said, his brain starting to function again. Things might’ve been weird with Laura right now, but he definitely didn’t want Laura and Yaris getting into a fight.
He put a hand on Yaris’s obscenely muscular forearm, which was cold as ice. Okay, didn’t see that coming. “All of this is irrelevant. In the pitch black, I’m sure they thought we were vampires, too.”
For a moment, nobody spoke. Then another Slayer said from the back, “He’s right. How were we supposed to know there’d be Guardians tracking vampires, too?”
Zachariah said, “We weren’t tracking vampires—”
“That’s enough, boy,” Yaris snarled in Zachariah’s direction.
Zachariah shut up, and fast.
Several of the Slayers started retreating to the far end of the lake, clearly unnerved by the whole situation. One of them gestured at Laura, and she nodded back.
“Listen, Mike, I gotta go. Don’t… don’t put yourself in that situation again, okay? I don’t want to have to…” Laura let the sentence trail off.
“What do you mean, don’t put yourself in that situation again? Like I had a choice?” Mike scrutinized Laura’s face, begging for some hint of what she was feeling. He had never seen her so… wary. He could tell she was upset… he saw a mix of anger, disbelief… but there was also something else… something like… sadness?
Laura refused to meet his gaze. “Listen, I gotta go.”
“Laura, wait—”
But she scurried away before he could finish. All Mike could do was watch her go, a sick emptiness growing in his gut.
 
 



Twenty Five
 
An hour later, the black A6 moved steadily along I-95. The girls had fallen asleep in the back, and Zachariah had his eyes on the road, the thumping of heavy metal music keeping him awake. Mike wondered if the experience might’ve changed him somehow; Zachariah hadn’t opened his mouth all ride long.
Which was fine with Mike. He stared out the passenger seat window, completely sick inside, unfolding everything in his mind. Laura was a Slayer. A Slayer. Mike didn’t know how he was supposed to feel about that, but if he was supposed to hate her, it wasn’t happening. Mike found it hard to pretend she was any kind of enemy.
Instead, he was almost nauseous. Did she want their relationship to be over? Was it only because she was Slayer and he was Guardian? Or because he hadn’t spoken to her over the past few days? Mike needed to know, and not knowing was eating him up alive.
He tried to think back to when they were going out, if anything seemed strange. Had she said anything weird, done anything out of the ordinary… that would suggest she was staying out late slaying
vampires? Sure, she’d declined a few party invites, but only once in a while… it wasn’t like they never hung out, or never stayed out late… heck, there was even that one time they’d stayed at that crazy party in the city until four in the morning… Mike smiled to himself, remembering how much crap his mother had given him for that one—
At first, Mike didn’t even hear it above the pounding of the radio. But then he heard the sound again.
“Thanks."
He turned and stared at Zachariah.
“Did you just say thank you?”
Zachariah kept his eyes on the road. “You don’t have to make a big deal about it.”
Mike hmphed. “But you still hate me with a passion.”
“Oh sure,” Zachariah said to the windshield. “But a favor’s a favor.”
Mike hardly thought of saving Zachariah’s life as a favor. More like something he’d do, well, just because. “You wouldn’t have done the same?”
Zachariah chuckled. “You mean charge in one on twenty? No, probably not. But I do appreciate it. You hesitate any longer, and I’m probably a vampire.”
Mike instantly thought back to Laura. You hesitate too much, you know. Gonna lose you a lot of tournaments. He swallowed hard.
“Let’s just see what Garzan has to say about this,” Zachariah added.
“What do you mean?”
The car hit a bump. “I mean, you screwed up the job.”
“I screwed up the job?”
“Yup.”
“How did I screw up the job?”
“Yeah, I know, I got captured,” Zachariah allowed. “But I bet they’ll say you should’ve let me die rather than compromise the mission.”
Mike looked at Zachariah like he had just arrived from Neptune. “You can’t be serious.”
Zachariah scratched the stubble that was beginning to appear on his thick jaw. “Again, don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful you didn’t. But sometimes I wonder about these guys, Stockton and Garzan. Guardians aren’t exactly well-liked, you saw it yourself. And for some reason, I feel like there are rules in play here that nobody’s told us about.”
Mike didn’t say anything. They had been dropped into a war zone without any warning. Considering he didn’t even know all this existed a few days ago, and it was pretty ridiculous.
Track Mr. Trottingwood from his home tonight, the Headmage had said. Nothing in terms of potential hazards. Did Garzan know the situation could’ve exploded like that? Be careful, Mike, you are the strongest. They are under your protection…
“So you know those people? Those… Slayers, did you call them?” Zachariah switched the station as the radio went to commercial.
Mike shook his head. “I thought I knew them. You know the girl who almost slit my throat?”
Zachariah nodded.
“That was my girlfriend.”
“What?”
Mike chuckled. “Yeah, it’s pretty insane.” He told Zachariah about the events leading up to his enrollment in Windham. It was only after he finished that he wondered why he was opening up to a guy who hated his guts.
Zachariah whistled. “How far did you get with her?”
Mike cocked an eyebrow. “Uh, how many ways you want me to say none of your business?”
Zachariah shrugged. “Suit yourself.” There was a moment of silence. “So you guys are still…”
“Doesn’t look like it, no,” Mike said softly. At least, I think she threatened to kill me next time we met. Usually not a sign of a flourishing relationship.
Although, she might’ve just been putting on a show…
Mike wondered what Laura would say if the two of them were alone. If he snuck out of Windham again, made his way to her house… would she actually try to kill him? Did she truly hate him for being a Guardian? He had to know how she really felt… his insides felt like mush, and it was so painful…
He looked over his shoulder at Steph, who was sleeping with her head on the window. He could probably ask her out. She had made it obvious enough, back when they’d first met. And it would be the perfect revenge, the perfect rebound.
Except, he didn’t want to.
He didn’t want to “get revenge” on Laura. He wanted to figure things out, to get back together with her.
Mike rubbed his eyes. Could he even get in touch with her? If it had been nearly impossible up until now, there was no way he’d be able to do it after tonight’s incident… and now that she made a public threat against him, and now that she felt betrayed by his “secrets,” even though she obviously had some secrets of her own…
Mike scowled. Part of him was furious at her. Another part wanted to forgive her and pretend like nothing had happened.
All of a sudden, Mike felt a wave of exhaustion. It was as if the mental toll of everything he’d endured over the past few days had come crashing down on him. His eyelids felt heavier than ever, and his neck muscles felt like they could no longer hold up his head.
He reclined the seat ever so slightly, and before he knew it, he was asleep.
 
 
 
 
 



Twenty Six
 
The students got back to the mansion at four in the morning, where Garzan greeted them personally and insisted they go straight to bed. Mike’s body and mind could not argue. They arranged to meet at nine the following evening to go over the tapes and discuss the mission.
Mike slept until about three, then took the rest of the day off – he wasn’t in the mood for anything, not after what had happened with Laura. He spent the day reading in the library, trying to find any and all information about Slayers and their history. Maybe he could find a loophole that would let the two of them stay together.
The books he found were not helpful. From what it sounded like, the Slayers couldn’t do magic. They were just really awesome fighters who knew their way around a graveyard. But none of the books mentioned anything about a dispute between the two groups. Mike wondered what had happened to set them apart, but it was clear that you didn’t have to do much to make people hate you around here.
At about eight, he jumped in a shower, then threw on jeans and a t-shirt and went over to the Headmage’s office to meet with the team.
“I have reviewed the video footage,” the Headmage said as soon as the five teenagers assembled. Garzan looked at Stockton, who was leaning on the bookshelf. The Magus shook his head.
“Any comments?” the Headmage asked. “Before I make my own observations, of course.”
“Why weren’t we told the Slayers would be there?” Zachariah said, a slight whine in his voice. He was still wearing his “I Crush Nerds” t-shirt. For some reason, his arm wasn’t around Annabella. Which was okay with Mike. He could do without the PDA right now.
Stockton snapped, “I don’t think you’re the one who should be questioning our judgment, Mister Zucker.”
“That’s all right.” Garzan waved a hand and shook his head. “He has a right to know.” He turned to Zachariah. “We did not tell you about the Slayers because we did not know they would be there.”
For a moment, nobody said anything. Mike peered around at his friends’ faces, trying to discern whether he was the only one who didn’t understand. Then he said carefully, “Uh, sir, with all due respect – if we were supposed to be chasing vampires, shouldn’t we have… um… suspected the Slayers would be close behind?”
“Ah, I see you’ve been doing some extra reading,” Garzan said. Mike felt his face flush, but the Headmage smiled. “Very good, Michael, but not exactly correct. Jeremiah Trottingwood is an arms procurer for the Black Brethren. He is a transporter of goods, a merchant in evil wares.” Garzan covered his mouth with a fist, and coughed. “Trottingwood has, in the past, conducted his transactions of dark materials strictly with the Brethren. As such, we did not realize Mr. Trottingwood was selling his goods to the vampires.”
Steph let out a low hiss. “But that means the Brethren and the vampires are working together.”
Garzan did not acknowledge the comment. Instead, he kept his gaze squarely on Mike. “The Brethren have always been players in the black market for dark items. They need such things to perform their spells. But to see the vampires taking an interest in the black market as well…” Garzan stroked his goatee. “Means we may have an alliance on our hands that we would rather not think about.”
The room was silent. Mike had no idea what the ramifications of a Vampire-Brethren alliance would be. Was that huge trouble? A little bit of trouble? A mere nuisance? After all, the Slayers seemed to strike fear in the vampires’ hearts, no pun intended. Okay, maybe a little pun intended. But either way… the Slayers must’ve been doing a pretty solid job keeping them under wraps – Sylvan himself had been nervous during the exchange, as if he didn’t want the Slayers to see what he was doing. And the Brethren hadn’t done all that well when they’d attacked the manor. In fact, they’d been routed by the Gargoyles… so why was Garzan treating this like it was the end of the world?
“You must understand.” Stockton moved from his perch against the bookshelf. “The Black Brethren have never considered the vampires to be any more than animals, perverted creatures that served no purpose. If they now consider them allies, the vampires become much more than some nasty prom crashers. The Brethren will train them to become soldiers, harbingers of evil, attacking with purpose instead of based on cravings for blood.”
Mike shook his head. “I still don’t get it. The vampires are nocturnal. The gargoyles are nocturnal. What’s the big deal? Are you telling me that a bunch of vampires will run wild with all of the gargoyle species patrolling the night?”
Stockton at Garzan, then back at Mike again. He said, “Perhaps,” and nothing more.
“It is late,” Garzan said suddenly. He pushed off the table and opened the door. “Why don’t you all get some sleep.”
“Wait,” Mike said, disappointed the Headmage hadn’t addressed one small detail. “Who is Dementae?”
Stockton nearly jumped out of his leather uniform. “What did you say?”
“Dementae,” Mike repeated. “The guy who Sylvan was buying the package for?”
Stockton regarded Mike with narrowed eyes. “You must be mistaken.” He looked to the Headmage, but Garzan seemed busy with something in his drawer.
“I know what I heard.” Mike motioned at Marie Lu for some backup, and she nodded her head in agreement.
“Headmage?” Stockton said.
Garzan finished whatever he’d been doing in his desk drawer, then looked up abruptly. “I will watch the tapes again. But I also believe you misheard.” Garzan got up and opened door. “That is all.”
As Mike exited with his fellow Guardians, he heard Garzan’s voice behind him.
“Michael, can you stay back for a minute?”
Mike smiled to himself, almost expecting it. He watched Steph go, who gave him a look as the office door closed between them. Mike couldn’t tell if it was flirtatious, jealous, or just confused. Maybe the girl was harder to read than he thought.
“This is for your ears only, Mr. Prior. Do you understand?”
Mike turned and braced for what they were about to tell him. Could they possibly have known about his plan to go see Laura? It hadn’t exactly turned out exactly how he’d expected… so he wasn’t in trouble for that, was he?
Garzan started pacing back and forth. “What you did last night was both incredibly courageous and unsuspectingly stupid.”
Mike raised an eyebrow, feeling emboldened by what Zachariah had said in the car ride home. If they were going to blame him for saving Zachariah’s life… his manners be damned before he’d let that go over.
“How’s that?”
“I am not speaking about your daring sprint to save Zachariah. I am proud that you wanted to save your comrade, and I am proud that you would so willingly sacrifice your own safety for his.”
Garzan stopped walking. His eyebrows slanted and his forehead creased. “What I am talking about is the parlay you made with the Slayers.”
Mike felt his body tremble. He could almost feel the power surging through Garzan’s gaze, as if the Headmage was trying to look straight through him and examine his mind.
After a long moment, Garzan broke off his intense stare and resumed his pacing, seemingly satisfied. “There are five sects of Guardian-Gargoyle clans. Each one has their own symbolism, their own history. Our clan, as you know, has been exiled.”
“Because of Rafael,” Stockton said quickly, looking at Mike as if it was his fault.
“Yes, I get that part,” Mike said, an edge in his voice. He was starting to get more than fed up with that little fact.
Garzan asked Stockton, “Did you get up to the War of 1868?”
Stockton snorted. “It’s been four days, Headmage.”
Garzan nodded, then spoke in a gentler tone. “After Rafael’s betrayal, our clan was banished from the Gargoyle guilds. We do not speak our clan’s name, and neither do the others.” The Headmage took a deep breath, as if it pained him to speak about such things.
“As for the Slayers, they are non-magical, as you may have read. Although skilled in hand-to-hand combat, they stand no chance again any of the Brethren.
“Hundreds of years ago, the Slayers and Guardians formed an alliance to fight a common evil. That alliance lasted over four centuries. But in the Vampiric War of 1868, the Slayers left the Guardians to their own defenses, incorrectly believing the Guardians had more reinforcements coming. They headed back towards Scotland to defend another part of the territory.” Garzan shifted his weight. “The Guardians in Manchester were annihilated. Only after the Slayers recognized their mistake did they return to aid their allies. But the damage was already done. As you may have realized, gargoyles are easily offended. The Guardian-Gargoyle clans swore never to ally themselves with the Slayers again. Since then, we have fought in solitude – Guardians fighting Brethren, Slayers fighting Vampires, never crossing paths. ”
Mike rubbed the back of his neck, trying to follow. “I still don’t get it. What’s the big deal? We were both tracking the same guy, right? We can’t even be on the same turf as them?”
Garzan shook his head. “If word gets back to the other Gargoyle clans that we met the Slayers and let them go, they will wage war on us. We are already despised in our own circles. If word of this incident reaches their ears, and it is interpreted to mean that we have allied ourselves with the Slayers, the Guardian guilds will come at us with such a force that none of us will survive.”
Mike gaped.
Zachariah had been right.
There was much more going on behind the scenes than Garzan had told them.       
But it was still hard to believe. Would the other Guardians really wage civil war on their brothers, just because of a small incident in the park? What, did they want Mike to kill every Slayer he ran into? And besides…
“How will they find out? I mean, are there Guardian spies in every place in the world?”
Mike studied Stockton’s face. His eyes were alive, his jaw clenched. He was angry… but something about Stockton’s expression told Mike that the Magus was not upset at him.
“They know already,” Mike breathed.
Garzan looked back at Stockton again. Neither of them moved.
“He has to know,” Stockton said through gritted teeth.
The Headmage didn’t move.
“What is it?” Mike said, suddenly nervous. “What do I have to know?”
Suddenly, out of nowhere, Stockton exploded off the bookshelf. “He can handle it, James! He’s a Guardian, for crying out loud! What are we going to do, pretend the world is full of peace and roses and stuffed animals? He’s a Guardian, he’s here at Windham, and we’re at war. What else do you need?”
“Wait,” Mike said, his apprehension growing rapidly. “What can’t I handle? What is it, what’s going on?”
Instead of answering, Garzan breathed deeply, then nodded. He went over to his desk, where he slid the remote out of its drawer and pointed it at the wall.
A man’s face lit up the white screen. He had a burly mustache underneath a nose that took up half of his face. Behind him stood two freestanding braziers, with fire that flickered in the night sky.
“Greetings, James,” the man rolled off in accented English. Then, to Mike’s shock, he cursed the Headmage out. To his face. First in French – what little French Mike knew, it was the curse words – and then again in English.
“I will not waste more breath than is necessary. Know this. Because of the Prior boy’s actions tonight, I have taken actions of my own.”
The camera shifted, and Mike saw a body tied between the two braziers – no, it was suspended
in
the
air. There was blood on the person’s face, dripping from the lip… it looked like a woman, the way the wind blew, and the bruises on her body—
“MOM!”
Mike’s senses went into overload. Out of nowhere, the ball of energy he’d felt during his fight with Zachariah surged inside of him. He wanted to break through the screen and punch the man in his huge freaking nose, then strangle him with his own stupid mustache… then pound his rotting carcass with fireball after fireball…
The camera returned to the big-nosed jackass, who now had a feathered beret on his head. “I will return her in one week’s time, as long her son doesn’t do anything else treasonous.” He rolled the last word off his tongue as if he had invented it.
“That is, as long as she doesn’t die first.”
With that, the man grabbed fire from the brazier and pelted it straight into Mom’s stomach.
“No!” Mike screamed.
Mom’s body jerked like she’d gotten punched in the gut. Her shirt caught fire.
Then the screen went black.
The fire inside of Mike raged. “Where is he?” Mike slammed his hands on the Headmage’s desk. “I’m going to kill him, do you understand me? I’m going to kill him!”
“Oh, please do,” Stockton muttered.
“Michael,” the Headmage said. “First of all, calm down. You are scorching my table.”
“I’m… what?”
Mike looked down to where his hands were pressed into the Headmage’s desk. There were burnt marks in the mahogany, in the shape of handprints.
“Oh, I… I’m so sorry, I totally didn’t mean to—”
“It’s fine,” Garzan said. He waved a hand. Mike heard a creaking sound, and the mahogany started stretching, until the wood covered over the burn marks.
“Um… neat trick,” Mike muttered. He still felt the power burning inside him, but he had no desire to squelch it, just maintain it until he got into a fight with whoever that idiot was…
“Your mother is still alive, I can guarantee it.”
Mike looked back at the Headmage, his fury subsiding somewhat. “I’m still going to kill that guy.”
“Maybe,” the Headmage allowed. “But not today. You are not nearly strong enough, nor controlled enough. Magistrate Dubois would have no trouble with you at all.”
“Who was she?” Stockton said.
“Huh?” Mike said.
“The Slayer you let go.”
At first Mike didn’t understand. Then he realized Stockton was talking about Laura.
Mike growled. As if he was the one who had done the “letting go.” Besides, what did Stockton care, anyway?
“Uh, we used to be friendly. In Queens, before I came here.”
Stockton’s eyes narrowed. “How friendly?”
Mike threw up his hands. “She was my girlfriend, all right? All right? She had a dog named Lazy. Her room was on the top floor, second from the left, filled with Guns N’ Roses posters and enormous karate trophies. We went out for two months, the best two months of my life! Need to know how far we went? Barely to second base, because she’s a bit of a prude, but that’s probably farther than you’ve ever gotten!” Mike was breathing so hard, he thought he’d give himself asthma or something. “Are you happy now? ARE YOU HAPPY NOW?”
Stockton said nothing. He had a slightly bemused smile on his face, indicating that he was, in fact, quite happy.
“Michael,” the Headmage said. “I know you want to go rescue your mother. But I believe the Magistrate, even though I despise him. He gains nothing by killing your mother. He will probably hold on to her – humiliate her, maybe – but he will not kill her. Trust me when I say that, I have known him long enough. At least that much you can do for me?”
Mike inhaled slowly. He so wanted to hunt down that Dubois and put an electric charge down his throat… but even he realized he had almost no chance of doing that by himself. At least not yet. He felt so guilty about putting his mother in this position… but how could he have acted differently?
“Make no mistake about it, everything we do – each and every one of us – has real ramifications. Every move we make, every word we utter, has the potential to destroy us. We have succeeded in keeping the fight as far away from Windham as we can, but if this episode blows up in our face… do you understand?”
Mike started to say no, I don’t. Then he stopped himself.
A jolt went up his spine.
And suddenly, everything made sense.
The entire time, he had wondered what the fuss was about. When Garzan had first told him about the Guardians, when he’d seen the Gargoyles, watched them rout the Brethren on Windham’s own soil… he had wondered what the big deal was. Yes, Mrs. Jorisch had been killed, and that was terrible… but were they really threatened? Mike had just assumed there were other Guardians to fight on different fronts. The Gargoyles could crush the vampires, while the Guardians could take out the Brethren. Even without the Slayers’ help.
Except for one small detail.
“We’re fighting them all by ourselves,” Mike whispered.
His fears doubled as he watched Garzan nod ever so slightly.
So that was the deal. It wasn’t all the Guardians and Gargoyles in the world versus the Vampires and Brethren… it was Windham  versus everyone else, which possibly included other Guardians…
“Now you understand the urgency,” Stockton said.
Mike didn’t move for a minute, a mixture of shock and nervousness and downright fear taking hold of his body.
“How long do I need? Until I can challenge him?”
“Years,” Garzan said abruptly. “Do not focus on DuBois. Keep your focus on the Brethren.”
“He is torturing my mother, and you want me to forget about it?”
“No, Michael. But if you let it consume you, it will blind you to the true purpose of your life.”
“One week.” Mike slammed a fist on Garzan’s desk. Cracks of heat spread out on the wood underneath his hand, but he didn’t care. “That’s it. If I’m not hugging my mom by this time next week, I’m out of here, with whoever’ll come with me.” Mike pointed an accusing finger at the Headmage. “That’s the least you can do for not bringing her to Windham.”
With that, Mike stormed out of the room, his hands still smoking.
 
 
 
 
 



Twenty Seven
 
As soon as Mike left the room, Garzan repaired the wood on his desk.
“There goes the most volatile weapon we have had in the last two centuries.”
“Don’t give me that.” Stockton snorted. “It was time.”
“That may be,” Garzan allowed. “But if Dementae is truly looking to use Mister Prior as a weapon, we just prepped him for launch.”
Stockton was silent for a moment. “He’s back, then.”
“Absolutely.”
“But how?”
Garzan told him.
“How do you know?”
“Dementae is not the only one with spies, my friend.”
Stockton’s eyes widened. “You didn’t tell me.”
“The less people who know, the better.”
“You can’t possibly—”
“Of course not, Seth. But who knows how good Dementae’s spy is? Or spies, for that matter. If we haven’t caught them yet, who’s to say they can’t listen in on your thoughts when your guard is lowered?”
“My guard is always up, Headmage.”
“Yes, I know.” Garzan sighed, and rubbed his forehead. He didn’t say anything for a few moments. Then he said reluctantly, “Let him fight her. Tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?”
“We have no choice, Magus.”
“With all due respect, Headmage, I thought—”
“That we wanted him to hone his skills, yes. But I’m afraid we don’t have time for that anymore.” Garzan breathed deep.
“Headmage, you know how I feel about students getting hurt, but she could kill—”
“We no choice, Magus!” Garzan’s eyes were ablaze. “What happens if Dementae gets his hands on him, tomorrow, or the next day? The kid won’t last a minute under Dementae’s tortures! He needs to experience pain, so he can withstand whatever Dementae might throw at him.”
Stockton worked his jaw.
“You don’t like it,” Garzan said.
“Of course I don’t like it.”
“Finally warming up to him?”
“Let’s not get too carried away,” Stockton muttered. He pursed his lips, then grunted. “In Sparring class?”
Garzan nodded. “In Sparring class.”
“So be it.”
 
 
 
 



Twenty Eight
 
Mike figured this was how a volcano felt, right before it buried a town in burning lava.
He stormed down the hallway, barely able to think straight. The past twenty-four hours had raised his stress level to heights he never thought possible. The excitement of possibly seeing Laura, the battle in Central Park... their subsequent “breakup”… Garzan’s whole background story with the Slayers, and the complications with Laura being one of them… the revelation that Windham’s Guardians were alone in this fight, with no one to turn to for help…
And, finally, his mom’s abduction and torture.
If Mike had his way, he would warp over to DuBois’s castle and beat the living hell out of the man. But he couldn’t teleport, and Garzan claimed he couldn’t beat the guy in a fight. So, considering the circumstances, he might’ve settled for blowing up a wing of the mansion, or a two-hour Sparring session where all his adversaries were either dead or incapacitated—
Wow. Killing other students? Maybe I am pretty evil. Who knew?
Mike pounded up the marble staircase, marveling at his own negative creativity. He knew where he was headed; that idea had formed the moment he’d left Garzan’s office. The Headmage had told him not to tell anyone, but Garzan’s instructions be damned if a piece of missing information might cost a Guardian his life.
Besides, he needed to burn off some steam. And maybe hatch a plan how to free his mom of DuBois’s clutches.
He climbed the stairs leading to the dorm. Instead of stopping at the third floor he made his way up to the fourth, then poked his head into the first room on the right. A bare-chested blond-haired kid was sitting cross-legged on his bed, reading a novel or something.
“Which room is Zucker’s?” he said a little more forcefully than he intended.
The kid jumped, and dropped the book he was holding.
“Uh, four down on the left? 409, I think.”
“Thanks,” Mike said abruptly, and headed down the corridor. When he came to the correct door, he knocked loudly, which was received with a surprised, “Uh, come in?” Mike opened the door to see Zachariah sitting on his bed looking at a magazine. The look on his face said he wasn’t used to receiving guests.
Mike had planned on speaking with Zachariah outside the Manor, so no other students would hear them, but that seemed to be unnecessary. The other bed in the room was bare, with no sheets or pillows whatsoever. The second closet was empty, as well. The walls were covered in posters of different bands. Zachariah’s taste apparently ranged from Grateful Dead to Black Sabbath. And was that… cigarette smoke? Was that even allowed?
“What are you doing here?” Zachariah said, his eyebrows slanted.
“Uh, where’s the other guy?” As soon as the words left Mike’s mouth he wished he could have them back.
“Where you should be,” Zachariah snapped. “Out of my room.”
Mike didn’t miss a beat. “But then you wouldn’t hear how right you are.”
Zachariah closed his magazine and tossed it on the floor. “What?”
“About there being different rules here.”
Zachariah sat up straighter. “How so?”
Mike prayed his instincts were right about this. The dream with his mother’s spy-warning flashed through his mind. So did Stockton’s words, from Garzan’s office a few nights back. Perhaps the spy we’ve been looking for.
But for some reason, Mike was pretty sure Zachariah wasn’t it. It just didn’t seem right – what spy would go around pissing people off all the time?
Mike told Zachariah about his meeting: How Guardians and Slayers were mortal enemies, even though they fought a common adversary. How disgraced and alone their clan really was. And how the Headmage was afraid they’d be massacred if the other clans found out what Mike and Zachariah had done.
“And, because I didn’t kill my girl—uh, ex-girlfriend…” Mike took a deep breath. “My mom was kidnapped. She’s being tortured and held by some French prick, in a Guardian stronghold somewhere.”
Zachariah’s eyes bugged out. “A Guardian stronghold?”
Mike nodded, his emotions suddenly taking hold of him. He bit his cheek. He couldn’t cry here, in front of his worst—well, not his worst enemy, that was DuBois, or the Brethren… oh, whatever…
For a minute, Zachariah said nothing. He stared at the floor, legs dangling, toes playing with one of his flip-flops. “Can I ask you something?”
Mike inhaled. “Uh, sure.” At least I didn’t just break down in front of this guy. He’d never let me forget it.
“Because I’ve got to ask somebody in this place or I’ll go nuts. You seem to be one of the less clueless guys here, however pathetic that may be.”
Mike considered several comebacks, most revolving around how he’d kicked Zachariah’s butt in their one Sparring session, but decided against all of them. He was more curious than anything at the moment.
“Does it seem to you that we got dropped in the middle of a war without anyone telling us, without asking whether we’d like to be included or not?”
Mike nodded. “Um, duh.” Especially now that it’s us versus the world.
“I mean, my bro’s in the US army, so at least when he’s thrown into some crazy stuff in Afghanistan, they can say, hey, you signed up for this. Don’t get me wrong, that’s not any consolation if things go to hell. But here… it’s like we just got drafted, you know, and nobody told us anything until we were out there.” Zachariah pulled his hairy legs onto the bed.
“Totally agree with you,” Mike said, even though his brain was muttering, is this really the second heart-to-heart you’ve had with Zachariah in the past twenty-four hours?
Then Mike’s noticed a small picture taped to the wall, just by Zachariah’s bed, cut with a scissor to outline a female shape. He squinted to get a better look. It was Annabella, at the beach, hands spread up to the sky as if showing off the new yellow dress she was wearing. She had a huge grin on her face.
Mike nodded at the picture. “How long’ve you known her?”
Zachariah looked at the small cut-out. He smiled. It occurred to Mike that it was the first time he’d ever seen the guy do that.
“Girl next door. Literally. The only one in the world who understands me.” Zachariah brushed Annabella’s picture with a thumb.
Just then, the door flew open. Mike whirled to see Aaron Caulderon standing in the doorway. He had a reptilian look to him; the contacts in his eyes were green and yellow.
Aaron looked from Mike to Zachariah, back and forth, as if unable to process the information. His eyebrows raised ever so slightly.
“Uh, you two hanging out?”
“Mike’s mom was kidnapped,” Zachariah growled. “He was here for a bit of therapy.”
“What?” Aaron said. “How? By who? Who told you?”
“Garzan,” Mike said, not totally loving the therapy comment. He gave Aaron a quick rundown about what happened in Central Park. “Some French guy took her, because I didn’t kill Laura.”
Aaron leaned in with his yellow eye. “Which French guy?”
“DuBooty or something,” Zachariah said.
“DuBois?” Aaron offered.
Mike raised an eyebrow. “How’d you know that?”
“He’s the head of the Grey Talon clan, in France.” Aaron chuckled. “I forgot you don’t know this stuff.” He rubbed his neck. “What a scumbag, I can’t believe he’d kidnap another Guardian. Is she okay?”
“She’s alive, if that counts,” Mike growled. He was done talking about his mother; all it did was make him want to blow stuff up. Which, if he wasn’t careful, might actually happen. “So… what’s up?”
Aaron shook his head as if to wipe away the cobwebs. “Right. We’ve been in this place almost a week, and we haven’t raided the girls yet.” He grinned. “That changes now.”
 
 
 
 
 



Twenty Nine
 
“Come on,” Aaron urged as he ran through the halls. “Everybody’s waiting downstairs.”
Mike and Zachariah followed Aaron down the staircase and turned into Monster Hall, as the corridor with all the vampire paintings was now called. There was collection of eight or nine guys poking fun at a painting that depicted a Gargoyle tearing flesh off of a carcass of some sort. Mike recognized Aaron’s roommate – what was his name again? – and a few of the other guys from his classes, but he didn’t really know any of them.
“You know there are cameras everywhere, right?” Mike said to Aaron. He’d seen them all over; just something he’d noticed as part of his paranoia training with his mom.
Mom.
I hope you’re all right.
And if she’s not… DuBois, I’m going to rip your limbs off and feed them to a gargoyle.
“Got that covered,” Aaron said as he nodded to his roommate. “Take it away, Toadman.”
Mike had to admit, the short fat kid with horrendous acne did seem to resemble a blown-up amphibian. Either way, Toad picked up a book that was lying on the floor and opened it to where his thumb held the place. He started mumbling, words Mike didn’t recognize. As Toad’s eyes started fluttering, Mike got a strange sense that this was a great idea about to go terribly wrong.
“Uh, what’s he doing?” Mike said nervously as Toad’s pitch got a little louder.
“Illusion spell, to cover up the cameras,” Aaron said, his face eager. “Found it in a book in the library. It’s completely safe, don’t you worry.”
Something about ‘found it in a book in the library’ and ‘it’s completely safe, don’t you worry’ made Mike do exactly that. “What does it do?”
Aaron said, “It puts a fake image in front of a camera, basic stuff. We’ve staked out all the cameras in the place – there are almost a hundred – and it’s just taking a minute for the Toad to cover ‘em.”
“You don’t think they’ve put spells on the cameras to prevent tampering?”
Zachariah said, “Shut up or don’t come, Prior.”
“Fair point,” Mike allowed. Of course, there was no way he wasn’t coming; this was nothing short of an inauguration into the cool clique at Windham, and even though his paranoia was at level ten thousand, he was not missing this.
Finally, Toad’s eyelids stopped trembling. “We’re ready,” Toad proclaimed.
“Let’s do it!” Aaron took the lead.
Mike followed towards the back of the group. From behind he could tell Aaron was checking to see if any Guardians were in the hallway. As it was around eleven pm, Mike knew most of them had to be sleeping. Of course, he couldn’t imagine that one or two Guardians would not be on duty, watching the cameras, just in case anything went wrong. After all, he had just come out of a meeting with Garzan and Stockton a few minutes ago, so they couldn’t have gone to sleep yet…
“Come on, quick,” Aaron whispered. Toad dissolved the video. Zachariah slipped ahead to hold open the door.
And then Mike was out in the open, following the guys who had poured down the steps. They tiptoed as they went, trying their hardest to move across the marble floor without making noise.
Mike’s heart was in his throat. Somehow his mind was more alert than he could ever remember. He felt everything, as if the sensations could give him away at any moment. The strained breathing of the guys around him. The residual smell of gargoyle hide. The warmth of the lights as they burned down on his neck. His mind was fresh with memories of Yaris creeping up on him from behind Garzan’s office, and every sound of foot on marble echoed in his mind as if someone was beating a gong.
As soon as Mike’s foot touched the marble staircase, he heard a creak from behind, as if the front door had opened. Instinct kicked in, and he bolted up the stairs. Apparently some of the other boys had heard it too, because this triggered a miniature running of the bulls, which culminated with about ten boys plowing into each other on top of the landing.
“Get off of me,” somebody whispered.
“Come on!”
“Move it, go!”
Finally, somehow, they were past the glass doors that led to the girls’ dorms. Mike took a peek behind him. The Greeting Hall was empty.
For what seemed like an eternity, no one moved.
“I think we’re in,” Aaron murmured.
The mood in the hallway lightened immediately, and Mike found himself grinning and slapping palms with guys he didn’t even know. Which was a pretty awesome feeling in its own right.
“Okay, what’s the plan?” Zachariah said.
Aaron removed a sheet of paper from his jeans pocket. It seemed to be a list of some sort, a few pages stapled together.
“Zachariah, Annabella is Room—”
“I know where she is,” Zachariah dismissed him with a wave of a hand.
“Fair enough. Jonesy,” Aaron said to another kid, running a finger down the sheet of paper. “Sara Borders, room two-oh-one.”
Jonesy nodded and repeated the number. “Two-oh-one, got it.”
Mike slapped his forehead. So that’s what they were doing… for some reason, Mike had it in his head that they were going on a destructive raid. Well, this was interesting…
Aaron pointed to Toad. “Jessica Robinow, right?” Toad nodded as Aaron flipped to the third page. “Room three-ten.” Quickly, Aaron read off a few more names. Then he turned to Mike.
“Mike, who’re you raiding? Steph?”
“Sure, why not.” It wasn’t like he had another option. His first choice lived a hundred and fifty miles away.
“What’s her last name?”
“Er… I don’t know.”
That caused a chuckle or two. Aaron frowned. He flipped over the sheet and skimmed it again, running his finger down to keep place. “That’s funny. I don’t see a Stephanie on the roster anywhere.”
“Really?” Mike said. “Lemme check.”
Handing the papers over to Mike, Aaron said, “Okay guys, you know where to go. You have one hour until the camera spell wears off. Probably a little less.” He spread his arms out wide, as if he was Santa giving out chocolates. “Enjoy yourselves!”
Mike turned back to the roster as the guys went off, hooting quietly amongst themselves. Steph wasn’t on the student list? How could that be? Maybe she had a first name she didn’t like, and Stephanie was her middle name? Had she transferred in late? No, that was impossible – any list would probably have the whole of the Guardian family, regardless of when they had arrived at Windham…
After running through the list three times, Mike realized he would just have to suck it up and ask somebody. He headed towards the stairwell, his heart racing, but not from fear. The last time he’d felt this way, he’d been standing outside his school in Baltimore, holding a bouquet of flowers and getting ready to ask that girl Rachel out after the school play.
He took a deep breath and steadied himself. There were shrieks coming from inside the corridor, surely girls yelling in surprise over their male visitors. Mike smiled and reached for the door.
But then he heard more screaming, coming from upstairs. This had a different quality to it, almost… scared, desperate. In his curiosity, Mike abandoned the first floor and skipped up to the second, taking two steps at a time. But before he could reach the landing, a train of girls piled out past him.
They were squealing, crying, pushing each other down the stairs. Their faces were red, and they had expressions of terror on their faces.
What the…
Mike pushed past the flood of girls in pajamas and burst into the hallway.
Then he stopped dead in his tracks.
The walls, which Mike assumed were usually white, were splotched red, as if an elephant had dipped its nose in paint and sprayed it everywhere. Clothes, shoes, and books littered the floor.
And lying on the floor were two pairs of legs extending into the hallway, their upper bodies hidden from Mike’s line of sight.
The limbs were as lifeless as a Barbie doll.
Oh my God…
Something caught Mike’s eye. There was a video camera stuck into the top of the wall, in the corner. Surely the Guardians had seen whatever had attacked—
Mike swore under his breath.
The cameras weren’t working. Because of Toad’s spell.
That meant there were no Guardians coming to help.
Mike looked for some weapon to grab, very aware that whatever had attacked them was probably still here. He was too raw with his Electrokinesis, he felt, to grab electricity from the light bulbs up like Stockton had done in class. There was no fire or water nearby, so Mike resigned himself to telekinesis. He crept along the suddenly silent hallway, hands at his sides as if ready to pull a revolver from its holster.
What could it be? A vampire? A Slayer? One of the Brethren? Mike’s imagination ran wild, causing his heart to beat at an insane level—
Then he heard the noise.
Terror flooded Mike’s brain. It was not a human noise. It was animal in nature.       Almost cat-like.
There was sudden movement from across the hallway. Mike tensed, but it wasn’t a Calebra.
Zachariah exploded through the door.
“Get back!” Mike waved his arms frantically. “Get out, get out!”
“What?” Zachariah said, moving slowly towards Mike. “I heard the commotion, and then a ton of girls piled through – what’s going on with—”
Out of nowhere, a flash of orange and black jumped through the air towards Zachariah’s head. And then Zachariah was on the floor.
“No!” Mike ran through clothes and strewn books. He threw telekinesis in Zachariah’s direction, hoping to knock the cat off him. His fourth shot hit its mark; the creature slammed into the wall and bounced off, twirling around and landing on its feet as if it was Sonic the Hedgehog.
This one was much bigger, almost the size of a small dog. Its face had a line straight down the middle, orange fur on the right, black on the left. Protruding from the black side was an enormous saber-toothed fang, almost vampiric in appearance. The creature’s mouth was splotched with red. Mike prayed that was its natural color, whatever natural meant, because otherwise—
The creature reared back and zoomed off the floor as if it had rockets attached to its legs. Mike instinctively threw up a shield. The creature hit the shield with such force that Mike fell backwards, and for a moment the shield disappeared. Mike panicked, expecting the Calebra to charge at him, but no such attack came. Mike reformed the shield and scrambled to his feet.
It was halfway between him and Zachariah, who was back on his feet. The Calebra squealed like it had just been neutered.
“What is that thing?” Zachariah yelled from across the way. He formed a shield as well.
Mike realized Zachariah had never seen anything like it. Which meant he didn’t know how dangerous it truly was.
“Go get the Guardians!” Mike called. He pointed to the end of the hallway. “The cameras are out!”
The cat darted back and forth, head whipping back and forth, apparently trying to decide who was an easier target. Its eyes were repulsive – yellow, bulging, different sizes… Mike smelled decaying flesh, and for a moment, and bile rose in his chest, threatening to explode out his esophagus. He forced it back down.
“I’ll get that thing, you go get the Guardians!” Zachariah said.
Mike wanted to strangle the kid. Just like in the park, this was not the time to get into a power struggle. Then Mike noticed Zachariah had one hand on the shield, one hand on his neck. Had he been bitten? What would happen to someone who was bitten by a Calebra? Was it a vampire-type thing? Or more like a dog-bite, where the worst thing you could get was a shot in your stomach to stop the rabies or whatever…
Mike fired telekinesis at the creature, but his attack was off the mark. Zachariah had grabbed a lighter from inside his pants pocket – that was a good idea, Mike had to get one of those – and fired as well. The creature jumped out of the way with incredible speed, ricocheting off the walls like a pinball. Zachariah’s pyrokinesis collided with a strewn t-shirt and exploded into flame.
“What are you doing?” Mike yelled.
The cat spun off the wall and rocketed in Zachariah’s direction. Mike heard a whoosh of flame as Zachariah fired again. This fireball shot over Mike’s shield and straight past his ear. He jerked out of the way and watched the flames collide with the wall at the far end of the room. Paint peeled off and started burning on the floor.
When Mike turned back, he saw Zachariah engaged with a twirling ball of orange and black. He could see the cat’s method of attack clearly now. The creature remained spinning the entire time, once in a while extending a claw or a mouth to bite, but always moving at astonishing speed. Zachariah kept his shield pressed against his body, flailing uselessly at the creature with his other arm. He fired more flames from overhead, but that missed and started another fire on a pair of jeans.
“Zachariah, you’re gonna burn us in here!” Mike’s body was slick with sweat. His breaths were coming in more laborious patterns now, as the hallway was starting to fill with smoke. He fired more telekinesis, but one of them inadvertently hit Zachariah’s shield, causing him to stagger backwards. The cat seized the opportunity and pounced, coming out of its spin and sinking its teeth into Zachariah’s arm. Zachariah screamed, and his shield disappeared.
“Help, somebody!” Mike yelled desperately above noise of the flames and Zachariah’s howling. He fired again at the Calebra and connected, detaching the creature from Zachariah’s arm. Blood squirted out of a hole the size of a dime. Zachariah fell to his knees, holding his bloody arm with his other hand.
The fire alarm rang out, compounding the noise in the hallway. Mike couldn’t hear, he couldn’t think – his only instinct was to shoot with one arm and hold his shield in the other. By now the cat had shaken off the effects of Mike’s telekinesis and skirted out of the way to reroute its attack towards Mike, like a boxer dancing around a woozy opponent.
Zachariah was crawling on his knees, holding a t-shirt to his hemorrhaging arm. He made his way behind Mike, then pushed himself against the wall. He was coughing, too, and it occurred to Mike that even if the Calebra didn’t kill them, the smoke might—
Then, mercifully, the sprinkler system turned on. Mike went from coughing smoke to soaking wet as water poured on him from all over. Apparently this freaked it out, because instead of darting back and forth in a menacing way, the cat ran to the corner of the hallway and started clawing at the walls in an apparent effort to escape.
“Ohhhh, you don’t like water?” Mike teased from a distance. He couldn’t use his Cryokinesis – he might freeze the entire building or something – but his telekinesis was just as useful. Mike focused on the water from all around and pushed it as hard as he could into the corner of the hallway. The cat flattened against the wall from the force of the liquid, trying desperately to squirm out of the way. Mike responded by gathering even more water – it was all around, so very easy – and applying even more force. The animal thrashed as if it was drowning…
Then, just as Mike thought he might kill it, he saw a flash of orange. The creature threw itself to the right and rolled in front of the door, skidding against the slick tile. Its eyes bore down on Mike as if he had just killed its litter.
Mike stood his ground, shield at the ready.
Then the door to the hallway flung open. It revealed Stockton in full Guardian garb, eyes angry, looking for someone to punish.
“Look out!” Mike called.
Stockton didn’t understand. He stared at Mike, transfixed, as if unable to understand why Mike was there. Then he looked down and caught sight of an orange and black creature that was about to pounce.
“Aaaarrrrggghhh!” Stockton jumped backwards and slammed the door closed, just as the Calebra launched its twirling, slashing body in the Magus’s direction. The creature crashed against the door and bounced off, its eyes darting back and forth through the rain.
“No, come back!” Mike wiped water from his eyes. It was now harder to see through the rain. He was dripping, the moisture chilling him. He had seen the cat bounce off the wall, but now he had lost it… he thought he had seen the creature fly into a room, but he couldn’t be sure… he searched wildly, his brain pounding…
Then the door opened again. Glass cracked from overhead, and whatever lights had illuminated that end of the hallway disappeared. Stockton came in with both hands holding multiple balls of electric energy, his eyes scanning the room wildly for his target.
The fire alarm wailed at a more fervent pace. “In there!” Mike yelled, pointing to his left. Stockton ran into the room. Mike heard discharges of energy and saw flashes of light.
Something grabbed Mike’s leg, and he jumped. Turning and looking down, he saw Zachariah lying on the floor.
Mike gasped.
Zachariah’s whole body had turned a pale mix of yellow and green. His arm was still bleeding heavily. He was drooling from the mouth, and his lips were insanely blue.
Hurrying, Mike grabbed Zachariah and lifted him in his arms. He yelped and almost dropped him.
Zachariah was crazy heavy.
Mike felt himself starting to panic.
There was no way he could carry him all the way to the hospital wing.
Zachariah’s head flopped against Mike’s arm, eyes glazed over, his consciousness fading.      Mike stumbled towards the door, almost twisting an ankle on a shoe, barely able to hold up Zachariah’s dead weight. Stockton’s weaponry roared off to the left. Mike’s headache pounded amidst the fire alarm. The sprinkler was still on, too, drenching him in freezing water, making the door seem miles away.
Finally, just as Mike felt Zachariah slipping, the door opened. Garzan entered the room just in time to catch Zachariah’s body as it fell out of his arms.
“What happened?” Garzan yelled as he supported Zachariah’s limp body with Mike’s help.
Two other Guardians appeared from behind the Headmage. “Calebra,” Mike spit out, jerking his head in the direction of Stockton’s battle.
“Here, get him to the infirmary right away,” Garzan said as he and Mike passed an unconscious Zachariah to the two Guardians, who were significantly bigger than the Headmage. They carried Zachariah out without any trouble.
“There are girls in there,” Mike breathed. He bent over, hands on knees, his lungs still laboring from inhaling the smoke.
Garzan’s eyes went wide as they fell on the two limp bodies amongst the piles of clothing. He pressed his Amp and closed his eyes, then turned to Mike.
“Get out of here,” Garzan commanded.
Mike had no problem complying. He pulled open the wet hallway door and staggered down the stairs, careful not to slip.
As he reached the first floor, Annabella burst out of the hallway, followed by two girls Mike didn’t recognize.
“What happened, where is he?”
All of a sudden Mike felt the strain of the battle take its toll on his body. He doubled over, gasping for air. “He, we… we fought a Calebra. Zachariah got bit, they took him to the hospital wing.”
“What?” Annabella screeched, then turned on her heels and flew down the stairs, jumping two at a time. The girls followed her.
I’ve gotta get out of these clothes, Mike thought. He pulled off his soaking wet t-shirt, not caring that he was still in the girls’ dorms. Let them enjoy the show, if anyone’s still around. He slung the dripping t-shirt over his shoulder and ran a hand through his hair, effectively slicking it back.
After the day he’d just had, he was going to take the hottest shower of his life, and then he was going to pass out for a week.
 
 



Thirty
 
At ten o’clock the following morning, Mike gathered just outside the Headmage’s office with the whole raiding party. His plan to sleep late had been for naught, as the Headmage himself had roused the boys in the morning, summoning them to his office at the current time.
There was somber silence in the hall, each student almost afraid to talk, as if that would get them in even more trouble. Two of the students had already entered the veritable courtroom, and each had exited with their heads down, faces red, and mouths glued shut, as if the Headmage had forced them to swear not to repeat what was said. Toad had tried to ask one of the boys what had happened, but the kid said nothing, as if his ability to speak had been taken from him.
Which, needless to say, freaked Mike out just a little.
He wondered what the Headmage would say. Mike was sure this latest episode would only increase the scrutiny on him, from Stockton or otherwise. The spy had obviously been the one who’d snuck the Calebra past Windham’s defenses. What if they thought it was him? That could legit get him kicked out…
They wouldn’t… would they?
For the first time, Mike realized he didn’t want to leave.
Without Laura back in Queens – or his Mom, for that matter (he wished Garzan would update him on that) – Mike had nowhere to go. He had started to enjoy his new friends here, and of course all the magic stuff was wicked, badass, and every other cool adjective possible.
More than that, he felt like he belonged. Even though he was the descendant of the bad guy and all that. It felt… good, almost, to be in that role, to be the kid who could kick his bad-guy roots. For the first time in his life, he had something to aspire to. He had something to prove to everyone on staff.
Especially the Headmage. Who’d trusted him so much.
I really let him down, didn’t I? Mike wondered if the Headmage would be there to save him the next time something crazy happened.
Or, even worse – if the Headmage would want to save him.
The door opened and Aaron came out, bereft of any clear emotion. His eyes were blank, even though they were purple and pink. Mike started to wonder if Garzan was brainwashing them inside his office. That, or giving them the greatest guilt trip in the history of mankind.
“Next,” a voice said from inside the room. Mike forced himself forward, knowing that his day of reckoning lying just inside.
Garzan was sitting behind his desk, hands wrapped around a small instrument that looked like a miniature cheerleader’s horn. But his face was what got Mike’s attention; it was white and hollowed, as if the Headmage hadn’t slept in a week. Not nearly as stern and focused as Mike had seen him just an hour earlier, when the Headmage had done wakeup duty. And were there… tear marks running down his cheek?
“Sit down, Michael,” Garzan said as the door closed behind, his voice soft and broken, like an old man who’d learned his wife of fifty years had just died.
Mike sat opposite the Headmage, totally shocked. This was not at all what he expected. He figured Garzan and Stockton would give him a lecture about raiding the girls, about using spells unnecessarily, about hiding things from the Guardians in the middle of a war. But this… this didn’t seem like that at all.
“How’s Zachariah?” Mike asked, hoping to lighten the mood a little bit.
Garzan produced a handkerchief and blew his nose into it. “He will live,” Garzan said plainly.
Well, that was positive.
“Any news on my mom?”
“Mister Prior,” Garzan said, folding the handkerchief and placing it in his pocket. “I will get straight to the point. Your continued bravery speaks volumes about your character. However, I must be thorough, and I therefore must apologize for the following procedure.” Garzan picked up the silver instrument. Then, as if he had changed his mind, he put it back on the table. His head sagged, and Mike thought he detected a hint of a cry.
“Headmage?” Mike felt his spirits lift a little. It didn’t seem like he was in trouble, and Garzan would’ve definitely mentioned something if his mom’s situation had worsened.
The Headmage exhaled, then picked his head up. Tears were welling in his pure-blue eyes. “The two girls injured in last night’s attack may not live out the week, so I must do this in order to ensure the safety of my students. I apologize profusely.”
Mike wondered why the Headmage was apologizing so much, but that thought was overshadowed by the news about the two injured girls. There was a chance they wouldn’t survive? The gravity of the whole situation weighed on Mike’s chest, and he suddenly found it hard to breathe. First Mrs. Jorisch, now the two girls… they were in real, real danger… this was an actual war, and actual war meant actual casualties…
Garzan lifted the instrument and put the narrow end to his eye, like it was a telescope. A small light appeared at the wide end of the tube.
Then Garzan’s office disappeared.
Mike found himself standing outside on a large lawn surrounded by trees, not unlike those that surrounded Windham Manor. The sky was clear. Mike sensed something terribly wrong with the whole scene, aside from the fact that he had been transported from Garzan’s office without his consent. A fresh wind blew through the trees, carrying a scent of fir. Rays of sun beat down on his forehead, causing him to sweat.
A woman walked slowly towards him. She was crying softly, hands wrapped around a pink polka-dotted sleeveless dress. Something stirred in Mike’s memory, and he felt a sense of foreboding. Mike looked up at her from an oddly low vantage point. He wondered why he was so low down.
The woman looked exactly like his mother. A very young version of his mother. She came to a halt in front of Mike, then sat on the ground beside him. When she sat, her head was parallel to Mike’s. Her eyes were bloodshot, her cheeks stained with tears.
Mom reached out her hand and caressed Mike’s cheek. He felt her warmth, her touch…
What was going on…?
“Oh, Mikey.”       
Mom’s brow knotted and her eyes squinted, as if she was fighting off a bout of crying. “There’s something I have to tell you.”
Then, out of nowhere, Mike realized where he was. Something inside of him screamed, as if he knew what was coming… as if the memories were being reborn, the painful, horrible memories that had buried themselves…
“Mikey, Daddy’s not going to be around anymore…”
Mike felt his eyes flood with tears, and pain rippled inside his chest. But as soon as he wanted to release the emotion within, he was whisked away to another scene. The summer setting dissolved into a wooden bedroom. Mike looked down to see himself, dressed in wool footie-pajamas. He was curled up on the corner of his bed, sheets pulled up over his knees as if to protect himself. Smoke billowed in from underneath the door. Soot filled his eyes, and instantly Mike felt his lungs become parched, starving for air. Mike’s instincts told him to move, but his body did not respond, as if they were attached to another brain. Somehow he knew that his home had been attacked, but he didn’t know by who, and he didn’t know where his mother was. Mike heard himself scream his mother’s name involuntarily, over and over. He saw flashes of light out the window, and a lot of movement – men wearing black, fighting with each other. Mike was sweating, the heat was unbearable…
Then the door splintered as somebody kicked it in from the outside. A man in Guardian garb appeared, holding Mike’s mother, who was unconscious in his arms. Mike felt himself jump off the bed and run towards him. The Guardian extended an arm towards the wall, and the wood disintegrated. Cold, freezing air zoomed in to replace the soot and smoke. Snow clouded Mike’s eyes, and he shivered. But in a strange moment of clarity, Mike saw a scar on the face of his rescuer, stretching from his left eye all the way across his temple…
Then the freezing cold disappeared, and again Mike found himself transported to a new locale. He sat in a classroom surrounded by teenagers, staring at a distinguished-looking black man in a sweater. The man was giving some sort of lecture on Edgar Allen Poe.
All of a sudden, Mike’s mother burst into the classroom and grabbed Mike by the wrist.
“Mom, what are you doing?” Mike heard himself hiss.
The teacher said, “Excuse me, madam, but what is the meaning of this?”
But Mom said nothing. She dragged Mike out of the room, leaving behind his knapsack. Mike felt himself running to keep up with his mother, who was holding a firm grasp on his wrist. His face burned, not from fire, but from embarrassment…
Then the images sped up to a more rapid pace. He was lying on the concrete underneath a basketball hoop, his foot twisted backwards, pain shooting up his leg. Then he felt the pain disappear, and he was dressed in a sweatsuit, standing in a quik-e-mart. Mike slipped a candy bar into his pocket, only to be grabbed immediately on the wrist by a police officer. Somehow Mike remembered vividly how that had led to his departure in Miami. Then he was at a friend’s house in Chicago – he noticed the Cubs clock on the wall – when his mother burst into the room and hauled him into their Caravan. He felt his ears burn, and all he wanted to do was crawl into a cave and never come out. Then he was with Laura, sitting up on the lawn in Bryant Park in New York City, her head resting on his. They were watching a Marx Brothers movie. Laura laughed. Just as Mike felt himself enjoying that moment all over again, the picture broke once more. He was standing in Garzan’s office, looking at Steph. He watched her curl her hair behind her ear.
Then he was thrust into Central Park. A knife was being held at his neck, and he was struggling against it. Then the knife was released, and Mike saw Laura looking back at him with those gorgeous blue eyes… then it was the car ride back, the pain and ache in his heart so strong and real…
That picture faded into the scene in Monster Hall, where Toad had just finished his spells, and the vision continued uninterrupted until the end of the raid, when Mike reached his dormroom and headed for the shower.
The images disappeared, and Mike was again sitting in the Headmage’s office. He looked around to make sure he had his bearings. Then his eyes fell on the Headmage.
Garzan’s eyes were bloodshot, his face ashen. The horrible cheerleader horn rested silently on the side of the desk. Garzan’s hands trembled, and for a moment, Mike thought the Headmage was having a seizure.
Then, slowly, Garzan began regaining his composure. The color returned to his face, although he was still quite pale. His breathing returned to normal, and Mike thought it would be safe for him to speak. He knew the answer to his question, but he had to ask it anyway.
“What did you do to me?”
Garzan’s eyes were heavy. He motioned to the silver instrument. “The Ubiquitor allows me to relive memories buried deep in your consciousness. As you experience your own thoughts from your own mind, I can feel them, as well, from inside your psyche.” His eyes clouded with liquid. “It is not a precise tool at all, and I’m afraid I had to probe more than I would’ve liked to find the appropriate memory. For that I must apologize. It is a horrible thing, to experience the pain of another. Especially the pain of a memory that has been buried by the mind, specifically because of that pain.”
Mike felt like very soul had been dissected, as if it was now naked and exposed. His mind was overcome with sadness, and his head weighed on his shoulders. He felt as if he had just experienced every single horrible thing that had ever happened to him.
Garzan waved at the Ubiquitor in disgust. “It is a terrible form of black magic. But black art or not, if it will help protect the Guardian lineage, I will use it. I must find out how the Calebra got into Windham.”
Mike shuddered. He could not stop thinking about the pain of losing his father, which he’d never actually felt before… he was overcome with raw heartache, as if someone had siphoned his heart and drawn out all its emotion…
Garzan wiped his eyes with a handkerchief, then nodded. “That will be all.”
Mike did not even have the strength to reply. As he stood, his whole body felt rigid. All he wanted to do was collapse on the spot.
“Get some rest,” Mike heard Garzan say behind him. His brain was all too happy to comply. He stumbled out the door and past the few students who were left. Mike realized he must’ve looked exactly like every other kid who came out of the Headmage’s office. He didn’t care.
All he wanted to do was sleep, to escape from the pain inside.
 
 
 



Thirty One
 
Mike woke up in time for History, which was good because Stockton updated them on the Calebra attack. He said that Zachariah had been given a blood transfusion, but left the girls unmentioned, which was discomforting. Mike could only hope that in this case, no news was good news.
He figured Stockton had eliminated the Calebra, although the Magus also did not make mention of that fact. Mike wanted to grill him on how he killed the little bugger, but at the end of the class Stockton promptly disappeared.
So instead Mike spent Homeroom and Magical Detection in the library, hoping to read anything he could find about Dementae, the Brethren, or DuBois. He figured he would have time to practice his attacking in his weaponry classes, especially in Sparring, and he wanted to be as prepared as possible for a confrontation.
He didn’t find anything about Dementae, but there was a ton on the Brethren. Apparently they were a society that had discovered the black arts almost a thousand years ago. It seemed they artificially implanted the black magic inside of them, as opposed to the Guardians, who received their magic from the Gargoyles when they swore to protect them. According to the textbook, the Brethren were lost souls, people who had nothing left, who turned to magic as a last resort. Usually they operated in rogue bands, abusing magic and its power, until a more powerful magician came along and organized—
“You busy?”
Mike looked up from his textbook to see Steph standing there, smiling down at him.
Well… maybe the research can wait.
A small bookbag hung from Steph’s shoulder, and sweaty hair was pulled back into a pony. She was wearing track pants and a white tank top, and she was red in the face, as if she had just been exercising.
“Working out?” Mike asked.
“If by working out you mean practicing my magical repertoire, then yes.”
“Where? There’s a place to spar outside of Sparring class?”
Steph shook her head and sat across from him. “Part of the medicine major is agility and stamina training. A lot of the healing spells sap a person’s energy, so the better shape you’re in, the more effective you are.” She looked at him strangely. “You don’t work out?”
“Uh… sure I do.” Mike ran an arm over his bicep unconsciously, then stopped himself when he realized he looked stupid. “I mean, not since I got here, but…” He fiddled with the cover of his textbook, his face hot.
Brilliant, Romeo. Just brilliant.
He tried to think of something else, something to change the subject. “So you came over here because… you needed a break from studying?”
Steph regarded Mike with an amused look. “I can’t just come over and talk to you?”
“Um, right,” Mike said, which really was Chinese for maybe I’m just a guy who sucks at starting conversations, did you ever think about that?
“Actually, I never did get a chance to ask you about the Calebra.” Steph smiled. “You’re too elusive, you know.”
“I’m elusive? You’re the one I haven’t since Central Park.”
Steph’s brow furrowed, and she looked at the table. “You don’t have to get upset about it.” She made to grab her bag from the floor, as if she was getting up to leave.
“No, wait, hold on,” Mike said. “I didn’t mean… I was just… saying, you know, that I kinda… missed you.”
Steph stood and wrapped the bag over her shoulder. “Yeah, well, good luck with your research, or whatever.” And with that she turned and left.
Idiot! Mike thought as he watched her leave. You must be most pathetic male on the face of the planet! Why are you so stupid? He pounded a fist against the table. What a stupid way to tell her that! Stupid idiot moron…
Shaking his head, Mike grabbed his textbook and threw it in his knapsack. He wasn’t going to be able to research anymore, not with his head flustered like this. He flung the chair under the workbench in frustration.
Then he looked at the clock on the wall.
It was time for Sparring.
 
 
 
 
 



Thirty Two
 
Mike entered Sparring ready to taking out some unused aggression. But his mood darkened when he saw Steph standing all by herself, shadow boxing against the wall. He felt like he should apologize, even though he wasn’t exactly sure what he’d said, but before he could make his way over to her, Stockton started class.
“For the past few days, you’ve been fighting one-on-one, and I must say you have all grown tremendously in your powers. But we should all be so lucky to encounter such a fight in the real world.”
Mike noticed the Magus’s signature smirk was missing, and his lips were taut across his face. Which was strange, because he usually seemed to enjoy having his students’ limbs frozen or burned.
A chill went down Mike’s spine. He wasn’t sure why, but all of a sudden he felt very uneasy.
“Normally, Guardians are outnumbered, hopelessly outmatched. Aside, of course, from their ability to control the elements and a few large friends up in the sky.” Stockton pointed at the ceiling. “Today, most of you will get your first taste of what this means.” He held Mike’s eyes for a moment, then turned away.
“We will now be fighting two-on-one.” A commotion broke out, but Stockton held a hand up to quiet it. “I will not give you any advice on how to survive. It will be up to you to figure that out.” Stockton’s nostrils flared. “You will be getting hurt. Hopefully, that will encourage you to hone your skills to the point where you will not be getting hurt.”
Mike locked eyes with Aaron, whose dire expression said, kill me now.
“For our purposes, I have only one rule. The first team to incapacitate their enemy is the winner.”
Stockton went over to his bag and set up the water, electricity, and torch. Then he pulled out the list of students. He seemed to have recovered some of his swagger. “Let’s see, who do I hate most…”
A few laughs went up from the crowd, but Stockton wasn’t smiling.
In fact, his expression was almost scary.
Okay, Magus, you can stop freaking me out now. Mike started biting his nails. Feel free to turn back into your old, bitter self. Go ahead, make a comment about how I’m descended from Rafael, or how my fireball sucks compared to yours. Any time now, really…
“Caulderon,” he called.
Aaron stepped forward, a grim smile on his face.
“You get Minor. And Levine.”
Mike actually expected the fight to last longer. Aaron was good, but he was no match for a double-team. As soon as the timer started Aaron went right after Levine, a cryo major with long hair. Minor stepped in front immediately, making Aaron confront the two of them head-on. This allowed Levine to swing around to the back and freeze both of Aaron’s arms in less than a minute’s time. The crowd applauded in respect, although not so much out of entertainment as much as a realization that it was going to be very hard for the single warrior to win.
And so went most of the class. Each affair lasted less than a minute, with the single gladiator succumbing to the numbers game fairly quickly.
Mike felt apprehensive the entire time. Normally, Stockton watched the class with disinterest, smirking and gesturing when a student got lit up. But now Stockton looked totally focused. He watched each bout with his arms crossed and eyebrows locked, while occasionally taking a peek at Mike. Which Mike noticed, obviously. Had something happened, something Stockton didn’t want Mike knowing about? Worse, had something happened to his mom? No, that didn’t make sense, they would’ve told him if she’d been hurt or something…
“Prior.”
Mike snapped out of his stupor. Okay, time to focus. Game time.
Stockton reviewed the list, no doubt looking for two worthy opponents.
“You get… Caulderon.”
Mike detected a slight hesitation in the Magus’s voice. He tensed, wondering what the holdup was.
Stockton folded up the list, and put it into his rucksack. Then he turned to Mike, a deadly serious expression on his face.
“And Garzan.”
“What?” The word escaped Mike’s lips as he stepped onto the arena floor. He was going to have to fight Aaron and the Headmage? What kind of maniacal idea was—
Then he saw Steph walking onto the glossy floor, with the slightest of smirks on her face.
Steph was Garzan. Garzan was Steph. Steph was… the Headmage’s daughter?
Aaron’s jaw was open a little, too, as he walked backwards towards his ally. But Steph’s mouth was still pulled into a tight smile.
She’s excited to hit me, Mike realized.
Mike stood in the center of the room, his two adversaries perched on either side. Okay, this was a shock, but back to business. Who was he going to take out first…
Aaron and Steph started circling him, like raptors eyeing their prey. Maybe he could hit both… no, that was insane, he had to pick one… maybe the one neither of them expected…
Stockton yelled, “Begin!”
Aaron and Steph launched simultaneous attacks, two bursts of electricity flying in Mike’s direction. He threw up surfboards with both his hands and deflected them both. Then he somersaulted in Aaron’s direction, holding both his shields out at him. Sure enough, a look of surprise appeared in Aaron’s black and blue eyes, and for an instant, he stopped firing.
Mike sprung out of his somersault like a Transformer and ran straight for him, placing one hand on his chest and the other flat against his back, so that his shields covered most of his torso. He saw that Aaron, in his haste, had backpedaled all the way into a corner. Aaron refocused and fired furiously, like a Howitzer shooting in the desert.
Mike charged Aaron at full speed… he was almost on top of him… then, instead of attacking with magic, Mike twirled and swung a jackknifed leg at Aaron’s head. Aaron had the wherewithal to stop shooting and put his arms up like a boxer, but the force of the blow still knocked him down. Mike landed on top of his prey, feeling like a karate champion about to be crowned.
Okay, fine, I’ll use magic now.
Mike readied to ice Aaron’s arms and make this a one-on-one.
But he didn’t get the chance. In his haste to eliminate Aaron, he had shifted the shield on his back a little to the side. A bolt from Steph nailed him in the shoulder blade, and Mike flew backwards against the wall, head colliding with stone with a sickening thud. His whole body shook, frayed with energy, his limbs shaking like a bobble head doll. Black splotches appeared in his line of sight, and Mike fought to stay conscious. He turned to see Steph rear back to fire again. An explosion of light jumped from her hands, and then all Mike knew was the sensation of energy impacting his chest.
It was like nothing he had ever felt before. As if the energy had penetrated his heart, burrowing under his skin, searching for something to destroy.
He vaguely saw Steph’s expression change from focused to worried. Then he lost the strength to stand, and everything went black.
 



Thirty Three
 
Mike awoke in a hospital bed, an IV in his arm and the plump nurse attending to his chest. The clock on his nightstand told him it was a few minutes past three in the morning. Fluorescent bulbs flooded his eyes like spotlights, and the nauseating smell of medicinal alcohol filled his nostrils. Mike resisted the urge to gag.
The nurse was unwrapping some sort of bandage on his pectoral, the kind that stuck to his hair and ripped it out by the root.
“Ow!” Mike yelled. Then he felt it in his head, a brutal mixture of heavy metal drumming and jackhammer digging. He closed his eyes, begging for it to stop.
“You had a nasty concussion, dear,” the nurse drawled. “And these burns on your chest are pretty serious, too.” She shook a finger in the air at no one in particular. “One after the next! I’m going to have to tell Magus Stockton to tone it down a bit with his Sparring. He never listens, never listens.”
The nurse walked away, muttering about how nobody took her seriously. Mike turned onto his side and groaned, wishing he were somewhere else.
Wait – one after the next? Who else… oh.
Mike looked over to see a stocky teenager sleeping in the bed to his left. He didn’t have an IV, but his arm was bandaged so that it looked like he’d had surgery to attach a club to the end of it.
The Calebra bite. Jeez, that’s some wound.
Then Mike noticed the box. It was arranged neatly on his nightstand, next to the clock. The two-word inscription on the top read: Sorry, Steph.
Careful not to tangle up his IV cord, Mike peeled back the plastic and opened the box.
Chocolates.
How sweet.
He popped one into his mouth.
Caramels.
Great call by Steph.
Who was, coincidentally, the Headmage’s daughter.
Mike swallowed and grabbed another chocolate, kicking himself for being so dull. How had he missed the signs? She had her own schedule. She was always at Sparring class, yet she never fought, probably because she was too powerful for it. She disappeared for long periods of time, and nobody said anything.
It was so friggin’ obvious.
But something bothered him. If Steph was Garzan’s daughter, why hadn’t the two of them interacted more in the Headmage’s office? She was involved in the raid on Central Park – but the Headmage hadn’t said a word to her the entire time.
Mike popped another chocolate, wishing it were an Advil. He closed his eyes. His head killed, and all he wanted to do now was sleep.
 
 
 
 
 



Thirty Four
 
Mrs. Pottawattami, as the nurse had introduced herself, ended up taking out his IV a few hours later, all while complaining loudly about visitors and the infirm and how they needed their rest. He rubbed his eyes and cracked his neck – the hospital beds were much more uncomfortable than his dorm room’s. He stretched, his head still pounding.
“So you’re in here too, eh?”
Zachariah was already up, reading a Jodi Picoult novel.
Mike raised an eyebrow when he saw the book.
“Oh, shut up,” Zachariah growled. “Annabella makes me read them.” He nodded at Mike. “What happened to you?”
“Garzan gave me a concussion.”
“The Headmage?”
Mike shook his head. “His daughter.”
“His daughter goes to Windham?”
“Seems that way.”
Just then, the voices in the other room got louder, and two figures entered the room.
It was Steph and Annabella.
“Speak of the devil,” Mike muttered.
Zachariah’s eyes narrowed just a little. “Huh?”
“Come on,” Steph said in an authoritative voice. Each girl was carrying what looked like a leather Guardian suit on a hanger. Annabella tossed hers to Zachariah, while Steph threw hers in Mike’s lap.
“We have a mission,” Steph said, all business. “Get dressed.”
“Come again?” Mike said.
“My father wants us to meet him in the Portal Room in twenty minutes.” She looked Mike over, and her expression softened. “You okay?”
“I’ll survive,” Mike said, throwing the Guardian suit off his legs and onto the floor. “This is for me?”
“Has your name on it,” Steph said with a smile.
Mike peeked over the side of the bed. Sure enough, the name “Prior” was stitched onto right underneath the shoulder.
“Um, am I supposed to go with this?” Zachariah said, holding up his bandaged arm.
“Mrs. Pottawattami will take care of that,” Annabella said. “Now hurry up, it’s almost time.” The girls started to leave.
“Time for what?” Mike said as he sat up in bed.
Steph turned, her face deadly serious again.
“Time to warn the other clans.”
 
 
 
 



Thirty Five
 
Considering he’d been in a semi-coma for the last few hours, Mike figured he could be in worse shape.
He had a headache, and his body was kind of sore all over, but other than that he felt pretty good. After she’d outfitted Zachariah’s wound with a sleeker bandage, Mrs. Pottawattami had given the two boys some sort of medicinal candy bar on the way out, and Mike felt his strength returning. Even Zachariah admitted he felt more energized than usual.
It also didn’t hurt that he was dressed in the greatest outfit of all time – Guardian leather, with his name stitched on the top. He felt like he had just made the varsity basketball team, only a million times cooler.
The two boys headed towards the Portal Room, as Steph described, towards the back of the Manor. They walked with a silence between them that only wounded warriors could understand.
They came to a metal door that looked like it led to the basement. Zachariah pounded a fist on the iron.
The door swung open, revealing Aaron, Toad, Julius Brutus, Steph, Annabella, and two girls Mike didn’t know. Stockton was there, too, as well as the Headmage.
Garzan ran over when Mike and Zachariah entered the room.
“I hope you’re not too badly injured,” he said, eyes sweeping Mike and Zachariah like a concerned parent.
“I’m fine,” Mike said, thinking, you don’t know how badly injured we are, yet you have no problem sending us on a potentially dangerous mission to another Guardian clan? Sorry if I’m not feeling the love here. “Any news from my mom?”
The Headmage studied him intently. “Yes. She’s safe, for now. Still with DuBois.”
Stockton said, “We waited to brief everybody until you arrived.” He ran a hand through his black hair. “The reason we’ve gathered you here is because… we caught a vampire breaking into the mansion last night.”
A commotion broke out amongst the gathered teenagers.
“Whoa,” Mike said. “He got past the Gargoyles?”
Garzan looked at Stockton out of the corner of his eye. “We are keeping it under wraps, for now. Although it may not be long before things get out, anyway.” Garzan cleared his throat. “Yes, he got past the Gargoyles.”
“How did he get in?” Toadman asked.
“Magic, of course,” was the terse reply from the Headmage.
“But I thought vampires are not magical,” Mike said.
Stockton scowled. “Bravo, Prior, bravo.”
Mike ignored the Magus. His mind was churning. “So that means… the vampires and the Brethren are working together.”
Garzan was silent. His eyes looked away, as if watching another scene entirely.
Then Mike realized something. “Why are you telling us all this?”
Another thin smile. Garzan interlocked his fingers and fixed his gaze on Mike. “The vampire was sent here to kidnap somebody. He was stopped by the stairwell leading up to the infirmary.”
Zachariah smirked, then shook his head. Mike’s eyes grew wide with horror.
“How do you know?” Mike said.
“We have our methods.” There was a twinkle in Stockton’s eye. Then he grew serious, his eyes bearing down on Mike. “Somehow he knew you were in the hospital wing.”
Nobody said anything. Mike thought back to the first time he’d been in Garzan’s office, when he’d tried to tell them about Julius Brutus.
The spy we’ve been looking for…
Garzan shifted his weight. “Has any of you seen somebody acting strangely? Missing for a few days? Any one of your friends, maybe someone who’s in Sparring class with you?”
Mike tried to think. He realized he could’ve examined everybody’s habits and found something suspicious. Julius Brutus was a classic nerd, but maybe that was cover for his true identity? Maybe Aaron wore those weird contacts because he was one of the Brethren? Maybe Steph attacked his so hard because she was the enemy? Each thought made Mike laugh harder than the next, but for some reason, the last one stuck in his mind… Steph was never around, she’d withheld her identity from him, and she was mysteriously more powerful than any of the other students he’d faced…
Garzan pursed his lips. “Michael?”
Not exactly about to call out Steph to her face, Mike said, “I mean, I’m in a bunch of classes, and I don’t really know all the kids yet. Not to mention that half the school is in my Sparring class, so everyone knew what happened—”
“Fine, fine,” Stockton interjected. “Just be on the lookout, all right?”
Garzan nodded. “And so, we have undeniable proof that the Black Brethren have allied themselves with the Vampire Hordes.” Garzan pointed at the lights, and the room went dim. “As such, we have decided to take action. Know that you have been chosen because you have excelled in your personal fields, albeit in such a short time span.”
Mike looked around at the kids in the room. The collection was definitely top notch. He wasn’t sure who was the best warrior after him and Steph, but it was either Zachariah or Aaron, and even Annabella had started to put her name into the conversation. JB had to be the best Espionage student, the kid never stopped reading his textbooks—well, except when he was reading Shakespeare. Toad was probably second-best, and the two other girls, they were probably the top medicine majors.
The lights in the room dimmed, and a rectangular screen appeared on the far wall. Four rectangular logos appeared on the screen, each with a name and a location underneath.
“The Gargoyle clans are named, historically, for several things. We have been forbidden to speak of our own designation because of our history, as you learned in your classes with the Magus. It is for that reason our emblem does not appear on the screen. However, these four guilds are the remaining strongholds of Guardians and Gargoyles.”
Mike checked out the logos. There was a tall black mountain on a grey background, with the words Blackrock – Colorado, United States written underneath. Next to it was the Brownstone clan, from Scotland, depicting a brown Gargoyle holding a sword. A red wing on a black sky had the words Redwing - Russia written underneath. The last symbol was a grey gargoyle claw on a sky-blue base, with the words Grey Talon – France underneath.
Mike clenched a fist. Magistrate DuBois, of the Grey Talon clan… I’m coming for you, pal.
“As you also know from your History class, we do not have cordial relations with any of the clans. However—” Garzan rolled his wrist and three of the clans disappeared, leaving only the Blackrock clan on the screen. “We are, shall we say, least hated by our Blackrock brothers.”
The lights came back on. “I am sending you to them,” Garzan exhaled slowly. “With five Gargoyles.”
Stockton jumped off the wall. “Five? With all due respect, Headmage, that leaves us way under—”
Garzan cut him off with a look that would pierce gargoyle stone. “We will be fine, Magus.”       
Stockton clammed up and returned to his original position, arms folded over his chest, eyes aflame.
“Your mission is to inform the Blackrock clan of the Brethren-Vampire alliance. That is all – simply inform them. They will not receive you kindly, but that is not my concern. The other clans must be alerted. Whether they choose to aid us is, again, not the issue.”
Aaron raised a hand. “Do the Blackrocks really not know about this? They must’ve been under some sort of attack too, right?”
Garzan was silent for a moment. “We do not know if the Blackrocks have been attacked at all. We have no contact with the other guilds.”
Mike rubbed his neck. So, if he understood right, all the other clans might have been destroyed already, and they’d have no idea.
That was a cheerful thought.
Stockton seemed to read his mind. “The other clans are much larger, and frankly much more powerful than we are. It’s safe to say that the rest of the clans are doing just fine.”
The Headmage cleared his throat. “Let’s not focus on the negative. This is not a mission that should require much magic, if any. I simply want you to notify the Blackrock clan of what we have discovered. Tell Magus Brick and leave, that is all.”
Mike said, “If you don’t mind me asking, why aren’t you coming, sir?”
A thin smile came across Garzan’s lips. “I do not want my involvement clouding the matter.”
Um, okay… Mike thought. Care to elaborate? No? Hmm, what a surprise.
“How are we getting there?” Zachariah asked nobody in particular.
“Follow me,” said the Headmage. He went over to one of the stones in the wall and placed his palm on it. The wall swung open to reveal a staircase that led into the ground.
“The portal room,” Garzan explained, and headed down the steps.
The staircase led into a large antechamber. Its walls were decorated exactly like the Manor, with green and gold wallpaper and several portraits on the walls. Five Gargoyles were already there, dressed in battle gear, swords hanging from their waists and wings wrapped around their bodies. Amongst them were Jakkus and Yaris, as well as three smaller Gargoyles that Mike didn’t recognize. Straight ahead lay a gelatinous mass, stapled to the wall like a gigantic timepiece.
“What is that?” Julius Brutus squeaked from behind the crowd.
“It’s the portal, genius,” Zachariah grumbled.
Garzan grasped Jakkus’s hand, looking him straight in the eye for a few moments. Then he did the same with each of the Gargoyles.
“Jakkus will do the speaking,” Garzan explained to the group. “Hold your tongues, unless completely necessary. I cannot emphasize how a wrong word could lead to… unnecessary complications.”
Mike nodded absently. He had realized out how delicate things were around here, and he was fine with letting Jakkus handle the situation. Besides, he didn’t think Garzan was going to let him or Zachariah lead this mission, not after how the last one turned out.
“Now, if you will all line up, please.” The five Gargoyles took their places in front of the portal, with room on either side of them for a Guardian, so that they were basically Guardian-Gargoyle-Guardian all the way through. Mike was situated between Jakkus and Yaris, with Steph on Jakkus’s left and Toadman on Yaris’s right. Garzan muttered a few words, and the portal morphed to a flat rectangle, so that all fourteen members could enter it at once.
“There is a similar portal in Blackridge Castle, where the Blackrocks reside. That is where you will exit. Good luck, and Godspeed.”
Mike took one last look at Garzan, who was standing against the far wall. He had a strange look on his face. Almost a mixture of pride and apprehension. Mike wondered how long he had been Headmage for. It seemed an odd thought, but Mike got the feeling that Garzan had been doing this for a long time.
“Ready,” Jakkus growled. “And, enter.”
Mike took a deep breath and stepped forward into the grey goo. The liquid mass enveloped him, causing him to lose his footing. He struggled for a moment, making swimming motions with his arms – he hadn’t expected this… eyes closed, mouth closed, Mike felt his chest burn… panic set in, and it occurred to Mike that he didn’t know how long he could hold his breath…
Then a blast of air hit his face, and the portal started receding. Mike gasped for air, opening his eyes only after the liquid peeled off his body completely.
They were in a completely different setting. This portal room was much bigger, almost like a cave. There was no wallpaper here. Only, well, black rock. The place was illuminated by torches that were interspersed throughout the cavern. Dark shadows danced across the walls, giving the room an ominous feel, but Mike could see a ceiling covered with stalagmites. The air smelled fresh, mountainous, and a gentle wind ruffled through Mike’s hair. A plaque that read, "Welcome to Blackridge, home of the Blackrocks" was fixed to the wall.
But there was nobody there to greet them.
Jakkus snarled and drew his sword, almost beheading Mike in the process. He took several steps forward, his Tyrannosaur-like legs thumping against the stone floor.
Mike said, “What is it, what’s the matter?”
Jakkus’s head snapped around in all directions. He sniffed the air frantically. “Stay behind me, something is wrong. Yaris, pick up the rear.”
“Hold on, let me check the room for enchantments.” Toad stepped a few feet in front of the group, then held his hands up like he was a shortstop signaling for the cutoff throw. He muttered a spell or two.
“There are three of them,” Toadman said with his back to the group. “Two of them are easy, but the last one might be a little tougher…”
He muttered a few more words.
Then he started to shake.
It was slow, at first, so that Mike didn’t notice anything was wrong. But then Toad’s whole body started trembling uncontrollably. He lifted off the floor, as if he was a marionette being shaken by its holder. His spell words started turning to gibberish, and then he was screaming.
“Toad!” Aaron moved to help him, but Steph grabbed him by the arm.
“If you touch him, that trap could get you, too!”
Then, before Mike could protest, Jakkus jumped and tackled Toadman’s body to the floor.
The spell didn’t seem to affect the gargoyle, but Toadman was still shaking. He had stopped screaming now, which made Mike all the more nervous. His body was convulsing… his lips were bleeding, then his nose…
And then, it stopped.
“Toad!” Aaron cried.
Mike ran over. Jakkus had gotten off him, his teeth gritted and eyes red. Maybe the spell had affected him, after all. Mike saw that Toad was still breathing, although very slowly.
“I… got them,” Toad managed, a weak smile in his eyes. There was blood everywhere, seeping from his mouth, his nose, his ears…
“Can you heal him?” Mike said to Steph, the desperation clear in his voice.
Steph and the two girls kneeled quickly by Toad’s body. The two girls joined hands and closed their eyes, holding one of Steph’s hands, while Steph placed her free palm on Toad’s chest.
She gasped. Her mouth opened, but no words came out, as if she was unable to say them.
“What is it?” Mike said, his eyes frantic.
Steph let go of the other girl’s hand. “His organs were shredded,” she whispered, the shock evident in her voice.
“You mean, you can’t do anything?” Aaron screamed.
Mike said, “Maybe if the Gargoyles—”
But then he stopped himself.      
Toadman’s chest had stopped heaving.
And he had a glazed look on his eyes.
No…      
Jakkus howled with anger, a sound so powerful Mike was sure it would’ve broken glass had they been at Windham. The gargoyle grabbed a torch ran for the stairs. Mike stared at Toad’s face, unable to look away.
There was a sharp crack from overhead, then a smash. The ceiling rumbled, like a rocket had hit the cavern from above. Mike’s heart rate tripled, and he felt the power inside of him starting to surge.
Whatever it is, I’m going up there, and I’m going to kill it.
Mike ran after Jakkus, fingers twitching, ready to attack at any movement. He heard a clicking noise behind him, and saw Zachariah had flicked open a lighter and was right behind him. Mike kicked himself – he had to remember to buy one of those in the future.
Where is everybody? Mike thought as he took the stairs two at a time. The sheer length of the staircase was intimidating. So was the emptiness of the place. It must’ve been a huge castle, just from the looks of the staircase, yet there were no inhabitants… could they all be on a mission? No, that wasn’t possible – even when Mike had gone to Central Park, they’d left most of the clan at home. And what had Stockton said, about leaving Gargoyles behind to guard the manor? No, there was always somebody around…
Mike wrinkled his nose. He was beginning to see a light up ahead, but that wasn’t what bothered him. The wind was even fiercer here, and he was beginning to smell something acrid…
Just then, Mike saw Jakkus unleash his wings and run full speed up the remainder of the steps. Mike and Zachariah hurried after him. Jakkus roared from the surface, but to Mike’s ears below it sounded more like a scream of disbelief than a battle cry.
When Mike finally reached the top of the stairs, he realized why. His breath caught, and his whole body tensed up, as if he was paralyzed.
He recognized this place.
They were standing outside, on top of a mountain. The place looked to be an enormous throne room of some kind, but its roof had been torn off, with stone debris littering the polished marble floor. Broken limestone pillars were scattered amongst giant pieces of rock. The walls were jagged and missing in some areas. Fresh wind whipped at Mike’s hair. The constellations were clear and visible in the black sky.
And a tremendous pile of bodies lay in the center, burning, smoke rising into the night.
Mike felt himself collapse onto his knees. Ash burned his eyes. This was a butchery, a massacre… and he’d seen it, in his dreams, that first night in Windham…
Then Mike heard a retching noise. Beside him, Julius Brutus was on his hands and knees, vomiting. The stench of rotting flesh was almost tangible, and Mike felt bile creeping up his esophagus. He made himself swallow it to look… what, macho? There was no macho here. Only sadness, and grief… Toad was dead, for God’s sake…
“Aaaaaaaarrrrrgggghhhhh!” It was Jakkus, raising his wings and arms to the sky and screaming at the top of his lungs. The other Gargoyles chimed in almost immediately. Then the wail cut off. Jakkus kneeled as if in a thinking pose, elbow on knee and fist on forehead. He began murmuring in some language Mike didn’t understand.
No one spoke for several moments. Then Zachariah came over with Annabella, who was looking rather green. Zachariah tapped Mike on the shoulder.
“Hey, I’m all for memory services and whatnot, but I think we should get back to Windham as soon as we can. Toad’s not coming back to life, and neither is anyone up here. Somebody’s got to tell Garzan about this, ASAP.”
Mike nodded, despite his desire to linger and honor the dead. He went over to Jakkus, who was still praying. Jakkus looked up for a moment, his eyes level with Mike’s, tremendous saucers with a red tinge of both anger and sadness.
“It is a time to mourn,” Mike said, thinking of Toad and choosing his words carefully, “But we must tell the Headmage about this as soon as possible.”
Jakkus eyed Mike for a moment, then grunted. “You speak wisely. Take your Guardians and hurry back to the portal. We will finish our vigil and return.” He went back to his original pose.
Mike wondered why the vigil couldn’t wait a few minutes – or why Jakkus couldn’t just use his Amp, for crying out loud – but he wasn’t about to argue with a creature three times his size. He motioned to the nine Guardians. No, only eight now, Mike realized with a pang of sadness.
“We’ve got to warn the others,” he said as he headed for the stairwell. “The Gargoyles will follow behind.” Mike flew down the stairs, wishing Jakkus had at least given him his Amp. When he reached the bottom, he forced himself to ignore Toad’s body on the floor, then ran straight for the portal. Mike jumped into the liquid like he was trying to jump through a glass window—
And crashed right into a stone wall. Mike hit the rocky exterior and fell backwards, his hip colliding with the not-so-cushioned floor. The other Guardians, who had been a few steps behind him, ran up to him, each of them asking if he was all right.
“I’m fine, I’m fine,” he said, touching the back of his head to make sure there was no blood. “What happened?”
“Maybe you screwed it up.” Zachariah kicked a foot into the portal, only to recoil. “The portal’s not working.”
Mike’s eyes went wide. He struggled to his feet and stuck his arms through the goo. It was still wet and slimy, but he felt hard rock on the other side.
“We can’t get back,” he whispered. “We have to get back!”
One of the girls tore in the opposite direction, up the stairs towards the Gargoyles. Mike went over to Zachariah, who was staring at the portal with hands on hips, as if he’d never seen anything like it before.
“You have any ideas?” Mike said.
The other girl Mike didn’t know said, “Can we fly on Gargoyle-back?”
“Can anyone fix the portal?” Mike called.
Steph shook her head. “That magic’s too advanced for any of us here.”
“I wonder if they have their own car collection,” Zachariah mused.
Aaron threw up his arms. “Even if they did, it’d take us at least a full day to get back to Windham. And they need our help now, if somebody closed the portal on the other side!”
“How do you know someone closed the portal on the other side?” Annabella said. “Maybe somebody closed it from this side.”
      Jabbing a finger, Aaron said, “Are you calling me a traitor?”
“Shut up, everybody!” Mike stepped in between Aaron and Annabella, which was starting to become Aaron and Zachariah. “Thank heavens.” Mike turned to see the gargoyles racing down the stairs.
Jakkus immediately moved to the portal and swept an arm through. He retracted it at once, and his eyes turned blood red. “A traitor, a foul knave among us!” He whipped around and stared at the Guardians. For a moment Mike was afraid Jakkus was going to take out his sword and run him through. He stepped backwards, panic over taking his senses.
But Jakkus did not draw his weapon. Instead, he slid a claw over his Amp and closed his eyes. Then he opened them abruptly, as if he didn’t understand. He repeated the same procedure, only to get the same result. His eyes swept back and forth, as if formulating a plan.
“We must return to the manor at once,” Jakkus said, speaking quickly. “The Headmage is not responding to my communications. Yaris, you are to fly with me. Groundhog, Amadeus, Nukes – you will travel with the Guardians. Find some transportation, there should be vehicles in the garage, unless those are destroyed as well. If that is the case, you will have to acquire other means.”
Mike assumed ‘acquire’ meant steal, but for some reason the thought didn’t bother him. All he could think about was getting back to Windham.
“Jakkus, we will not make it back before dawn,” Yaris pointed out.
“Irrelevant.” Jakkus was in full steam, issuing commands like it was second nature. “We will fly all night and find a suitable resting place. If we are alive in the morning, we will continue on home.” Jakkus said it as if the thought of death did not bother him in the slightest. Mike could see Yaris shift uncomfortably at that suggestion, but apparently he was not about to defy his superior.
Jakkus walked over to Toad and picked up his prone body. The Gargoyle sped up the stairs without another word, the dead Guardian lying limp in his arms.
A lump formed in Mike’s throat.
Yaris hesitated, then said, “We are at war. All use of force is authorized.” Then he followed Jakkus up the stairwell and disappeared from sight.
 
 
 
 



Thirty Six
 
A quick search of the castle yielded Magus Brick’s office, and with it the keys to several of the cars, two credit cards, and a wad of twenties. Thankfully, the cars had not been destroyed. The team split up into two SUVs, which would allow the eight teenagers to travel comfortably.
“We will follow from above,” one of the Gargoyles said, the one with a bit of a pot belly. Mike thought it was Groundhog, but he wasn’t sure. They headed out of the garage and jumped into the air.
Mike rode with Zachariah, Annabella, and Aaron, the result of a quick twenty-first finger roundup. He didn’t know if it was good or bad to be away from Steph. For some reason he felt uncomfortable around her, now that things had changed. Maybe because the last time he’d been with her, she’d knocked him out with an electric bolt.
A GPS in the car told them that it would take them eighteen hours at one hundred miles per hour to reach Windham. That meant they were going to have to drive all night, and then some. Assuming they wouldn’t get pulled over on the way. Mike chuckled, thinking about how they would explain their hurry to a police officer. “You see, there are these clans of gargoyles, and we have to protect them, and…” The thought made Mike smile, however grim a smile it was.
The team drove until morning, alternating drivers every two hours to stay fresh. That left them in the middle of Indiana. Mike was grateful the Gargoyles hadn’t left them during the night, even though they could’ve flown towards the Manor and made it most of the way. Of course, in turn, the Guardians were not to travel during daylight. They pulled the SUV’s off a tree-lined road. JB got out and made a tight magical perimeter around the Gargoyle party, both to protect them and to keep them hidden.
As daylight broke, Mike realized he was about to get a first-look at the Gargoyle transformation. He rolled down the backseat window peered out of the car with rapt attention. Fresh pine tree air entered the car, better than any air freshener, and the wind felt good as it brushed his hair.
The Gargoyles cleared away any pinecones that littered the forest floor and huddled themselves close to the ground. They wrapped their wings around their bodies. Then, as the sun came up, their leathery skinned hardened, and their breathing slowed. Mike heard a crackling sound, like thousands of eggshells being trampled upon. Then it was silent, and the Gargoyles did not move.
“Incredible,” Aaron breathed from over Mike’s shoulder. Zachariah had been driving, so naturally Annabella was in the front seat. She had fallen asleep, but Zachariah was keen, alert, watching the transformation with as much interest as his Guardian brothers.
The Guardians used the day to rest, and to practice their Sparring. Everyone felt it now – the war was here, and they were going to need every minute of it. Steph arranged a magical firing range of sorts, using magically-reinforced trees and pinecones as targets, and the Guardians took turns practicing their aim.
The day was long and hot, no cooler than the hills of East Massachusetts. Mike spent the day stressed, dreaming up possible outcomes of their return to Windham, then taking out his stresses on a bunch of pinecones. Maybe everything was really fine. Maybe the Blackrock portal only supported incoming traffic.
Or maybe someone had rigged it that way.
Maybe there was a war at the Manor, and they were missing it.
Mike wished Garzan would at least contact them to say everything was fine. Then again, maybe he didn’t even know they had been delayed. Jakkus and Yaris wouldn’t have returned to Windham yet…
And so Mike was grateful when the sun finally started to dip into the horizon. The Gargoyles broke out of their shells with tremendous roars, stretching and yawning like toddlers who’d just woken from an awesome nap. The pot-bellied Gargoyle made its way over to Mike, who was standing against the SUV, and held out a claw. He was only a few inches taller than Mike, but several feet wider.
“Thank you, my Guardian. What troubles besieged us during the day?”
Zachariah stuck a head out. “Only the hottest day ever created. It’s good thing these babies have air-conditioning.” He jumped back into the driver’s seat and pulled out a tin of Pringles, part of the stash they’d bought at the convenience store down the road. The manager had given them a look when they’d arrived in their leather uniforms, but they’d bought enough food to keep his curiosity at bay.
Groundhog nodded and spread his wings with a loud whoosh. He removed the Amp from around his neck and placed it around Mike’s. “If there is any news from Jakkus, we will contact you.” He jumped into the sky, and the other Gargoyles followed.
The Guardians flew down the highways, driving at even faster speeds than the previous night. Every minute brought with it the possibility of a message from Garzan, or even Jakkus, but the next moment proved to be as disappointing as the one before it.
After switching drivers five times, they finally reached a sign that said “Welcome to Massachusetts.” Mike’s heart beat a bit faster – he was driving, while Zachariah, Annabella, and Aaron were sleeping – and the SUV sped through the countryside as if possessed with its mission. Mike was legitimately scared now – Jakkus hadn’t called, and neither had Garzan. The definitely wouldn’t have expected their mission to take two full days. Unless he had traveled to Colorado, too, to see what the matter was, and now he was stuck in the same predicament as they were…
Finally, Mike spotted the two pillars that marked the entrance to Windham Manor. The Gargoyle statues that had decorated them upon Mike’s arrival were missing, but that was to be expected – it was nighttime, after all.
“Guys, we’re here,” Mike said, loud enough. The other Guardians in the car stirred.
Mike drove through the small path, noticing that it was eerily quiet. Almost… empty. No Gargoyles playing on the lawn. No wind rattling the trees. Only the purr of the SUV’s engine and the sound of the air conditioner on full blast.
Windham Manor came into view. It was silent, dark, with very few lights on. That wasn’t much of a concern; it was night, after all, and all the students would be—
Just then, the door to the Manor flung open. Out staggered a human figure, illuminated by the lampposts on either side. Mike couldn’t see who it was at first, but when he pulled around the traffic circle, he got a clear, unmistakable glimpse.
It was his mom.
 
 



Thirty Seven
 
Mike killed the ignition and flew out of the car.
“Mom!” Mike threw his arms around her and squeezed. Her hair was frizzed and sweaty, and her t-shirt clung to her body.
“Oh, Mikey… I thought you were gone, too!”
      Mike released himself of his mother’s grasp. “How did you… I mean, I saw that DuBois—wait, what do you mean, gone?”
By now the cars had emptied, and the Guardians were standing around, awkwardly watching the reunion. A whoosh of air pressed from above, and Groundhog, Amadeus, and Nukes landed on the driveway. When Groundhog saw Mike’s mom, his eyes turned to bloodlust.
“Traitorous mongrel!” He pointed a claw in Mom’s direction. “Where are the other gargoyles?”
Mike felt his heart pounding. His eyes burned as the image of the roiling pile of carcasses entered his mind.
“Mom, where is everybody?”
“I… I don’t know. Everybody’s gone.” Mom wiped a tear. “DuBois let me go. Something about Garzan calling for help. DuBois refused to come, but he said that I… that he would send me. When I got here, there was no one around, except…”
“Except what?” Zachariah said from behind, his voice resonating both fear and anger.
Mom didn’t answer. Then she looked at Groundhog and said, “You better go in first. They’re in the Dining Hall.”
At first, Groundhog didn’t understand. Then his eyes flushed from red to white, he ran inside, shoving Mike out of the way. Amadeus and Nukes followed, fearful expressions wearing on their faces.
Mom ran a hand through Mike’s hair. “Where were you? I was so worried…”
Suddenly, a scream pierced the air, not unlike the one Jakkus had let out on top of Blackridge Castle.
“Never mind that now, Mom,” Mike said as he pushed her hand out of the way. He ran past his mother, apprehension flooding his senses.
The Greeting Hall lay unaltered, but Mike was able to glimpse the carnage through the glass doors that led to the Dining Hall. Everything was wrecked. Tables were turned upside down and broken. Chandeliers lay shattered across the floor, their crystals littering the room like sand across a dance floor. The walls were black with soot; a few spots were still burning, probably from Guardian weaponry. Some paintings had been frozen, others ripped down and torn apart.
And spread out across the room were ten or fifteen gargoyle bodies, still in the flesh, with their stomachs cleaved open.
The smell of decaying tissue hit Mike straight in the nose, and this time the vomit exited his esophagus with full force. Julius Brutus spouted likewise; aside from that, everyone was able to keep their composure.
Mike wiped his mouth in his sleeve, still kneeling on the floor. His mom came over to put an arm around him and helped him up.
She didn’t say anything.
Because she didn’t need to.
Another slaughter. This time to his own clan. And where was everyone else? The pile in Blackridge Castle contained humans and gargoyles… but this was different. No human bodies, only gargoyles. Mutilated, ripped apart. Maybe there was there another pile in the manor?
No, it would’ve been here, Mike decided. So maybe not everyone had been killed…
“Spread out,” Mike said. He pushed free of his mother’s embrace and addressed the group. “Aaron, search the guys’ dorms. Steph, you have the girls’. Zachariah and Annabella, find any teacher you can. Look in Garzan’s office, Stockton’s, anybody’s, just find somebody. JB, you take the other two – sorry, don’t know your names – and search the classrooms. If there are any survivors, we have to find them.”
Zachariah opened his mouth to protest, but Annabella grabbed his arm and pulled him towards the exit. Everybody else left without so much as a peep. Words were unnecessary at this point; everyone knew what they all were thinking.
The three remaining Gargoyles were crouched in vigil, teardrops streaming from their closed eyes as they murmured their prayers. Mike wanted to talk to them, but it clearly wasn’t the time. He clamped a hand firmly around his nose and went over to one of the bodies, a gargoyle he didn’t recognize. Its torso had been ripped open, almost purposefully. Some of the insides were missing, if Mike saw it right. Unless Gargoyles normally lived with a huge cavity in their chest.
Just then, Annabella ran in, her slender legs carrying her as fast as they could. “Mike!”
“What is it?” Mike said.
She was panting, and it took a moment for her to calm down.
“We found the Headmage.”
 
 



Thirty Eight
 
Annabella led Mike and his mother to Garzan’s office. Zachariah was there, crouched over a prone body whose legs were halfway out the door. Mike feared Garzan was dead, but as he got closer he saw the Headmage’s chest heaving up and down. His eyes were closed, and both hands were clutched tight to his stomach.
“He’s alive,” Zachariah said, even though it was obvious. “But we don’t know what’s wrong with him.”
Mom bent down and ran a finger over the Headmage’s chest. She slid the same finger up to his forehead, then withdrew it like it had been seared by fire.
“He’s burning up,” she said to nobody in particular. She unbuttoned the Headmage’s vest, then gasped. A black splotch was spreading around his belly-button, like an infestation of worms digging into a carcass, about the diameter of a ping-pong ball. Mom cursed, something Mike had never heard her do before.
“What the hell is that?” Zachariah said, his face showing his disgust.
“An Aneksham. The Black Widower,” Mom breathed. “Brethren spell. It sucks the life right out of you.” She lifted the clothing around Garzan’s body to see if there was another one, but the stomach was the only spot that was infected. “Seth,” she muttered, “Where are you when I need you?”
By now Julius Brutus had arrived, with the three girls behind. “You two are medics, right?” Mike called from a crouched position. Both of the girls raised their hands as they ran. The one with her hair braided into cornrows bent down to see the Widower, and her mouth frowned in disgust.
“What is that thing?” Cornrows pointed.
“An Aneksham,” Mike said hurriedly. “Can you heal it?”
“Heeeeeeell no, I’ve never seen anything like that in my life!”
“What about you?” Mike said to the other girl, the one with blond hair.
She shook her head, her eyes wide.
Steph came running up now. “What’s all the commotion? I saw everybody running and… DADDY!” Her hands flew to her mouth as she ran over and crouched by her father. “What is that thing?”
Mike stared at Steph. She had never shown so much as a mere appreciation for her father, let alone the undying love that she was demonstrating now. What was this, some fake—
Then Mike caught himself. What a stupid thought. Of course Steph was allowed to care about her father. So why was he so upset by it? He couldn’t have wanted the grief to be his… no, that was stupid, his own father was dead over ten years…
And then, like a burst of cryokinesis headed for his temple, Mike understood.
The Ubiquitor in Garzan’s office had opened a part of Mike that he had never realized he missed.
He’d never grieved for his dad.
And while he’d gone from town to town, meeting many kids who had both parents (and many who didn’t), he’d kept the jealousy inside of him, without bubbling to the surface. Now, after all the craziness of the past few days… now those emotions came flowing out, like a submarine surfacing in the ocean. Maybe a large part of him wanted that from Steph. The ability to grieve.
But Garzan was going to get better. He had to get better. Who else would teach him how to fight, to guide him, to help him freaking stay
alive now that there were battles every single day?
Just then, Mom opened Garzan’s clenched fist and pulled out a token of some sort. She held it up to the light, examining it. It looked like a quarter, except it was transparent.
“What’s that?” Zachariah asked. He was looking paler than Annabella, which was saying something. Mike wondered if the Calebra bite was affecting him.
“He left a memory token,” Mom muttered. She closed her hand and started walking back and forth from bookcase to bookcase. “Just trying to remember the spell,” she said to no one in particular.
Most of the students had moved away from Garzan and were now staring at Mike’s mom. Apparently, it hadn’t hit them that she knew magic until just now.
Finally, she found the correct incantation and threw the coin up in the air. The token flipped end over end, then hung in suspended animation. Suddenly, a video stream shimmered onto the canvas that was pulled over the map, and Garzan’s face appeared.
“Hello, Sepulchra,” the image said.
At the sound of her father’s voice, Steph jerked around, her face wet with tears. She crawled over to the screen as if being called by some paranormal force.
“If you are watching this, I am probably comatose, since I brilliantly stepped in the way of an Aneksham from Dementae.”
The blood drained from Mom’s face.
Dementae, Mike thought.  So he had heard correctly that night in Central Park. Who was Dementae, and why did he scare the bejesus out of everyone?
“I won’t waste your time with how he has returned. Or my time, as it were.” Garzan looked down at his stomach, as if inspecting the wound he had contracted through his shirt. “I will mostly likely be dead in a few hours. There are a few things you must know.”
Steph shook her head at the video, as if she wouldn’t allow herself to believe.
“Sepulchra, you must know this: we are fighting a Brethren-Vampire alliance.”
Mike slid to a position on the floor in front of the projector screen. He looked for any reaction on his mom’s part. There was none.
“In case you are thinking of it, I have already attempted – and failed – to negotiate a treaty with the Slayers. Two months ago, when we were about to consummate the alliance, both greeting parties were murdered on the way. Cassandra blamed us for their deaths, which, of course, is false. Be as it may, I do not think you will be able to obtain their help.”
Mike tried to read his mom’s expression. Her face still had not regained its color. Her mouth pulled back into a frown, and her eyes were slanted, as if she was frustrated and angry and confused all at the same time. She shrank back over to Garzan’s chair and sat. She started biting her nails. Mike knew that was something she would do when she was inexplicably nervous.
Steph, meanwhile, had pulled herself out of worshipping mode and sat cross-legged on the floor. She stared at the screen eagerly, as if trying to soak up whatever words her father gave her.
Garzan sucked in wind. “Something else you need to know – until recently, we have had a spy inside the Black Brethren’s closest quarters for some time now. I cannot divulge who it is, for I dare not risk our spy’s safety, but Magus Stockton will debrief you as soon as he can. This spy had allowed us to run covert ops against their forces, like the one Michael ran in Central Park. I’m sure he’ll tell you all about it when he gets back from Blackridge Castle. Hopefully he’ll bring the Blackrocks with him.”
Mike’s mother threw him a quizzical look. Mike shook his head and mouthed, later.
“In any case, that spy provided us with incredible information. We were able to watch the Brethren’s every move, to react to every attack with unmatched precision.
“Of course, this caused them to grow suspicious. They tried their hardest to get back at us, and I fear they have indeed retaliated. We have a mole inside our clan. Be careful – the spy is most powerful.”
Mike saw his mother shift in her seat, her eyes sneaking a peek at the other Guardians.
Garzan gasped on the video and grit his teeth. “I… I have to go now, Sepulchra. Warn the other clans. We cannot afford to wallow in our own self-hate. If they do not believe you, make them believe you. Show them this video if you wish. Whatever you do, the Guardians must survive this war.” Garzan grabbed his side, and began to tremble. “Your son is a good boy, Sepulchra. He is not the traitor. Of that I am sure.
“Godspeed to you all.”
With that the video shut off, leaving Garzan’s office in utter silence. The real Garzan lay prone towards the entrance, chest heaving up and down in laborious patterns. No one spoke for a long time.
Finally, it was Mike’s mom who broke the silence. “Steph, you’re Garzan’s daughter, I assume?”
Steph nodded silently.
“So you cannot treat him. Who else here is a healer?”
The girl with cornrows raised a slender hand. Apparently the blond girl was either too shellshocked or too nervous to respond.
“What’s your name, honey?”
The girl said in a cracking voice, “Alexis, ma’am.”
“That’s a pretty name. Alexis, I need you to listen real hard. That poison is going to kill the Headmage if we don’t neutralize it. I assume you haven’t covered the Aneksham in your classes?”
Alexis shook her head.
“Okay. Do you know how to keep a poison from spreading?”
Alexis nodded.
“Okay, great.” Mom’s face was mechanical. She had assumed a different role now. A role that seemed almost comfortable, almost normal. She went over to the bookshelf and pulled a random volume, which caused the bookshelf to slide open into a linen closet. How his mother knew which book led to the laundry, Mike had no idea.
Mike’s mom spread out a quilt on the floor and lay a pillow down by the head. She explained that moving the Headmage might aggravate the poison, so she lifted Garzan carefully via telekinesis and lay him down on the makeshift bed. She pulled out several candles from the Headmage’s desk and lay them in a pattern around his body.
“Lighter,” Mike’s mom said without looking up. Mike heard the click of Zachariah’s butane. His mother grasped the flame, then spread the fire ever so gently until each of the candles were burning softly.
“They will help you concentrate.” Mike’s mom got up and pulled on another book. This time a small drawer shot out from between shelves. She reached in and pulled out a handful of Amps.
“Mom?” Mike said, but she ignored him.
“Four, five, six,” Mom muttered as she counted. “Nine, one for each of us.” She draped one around her neck, then bent down and gave one to Alexis. “Let me know if his condition changes, either better or worse.” The rest she handed to Mike, who accepted the necklaces like he was being given a bouquet of flowers by a clown in a shopping mall.
“Is anyone here an Espionage major?”
Julius Brutus readjusted his suspenders and meekly raised a hand.
“Mom?” Mike said a little louder.
“There are magical cameras around the Manor, do you know what they look like? Great. There should be at least one camera for each corridor. I need you to combine those videos into one complete stream, so we can see exactly what happened. Maybe that’ll give us a clue as to where the clan is. Can you do that?”
Julius Brutus nodded. Mike noticed he was standing a bit straighter now, almost as if he had a sense of purpose, a sense of belonging.
“Mom?”
“What, Michael?” Sepulchra swirled around to face her son.
      “Who is Dementae?”
Mom shuddered, as if the guy was Voldemort or something. “Dementae was a Guardian, more than two hundred years ago. He and Garzan engaged in a bitter dispute over leadership of the clan. When Garzan was voted in, Dementae turned to the black arts. He became a ruthless murderer, his whole being bent on destroying Garzan and our clan. The stories I heard as a child… they would keep me awake for weeks on end.”
“Whoa, hold on a second,” Aaron said. “Garzan was alive two hundred years ago?”
Mom rubbed her eyes, but ignored the question. “While the United States fought for its independence at the end of the 18th century, another war was being fought on the western side of the continent. Dementae almost wiped us out, but Garzan was able to defeat him.”
“Is that why our clan is so small?” Zachariah asked.
Mom nodded. “The other Guardian guilds are at least five times as large. Especially when you count those of us who intermarried, who tried to hide their heritage after Dementae’s crusade…”
“And now he’s back,” Mike said. “Hell-bent on revenge?”
Aaron deadpanned, “Or world domination.”
“Maybe a mixture of both,” Annabella muttered.
“How’d he come back?” Mike said. “I mean, if there was a ‘bring me back from the dead’ spell, wouldn’t a lot of people be using it?”
“The spell in question requires a living person to willingly give their heart for the reincarnation. And you can’t pull any tricks, like stealing someone else’s heart and pretending it’s yours, or breaking into someone else’s mind. So you can see why it doesn’t happen all that often. I’m sure Garzan was shocked it happened at all.”
Mom moved over to the north bookcase and nudged a book. This one opened another closet, just like the one that held the Guardian uniforms. It was a bit emptier, and the uniforms looked a bit older. She leafed through the leather, muttering, “They better still have mine.”
Mike looked around the room and realized all other Guardians were staring at his mother. He had to admit, she was captivating as she navigated the room. As if she knew every nook and cranny.
As if she had grown up in it.
Finally, Mom yanked a uniform it out of the closet and draped it over Garzan’s chair. The door slid shut.
“I must go to the other clans to warn them. I want you to do what you can to locate the remainder of our clan, while simultaneously guarding the Manor. After all, your Headmage is still alive inside of it.”
She bent down and pulled open another of Garzan’s desk drawers. After ruffling through a bunch of papers, she pulled out nine or ten badges. They were orange, rectangular, similar to the Guardian logos Garzan had shown them before the Blackrock mission. The patch featured a gargoyle silhouette, arms and wings raised in triumph, against a fiery backdrop.
“Our clan is disgraced no longer.” Sepulchra Prior issued the badges to each and every Guardian.
“We are at war, and the enemies of the Skyfire clan shall feel our wrath.”
 



Thirty Nine
 
And so it was decided. The Blackrocks were gone, and there was no way Mom was going back to the French Grey Talons, so Sepulchra left immediately for the Redwing clan of Moscow, flying on Amadeus’s back across the Atlantic and through Europe. Windham’s portal had been totally destroyed, it turned out, leaving that as the quickest option. Mike thought it would’ve been better to go to the Brownstones of Scotland, but his mother explained that the Redwings were expert healers, and if anyone was going to be able to save Garzan, it would be them.
If he was still alive by the time she returned.
Mike, for his part, was miserable to lose his mom so soon after she’d come back. He’d wanted to sit down with her and tell her everything that had happened, ask her so many questions, like, What the heck is that surge of power that shows up every time there’s a fight? or How in the world do you know your way around Garzan’s office so well? But she’d insisted that time did not allow for it, and that was that.
The two remaining gargoyles promised to stay indoors, to make protecting them easier, so for the rest of the day the Guardians kept a rotation of two Guardians on, six off, while Alexis bunked up in the Headmage’s office. Mom showed her how to automate her spells, so Alexis could get some shut eye whenever she needed. While she was awake, she did what she could to keep the Headmage’s poison from spreading.
When night fell, the Gargoyles went to find a quick meal, and the Guardians did likewise. Aaron found some meat in the kitchen and threw it on the grill, much to Mike’s delight. He hadn’t eaten real food since he had left for Blackridge Castle.
It was during dinner that things started to get complicated.
The Guardians were seated at the only Dining Hall table that hadn’t been splintered, all dressed in uniform because, as Aaron said, it just felt safer that way. Groundhog and Nukes had cleared the room of the dead Gargoyles, burying them in a ritual that they did not allow the Guardians to see. Mom had used a little bit of magic to clean up the place, to at least get it smelling decent, but Mike found that the taste of fifteen dead gargoyle bodies was kind of hard to wipe away.
After ten minutes of ignoring the proverbial elephant in the room, Zachariah asked the million-dollar question.
“Okay, what’s the plan? We can’t just walk into town and ask if anyone’s seen a hundred kids dressed in leather.”
Mike chewed his hamburger slowly, hoping someone else was going to suggest it. He didn’t think his was the greatest idea in the world, and even Garzan had said it was a waste of time. But it might be a starting point.
Hold on, everybody, buckle your seat belts and brace for impact…
“I think we should go to the Slayers.”
“What?” was the predictable response from more than a few mouths. But it was Zachariah’s voice that rang the loudest. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard! Let’s go against the Headmage’s orders, go visit our enemies, and deliver ourselves on a silver platter. How does that make sense?”
“I know it doesn’t actually make sense,” Mike allowed, “But if you have a better idea, do tell. We can’t go to the other Guardian clans because the portal’s broken. We can’t ask the cops, because they’re clueless. Where else do you want to start?”
Zachariah was shaking his head. “This is lunacy. There are ten of us, against all of them.”
“And two gargoyles,” Mike pointed out.
“Ooooh, two gargoyles,” Aaron muttered.
“Hey, have you seen those things in battle?” Mike countered.
“Yeah, I’ve seen them fly into battle. I’m sure they’ll be great fighting indoors.”
“How do you know we’ll be indoors?” Annabella asked.
Zachariah said, “Do you know how many Slayers there are? There could be hundreds. Thousands. Two gargoyles are not going to change a thing.”
“Do y’all have a better idea?” said the blond-haired girl Mike didn’t know.
“Shut up, Caroline,” Zachariah said maliciously. That caused Caroline to get visibly upset, although probably not solely because of Zachariah’s insult. She buried her head in her hands and began to cry.
“Great,” Mike muttered to no one. All the Guardians were up in arms, yelling at each other. Except for Steph, he noticed. She kept her eyes focused on the glossy wood, eating slowly, oblivious to the whole thing. Probably thinking about her father.
“It’s settled, then,” Mike said aloud, hoping that would decide things. “We’re all going to the Slayers. I’ll tell Nukes and Groundhog.”
Zachariah shoved his chair out, sending it tumbling away. “Over my dead body.” He flicked his lighter open and brought the flame over to his open palm, elevating it ever so slightly.
Aaron rolled his eyes. “Here we go.”
Julius Brutus said, “Come now, gentlemen, this is unnecessary.”
Mike pushed away from the table and stood. He felt the heat from Zachariah’s weapon, but it did little to intimidate him. “Don’t make me embarrass you, Zachariah. Stockton’s not here to ring the timer and save your butt.”
Zachariah glowered. “I’ll be making the decisions for the Guardians from here on in.”
“So what’s your great plan, oh wondrous leader?”
“Working on it,” Zachariah said, eyes cold and hostile. The flame in his palm grew bigger.
Mike threw up a shield just in case. If Zachariah was going to challenge him for Guardian leadership, he had no problem with that. He was the most powerful one here, and he would protect the clan at all costs, even from idiots inside the guild. What had Garzan said, before the mission to Central Park? They are under your protection. “That’s what I thought. Slayers it is.”
“Stop it, both of you!”
At first, Mike thought it was Steph who yelled. But she was still looking down at her food, as if trying not to be noticed. So who—
“You’re both insane! Our friends are all gone, probably dead!”
Mike’s neck snapped around.
Annabella?
She rubbed her nose and fought back tears. “We have no way of protecting ourselves from another attack. The Brethren could be at our door right now and we’d have no idea. And you two want to fight amongst yourselves? How does that help matters at all? You’re both arrogant jerks!”
Mike’s gaze went from Annabella to Zachariah and back. It was clear that Annabella had never spoken to Zachariah like that before. But it seemed to have an effect. Zachariah lowered his weapon and drooped his head. He nodded ever so slightly, then went to pick up his chair.
Mike felt his cheeks burn.
Hard to disagree with that assessment, he thought as he sat down. He didn’t want to admit it, but Annabella was right. If they fought amongst themselves, they’d be even easier to pick apart.
“I agree with Mike,” Annabella said softly, her words more composed. “If it looks like things are going bad, we’ll get out of there. The Gargoyles will help, right Mike?” Mike nodded from across the table. “Now, the only problem is, how do we find them?”
“Maybe you should call your ex,” Zachariah muttered out of the corner of his mouth.
“Maybe, if I had a phone,” Mike countered. Plus, he didn’t think that was a great idea. For some reason, he didn’t want to include Laura in this. Because if this goes badly, she’ll be right in the middle of it, with no place to turn.
Steph muttered something Mike couldn’t hear.
“What’s that?” Aaron said from across the table.
Steph cleared her throat and looked up. “I know how to find them,” she said, her voice low.
“And how do you know that?” Aaron said with eyebrows raised.
But instead of answering, Steph climbed off her seat and headed towards the door. She paused only for a moment to motion for them to follow her.
Mike looked back at the other Guardians. They were as confused as he was, but Aaron had already risen from his seat.
“Okaaaay.” Mike grabbed his hamburger and hurried to
They didn’t have to wait very long to find out where she was going. A long corridor from the dining room led to the garage. She grabbed two keys off of a keyring on the wall, then tossed a key each to Mike and Zachariah.
“Where are we headed?” Zachariah asked.
But instead of answering, Steph headed for a motorcycle in the front corner. It was red, not black like the other cars. Without saying another word, she put on the helmet and slipped her legs over the bike.
Mike looked at Zachariah, who had the same puzzled expression on his face. “Are we trusting her on this?”
Aaron muttered, “I kind of wanted to finish my hot dog.”
Zachariah shrugged. “It was your idea, Prior, so it’s your call. Just know that if it goes to hell, it’s your fault.”
Mike pointed out, “She is the Headmage’s daughter.”
“Well, that clears everything up.”
“I’m not sure, man,” Aaron whispered. “That girl gets crazier by the minute. How do we know she’s not the Brethren spy Garzan talked about?”
Mike didn’t want to mention that he’d thought about that also. In his mind, they had no choice but to trust her. The entire clan was gone, most of the Gargoyles had been murdered, the Headmage lay dying… and once Dementae found out a handful of them had escaped, he’d surely send another force to finish the job. Mike didn’t see any other way.
Besides, maybe she was just acting off because her father was in a coma. Steph would’ve been perfectly in her rights to be acting sad, depressed, reclusive. And it wasn’t right for him to be upset at her for it, either.
I want to trust her… I have to trust her.
“We follow,” Mike announced, and headed for one of the cars.
 
 
 



Forty
 
Julius Brutus stayed back to work on the videotape, and Caroline stayed back to help Alexis with the Headmage, so Mike ended up with just Aaron in his car. Zachariah took Annabella and Kiva, the other Espionage major, and soon they were on their way, following a red motorcycle towards destination unknown.
The ride took over three hours, ending once the group reached the west side of Manhattan. Which made sense; Mike had figured the Slayers were somewhere in New York; after all, Laura and her crew had ambushed them in Central Park.
That thought got Mike’s blood flowing. He really didn’t want Laura involved in this, but there was more than a slight chance she would be, anyway. And considering she’d threatened his life the last time they’d met, Mike got the feeling this was going to be more complicated than advertised.
The two cars followed Steph as she motored down the West Side Highway, past Chelsea Piers and the Intrepid. Finally, she pulled into an empty parking lot that led to an old warehouse right on the pier.
Mike smirked. It couldn’t have been more out of a Buffy episode than this.
He parked the sedan as close as he could to the wharf, then slipped the keys in his pants pocket. Mike felt a salty breeze hit his face as he stepped out of the car. He stuffed his hands inside his trench coat and headed towards the entrance.
As the six Guardians stalked towards the depot in full leather, Mike felt the slightest urge for theme music.
The warehouse was made from brick, with a ton of glass windows that were all dark. Several light bulbs hung around an unmarked metal door. Security cameras were noticeable all around the building, even though it didn’t seem as if they were protecting anything important.
We are here, waiting for your signal.
Mike looked upwards and saw Groundhog and Nukes floating overhead.
Any word from Sepulchra?
Mike touched his neckpiece. No. Stay alert, we may need you in a hurry.
As they neared the door, Steph motioned for them to get off to the left. The Guardians hugged the brick wall and waited further instructions. Steph pointed at two cameras attached to the wall and removed the electricity from both of them. She did the same with three light bulbs that hung from a small overhang. Finally, she walked up to a metal door and banged on it with her fist.
Mike heard something that sounded like an eye-slit opening. Then there was a voice from behind the door. “Yeah, who is it?”
“It’s Steph, open up.”
Aaron tapped Mike on the back and raised his hands as if to say, What the hell? Mike shook his head, thinking the same thing.
The metal door creaked open. Steph stepped inside, and Mike lost sight of her.
“Why are the lights out?” a voice said, the same that had asked Steph’s identity.
Steph said, “Tell Cassandra I’m here with company.”
So much for a surprise entrance, Mike thought.  He heard the guard scurry away. Steph poked her head out called them with her finger.
“Let’s go,” she said tersely.
The Guardians entered the warehouse, eyes alert and weapons at the ready. Zachariah had already flicked on his lighter. Annabella had brought small water bottles, which were open inside of her pants pockets. Mike saw Aaron looking around for electricity to grab.
The warehouse was spacious but dimly lit. A few pieces of machinery were piled off to the right, but aside for that, there wasn’t much there. The glass windows let in some moonlight. Several shipping crates were scattered around the room. In terms of people, the place was deserted.
“Where is everybody?” Aaron whispered.
“If you were fighting a never-ending war against the vampires,” Zachariah hissed, “Would this really be your base of operations?”
As if to reinforce the point, one of the crates slid open to reveal an elevator chassis of some kind. A doorman was already in it, probably the guy who had let them in. He motioned for the Guardians to join him.
There was room enough for everyone to fit, and then some. It must’ve been an elevator shaft for machinery, Mike figured, because it could’ve held at least fifty people.
We are screwed if there’s an ambush.
It was Zachariah’s voice inside Mike’s head. Mike turned his head ever so slightly and caught Zachariah’s eye. Mike nodded imperceptibly, then touched his Amp. If I knew how this would go down, I never would have brought it up.
Uh, huh. Just don’t get us all killed, okay?
Mike didn’t respond, but he knew Zachariah was right.  If there was trouble, the gargoyles would never be able to help them, nor would there be an easy way to escape.
And it would be his fault.
Mike braced himself as the elevator doors finally opened, assuming there would be some sort of ambush. But his fears were for naught. As the Guardians stepped out of the shaft, Mike saw they were in a room very unlike the warehouse.
It was a reception hall, done nicely and illuminated quite well. The walls were painted a tint of beige, with fluorescent lights drawing out the color from overhead. Two rows of square pillars, also cream colored, supported the room’s ceiling, just like in the basement of the manor. The floor featured a tiled mosaic, depicting a Slayer clutching a knife next to a fallen Vampire.
Straight ahead there was a gathering of people. Every single person was focused on the elevator shaft. Mike took a quick count: ten, twenty thirty… Mike swore. At least a hundred. Maybe more. He combed the crowd for Laura, but couldn’t spot her.
An elaborate silver chair jutted from the wall, placed evenly between two pairs of swinging doors. Seated in the chair was a woman about his mother’s age, legs crossed and arms placed on the armrests, head tilted as if she were royalty. A charcoal cat was buried in her lap, its grey eyes staring at them.
“Hi, Steph,” the woman said. “I see you’ve brought your friends.”
Steph bit her lip. She looked at Mike, then back to the woman sitting in the silver throne.
“Hello, Mom.”
 
 



Forty One
 
“Mom?” Mike spit out. And Garzan was her father… Steph was a Slayer and a Guardian?
“You must be Mike,” the woman deadpanned. “I’ve heard so much about you.”
Well, this is a nice surprise. Or not. “Nice to meet you too…?”
“Cassandra.”
“Pleasure’s mine,” Mike said, as sincerely as he could. “Listen, Cassandra, we were wondering if you could help us.”
Cassandra’s eyes narrowed. A thin smile etched itself on her lips, making Mike uneasy.
“Why should I trust you and your Guardians, Michael Prior? We have been enemies for hundreds of years, you and I. Not to mention that after your Headmage agreed to renew our alliance, he promptly murdered our greeting party as a pretense to back out of our agreement!” The veins bulged out of the side of Cassandra’s neck as her face grew red. “And now you come to us, seeking our help? Give me one reason why I should assist you.”
Mike felt his ears get warm. Don’t react, just follow the script. “I don’t know about that, but knowing our Headmage, I don’t think he would—”
“Do not feign ignorance! Garzan agreed to hand over the Book of Lineage as a gesture of goodwill. We sent out a party to accept it, you killed them as a pretext for war!”
Something clicked in Mike’s mind. Stockton had said something that first day, in his apartment in Queens, which had freaked out his mom. They have the book, Sepulchra, or something like that. He must’ve meant the Book of Lineage. And his mom had mentioned afterwards, in his room, something like… if they have the Book of Lineage, every Guardian family will be tracked down and killed.
So that was how the Book of Lineage had been lost. The Guardians had trusted the Slayers enough to give them the names of every Guardian family, only it had never gotten there… both parties had been murdered before the agreement was finalized, setting off both the Guardians and Slayers… and with that information, the Brethren had started a new war against the Guardians and gargoyles of Windham Manor…
Mike’s mind raced. The Brethren were behind this, obviously. If the Guardians and Slayers had been ambushed separately, before the peace agreement… that meant the Brethren had information on both sides. A spy in both Windham and Slayerland. From someone who was both Guardian and Slayer…
Mike’s head snapped over to Steph, who was watching the exchange with intent. He seethed with raw emotion. So it was her…
Just then, Groundhog’s voice spoke in his head. There are Vampires advancing on your position, Michael!
I think there is a Necromancer among them!
Mike swore in his head. He would deal with Steph later, after they sorted out this little problem. Zachariah had been right – they were going to be attacked here.
Just not by who he’d thought.
Well, he’d gotten them into this, and it was his job to get them out. Mike formulated the simplest of plans, knowing that if he played this wrong, he would have to fight vampires, Brethren, and Slayers…
“Uh, we have a slight problem.”
“Is that so?” Cassandra inclined her head, and the crowd tightened around the Guardians.
“Yeah,” Mike rubbed his chin. “You see, the Brethren are right outside, as we speak.”
“What?” Aaron and Annabella said simultaneously.
“Mike, if you screwed us on purpose,” Zachariah snarled, the threat clear in his voice.
“If we leave now,” Mike continued trying to ignore the commotion around him, “They’ll probably kill us. And that’ll leave nobody to protect you and your hideout, or whatever you call this magnificent place you got here.” His eyes narrowed. “You need us.”
“Liar!” Cassandra snarled. “Do not play games in an attempt to win my favor!”
Mike shrugged. “See for yourself.”
Cassandra hesitated, then nodded at one of the Slayers. He ran out through the swinging doors, only to return a second later with a fearful expression on his face.
“They are in the warehouse, my Queen!”
Cassandra threw the cat off her lap and jumped to her feet. “Weapons at the ready, lethal force is permitted!” She ran out with most of the Slayers, leaving Mike and the Guardians alone in the throne room.
Mike wasted no time. He went over to Steph and grabbed her by the wrist. His eyes burned as they stared into hers.
“You have a lot of explaining to do,” he said, his jaw squared.
Steph made to pull her wrist away, but Mike held tight. She stared at him, her eyebrows slanted, mouth open. “Do not judge me, Michael Prior. You think it’s easy to split time between your parents when they hate each other with a passion?”
      “I’m not talking about your mom, Steph.” Mike lowered his voice. “If you bury us out here, I’ll make sure the last thing I do is put an electric charge through your head.”
“Mike, what’s going on?” Kiva said from behind.
Aaron said, “Have you lost your mind? Let her go, man!”
Steph drew her hand away, a horrified look on her face. Mike let her go this time. “What are you talking about,” she whispered in a genuinely surprised manner.
Mike didn’t have a chance to respond. A sea of vampires burst through the swinging doors, screaming like an angry mob.
Zachariah screamed, “Look out!” He shot a volley of flames towards the vampiric host, engulfing some of them in fire. Mike uses his telekinesis to clear two more vamps out of the way. Light bulbs shattered, and Aaron’s hands filled with electricity. He shot bolt after bolt at the invaders, connecting every time he fired.
But there were so many more. The Guardians bunched together in tight formation. The vampires snarled, spittled, tried to get close, but every time they were thrown backwards by some Guardian weapon. Unfortunately, none of the Guardians had brought stakes with them, and the difference between maiming and killing them was starting to get important.
Suddenly, Slayers filled the room from all sides, charging out of hidden doors in the walls. Mike noticed Cassandra leading a battle at the front. Steph cracked a light bulb and shaved a path to her, leaving her Guardian brothers behind. Mike was about to stop her, but thought better of it. She had every right to go to her mother, and it didn’t have to be about choosing a side.
The vampires changed their focus and engaged the Slayers. That allowed Mike to turn back to his group with an idea.
“Can you make icepicks for all of us?” Mike yelled at Annabella. She nodded, pulling a bottle of water out of his pocket and spilling out its contents. Annabella immediately froze the water before it hit the ground, then pulled off shards of ice and handed them out.
Mike grabbed one of the frozen stakes – jeez, it was cold – and surveyed the battle. There were a ton of vampires who looked like they hadn’t drunk blood in days. Mike held the spike in one hand and grabbed flame from Zachariah’s lighter in the other, careful to keep the two apart so that the fire wouldn’t melt the ice.
“Come on!” Mike charged into the corner, using his makeshift flamethrower to break a path through the vampire mass. Screams filled the air, not unlike the one that Sylvan had uttered when Mike had blown up his face. Mike thrust his pick into the first vampire he saw. The body disintegrated, like Mike had seen before, but the transformation still caught him off guard. Mike’s eyes were clouded with dust, and he was momentarily blinded… he tried to wipe his eyes clean…
Then he was shoved to the ground.
Mike flailed as something jumped on him from behind. He succeeded in flipping his assailant off, then rolled backwards, only to see the ugliest piece of vampire breath a foot away from his face. The creature lunged for him. Mike grabbed the vampire’s throat, trying to push him away, but it was too strong… he pressed on the creature’s Adam’s apple, scratched at his face… but the vampire kept coming, his mouth getting way too close to Mike’s skin…
Foosh.
Out of nowhere, the body disintegrated into ash. Mike coughed and spit and rubbed the soot out of his eyes. When he opened them again, he saw a hand reaching down, offering to pick him up.
It was Laura Stetson’s.
Mike took her hand and let her pull him to his feet. They stared at each other for a moment.
“No hesitation,” Laura said. Then she thrust a knife at Mike’s head.
On instinct, Mike yanked his head to the left.
He turned to see the knife wedged in some vampire’s forehead. Laura plunged a stake into the guy’s heart, and he disintegrated.
“No hesitation,” Mike agreed, his heartbeat pounding. “Let’s talk later?”
Laura nodded. And even smiled a little. “Yeah, later.”
She ran off towards another group of Slayers who seemed to be having trouble, and left Mike standing all by himself.
I guess she’s not entirely mad at me.
All of a sudden, the wooden doors splintered, and in walked a man wearing black graduation-like robes. Black particles appeared on his fingertips. Then he threw his hands forward and they congealed into a projectile, nailing a Slayer in the back. Mike’s eyes widened as the kid screamed, the ooze eating its way through his flesh.
Mike grabbed his necklace and screamed in his mind, Get out, the Brethren are here!
We can’t just leave the Slayers, Mike! It was Zachariah’s voice. Which was actually a mild shock.
Fine, just get over here and help me with this guy!
Mike released his Amp and threw a hand at the robed intruder. The magician must not have seen it coming, because he flew backwards, slamming into the Slayer throne.
Not waiting for the guy to get up, Mike grabbed electricity from the lights overhead, just like Stockton had done. But he’d never actually tried it before, and the electric charge zoomed down, missing the sorcerer—
And hitting the silver throne instead.
The chair caught and electrified, sending shockwaves throughout the sorcerer’s body. He jerked uncontrollably, then fell off and lay on the floor in a crumpled heap.
No hesitation, Mike thought.
“Seems you can handle him by yourself,” Zachariah said as he and Annabella came running up. Annabella went to check the guy’s pulse. She waited for a minute, then shook her head.
“He’s gone,” she said, a tinge of awe in her voice.
At first, Mike didn’t even realized what she meant. Then the magnanimity of what she’d said hit him in the head, and Mike staggered under its weight.
He’d just killed somebody…
“I didn’t… I didn’t mean to…”
“Didn’t mean to what, kill him?” Zachariah said, palms turned outwards. “I mean, what did you expect?”
Mike rubbed his arms, a sickly sensation spreading throughout his limbs. Laura had told him not to hesitate, but he’d killed somebody, for God’s sake… somebody’s brother, son, maybe father…
Did that make him a killer? Or was it okay, just because someone was coming to kill him? Mike had never really thought about it before. He could just see Stockton yelling at him in his mind.
What is wrong with you, boy, this is kill-or-be-killed, which would you prefer?
But on the ground, dealing with it in real life… it wasn’t nearly that simple.
The demise of the Brethren sorcerer seemed to take the wind out of the vampire hordes. Some ran for the doors. Others were distracted enough to get vaporized by the Slayers. Finally, the battle died down, until the only ones left in the room were Guardians and Slayers.
Mike counted eight bodies on the floor, not including the dead Brethren warrior, who Mike still couldn’t bring himself to look at. None of the bodies were Guardians. Steph was already going from person to person, seeing if there was anything she could do for them. She spent several seconds uttering spells. Within moments five of them were sitting up. Three of the bodies she left alone. The guy who had been hit with the black goo was literally gone, his body devoured by the horrific spell.
Mike went over to one of the bodies, which was facedown on the tiled mosaic. Pangs of grief hit him in the stomach as his thoughts turned to Toad. Then, to his own surprise, Mike found himself uttering a small prayer. He wasn’t even sure to whom. He just asked that this kid’s soul – and it looked like a kid, maybe his age – be ferried across to whatever land it was supposed to go, to be treated with respect and honor. And somehow, tears came to Mike’s eyes, and he got all choked up. This could’ve been him. He could’ve been born into a Slayer lineage, instead of a Guardian one… Mike’s chest burned, as if something deep inside was reminding him why he was put into a Guardian body. To be able to help. To protect Gargoyles. To save people like the kid on the floor.
Mike heard a snort from behind him. He looked up, only to see Cassandra standing over him, a snarl on her face and a small blade in her outstretched hand, pointed at Mike. “Before I decide to kill you for leading the Brethren to our hideout…” She breathed deeply. “I will allow you to leave this place. And never come back.”
Mike rose slowly, careful not to make any abrupt movements. The blade wasn’t exactly at his throat, but it was pretty close, and he had no doubt that Cassandra could wield that think like it was attached to her hand. He thought he could get a Telekinesis shot in before she twisted her wrist, but and he really didn’t want to test out that hypothesis. So he took one step backwards, then another, holding his hands up, palms open.
“Are you insane?” Zachariah came over. “What exactly would you have done about that guy over there?” Zachariah pointed towards the dead Brethren warrior by the throne. “You should be kissing our feet for saving you!”
“Or slitting your throats for leading them to us,” Cassandra snapped, refusing to sheathe her weapon. She stepped over a dead body to get to her throne, then sat down gingerly. Steph made her way over to her mother and ran her fingers over the afflicted shoulder.
“Finish the spell, then leave with your clan.”
Steph looked at the floor, clearly hurt, but she finished her incantations anyway. When she was done, Cassandra tried out her newly-repaired shoulder. “Thanks, dear.” Cassandra stroked Steph’s hair in a creepy sort of way, her designer-long fingernails scratching their way through Steph’s dirty-blonde locks.
What a crazy, hideous, maniacal ingrate… Mike was starting to understand why Steph spent most of her time at the Manor, even though she and Garzan weren’t exactly close. Which reminded Mike to call Alexis – that was her name, right, the girl who was taking care of the Headmage – as soon as they were out of there…
Mike cleared phlegm from his mouth and spit on the floor, not caring that he was right in Cassandra’s line of sight. He was disgusted with how things had turned out. He waved the Guardians towards the elevator shaft, barely able to control his frustration.
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.” He scanned the room quickly for Laura, but didn’t see her. Which was fine; he didn’t want her getting any bad press for this anyway.
The Guardians filed past him. Mike waited by elevator shaft for everyone to get clear, like a bodyguard escorting a rock band to its lodgings. Then, as Steph walked past, Mike grabbed her arm and whispered in her ear.
“This is not over.”
Steph stared at him from out of the corner of her eye. Then she ripped her arm away and stomped towards the open elevator doors.
 
 
 



Forty Two
 
Mike stormed out of the warehouse and stalked away from the group, heading towards the vehicles. He needed to be alone. Whether it was the embarrassment that his mission had gone awry, or his being upset that Laura had avoided him… maybe the concept that Steph could be the spy, or maybe the fact that he had killed somebody… whatever it was, his nerves were on end. Mike walked towards the pier, hands in his pockets, staring at the sky. It was a clear night, with few clouds. He was sweating in his leather outfit, but the wind off the Hudson River blew salty, cool air in his face, which helped with the heat. Water lapped against the wood. The sound was calming, allowing him to relax just enough to realize he had phone calls to make. Or necklace calls, as it were.
Alexis reported no improvement with the Headmage, but no decline in his health, either, which was probably the best news they could hope for. Mom didn’t respond, but Mike had expected that – she had said she’d be in touch with them, not the other way around. Jakkus or Yaris didn’t respond to Mike’s Amp, either, which worried Mike much more than his mother’s silence. He hadn’t heard anything from them since they had left Blackridge Castle, and he was starting to think that if he found Jakkus and Yaris, he would find the rest of the clan. Whether that was a good thing or not, he didn’t know.
The Guardians retreated to Windham Manor for the remainder of the night and a good part of the morning. Steph volunteered to take the first watch, and although Mike didn’t like it, he realized he couldn’t stop her from being a Guardian just because he suspected her. Even Mike realized he needed Steph around; she was one of only three healers, and the other two were busy trying to keep the Headmage alive.
He tossed and turned all night, rotating through a series of dreams that depicted his own demise. He first dreamt that Steph turned him over to Dementae – even though he didn’t know what Dementae looked like – who promptly killed him. Then it was Aaron’s turn to become a traitor, this time betraying the clan to Cassandra, who slit everybody’s throats. Finally, and most troublesome, his mom came riding in with an army of gargoyles, obliterating the Skyfires and claiming the world as her own.
The last dream woke Mike in a cold sweat. He jerked upright in bed, screaming at the top of his lungs.
But he couldn’t go back to sleep. He knew he was being paranoid; his mom wasn’t a traitor, that was ridiculous. But Steph… for some reason, he couldn’t stop thinking about her.
If he had it right, things had gone down like this: the Skyfires, for some reason, had proposed to reopen an alliance with the Slayers. This had caused—
Wait.
That made no sense.
Garzan himself had said that contact with the Slayers would put the clan in mortal danger. Mike had experienced that firsthand – his mom had been kidnapped by Magistrate DuBois, as a response to Mike’s “parlay with the Slayers.” Even Steph had feigned ignorance when they’d met up with the Slayers in Central Park…
So why had the Headmage himself tried to contact them, to form an alliance with them?
Mike rubbed his temples. This was starting to hurt.      
Maybe this had been a secret rendezvous, something the other clans wouldn’t have found out about. Maybe because of Garzan’s relationship with Cassandra, he’d wanted to help them. Maybe there was a difference between a meeting in public and a meeting in private…
Shifting in his bed, Mike forced himself to move on. He didn’t understand why Garzan had tried to make an alliance with the Slayers, but the Headmage definitely had done so. That much was clear. And Cassandra had accepted it, only to have her group murdered the night of the agreement. Except that the Guardians had been ambushed, as well, which naturally caused both sides to suspect each other and created even more animosity than had been there originally.
Which brought Mike back to Steph. She was both Slayer and Guardian – she would’ve been able to inform the Brethren about both group’s movements. Which would’ve led to the easy ambush.
The thing that kept nagging him was… it was just too easy. Daughter of a secret affair between the leaders of the Slayers and Guardians. Mistreated by both leaders, probably because of their embarrassment from the ordeal. Shuffled back and forth between hideouts. Trained in both Slayer tactics and Guardian magic. It was too perfect.
Besides, there was a decent possibility that he was making this all up. There could’ve easily been someone else running behind the Guardians’ backs, someone he haven’t even met... and then he would be incriminating Steph without so much as a shred of evidence… just because he thought she was acting weird didn’t mean she actually was… after all, how long had he known her? A week? And how much time had they spent together, exactly?
Mike punched his pillow in frustration. The whole situation was infuriating.
He realized there was only one thing he could do to make himself calm down again. He threw off his bed sheets and headed for the door.
Steph? Mike thought as he touched his Amp. He knew he wouldn’t be waking her – she was on duty now with Annabella.
For a moment, there was no response, and Mike thought she would ignore him. Then:
Yes, Mike?
Can we talk?
Steph didn’t respond.
Please? I just need to—
The answer was short and to he point. Which was all Mike needed to hear.
Greeting Hall, five minutes.
Don’t keep me waiting.
  
 



Forty Three
 
“Hey,” Mike said as Steph hit the bottom of the girls’ stairwell. She was dressed casual, in jeans and a white tank-top. Mike smiled to himself. Even at a time like this, she could look totally chilled and relaxed.
And kind of beautiful.
“What’s up, Mike.” Steph said it as a statement. Her hands were jabbed into her pockets.
“Listen, I’ve been a bit… nuts lately.” Mike stared into space, searching for the right words. “I’m an insecure, paranoid kid in general, and…”
Mike noticed Steph’s mouth. It had curled into a tiny smile.
“What?”
“Insecure and paranoid?” Steph asked. “That’s what you’re going with?
“Um… yes?”
“I would’ve probably started with a more plausible excuse. Bout of insomnia, possessed by a banshee, something more believable.”
Mike rubbed the back of his neck. “What’s wrong with insecure and paranoid? They’re all the rage nowadays.”
Steph stood with her arms crossed, the expression on her face indicating she was not amused.
“Also,” Mike added, “It happens to be the truth.”
"You need me to run a list of your accomplishments or something?"
"Why don't you try me."
"Fine. The Mike Prior I met a few weeks ago?" Steph started counting off with her fingers. "Ran recklessly into a fight in Central Park to save the kid who hates him most. Saved countless lives by battling a Calebra on his own. Got his Guardian clanmates home safely all the way from Colorado, for God's sake, under constant threat of attack. Took charge of our parlay with the Slayers and got us all out alive – I mean, do I really have to continue here? Insecure and paranoid?"
Mike opened his mouth to respond.
Then he closed it, and reconsidered.
Had he really done all those things?
The Mike Prior of yesteryear – actually, of yestermonth – would never have been able to do any of that. He would've freaked out at the first sight of responsibility, or the first threat on his life.
Had he really changed that much since he'd come to Windham?
"All while dealing with the fact that your lineage is tainted and everybody here thinks you're a Brethren spy, so I'd say, yeah, you're doing a decent job."
"Ouch."
"What can I do," Steph shrugged. "Comes with the territory."
"I'm getting used to it."
"Meanwhile, you asked me to come here because you've been thinking about my father's spy theory, and… you thought it was me.” Steph glared at him, her arms crossed once again.
Mike met her gaze for a moment. She was piercing, angry… insulted.
He hung his head, feeling stupid. “Yeah, I guess.”
Steph stood there for a long time. Then she smirked, ever so slightly. “Well, I thought it was you, so we're even.”
"Okay, you can stop with the traitor jokes."
“I'm serious, Mike. Forget that you're descended from Rafael. Think about it. You were the target of the vampire kidnapping attempt, which resulted in our leaving Windham and Toad getting killed. Then you led us straight to the Slayers, where we were ambushed by a million vampires. So who’s been shadier these days, me or you?”      
“But that’s ridicu—” Mike stopped himself. It wasn’t all that ridiculous, actually. From an educated bystander, it was actually pretty logical.
“Does anyone else think that?”
Steph nudged a pebble with the toe of her sneaker. “I don’t know. But I can’t imagine why it wouldn’t cross their minds. Unless I’m way off here. I mean, I know my dad said you weren’t the spy, but he ended up in a coma.”
Mike didn’t have a chance to respond, because he heard a voice in his head.
Mike?
It was Julius Brutus’s.
Mike fumbled for the Amp that lay on his chest, then touched it with a finger.
Yeah, JB?
Uh… about the video…
There was a long pause.
There’s something I think you should see.
 
 
 
 



Forty Four
 
Mike invited Steph to come along, but she made some excuse about not wanting to be bothered with that stuff. He didn't want to leave his conversation unfinished, but Steph agreed to wait for him in the Greeting Hall, so he headed quickly to the stairwell. As he hit the landing, Mike saw Zachariah and Annabella appear from the other direction.
That got him nervous.
“You got JB’s message, too?” Mike wondered if Steph's assessment of his paranoia was a bit premature, because his pulse was racing.
“Yeah,” Zachariah said, yawning. He’d probably been staying up with Annabella during her watch.
“You know what this is about?” Annabella asked.
Mike shook his head, trying to conceal his nervousness. “Not at all.”
The surveillance room was in the basement, next to the Sparring arena. The place looked like a hacker’s haven. Which it very well might have been, if Julius Brutus had enough time to work. JB sat in front of three computer screens. There were a bunch of computer towers set up around the room, each with a security camera plugged into them. Mike noticed the empty soda bottles and bags of potato chips.
Julius Brutus nibbled on his fingernails. “Um, here’s the deal, kids.” Mike thought it was funny that JB was referring to them as kids – as if he himself wasn’t one – but let him continue. “When I went through the video the first time, I found a charm that was placed on the cameras. Simple, nothing elaborate, but a charm nonetheless.”
Zachariah said, “Which means somebody altered them?”
“Precisely,” Julius Brutus said, pushing his glasses further up his nose. “After I disabled the charm – pretty easy, actually – I found, um, well…”
Julius Brutus stopped and sputtered, as if he were a car engine that just wouldn’t start. He swallowed. “Um, why don’t you look for yourself?”
JB turned quickly to one of the computers and punched some buttons. “Here’s the original video.” The screen showed a mob of angry vampires swarming into the Greeting Hall like ants fleeing an anthill, along with several black-robed magicians firing spells everywhere. A few Guardians ran into the room, only to fall to the massive invading army.
“And here,” Julius Brutus said nervously, looking directly at Mike, “Is the uncharmed version.”
The swarm entered the room again, an exact mirror image of the first clip. But there was someone leading the way. Someone barking orders and pointing in different directions. As JB zoomed the camera in, Mike gasped. The face was unmistakable.
It was his mom.
 
 
 
 



Forty Five
 
Mike just stared at the screen, unwilling to believe. He felt his stomach drop and his head ache, as if he was on Stuntman’s Freefall in Six Flags. It couldn’t be… his own mother?
Zachariah swore, his gaze fixed on the screen. Then he turned to Mike and flipped open his lighter. “You’d better get to explaining how you’re not involved in this, Prior. And talk fast. Or I’m gonna fry your unloyal ass faster than a vampire at sunrise.”
But Mike didn’t say anything. It was like his mouth was tied shut. His mom… his mom! There had to be some mistake. Maybe she was really trying to fend off the vampires? No, the video was clear. Maybe someone had tampered with the video, to show that… but how would they be certain Julius Brutus would break the charm on it? Maybe she had been taken captive, and mind-controlled… that was the only explanation for it…
Or maybe Mike’s lineage really was corrupted.
“Put that away, Zachariah.” Annabella stepped in between them. “You’re gonna cause a fire or something.”
“Well maybe that’s exactly what I want to do,” Zachariah snarled.
“There has to be a mistake,” Mike mumbled. “There has to be a mistake…”
“Prove it, Prior!” Zachariah stepped closer.
Mike didn’t even throw up a shield. As if getting killed now could hurt him. His mother, his freaking mother…
“Zachariah, stop it, will you,” Annabella said, grabbing the lighter out of his hand.
“Hey!” Zachariah made to get it back, but Annabella pushed him away.
“Look at his face, Zachy. Look at him!”
Mike saw Zachariah turn to look at him out of the corner of his eye, but he didn’t care. He was already dead inside. Unless Zachariah and Annabella could bring his mother back, or they could demonstrate this was all a sick joke, there was nothing they could do for him. Zachariah could fry him for all he cared. It probably would feel better than this.
He saw Annabella throw an arm out in his direction. Mike flinched, but she wasn’t trying to attack him.
“Does that look like a guy who’s about to turn us over to Dementae? Or a kid who’s just found out his clan is either dead or kidnapped and his mother’s probably the one who turned them in?”
Mike felt like he was going to throw up. No, it couldn’t be… he had seen his mother’s reaction to everything… she was heartbroken, destroyed…Mike fingered his Amp. He could just call and ask her… Yeah, right. Like the answer would be, “Actually, I am a Brethren spy. Care to join me?”
“Maybe you’re right,” Zachariah allowed. For a long moment, there was nothing but silence. Then Mike felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned to see Zachariah in his face, but not in a challenging way.
“Listen, man. You okay?”
At first Mike didn’t understand. His whole body had cringed the moment he felt Zachariah put a hand on him, expecting some sort of attack. But the honesty in Zachariah’s voice caught him off guard.
“No… not really."
Zachariah nodded. “Maybe it’s time to stop this ‘who’s the spy’ talk and start thinking about how we can stop this Dementae guy.”
Annabella said, “Do we even know what he’s trying to do?”
Julius Brutus fiddled with a few buttons, bringing up another screen. “Well, the Brethren took some stuff from the basement. Maybe we can figure out from there.”
“The Sparring Room?” Zachariah said, sticking his nose in closer to the screen. “What could they steal from there?”
Julius Brutus shook his head. “Not that basement. The basement, underneath the Sparring Room.”
The video switched again, and the screen showed a room Mike had never seen before. Rows of glass armoires lined the walls. There were purple lights that illuminated the room. Mike had no idea what those were for, until the camera switched to the far end of the room. There Mike saw what looked like a small nest made out of stone, and what appeared to be broken egg shells lining the bottom.
“What the…” Zachariah breathed. “Gargoyle eggs?”
“Not anymore,” Julius Brutus said. He punched a few keys, and the video showed the vampires smashing the eggs with fists and hammers. They also ransacked the furniture and took some items for themselves. For what, Mike had no idea.
“What’s in those closets, anyway?” Zachariah asked.
Julius Brutus zoomed in on one of them, but the picture wasn’t clear, and shards of glass obscured any objects that had remained. “It’s hard to tell. Probably items of magical value.”
“What would they want with that stuff?” Mike asked aloud, just now finding his voice again. These videos were useless, except maybe to tell them why the Brethren had attacked. They wanted artifacts, and they’d only be able to get them if the Guardians and Gargoyles were destroyed—
Mike’s thoughts were jarred by the frantic screeching of the building alarm. Red flashing lights went off in the video room. Julius Brutus squeaked. His fingers flew over the keyboard, and instantly the surveillance cameras came up. To Mike’s horror, the lawn was crawling with vampires.
“To the garage!” Zachariah yelled. All four Guardians stumbled out of the surveillance area and ran into the Sparring room. But as soon as they entered, a horde of vampires burst through the door on the other side.
Julius Brutus screeched. Zachariah responded more practically, throwing up a wall of flames. Mike grabbed electricity and threw it recklessly into the horde, then he thrust Zachariah’s flames forward. The vampires shrieked, but did not retreat.
“Come on, this way!” Mike led the Guardians back out the way they came. He rushed past the video room and into an ancillary stairwell.
“How high should we go?” Zachariah called from behind.
“Garage is in the eastern wing, main floor!” Annabella yelled down.
Mike reached into his shirt as he flew around the stair corner.
Everybody, get up! Now, now, go go go! Meet us in the parking garage, there are vampires everywhere!
They had climbed one floor when Mike heard Alexis’s response.
I can’t leave the Headmage!
Mike said in his head, You can automate your spells, right?      
Two floors. Now the vampires were starting to pour through the basement door. The stairwell filled a rotting odor, causing Mike to wrinkle his nose.
“Get off the railing!” Mike put out the lights from overhead and sent the electricity running through the metal handbar. Screams filled the air, and the whiff of burning flesh jarred Mike’s senses, flashing him back to Blackridge Castle.
Yeah, I can, but…
Then do it, Alexis! Throw a locking spell on the door and leave Garzan inside. You can’t help him if you’re dead!
That seemed to convince her, because she didn’t respond. Either that, or she had discovered. Although, Mike probably would’ve heard a scream or two…
Finally Mike reached the floor and flung the door open. He waited for the Guardians to file in, then slammed the door shut.
“Annabella," he cried. "The door!"
Annabella understood immediately. She pulled out a water bottle from her pants pocket and iced down the hinges. The door budged, but held firm.
"Come on," Annabella muttered. "That won't last."
The Guardians ran down a corridor, then into the Dining Hall. They heard human shrieks as Steph, Aaron, and Kiva ran in from another entrance.
“Let’s get out of here!” Steph yelled as she approached the group.
“Where’s Caroline and Alexis?” Aaron yelled.
“They’re with the Headmage, they’ll meet us,” Mike called back. Hopefully, he didn’t have to add.
“Which way?” Zachariah called, his arms raised.
There were six doorways, each leading a different direction. Mike knew choosing the wrong door meant losing precious seconds. As if on cue, vampires began charging through the glass doors that led from the Greeting Hall, their rancid smell filling the room.
This was starting to feel like a bad video game.
“Which one leads to the garage?” Mike yelled.
“I have no idea!” Aaron and Zachariah called back simultaneously.
Mike chose the closest one and ran towards it. He threw it open and held it there for everyone to run through.
Zachariah lingered for a moment, making sure he was the one bringing up the rear. He fired volley after volley, keeping the vampires away from the door area and not allowing them to extend their reach. Then Mike saw something slam into Zachariah’s shoulder. Zachariah fell backwards. The flames stopped, and the vampires started approaching.
“Zachariah!” Mike ran towards his fallen brother, thrusting telekinesis in every direction. Some vampires fell aside, but then more came crashing through, like sharks in a feeding frenzy. Zachariah was lying on the ground, stunned. A dagger was lodged in his shoulder. Mike grabbed the handle and pulled it out. Zachariah screamed as the blade exited his tissue.
“Come on, you’ll whine about it later,” Mike grumbled as he clasped Zachariah’s other hand and pulled him to his feet.
By now Aaron and Steph had seen what happened. They ran furiously in Mike and Zachariah’s direction, firing at will.
“Let’s go!” Steph screamed. The four Guardians ran towards the opening. Julius Brutus was holding the exit open for them. As soon as they cleared the doorway, JB let the door slam. He muttered a few words, then flew down the hallway with his arms flailing in the air, like a soldier who’d just planted a mine.
Turned out that was exactly what JB had done. As Mike heard the door crash open behind him, he turned to see scores of vampires caught in a stasis trap. Mike didn’t need to see anything else. He tore down another corridor towards the parking garage. He saw Steph running next to Zachariah, a hand on his shoulder, her mouth moving silently.
Amadeus, Nukes, we’re gonna need some help as soon as we get out of here!
Nukes was the one who responded. Get to the garage, we’ll clear the road for you.
The Guardians turned right. Aaron was leading the way now. The Guardians turned right, then left… the sounds of the invading army were dying down behind them—
Suddenly wood came crashing in from all over. Angry vampires filled the corridor, blocking passage on both sides.
“Get back to back!” Mike screamed as he shattered the lightbulbs from up top. He formed a shield with his right hand and fired electricity with his left. Then he grabbed one of the splintered fragments with his telekinesis and thrust it forward. A vampire burst into dust, and Mike went looking for another piece of wood.
“We’re not going to make it,” Zachariah said through gritted teeth, a hand on his bleeding shoulder. Steph had been separated from him in the commotion, and his wound was opening again.
Mike felt sweat pour down his forehead. He killed one vampire with the dagger he’d taken from Zachariah’s shoulder, then another… but there was always one more to replace it.
“We’re through!” Aaron called from the front. Mike fired one last volley behind him, then threw up a telekinetic force field to try and block the vampire approach. He’d only read about it, but never tried it… but the spell seemed to work. The vampires charged, only to bounce backwards off an invisible force. Mike didn’t know how long it would hold, but even a few seconds made a difference. Something stuck in his mind about the shield needing more incantations, but Mike couldn’t remember. So he did the next best thing – he turned and ran.
As soon as he entered the parking garage, Mike’s breath caught. Another wave of vampires was waiting outside the wide-open garage doors. They were stationed there, unmoving, as if waiting for instructions. Mike looked behind him. His barrier was beginning to weaken. In a few moments, they would be trapped on both sides.
“We’ll never make it,” Zachariah whispered, looking all around at the approaching enemies. “She’ll… she’ll never make it.”
“Yes, we will,” Mike responded immediately, not noticing Zachariah’s change in pronouns. “Where are the car keys?” Mike said as he searched the room frantically. Hadn’t they been right near the door…
“Mike,” Zachariah said from behind him, “You saved my life twice this week.”
Mike twirled all around, barely paying attention to Zachariah’s babbling. This was no time to freak out, and where were the car keys? If there were no keys, they were totally screwed…
“Yeah, and I’m trying to do it again, dude, help me find—”
“I think it’s time to return the favor.”
Mike stopped dead in his tracks. He whirled around, but before he could say anything, Zachariah stepped backwards into the hallway and slammed the door shut, leaving the Guardians in the garage and Zachariah in the corridor.
With all the vampires.
“Hey, what are you doing!” Mike tugged on the rustic doorknob, but it wouldn’t open. He stared at Zachariah through the square glass view hole. A locking charm?
Zachariah glanced at the vampires, who were starting to break down Mike’s barrier, then back at Mike. A tear crept down his cheek. When he spoke through the muted glass, it came out almost like a whisper.
“Tell Annabella I love her.”
Mike’s eyes widened.
“No, no no no!” Mike jerked on the doorknob with all his might, but the door wouldn’t budge. He tried to smash the glass with electricity, but the locking charm held fast.
“Zachariah, Zachariah!” By now flames engulfed the corridor, so much so that Mike couldn’t see what was happening. One body hit the floor, then two… Mike couldn’t see if it was Zachariah or not….
“Come on Mike, time’s up!” Aaron screamed from behind.
Mike turned to see Aaron holding a car key and gesturing towards the vehicles. A group of vampires had made their way past Amadeus and Nukes and were starting to converge on the Guardians.
Mike took one look back at the flaming corridor, then ran to join his Guardian brothers.
“Where’s Zachariah?” Annabella said as Mike showed up. She looked around frantically.
“He’s going to be okay,” Mike said, his eyes tearing. He surveyed the vampiric crowd through blurred vision. Could they just drive through them? There were so many… but maybe the bigger cars, the Hummers…
“Where’s Zachariah?” Annabella screamed, a frantic look on her face.
More of the vampires poured into the garage now. Steph and Aaron must’ve had the same idea, because they were trying to fight a path towards the two Hummers in the corner…
“Mike, what happened to him?”
Mike grabbed Annabella by the shoulders and shook her for a moment. “Listen to me. He’s going to be okay.” Now full tears formed in Mike’s eyes. He bit his lip to force the words out of him, as if that would make any difference at all.
Annabella screeched and threw herself in the direction of the corridor, trying to break free of Mike’s grasp. Aaron came over, took one look at Annabella, another look through the glass, and then looked at Mike. There was a shock in his eyes, and maybe a little admiration.
Then the two Guardians nodded to each other. They picked up Annabella and wrenched her into one of the SUVs, kicking and screaming all the way through.
“Come on!” Mike cried as he climbed into the driver’s seat. There had been no sign of Caroline or Alexis, but Mike couldn’t afford to wait for them now. There were more vehicles in the lot; if they made it that far, there would be ample ways for them to escape.
Steph jumped into the back seat. She took one look at Annabella, who was being held down by Aaron. She was screaming Zachariah’s name over and over.
Steph’s hand flew to her mouth, if she just now understood.
Mike screamed, “Close the door, Steph,” and she snapped out of it, slamming the door shut as the engine came to life. Tires screeched against pavement. Aaron jumped through to the front seat, opened the window, and started firing randomly. But it wasn’t nearly enough to split the sea of bodies. Mike gritted his teeth as he pushed the pedal all the way down. If the vampires wouldn’t move, Mike would just have to move them…
“Hold on!” The SUV sped up. Then it lurched. Metal slammed into muscle. Bodies flew out of the way like bowling pins. Some managed to hang on to the roof of the car. Aaron stuck his head out and fired the last of his electric bolts at the clinging vamps, who lost their grip and flew off.
Mike cringed for the first few moments, certain a Brethren squad would be right behind the vampires. But there was nothing except open road through the unguarded stone towers, the forest, and onto I-90.
Only then did Mike breath a sigh of relief.
They were free. For the time being.
But not without casualties.
Annabella sat curled in a ball, whimpering, holding her legs and murmuring Zachariah’s name over and over. Steph was patting her hair, trying to comfort her. And Aaron was staring out the windshield, mouth slightly open but no words coming out.
“Where should be go?” Mike asked. He looked in the rearview mirror to check on Julius Brutus and Kiva, who had followed them in a hard-top convertible. When no one answered, he changed the question. “Is anyone as tired as I am?”
The only response Mike got was a silent nod from Aaron. Which, in truth, was all the support he needed. Mike punched a button on the GPS, and it gave him directions to the closest motel.
 
 
 
 



Forty Six
 
The money in the glove compartment was enough for two rooms, split between genders: Mike, Aaron, and Julius Brutus in one, and Steph, Annabella, and the Kiva in the other. Mike asked Amadeus and Nukes where they would stay, but all Nukes had said was that they would find a good place to sleep and left it at that. Maybe the gargoyles still didn’t trust him. Or maybe they hadn’t found a good spot at all, and were simply trying to make Mike feel better. Either way, Mike didn't have much choice in the matter, and took what he could get.
Temporarily released of their responsibility to guard the gargoyles, the Guardians slept for as long as they wanted.
Mike was the last one to wake up. Aaron and Julius Brutus sat on the other side of the bed, munching on Egg McMuffins and watching some random soap opera. Mike glanced at the clock – it was two in the afternoon.
Aaron tossed Mike a wrapped sandwich. “Morning, sunshine.” He pointed to Mike’s Amp, which was resting next to the clock. “That thing’s been going off the entire afternoon.”
“Why didn’t you pick it up?” Mike rushed to put the necklace around him.
“Tried,” Julius Brutus said through a mouthful of McMuffin. “There was no answer each time. As if it knew it wasn’t you.”
Strange, Mike thought as he headed over to the bathroom. He didn’t know the Amp could do that.
Mike splashed water on his face and looked at himself in the mirror. He had a cut on his left ear, and his hair was all over the place. Other than that, he looked – and felt – physically refreshed.
And utterly miserable.
Zachariah was gone. His mom was gone. The gargoyles were gone. He had no one to turn to for help, and no one to rely on but a few friends that he’d met like a week ago. He felt like Maximus from the movie Gladiator, his favorite movie of all-time.
Entirely alone, with only a few friends and a burning need for revenge.
That and a bit of I'm
happy to be alive sprinkled in.
The Amp’s gemstone was cold against his bare chest, underneath his t-shirt. Mike held it between his fingers and stared. Such a tiny thing. Yet he knew nothing about the extent of its power. He wondered if it could turn the clock back two weeks and erase everything that had happened since. Then none of this would be real.
“Are the girls up?” Mike asked as he exited the bathroom, drying his hands a towel. He looked at his sneakers, chucked in a corner, then down at his old white t-shirt and shorts. He’d probably have to buy some new clothes somewhere – he didn’t know how long it’d be until they could go back to Windham.
“Annabella is for sure,” Aaron said between bites. “Probably didn’t sleep.”
Mike’s thoughts instantly turned to Zachariah. The guy had given himself up to save her… them, Mike corrected himself. All of them. They were all alive because of Zachariah.
Maybe he wasn’t dead. He was a good fighter, and there wasn’t so much room in the corridor. If Zachariah kept his flames up, the vampires would have had no way of reaching him—
There was a knock on the door.
Mike snapped out of his thoughts and went over to the blinds, which were shut. He peeked through to see three girls standing outside.
“If you guys are still asleep...” Mike heard a warning note in Steph’s voice. He smirked, then wrenched the door open.
“We’re up, we’re up.” Mike waited for the three girls to enter, looked outside to see if anyone was watching them, then locked the door.
Steph plopped onto the armchair. Annabella sat on the armrest, while Kiva stood next to her. Annabella’s eyes were still red; she must have been crying for most of the night.
“Annabella, listen,” Mike started, but she cut him off with a shake of the head.
“Zachariah is alive, I’m sure of it,” she insisted. “When can we go back?”
Aaron said, “Uh, how about never? Did you see how many vampires there were?”
“Vampires aren’t around during the day,” Steph pointed out.
For a moment, the only sound was that of an overly dramatic revenge scene from a soap opera playing on the TV. Mike shot a look at Julius Brutus, who was still watching. JB grabbed the remote and shut it off, putting it down like a four-year-old who was pretending he hadn’t done anything wrong.
“I don’t think we can go back,” Mike said quietly. When he saw Annabella’s expression, he elaborated. “At least not yet. If the Brethren are looking for us – and they probably are – the first place they’ll stake out is Windham. It’s too dangerous.”
Kiva said, “But what about Zachariah? Or Caroline?”
“Or Alexis,” Aaron added.
“And don’t forget about my dad,” Steph said quietly.
For a moment, no one said anything. “They’ll have to handle themselves,” Mike said, not loving the answer even as he said it. “I don’t think we have a choice.”
It was deathly silent in the motel room, almost as if there was nobody there. Mike could sense the despair hanging over them. But there was nothing else he could offer at the moment. Going back was suicide. The Brethren would have the place crawling by now.
Then, out of nowhere, Steph said, “I guess… I agree with Mike.” She shifted in her chair as everyone turned to look at her. “Even though my father is there.” She paused, her face scrunching up. But then she composed herself and said, “There’s no way we can go back, not after the numbers they came with. Especially without any gargoyle backup. If there was one thing on our side, it was them. Now they’re gone.” She looked at Mike for a long moment. “To tell you the truth, I don’t know where we can go. We’ll be hunted everywhere, at this point. How do we know the Brethren aren’t outside right now? They could’ve tracked us here easily.”
Julius Brutus raised a hand. “I put wards around the parking lot.”
“And that won’t attract any unwanted magical attention?” Steph pointed out.
JB opened his mouth, then shut it.
Mike rested his forehead on two fingers. He had to think. What could they do, besides sit around and wait for his mother to call? As if his mom really was going to call. She was the enemy, not an ally. Who else was there for them to turn to?
Just then, Mike’s necklace buzzed.
Or not…
He shushed the room, then removed the Amp and placed it on the bed.
“Hello?” Mike said aloud.
The voice was deep. And definitely not his mother’s.
“Mister Prior, I’ve been waiting for you. Tell your friend he should answer his own phone calls.”
Mike looked up, startled. He glanced over at Aaron, whose eyes were narrow. “Who is this?”
The voice laughed. “I’m insulted. Surely they taught you about Evan Morningstar?”
Mike racked his brains. Evan Morningstar? Had Stockton mentioned that name in one of Mike’s history lessons? If he had, Mike sure didn’t remember. Mike looked around the room, his blank stare reflected in his friends’ faces.
“Uh, no, not really.”
There was silence for a moment. “Then perhaps you’ve heard of my name as uttered by those who fear me. I am Dementae.”
Mike heard a curse from one of the girls, probably Steph. Dementae. How had he gotten a necklace? Maybe from Stockton, or another one of the teachers… or his mom…
“Nothing to say, Mike?”
Mike coughed. “Yeah, we’ve heard of that one.”
“Ah, good. So you know who you’re dealing with. Now listen up – I don’t know how many of you survived the little house-crashing party I sent for you, but you will bring the remaining Guardians to the Chateau de Vincennes, a castle east of Paris where the Grey Talons set up shop. Or, should I say, used to set up shop.”
The tension in the room was palpable. Mike stared at the stone on the bed. As much as he hated DuBois, Mike didn’t want the whole clan decimated…
“Or what?” Aaron said, his nostrils flaring. Clearly, he was more angry than scared at this point – maybe the only Guardian who had his emotions prioritized in that manner.
“Who is this?” Dementae sounded irate. “Identify yourself.”
“Aaron Caulderon, Electrokinetic Division, Skyfire clan.” For good measure, Aaron added a slew of curses.
“Thank you, Mr. Caulderon, you will be the first to die.”
That shut Aaron up real good.
“You will bring the remaining clan members to Chateau de Vincennes. I usually don’t do threats, but Mr. Caulderon, you earned one – if you ever hope to see Sepulchra, Stockton, or any of your god-forsaken clan again, you will show up. Tomorrow night, nine o’clock.”
A flicker of hope lit inside Mike’s stomach. If Dementae was grouping his mom with the captured Guardians, maybe she wasn’t a betrayer after all…
“How do we get there?” Julius Brutus said. “Our gargoyles are gone.”
Mike threw him a look that said idiot! JB opened and shut his mouth, realizing what he had done.
“Is that so?” Dementae paused. “In that case, there is a secret portal in Manhattan, although I doubt its confidentiality will be needed much longer. It is located in the basement of four-eighty west one-eighty-seventh street, in the boiler room. I will take the necessary steps to configure it to lead you straight here.” Dementae was silent for a moment. “Anything more to say, Mister Caulderon? Mister Prior? No? Tomorrow night, then. Au revoir.”
The opal went dead.
“Way to go, JB,” Mike muttered. He took the amp and placed it around his neck, smoothing out the sheets on the bed where it had laid.
No one said anything for a while. Finally, Julius Brutus broke the silence by dipping his head into a pillow and sobbing loudly. Mike almost strangled him there and then, but he held himself back.
“I guess we’ll go, then,” Steph said quietly.
Mike turned to stare at her, more shocked than anything.
“Are you insane?” Aaron said, enunciating the thoughts in Mike's head. “Dementae just invited us to our own funeral. And we’re going to go?”
Mike looked around the room at a mixture of panic and trepidation on his friends' faces. He racked his brains for an alternative, wishing he could give them a semblance of good news.
But the more he thought about it, the more dejected he became. Where else were they going to do? With no portal and no Gargoyles, they couldn’t go to the other clans. Not that they would help, anyway. Cassandra had made it clear that they weren’t welcome back at Slayerland. And besides – now they knew where their clan was. And Dementae. If they could somehow defeat him…
“She’s right,” Mike breathed. He shook his head, as if a solution could be rattled out from behind his ears. “What else are we going to do? Dementae’ll have the Brethren combing the country until they find us. There’s no where we can go for help. If we’re ever going to finish this, we’ll have to do it on his terms.”
“His terms?” Annabella protested. “His terms are for all of us to be dead!”
Mike got up and put an arm on Annabella’s shoulder. “It’ll be okay, really.” He looked at his Guardian family through intense eyes. “I have a plan, and it’s going to work.”
“Oh yeah?” Aaron said. “And what’s that?”
Mike went over to the TV. It was a really old model, from the eighties or something. He fingered the two-pronged antenna. “Dementae doesn’t know we have gargoyles left.”
“Neither do we,” Steph pointed out.
“True, but let’s assume Nukes and Amadeus figured out a place to rest. Dementae also doesn’t know how many Guardians are coming. You heard him, he said to bring whoever was still alive. He doesn’t know there are six of us.
“Four of us will surrender to Dementae. The other two will take Nukes and Amadeus to Chateau de Vincennes and find the rest of our clan. They’re alive – Dementae said so himself.”
“What if he’s not keeping them at the castle?” Kiva asked.
Mike noticed her for the first time, really. She was pretty, with dimples and an innocent look in her eyes that made him feel comfortable around her. He wondered if she was dating someone – not for himself, but because she seemed more worried about finding the rest of the clan than the others were.
“A chance we’ll have to take,” Mike allowed. “But I’ll bet they’re there. Dementae’s not going to lure us to one place if he plans on transporting us somewhere else.”
“Unless he’s just going to flat out kill us,” Aaron mumbled.
Mike eyed his blue-and-orange-eyed friend. “I guess we’ll just have to find out, won’t we?”
 
 
 
 



Forty Seven
 
As it turned out, Nukes and Amadeus had found a safe place to hide. They neglected to share the details of their hideout – apparently they weren’t trusting anyone these days, even the Guardians who were supposed to protect them – but they did fly to meet the Guardians at their motel. Thankfully, no Brethren attack followed their arrival, and in a few minutes it was arranged. JB and Kiva were to go with Nukes and Amadeus, while Mike, Aaron, Annabella and Steph would set out for New York and hopefully survive a face-to-face encounter with Dementae. Aaron had begged to be sent with the gargoyles, to avoid a confrontation with Dementae, but it was Steph who pointed out that Dementae knew he was one of the survivors. If Aaron didn’t show, he would know something was up.
As the Guardians wished each other good luck, Mike prayed he was right about this. Julius Brutus was grasping Nukes’s thick neck, glasses taped on to his face, looking like a kid about to get on the first roller coaster of his life. He was clearly not warrior material. If he had to fight any Brethren sorcerers…
Kiva, on the other hand, sat rather comfortably on Amadeus, as if she had been waiting for this. It occurred to Mike that he didn’t know anything about her; in fact, he didn't really know much about the other Guardians, either. He had the strange realization that he was about to go to war with people he didn’t really know. But maybe that was how all wars worked. You were thrown into a battle against a bunch of people you had nothing to do with, save for the color of your uniform and the piece of land you were standing on.
Mike wished both of them good luck, then watched as the Gargoyles kicked into the air. Mike heard JB scream. Then his cries were lost on the wind, and the Gargoyles disappeared from sight.
The Guardians slept the whole night and much of the following day, using the remaining daylight hours to prepare for the upcoming ride. They went shopping for a few hours – if for no other reason than to get fresh clothes – and planned attack strategies, escape devices, and brainstormed about anything that might help. Each scenario seemed more farfetched than the next, but it helped pass the time, and it seemed logical to have something prepared for when they got to the castle.
The ride to New York was a long one; traffic on I-95 was brutal, and it was past nine o'clock when the remnants of the Skyfire clan reached Washington Heights. They parked the SUV at a hydrant across the street – getting a ticket was the last thing on their mind – and proceeded quickly into the building.
The boiler room was not very large. True to its name, it had a boiler, but not much else. The walls were painted a peeling blue, and pipes stuck out from the ceiling. Mike thought for a moment it was a joke, until Steph spotted it.
“Look!”
She pointed at the wall. To a normal onlooker it would be merely a large oval etched into the paint. But to Mike, it looked exactly like a miniature portal, with room enough for one person at a time.
“How do we turn it on?” Mike wondered.
Steph closed her eyes for a moment, then walked over to the wall and whispered something. The blue paint turned into liquid, and the portal was activated.
Aaron gaped. “How did you…”
“My dad taught me,” Steph said quickly. “Come on.” She rushed through the goo and disappeared.
Mike followed immediately, and when he exited the portal, his first realization was that he was outside. A humid wind hit his face, and the smell of the ocean entered his nostrils. The stars were visible in the deep purple recesses of the sky; there were no man-made lights as far as the eye could see. In fact, it took a moment before Mike could see anything at all.
When his eyes finally did adjust, he could see that he was not in a French castle.
The Guardians stood in a half-moon amphitheater, set against a black oceanic horizon. Mike couldn't see the ocean, but he could hear the waves from behind the backdrop. They were standing on the stage, seemingly scheduled to perform an unscripted play to a crowd of zero. The stands looked to be in decent shape, but they were made out of stone, and didn’t appear modern at all. In fact, the whole setting seemed to be of ancient architecture.
“Where are we?” Aaron asked nobody in particular.
“Fantastic question,” said a voice. Mike’s head snapped to the stands, where he strained to make out a single figure, sitting in the first row. He was clad in black robes, with a chromed head that reflected the full moon. An amp hung from his neck.
Mike only had one guess. “Dementae.”
The man stood and bowed. “At your service, Mister Prior.” He walked slowly up towards the stands. Instead of stepping up, however, his whole body rose to stage-level, as if he was being carried by a cloud beneath him.
“Welcome to Caesarea, a gorgeous little excavation site in the northern part of Israel. Ever heard of this place?”
“No,” Mike said, muscles clenched. He was uneasy about this latest development, but it did have its merits. JB and Kiva would have an easier time getting to Chateau de Vincennes if Dementae wasn’t there. And the longer Mike could stall Dementae in – Caesarea, was it? – the longer JB and Kiva would have to free the Guardians.
“Let’s begin with a little history, shall we?” Dementae started walking now, his hands extending from his flowing robe, animated as he spoke. He was still too far away for Mike to see him clearly. “Over two thousand years ago the Romans built this city as their home away from home – a Capitol in the Middle East, a base of operations for their world conquest. A capital city of Rome had to have a coliseum, of course, as well as an amphitheater. The coliseum is still being unearthed,” Dementae pointed behind the stands, “But here’s where the real fun took place, anyway.”
Mike took quick stock of his companions. Aaron was shaking, clearly thinking about Dementae’s promise to kill him. Annabella looked steady, unafraid, almost as if she was ready to accept the worst-case scenario. And Steph… he couldn’t read Steph’s expression at all.
“The Romans of yesteryear were a bunch of bullies. They suppressed whatever nations they had conquered. Treating them at best like second-class citizens, at worst like the animals they featured in the coliseum. And they loved their executions.”
A smile came to Dementae’s face. He had drawn closer now, and Mike could make out his features in the full moon. Mike was startled by what he saw. Dementae appeared young, not much older than Mike was, and full of life. Mike had almost assumed Dementae would be some sort of zombie, like in the movies, raised from the dead to terrorize mankind. But this guy could’ve been a senior in high school and no one would’ve known the difference.
“Caesarea was town with plenty of blood on its hands. For example, the Romans executed a group of Jews known as the Ten Martyrs here on this spot, sometime in the first century.” Dementae pointed to the ground and grinned. “Flesh ripped off bone. Burnings at the stake. Beheadings. A rabbi’s face ripped off.” He paused for effect, then clasped his hands behind his back and continued walking in a different direction. “My kind of people.”
Mike had never heard of the Ten Martyrs, but if this was some sick joke, he wasn’t laughing.
“Caesarea was also home to Pontius Pilate, of Christian fame.” Peeking behind him, Dementae’s noticed his guests’ blank stares. “The guy who condemned Jesus to death, you ignoramuses.” He shook his head, then continued talking with his back to the Guardians. “During the Crusades this city served as a burial ground for many foolish warriors, most of whom chased the legend of the Holy Grail. Finally the Mamaluks razed the city’s fortifications in the thirteenth century, and the bloodbaths of Caesarea ceased altogether.”
Here Dementae’s hands curled into fists, and he turned to face the Guardians. “Until 1820, when your god-forsaken Headmage decided to reopen the amusement park for visitors.”
Dementae stalked towards the Guardians, slowly, like a lion converging on its prey. “Two hundred years ago, I was sacrificed. Murdered. Martyred. In front of an audience greater than any the Romans ever put together. And it was Garzan who did it to me.”
Mike readied a shield in his mind. Dementae had totally morphed from his previous persona – he had been calm, collected, a history teacher giving over a lesson. But now he was shaking, almost unstable…
“Garzan wanted to gain the favor of the other clans. He wanted to be accepted once again, to reclaim the glory that the Skyfires had lost. First he forced me out of the clan, then he executed me, as if I was a sacrifice to the heathen Headmages of the clans.”
Keep on going, Mike thought. Just keep on talking.
“But it is no matter,” Dementae said, calming down just a bit. “I have been reborn. And I will not make the mistake of losing a second time.”
Dementae stared down Mike. Then he smiled.
“Your face does not show fear. In fact, I detect a certain smugness. Am I right, Mister Prior?”
“Uh, sure, whatever you say.” Mike stared straight ahead, refusing to be intimidated. He opened and closed his right hand, ready for a fight…
Dementae continued, “Because if that is the case, then I must conclude that you have something up your sleeve. Perhaps this is not the entire remnant of the Skyfire clan?”
Mike struggled to keep his face straight.
How could he know that?
Now Dementae’s face rearranged into a glare. “You know the only reason I dragged you to this forsaken place was to see if you sent a secret search party, right?”
Mike bit his lip, so hard he thought it might burst. He made himself stay calm, stay unmoving…
Dementae grinned and smoothed out his robe. “I thought so. And now that you have revealed exactly that, Mister Prior, to business. A formal request to join us.”
“Excuse me?” Mike said, cursing himself for being so stupid. Of course they would suspect some sort of strategy, some sort of guise. Who actually showed up to, as Aaron had put it, their own funeral?
Dementae’s black eyes were piercing, his eyebrows slanted. “I will not be so kind to ask again.”
“Go to hell,” Mike said, and spat on the floor.
Dementae looked down at the dusty quarry, then up again at Mike. “Because I am so benevolent, I will try another method. Mister Prior, your mother is one of my servants. She is my second in command.” Mike felt the burn of his companions’ stares. “Join me, like she has, and fulfill the destiny of your family.” Dementae held out a hand.
Mike shook his head repeatedly, as if it would make the fact false. “I’m no traitor.”
Dementae retracted his offering and smoothed out his robes yet again. He threw his arms to the sky. “What else do I have to do to convince you to fulfill your destiny, your heritage?” He rubbed his chin. “Ah, I know. Perhaps you would like to meet the orchestrator of the Skyfires’ demise? Maybe she will be able to sway you over to the winning side?”
Mike stared only at Dementae. What could he be talking about… they had already figured it out, his mom was the spy…
“Aw, come on, sweetheart, don’t be shy.” Dementae looked in Steph and Annabella’s direction. To which Annabella cried out in shock, “It was you all the time!”
Steph hesitated for a moment, then took a step in Dementae’s direction.
It was Steph.
“I knew it was you,” Annabella cried. “You put the Calebra in the girls’ dorms, you tried to poison Kiva after we got back from the Slayer hideout!”
“What?” Mike said inadvertently. Someone had tried to poison Kiva? Why hadn’t he heard about this?
Annabella pointed a condemning finger at Steph. “That’s why nobody knew about it –we sent you to go for help!”
Well, that answered that question.
Water rushed in from over the amphitheater, and Annabella fired ice ray after ice ray at Steph. But Dementae put up a shield – an enormous shield, as big as a gargoyle’s wingspan – and blocked any attempt at offense. Then he fired through the shield, a tiny black pellet that nailed Annabella in the stomach. She jerked backwards and fell onto the floor. She screamed, writhing in pain. Mike watched in horror as a black splotch grew on her stomach, not unlike the one that inhabited Garzan for the past few days.
“Anyone else care to try that?” Dementae suggested. “No?” He lowered the shield.
“Now we come to the fourth type of reasoning – and my personal favorite – blackmail. By the way, Mister Caulderon? I always keep my word.” Quick as a whip, Dementae fired another black gobbet at Aaron, who had gone over to care for Annabella. It too hit him in the stomach, causing him to double over on his knees and hold himself, screaming.
“Stop it, just stop it!” Mike yelled amongst the Guardian cries. He couldn’t take this anymore. His mother and Steph were Black Brethren. Aaron, Garzan, and Annabella were infected with Aneksham. Zachariah was dead. Caroline and Alexis were gone, along with the rest of his clan. There was nothing left…
“Why? Why did you need me? You could’ve left them alone… why did you have to destroy everything I knew?” The words came out staggered, rasping, struggling against the gasps of air Mike inhaled. Mike’s breathing wheezed in and out, his eyes as salty as the oceanic vista.
“My poor boy, who doesn’t even know his own inner strength.” Dementae bent down and ran a hand through Mike's hair.
Mike jerked back, disgusted. "Get off of me."
Dementae straightened. “Very well. I will remove the Aneksham if you agree to cooperate.”
Mike looked from Aaron to Annabella, whose movements were already starting to slow. Garzan must’ve been able to fight it for much longer. But Aaron and Annabella… they wouldn’t stand a chance against the poison…
It could save their lives…
But who was he kidding? Dementae wouldn’t actually heal them… and he’d kill Mike as soon as he was done with him…
But what other choice did he have? He couldn’t heal them by himself, he couldn’t get them to Stockton or Garzan or anyone else who could help… they were stuck in the middle of nowhere, without any way of transport…
“Done,” Mike said, without hesitation. If Aaron and Annabella had any chance to live, this was it. He would deal with the consequences afterwards. “What do I have to do?”
Dementae grinned. “Follow me.” He snapped his fingers. A massive portal formed behind him, and Dementae turned to leave.
“What about them?” Mike said, pointing to Annabella and Aaron.
“If you think I’m going to heal them before we’re through, you’re crazier than I am.” Dementae walked into the portal, and disappeared.
Steph took one impassive look at Mike, then followed Dementae without a word.
 



Forty Eight
 
Mike helped Aaron and Annabella through the portal one at a time. Annabella was able to get to her feet, even though she was clearly in terrible pain. Mike put her arm around his shoulders and walked her through, then helped her down onto the marble floor, where she curled up into a ball with both arms wrapped around her stomach.
Aaron, on the other hand, was more problematic, because he was already unconscious, and his flaccid body weight was impossible for Mike to carry on his own. Instead, Mike used telekinesis to float Aaron just off the ground, through the open portal, and back down on the floor next to Annabella.
Only then did Mike get a chance to take in his new surroundings.
In another scenario, Mike thought he would've found Chateau de Vincennes's main hall to be impressive. Sculpted white pillars stretched from floor to ceiling. Glass chandeliers – not unlike the ones in Windham – illuminated the room. Medieval suits of armor were displayed all along the walls, like a museum. And an ornate dining table, one that might've held fifty people, was situated underneath a series of blue and grey banners that hung from the ceiling.
The one eyesore, as it were, was an all-too-common pile of bodies, piled high in the center of the room, human and gargoyle alike.
Mike gagged on the smell.
“Welcome, Mister Prior, to Chateau de Vincennes. Although I must say, its inhabitants have seen better days.” Dementae clucked his tongue at the pile of remains. “Come, to a more pleasant sight.”
Mike hated leaving Aaron and Annabella, but he didn't see any way to bring them with him – or any need, for that matter. They were at Dementae's mercy, and there was nothing Mike could do about it.
He followed the Brethren leader through the wooden doors and into the Castle’s Greeting Hall, which had been set up into a laboratory of some kind. A tremendous mass lay underneath a white sheet, its expanse nearly taking up the entire room. Various bottles of neon liquids lay strewn about. There was a seat off to the left, almost like an electric chair, with a leather hat and metal bindings. Wires ran over from the chair to the covered carcass. Mike had never read Frankenstein, but it must’ve looked exactly like this, only a hundred times smaller.
“Honey, I’m home!” Dementae called. Instantly the room was filled with movement. Vampires, almost like grunts, ran over to the carcass on the floor and peeked underneath the sheet. Hooded men and women in black Brethren robes came over to Dementae and kissed his hand, only to immediately slink out of the room.
Then someone across the room caught Mike's eye. She was tall, slender, walking about with an air of importance. As she appeared from behind the electric chair, Mike got a clear view of her face.
He gasped.
It was Cassandra, Lord of the Slayers.
Steph's mother.
“Evan, darling!” Cassandra walked over to Dementae and plastered her lips to his. “I’ve missed you!”
At this point, Mike almost started laughing. Was everyone he knew a Brethren spy? Who was next, his dead father? Nevermind that the thirty-year age gap between Dementae and Cassandra creped him out; did Dementae have tabs on everyone he knew? Who was next, Stockton?
“You know, Evan, we caught an advance party of theirs.” Cassandra nodded at Mike.
Mike's stomach bottomed out. Did she say what I thought she said?
Dementae’s response barely registered. “I figured as much. Are they still alive?”
“The boy is. And the gargoyles, we took to the holding pen, for use in the experiments.”
Mike’s knees almost buckled. The boy is. Meaning Julius Brutus. Kiva was gone…
“Hello, Steph,” Cassandra said. “I barely saw you.” Cassandra kissed Steph on the forehead.
Mike had almost forgotten she was there. He felt his fury building again, replacing the aching sense of loss. She had sold them out. She had betrayed the—
Then something clicked in Mike’s mind.
“It was you,” Mike said to Cassandra, seething. “You asked Garzan for the alliance. You convinced him to send out the Book of Lineage, and you had the Brethren ambush both parties.”
Cassandra clucked. “Please, my dear. You give me too much credit. I convinced Garzan into making the alliance, of course I did. I begged for his help, claimed we were going to be wiped out, pleaded with him to be merciful.” Cassandra snorted. “Which he always is. I planned on publicizing the agreement the moment it was consummated, by the way.” She rolled her eyes. “It was Evan here who took out the Greeting Party. Something about needing you alive.”
Dementae shrugged. "Guilty as charged.” He smiled wide, then held his arms out. “And now, it’s your time to shine." He gestured at the electric chair. "If you don’t mind."
Mike felt his mind being torn apart. He wanted to grab electricity from overhead and blow Dementae away, along with everyone else in this room. On the other hand, he knew that it was practically suicide…
"You will fulfill your end of the bargain," Mike said with gritted teeth.
Dementae inclined his head, a smirk on his face. "But of course."
Mike wanted to smack the teeth straight out of his mouth. But he knew his hand was forced here.
"All right, then." He stalked over to the chair, glaring at Steph the entire time. Her face was blank, no emotion on it whatsoever.
Mike wondered, for what seemed like the hundredth time, what she was thinking.
The chair was old, splintered, pieced together with metal clamps. As soon as Mike climbed up, two vampires quickly snapped his wrists and ankles into locks, causing him to freak out just a little.
I really hope this wasn't a huge mistake…
“Now listen closely, Mister Prior. This spell requires your complete focus and concentration, as well as your will." The vampires wrapped two leather straps around Mike's torso. Mike’s heart beat at an insane level, as if it was sure it was on its last moments.
He eyed the chandelier. All of that electricity… he could surely cause an explosion big enough to kill all of them, right?
“I need you to access the power inside of you." Dementae motioned to the prehistoric-sized tablecloth. "Without it, my baby over here will not be able to rise. Capice?”
“Why don’t you just do it?” Mike growled as the vampires finished strapping the leather helmet on. It was so tight that Mike thought his head was going to burst. Oh God oh God oh God…
Dementae wagged a finger. “I would love to, but death has a funny way of shifting things around. When I was reborn, I received some the young man’s vigor. You think I was this maniacal back in the day? Of course not. But this kid has a sense of personality, a sense of humor!” Dementae laughed at his own gaiety.
So that was why Dementae looked the way he did. He wasn’t two hundred years old – he was twenty. Whoever had cut his heart out to revive Dementae had given him his looks, personality, and strength. But apparently Dementae had retained whatever was in his brain – his know-how for spells, magic, and sheer ruthlessness.
What a crazy spell… which psycho would be able to cut out his own freaking heart?
Dementae shed Cassandra’s arm, which had been wrapped around his waist, and slid over to Mike. He placed a hand on Mike’s forehead and began speaking gibberish. For a moment, nothing happened.
“Concentrate, Mister Prior!”
The gibberish began again. Mike found himself focusing on… using his power? What did that even mean? He thought Dementae meant that burning sensation in his chest, the one he’d gotten when he’d attacked Zachariah back in the Manor, but Mike had never actually tried to create it. He didn’t know if—
“Mister Prior!”
“Okay, okay.” Find the power within, use the power within… it was Aaron and Annabella’s only hope, their only chance… strength, power, energy… this was all a joke, right… power, energy, strength…
Dementae threw his arms up. “What do I need to—” He cut himself off, and a huge grin spread on his face.
“Of course, how could I be so dumb?” He chuckled at himself. “Really, Mister Prior, sometimes I feel like I'm one of those stupid creatures over there.” He gestured at the two vampires attending stationed by Mike's chair.
Dementae waved a hand over his face, and his features started to change. Crease lines appeared on his forehead, and black hair sprouted from his head. His nose grew larger, and a long mustache sprouted from his nostrils…
All of a sudden, Mike felt a ball of fire in his stomach.
DuBois. Dementae is DuBois?
“But I thought…”
“That DuBois tortured your mother?” DuBois finished in Dementae’s voice. “Try again.” Dementae snapped a finger, and his face returned to normal.
Mike filled with rage. His blood raced with a speed he never knew possible, like he was being pumped with some type of steroid. He squeezed both fists, trying to release some of the pressure, but it just kept coming…
“I’m going to kill you for that! I’m going to kill you!”
But Dementae just laughed. “Yes, I’m sure you will. But first…”
He touched Mike’s forehead, and Mike screamed in pain. Dementae's finger felt like a dentist's drill, piercing his skull. White splotches appeared in his line of sight. Mike strained to keep his limbs from shaking. He felt the ball of energy move upwards inside of him, from his chest into his mind. With it came a pain he'd never felt in his life, as if someone had attached jumper cables from his brain to a nuclear reactor.
Then the world exploded in light and flame, and everything went black.
 



Forty Nine
 
When Mike came to, his head felt like it had been detached from his body. His neck throbbed, his arms and leg ached. He tried to move, but there was a jingling sound, like the wind chime outside their house back in Queens, and he could not sense any movement in his limbs.
And why did it feel like he was being stretched apart, like Spiderman trying to hold a ferry together with just webbing?
“He’s alive!”
Mike blinked twice. Who said that? JB?
Am I hallucinating? He wanted to rub his eyes, but he couldn't move his arms. Slowly, finally… the room came into focus.
He was chained to a wall, spread-eagled apart, two or three feet off the ground. He seemed to be in some sort of underground cavern, with rocky wall jutting into his back. The floor was dusty, uneven. Mike shook his head, trying to gain some measure of awareness.
“Yeah, he’s alive,” came another voice. A boy's. JB?
Mike squinted at the far end of the room. Light was sparse, facilitated only by a few torches burning on the walls. But Mike could make out a steel grate, maybe some sort of holding cell.
To his utter shock, he could see Annabella and Julius Brutus peering through the metal bars, as well as the rest of the Guardians behind them.
“You guys are alive?” Mike retorted. Then he realized what that meant. “Wait, Dementae actually healed you?”
“Yes, he healed them,” another voice groaned.
Mike looked to his left, and saw Magus Stockton chained up in exactly the same fashion.
“Magus! What? Why?”
Stockton's lips were wrapped in a taut, knowing smile. “Undoubtedly to feed his own purposes.”
“What does that mean?” Mike looked around. “Wait, where’s Aaron?”
“We don’t know,” Annabella said from across the room. “What did you do up there? Ever since you showed up, Dementae sends a few Brethren goons down here every half hour to take one of us upstairs.”
“And we haven’t seen any of them since,” Julius Brutus added.
Mike wanted to answer them, but even he had no idea what he’d done. He had blacked out immediately after the pain had reached its pinnacle. As soon as the power within him had… what, exactly?
“How many of you guys are left?”
JB peeked behind and did a quick body count. “Like thirty.”
Thirty! Mike thought. There must’ve been at least a hundred kids at school, probably more…
“Why don’t you just fight back?” Mike said.
Julius Brutus tapped the bars. “No magic,” he said. “Some kind of charm on the metal.”
So that was why Stockton couldn’t break free. Mike had wondered why measly chains had held the Magus, and some of the teachers who Mike started to make out in the back of the cell. If they couldn’t fight back, then their fate was already sealed…
“Any sign of Caroline? Alexis?”
Stockton shook his head. “The only ones to join us are yourself and Miss Frost. Where are the others? The few of us who were captured have been down here the entire time.”
“I… I don’t know,” Mike stammered. They're dead, Magus! Do you really need me to say it out loud?
“What do you mean, you don’t know?”
But Mike didn't have the strength to answer him.
Just then, Mike heard footsteps coming from the stairs off to the right. The Guardian cell broke into frenzied pandemonium, with each of the teens trying to hide behind another. Only Annabella and the teachers stood firm, as if the threat did not faze them at all. Stockton, meanwhile, made as if he was unconscious, closing his eyes and drooping his neck back to an unnatural level.
Mike’s eyes narrowed as Steph appeared at the bottom of the stairwell. She was dressed in Brethren garb now, black robe and all. Mike felt another rage build up inside of him, but something was missing.
The ball of power in his chest.
He didn’t feel it at all.
Steph glanced at Annabella momentarily, then made a bee-line for Mike.
“Look who it is,” Mike snapped. “The traitor herself.”
“Shut up, Mike,” Steph hissed. She placed a hand on one of his ankle braces and muttered a spell. The lock broke free.
“Did Dementae send for me?”
“I said shut up, Mike!” The other ankle lock snapped open. Mike gasped as his body dropped a few inches. He felt a sharp pain as the metal chains scraped against his wrists. His feet dangled towards the ground.
“You goddam muppet," Mike continued. "What did Dementae offer you, huh? What could he possibly have offered you?"
Steph climbed on a protruding rock to reach Mike’s wrists. Her body was stretched out, close to his. One wrist popped free. Mike had no idea why she was doing this, but he was going to kill her when she was done…
“That’s it, release me so I can fry you with one of those torches over there—”
Then, out of nowhere, Steph kissed him. Hard.
“Now will you shut up?”
Mike’s mind turned to mush.
What the hell…?
But before he could actually get his mind working again, he heard another voice from behind Steph. A voice that was both familiar and caustic at the same time.
“I knew we never should’ve trusted you.”
Steph jumped off her perch and whipped around. Mike dangled from one wrist, his wrist feeling like it was about to snap in half. Blood trickled down his arm.
No, come back, free me first!
But then he saw who had entered the room.
It was Aaron Caulderon.
His pupils were black, only black. He wore a Brethren robe, and his expression was not nearly the kind, amused face Mike was used to seeing.
Um… what?
“Every single day, I kept telling myself: maybe Steph really is on our side. Maybe the Headmage’s daughter really has been swayed by her stepmother’s influence.”
Aaron? He was a part of this, too? And now Steph wasn’t? Wait – Cassandra wasn’t Steph’s real mother?
Aaron stalked towards them, grinning like a cheetah who’d just caught a week’s worth of dinner. “But I was right. You are a traitor.”
“You’re such an idiot,” Steph said, stepping up to Aaron. “Dementae asked for Mike, to run the machine again.”
“Is that so?” Aaron said, rubbing his chin. “And I suppose that when he asked me to bring Mike to the machine, he really wanted both of us to bring him?”
Oh poop, Mike thought.
He slid his gaze over to Stockton, who appeared to be peeking at the action through closed eyes. But he was still chained, too, and there was nothing he could do but watch.
“I don’t understand,” Mike said, hoping to stall. “We were friends in Windham… we fought with each other, protected each other… Dementae hit you with an Aneksham, you would’ve died if I didn’t carry you in!”
Aaron snorted. “A calculated risk, I admit. But a little pain is nothing compared to the reward I will receive for serving my master.”
He is a total psycho, Mike realized. How did I never notice this? He never acted like this in Windham…
And that’s exactly the point, you fool.
“Let’s see here,” Aaron said, circling Steph so he was in between her and Mike. “You, Steph, switched from Pyro to Electrokinesis because you sucked at it, if I’m not mistaken.” Aaron’s eyes mirrored the room. “Big mistake. I don’t see any electricity down here.”
Mike felt totally helpless, dangling there from that one support. He wanted so badly to help Steph, but he was still connected to the magical chain, and he probably couldn’t do magic… well, it couldn’t hurt to try, did it?
“But me, on the other hand…” Fire streaked towards Aaron’s open palm. He curved his hands back and forth around the tiny orange globe, as if he was raving at a club. “My weapon is right here.” Aaron’s eyes glimmered in the flame. “So what’s it going to be, sweetheart? A fiery death? Or should I subject you to the mercies of our great leader?”
Mike’s brain pounded. Fire? Aaron could control fire? He was an Electro major in Windham, he'd seen him spar so many times…
Mike thrust his free arm forward towards Aaron, hoping the fire would jump from Aaron to him.
But nothing happened. Nothing, except, Aaron’s amused laughter. He pointed to the chain.
“Almost, Mike, almost. But I’m afraid those chains are still binding.”
Aaron lifted the fire to Mike’s chest, so close that he could feel the heat. Aaron stared into Mike’s eyes, black hatred emanating from them. It sent shivers down Mike’s spine, just like the first time he had met him. “Where’s the book, Steph?”
“Huh?” Mike responded.
Aaron dissolved his weapon and got in Steph’s face. To Mike's surprise, Steph backed up just a step, like she was afraid of him.
Um, am I missing something here?
And if Steph was afraid of him, there was something about Aaron that Mike was definitely missing.
“The book, Stephanie!”
“I… I don’t have it,” Steph stammered.
Correction, Mike thought. I am definitely missing something here.
Aaron rolled his cue-ball eyes. “Are you really going to make me do this?” He walked over to the jail cell and raised a hand. The door swung open. The Guardians inside started murmuring. A few stepped backwards, away from the opening. Aaron reached inside and telekinesed a kid out. It was Minor, the guy Aaron had dueled on the first day of Sparring.
“Hey, Aaron, listen,” Minor protested as Aaron grabbed a handful of Minor’s curly red hair, then shoved him. Minor stumbled, and he fell to his knees.
Out of nowhere, Aaron produced a club from inside his sleeve. He whacked Minor on the back of the head. Minor crumpled to the ground.
Steph screamed. “Aaron you son of a bitch!”
“Let’s try this again,” Aaron said. He lifted up Minor’s head like he was a chicken about to be slaughtered. A blade slid out of the base of Aaron’s club. He held it at Minor’s neck.
“Aaron, hold on,” Steph whispered. “What are you doing…”
Mike closed his eyes for a second, his brain piercing, his arm feeling like it was being amputated. There was something off about this whole thing… this made no sense… how could Aaron have been the spy, he was one of his closest friends…              “Where is the book, Steph?” Aaron thundered. “The Book of Lineage, which you stole three days ago! There are other forces at work here which you do not understand, what did you do with the book?”
“Aaron,” Mike said, “Put that thing down, don’t you dare…”
Steph said, “I swear, Aaron, I don’t know what you’re talking about—”
Aaron’s blade flashed, and Mike saw red liquid spurt upwards.
“No!” Mike yelled as Minor’s head fell to the floor. He screamed curse words, cursing Aaron out as loudly as possible. Screams came from the jail cell, they seemed muted, as if they were behind a wall. Mike could not keep eyes off Jason Minor, lying on the floor, motionless, a river of red flowing across the stone…
That is, until Aaron jumped up and held the bloodstained blade at his neck.
“Round two, Steph, let’s try again. Maybe someone you care about a little more. Where is the book?”
Mike’s mind screamed, Steph, do something! But she was frozen stiff, almost too terrified to act. It occurred to Mike that she had no idea where the book was, or who had taken it… but maybe, just maybe… Mike checked the proximity between him and Aaron and thought, could this really work?
Aaron, meanwhile, started on his victory speech. “By the way, Prior, if you’re wondering, it was me who sent the vampire to your hospital room. Almost got you there. The Calebra in the girls’ dorms – me again. I’m sure the girls I put into a coma are dead by now, huh?”
Mike knew that without any Guardians to care for her, they probably were.
“And now I have you, mister top of the class,” Aaron sneered.
Aaron turned back to continue threatening Steph. But before Aaron could say anything else, Mike rocked his leg backwards.
And punted him straight in the groin.
Aaron grunted and toppled over, a hand on his crotch, his mouth open in plain surprise. Then, as if a spell on her had been broken, Steph drew a twin-sided dagger from beneath her robe. She lunged to stab at Aaron’s side.
But he was too quick. Aaron threw up his club and knocked Steph’s dagger away. He grabbed her by the wrist and flung her into the wall. She hit hard, and she fell to the ground, slow to get up.
Suddenly, a ball of flame hit Aaron in the back, and he staggered backwards. He turned around just to get another one in the chest.
There was a yell from the jail cell. Guardians streamed into the room, fire flowing to their hands, including Professor Punn. For a moment, Mike was confused. Then he realized how they’d escaped.
Aaron had left the door open.
“No,” Aaron moaned. He moved to run up the stairs, but three of the Guardians threw fire and blocked the exit.
"No! You will pay for this!" Then Aaron's voice shrieked, to a higher pitch than Mike had ever heard in his life. "You will pay for this!"
Just then, a small blue oval appeared out of nowhere. Aaron launched himself into the liquid, and the mini-portal closed as quickly as it had opened, leaving the Guardians alone in the room.
A few of the Guardians ran over to Minor. Others just stood there, shocked by the whole turn of events. Steph had her head in her hands, sobbing.
One of the Guardians Mike didn’t know jumped up on a rock to reach Mike’s lone chain. He uttered a quick spell, and Mike fell to the floor, knees scraping on stone and arms rolling in dust. He tried to get up, but he couldn’t move. He had no strength whatsoever, even to keep his eyes open…
“Eat this,” Mike heard Stockton’s voice say. Something was pressed into his mouth – a taffy of some sort maybe – and he chewed it without thinking. Almost immediately, Mike felt rejuvenated, as if the energy stolen from him had been restored. He propped himself up on hands and knees, then spit out dirt and saliva and wiped his mouth.
“Let’s get out of here,” he heard someone say.
“Not yet,” Mike said, finally getting to his feet. “I’ve got to kill Caulderon first.”
“He is probably long gone by now,” Stockton said, brushing off his uniform. “I’m sure he will not want to face Dementae, not after allowing all of us to escape.” Then he turned to Steph. “Where are the Gargoyles?”
“They’re being held in separate chambers.” Steph limped over to them, holding the back of her head. Her eyes were puffy. Mike went to support her, but she waved him off. “At least what’s left of them.”
Stockton looked like he might faint. “What do you mean, what’s left of them?”
Steph looked terribly uncomfortable. “Dementae’s been…” Her voice trailed off. She choked up, bringing a hand to her mouth. It looked like she was going to cry again.
“Let’s just find them, okay?” Mike said, putting a hand on the small of Steph’s back. “Come on.”
This seemed to compose Steph a little. She nodded at the floor and wiped her eyes clean. Then she ripped off her Brethren robe and kicked it to the side, revealing the bottom of her Guardian uniform and a white tank top.
“I swear, I had no idea he would actually…” She looked at Minor for a minute, then bit her lip. Her face scrunched up.
“It’s not your fault.” Mike held her by her shoulders. He had no idea how many sides she'd been playing, but it looked like she had finally revealed whose side she was really on. “It’s not your fault.”
Steph nodded, her eyes wet.
One of the students went over to lift Minor’s body, but Stockton said in a cold voice, “Leave him.” Somebody protested, but Stockton maintained his position. “There is nothing we can do for him now.”
That got everyone quiet real quick.
“In the meantime, Dementae will be wondering why Aaron and Mike have not returned yet.”
With that, Stockton charged up the stairs.
Mike looked at Steph, who was still an emotional wreck. It was almost as if the entirety of her mission had come crashing down on her in a single moment.
“We’d better get after him,” Mike said, taking her hand in his.
Steph wiped hear eyes. “Yeah, let’s go.”
The smell of decaying body parts hit Mike square in the nose as he entered Chateau de Vincennes’ main hall. The pile of bodies was still here. Mike noticed blood sprayed on the pillars. He wondered if that was fresh, or part of the battle that had previously taken place.
Then, out of nowhere, Mike heard a sound echo throughout the castle, much like a prison siren.
A few vampires appeared from the far end of the room, pointing and screaming. Without hesitating, they charged the Guardians.
Mike looked behind him, just to make sure he wasn’t missing anything. There were still about thirty Guardians, and only four vampires—
Who were joined by about four hundred others.
Mike’s body trembled as the room shook with a vampiric mass. The noise of their bloodlust was terrifying, and Mike took one or two involuntary steps backwards.
“Go for the heart!” Steph, seemingly out of her depressed state, ran forward and engaged the first group. She slipped the double-sided blade out from around her hip and took out two creatures in an instant, kicked a third to the side and slashed the fourth in the throat. Quickly she jumped on the vampire and plunged the knife into his heart.
Mike was so impressed he almost didn’t take after her. Only after a vampire was almost on top of him did he remember he was in the middle of a warzone. Grabbing electricity from the chandeliers overhead, Mike blew his way towards Steph, who was isolated with four or five vampires near the door to Dementae’s makeshift laboratory. Mike kept his eyes peeled for a stake or something. If he couldn’t kill the vampires, it was going to be a long fight…
Mike flung one vampire backwards with telekinesis, then fried another with a jolt of electricity. He had almost reached Steph when a vampire grabbed him from behind. Mike used the vampire’s forward motion and flipped the creature over, slamming him to the ground. Steph ducked to the floor, somersaulted over to the prone vampire, and plunged a stake into his heart. Then she pulled a metal stake out from her pocket and tossed it up to Mike.
“You keep these things on you, just in case?”
Steph said, “Behind you!”
Mike turned his head only to be greeted with a punch to the face. His world exploded, the lights turning out and his nose flooding with warm liquid. Blood seeped into his mouth. Mike felt himself get tackled him to the ground. The stench of his breath was nauseating as the vampire dove in for a bite. Mike’s fingers grasped the vampire’s head, sticking his fingers into his eyes, pushing him desperately. The vampire squealed like a pig, trying to get at Mike’s neck. Mike pushed harder, now scratching at the creature’s nose, careful not to stick his fingers into its mouth—
There was a hiss of flame. Then Mike’s attacker disappeared, leaving only a flurry of ash and Steph’s arm outstretched for Mike to grab.
It was the most bizarre sense of déjà vu.
Back at the Slayer lair, it had been Laura who’d done the exact same thing.
Not that Mike was complaining. He took Steph’s offering, then jumped in front of her to stake another vampire through the heart. First he felt the impact of wood on hard cartilage. Then he felt nothing, as if the body had never been there before.
“That’s wicked,” Mike breathed.
“Sure is,” Steph called as she uppercut a girl vampire, then finished her off.      Mike took a moment to survey at the battle. His nose was probably broken, but he couldn’t think about that now. It was impossible to tell who was winning. Mike saw flashes of light and flame amongst the mass of bodies, so he knew there were at least a few Guardians left. But how many, and how they were doing… that he couldn't know.
“We have to find the gargoyles!” Mike called to Steph as they fought back to back. He flung two vampires off to the right, then electrocuted another in the head. The fried vampire convalesced on the ground. But then he got up again, a nasty look on his face. There was really only one way to kill them…
Steph disengaged herself from battle. She surveyed the scene, as if thinking about which way to go. “Okay, the best way is through the lab! But we might need more than the two of us.”
Mike nodded. If Dementae didn’t already know about the battle, he’d find out any minute now.
Touching his amp, Mike thought, Magus, can you fight your way over to our position?
A little busy, Michael.
Then can you be busy over here?
Mike saw an extended wall of flames shoot up from over on the left, so large that he felt the heat on his face from all the way across the room. His palms sticky, Mike wiped them on his sweat soaked t-shirt. Which was pretty much the worst surface to soak up unnecessary perspiration.
“Come on,” Mike said, grabbing Steph by the arm. He telekinised his way in Stockton’s direction. The pair fought their way through mass until they reached the flamethrowing Magus.
“We’re going to free the gargoyles,” Mike said loudly. The Magus only nodded in response. He threw up his hands, and a shimmering barrier encircled the three Guardians. The noise of the battle dimmed slightly, and Mike saw vampires throw themselves against the shield, only to bounce off like they had been electrocuted.
“It won’t last long,” Stockton cautioned. He hurried towards the entrance and burst through the doors to Dementae’s makeshift laboratory. Stockton spoke a locking charm on the door, and the crystal barrier dissolved around them.
Surprisingly, there was no one in the room. The huge white sheet lay flat on the ground. The body it had covered had disappeared, and the electric chair stood unoccupied. Mike wondered where Dementae was, but he was not about to question this stroke of good luck.
“Hurry!” Steph ran towards the elaborately carved wooden doors. “They’re keeping most of the gargoyles outside!”
Steph threw the door open, and Mike ran out. But as he exited the building, he was greeted by a tempest, with gusts of wind that nearly pushed him back inside the building. Something howled – no, roared – behind the gusts of air.
Mike shielded his face and his body, struggling to stand upright against the airstream. As he peered through squinted eyes, Mike beheld the most terrifying creature he had ever seen.
It was enormous, dragon-like, a reptile with wings the size of airplanes. A pointed tail snapped back and forth. Its scales were jet-black. Enormous claws and legs protruded from its body. And two necks extended from its chest, tendrils of flame curling from its nostrils, screams of anger exiting its mouths.
Stockton grabbed both Steph and Mike and pulled them back inside. Then he closed the door with telekinesis, struggling against the gusts but finally pushing it shut. He spoke a locking charm on both doors, then rested his arms on the wood, breathing heavily.
“I see you’ve met my Chimmy.”
Mike whirled to see Dementae, standing with his arms crossed, a placated smile on his face. On his arm stood Cassandra, who was sucking on a lollipop as if she was at a carnival. And hunched over next to them, with her eyes glazed over in a blank stare, was Sepulchra Prior.
“Mom!” Mike yelled, to no response. She was a zombie, dressed in Guardian clothing. “What did you do to her?”
Dementae tapped his amp. “Amazing what this thing can do, isn’t it?”
“Morningstar, of all the despicable things,” Stockton said, his mouth curled into a vicious snarl. “Breeding Chims?”
“Oh, come off it now, Magus. I’m only making upgrades on the Gargoyles. They’re like gargs 2.0, or something like that.”
“Chimaeras are abominations, that thing is enormous!”
“I know, isn’t she beautiful?”
Stockton shook with rage. “How many gargoyle hearts did you use, Evan? Twenty? Thirty?”
Mike’s eyes widened. So that was why he had found the gargoyle chests ripped open. Dementae needed gargoyle hearts… and he wouldn’t have been able to get them if the gargoyles were in their stone form… that’s why the Brethren attacked at night…
“For Chimmy?” Dementae rubbed his chin. “I think it was forty-four?”
“Aaarrggghhh!” Stockton shot an electric bolt at Dementae, who merely rolled his eyes and flicked his wrist. The weapon ricocheted off an invisible shield and slammed harmlessly into the stone wall.
“Please, Magus, save the theatrics for the fans,” Dementae gestured to Steph and Mike. “All I have to do is think the order, and my Brethren – who I’m leaving out of this for the moment, by the way, because it’s infinitely more entertaining without them – and my Brethren will feed all the remaining gargoyles to my Chimmy.
      “Come now, consider the facts. I have your Guardians outnumbered a million to one in that room.” Dementae threw a thumb over his shoulder. “I have all your Gargoyles hostage, and I have the beautiful Sepulchra here attached to my mind.” Dementae tapped his temple. “Which means if I go, she goes. And we wouldn’t want that, would we?
“Oh, and by the way, Stephanie?” Dementae shook his head. “I had high hopes for you, I really did. But I have to admit, your mother called it first. I just didn’t listen.”
“She’s not my mother,” Steph said, an acerbic tone in her voice.
Mike trembled with a mix of anger and relief. His mom wasn't actually a traitor…
“So the video… the video that showed my mom…”
Dementae’s face brightened. “Ah, you did see it! I was beginning to think you cute little magicians had missed it. A piece of art, wasn’t that? I must say, my old classes in moviemaking really paid off there.”
“What are you talking about?” Steph said.
Dementae laughed. “I rigged the surveillance video in Windham in hope that Mister Prior here would see it and assume his mother was on my side. Which, technically, she is.” Dementae patted Mom’s hair like she was a pet. “I was really hoping you would join me willingly, Mister Prior. I so despise using threats to get what I want. By the way, I hope you appreciate my honesty in our business dealings. Like I said, I always keep my word.”
“I swear I’m going to kill you when this is over,” Mike muttered. “Let her go!”
“Now, that wouldn’t be good for business, would it?” Dementae disengaged himself from Cassandra’s half-embrace and took two steps in the Guardians’ direction. “But I’m a man who loves competition on the highest level. And I see three of you, and three of us.” Dementae grinned widely, displaying yellow teeth that were a bit uneven in length.      “How about a little three on three? Last team standing controls the fate of the universe?”
For a moment, no one said anything. Stockton glared at Dementae the entire time, his gaze never wavering. Steph looked uneasily from her stepmother to Dementae to Sepulchra, clearly unhappy with the proposition. It was one thing to be disloyal to her stepmother, but another thing entirely to kill her…
“Nobody opposed? In that case – Sepulchra!” Dementae’s eyes narrowed as Mike's mom snapped to attention.
“Kill your son.”
Sepulchra charged, flames twirling from the torches in the room directly to her wrists, then flying off in Mike’s direction at incredible speeds. Mike reacted quickly by throwing up a shield.
The battle sprung into motion, as if a switch had been flipped. Stockton rushed Dementae with electric fire, while Cassandra pulled out a broadsword from underneath her robe and ran towards Steph.
Mike had no time to watch anyone else. His mother fought furiously, and Mike found himself parrying intense volleys of flame. Even worse, he couldn't figure out how to attack back. He didn’t want to injure her, but he couldn’t just sit back and wait for something to happen. He had to disable her somehow.
Sepulchra fought with a contorted hatred on her face. It must’ve been a conveyance of Dementae’s feelings; Mike had never seen his mom look like that before. Her assault was so intense that Mike put up a second surfboard, just so he could deflect the flames that were coming from both of his mother’s hands. Finally, when she seemed to hesitate for a moment, Mike took down a shield and snuck a telekinetic shot at his mother. Sepulchra did not react in time, and the force of the weapon flung her into one of the armor displays, toppling the metal over her and burying her underneath.
Sorry, Mom, but you’re not giving me much choice here...
Mike took the free moment to examine the other battles. Steph was engaged with her stepmother in a purely non-magical fashion. She had grabbed a weapon from one of the knights and was parrying the broadsword, as if she had been taking lessons for years. The two used no magic, seemingly an unwritten rule between them. Mike was surprised – he had experienced firsthand how powerful Steph’s attacks were. Maybe, like him, Steph didn’t want to hurt her stepmother. Mike didn’t know how foolish that might turn out to be; Cassandra seemed perfectly willing to kill her stepdaughter.
Stockton and Dementae, meanwhile, were locked in an epic battle towards the electric chair. Lights flashed brilliantly from that side of the room. Mike recognized some of the normal weapons from his training courses, but mostly there were colors and flashes that he had never seen before, surely more advanced and powerful magics. Neither warrior used shields, instead deflecting their adversary’s attacks in other methods that Mike couldn’t detect. It was a battle beyond Mike’s skill and know-how, being fought on another dimension entirely.
Mike’s attention turned back to his mother, who had freed herself of the rusty iron and was back on her feet again.
      Okay, break’s over…
His mom grimaced, as if she had hurt something – yes, she was limping on her left side. Mike’s first instinct was to run over to help her, but that was muted by a fresh volley of fire, which Mike blocked.
The strength of Sepulchra’s attacks increased now, and Mike found it harder to hold his ground. He had never faced an adversary that was stronger than he was. Well, except Steph. It was new territory for him – he struggled and grew frustrated. His mother limped towards him, eyes glazed but focused, firing an ever-constant barrage of weaponry in an attempt to dismember him.
I can’t actually shoot back, can I?
Save for one or two well-placed telekinetic attempts to thrust his mother backwards, it was almost impossible for Mike to fire on his mother. And even when he did, he let up on his telekinesis, afraid he would snap his mother’s ankle or injure her more severely.
Problem was, he wasn’t going to get anywhere fighting like this.
As Mike was forced into a corner, he realized he had to do something different. His eyes scanning the room, Mike finally realized his way out. Parrying with his shield the whole time, he waited for the perfect moment, the pause in between Mom’s attacks…
There.
Mike slipped a thrust of wind through his mother’s defenses, stronger and quicker than the last. She was surprised at the speed of the attack, and again she didn’t get up a shield in time. Maybe because Dementae’s strength was offense, not defense. Whatever the case, Mom flew backwards and skidded across the white tablecloth. Mike then grabbed the sheet with telekinesis and folded it tight around his mother’s body as if she were wrapped in a straightjacket. That would buy him some time… Dementae was all the way on the other side of the room, behind the electric chair, locked in battle with Stockton. He would never see it coming…
Mike reached out with a hand and grabbed at Dementae’s Amp. But to his surprise, the Amp did not attach itself to Mike’s magic. Both Dementae and Stockton stopped fighting and turned to look at Mike, a bemused expression on their faces.
“Oh no you don’t,” Dementae called from across the room. “It wouldn’t be fair to mix all the battles, would it? Something like this might happen!” Dementae fired a black missile at Steph, who was completely focused on avoiding her stepmother’s broadsword. The Aneksham slammed into her hip, and she fell to one knee with a cry.
“No!” Mike screamed.
Cassandra used the distraction to race towards her fallen stepdaughter. She lifted her sword as she ran, going for a killing stroke…
Mike threw out an arm just as Cassandra’s sword came down…
Just in time, Mike’s telekinesis hit Cassandra head on. She jerked backwards and slammed into one of the exit doors, which refused to budge because of Stockton’s locking charm. The leader of the Slayers crumpled against the wood and didn’t stir.
Stockton quickly fired a weird purple firecracker at Dementae. With everything that was going on around them, the weapon caught him off guard, and Dementae crashed into the electric chair. Remembering what he did to the Brethren necromancer in the Slayer lair, Mike grabbed electricity from one of the chandeliers and directed it at the metal casings, which in turn sent electric shockwaves throughout Dementae’s body. His muscles jerked, his face contorted, and a piercing scream shook the room. As the electric field died away, Dementae’s body fell to the ground with a thud.
But the scream did not go away. Instead, it turned into laughter – insane, terrifying laughter.
“Stupid, stupid boy,” Dementae said as he slowly got to his feet. His face was charred, with black streaks across it. His robes were burned and torn. But clear across his face was a wide smile, a smile that revealed crooked teeth…
“Get him, stab him!” Steph hurled herself at Dementae and shoved her sword into his chest. But instead of piercing him, the weapon thudded against something hard and fell to the floor.
Mike’s eyes widened, and all of a sudden everything made sense.
So that was it. That was how Dementae had been reborn.
A vampire had removed his heart, thinking he would continue to live inside Dementae’s body.
And that was why there was a new Brethren-Vampire alliance… the leader of the Brethren had become a vampire…
“And a stupid girl to boot,” Dementae said has he grabbed Steph’s wrist. He jabbed a hand into the side of her body when the Aneksham took root, and Steph screamed in agony.
Stockton said, “Let her go, Evan!” But Dementae ignored him. He banged a fist against his chest. “NYPD-distributed Kevlar,” he advertised. “Protects from even the worst of shotgun blasts. Really, I have no idea why vampires don’t manufacture this stuff en masse. If you’ve got a weakness, why not protect it?”
Then he put his face close to Steph’s, who was wriggling to get free. “You, on the other hand, have no protection whatsoever.”
“No!” Before Mike could react, a burst of green light flew from Dementae’s palms. Steph slammed into the stone wall, then collapsed like her mother, unmoving.
“Aaarrgghh!” Mike screamed. He and Stockton fired at Dementae, who was a little slower to react than usual. Dementae deflected Mike’s fire, but one of Stockton’s shots nailed him in the torso, and he dropped to one knee in shock.
Then Mike was hit from behind. He fell onto the floor but rolled through into a somersault, turning to see his mother free of her temporary confines. She stumbled towards him, firing electricity as if she was the Terminator. Mike brought up one shield and fired back with his other hand. His mother didn’t even put up a defense. The telekinesis nailed her on the thigh and stomach, causing Sepulchra to fall to one knee.
Dementae’s losing control over her, Mike realized. He was getting weaker. It was getting harder for him to control both of them…
Mike again reached back for Dementae’s amp, but he blocked it again. “Stop meddling in my affairs, boy!” Dementae disengaged himself from Stockton for a moment and fired a huge black Aneksham at Mike. Mike blocked the weapon with his shield but was shoved over by the sheer force of the weapon. He fell onto his back. For a moment, he panicked, sure that his mother would pounce and nail him once he was down. But as he scrambled to his feet, Mike saw that his mother was faltering, her lack of balance causing her to stumble in her approach.
“You know what? I’m done playing games.” Dementae deflected Stockton’s weaponry with one arm and touched his Amp with the other. In a moment’s notice, scores of Black Brethren swarmed into the room, as if they had merely been waiting for their leader’s permission.
Stockton took one look at the incoming army and abandoned ship. He ran towards the Dining Hall gates. “Follow me, Michael!” Stockton unlocked his charm and burst into the room.
Mike took one look at Steph, realized he had no choice but to leave her, then hurried after his teacher. Together they reentered the vampire tumult, which seemed to be more lopsided than before. There were barely any magical weapons being fired anymore. Mike followed Stockton to an unoccupied corner of the room, where three overturned tables that were burning… Mike saw fewer vampires than before, but who were all the bodies in the room…
Then Mike realized what he was seeing. “The Slayers are here!” How the Slayers had followed them to Chateau de Vincennes was beyond him, but he was never gladder to see the vampire police than right then.
Mike's heart did a hula-hoop when he realized Laura might be here. She better be okay…
Annabella ran over to his position, along with ten or so Guardians he didn’t know. They gathered around the Magus.
“Dementae has called in the Brethren!” Stockton yelled over the roar of battle. “We have to take them out, as well as free the Gargoyles throughout the castle. Annabella, Michael - take separate task forces and find those Gargoyle pens. If the Brethren are here, they aren’t guarding the gargoyles. And whatever you do, don’t go outside.” Stockton didn’t elaborate. Instead, he ran off to begin battling the Brethren.
Annabella took most of the group off in a different direction, leaving Mike to gather his own team. He called whoever was available to come to him, and four Guardians he didn’t know made their way over. Mike dashed for the nearest staircase, army in tow, leaving the smell of fire and flesh behind him.
Stockton was right; the rest of the castle was empty, and the fresh air in the corridors was a welcome contrast from the sickening odor of the main hall. Problem was, Mike had no idea where to go. He ended up running down four dead-ends before he finally heard a roar coming from the end of one of the corridors. Mike formed a shield, then kicked in a wooden door, ready to blast.
But what he saw caught him off guard.
Four gargoyles dangled from the ceiling, held by massive chains that made the ones that had held Mike look like movie props. Jakkus, Yaris, Groundhog and Nukes were in suspended animation, their wings clipped behind them by some type of metal binding. Jakkus looked the most beat up – his eyes were glazed, his expression noncommittal. The other three Gargoyles were bright and awake, staring at something on the other side of the room.
A flash of lightning lit up the room, through a gorgeous stained-glass window. Otherwise, the only light was from the failing torches that lined the walls.
Out of the corner of his eye, Mike saw quick movement, and his gaze swung over to the right. He saw Amadeus rise from a stool.
“Amadeus! How’d you get free? Help me with—”
WHOMP.
Mike’s world burst into stars as a massive fist nailed him in the gut. Then he was lifted high into the air… and flung him into the wall with jarring force.
Mike had just enough time to put his arms up before his face collided with solid stone. The impact knocked the wind of out his lungs. He fell to the floor, bruised, dazed, wondering what the hell was going on.
Then he heard a scream. He strained to see through the sweat and tears.
H couldn't be sure, but it looked like Amadeus had just cleaved one of the teenagers with his sword.
No…
Amadeus threw the body back into the hall like he was throwing a trash bag in a dumpster. The other Guardians took a step back, through the doorway, then turned and fled.
“No, come back!”
“Amadeus, leave them alone,” a voice protested. It sounded like Groundhog, but Mike couldn’t be sure. His vision was blurry, his senses jarred…
Amadeus ignored him. He stalked over to Mike, legs thumping on the stone floor. Before Mike could protest, he was lifted up again and flung across the room. Mike rolled on the stone and collided with the wall, his body feeling like it had been run over by a lawnmower. The world started getting fuzzy.
“Why are you doing this?” Mike said, grasping the slick wall as if it would provide some protection. He thrust an arm at the tremendous Gargoyle, but it had little effect. Amadeus stepped back for a moment, but then continued towards Mike uninhibited. Mike grabbed fire from one of the torches and raised it above his head, spreading it apart, trying to mimic the wall that Stockton had produced in the Dining Hall.
Amadeus nodded at the fire.
“You feel it, too, son of Rafael. The power you hold in your hands. It consumes you.” Amadeus got down on all fours now, his wings flapping once, then folding themselves around his body. “How would you feel if you were confined to a twelve-hour day? To be dependent upon inferior creatures for your survival? Would you enjoy such an existence?”
Mike kept the flames on, even though he was getting the sense that they were for naught. Would the fire even injure a creature that turned to stone every morning?
“But Dementae, he promised me a spell. A way out of this trapped life, so I don’t have to fear the daylight.” Amadeus raised his voice. “And so I don’t have to be pampered by you stupid humans!”
Amadeus thrust an arm through Mike’s flames and grabbed him by the throat. Mike felt instant panic, a vise around his neck, threatening to crush it.
Instinctively, Mike threw all his power behind the flames in his hands and directed them at the Amadeus’s face. The gargoyle screamed. The claw loosened, and Mike felt blessed relief as he slipped out of the gargoyle's grasp. He crawled away on his hands and feet and hid in a dark corner, panicked, trying to figure out his next move.
“I’ll bleed you for this,” Amadeus growled, one claw still covering his injured eye. He went over to the stained-glass window and smashed it in with his elbow. Wind and rain blew in through the now-huge opening in the wall, causing some of the torches to go out. Then Amadeus drew his sword with his free arm.
"Amadeus, you bloody fool," Yaris growled.
"Shut up, Yaris, or I'll run you through first."
"Your mother would be ashamed of you," Nukes taunted.
"SHUT! UP!"
Mike slipped behind Groundhog, appreciative of the distraction that the captive gargoyles were clearly trying to make. His telekinesis was worthless. The flame-thing would work, apparently, but likely it would only delay the inevitable. Especially if Amadeus was willing to crash through it again, maybe this time with his sword outstretched. Mike might find himself on the wrong end of a rapier.
Just then, the wind died down a little. Mike looked towards the gaping window, where he thought he saw a shadow float past the room.
The Mike froze as a chimaera-eye peeked inside.
It was like that moment in Jurassic Park, when the T-Rex lowered its head to examine the halted jeep.
A roar shook the room. Dust and soot fell from the walls, causing the room to haze up just a little.
“Come here you stupid little Guardian, and I’ll introduce you to the chimaera!” Amadeus moved slowly, as if he was afraid Mike would pop out and burn another part of his body. But he had to know Mike was hiding behind the gargoyles… there just wasn’t anywhere else in the room. Chimmy roared again, as if waiting by the perch for her next meal.
As Amadeus got close to Yaris, Mike decided to go for broke.
He extended an arm towards the torch on the far end of the wall and made the flame explode. Sure enough, the gargoyle whipped around, allowing Mike to dash from behind Groundhog towards the door. Mike peeked behind him. Amadeus had turned and spotted him. He spread his wings, and roared.
Perfect.
Mike whirled himself into a corner and shot telekinesis not at Amadeus’s body, but at the wind that was blowing in from the outside. Together with the force of Amadeus’s own forward motion, the gargoyle was gusted straight towards the opening in the window.
“Aaaaaaargh!” Amadeus beat his wings in the opposite direction, trying to keep himself inside the castle, but that only gave Mike more force to work with.
Then, with one hand, Mike telekinetically grabbed Amadeus’s sword, which was being held loosely in his right hand. The sword came free. Mike guided the blade around, then plunged it into Amadeus’s chest.
The gargoyle screamed in fury.
Without a drop of remorse, Mike shoved the rebellious gargoyle out the door and into the thunderstorm.
Amadeus’s screams died on the wind.
Through the broken glass, Mike could see the Chimaera’s two heads fighting over scraps of Amadeus’s flesh.
The three remaining gargoyles whooped it up, hurling curses at Amadeus, his ancestry, and "the surrogate who warmed his egg," or whatever that meant. But Mike would have time later to learn about gargoyle insults.
“How do we free him?” Mike gestured to Jakkus’s eyes. Then he grabbed the keys that had previously been hanging by Amadeus’s stool and went to work on Groundhog’s chains.
“Dementae controls him,” Nukes said as Groundhog’s chains lifted. “He’s used us as gladiators, for sport, when he was bored. Jakkus killed three Gargoyles with his bare hands.” Nukes nudged a head at the empty chains.
Groundhog’s feet hit the floor. He whipped open his leathery wings, stretching them as if he hadn’t moved them in days. Then he roared at the ceiling, his eyes blood red and angry…
Mike said, “But there are more than three sets of chains. What happened to the others?”
For a moment, nobody said anything. Nukes looked down, as if he didn’t want to say it.
But Mike had already guessed, from the looks of them.
“You mean he fed Gargoyles to the Chim?”
Nukes nodded, still looking at the floor.
“Wow.” Man, this guy Dementae has something coming to him…
Yaris snarled as his feet hit the floor. He drew his sword quickly, and also unleashed his wings. “Dementae will pay for his sins, I swear it.” Then he ran out the door, stepping over the dead Guardian, wings outstretched and sword ready to hew.
“Hey, wait up!” Groundhog ran after him, and Nukes followed soon after.
Mike was left alone with Jakkus. Mike stared into empty eyes, then back at the dead Guardian, whose feet were sticking into the room. A terrible sadness flushed him. So much death, so much destruction… and for what? For what?
“I’ll be back to get you, big guy.” Mike patted Jakkus’s arm, then ran out to join his brothers in battle.
 



Fifty
 
Mike found the main hall of Chateau de Vincennes quite different than before. The roar of battle was still deafening, but Mike could see two types of battles being waged, each sectioned off into their own half of the room. Brethren and Guardians fought near Dementae’s laboratory, with Stockton and Dementae still locked in their staggering display of fireworks. Slayers and Vampires fought on the opposite end, as if hesitant to get involved with magical warfare. Mike had no idea where the gargoyles were, but he assumed they were in some other area of the castle, hopefully freeing the remnants of their clan.
For the time being, Mike was alone, and he had a moment to think. How were they going to defeat Dementae? Stockton could go toe to toe with him, but Mike wasn't sure they could defeat him unless they had more—
Suddenly, Mike’s eyes lit up. He had a plan.
But first he had to make sure he would survive it.
Mike slid his gaze around the room. He needed a diversion; from someone he could trust completely. He prayed she was here, and still alive…
There.
Mike ran over to the northern corner before he could consider how insanely dangerous this was. Laura was engaged with a vampire, trading body blows, trying her hardest to stick a peg in the guy’s chest. Mike ran over and, from behind, shoved the creature to the floor. Laura stabbed quickly downwards and drove a stake through the creature’s heart.
“Mike?”
“Listen, I need your help.”
Laura brushed the sweat-soaked hair out of her face. “I didn’t see you, and I thought, you know…” Her eyes were heavy. A line of blood dripped from her cheek. She looked exhausted.
“Forget it.” He grabbed her by the elbow and led her to an empty corridor, then outlined his plan as quickly as he could. He could see the disapproval on her face, but she didn’t have to agree with it.
She only had to do it.
“So that's a yes?”
Laura looked at him with those big green eyes. Mike noticed that two of her earrings were missing, both ripped out of her cartilage. That had to hurt…
“Yeah, I’ll do it.”
“Are you sure you–" Mike shook his head. "I mean, great. Trust me, you’ll be fine.” Mike said it out loud, as if he needed to hear the words himself.
If I get her killed…
Before he psyched himself out of it, Mike forced himself back into the main hall, blasting a black-robed woman out of the way. He ducked underneath a vampire but did not kill it. A different vampire grabbed Mike from behind, but Mike shrugged him off and telekinised him across the room.
“Come on, Morningstar, I’m back, let's do this!” Electrical orbs flew to Mike’s hands, then streaked in Dementae’s direction. Dementae put up a hand and the orbs dissipated into thin air.
“A death wish, boy, is not something to get fond of!” Dementae hurled an Aneksham in Mike’s direction. Mike threw up a shield and kept running, somersaulting on the ground, jumping over fallen chairs, anything to keep Dementae’s attention. The Aneksham flew past him and deposited itself in the wall, eating away the stone in seconds.
Mike looked over his shoulder, wondering where Laura was…
There.
She had detached herself from the battle and picked her way carefully to the magical side, where she was creeping up on him.
Quick as anything, she unleashed two ninja-stars from a pouch on her hip. They caught Dementae square on the back. Dementae roared and turned to see who had dared attack him. But before his eyes could pick out Laura speeding in the other direction, Mike threw out a hand and grabbed the Amp from around his neck. Distracted, Dementae failed to block the charm, and the opal came free.
“No!” Dementae reached for the necklace as it flew through the air. It landed in Mike’s outstretched hand.
“Finders keepers,” Mike muttered, dashing into the laboratory.
Cassandra and Steph were still there, both unconscious. Sepulchra, on the other hand, was standing still, a robot, as if she was waiting for instructions.
“Mom!” Mike said, running over and waving the amulet in her face. “It’s me, Mike, I have the Amp!”
But his mom’s face did not register. She stood silently, like a manikin in a store window.
Just then Dementae crashed through one of the doors. Not looking for Mike, but tangled with Stockton, who had apparently charged the Brethren leader and tackled him through the doorway. The two rolled around on the floor, weaponry flying aimlessly off their hands, each trying to land a killing stroke.
Now Mike’s plan got hazy. He had wrestled the Amp from Dementae, assuming that would free his mom. But it hadn’t. She remained in a stupor, just as before…
Unless…
Mike slipped on the necklace and touched the stone. Mom, I command you to help Stockton kill Dementae.
Sepulchra’s eyes flickered, as if someone had turned on the power. She threw up a shield and ran towards the fray, firing different-colored spells at Dementae. A two-sided front was more than Dementae could handle, and Mom’s spells hit their mark. Dementae recoiled as if someone had whipped him across the back.
All of a sudden, Mike felt drained. As if it took his power to control his Mom.
Okay, so we were right…
Just then, one of Dementae's attacks hit Sepulchra's shield. Mom held her ground, but Mike flew backwards, as if someone had put two hands on his chest and shoved him to the floor.
This can’t go on forever…
But maybe it didn’t have to.
Dementae was up now, somehow on his feet, with Stockton and Sepulchra fighting side by side to vanquish him. He released spells at a furious rate.
Mike charged and joined the fight. He fired telekinesis as hard as he could, not trying to hurt the Brethren leader, but giving him one more attack to deflect. Maybe then Stockton could land a shot or two…
Apparently, Dementae went through the same calculation. Outnumbered, he looked back and forth, as if deciding which direction to run in. Then he turned and fled outside, into the pouring rain and the comfort of his own pet dragon.
Sepulchra and Stockton charged after him, and Mike could not resist the temptation to follow. As soon as he exited the castle, wind and rain crashed into him, a maelstrom slamming in the face. He could vaguely make out the bursts of green and blue light as the warriors continued their battle. The Chimaera was much more noticeable as she hovered above the battlefield.
Dementae screamed something that was lost on the howling wind. He looked at Chimmy and pointed to the Guardians. But she didn’t move. She kept herself aloft, beating her wings intensely, taking in the scene from a good hundred feet in the air, flames coming out her nostrils at every breath. Dementae screamed again, pointing incessantly at the Guardians, who for some reason had ceased their attack and were merely watching the Chimaera, as if they had never seen anything like it in their lives.
They probably hadn’t, Mike thought.
Then a stroke of realization appeared on Dementae’s face. He instinctively reached for where the Amp had been on his chest.
Mike looked down at the stolen necklace, and he understood.
The Amp controlled the chimaera.
Not going to pretend I saw that coming…
Dementae stared at Mike with intense hatred, as if he knew what was about to happen. He pointed at him and screamed something that was lost on the wailing wind.
Mike simply smiled back.
Au revior, mon ami.
Mike placed his index finger on the opal and thought, bite Dementae’s heart, Chimmy.
Immediately the chimaera sprung into action. Dementae fired desperate green flames at the two-headed dragon, which swooped in at incredible speed. The flames connected with one head, creating a brilliant explosion on the chimaera’s skin, but the other head was free to act as it pleased. Chimmy lunged for Dementae’s body and snatched him up into the air.
Chimmy’s jaws collapsed around the body, and the leader of the Brethren burst into ash.
 
 
 
 



Fifty One
 
Mike turned immediately to his mom, expecting her to snap out of it. But she appeared to have returned to her catatonic state. He rushed over to the Magus. “How do we get her out of this?” he yelled over the roar of the storm.      
Stockton pointed at Dementae’s amp. “Destroy it,” he said, and reached for the Amp.
“Wait.” Mike touched the stone and looked up at the chimaera.
Listen, uh, Chimmy – it’s best if you get out of here. If you go towards Scotland, there’s a lake called Loch Ness, you might find some company up there. No promises, though.
For a moment, nothing happened. Then the chimaera roared with both heads, turned, and flapped its wings up into the air.
Mike watched the chimaera go. The rain was so thick that it obscured his vision, and before long the chimaera was gone.
“Do you know how to break this thing?” Mike removed the necklace and handed it to Stockton.
“Nothing magical about it.” Stockton took the amp by the strap and slammed it against a rock. The opal burst into a million pieces.
Immediately Sepulchra collapsed, as if she had been hit over the head with a club. Mike and Stockton ran to her side, each kneeling beside her. Mom lifted her head slowly. She wiped the dripping hair out of her eyes.
“Where am I?” She looked concussed, as if she didn’t remember what had happened for the past month.
“Outside Chateau de Vincennes,” Stockton said. “It’s a long story, we’ll tell it inside.”
All of a sudden, Mike remembered. "Steph!" He jumped up and grabbed the Magus by the shoulder. “You have to help her!”
Stockton’s eyes went alert, as if he had also just remembered. “Take care of your mother,” he said, and ran back into the Greeting Hall.
Mike threw his mom’s arm over his shoulder. They moved slowly, gradually, until they worked their way inside, out of the rain. When they got inside, Stockton was kneeling next to Steph, eyes closed, his mouth muttering spells.
“I have to go help the others,” Mike said as he rested his mom on one of the staircases. She nodded at him, a tired smile spread across her mouth.
Mike tore into the Dining Hall, ready for a fight. Instead, he found Slayers and Guardians standing around, helping the wounded, tending to the injured. Shocked at the utter reversal of events, Mike found the nearest Guardian and asked, “What happened?”
“Everybody split,” the boy answered, who was at least half a foot shorter than Mike. “Out of nowhere, the Brethren all stopped fighting, holding their heads, like they’d all been hit with lightning or something. Then everybody turned and ran.”
Mike said, “You didn’t follow them?”
The boy raised an eyebrow. “I think most of us were kind of happy just to be alive.”
Mike opened his mouth to respond, then realized the kid was right. Wasn’t that the bottom line in any war? Surveying the landscape, Mike had to think it was. There were tons of bodies lying on the floor. Some were dressed in black robes, some in Guardian leather. But most of the dead appeared to be Slayers, or at least incapacitated Vampires. Mike noticed some of the Slayers walking amongst the bodies, staking a few of them in the heart even though their heads had been decapitated. And of course there were ashes; they were everywhere, littering the room as if a dump truck had emptied its contents in front of a snow blower.
Mike breathed a huge sigh of relief as he spotted Laura tending to one of the injured Slayers. He stood there, his gaze fixed on her, until she looked up. Their eyes met, and Mike found himself running over to her. He wrapped her in an emotional embrace. Then she grabbed his face in her hands, pulled him close, and kissed him.
Hard.
“Um…” Mike stuttered after she pulled away.
Laura smiled, her cheeks flushed a little. “Sorry.”
Mike felt the heat rising in his ears.
“I owe you for your help back there,” Mike said, dropping his arms so that he could hold her hand in his. “I know what you were thinking.”
“That Dementae would kill me on the spot? I’ll admit, it crossed my mind.”
Mike tugged at his sopping leather uniform. “How did you guys end up here, anyway?”
“We pegged Cassandra as the Brethren spy. When she left abruptly, her tail followed her to the airport. We assembled the team and headed out.” Laura rubbed her eyes. “Haven’t slept in forever.”
“You guys are going to need a new leader.”
“I guess.” Laura turned away, a sudden sadness about her, as if the weight of the war had finally crashed down on her shoulders. “Listen. I’m going to go check on the others, to see if I can help. Can we… talk later?”
“I’d like that.”
      Laura left her hand in Mike’s for an extra moment.
She tickled his palm with her thumb, then smiled as she left.
Only after Stockton called “Prior!” did Mike realize he was staring straight ahead, an enormous grin on his face.
“Coming, Magus!” Mike hurried over to his professor, who was resting against one of the wooden doors. It looked like he’d aged a week.
“She’ll survive.”
At first Mike didn’t know who he was talking about. Then he realized. Steph. A warmth washed over him. He ran into the makeshift laboratory, where Steph was sitting up, holding her left arm, being treated by one of the Guardian healers. As they made eye contact, Steph smiled weakly at him.
“I guess we made it,” Mike said as he crouched down.
“I guess we did,” She was alarmingly pale, but at least she was alive.
“Stockton took out the Aneksham?”
Steph only nodded.
“You know, when Dementae hit you with that green energy…”
Steph grimaced as the healer did something to her stomach, near where the Aneksham had taken root. “I know. I think Stockton blocked it somewhat. I don’t know how, but I think he redirected the attack before it hit me.”
Mike smiled. “The guy fights pretty good, huh.”
“So do you.”
Mike blushed.
Then Steph reached out with her uninjured arm and softly grabbed the back of his neck. She pulled him close to him, and kissed him.
“Thank you. For putting up with me.”
Mike, again, had a crazy sense of déjà vu.
“Um, anytime?”
Steph laughed, and for the first time, Mike realized how conflicted he felt about her. He realized he had tried to lock Laura out of his mind since the mission to Central Park – it was too painful for him to think about her – and as such, he had slowly, over the past week, opened himself up to new possibilities. Not that he was running after Steph, but Mike realized for the first time that he really liked her. More than just a little.
Except now, Laura was back in the picture.
Sort of, maybe, possibly.
Hopefully?
If the whole animosity between Guardians and Slayers lessened, and if he could go see her, and if he could get her an Amp, or maybe they would start allowing cellphone service at Windham… maybe Mike could borrow a car once in a while…
But then, on the other hand, Steph was at Windham full time, who he could see literally every day, and she could relate to everything he’d been going through…
Ugh, Mike thought. This is going to drive me nuts. He’d have to think about what he really wanted, but for now, all he knew was that he didn’t want the headache of a two-faced relationship, especially after the past few days of insanity.
He stayed with Steph for another minute, then headed back into the Dining Hall, looking for Julius Brutus, and to a lesser extent, Annabella. He spied the two of them talking in a corner, along with several other Guardians, and breathed a huge sigh of relief.
Then Mike saw several creatures swoop into the Dining Room. It was a total of seven Gargoyles, led by Jakkus, Groundhog, Yaris, and Nukes. They had signs of battle about them – open wounds, slashed clothing, broken swords. But they looked proud, upright, weary. Jakkus landed near Stockton.
“Magus! It is good to stretch my wings again, and it is even better to see you. Where is the Headmage?”
Mike clapped a hand on his forehead. He had totally forgot about Garzan!
“Does anyone have an Amp?” he called out, looking around.
After a minute, Professor Punn came running up, her thin hands clutching a bunch of opal necklaces. “I found them in one of the rooms upstairs,” she explained, taking one for herself, giving one to Stockton and one to Mike.
Fumbling with his Amp,  Mike corralled it between his fingers and searched out in his mind for Alexis. Professor Punn distributed the Amps to the other teachers, while the remaining Guardians watched him with eager looks on their faces.
Alexis? Come on, if you’re alive, answer me…
But Mike heard nothing.
Alexis? You there? How’s Garzan?
Silence.
“I can’t get Alexis on any frequency.”
Stockton said, “Alexis? Alexis Jackson? Why are you contacting her, is she hurt?”
Annabella came up to the Magus, a grim look on her face. “Garzan had an Aneksham. We left him with Alexis, but we couldn’t contact her after the vampire raid on Windham.”
Stockton was slow to respond, as if he couldn’t process the information. “Garzan… an Aneksham? But that’s impossible…”
Mike blocked out the conversation, trying to focus on Alexis. Maybe he had forgotten what she looked like… or maybe because he didn’t know where she was, he couldn’t reach her… the obvious possibility occurred to him, but he didn’t want to think about that... not just yet…
Annabella shook her head. “We found him after we got back from Blackridge Castle. He was in his office. Mike’s mom diagnosed him.”
Stockton shivered, his face visibly pale. “But he knew the counter spell… he would’ve blocked it before it entered his body…”
Mike?
Mike said, “Quiet, all of you!” Alexis?
Oh, Mike, thank heavens! Where is everybody, is everyone okay?
Yeah, we’re fine, long story – where are you? Are you hurt?
There was a pause on Alexis’s side. I hid in the basement, in the portal room. Is there anyone still in the Manor?
I don’t know, I’m not there right now. How’s Garzan doing?
Alexis didn’t respond.
Alexis?
There was still no answer. Mike felt his skin prickle as the seconds ticked by…
Alexis, are you okay? How’s Garzan doing?
Then Mike heard the faintest of sounds. Almost a soft, sniffling noise…
Mike, it was so strong… I couldn’t…
The color drained from Mike’s face. Stockton must’ve noticed it, too, because his eyes went wide.
Alexis, I need you to tell me – how is the Headmage?
A pause, then a sniffle. And a long blow into a Kleenex.
The Headmage… he’s dead, Mike.
 
 
 
 



Fifty Two
 
The funeral took place two days later, at night, so the Gargoyles could come. There was a full moon out, and a light summer breeze rustled the pine trees that surrounded the Manor.
Mike found himself shivering, despite temperatures in the eighties.
Sixty-seven lacquer coffins lay in three rows, each marked with the Skyfire insignia. A podium was set up to the left. Seats were spread out across the grass just off the winding dirt road, mostly white folding chairs, with some larger ones for the Gargoyles to sit.
Mike knew that many of the coffins lay empty.
Dementae had apparently fed scores of Guardian prisoners to his demonic chimaera, and several Gargoyles as well. The only thing keeping Mike from breaking down entirely was the knowledge that far away in New York City, the Slayers were having their own procession for a far greater number. Which wasn’t really comforting at all, really, but somehow the solidarity imbued him with a need to stay strong.
He sat in the second row, amongst the remaining warriors of the Skyfire clan. Behind him were parents and families, no doubt of those who were about to be eulogized, but also of those who were still alive, as if they wanted to stay close to shield their children from further harm. The thought occurred to Mike that this was the first gathering of the entire Skyfire family in quite some time. And for what? Not for a celebration of the clan history, or a dedication of some sort. No, this was far more terrible – a tribute to those who died because of the evil of others. Because of Evan Morningstar. Because of Dementae.
But not only Dementae. Mike felt an unbridled anger towards the other Guardian clans. If they had put away their hatred years ago, if they had buried their unfounded bias towards the Skyfire clan, if they had helped…
All of this could’ve been averted.
Each of the remaining Guardians was given a member of the clan to speak about. Mike received a six by twelve index card, with a name that read “Joseph Abner” and a picture of a skinny, freckled, red-hair boy who would never see his parents again. Below the picture were details about his life – his hobbies, his personality, and how he died. Joseph had apparently been killed by Dementae himself after refusing to go quietly to meet Chimmy. Fighting back tears, Mike noticed on the card that he was slotted sixth to speak.
He dazed through the first five speeches. Not out of disrespect, but because his feelings were too strong to allow them to surface. Mike kept himself reserved, impassive. An emotional outburst of that magnitude would only further demonstrate his wimpy—
Oh, for God’s sake. Who are you trying to impress?
Was it macho not to cry at a funeral? What strength was there in holding back real, heartfelt emotion?
So with that thought, in the middle of Alexis’s speech about Kiva, Mike the Guardian buried his head in his arm and broke down into tears.
Why had he been one of the lucky ones? Who decided who should survive, and who would die? Was it arbitrary, or was there somehow a greater plan behind it all? The latter was certainly more comforting, but right now Mike didn’t care to contemplate it. All he wanted to do was pour out his grief, as if he was a sponge that held too much liquid, so he would be able to do this kid Joseph some respect by not fumbling around with his speech.
As Alexis finished, Mike felt drained, exhausted, both mentally and physically… but he owed it to Joseph to put on a face and speak clearly.
Mike rose to the podium. Torches flickered off the faces of those who had gathered. He looked across the expanse to see humans and gargoyles alike, looking up at him. Anguished cries broke out sporadically amongst the crowd. Mike placed the index card on the podium and looked straight down at it, hoping to avoid eye contact with anyone that might trigger a teary outburst.
“I’m here to talk about Joseph Abner,” he said steadily. A cry broke out from the left corner of the lawn, no doubt from members of Joseph’s family. Mike did not look up. With wind blowing in his face, he made himself focus on the index card.
“Joseph was seventeen years old, a boy whose passion for magic was surpassed only by his love of his family and the Boston Celtics.” A soft, heartfelt chuckle went up from the crowd, only to be replaced with a long cry from a woman, most likely Joseph’s mother.
Mike kept his head down. He read straight from the card. “He wrote his family a letter every single day, flooding Jane’s office with so much physical mail that she fashioned him with the nickname ‘Postman.’ The moniker stuck. The Postman scored well on all his first year magical tests, and was certainly poised to do more of the same before his life was cut tragically short.”
Here Mike paused, the tears surfacing on his eyes. The hair on the back of his neck stood up from the wind. He looked up at the Guardians situated on the lawn.
His mother sat with the Windham staff, eyes red and puffy. Stockton, a sure bet to replace Garzan, stared at him with impressive dignity. Annabella, who had undoubtedly drawn Zachariah for her speech, fiddled with a tissue. Steph, who would be speaking about her father, looked like she was biting her lip, trying not to cry. And for so many others, not even the prospects of a decent burial, amongst their clan, their people…
Sucking in wind, Mike forced himself to wrap things up in proper fashion. He concluded with a prayer that Joseph should be amongst his friends, wherever he was, and that he should be happy there.
Then he strode off the podium, walked over to his mom, and buried his face in her shoulder, where he cried for a long time.
 
 
 
 
 



Epilogue
 
A month later, Mike sat on a sofa in the library, twirling a small post-it note between his fingers. He was staring at a brutal textbook on microbiology – or whatever the fancy name for pond scum was – but he wasn’t actually reading. The clock read ten minutes to midnight, and the only thing on Mike’s mind was the message on the paper in his hand.
Since the end of the war, life in Windham had changed, for better or worse. Gone were most of Mike’s magic classes. He had discarded everything but Telekinesis and Pyrokinesis, unfortunately replacing them with wonderfully boring subjects such as Math, Bio, and English. He almost wished for earlier times, but he had sixty-seven reminders on the front lawn to help him quickly abandon that notion.
His mother had moved into Windham full time, which was both endearing and terribly restricting. Like the time Mike missed curfew after the Guardians were allowed to borrow the cars and head into town for a Friday evening, or like when Mike slept through a test in English because he had stayed up the previous night, talking with Steph on the roof. That one she had given him the most grief for, which was a little odd, but also slightly comforting in an I’m-your-mom-and-I-care-about-your-grades kind of way.
Steph took a week away from everything, in a vacation spot that she wouldn’t reveal to Mike. Which was fine by him, considering she had endured the craziest month of anybody in Windham, being a triple agent and funneling information between the Guardians, Slayers, and Brethren, all the while retracing her steps to ensure no one would catch her. That, plus the death of her father, and Mike figured she had earned at least a week off. Maybe more like a year.
The two of them spent a lot of time together in the weeks that followed, but things were nowhere near the point where Mike would have to decide between her and Laura. Which was good, because as of now, Mike still had no idea what he wanted. He was spending more time with Steph, that was true, but Laura had visited Windham three times since the battle, as an emissary for the Slayers, and Mike had basically hung out with her the entire time. Stockton had said something like, “to hell with the other clans,” in terms of a Skyfire-Slayer alliance, considering how the other clans had left the Skyfires to fight Dementae by themselves. And seeing as the Slayers were probably the ones who’d saved the Skyfire clan in the first place, Mike was all too happy to agree with the new Headmage about his new foreign affairs policy.
Steph did tell Mike that her father had married Cassandra two years after Steph’s birth. Steph didn’t know much about her real mother – apparently, she died soon after Steph was born – but she did know that the Headmage was initially unaware that Cassandra was a Slayer. After finding out her true identity, Garzan divorced her, for fear of the other clans’ wrath. Naturally, Cassandra held a bit of a grudge, which was only amplified when she was elected queen.
There was no news about Aaron Caulderon from any of Stockton’s sources. Mike was still upset how one of his friends – probably his best friend for the two weeks he was at Windham – was really a Brethren spy. He was even more frustrated about how good a spy he’d been – endearing himself to Mike, avoiding all the security measures at Windham, even fooling Garzan when he’d used the Ubiquitor on him (Mike had no idea how Aaron did that). Stockton said it was only a matter of time before something turned up, and when it did, the Skyfire clan would exact revenge for the deaths of its family members, which were very much tied to Aaron’s actions. This didn’t make Mike feel any better; he wasn’t sure he wanted to kill Aaron, even after he’d seen him murder Jason Minor in cold blood. He was sure there was more to his story. Aside from how he seemed almost possessed down in the Chateau de Vincennes dungeons, he’d clearly been working for someone other than Dementae. Who and why were questions Mike couldn't answer. That thought, plus the fact that the Book of Lineage was still missing, made Mike want to solve that mystery sooner rather than later.
And so the month was a slow one, right up until Mike received the private message the night before. He took one more look at the post-it note, a glance at the clock, and decided it was time.
He was arrived in the Greeting Hall first, his moccasin slippers gliding on the marble. Windham was quiet at this time of night, a stark departure to when there were over a hundred teens roaming its halls. Now with thirty-some-odd kids in the school… the place felt empty.
Which was exactly what it was.
A tip-toe from the girls’ staircase made Mike turn his head.
And so it begins, Mike thought to himself grimly. When Stockton finds out about this, he’s going to kill me.
Annabella headed down the steps, wearing khakis and a white tank-top. She carried a large backpack, like the ones used for camping. Her hair was pulled into a pony, and there was a slight hint of makeup on her cheeks.
But what Mike really noticed was the necklace around her neck.
It was the Amp that Mike had stolen from Garzan’s office a few hours ago.
Please, Headmage, if you’re watching from above… know that I only have good intentions here.
Annabella approached him with a gleam in her eye. “Thank you for doing this, Mike.”
Mike felt himself blush slightly. The two of them had grown pretty close over the past month, in a platonic sort of way. They’d been through the entire war together, and, well, it was just easier to share thoughts with Annabella than, say, JB.
“You know Stockton’s going to destroy me, right.”
Annabella shook her head. “I don’t think he will.”
“You clearly don’t know the guy.”
Annabella laughed softly. “Then I owe you even more.” She pecked Mike on the cheek.
Mike smelled her perfume as she pulled away. He felt his skin burn. “Don’t tell him about that little kiss when you find him, okay?”
Annabella laughed again. “Not a chance.”
The two Guardians walked in silence out of the manor and into the August night, which was humid but breezy. There were no gargoyles wrestling on the front lawn, nobody swooping around above the Manor.
The gargoyles rarely played with each other these days.
They walked around to the back and into the open garage. Annabella grabbed a set of keys off the wall and headed over to one of the small convertibles. She tossed her pack in the back seat, and the two Guardians embraced.
“You know you might not like what you find,” Mike warned as he let her go.
Annabella nodded at the ground, sniffling. “I know. But I have to go. I have to find him.”
“He might not even be out there.”
Annabella nodded again, gaze still focused on the gravel. "I know."
“But if he is,” Mike said quickly, “Then tell him to get the hell back to Windham. On the double. Even if he is a vampire.” The last word hung between them like a fly caught in a spider’s web. “We’ll fix him, if that’s the case. There’s got to be a way.”
Annabella smiled through the silent tears. “Thank you, Mike. You’re a good friend. Zachariah and I are lucky to have you.”
Then she got into the car and turned the ignition. She gave Mike a half-wave and pulled out of the garage.
Mike watched her go, arms crossed, a hopeful smile creeping into the corner of his mouth. And as she peeled around the corner and out of sight, Mike got the odd sense that the changes in the Guardian lineage had only begun to take effect.
 



Read an exclusive excerpt from The Ghost of Blackridge Castle
 
A free companion novella to The Guardian Lineage
 
One
 
Liam Brick felt uneasy, and not because he was standing next to a real, breathing gargoyle.
He peered down at a Dining Hall teeming with activity, his arms resting on the cold stone ramparts. Waiters walked in and out of obsidian tables, carrying trays of meat, drinks, even desserts. Students ate hungrily, their appetites clearly overwhelming their sense of nervousness. And they had been nervous. Half of them had never seen a gargoyle before.
Liam allowed a smile.
Growing up in Blackridge meant he never had to endure the shock of the first encounter.
A small skirmish in the far corner garnered his attention. It was nothing – some kid had snatched a hot dog off another kid’s plate – but it was enough of a reminder for him to stop daydreaming.
And figure out what exactly was going on.
In the past, when he’d been anxious, his father had encouraged him to figure out the source of his discomfort. Trust your instincts, Headmage Benjamin Brick had said. One day, you will be Head of Surveillance at Blackridge. An accolade that has never been bestowed on a teenager.
Liam grunted. That day had come, all right. It felt nothing like an honor.
He had grown up in his father’s shadow. Teachers rode him if he slacked off in his magic classes. Friends teased him because he was the “Headmage’s son.” Some were decidedly good-natured, and others were decidedly not. He bore his last name like an ox carrying a yoke. 
And now, after being appointed to the exact position his father had predicted… that feeling had been magnified a thousand-fold.
His gaze darted back and forth. A nervous tic, he knew, but he couldn’t help it. He glimpsed the banners hanging from the ceiling. The one in the middle, celebrating two hundred years of the new Blackridge Castle, caught his eye. It had been singed at the bottom, the result of a prank Liam and his best friend Vance had played, trying to get the Pyrokinesis majors in trouble. Liam smiled every time he saw it. The ten days in the dungeons were well worth the lasting memories.
Liam fingered his chin-only goatee, which still hadn't grown in as much as he'd like. They had scheduled the first-day ceremonies for the evening, so the gargoyles could attend, but even with the full strength of Blackridge Castle in one room, he couldn’t bring himself to relax.
Something was off about this whole evening.
In previous years, when school had begun, the usual cast of characters would come trudging through the castle gates, ranging from ages twelve to eighteen. Once in a while, a few new faces would join, the siblings of those already enlisted.
Except this year, they were beginning the school year in July.
And they had almost fifty new students.
Liam snuck a peek at his phone. He had programmed it to sync with the reconnaissance spells he normally posted around the school, and right now it was reading much like a heat-sensor, with blues and reds and yellows moving like amoebas, adjusting for any movement. Liam wouldn’t even have carried his phone with him – he had no service on it anyway, because all the Guardians communicated via Amp, a small stone necklace that possessed communication abilities, amongst many others – and they had a whole team of mages monitoring the security spells around the Castle. 
Except that his father had specifically instructed him to keep his phone on him, to keep an eye on the reconnaissance efforts.
Which was very out of the ordinary.
Liam’s gaze moved back to his father. Magus Brick was seated at the dais with most of the other teachers as Maddadeus, the oldest gargoyle in the Blackrock clan, addressed the newest students. Magus Brick’s shoulders were hunched, fingers interlocked, thumb stroking a beard that consisted of a soul patch and nothing more.
He is so freaked out.
Liam checked his phone again, out of habit. Yes, it could be that his father was trying to train him. A month into his new post, and he was already letting his father down. Agavva, the old Russian gargoyle who had served as Head of Surveillance for half a century, had passed away, and while his death had not been unexpected, Liam was thrust into the Ancient One’s post without much preparation. Yes, he was the most talented kid in their Espionage and Surveillance classes, and nobody was surprised when his father had announced it; he’d gotten plenty of jeers and punches, all in good fun. But his father had already succeeded in sneaking in several Guardians through Liam’s defensive network, and although they had merely been tests, Liam had failed them, sure enough. He wondered how many times he would fail before his father replaced him. 
Liam heard a grunt to his left. He turned to see a young, female gargoyle grasping the railing, eyes watching Maddadeus with an almost worship-like admiration. 
A smile crept into the corner of Liam’s mouth. Ever since he’d found Charley’s egg in the lower cataclysms almost two years ago, they’d been almost inseparable. 
"Every time I hear Maddadeus speak, I am reminded of his greatness." Charley's voice was high by gargoyle standards. 
"You know he's like eight hundred years older than you, right?"
"His mate passed over ten years ago," Charley pointed out.
Liam rolled his eyes. "His Greatness would probably like you to be quiet right about now." Then the felt a vibration in his palm, and instantly his attention diverted to his phone. 
A sensor had been triggered. 
The one between the arches directly across from him.


Liam’s gaze snapped to the location of the alarm. His mouth opened, ever so slightly.
Hovering in midair between the arches was a blackened, hooded silhouette, flickering in and out of sight. 
Liam grabbed his phone and held it up in the direction of the apparition. The empty space underneath the archway was entirely blue, as if there was nothing standing there at all. No heat signature, nothing.
Liam’s finger went absentmindedly to the small gemstone hanging from his neck.
Vance, you seeing this?
The answer was almost immediate. You see it too? Where are you?
Parapets, Dining Hall. I’m on my phone.
It’s almost like a ghost, right?
Do ghosts even exist, Vance?
Dude, you live in a castle with real-life gargoyles.
Fair point.
You need me to come and help?
No. I got this.
Vance sighed. You always say that, Lee.
Liam ignored the last comment and took his finger off the Amp.
"Come on, Charley." Liam pocketed his phone. "Let's go catch a shadow."
 
Two
 
Having spent his entire life in Blackridge, Liam was not surprised by the gust of cold wind that buffeted him as he stepped into the night. Up in the Rocky Mountains, the peaks still had snow, even in the middle of July, and on the coldest evenings, temperatures could approach the freezing mark. But Liam simply turned the collar up on his leather Guardian uniform and extended his arms, which caused two gloves to slide out from underneath his sleeves and automatically envelope his hands. He pressed on the newly elongated collar, and a sliver of energy enveloped his head – a sinewy helmet that would allow him both to breathe at high altitudes and view the schematics upon which his job depended.
"Ready. Charley?"
The gargoyle saddled up to him, crouched on all fours, nose in the air, sniffing like a dog who'd caught a scent. She did have kind of a pug-like face, Liam decided, if pugs had oversized eyes, exaggerated nostrils, and lower canines that grew above the upper lip. Liam marveled at how quickly she'd grown. Charley was already almost as tall as he was – on all fours. When standing, she towered over Liam, over ten feet tall. If he kept growing, she might be bigger than Maddadeus.
Liam lifted a leg, and Charley slipped her entire body underneath him. Liam positioned himself on her back, down towards her tail – her nonexistent neck meant he couldn't ride her like, say, a chimaera – and wrapped his arms around Charley's muscular torso. Charley spread her leathery wings, and instantly the two were airborne, elevating up Blackridge's spires until they were high enough to see the entire castle.
The wind was fierce, but the gargoyle shot upwards, dodging air currents like a pro. Soon she found purchase on a rocky outcropping called Bearclaw Peak, which overlooked the Castle grounds. Charley alighted on the finger-like protrusions and folded her wings so that they formed a bit of a chair for Liam to sit in, without having to hold on. Liam leaned back and made a show of twitching his fingers, like a magician about to perform.
From here, they were able to view the entire castle. Liam always thought the obsidian architecture was gorgeous, way cooler than any of the other three gargoyle castles. Seven spires rose into the starry skyline, almost like an unlit candelabra, waiting to light the way to the unknown. The biggest tower was located right over the Dining Hall, from whose parapets Liam & Charley had just come. Off to the east, Liam glimpsed a place called Monument Park, commemorating the history of the Blackrock Clan, from victories in battle to legendary gargoyles to an almost near-replica of their first home in the Schwarzwald, more commonly known as the Black Forest in southern Germany. Further out, the Castle featured several large grass expanses, including one at the far edge of the grounds called the Ice Rink, which the Cryokinesis majors would freeze so they could hold Blackridge's hockey intramurals year-round. Liam grinned; he'd won the last two championships, mostly because Vance was the best goalie he'd had ever played with. 
Liam extended his hands and started muttering spells. Instantly, his helmet lit up, as if there was an electronic display embedded inside. He saw charts and diagrams of the castle – not of its architecture, but of the spells currently in place. Not personal spells, of course – that would be a breach of privacy – but all the standard safety wards that were placed all around the grounds. Liam selected the security measures and held his palms out opposite each other.
“Going to need an energy boost, Charley.”
Liam felt a surge of energy from the creature beneath him. The schematic floated off his visor and into the air, whirling around like a basketball spinning on an invisible finger. Liam reached out, grasped the sphere with both hands, and held tight.
“Let’s see how you like this,” Liam muttered. He squeezed his hands together, and the schematic started shrinking. 
Charley growled. "That's a lot of boost, Lee."
Liam strained, the extra power coursing through his muscles, causing him a smidge of pain. Sure enough, there was a flash of light bouncing around the schematic, as if it was an electric spark trying to escape.
“You’re pressuring it,” Charley grunted. “Keep it up.”
Liam closed the security web even further. The flash of light danced upwards, as if trying to escape.
Finally, when Liam’s hands were almost touching, the spark burst upwards through the top of the castle, and disappeared off of Liam’s grid.
“You got him,” Charley exclaimed.
Liam exhaled as he felt Charley’s extra energy ebb back down into the gargoyle. “Sneaky bastard. I wonder what that was.”
Charley sniffed the air. She growled.
Then she spread his wings and jumped into the air.
“Whoa!” Liam, unready for such a maneuver, threw his arms around the gargoyle’s thick body. The two of them rose quickly into the air, rocking back and forth, until Charley steadied her wings and Liam rearranged himself back into a comfortable riding position.
“You may yet find out.” Charley pointed down at the castle.
Liam quickly rearranged the schematic back on his goggles. Sure enough, the white bolt of energy was heading straight for them at tremendous speed.
“Pull up!” Liam yelled.
But before they could avoid it, the energy bolt slammed into Liam's head.
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	When I'm not writing, I'm teaching Judaic Studies at an American seminary in Israel. When I'm not doing that, I'm watching sports, studying Torah, training for the next marathon, listening to stand-up routines (the purest form of comedy), playing guitar or violin, or reading anything I can get my hands on. Oh, and chillin' with the fam. Family first, y'all.
	If you’d like to say hi, I’d love to hear from you! You can find me on Twitter, or Facebook, or Instagram - just use the contact page on my website. Happy reading, and take care!

 
SZH
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Available Majors at Windham Manor

TELEKINESIS CRYOKINESIS PYROKINESIS
TELE101 Cryo1o1 Pyro101
OBJECT CONTROL ~ TEMP.CONTROL  FLAME CONTROL

MARKSMANSHIP ICEPRESERVATION  FIRE DEFENSES

SHIELDS ICESHIELDS EXTINGUISHING
SPARRING SPARRING SPARRINC
ELECTROKINESIS MepIcing ESPIONAGE +

SVRVEILLANCE
ELECTRO101 MEDIC101 STEALTH 101

ELecT.CONTROL ~ HEALING SALVES ~ BREAK €+ENTER
MAGNETICS LIFEPRESERV.  MAG. DETECTION
ELECT. SHIELDS ~ MINOR WOUNDS Boosy Traps

SPARRING MajoR WOUNDS  SURVEILLANCE

IN ADDITION TG YOUR MAGICAL TRAINING, EACH STUDENT WILL BE REQUIRED TO
TAKE NORMAL HIGH SCHOOL CLASSES THAT ARE CONSISTENT WI™H GRADE LEVEL.
FAILURE 10 ATTEND THESE CLASSES UN A REGULAR BASIS WILL RESULT IN
SUSPENSION AND/OR EXPULSION





